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This study explored the effects of a collaborative

learning community (CLC) upon the persistence of com-

munity college students. Treatment subjects were partic-

ipants in two different offerings of the learning commu-

nity "Life on the Edge". The ex post facto design com-

pared treatment group subjects' persistence to goal with

persistence to goal of comparison group subjects matched

by age, ethnic origin, gender, and academic goal. Per-

sistence rates were compared using chi-square tests of

independence between proportions.

The large body of literature reviewed indicated that

greater retention is associated with greater involvement

of the student in the life of the institution. Several

theoretical models which attempt to explain persistence

decisions also consider the degree of social integration



to be important. In commuter settings, student involve-

ment may be limited to class attendance. Interventions

in the classroom, such as CLCs, have a greater chance of

affecting these students. Students in CLCs attend a

block of classes together, thus increasing both social

support and curricular coherence.

This study postulated that since CLCs are thought to

increase social integration and greater social integra-

tion is thought to result in greater persistence, then

CLCs would be expected to increase persistence.

No significant difference in persistence was found

between CLC and comparison group members, although 11.1%

more CLC members persisted after six quarters and 16.8%

more persisted after two quarters. Two variables were

related to persistence: females from one CLC and compari-

son group students with degree goals both persisted

longer. Results may be due to interaction effects between

academic and social integration and/or between gender and

social integration, or to the possibility that the spring

term samples may contain more proven persisters.
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN A COLLABORATIVE
LEARNING COMMUNITY AND THE PERSISTENCE

OF COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

One of the most difficult and persistent problems in

higher education is student dropout. This dropout prob-

lem carries heavy costs for the students who leave and

miss out on the considerable cultural and economic bene-

fits of a college education, for the larger society which

loses the potential development of that person's talents,

and for institutions of higher education, for which

dropout represents lost income and failed effort.

Pascarella & Terenzini (1991) estimate that a bachelor's

degree in the United States carries with it a 34% jump in

status and prestige over a high school diploma, and a 20

to 40% advantage in earnings potential. For institutions

of higher education, high dropout rates represent lost

tuition revenue, inefficient use of resources, and a

public perception that the institution is not doing a

good job (Summerskill, 1962). Not all dropout is prob-

lematical. Some represents the appropriate sorting out

of individuals, institutions, and social expectations.

For many, however, dropping out of school is an unneces-
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sary and damaging consequence of a complicated set of

factors.

Despite all the efforts of educators, the national

attrition rate has not varied appreciably in the last 100

years (Tinto, l982a). With the exception of during and

immediately after World War II, rates of completion

within four years after entry have stayed near 55%.

Extending the time up to ten years after entry yields an

approximate 25% gain, to an 80% completion rate (El-

Khawas & Bisconti, 1974). Community college attrition

rates are the highest among all types of institutions of

higher education. Tinto (1987) has estimated that 46 of

100 two-year college entrants would eventually earn

either a two-year or four-year degree, leaving a non-

completion rate of 54%. Pascarella & Terenzini concluded

in How College Affects Students (1991) that "there is

consistent evidence that initial attendance at a two-year

rather than a four-year college lowers the likelihood of

one's attaining a bachelor's degree" (p. 372).

Community colleges represent the sector in which

attrition problems are most difficult, partly because the

highest attrition rates are found among such colleges

(Tinto, 1987), and partly because the most heavily recom-

mended solution -- greater involvement of the student

with the institution -- is hardest to achieve in that

setting. A consistent finding of researchers in the
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field of student persistence has been that institutional

practices which increase student engagement and involve-

ment in the life of the institution will have the great-

est impact upon attrition (Astin, 1975; Beal & Noel,

1980; Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of

Teaching, 1990; Kuh, et al., 1991; Noel, Levitz, Saluri,

& Associates, 1985; Tinto, 1975). Both increased student

interactions with peers and increased interactions with

faculty have been found to increase social integration,

or the sense of "fitting in", and this in turn positively

impacts retention (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976, 1977,

1978, 1979a, l980b, 1991; Tinto, 1975; Wilson, Wood, &

Gaff, 1974; Wilson, Gaff, Dienst, Wood, & Bavry, 1975).

In addition, a number of theoretical models have

been posited to explain the persistence and departure

decisions of college students. All models have included

social integration of the student into the life of the

institution as one of the critical variables (Bean and

Metzner, 1985, 1987; Pascarella, 1980; Spady, 1970;

Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1987). These findings led the

National Institute of Education to conclude, in their

1984 report, Involvement in Learning: Realizing the

Potential of American Hiciher Education, that student

involvement is the single most important condition for

improving undergraduate education in the United States.

The nature of the conununity college and its students,
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however, makes such involvement much harder to achieve in

that setting than in traditional, residential four-year

colleges. Community college students are often older

than the traditional 18-22 years, married, employed

(Washington State Board for Community and Technical

Colleges, 1992), and the majority are commuter students

(Stewart & Rue, 1983). Rice (1989) has characterized

these commuter students as having a multitude of roles

which compete with being a student, having divided loyal-

ties between campus and off-campus involvements, and

having support systems which are sometimes suspicious of

the student's academic activities.

Since the only area of involvement which all com-

munity college students share is the academic classroom

itself, an intervention which takes place in the class-

room has the best potential for reducing attrition at

these commuter colleges. Rice (1989) has called for

"institutionally designed peer groups" (p. 323) at commu-

ter colleges to provide the interactive structures needed

for greater involvement. An example of such a peer group

is found with "collaborative learning communities", a

relatively new instructional delivery system designed to

overcome the isolation and lack of curricular integration

found in discrete course offerings.

In a learning community, a cohort of students regis-

ters for a block of classes together and may also meet
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outside of class (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, &

Smith, 1990). One of the primary rationales for learning

communities is to provide a sense of community and be-

longing for participants in the hopes of impacting attri-

tion (Hill, 1985). Involvement in Learninq (National

Institute of Education Study Group, 1984), includes among

its recommendations that "every institution should strive

to create learning communities" (p. 33), in recognition

of the potential for these delivery systems to enrich the

lives, and therefore the persistence, of commuter stu-

dents.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine the

effects of experiencing a collaborative learning communi-

ty upon the continued persistence of two groups of commu-

nity college students. It was expected that a learning

community would affect persistence because of the learn-

ing community's propensity for increasing the social

integration of community members through increased stu-

dent involvement and both student/faculty and stu-

dent/peer interaction. Social integration has been shown

to be a significant factor in the retention of students

(Astin, 1975; Beal & Noel, 1979; Noel, Levitz, & Saluri,

1985; Tinto, 1975).
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The specific objectives of this study were:

To apply current student persistence theory and

extant research findings to the problem of attrition

among community college students, with particular atten-

tion to applicable findings from the area of social

integration.

To describe a relatively new instructional delivery

system known as a collaborative learning community and

explore its potential impact on the social integration of

students.

To determine the effects of one such collaborative

learning community on the persistence to goal attainment

of a selected group of students.

The findings of this study will be of use to college

students, college teachers, and college administrators as

they make decisions about the inclusion of collaborative

learning communities in college curricula, and about how

best to assist students in persisting to the attainment

of their goals.

Research Ouestion

This study asked the question:

What are the comparable rates of persistence to goal

attainment of two groups of students who have attended

two different offerings of a collaborative learning

community known as "Life on the Edge" at Olympic College

in Bremerton, Washington, and two statistically similar
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groups of students whose instructional histories have not

included a learning community experience?

Definition of Terms

Social integration is differentially defined in the

literature. Tinto (1987) describes social integration in

terms of membership into one or more sub-communities that

constitute the overall community or culture of a college

and in terms of the centrality of that particular sub-

group to the larger culture. He uses the metaphor of the

solar system to describe the multiple communities that

make up any given college. Like planets, sub-communities

revolve around the center of institutional life. Some

colleges have a single dominant center, others may have

clusters of relatively equally central groups. Sub-

groups often focus on activities and may include such

things as involvement in student leadership, athletics,

drama, study groups, or clubs. Some form of integration

into this system -- some membership in at least one group

-- is considered a minimum condition for continued per-

sistence.

Integration is also considered to take place on two

levels: a formal level, of institutionally organized and

sanctioned activities, and an informal level, the day-to-

day interactions between and among the members of the

community. According to Tinto (1987) "the informal social

world of the campus is more likely to affect one's social
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integration in the college, especially in the communities

of one's peers" (p. 107). The absence of integration is

considered to arise from two sources, which Tinto calls

incongruence and isolation:

Incongruence refers to that state where indi-
viduals perceive themselves as being substan-
tially at odds with the institution. In this
case, the absence of integration results from
the person's judgement of the undesirability of
integration. Isolation, however, refers to the
absence of sufficient interactions whereby
integration may be achieved. It is that condi-
tion in which persons find themselves largely
isolated from the daily life of the institu-
tion. (1987, p. 53)

It is the latter type of lack of integration, isolation,

which is considered here to be negative and worthy of

institutional efforts to change. Since perhaps the

single most important element of the communities that

exist at community colleges (the only element that all

students have in common) is what happens in the class-

room, an intervention into student life which occurs in

that setting has the greatest potential for impacting the

social integration and, subsequently, the persistence of

these students.

Dropout, too, has its varying definitions. One of

the things that makes sorting through the considerable

research on dropout difficult is that different research-

ers have so variably defined dropout as to be measuring

virtually different constructs. One distinction that

must be made is between voluntary and involuntary dropout
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(Tinto, 1982b). Involuntary dropout is often a function

of poor academic achievement, a different phenomena than

the isolation and incongruence described above. Since

Olympic College has no academic dismissal policy, all

dropout in this study was considered to be voluntary.

Another distinction which must be made is between begin-

fling to end-of-term rates of departure and longer term

rates of departure, over several quarters (Tinto, 1982b).

Dropping an individual class is usually done for very

different reasons than dropping school entirely. This

study was concerned with longer-term retention -- that

associated with completely leaving school.

In community colleges, it is very important to make

another distinction between types of departure. Some

proportion of community college students transfer to

other institutions. This form of leaving arguably repre-

sents a continued persistence toward goal attainment.

Another type of leaving is "stopout" -- a temporary

hiatus in which the student has every intention of re-

turning at a later date. In the definition below, trans-

fer has been included as part of persistence to goal

attainment. There is no way to tell, however, whether

subjects who are not otherwise accounted for at the

census date in this study (the tenth day of the term,

when registration tallies are completed) are true drop-

outs, or only stopouts. This failure remains one of the
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limitations of studying dropout behavior among college

students, particularly those in the community college.

The terms which were most important to this study

were defined as follows:

Academic Integration: Meeting certain standards of the

academic system (grade performance) and identification

with the norms of the academic system (intellectual

development)

Collaborative learning community: curriculum change

initiatives which link or cluster courses together around

themes and enroll a common group of students.

Dropout: The voluntary act of leaving all and any insti-

tutions of higher education without reaching one's goal

and with no immediate or specific intention to return.

Persistence to Goal: Attendance in the institution being

studied at census date, demonstration of intent to trans-

fer to another college, or attainment of stated goal

(usually a certificate or degree).

Social Integration: Membership in one or more sub-commu-

nities that constitute the social domain of a college,

resulting in a feeling of "fitting in" or "belonging".

Chapter II will examine the research findings and

theoretical constructs which guide this study. Chapter

III describes the methodology used in the study, Chapter

IV the findings, and Chapter V will discuss the conclu-

sions and implications to be drawn, as well as limita-
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tions of the study and reconunendations for further exami-

nation of learning communities and the persistence of

community college students.



II. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The Cost of Attrition

College student attrition is a problem that has re-

ceived attention from a great many researchers and prac-

titioners, yet students continue to drop out in greater

numbers than desired by educators. The problem is a

complex and difficult one, but the costs of dropping out

to both institutions and individual students dictate a

continued effort at finding solutions. Suimnerskill

(1962) explained that the nature of institutional concern

has three origins:

First, there is a persistent underlying concept
that the American college is organized as a
training center.. .These are institutional ob-
jectives given strong support in our culture by
students and parents, by corporations and pro-
fessional schools, and by state and federal
governments. In this tradition, when students
fail to make the grade, the college with a high
attrition rate is criticized for doing a poor
job. . . Consequently, many educators. . . are sen-
sitive about the local attrition rate and this
has led to countless statistical studies of the
problem. Secondly, interest in attrition has
been stimulated by [the need for] efficiency:
for both students and colleges, withdrawals
mean a waste of time, energy,and money.
Third, .. . dollars leave the income side of the
budget when students leave the college. (p.628)

The costs of student departure to the colleges are

fairly obvious. Less clear are the costs to the individ-

ual and to the larger society when a student decides to

leave college. This is so because not all departure is

12
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negative. Some is the result of the necessary and natu-

ral sorting out process that individuals must do to find

their path in life. These kinds of departure are encour-

aged. Not all citizens have the ability nor the inclina-

tion to get a baccalaureate degree, and as Tinto (1989)

has said,

Although keeping students in college is a natu-
ral byproduct of a successful (retention) oper-
ation, such programs focus first and foremost
on ways to insure that all students, not just
some, have an opportunity to learn as much as
possible while they are in college, regardless
of whether they decide to stay or leave. (p.B2)

At the same time, a college degree has become in

many ways a minimum credential for entry into a number of

professions and therefore dropping out can deny an indi-

vidual access to opportunity and increased quality of

life. Some of the conclusions reached by Pascarella and

Terenzini (1991) in their recent extensive review of the

effects of college are:

Independent of an individual's background, a
bachelor's degree confers about a 34 percentile
point -advantage in occupational status or pres-
tige over and above graduating from high
school. (p. 488)...net of factors such as in-
telligence, socioeconomic background, and work
experience, a bachelor's degree provides some-
where between a 20 and a 40 percent advantage
in earnings over a high school diploma. (p.529)

Money and prestige are not the only benefits of a

college education, but they do indicate one concrete and

well-accepted measure of the outcomes of a college de-

gree. A recent report to the Washington State Higher



Education Coordinating Board on economic trends in the

state bluntly brought home the hazards of not having a

degree:

Education is a key resource, both personal and
economic, for the work force of the future.
Gone forever in Washington are the days when a
male high school dropout could go to work in a
lumber mill [and] earn wages high enough to
support a family in comfort...Information from
Washington's Family Income Study shows the link
between education and poverty: low education
means a greater chance of living in poverty,
especially for women, in Washington State.
(Sykes, 1991, p.2)

The statistics which accompany this statement in Sykes'

report show that a person with a high school diploma in

Washington State is more than twice as likely to be in

poverty as a person with a bachelor's degree.

The Scope of Attrition

Despite the completion of numerous retention stud-

ies, the rate at which students leave college has not

changed appreciably in over one hundred years (Tinto,

1982a). Since 1880, national rates of college completion

have remained at about 55%, with only one exception:

during and immediately after World War II, when first the

war reduced the college population and then the GI Bill

increased it. Completion rate is defined by Tinto in

this instance as the ratio of BA'S awarded in any given

year to the number of first-time entrants four years

earlier. Other studies which have used the four-year

14
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time period have achieved similar results: Astin (1975),

53%; Astin (1972), 60%; and El-Khawas & Bisconti (1974),

53%. The story is not as simple, however, as it appears

from these statistics. First of all, these studies are

based on students in four-year colleges. When El-Khawas

and Bisconti considered another cohort, for instance,

which included students who entered college in two-year

institutions, the completion rate dropped to 45%. Astin

(1975) reported a similar rate of 49% completion with a

cohort which included community college students.

While including two-year students reduces the com-

pletion rate, extending the time period under consider-

ation beyond the traditional four years increases the

rate. After five years, completion rates of 70% were

reported for four-year cohorts (Astin, 1975; El-Khawas &

Bisconti, 1974) and 62% and 57% for mixed two- and four-

year groups. Extending the time period to ten years

yielded degree-completion rates of 77% to 80%.

Further complicating the issue of dropout rates is

the transfer of students among the various kinds of

institutions, as well as the phenomenon of "stopping out"

for a time and then returning, either to the original

college or another. Tinto's (1987) description of the

movement of two-year college entrants from the high

school class of 1972 is illustrative of this point, Of

the entering cohort, roughly 27% completed their two-year
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degree programs in the institutions in which they began,

although they took slightly more than two years to do so.

Of the 73% who departed, 42% transferred to other insti-

tutions, the majority (81%) to four-year colleges, from

which about half subsequently earned a degree. Of the

remaining transfers, one-third obtained a two-year degree

from another college. This left 58% of the entering

cohort who departed without earning any kind of degree.

Yet if we stay with the cohort long enough, we find that

about 26% re-enrolled within four years of entry, and 4%

of them will eventually earn a degree (Tinto, 1987).

Therefore, Tinto projected that 46% of all two-year

college entrants would eventually earn either a two- or a

four-year degree, leaving a non-completion rate of 54%.

Even such a thorough breakdown as this makes assump-

tions that may not be warranted when examining the two-

year student population. For example, since community

colleges provide a number of different educational ser-

vices, it is difficult to separate students who are

attending with a degree goal from those who want personal

development, or specific occupational skills, or remedial

work from a class or two, with no intention of continued

attendance. One researcher has suggested that we study

the "objective completion" rates of community college

students, instead of degree completion rates (Willett,

1983). Examining entering cohorts from high school ig-
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nores the fact that community colleges are increasingly

enrolling older adults, many of whom have families and

jobs which must take priority over school at times. In a

five-year longitudinal look at community college atten-

dance, Willett (1983) found that 50% of students were

"stopouts" and re-entered after a brief hiatus, 29%

attended only one semester, 13% graduated, and 8% were

"sustainers" (still attending after 5 years).

Table 1 and Figure 1 give information on new and

returning students for the fall quarters 1987 through

1991 in Washington State community colleges. These

figures represent only students taking courses for cred-

it, and exclude community service courses and other non-

credit offerings. The number of new students have steadi-

ly declined, while the number of returning students has

steadily increased. The state retention rate is about

49%. If returning stopouts are included, the retention

rate is about 66%, a figure that compares favorably with

the national averages of about 45% reported above.

Olympic College statistics for fall, 1991 are

slightly higher than the state average, with 70.8% of

enrolled students returning from the previous spring

quarter or from a stopout.



Table 1: Percent of New and Returning Students in
Washington Community Colleges. 1987-1991
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Source 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991

NEW 33.1% 30.3% 28.3% 27.3% 25.3%
TRANSFERS 9.6% 8.7% 8.5% 8.3% 8.3%
FROM SPRING 43.3% 44.0% 46.1% 47.3% 49.4%
FROM BEFORE 14.1% 17.0% 17.1% 17.1% 17.0%

source: WA. State Board for Community & Technical
Colleges (1992)
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Despite the problems with comparing community col-

lege dropout rates with four-year rates, it is widely

recognized that students who begin their educational

careers in nonresidential two-year colleges have a lower

probability of completing a baccalaureate degree (Astin,

1975; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1987). Many

of the characteristics associated with attrition in both

students and colleges are present in these open-admis-

sion, commuter schools. These student and institutional

characteristics combine to make reducing attrition in

community colleges one of the most difficult challenges

in education.

Research on Student Persistence

Research on student persistence tends to fall into

three categories. A good portion of the research is

descriptive, atheoretical, and often not widely published

beyond the institution it describes. This type of re-

search attempts to determine who is leaving and who is

staying at a particular college. A second genre of

student attrition research attempts to identify the

variable(s) that may reliably predict which students are

more likely to drop out. These "at risk" students can

then be provided remedial or extra support, and/or insti-

tutional systems can be remodeled to fit student needs

better. Some of these studies have been based upon a
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single variable, for example, high school grades, while

others test one of several theoretical models which have

been developed. The third type of study found in the

student retention literature evaluates the effectiveness

of specific interventions in slowing or stopping students

from dropping out of college. The current study is of

the third type and will examine the holding power of

collaborative learning communities. The remainder of

this section of this review will focus, first, on vari-

ables which appear to be most salient in distinguishing

between stayers and leavers, and, secondly, on theo-

retical approaches to student persistence behavior.

Student Characteristics Associated with Attrition

Several difficulties arise when attempting to com-

pare research on withdrawal from college. A good deal of

the early research was done by focusing on one variable

at a time. It is now believed that the behavior of

"dropout" is multi-dimensional and multi-causal and

therefore too complex to use such univariate techniques

(Pantages & Creedon, 1978). A second critique is that

researchers often studied either persisters or dropouts,

but not both. Pantages and Creedon (1978) state that

findings from studies without control groups should be

viewed with suspicion. A third problem of research on

withdrawal is that most of the early studies were cross-
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sectional rather than longitudinal, which could give a

clearer picture of the complexity of the behavior.

Perhaps the most serious problem with this literature is

that studies have been based on widely different defini-

tional assumptions and may actually deal at times with

different phenomena as a result (Pantages & Creedon,

1978). For example, some studies lumped together volun-

tary and nonvoluntary withdrawals, and the cross-section-

al nature of many of the studies meant that students who

were "stopouts" (would return to the institution at a

later date) were counted as "dropouts", as were students

who had transferred to another school. In Panos and

Astin's 1968 four-year longitudinal research, for in-

stance, students who were still enrolled but had not

completed their degree after four years were tallied as

dropouts. A final criticism of these studies is that

they usually measured the behavior of full-time, tradi-

tional-age, residential students, which raises some

questions of their suitability as a reference point for

community colleges whose students are often part-time,

older, and commuters.

Below is a summary of the results of research into

the relationship between dropping out and these vari-

ables: gender, age, ethnicity, marital status, financial

status, employment status, performance in college, moti-

vational factors, and intent to return.
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Gender. The relationship of student gender to

attrition is somewhat unclear. Ramist (1981) found an

approximately 2% greater likelihood of male dropout among

freshmen at colleges using the College Board's Admissions

Testing Programs when academic ability was controlled.

Several earlier studies also found the rate higher for

men than for women (Alfred, 1972; Nelson, 1966). Other

studies have found a greater dropout rate for women

(Astin, 1972; Sewell & Shah, 1967; Spady, 1970; Tinto,

1975), and still others showed no significant gender

difference (Cope & Hannah, 1975; Hunter & Sheldon, 1980;

Panos & Astin, 1968; Pascarella, Duby, Miller, & Rasher,

1981).

In community colleges, results have also been mixed,

although more studies have found higher female attrition

than have not. Trent and Medsker (1967) found a male

attrition rate of 45% and a female rate of 51%, and

several others (Johnson, 1980; Peng & Fetters, 1978;

Voorhees, 1987) also found higher attrition rates for

two-year college females.

Pantages and Creedon (1978) have suggested that

gender may be an institution-specific factor. Given that

these studies range from the 1950s to the 1980s, one must

also wonder about the effects of different levels of

involvement by female students in education over timeand

the changes in social attitudes toward women on campus.
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In fact, Panos and Astin (1968) found that the higher the

ratio of males to females on campus, the greater the

female attrition. Some of the more recent studies which

have used statistical techniques which can distinguish

between direct and indirect effects among variables have

also shown that gender typically has an indirect effect

upon other variables (Nunro, 1981; Pascarella, Smart &

Ethington, 1986). Tinto (1987) suggests that the "depar-

ture of females is, relative to males, more determined by

social forces than academic ones and therefore influenced

more by forms of social integration than academic ones"

(p.73).

In a descriptive study at the college from which the

present study's sample was taken, Ramaker (1987) found

that females represented 64.9% of the overall attrition

at Olympic College in 1986, whereas they were 56% of the

student population.

Age. The data relating to age and dropout behavior

are also conflicting, but tend to indicate that older

students are somewhat more prone to drop out than youn-

ger. Ramist (1981) found that about half the studies he

reviewed showed no difference in attrition rates by age,

but the other half showed that older students were more

likely to drop out.

Astin (1975) found that older students, particularly

older women, were more likely to drop out than tradition-
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al-age (18 to 22) students. Trent and Nedsker (1967) and

Pascarella, et al. (1981) alSo found that older students

are more prone to drop out. Older students are likely to

have strong ties to external communities and significant

work and family responsibilities that can interfere with

their commitment to college (Bean & Metzner, 1985). It

has been suggested that age per se is therefore not a

major factor, but that correlates of age, such as family

responsibilities and hours of employment, are associated

with attrition (Lenning, Sauer, & Beal 1980; Pantages &

Creedon, 1978).

Among two-year colleges, a positive association

between age and attrition has been shown in a number of

studies (Aiken, 1968; Gorter, 1978; Greer, 1980; Hunter &

Sheldon, 1980; Johnson, 1980; Nutt, 1974; Snyder, 1990),

while a number of others have failed to note such a

relationship (De Vecchio, 1972; Pascarella & Chapman,

1983a; Price, 1982). Ramaker (1987) found that 81.8% of

the leavers at Olympic College were aged 23 or older,

compared to 72.9% of the total student population.

Leavers were slightly over-represented, additionally, in

the 31-50 and the over 50 age categories.

Ethnicity. Just as the variable of age is confound-

ed by its association with outside commitments, ethnicity

as a variable seems to be confounded with variables such

as gender, socioeconomic status and academic preparation
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(Munro, 1981; Pascarella, 1985; Ramist, 1981). Yet a

three-year study by the Northern California Cooperative

Research Project (NORCAL) found race to be one of the

five most important variables influencing the persistence

of community college students (MacMillan, 1970).

Studies in this area have focused on comparisons

between rates of attrition for whites and blacks, for the

most part (Tinto, 1987), or occasionally, whites and

"others". Astin (1975) reported that black students left

predominantly white campuses at a rate of 49.5%, as

compared to 41.4% for white males and 30.9% for white

females. Cortina (1980 as cited in Suen, 1983) found

that black students dropped out of the Wisconsin system

at a rate of 73% as opposed to 48% for the overall stu-

dent population. Suen (1983) also found a significantly

higher rate of attrition for black students than for

white. However, when academic factors and socioeconomic

background factors were controlled, no significant dif-

ference was found in attrition rate between members of

different racial groups (Astin, 1975; Lenning, et al,

1980; Peng & Fetters, 1978; Voorhees, 1987).

Astin (1971, 1973, 1975) found a higher rate of

dropout for Hispanic students than for either whites or

blacks, even after controlling for ability. These

studies included community college. students, as well as

four-year students. Haro (1983) discovered an average
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attrition rate for Hispanic students of 80.4% compared to

62.3% for other students in the seven states with the

largest enrollment of Hispanics. The state of

California, which has the largest single enrollment of

Hispanic students (nearly one-third) reported a five-year

graduation rate for Hispanics of 15.4% versus 34.2% for

non-Hispanics (Rendon & Nora, 1989).

Asian-Americans seem to be the single minority group

with a clearly better record than majority students at

staying in college (Ramist, 1981). Astin (1975) found

that after all other variables are considered, dropout

rates for Asian-American males were 10% lower than major-

ity rates and were 7% lower for Asian-American females.

Gold (1970) also found the group most likely to persist

to an Associate of Arts degree at Los Angeles City

College were Asian-Americans.

Marital Status. Astin (1975) found that being

married had an opposite effect on the persistence of men

and women. Although only 2% of the students he studied

were married, he found that marriage decreased male

attrition by about 8 percentage points and increased

female attrition by about 11 percentage points. The

NORCAL study in California Community Colleges found that

dropouts were more likely to be married, divorced, or

separated than persisters (MacMillan, 1970), and another

community college study, Aiken (1968), found that drop-
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outs were more likely to be married. These findings may

be more an indication of the effects of greater outside

responsibilities than of the effects of marriage alone.

The differential effects of marriage on the dropout

patterns of men and women lend additional credence to

that explanation.

Ramaker's (1987) look at Olympic College dropouts

found that 54.7% were married.

Financial Status. Lack of money is one of the most

common reasons given by student respondents for leaving

college. Iffert (1957, as cited in Summerskill, 1962)

found that financial difficulties were ranked third in

importance by students as a reason for dropping out.

Suminerskill (1962) found that in sixteen of twenty-one

studies he reviewed, financial reasons were ranked among

the top three most important factors in attrition, as

named by students. A number of studies done in community

colleges have also found a positive relationship between

student financial difficulties and attrition or between

financial aid receipt and retention (Aiken, 1968;

Brendel, 1985; White, 1971).

Other research indicates that the relationship

between money and attrition may be more subtle than these

studies would lead us to believe and that student re-

sponses concerning finances and leaving college may be

"ex post facto forms of rationalization which mask rather
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than reveal primary reasons for their withdrawal" (Tinto,

1987, P. 81). Peng & Fetters (1977) followed the high

school class of 1966 and concluded that financial aid had

almost no relationship to persistence for either two-year

or four-year students. Pascarella and Terenzini conclud-

ed in their 1991 analysis that the "most methodologically

rigorous subset of studies suggests that receipt of

general financial aid has no statistically significant

net effects on persistence and degree attainment" (p.

406). The greatest impact of financial aid appears to

come at the point of entry into higher education, and

affects the decisions to enter and to attend a particular

college, rather than to stay there once enrolled (Jackson

& Weathersby, 1975; Jackson, 1978; Tierney, 1980).

Financial concerns were given as the third most

important reason for full-time student departure in a

1979 Olympic College study (?4cConnaughy, 1979), but were

ranked fifth in a 1984 (Elmquist, 1984) study and seventh

in a 1987 (Ramaker, 1987) study. The latter two studies

included both full- and part-time students. Only 13.6% of

student leavers at Olympic College in 1987 (Ramaker,

1987) were financial aid recipients.

Employment Status. If fert (1957, as cited in

Sumnterskill, 1962) found that the greater the hours per

week of employment, the greater the attrition among

students. Other researchers have consistently found that
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full-time employment is negatively associated with per-

sistence, particularly during the first two years of

college (Anderson, 1981; Astin, 1975; Bers & Smith, 1991;

Kohen, Nestel, & Kamas, 1978; Peng & Fetters, 1978).

There is some indication, however, that working half-time

or less on campus may enhance the involvement and thus

the staying power of students (Anderson, 1981; Astin,

1975). In contrast, Kohen, et al. (1978), who did not

identify where the student worked, found even part-time

employment had a negative effect.

Olympic College leavers in 1987 fell into two cate-

gories: about 25% unemployed and about 50% working more

than 35 hours per week (Ramaker, 1987). The pull of

other commitments was listed as the second most common

reason for withdrawing. In the two earlier studies at

Olympic College, "other commitments" were listed as the

most common reason for leaving (Elmquist, 1984;

McConnaughy, 1979).

Performance in College. In his 1962 summary of

attrition research, Suinmerskill reported that 35 studies

of college students' grades and attrition had been con-

ducted and had shown a clearly significant relationship:

the lower the grades, the greater the likelihood of

dropping out. The median value was 33%, indicating that

one in three dropouts left because of failing grades, and

academic failure was cited as either the first or one of
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the first three causes for departure. This relationship

was confirmed in Pantages & Creedon's 1978 review of

attrition research as well, yet there is some indication

that grades, like financial difficulties, may be a so-

cially correct cover-up for other factors. For instance,

Suminerskill (1962) cautioned that poor grades are a more

stable predictor of attrition than good grades are of

retention, since successful students continue to leave in

larger numbers than would be expected.

Part of the confusion seems to be the result of a

failure on the part of many researchers to distinguish

between voluntary and non-voluntary withdrawal, a factor

that would greatly confound the academic performance

picture. Tinto (1975) noted that if students with unsat-

isfactory grades are excluded, voluntary withdrawers

"generally show both higher grade performance and higher

levels of intellectual development than do the average

persisters" (p. 117).

Studies of community college students have generally

shown the same relationship of grades to attrition:

significant differences in grade point averages (GPA's)

between persisters and nonpersisters, with the

nonpersisters having the lower grades (Aiken, 1968; Bell,

1984; Mulligan, 1989; Peng & Fetters, 1978; White, 1971;

Wilner, 1982). Ramaker (1987) found that only 4.4% of

leavers reported low grade point averages at the time of
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withdrawal from Olympic College. Interestingly, a fairly

large percentage, (14% of between-term leavers and 37% of

mid-term leavers) indicated that they did not know what

their GPA was at the time they left.

Motivational Factors. Another area of interest to

researchers as a possible predictor of whether students

will or will not persist has been the motivation of the

student. Various measures of motivation have been used,

such as commitment to the institution, commitment to

higher education in general, commitment to a certain

major, student expectations of college life, degree-level

goals, reasons for attending, etc. In an early discus-

sion of such factors, Summerskill (1962) described this

as an important area to study, but a difficult one be-

cause students report a wide variety of reasons for going

to college. These varied motivations create effects

which are difficult to sort out. Cope and Hannah (1975)

considered a personal commitment to an educational goal

the single most important determinant of persistence in

college. Ramist (1981) believed that motivation and

persistence are closely linked, stating "The student who

wants to do so will persist, and the student who wants to

do so will drop out" (p. 11). Tinto (1975) believed that

once ability was taken into account, the student's com-

mitment to the goal of college completion was the next

most influential variable.
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At the time of the Summerskill review in 1962, the

only really clear finding regarding goals was that stu-

dents with definite vocational choices were more likely

to achieve at college and graduate from college. By the

time Pantages & Creedon conducted their 1978 review of

attrition research, more data was available, but agree-

ment on which motivational factors were predictive was

still elusive. Marks (1967) found that, regardless of

scholastic ability, the greater a student's expectation

of dropping out, the greater the likelihood that they

would. Rossmann and Kirk (1970) found a similar self-

fulfilling prophecy effect for both sexes at the

University of California, Berkeley. Hackman & Dysinger

(1970) explored commitment to college and found that the

probability of dropping out was greater when the decision

to attend had been strongly influenced by someone else or

when the student was not committed to obtaining a college

education at the time of matriculation.

Studies which have explored the relationship between

student degree-level goal and persistence have generally

shown that the higher the goal, the greater the likeli-

hood of continued persistence (Ramist, 1981). Astin

(1975) found that in comparison with students aspiring

toward a doctoral or professional degree, wanting a

master's degree added about 5 percentage points to the

dropout rate, and wanting a bachelor's degree added about
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12 percentage points to the dropout rate. Data from the

Admissions Testing Program Summary Reporting Service of

the College Board (Ramist, 1981) support the findings

regarding bachelor's degree expectations, but show no

differences in first-year dropout rates among students

undecided about an educational goal or who do or do not

want graduate study. Munro (1981), in a path analytic

study of the Tinto model, found that "commitment of the

student to the goal of college completion had the stron-

gest positive effect on the decision to remain in school"

(p. 133). Chapman and Pascarella (1983), in another path

analytic design, analyzed commitment to graduation versus

commitment to a specific institution. They found that

community college students showed a higher level of

institutional commitment, whereas university students

showed higher commitment to the goal of graduation.

Other studies of community college students' commitments

(Medsker, 1960; White, 1971) indicate that students who

maintain plans which are either long-range or in academic

areas are more likely to persist than those whose goals

are short-term, pragmatic, or in occupationally-oriented

programs.

Intent to Return. College student intentions are a

relatively recent addition to the factors which research-

ers examine to gain a better understanding of dropout and

persistence behavior. The inclusion of such factors in
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models of student departure has grown out of the social

psychology literature connecting attitudes and behavior

(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977) and has been variably expressed

as intent to leave, intent to return, and intent to get a

degree (Bean, 1982; Bean, 1983; Bean & Metzner, 1985;

Braxton, Duster, & Pascarella, 1988; Johnson, 1987;

Metzner & Bean, 1987; Voorhees, 1987). Models which have

included the variable intent to leave have shown correla-

tions with dropout ranging from .714 (Bean, 1982) to .28

(Metzner & Bean, 1987). These figures are path coeffi-

cients, which represent standardized partial regression

coefficients. By itself, intent to leave accounted for

45.3% of the variance in dropout in a 1983 study (Bean,

1983), and was the best single predictor of persistence

for a sample of urban community college students (Mulli-

gan, 1989). Intent to get a college degree correlated

significantly with satisfaction with school in two of

three samples of commuter students (Staats & Partlo,

1990); and in a community college study, intent to return

was found to be one of the three most significant explan-

atory variables (Voorhees, 1987).

Among leavers at Olympic College in 1987, two thirds

indicated that they intended to re-enroll, either at

Olympic or at another college (Ramaker, 1987), but the

short-term nature of that study (persistence was defined

as re-enrollment a second quarter) did not allow for a
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distinction to be made between stopouts and dropouts.

Summary. The literature described above indicates

that a number of characteristics are useful in differen-

tiating between community college students who are likely

to persist and those who are likely to drop out. The

characteristics most associated with dropout among commu-

nity college students are: being female; being older than

25; being a member of any ethnic minority group except

Asian-American; being employed more than half-time,

especially off campus; having a short-term or occupation-

ally-oriented goal; and intending to leave. Low grades

have also been associated with community college attri-

tion, but not at Olympic college, the site of the present

study.

Theoretical Approaches to Student Departure

Research in student persistence and withdrawal

behavior which is grounded in a theoretical framework

generally draws from one of several models that have been

posited to predict such behavior. The first such theo-

retical approach was that of Pace & Stern (1958), known

as the College Fit model. This model theorizes that the

greater the congruence between a student's beliefs,

attitudes and values and those of the institution, the

greater the likelihood of that student persisting at that

institution. This theory has been given credence by a
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number of subsequent works. Astin, in both a 1964 study

and in his 1975 work Preventing Students Front Droppinq

Q, concluded that persistence is enhanced when students

attend colleges in which the social background of others

is similar to their own. Cope & Hannah (1975) also

concluded in Revolving College Doors that dropping out is

a function of the interaction of the individual and the

institution.

SPADY'S SOCIOLOGICAL MODEL. In 1970, William Spady

developed and proposed a "sociological model" (Figure 2)

of student dropout, drawing from Lewin's 1935 Person-

Environment Fit/Dissonance (P-E) theory and Duritheim's

1897 Social Integration theory. The P-E fit theory

posits that behavior is a function of the relationship

between the individual and the environment -- a relation-

ship which may hinder or enhance the gratification of

needs. The choice to stay or leave a given environment

will depend on the consonance or dissonance between

individual needs and the environment's ability to gratify

them.

Durltheim's (1897/1951) exploration of the phenomenon

of suicide led him to theorize that continued participa-

tion of an individual in a given environment is dependent

upon holding similar values and upon personal interaction

and affiliation with other members of the community. The

likelihood of suicide increased as these two aspects of
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social integration decreased (Spady, 1971). Spady,

viewing dropout as a metaphor for suicide within the

educational milieu, combined Durkheim's (1897/1951)

friendship support and shared group norms with student

background and intellectual characteristics in a model

that would predict which students would form weak insti-

tutional commitments and therefore drop out.

ROOTMAN'S PERSON/ROLE FIT MODEL. In 1972, Rootman con-

ducted research on students at the U.S. Coast Guard

Academy and found that two measures of declaring intent

to leave (discussing leaving with others inside and

outside of the academy) best predicted departure. His

study also built upon Spady's work in that two factors

were found to be predictive of persistence: interpersonal

fit, similar to friendship support, and person/role fit,

similar to shared group values.
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TINTO'S INTERACTIVE MODEL. Vincent Tinto expanded

Spady's work in an attempt to build a model which would

be predictive rather than descriptive of dropout behavior

(1975). Tinto stated that the

process of dropout from college can be viewed
as a longitudinal process of interactions be-
tween the individual and the academic and so-
cial systems of the college during which a
person's experiences in those systems (as mea-
sured by his normative and structural integra-
tion) continually modify his goal and institu-
tional commitments in ways which lead to per-
sistence and/or to varying forms of dropout.
(1975, p.94)

In the model (Figure 3), Tinto posits that student

background characteristics such as family, socioeconomic

status, previous schooling, etc., interact to influence

the student's commitment to goals and to a specific

institution. These elements were not present in earlier

models. Goal commitment was defined as "the level of

expectation and the intensity with which the expectation

is held" (p.93). Institutional commitment was defined as

"any specific institutional components which predispose

him [sic] toward attending one institution (or type of

institution) rather than another" (p. 93). The model also

contains a "cost-benefit" perspective. Tinto states:

these commitments, which reflect the person's
integration into the academic and social do-
mains of the institution, are themselves the
result of the person's perception of the
benefits (e.g., academic attainments, personal
satisfactions, friendships) and the costs
(e.g., financial, time, dissatisfactions, aca-
demic failures) of his attendance at college.
(p.98)
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The Spady model suggested the importance of two

subsystems within the college environment: the academic

system and the social system (1971, p.39). Tinto includ-

ed these two subsystems and added the notion of a circu-

lar progression within each subsystem: goal commitment

leading to higher grade performance; higher grade perfor-

mance leading to greater academic integration; greater

academic integration leading to higher goal commitment.

In a similar manner, institutional commitment leads to

more peer and faculty interactions, which lead to greater

institutional commitment.

PASCARELLA ' S INFORMAL STUDENT/FACULTY CONTACT MODEL.

Drawing on the work of the three theorists who preceded

him, Pascarella created a model in 1980 which stressed

the influence of faculty/student contact on both of the

subsystems within a college environment (Figure 4).

Pascarella's model has student background character-

istics (aptitudes, personality, goals, family socioeco-

nomic level, high school achievement, etc.) interacting

with institutional characteristics (faculty culture,

policies, size, location, etc.). The nature of this

interaction then leads to a degree of faculty/student

informal contact, which subsequently effects educational

outcomes and ultimately, departure decisions.
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BEAN AND METZNER'S NONTRADITIONAL UNDERGRADUATE MODEL.

The four models presented above are all based upon

Durkheim's (1897/1951) work on suicide and on other

social psychological theories which deal with the inter-

action between an individual and an environment. In

another approach to persistence, Bean and Metzner have

drawn from a different theoretical source (see Figure 5

for their 1985 model). Bean and Metzner based their

model on one which had been developed by Price and

Mueller (1981) to explain turnover in work organizations

and also drew upon Rootman's (1972) person/role fit

theory.

Bean and Metzner incorporated a concept, "intent to

leave", which was drawn from the work of Fishbein and

Ajzen (1975). These two theorists postulate that behav-

ior is preceded by an intent to perform the behavior and

is determined by the norms and attitudes held by the

individual about that behavior. Therefore, in the Bean

and Metzner model a number of variables describing both

the individual (background variables, environmental pull,

social and academic integration) and the institution

(rules, services, culture) are seen to affect student

attitudes, which in turn affect institutional fit and

commitment. These then result in an intention to leave
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or stay and a subsequent action of either departure or

persistence. In addition to drawing from additional

theoretical constructs, Bean and Metzner's model was the

first to incorporate external factors, like marriage and

opportunity to transfer, that are particularly important

in the departure decisions of two-year college students.

TINTO'S INTEGRATED MODEL. In his recent book, Leaving

College (1987), Vincent Tinto presented a new concep-

tualization of his model of student departure which

incorporated several of the ideas put forth by other

theorists. This model (Figure 6), while still relying

heavily upon Durkheim's (1897/1951) work, also draws

rationale from the social anthropological perspective of

Arnold Van Gennep's (1960/1909) publication The Rites of

Passage. Among other contributions, Van Gennep described

the process of moving from one phase of life to another

(e.g., from youth to adulthood) as involving three stag-

es: separation from the former environment, transition or

adjustment to the new environment, and incorporation or

full integration into the new environment. The transi-

tional stage is a time of risk and anxiety when the

individual either makes a successful change or does not.

Tinto (1987) feels that Van Gennep's ideas are

useful in understanding the complex and fluid process

that students undergo when entering into a new college
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community. His model reflects the idea that students

must successfully navigate the transition into a new

environment. The 1987 model also recognizes the ideas of

Pascarella regarding the effect of informal facul-

ty/student contact in the academic system, and the ideas

of Bean and Metzner regarding the importance of inten-

tions and the effect of external commitments.

Research on Models of Student Departure

Research on models designed to explain the persis-

tence or departure behavior of college students uses

several different methods. Discriminant function analy-

sis is used to measure differences between persisters and

nonpersisters on a number of characteristics, such as

sex, age, race, GPA, etc. Path analysis is the estima-

tion of the magnitude of the relationships between vari-

ous independent variables and a dependent variable (e.g.,

persistence) posited in a causal model (Braxton, Duster,

& Pascarella, 1988). Logit modeling is similar to path

analysis, but uses a different statistical technique

(likelihood ratio chi square as opposed to least squares

multiple regression) to delete model variables one by one

until the best fit between the model and the data is

obtained (Voorhees, 1987). In general, two kinds of data

are obtained in such studies: the percent of variance in

the dependent variable which is explained by the particu-
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lar model under consideration, and the variables in the

particular model which are weighted most heavily or that

best explain the dependent variable. Generally, a deci-

sion is also made regarding the effectiveness of the

theory upon which the model is based.

Data for many of the studies have been taken from

two sources: the National Longitudinal Study of the high

school class of 1972 (NLS), published in 1978, and the

1971 and 1980 Cooperative Institutional Research Program

(CIRP) surveys. In the 1972 NLS study, academic integra-

tion was defined as the sum of responses on two items:

overall grade point average (GPA) and how satisfied the

student was with his or her intellectual development.

Social integration was defined as the response to a

single item: how satisfied the student was with the

social life on campus (Munro, 1981). In the CIRP data,

academic integration was measured by GPA and membership

in a scholastic honor society. Social integration was

measured by knowing a professor or administrator person-

ally and by leadership in a student organization, service

on a committee, editing a school publication, or having a

major part in a play (Stoecker, Pascarella, & Wolfie,

1988).

The Tinto Models. From 1977 to 1980, Terenzini and

Pascarella conducted six single-institution, single-year

studies on the Tinto model using path analysis
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(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977; 1978; 1979a; ].979b; 1980a;

Terenzini & Pascarella, 1977). These studies indicated

the usefulness of the model for predicting persistence

behavior in traditional, four-year, residential institu-

tions. The model explained from 24 to 55% of the vari-

ance in departure for these samples. In addition, these

studies pointed out the importance of academic and social

integration in the retention of these traditional stu-

dents. The two constructs, academic integration and

social integration, were significant in all studies, even

after the effects of background variables were taken into

account. There was some indication that academic inte-

gration was more important in the retention of males and

social integration in the retention of females. Addi-

tional studies with residential, traditional-age freshmen

have continued to indicate that the Tinto model is eff i-

cacious in explaining departure and persistence for these

students (Christie & Dinham, 1991; Getzlaf, Sedlacek,

Kearney & Blackwell, 1984; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983;

Stoecker, Pascarella, & Wolf le, 1988; Terenzini, Lorang,

& Pascarella 1981; Terenzini, Pascarella, Theophilides &

Lorang, 1985). As Tinto predicted, goal commitment

usually has been found to act upon departure decisions

through academic integration, and institutional commit-

ment through social integration. It has generally been

found that background characteristics were not signif i-



50

cant, lending additional credence to Tinto's belief that

what happens after enrollment is more important to stu-

dent retention than what happens before.

Beginning in 1980, a number of studies were conduct-

ed on multi-institutional samples (Johnson, 1980; Meznek,

1987; Munro, 1981; Pascarella & Chapman, l983b; Shirley,

1986; Williamson & Creamer, 1988) and it began to appear

as though the model were not as effective in explaining

persistence and departure among commuter and community

college students as among four-year residential students.

In the Pascarella and Chapman (1983b) study, the single

most negative direct effect on persistence was attending

a two-year college; the single most positive direct

effect was living in a residence hall. Those studies that

have used the later 1987 version of the model, which

includes the variable intent to continue, have achieved

larger percentages of explained variance, one as high as

50% (Allen & Nelson, 1989). One study, (Desler, 1985),

found that social integration and academic integration

were the biggest contributors to persistence among trans-

fer commuters.

When data were disaggregated by race, it also began

to appear that the model was not as effective in predict-

ing the behavior of ethnic minority students. A number

of studies which applied the model to commuter four-year

students (Allen, 1986; Allen & Nelson, 1989; Pascarella,
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Duby, & Iverson, 1983) and to ethnic minority four-year

students (Arrington, 1987; Pascarella, 1985) have added

weight to this conclusion. Pascarella found in his 1985

study of ethnic minority students that social integration

indicators differed by race and sex (e.g., for white

males, knowing a faculty member personally was signifi-

cant, while for black males, serving on a committee was

more important). Murguia, Padilla, and Pavel (1991)

explored the application of the model in a qualitative

study with junior and senior students of Native American

and Hispanic background. They stressed that ethnicity is

an important modifier of the social integration con-

struct. Since their subjects were socially integrated

into only certain enclaves as subgroup members, they

assert that the construct should be measured with respect

to such enclaves.

A number of studies have applied the Tinto model to

community college samples. Some found that social inte-

gration had a direct positive effect on persistence for

this population (Pascarella, Smart, & Ethington, 1986;

Profozich, 1989; Seale, 1984; Stennick, 1989; Warner,

1981), while others found no relation (Beltzer, 1985;

Bers & Smith, 1991; Mulligan, 1989; Roth, 1985) and one

found a negative direct effect on persistence (Matonak,

1987). Several researchers found mixed results: Halpin

(1990) found that interaction with faculty was important
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with his sample, but that interaction with peers was not.

Rolu (1985) tested the model on three different campuses

of the same two-year institution and found that peer

group interaction had a direct positive effect on one

campus while faculty interaction did not; faculty inter-

action and not peer group interaction was important on

another; and neither was significant on the third.

Grosset (1990) found that social integration was a factor

in the persistence of younger students (under 25), but

not of older students.

Two community college studies were conducted with

subgroup samples: Garcia (1987) reported that her sample

of largely Hispanic students spoke most of external

influences effecting their persistence decisions, and

Roth (1985) found a similar effect with her Dominican

Republic immigrants -- what effected them the most was

the influence of their ethnic community.

The Bean and Metzner Model. Bean and Metzner con-

cluded from their review of literature that social inte-

gration is "rarely a factor in attrition decisions" of

commuter students (1985, p. 520). Therefore they did not

include it among the most critical variables in their

model for nontraditional student attrition. In their

later test of that model with four-year commuter freshmen

(!4etzner & Bean, 1987), they found the best predictors of

persistence to be GPA, intent to leave, hours enrolled
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and study skills. Burns (1990) also found intent to

leave an important predictor of retention. Others were

enrollment status, degree importance, and semesters

completed. Lund (1989) got different results with non-

residential four-year students at Eastern Oregon College:

most important was encouragement from others and good

time management abilities. Fifty-six percent of the

variance in departure decisions was explained in Villella

and Hu's model (1991), with academic stress, satisfaction

with coursework, satisfaction with the student role, and

utility the most important factors.

With two-year commuter students, Morgareidge (1988)

found that encouragement from others, hours of employ-

ment, and academic advisement best explained persistence.

Haney (1990) tested students from three different commu-

nity colleges and found that intent to leave and GPA were

common to all, but the rest of the factors varied by

institution.

Combination Models. A few attempts have been made

to combine the Tinto and Bean and Metzner models.

Voorhees (1987)found with two-year students that gender

(females were more prone to dropout), purpose for attend-

ing, and intent to return were significant factors in

retention, while GPA, interactions with faculty out of

class, and weekly study hours were nonsignificant

factors. Braxton and Brier (1989) applied their combina-
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tion model with four-year commuter students. They found

that organizational variables affected academic integra-

tion (fairness of policy enforcement and participation in

decisions) and social integration (communication), but

not persistence.

Social Integration and the Community College Student

A recent year-long study commissioned by the

Education Department's National Institute of Education

(NIE) on the conditions of excellence in American higher

education concluded that the single most important condi-

tion for improving undergraduate education is student

involvement. The report, Involvement in Learninci:

Realizing the Potential of American Higher Education

(1984), offered two principles as the basis of the recom-

mendation:

The amount of student learning and personal
development associated with any educational
program is directly proportional to the quality
and quantity of student involvement in the
program.

The effectiveness of any educational policy
or practice is directly related to the capacity
of that policy or practice to increase student
involvement in learning. (p. 19)

These principles were drawn from the work of Astin

(1984), who concluded from his 1975 longitudinal study

that:

...virtually every significant effect Eon stu-
dent persistence] could be rationalized in
terms of the involvement concept; that is,
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every positive factor was likely to increase
student involvement in the undergraduate ex-
perience whereas every negative factor was
likely to reduce involvement. (p. 302)

Other researchers and theorists in the field of
student persistence have echoed these sentiments -- that
the greater the student's involvement and engagement in
the life of the college, the greater the likelihood of
persistence (Beal & Noel, 1980; Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching, 1990; Kuh, et el., 1991;
Noel, Levitz, Saluri, & Associates, 1985; Schlossberg,
1989; Tinto, 1975; Turnbull, 1986). Though different

researchers have characterized the concept in different
ways (affiliation, attachment, commitment, integration,
support, instilling a sense of mattering, and a sense of
community), there seems to be general agreement that
students need to feel like they belong at and fit in to
the college they are attending. This has been reflected

in the models of student departure by the construct of
social integration, which Durkheim (1897/1951) believed

to be one of the two factors in individuals which would
increase belonging and mitigate against the choice of
suicide. Spady (1970) recognized the application of this
construct to the symbolic suicide (dropout) in collegiate
settings and his choice has been validated by every major

theorist since.
For community college students, however, it is

difficult to glean a clear and unconfused indication from
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research as to whether social integration is or is not,

in fact, an important variable in persistence. As summa-

rized in the preceding section, about as many studies

have found social integration to be related to persis-

tence with this population as have found no relationship.

This researcher believes that the variable does operate

to some degree in the lives of most community college

students. This study is predicated on that belief and

its corollary that increasing social integration for a

group of community college students will increase their

persistence. Some discussion regarding this controversy

therefore seems necessary.

First, different researchers have used different

operational definitions of social integration, which

raises questions regarding the validity and consistency

of results. In addition, some of the studies which have

found the most clear indications that social integration

does not operate for community college students have used

definitions of the construct which seem not to fit the

setting very well. For example, Stoecker, Pascarella,

and Wolfie (1988) defined social integration as knowing a

professor or administrator personally and by leadership

in a student organization, service on a committee, edit-

ing a school publication, or having a major part in a

play. The ways that commuter students manifest social

integration on campus are probably not the same as those
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of traditional students who live on campus, take part in

activities on campus, and draw their primary friendship

networks from other students on campus. In another case,

the definition of social integration included such things

as number of dates per month and number of weekends spent

on campus, which clearly did not fit community college

students and would therefore indicate, possibly errone-

ously, that social integration was not important for them

(Pascarella & Chapman, l983b). It remains an unanswered

question what effect a more appropriate definition might

have on the applicability of these models to commuter

populations. Measures of social integration also general-

ly assume greater involvement to be pro forma evidence of

more positive influence. It is possible for peer and

even faculty interaction to influence a student away from

continued persistence instead of toward it.

A second and related point is that recent research

is beginning to indicate that the applicability of the

Tinto model to four-year populations may not be as uni-

form as had been supposed. stage (1989) found strong

reciprocal effects between the concepts of academic and

social integration that differed by gender. For males,

academic integration was a positive predictor of social

integration, while for females, social integration posi-

tively predicted academic integration. Those studies

which have found academic integration to be the better



58

predictor of persistence for commuter populations have

generally not explored this relationship. Christie and

Dinham (1991) recently found that external relationships

(with family and high school friends) affected the social

integration of a sample of traditional students more than

previous studies would suggest, as well. It has usually

been supposed that external factors affected commuter

populations much more than residential ones. Boyle's

(1988) qualitative study of four-year residential fresh-

man women also called into question assumptions that had

been made regarding this population. Social integration

had been defined by Tinto and others as both student-

faculty and student-peer interactions, but Boyle's sub-

jects had relationships with faculty which were hierar-

chic and generally negative. For these students, rela-

tionships with staff and other students were a signifi-

cant and positive influence on persistence.

The third reason to interpret research findings

cautiously in regard to community college students and

social integration is that the population is tremendously

diverse. It is reasonable to assume that different

groups of students have different needs regarding how

much and in what form they connect on campus. Yet many

studies have failed to take this into account. A recent

study explored patterns of integration among older and

younger community college students (Grosset, 1991).
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Social integration was found to operate differently by

age. It was an important factor for students under age

25, but not for those over age 25. As mentioned above,

Rom (1985) found a different pattern of social integra-

tion on each of three campuses of the same institution

and Halpin (1990) found that interaction with faculty was

important for his sample but not interaction with peers.

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) refer to this diversity:

Different types of students in the same insti-
tution may benefit differentially from differ-
ent types of social and academic experiences.
Furthermore, as suggested by Bean (1985), a
student's integration into the social and aca-
demic system of an institution may have a dif-
ferential impact on persistence at different
periods during college. Bean's finding at a
large residential university suggested that
degree of fit with these systems was most crit-
ical during the freshman year and tended to
decrease in importance thereafter. (p. 413)

Several qualitative studies have shed light on

social integration in community college students.

Weidman (1985) interviewed older-than-average, mostly

minority, female students in two-year vocational-techni-

cal programs. Analysis of Weidman's data indicated that

peers were more important than faculty in social integra-

tion, and that extrainstitutional factors like child-care

and support from family members were important in keeping

these students in school. Starks (1987) also studied

adult two-year college women. She looked at exceptional

cases (e.g., one whose grades were high who left, or one
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whose grades were low who stayed) and suggested a recon-

ceptualization of the terms "academic integration" and

"social integration" for this population. She suggests

such things as study habits, writing ability, and the

balancing of role demands as important to community

college academic integration. She also suggests that

social integration for some community college students

occurs almost entirely in the classroom and that the

distinction between formal and informal faculty contact

often used in the literature is meaningless for these

students. Neumann (1985) concurs with the need for a

different definition for community college students. He

interviewed at risk persisters and leavers from several

Eastern seaboard two-year colleges. He found that per-

sisters had a very different experience than leavers.

Persisters were more likely to have earned high grades,

have joined informal peer groups, have developed friendly

relationships with faculty, and have worked on campus

than were leavers.

A fourth reason not to discount the importance of

social integration for community college students is in

some ways the most compelling. There are two beneficial

aspects to social interaction for students. One is the

gaining of social support which can mitigate against the

stresses of everyday life. Giddan (1988) states that

"social support involves giving and receiving aid, find-
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ing recognition and esteem from others, and those mani-

fold advantages that go with membership in a group . .."

(p. 6). This aspect of social interaction is most clear-

ly related to persistence, but there is another benefit

which may also relate to persistence. The other benefit,

greater social development, is of equal use to all stu-

dents, no matter what their reasons for attending col-

lege. Winston, Bonney, Miller, and Dagley (1988)

stressed the importance of social development in the

educational process:

Functioning effectively in both social and work
groups is an extremely important skill for any
educated person to possess, as the inability to
function well in groups can haunt an indi-
vidual's entire life. (p. 88) Those concerned
with the growth and development of college
students need to be aware continually of the
presence of primary and associational groups
and of their potential influence on the stu-
dents with whom they work. (p. 106)

These reasons -- dissimilarity of definitions, inap-

propriateness of definitions, lack of measurement of the

direction of influence exerted by peers and others, newly

discovered inconsistencies in four-year results, the

diversity of community college populations, and the lack

of consideration of the importance of social interaction

to student development -- provide enough reason to, at

the very least, use caution when dealing with the subject

of social integration and community college students.

Tinto (1987), in discussing the lessened opportunities
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point:

But it does not follow, as some researchers
have claimed, that social contact with other
persons on campus may not be important to per-
sistence of students on two-year and nonresi-
dential colleges. Though it is evident that
those institutions do not often have signif i-
cant social communities on campus, it does not
follow that steps to generate and/or simulate
such communities may not prove instrumental in
increasing retention generally. (p. 75)

Rice (1989) has discussed the importance of provid-

ing such opportunities on commuter campuses and the

difficulty of doing so. He describes commuter students

as characterized by a multiplicity of roles which can

compete with educational efforts, divided loyalties

between campus involvements and off-campus commitments,

and support systems which may be suspicious of and nega-

tive about the students' academic activities. He further

elaborates:

One of the clear distinctions between residen-
tial and commuter freshmen is that commuters
are afforded fewer opportunities to interact
with their collegiate peers in informal ways.
They simply do not have the intensity of expo-
sure to these potentially powerful agents of
change. (p. 323) . . .The same barriers limiting
their involvement within the institution and
interaction with collegiate peers also separate
them from the faculty. (p.325)

Rice calls for "institutionally designed peer groups"

(p. 323) at commuter colleges which could provide inter-

active structures. Examples of such peer groups are

block scheduling, cluster colleges, and learning communi-

62
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ties. Among its recommendations, Involvement in Learninq

also calls for learning communities, stating: "Every

institution of higher education should strive to create

learning communities, organized around specific intellec-

tual themes or tasks" (1984, p. 33). Clearly such commu-

nities are seen as a potential means of overcoming the

isolation students experience in commuter institutions

and therefore increasing commuter student persistence.

Collaborative Learning Communities

The use of alternative pedagogical and organization-

al structures to attempt to overcome some of higher

education's recurring problems has a long and venerable

history. For example, the cluster college concept,

whereby a smaller community of scholars is formed within

the larger institutional structure, dates back to the

founding of Oxford University in England in 1249 (Gaff,

1970). In the over seven hundred years since, this

concept has been resurrected periodically in slightly

altered forms. As Sondalle (1974) has outlined in his

history of cluster colleges, the most recent rebirth

occurred during the 1960s, a time when there was both

phenomenal growth in enrollments and an atmosphere of

creativity, innovation, and experimentation. Over a

period of ten years, well over forty-five cluster colleg-

es of one type or another were begun. While they dif-
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fered regarding design, all espoused similar reasons for

implementing the cluster concept. These reasons included

the need to create an environment that would enhance a

sense of community, the need to encourage students to

become involved in their education, and the need to

foster close student-faculty relationships (Sondalle,

1974).

While the political atmosphere on college campuses

and in our society as a whole is now very different from

that in the 1960s, higher education is still struggling

with problems like student isolation and alienation on

campus, the need to provide greater coherence to the

curriculum, and the need to teach students the skills

they need to live in a truly pluralistic society. A

series of national reports on education in recent years

have focused on the shortcomings of the United States

system of education and called for changes in curricula

and structure. The first of these reports to focus on

higher education specifically was Involvement in Learn-

ing: Realizing the Potential of Higher Education (1984),

referred to above. A second report, specific to communi-

ty colleges (Building Communities: A Vision for a New

Century, 1988), used the lack of community as a focal

mechanism, stating

we are threatened by excessive fragmenta-
tion and division. Cultural separations and
racial tensions are increasing. Families are
unstable, and many neighborhoods, small and
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large, have lost their center....As never be-
fore, the nation needs institutions that recog-
nize not only the dignity of the individual but
also the interests of community. (American
Association of Community and Junior Colleges,
p. 6)

Another report, Campus Life: In Search of Communitv

(The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching,

1990), indicated that 82% of the two-year college presi-

dents they surveyed rated the lack of student involvement

as one of the most serious campus life problems they

faced. The report acknowledged that fostering such in-

volvement in open-door, commuter institutions like commu-

nity colleges presents an especially difficult challenge.

The report therefore concluded that

it's in the classroom where social and intel-
lectual bonding is most likely to occur. For
commuter students this is the primary point of
campus contact.. ..The classroom can be an oasis
of social and emotional support in the often
hectic lives of older students. (p.53)

In the face of these problems, educators have re-

turned to the idea of offering coordinated courses to

communities of scholars as a possible answer to alien-

ation and lack of curricular coherence and as a means to

foster social development. A relatively new group of

instructional delivery systems which are designed to

overcome lack of integration and isolation in the college

environment are called collaborative learning communi-

ties. In the words of Jean MacGregor at the Washington

Center for Improving the Quality of Undergraduate Educa-



tion, collaborative learning communities are

curriculum change initiatives that link or
cluster courses together around themes and
enroll a common group of students. Although
learning community structures are quite vari-
able, they have two common intentions. First,
they attempt to provide coherence for students
by linking classes together and building rela-

tionships between subject matter, or teaching
skills (such as writing or speaking) in the
context of a discipline. Second, they aim to
build both academic and social community for
students by enrolling them together in a block
of coursework. (Washington Center News, 1991,
p. 2)

Learning communities are descended from the earlier

cluster colleges, at least in philosophy, and like clus-

ter colleges, they are designed to provide a safe haven

for students as well as assistance in making connections

among subjects and disciplines. Katz (1988) has spoken

of the benefits, both social and intellectual, that

accrue when people collaborate in formal and informal

ways. He reasons that

the neglect of the principle of group learning
may be one reason why education is not nearly
as effective as it could be. This neglect has
profound social and emotional implications as
well. It inhibits the possibilities of ac-
quaintance and relatedness and it may account
for the "habits of the heart" of loneliness,
isolation, and self-centerednesS described in
recent sociological and historical writing. (p.

171)

Some form of learning community is now being offered

at dozens of colleges outside of Washington state and at

more than 25 higher education institutions within Wash-

66
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ington (Washington Center News, 1991). They fall along

two continua of degree of collaboration among learners

and degree of integration of course content. Not all

learning communities are truly collaborative, nor does

all collaborative learning take place within learning

communities, yet it is probably fair to say that one of

the goals of the learning community movement is greater

collaboration among the learners involved. Whipple

(1987), in his discussion of the difficulties of defining

collaborative learning, presents the definition created

by the American Association of Higher Education (AAHE)

Action Community on Collaborative Learning:

Collaboration in undergraduate education is a
pedagogical style that emphasizes cooperative
efforts among students, faculty, and
administrators. Rooted in the belief that
learning is inherently social in nature, it
stresses common inquiry as the basic learning
process. Although academically and culturally
challenging, it benefits participants by making
them more active as learners, more interactive
as teachers, more balanced as researchers, more
effective as leaders, and more humane as indi-
viduals. (p. 4)

In a transcript of a speech entitled The Rationale

for Learning Communities, Hill (1985) outlined seven

"ills" in higher education that collaborative learning

communities addressed. They are:

1. The mismatched expectations of students and
faculty as to what should be going on in under-
graduate education. What faculty are rewarded
to do well is quite different from what under-
graduates are expecting in the classroom.



The inadequate amount of intellectual in-
teraction between faculty and students, and
between students and students.

The lack of relationship or coherence among
most of the courses taken by the student out-
side his or her major.

The lack of resources and opportunities for
faculty development.

The growing complexity and interdependence
of the problems we face with our disciplines
-- the problems we are trying to solve.

The non-completion rate in colleges and
universities which has reached alarming propor-
tions.

Shrinking budgets, a professional reward
system, and internal patterns of resource allo-
cation which reinforce and perpetuate the domi-
nance of all the previous six structural flaws.
(pp.1-3)

The Washington state initiative toward collaborative

learning communities began in 1984 with an exchange of

faculty between Seattle Central Community College and The

Evergreen State College (Smith & Hunter, 1987), an inno-

vative liberal arts institution with a "coordinated

studies" curriculum -- one in which all offerings are

interdisciplinary, team-taught, and focused around themes

(Gabelnick, et al., 1990). While Evergreen was interest-

ed in recruiting minority students, and Seattle Central

in revitalizing its liberal arts programs (Smith &

Hunter, 1987), from that collaboration has grown what can

now be seen as a curriculum reform movement among

Washington's colleges and universities. This "learning

68
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community" approach to undergraduate education has been

nurtured and assisted by the Washington Center for Im-

proving the Quality of Undergraduate Education, housed at

The Evergreen State College and funded through both

foundation grants and state monies (Washington Center

Final Report to the Ford Foundation, 1988). A recent

survey of faculty who have taught in Washington learning

communities (Tollefson, 1990) highlighted the many bene-

fits which learning communities bring to both students

and staff. The faculty in this study believed that

learning communities greatly contribute to student suc-

cess through providing for a greater sense of community,

providing greater student interaction, providing for more

student cooperation and reciprocity, enhancing student

retention, and assisting students to adjust to college

(p. 137)

Collaborative Learning Community Models

Although there are wide variations in learning

communities across institutions, there are essentially

five basic models: linked courses, learning clusters,

freshman interest groups, federated learning communities,

and coordinated studies (Gabelnick, et al., 1990).

Linked Courses. Perhaps the simplest form of learn-

ing community is two courses for which students co-regis-

ter. The courses are taught individually but coordinated

to some degree by faculty, most particularly around
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student assignments. Often such a set of courses will

include a specific discipline, such as biology or psy-

chology, and a speech or writing class, and the objective

is to foster critical thinking and communicative compe-

tence (Gabelnick, et al., 1990). The University of

Washington' s long-standing interdisciplinary writing

program uses this format.

Learning Clusters. When three or four courses have

coordinated syllabi and/or assignments to some degree and

students must register for all courses, a learning clus-

ter exists. One of the best examples of learning clus-

ters is the program offered at LaGuardia Community Col-

lege in New York City. Each quarter, LaGuardia runs two

or three clusters of three to four courses each. Each

cluster enrolls twenty-six to twenty-eight students and

is taught by three faculty members (Matthews, 1986). A

cluster will typically contain an English composition

course and two other courses which comprise a theme, such

as "Work, Labor, and Business in American Life"

(Gabelnick, et al., 1990). Another community college,

Daytona Beach Community College in Orlando, Florida,

offers a thematic cluster program known as Quanta. This

year-long program, like other learning clusters, keeps

disciplines discrete, but allows faculty to conduct joint

planning and provide mutual support (Matthews, 1986).
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Freshmen Interest Groups. Freshman Interest Groups

(known as FIGS) began at the University of Oregon and are

now used at several other campuses, such as the Universi-

ty of Washington and Central Washington University

(Gabelnick, et al., 1990). As in learning clusters,

courses are linked together and student cohorts take the

courses as a set, but in this case, cohorts are not the

only registrants. There is no attempt to coordinate

instruction or assignments in the linked courses, either.

Rather, the group of students meets outside of class with

upper division peer advisors who receive credit for

assisting the Freshmen to integrate their learning.

(Gabelnick, et al., 1990).

Federated Learning Communities. Invented by Patrick

Hill when he was a philosophy professor at State Univer-

sity of New York at Stony Brook (SUNY), Federated Learn-

ingCoinmunities are a further attempt to overcome the

isolation of large university campuses (Gabelnick, et

al., 1990). As in FIGS, students in FederatedLearning

Communities register for the same classes and meet to-

gether in a program seminar with a "master learner", a

faculty member who takes the courses with the students

and assists the seminar group in discussions and in

integration of course materials (Lynn, 1985).

Coordinated Studies. At the most intensely involved

end of the continuum of learning community models fall
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coordinated studies programs. These are team taught by

three to five faculty and one interdisciplinary approach

to a given theme constitutes the entire course load of a

group of students (Gabelnick, et al., 1990). The Ever-

green State College in Olympia, Washington, has utilized

coordinated studies since its inception, and Seattle

Central Community College has developed a similar system

of programs at its urban, highly diverse campus.

Collaborative Learninci Communities and Retention

One rationale for collaborative learning communi-

ties, and one of the most consistent claims from its

proponents, is that learning communities are a way to

reduce the high attrition rates in higher education.

Hill (1985) stated, "The learning communities have had an

extraordinary impact on retention" (p. 3). similarly,

Matthews (1986) claims that "Data collected at LaGuardia

suggest that learning communities contribute to stu-

dent success and retention" (p. 46). Smith & Hunter

(1987) state that "our experience also suggests that

learning communities dramatically improve student reten-

tion" (p. 47). Gabelnick, et al.(l990) echo these senti-

ments, declaring that "one of the strongest selling

points for learning communities is their impressive

record in retaining students" (p. 63). Yet when the

types of behavior being labeled "retention" are sorted
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out, and the types of studies are examined more closely,

there is very little data that is drawn from controlled

research about the long-term persistence of students in

collaborative learning communities. There are virtually

no published studies of retention in learning communi-

ties. All the results which have been reported have been

anecdotal claims in essays or unpublished internal insti-

tutional reports.

Many of the claims about retention in learning

communities concern beginning to end-of-term rates, which

are indeed impressive, though they are also anecdotal.

Matthews (1986) describes composition course (all taught

in learning communities) completion rates of twice the

rate of regular courses at LaGuardia Community College.

She also states that the completion rate in economics

courses was 5% higher than in regular courses, and 20%

higher in business courses. Similarly, Gabelnick, et al.

(1990) claim, "Beginning to end-of-semester retention

rates for Western Michigan University cluster students

have been 100 percent" (p. 63), and "LaGuardia Community

College's Learning Clusters have consistently had begin-

ning to end-of-quarter retention close to 90 percent,

significant for an urban community college, and coordi-

nated studies programs in Washington community colleges

have retention patterns similar to LaGuardia's" (p. 63).

They also state that students in learning communities
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nation-wide show beginning to end-of-quarter rates which

"average ten to twenty percentage points higher than

typical institutional averages" (p. 63). None of these

statements has any information about how the data were

derived, or are any references to written documentation

provided.

Many of the reports concerning persistence over time

are also anecdotal and unsubstantiated. Hill (1985)

reported that State University of New York at Stony Brook

learning community retention in the freshman year was

95%, as opposed to the normal freshman retention rate of

55% (p. 3). Again, it is difficult to be sure which type

of retention he is talking about, and no information is

given regarding the suitability of comparison groups,

etc. Matthews (1986) reported that "seventy-five percent

of (Quanta) students return for a second year of study at

Daytona Beach" (p. 46), a statement that would come

closer to providing some light if we had comparative

statistics for non-Quanta students, if statistical sig-

nificance had been tested, and if a rigorous study had

been conducted.

The evidence from unpublished descriptions of sever-

al campus programs is nonetheless intriguing, since the

direction is uniformly positive regarding the subsequent

persistence of learning community students. For example,

Eastern Washington University Freshmen Interest Group
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(FIG) students were described as having higher retention

levels than comparable freshmen (Washington Center News,

1991). At Seattle Central Community College, 68% of

learning community students who began in the fall were

still enrolled during the spring quarter, compared to the

college-wide average of 49% (Washington Center News,

1991, p. 5). At North Seattle Community College, learn-

ing community students were found to have both a higher

frequency of re-enrollment (75% versus 63%) and a longer

period of enrollment (78% versus 50% for four or more

quarters) than students who did not take learning commu-

nity classes (Wilkie, 1990, p. 4). And finally, in an

early learning community for re-entry women, known as

ACCESS, at Edmonds Community College during the 1977-78

academic year, 67% of women who began with the program in

the fall quarter were still enrolled the following spring

quarter (McCormick, 1978).

While there is little or no research regarding the

persistence of students in learning communities, there

are two studies which consider the persistence of stu-

dents in cluster courses. Sondalle (1974) randomly

assigned students at Arapahoe Community College to an

experimental group of clustered classes or a control

group of regular, discrete courses for the Fall quarter,

1970-71 academic year. He then compared the two groups

on a number of factors, one of which was rates of attri-
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tion after one quarter, one year, and two years of atten-

dance. While the rates of attrition found in all cases

were lower for the experimental than the control group,

none were statistically greater than would have occurred

by chance.

Dukes and Gaither (1984) evaluated a cluster program

at California State University Northridge after five

years of operation. The control group for this study was

selected on a matched-pairs design; sex and high school

grade point averages were matched in the control and

experimental groups. They found that cluster students

registered significantly higher persistence rates in

their first two terms than all entering freshmen, or than

the control group.

Life on the Edge

The particular learning community which will be

examined in this study was first offered at Olympic

College in the spring, 1990, quarter. The idea was

conceived by geography instructor Richard Boyle, who

applied for and was given seed grant money from the

Washington Center to cover start-up and advertising

costs. An interdisciplinary study of the Pacific North-

west was envisioned, to be taught with two natural sci-

ence instructors: Don Seavy in biology and Tom Walker in

geology. The experience that was planned was to be fully
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team-taught as well as a full community for enrollees,

but budgetary constraints prevented the team-teaching

aspect from being instituted.

"Life on the Edge", as it was called, consisted of

Geography of the Pacific Northwest, Geology of the Pacif-

ic Northwest, and Natural History of the Pacific North-

west. Students were required to take it as a 15-credit

block and were in class together three hours a day, three

days a week for ten weeks. Each class was taught by a

separate instructor, although one major assignment, a

"synthesis paper" was jointly required. Every Thursday,

the entire group of students and all three faculty went

on field trips, which were team taught by the faculty.

In the schema developed by Gabelnick, et al. (1990),

therefore, Life on the Edge would be classified as a

learning cluster, although the joint field trip would

constitute a modification which would be expected to

increase integration. Students received 10 credits of

natural science and 5 credits of social science, all of

which applied toward the attainment of the Associate in

Arts degree. Additional information about the content of

the classes and about the faculty is contained in Appen-

dix A.

A wide variety of sites were chosen for field trips,

ranging from the Tacoma tide flats and Nisqually Delta to

Dungeness Spit, a Centralia coal mine, the Suquamish
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Indian museum, and Seattle art galleries (T. Walker & D.

Seavy, personal communication, November 21, 1991).

The second offering of Life on the Edge occurred

spring quarter, 1991. Since geology instructor Tom

Walker was on sabbatical at that time, the program was

redesigned to include a 5 credit humanities class, Explo-

ration in Personal Expression/Photography, taught by Don

Anton.

As mentioned above, learning communities exist on

several continua regarding degree of collaborativeness

and degree of curricular integration. Two of the four

faculty who had taught the Life on the Edge classes were

interviewed to get a better sense of where the two Life

on the Edge groups fell on these dimensions (Instructor

Richard Boyle died in 1991 prior to the start of the

study, and Don Anton left the state). There was some

difference of opinion regarding how different the experi-

ence was from ordinary discrete classes regarding content

and degree of curricular integration. This difference

can probably be accounted for by differences in usual

teaching styles among the instructors. There was no

disagreement, however, regarding the interactive and

collaborative nature of the experience. When instructors

spoke of the daily atmosphere in the class, they used

phrases such as "a sense of family developed", "one of

the most beneficial aspects for the students was a sense
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of community", and "a community formed that was important

to them" (D. Seavy & T. Walker, personal communication,

November 21, 1991). A clear group identity formed among

the students, who referred to themselves as "Edgers".

The faculty also agreed that it was fun to work together,

but a lot of work - as much as two to three times the

amount of work as a discrete class with a laboratory

section. One instructor, however, said he had been

surprised at how much he had learned from the students

and the other teachers, a confirmation of the collabora-

tive nature of these experiences.

The Edgers themselves give eloquent testimony to the

benefits of learning communities. A few samples are

included below. Additional student writings are included

in Appendix B.

Toni Stencil: "I really bonded with the other
students in the Life on the Edge class. We
still see each other all the time. It's just an
excellent way of teaching." (spoken nearly a
year after the class ended)

Nancy Allison: "Life on the Edge has been a
once in a lifetime experience that I will trea-
sure forever. It had a unique blend of curric-
ula, but I knew that at the outset. What I did
not know was that my peers, the course, and
three very special instructors would have such
an impact on me....The friendships I have de-
veloped through this class are real and last-
ing. My classmates and I will continue to help
each other, and I hope that the friends I call
my instructors will continue to be there for
me. Somehow, I think they will."

Kathy Devlin: "I'd sure love to be able to
combine more credit hours in a similar manner
as Life on the Edge. What a terrific way to



gain knowledge and be able to apply it with
experience sixnultaneously....any other learning
experience will seem dry."

Cassie O'Hara: "I genuinely cherish having had
such a unique opportunity to get to know my
instructors as more than teachers I see for 50
minutes a day. You are much more than teach-
ers, you are my friends. And my classmates!
So often we get to know only those few sitting
close by, and then again, only for 50 minutes a
day. My life has been enriched by the people
I've gotten to know through Life on the Edge.
Thank you all for an unforgettable quarter."

Summary. While numerous assertions have been made re-

garding the effectiveness of learning communities in

increasing the persistence of students, there is little

actual data to support them. Faculty and students in

these programs seem to have a strong intuitive sense that

learning communities provide for students the kind of

atmosphere and environment that "makes a home" for them

on campus; that these are the kind of experiences that

may provide the kind of social integration for commuter

students that resident students experience and that the

research indicates is so important in retaining students.

The current study will examine the effects of a collabo-

rative learning community on the persistence to goal of a

group of community college students.
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III. METHODOLOGY

Design of the Study

This study employed a Static Control Group Compar-

ison design to compare two treatment groups with two com-

parison groups in order to determine the effects of a

collaborative learning community on persistence to goal.

Weaknesses of this design include the lack of randomiza-

tion and the lack of pre-treatinent equation of the sam-

ples (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). To account for these

weaknesses, an ex post facto analysis and a matched pairs

selection of the comparison groups were used.

An analysis of the extant literature concerning

student characteristics associated with attrition (see

Chapter II) was conducted to determine which characteris-

tics were most important to match in the treatment and

comparison groups. Particular attention was paid to a

1987 attrition follow-up study performed at the college

at which the present study would be conducted (Ramaker,

1987). Olympic College dropouts are more likely to be

female, over 30, ethnic minorities, attending part-time,

working full-time and to have specified "having met their

academic goal" as their number one reasOn for leaving

college on the follow-up questionnaire.
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Similarity between the treatment groups, the overall

population of Olympic College, and the full-time popula-

tion of Olympic College was explored to determine the

most appropriate comparison group. The treatment groups

were different from the two population groups (see Chap-

ter IV) and therefore a matched sample was most appropri-

ate. Since the characteristics which emerged as most

salient from the Olympic College (Ramaker, 1987) study

generally corresponded with those from the retention re-

search, it was determined that the treatment and compari-

son groups would be matched by age, gender, ethnic ori-

gin, and academic goal. All subjects in the treatment

groups were full-time students, so enrollment status was

not at question. Additional data were gathered on em-

ployment status and intent to return, but these two

variables could not be used as matching criteria because

the data were not available for all subjects. Specifi-

cally, the variables were defined and matched as follows:

Age: All subjects were matched within a three-year

tolerance. In group A (Life on the Edge participants,

spring, 1990), 63% (17) of subjects were matched exactly

(same year); 19% (5) within one year, plus or minus; 15%

(4) within two years plus or minus; and 4% (1) within 3

years, plus or minus. In group C (Life on the Edge

participants, spring, 1991), 68% (19) were matched exact-

ly; 11% (3) within one year; 14% (4) within two years;
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and 7% (2) within three years.

Gender: All subjects were matched by gender.

Ethnic origin: All subjects were matched by ethnic

origin. The 1990 group had ]. ethnic minority member

(Hispanic) and the 1991 group had 4 ethnic minority

members (Asian-American and Hispanic).

Academic goal: Goal choices available to subjects

were: completion of the associate in arts degree, trans-

fer to a four-year institution, GED or high school com-

pletion, improving English or math skills, completion of

the associate in technical arts degree (as a new enroll-

ee), associate in technical arts degree completion (as a

continuing enrollee), apprentice school completion,

improving job skills, attendance for personal satisfac-

tion, or undecided (the form students fill out is Appen-

dix C). Five goal choices were represented among the

1990 group : 1 subject was undecided, 16 planned to

obtain an associate in arts degree, 8 indicated they

wished to transfer to a four-year institution, and 2

planned on getting associate of technical arts degrees.

Four choices were represented among the 1991 group: 22

indicated they intended to transfer to a four-year insti-

tution, 2 planned on finishing an associate in technical

arts degree, 2 planned on improving job skills, and 2

were attending for personal satisfaction. Goals which

could not be measured, such as job skill improvement,
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were combined with intended attendance to produce a

measurable result (e.g., attending for personal satis-

faction and intending to attend two quarters). Three

treatment group subjects (1 from 1990, 2 from 1991) could

not be matched satisfactorily and were dropped from the

study; all others were matched on this variable.

Intended attendance: Subjects were not matched on

this variable, but it was used as a cross-check on aca-

demic goal, as described above, Categories were: intend-

ing to attend long enough to take one or two classes, to

take three to five classes, to complete two quarters, to

complete one year, to complete more than one year, to

complete two years, to complete an associate degree, and

"I don't know." There were 6 subjects among the 1990

group for which no data existed on this variable. Com-

pleting an associate degree was the choice of 16 subjects

from the 1990 group, 1 indicated an intention to take one

or two classes, 1 to complete at least two years, and 3

to complete one year. For the 1991 group, 17 intended to

complete an associate degree, 4 to complete more than one

year, 2 to complete one year, 2 to complete at least two

years, 2 marked "I don't know", and 1 intended to com-

plete at least two quarters.

Employment status: Subjects were not matched on this

variable, but comparison between the treatment group

subjects and the population was made. Choices for this
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variable were: full-time homemaker, student worker on

campus, full-time employment (more than 35 hours per

week), fully self-employed, part-time employment, full-

time military, not employed but seeking work, not em-

ployed and not seeking work, retired, and other. Six

members of the 1990 group had not answered this item. Of

the remaining members, 6 were full-time homemakers, 5

were working part-time, 3 were not employed and seeking

employment, 3 were not employed and not seeking employ-

ment, 2 were student workers on campus, 1 was employed

full-time, and 1 was fully self-employed. The 1991 group

had 12 members working part-time, 6 working full-time, 3

students working on campus, 3 not employed and not seek-

ing employment, 2 not employed but seeking employment,

and 2 "other".

Lists of potential comparison group members were

compiled by selecting students from the general student

body who matched each treatment group subject by age,

gender, ethnic origin, and goal, who were enrolled full-

time, and who had not taken a learning community. Some

subjects were matched by only 1 or 2 students, others

were matched by more than 50 students. Comparison group

members were randomly chosen from these lists of matched

subj ects.

The dependent variable, persistence to goal, was

defined as being enrolled at census date, showing intent
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to transfer to another institution, or having achieved

the stated goal (obtaining a certificate or degree).

Census date was after the tenth day of the winter, 1991,

quarter and/or the winter, 1992, quarter. Requesting that

a transcript be sent to an appropriate institution (e.g.,
a four-year school if the goal was transfer) was used to

define intent to transfer. These definitions were de-

signed to accommodate the attendance behaviors of commu-

nity college students, whose goal may not be an academic

degree and who may stopout and re-enter a number of times

in their college careers (Murguia, et al., 1991; Neumann,

1985; Starks, 1987; Tinto, 1982b; Willett, 1983).

Appendix D contains the raw data collected for the

present study, including the measure of persistence to

goal for each subject. For group A, for example, 15 of

the 27 subjects were still attending at first census

date, 7 had attained their stated goal and 5 were nonper-

sisters.

Subiects

There were two treatment groups and two comparison

groups. Treatment group A was 27 students who completed

Life on the Edge (self-labeled t1Edgers") during spring

quarter, 1990. Comparison group B subjects were 27 stu-

dents from the general population who were matched with

treatment group A members by age, gender, ethnic origin,

and academic goal. Treatment group C was 28 students who
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completed Life on the Edge during spring quarter, 1991.

Comparison group D was 28 students matched to treatment

group C members by age, gender, ethnic origin, and aca-

demic goal.

The Setting

Olympic College is located in Bremerton, Washington,

a city with approximately 39,000 inhabitants. The col-

lege was founded in 1946 and is accredited by the North-

west Association of Schools and Colleges as a public,

two-year institution. It serves over 12,000 students

annually on its 21-acre main campus and at a number of

extension sites around Kitsap and Mason counties. Fall

quarter, 1991 headcount enrollment was 7,307 students;

full-time equivalent enrollment was 3,921 students.

Academic transfer courses occupied 53% of the students,

while another 34% took vocational courses, and 13% were

enrolled in basic skills courses. Demographic informa-

tion about the students is included in the next chapter

of this document.

Data Collection

All data were collected from the institutional re-

cords of Olympic College. Upon first enrollment at the

college, each student fills out a data sheet which in-

cludes questions about academic goal, length of intended

attendance, employment status, and similar items, as well

as demographic data such as age, gender, etc. (see Appen-
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dix C). Other records are kept on requests for tran-

script mailings and degrees obtained.

Hypotheses

The null hypotheses were:

There is no significant difference in persistence to

goal between students who experienced the Life on the

Edge learning community during spring quarter, 1990, and

a matched group of students who did not experience the

learning community.

There is no significant difference in persistence to

goal between students who experienced the Life on the

Edge learning community during spring quarter, 1991, and

a matched group of students who did not experience the

learning community.

Methods of Analysis

Chi-square tests of independence were used to com-

pare the persistence rates in the treatment and compari-

son groups. Chi-square was chosen because the data on

the dependent variable was nominal (persist/not persist)

and the distribution non-random, therefore dictating a

non-parametric statistical method (Downie & Heath, 1974).

The null hypotheses required that chance and chance alone

caused any differences between the treatment and compari-

son groups and, therefore, the expected frequencies re-

garding persistence would be evenly divided. Tests of

significance were set at the .05 level.
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With relatively small sample sizes, chi-square tests

of independence may tend to be an overestimation of

effects and result in greater probabilities of Type I

errors. A correction for continuity is recommended,

particularly when expected frequencies may be less than 2

in some cells of a 2 X 2 contingency table (Downie &

Heath, 1974). The Yates correction is often used in

statistical programs, but is considered overly conserva-

tive by many authors (Downie & Heath, 1974; Overall,

Rhoades, & Starbuck, 1987; Pine & Hamdan, 1972). Alter-

native formulae for computing chi-square which correct

for nonconservative bias and still do not produce their

own overconservativé bias have been developed by a number

of statisticians (Overall, Rhoades, & Starbuck, 1987;

Pine & Hamdan, 1972). The Pine and Hamdan formula

(1972) was used in the present study, as recommended by

Downie and Heath (1974).

Differences in persistence rates by age, gender,

ethnic origin, goal, and employment status were deter-

mined using chi-square on all variables except age, which

required a t-test because it is continuous data. Where

necessary, variable categories were collapsed for reason-

able comparisons. Such steps are described in the next

chapter.

In addition to testing the hypotheses, a number of

tests were performed to explore the differences between
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the treatment groups and the general student population

at Olympic College. Using chi-square goodness of fit

tests, confidence intervals, z-tests for the difference

between two proportions, t-tests, and percentage compari-

sons, the treatment groups and the population were com-

pared on mean age, gender, ethnic origin, academic goal,

employment status, and intent to attend.



IV. RESULTS

The results of this study are organized and presen-

ted in three parts. Part I reports demographic data

comparing the treatment groups with the population of

Olympic College. Part II presents the results of the

hypothesis testing to determine whether subjects who had

participated in a collaborative learning community per-

sisted at greater rates than subjects who did not partic-

ipate in a learning community. Part III further explores

persistence rates of subgroups within the sample to

explore the effects of learning community participation

on the persistence rates of these subgroups.

Part I: Demographic Comparisons

Demographic comparisons were originally performed in

order to determine the appropriate comparison groups for

the two treatment groups. Data were available on both the

total student body of Olympic College (TSB) and on full-

time students (FTS) for most of the variables which the

general retention literature and the Olympic College

follow-up study (Ramaker, 1987) indicated were of impor-

tance. It was clear from these comparisons that the

treatment groups were different from both of the popu-

lation groups, which dictated the selection of a matched

comparison group. Table 2 presents these data for the

1990 sample. Table 3 provides a similar presentation for
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the 1991 sample. A discussion of the comparisons for

each variable follows the two tables.

Table 2: Comparisons of 1990 Treatment Group with Total
Student Body and Full-time Student Body by

Percent

(table continued on next page)

= 13.88
(df2)

p .001

92

Variables Treat-
ment Grp.

Total
Stu. Bdy

Full-
Time St.

Female 81.5 56.0 56.0

Male 18.5 44.0 44.0

z=2.48 z=2.48

p .007 p .007

White 96.3 86.6 84.0

Nonwhite 3.7 13.4 16.0

z=1.18 z=l.46

p .12 p .07

Degree 96.3 85.3

Nondegree 3.7 14.7

z = 1.34

p .09

Empl. Full-T 9.5 49.3

Empi. Prt.-T 33.3 21.6

Not Empl. 57.]. 29.1
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Table 2 continued (1990 data):

Variables Treatment
Group

Total Stu.
Body

Full-Time
Students

1-5 Classes 48 12.8

Up to 1 Yr. 14 . 3 16.9

> 1 Yr. 81.0 72.0

= 1.32
(df 2)

p .50

Mean Age 32.0 31.5 28.3

t = - .246 t = 1.69
(df26) (df26)

p .60 p .05



(table continued on next page)

= 24.13
(df 2)

p .001
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Table 3: Comparisons of 1991 Treatment Group with Total
Student Body and Full-time Student Body bv

Percent

Variables Treat-
ment Grp.

Total
Stu. Bdy

Full -
Time St.

Female 71.4 58.0 55.0

Male 28.6 42.0 45.0

z=l.25 z=l.55

p .11 p .06

White 85.7 86.6 84.0

Nonwhite 14.3 13.4 16.0

z= .44 z= .07

p .33 p .47

Degree 85.7 80.8

Nondegree 14.3 19.2

z .42

p .34

Eiupl. Full-T 21.4 44.8

Empi. Prt.-T 53.6 20.7

Not Eiupl. 25.0 34.6



Table 3 continued (1991 data):

x2 = 7.74
(df 2)

p .02
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Gender. The 1990 treatment group had a significant-

ly greater percentage of females than either the total

student body or the full-time student body, whose propor-

tions by gender were identical to each other (p <.007).

The 1991 treatment group did not differ by gender from

the two population groups, although in comparison to

full-time students, the percent female in the treatment

group approached significance (p <.06).

Age. The mean age of the 1990 treatment group was

older than the mean age of full-time students (p <.05),

Variables Treatment
Group

Total Stu. Full-Time
Body Students

1-5 Classes 0 20.0

Up to 1 Yr. 11.5 15.3

> 1 Yr. 88.5 64.7

Mean Age 25.7 31.0 28.4

t = -3.76 t = -1.91
(df27) (df27)

p .001 p .03
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but did not differ from the mean age of the total student

body. In contrast, the mean age of the 1991 treatment

group was younger than the total student body (p <.001),

and younger than the full-time student body (p <.03).

Ethnic Origin. Data on ethnic origin were combined

into white and nonwhite categories because numbers in

individual ethnic groups were so small in the treatment

groups. None of the comparisons indicated significant

differences by percent white and nonwhite, although the

comparison of the 1990 treatment group with full-time

students approached significance (p <.07)

Goal. Students have a choice of ten possible goals

when they fill out the form at Olympic College registra-

tion (see Appendix C). The choices are: completion of an

associate in arts, science, or general studies degree;

transfer to a four-year college; GED or high school

completion; improve English, reading, or math skills,

associate in technical arts degree (new that quarter);

associate in technical arts (continuing in the field from

a previous quarter); apprentice programs; improving job

skills or career change; personal satisfaction; and

undecided. For comparison, these categories were com-

bined into the categories degree and nondegree. No data

on goal choices of full-time students were available for

comparison.
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No difference in goal choices was found between the

1991 treatment group and the total student body. A

confidence interval computed for the 1990 treatment group

indicated that the treatment group had more degree-seek-

ing students than the total student body. A test of

binomial proportion failed to confirm this finding, (z =

1.34, p <.09). An additional test, a chi-square goodness

of fit test, further failed to substantiate the result

(x2 (1) = 2.70, p <.10). Since only one subject in the

1990 treatment group was not degree-seeking, a larger

sample may have shown a significance difference for this

variable.

Employment Status. No full-time student data were

available on this variable. Ten categories for this

variable were combined into three: "Employed full-time"

included fully self-employed, full-time military, and

full-time employment; "Employed part-time" included

student worker on campus and part-time employed; and "Not

Employed" included full-time homemaker, not employed

(seeking work), not employed (not seeking), retired, and

other.

As might be expected by virtue of being full-time

students, both treatment groups differed significantly

from the total student body (1990: p <.001; 1991:

p <.001).
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Intended Attendance. No data were available on the

attendance intentions of full-time students. For the

total student body and for the treatment groups data were

aggregated as follows: planning to attend long enough to

take one or two classes and long enough to take three to

five classes was combined into "1-5 classes"; completing

at least two quarters and completing one year was com-

bined into "up to 1 year"; and completing more than one

year, completing at least two years, and completing an

associate degree were combined into "> 1 Yr".

There was no difference between the 1990 treatment

group and the total student body as far as intended

attendance. The 1991 treatment group did differ from the

1991 total student body with respect to this variable

(p <.02).

Summary. The 1990 treatment group members were more

often female than the total student body, worked less

than members of the total student body, and were more

degree-seeking than the total student body. The 1990

group members were also older and more often female than

the full-time student body.

Members of the 1991 treatment group were younger

than the total student body, worked fewer hours, and

intended to attend college for a longer period of time.

The 1991 group was also younger than the full-time stu-

dent body. The difference in gender makeup between the
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full-time student body and the 1991 treatment group

approached significance as well, with the treatment group

having more female members.

Part II: Hypotheses Tested

The null hypotheses for this study stated that there

was no significant difference in persistence to goal

between two treatment groups and two matched comparison

groups. These null hypotheses were retained. Two mea-

sures of persistence were taken. The first measure was

taken after two quarters, excluding summer session; i.e.,

each treatment group met during a spring quarter and

persistence was measured at the 10th day of the next

winter quarter. The second measure, after six quarters,

was taken only for the 1990 groups (the 10th day of the

winter quarter one year from the first measure). Table 4

displays data on the persistence of treatment and compar-

ison groups.

For the 1990 groups, the comparison group persisted

at a slightly greater rate than the treatment group by

percentage when compared after two quarters (85.2% to

81.5%). When compared after six quarters, however, the

treatment group had surpassed the comparison group: 77.8%

of the treatment group had persisted while 66.7% of the

comparison group had persisted. This difference was not

significant, but indicates an interesting trend.
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The 1991 treatment group showed a 84.7% persistence

rate to a 67.9% rate for the comparison group after two

quarters. This was not a significantly different rate,

but is a large enough percentage difference (16.8%) to

intrigue. Figure 7 portrays this percentage difference

in a graphic format.

Table 4: Persistence of Treatment and Comparison Groups

After 2 Qtrs.

Treat. 1990

Compar. 1990

22/81.5

23/85.2

5/18.5

4/14.8
x2 =.138

(df 1)

<.75

Treat. 1991

Compar. 1991

24/84.7

19/67.9

4/14.3

9/32.1
x2 =2.49

(df 1)

<.11

Treat. 1990

Treat. 1991

22/81.5

24/84.7

5/18.5

4/14.3
2 =.186

(df 1)

<.60

Compar. 1990

Compar. 1991

23/85.2

19/67.9

4/14.8

9/32.1
2 =2.27

(dfl)

<.11

After 6 Qtrs.

Treat. 1990

Compar. 1990

21/77.8

18/66.7

6/22.2

9/33.3
x2 =.821

(df 1)

<.40

Groups #1% #1% Non- Signif. p
Persist Persist Test
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Figure 7: Percentage Persistence Rates of 1991 Treatment
and Comparison Groups1

Part III: Subgroup Persistence

Treatment and comparison groups were disaggregated

by independent variables and persistence rates were

tested within these subgroups. Because subgroup sample

sizes were relatively small, only results were accepted

which achieved significance when cell sizes were 2 or

more and minimum expected frequencies were 1 or more.

Data were also analyzed using combined treatment group

101

1 Percentages in Figure 7 correspond to the following
numbers: 14% = 4 subjects, 86% = 23 subjects, 32% = 9
subjects, and 68% = 19 subjects.
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data and combined comparison group data, but because the

1990 and 1991 groups were quite different, the single

year comparisons were considered best. Tables of the

combined data are included as Appendix E. One variable

among the combined comparison group data was significant-

ly related to persistence: academic goal (p <.05).

1990 Persistence After Two Ouarters. Tables 5 and 6

display information regarding the persistence of sub-

groups within the 1990 treatment (Table 5) and comparison

(Table 6) groups after two quarters. A number of vari-

ables tested significant in both sets of data, but were

of too small cell or expected frequency sizes to consider

reliable.



Table 5: Persistence After Two Ouarters Within the 1990
Treatment Group by Subgroups

Groups #1% #1% Non- Signif. p
Persist Persist Test

Female 18/81.8 4/18.2
x2 =.138 <75

Male 4/80.0 1/20.0 (dfl)

22 5

Mean Age mean = mean = t = -.85
31.2 36 (df25)

*due to small cell sizes and minimum expected
frequencies less than 1.0, the reliability
of this result is at issue.

.40
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White 22/84.6 4/15.4

x2=36 <.03*
Nonwhite 0 1/100 (df 1)

Degree 21/80.8 5/19.2
<.60

Nondegree 1/100 0 (df 1)

Empl. Full-T 2/100 0

Empi. Prt.-T 5/71.4 2/28.6 X2 =4.42 .11
(df2)

Not Empl. 12/100 0

1-5 Classes 0 1/100

Up to 1 Yr. 3/100 0 x2 =10.1 .007*
(df 2)

> 1 Yr. 16/94.1 1/5.9

Age 26 + 12/80.0 3/20.0
X2 =.056 <.85

Age 25 - 10/83.3 2/16.7 (dfl)



Table 6: Persistence After Two Quarters Within the 1990
Comparison Group by Subgroups

Female 18/85.7 3/14.3

X2 =.0l5
Male 5/83.3 1/16.7 (dfl)

White 22/84.6 4/15.4
x2=3.46

Nonwhite 1/100 0 (df 1)

Degree 22/84.6 4/15.4

x2=3.46
Nondegree 1/100 0 (df 1)

Empi. Full-T 5/62.5 3/37.5

Elupi. Prt.-T 8/100 0 X2 4.43
(df 2)

Not Empi. 8/88.8 1/11.1

1-5 Classes 0 0

Up to 1 Yr. 5/100 0 X2 =1.20
(df2)

> 1 Yr. 15/98.9 4/21.1

Age 26 + 12/80.0 3/20.0

x2 .75
Age 25 - 11/91.7 1/8.3 (dfl)

*due to small cell sizes and minimum expected
frequencies less than 1.0, the reliability
of this result is at issue.

<.90

<.06*

<.06*

<.10

<.55

<.45

104

Groups #1% #1% Non- Signif. p
Persist Persist Test
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1990 Persistence After Six Ouarters. Tables 7 and 8

display the results of examining persistence by subgroups

after six quarters for both the comparison and treatment

samples. Nothing was significant in the comparison group

data. For the treatment group, however, gender was

related to persistence (p <.02). Only forty percent of

men had persisted, whereas 86.4 percent of women had

persisted after six quarters. Figure 8 graphically

portrays this relationship.

100

75

50

25

1-i M'LE
FBiALE

2 Percentages in Figure 8 correspond to the following
numbers: 14% = 3 subjects, 40% = 2 subjects, 60% = 3
subjects, and 86% = 19 subjects.

PERSIST tONPERSIST

Figure 8: Percent Persistence By Gender Within the 1990
Treatment Group After Six QuartersZ



Feivale 19/86.4 3/13.6
X25.17 <.02

Male 2/40.0 3/60.0 (dfl)

White 21/80.8 5/19.2
<.06

Nonwhite 0 1/100 (dfl)

Degree 20/76.9 6/23.1

x2=.249 <
Nondegree 1/100 0 (df 1)

Empi. Full-T 1/50.0 1/50.0

Enipl. Prt.-T 6/85.7 1/14.3 x22.43 <.29
(df 2)

Not Eiupl. 11/91.7 1/8.3

1-5 Classes 1/100 0

Up to 1 Yr. 3/100 0 x2=.824 .66
(df 2)

> 1 Yr. 14/82.4 3/17.6

Age 26 + 12/80.0 3/20.0
x2=.086 <.78

Age 25 - 9/75.0 3/25.0 (dfl)

21 6

Mean Age mean = mean = t = .46 .65
32.6 30.1 (df25)
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Table 7: Persistence After Six Quarters Within the 1990
Treatment Group by Subgroups

Groups #1% #1% Non- Signif. p
Persist Persist Test
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Table 8: Persistence After Six Ouarters Within the 1990
Comparison Group by Subgroups

Groups #/%
Persist

#1% Non-
Persist

Signif.
Test

p

Female 14/66.7 7/33.3
x2.0003 <.95

Male 4/66.7 2/33.3 (df 1)

White 17/65.4 9/34.6
X2=. 361 <.60

Nonwhite 1/100 0 (df 1)

Degree 17/65.4 6/23.1

X2=. 361 <.60
Nondegree 1/100 0 (df 1)

Empi. Full-T 4/50.0 4/50.0

Empi. Prt.-T 5/62.5 3/37.5 x21.43 <.50

(df 2)
Not Eiupl. 7/77.7 2/22.2

1-5 Classes 0 0

Up to 1 Yr. 3/60.0 2/40.0 <.97
(df2)

> 1 Yr. 13/65.0 7/35.0

Age 26 + 10/66.7 5/33.3

2=. 0002 <.97
Age 25 - 8/66.7 4/33.3 (df 1)



108

1991 Persistence After Two Ouarters. Subgroup

persistence rates are examined in Tables 9 (for treatment

group data) and 10 (for comparison group data). None of

the independent variables showed a relationship with

persistence in the treatment group data. In the

comparison group data, however, academic goal was related

to persistence.



White 21/87.5 3/12.5

x2=.402
Nonwhite 3/75.0 1/25.0 (dfl)

Degree 21/87.5 3/12.5

x2=.402
Nondegree 3/75.0 1/25.0 (dfl)

Empl. Full-T 6/100 0

Empi. Prt.-T 12/80.0 3/20.0 X21.40
(df 2)

Not Empi. 6/85.7 1/14.3

1-5 Classes 0 0

Up to 1 Yr. 2/66.7 1/33.3 X2=1.49
(df 2)

> 1 Yr. 21/91.3 2/8.7

Age 26 + 9/90.0 1/10.0
X2.214

Age 25 - 15/83.3 3/16.7 (dfl)

24 4

Mean Age mean = mean = t = .71
26.1 23.3 (df26)

<.52

<.52

<.50

<.50

<.75

.48
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Table 9: Persistence After Two Ouarters Within the 1991
Treatment Group by Subgroups

Groups #1% #1% Non- Signif.
Persist Persist Test

Female 16/80.0 4/20.0
X2 =1. 81 <.17

Male 8/100 0 (dfl)
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Table 10: Persistence After Two Ouarters Within the 1991
Comparison Group by Subgroups

Groups #1%
Persist

#/% Non-
Persist

Signif.
Test

p

Female 13/65.0 7/35.0
x2=.28 <.75

Male 6/75.0 2/25.0 (df 1)

White 16/66.7 8/33.3
x2 =. 12 <.70

Nonwhite 3/75.0 1/25.0 (df 1)

Degree 18/66.7 6/33.3
<.05

Nondegree 1/25.0 3/75.0 (df 1)

Empl. Full-T 5/71.4 2/28.6

Empi. Prt.-T 7/63.6 4/36.4 X2=. 15 <.92
(df2)

Not Empi. 7/70.0 3/30.0

1-5 Classes 0 0

Up to 1 Yr. 1/50.0 1/50.0 x2 35 <.85
(df2)

> 1 Yr. 18/69. 2 8/30.8

Age 26 + 7/70.0 3/30.0
x2=.028 <.85

Age 25- 12/66.7 6/33 . 3 (df 1)



V. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Review of the Study

This study was designed to explore the effects of

experiencing a collaborative learning community upon the

persistence to goal of groups of community college stu-

dents. The treatment group subjects were participants in

two different offerings of a learning community known as

"Life on the Edge", taught at Olympic College in

Bremerton, Washington. The percentage of each treatment

group subjects' persistence to goal was compared to the

percentage of persistence to goal of each of two compari-

son groups. Comparison group subjects were matched to

treatment group subjects by age, ethnic origin, gender,

and academic goal.

The large body of theoretical and research litera-

ture reviewed in this study consistently showed that

student retention is associated with greater involvement

of the student in the life of the institution (Astin,

1975; Beal & Noel, 1979; Carnegie Foundation for the

Advancement of Teaching, 1990; Kuh, et. al, 1991; Noel,

et.al, 1985). A number of theoretical models exist which

attempt to explain the persistence and withdrawal deci-

sions of college students. Most models consider the

degree of student integration in the social domains of

111
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the college to be important to continued attendance.

Social integration operates differently at community

colleges than at traditional residential universities

(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Pascarella, Smart, & Ethington,

1986). Many of the two-year commuter students do not get

involved in extracurricular activities, so for them

social integration occurs almost solely in the classroom

(Starks, 1987). For this reason, an intervention that

takes place in the classroom has the best chance of

affecting the social integration and thus, the persis-

tence, of these students. An example of this type of

intervention is collaborative learning communities, which

are designed to provide, among other benefits, a sense of

community and belonging to participants (Hill, 1985).

The present study postulated that since collabo-

rative learning communities are thought to increase

social integration and greater social integration is

thought to result in greater persistence, then involve-

ment in collaborative learning communities could be shown

to be related to increased persistence.

Using an ex post facto design, learning community

participants' persistence to goal was compared to the

persistence of a matched group of students who had not

participated in a learning community. Persistence to

goal was defined as being enrolled at census date, having

shown intent to transfer to another institution (appro-
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priate to the stated goal), or having achieved the stated

goal. Persistence rates were compared using chi-square

tests of independence between proportions.

No significant differences in persistence rates

between treatment group members and comparison group

members were found.

Limitations

Several limitations in the scope and design of this

study may restrict its applicability to other settings

and populations.

The present study was designed as an ex post facto

measurement of the dependent variable, persistence. This

design has a number of weaknesses. One of the greatest

is that the treatment groups were not randomly selected,

but were formed by self-selection of the subjects. This

condition calls into question the extent to which the

results may be reliably applied to other settings. The

treatment groups were matched with the comparison groups

on a number of variables known to be related to persis-

tence, and this practice should have decreased the nega-

tive impact of nonrandomization. It is unlikely, howev-

er, that all variables which may have affected the out-

comes of this study were accounted for. The design also

prevented the manipulation of independent variables by

the researcher.
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Another limitation of the present study is the

relatively small number of subjects who were included.

This factor made subgroup comparisons difficult and made

achieving significance doubtful in some cases. It may be

that a larger sample number may have resulted in signif i-

cant results for a few of the comparisons. The low

number of minority group members among the subjects also

limits the application of this study to ethnic popula-

tions. Since the study was limited to full-time stu-

dents, the applicability of collaborative learning commu-

nities to part-time student persistence was not explored.

A third limitation is the result of the time of the

academic year in which the treatment was conducted and

the time of academic year at which the dependent variable

was measured. Life on the Edge was offered only in the

spring quarters of two subsequent years. Spring enroll-

ment may have meant that participants were more likely to

be "proven persisters" in the sense that they were not

new that quarter. This is because the usual pattern of

attendance is to start during the fall quarter. On the

other hand, the greatest student dropout occurs between

the fall and winter quarters. Census date for this study

was after the 10th day of the winter quarter, thereby

possibly resulting in higher than average nonpersistence

rates.
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Another concern was that the Washington State

Community College Computing Consortium changed several

data codes without warning during the time data were

being collected for this study. Several categories were

collapsed together in the data fields of employment

status and intended attendance, which is one reason these

two variables were not used for matching the treatment

and comparison groups. A similar collapsing of previ-

ously gathered data was not difficult, but the coinpari-

Sons on these variables should still be viewed with some

caution.

Finally, the length of time which elapsed between

the treatment and the measure of persistence may not have

been long enough to obtain an accurate picture of persis-

tence for these subjects. Community college students

have been shown to attend in fairly erratic patterns --

stopping out and back several times before achieving

their goals (Profozich, 1989). Research into dropout

rates has indicated that the longer the period of time

studied, the higher the degree completion rates for this

population of students (Profozich, 1989; Tinto, 1987). It

is expected, however, that this effect would have been of

equal weight on both the treatment and comparison groups.
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Conclusions

This study found no significant differences in

persistence rates between community college students who

had participated in a learning community and community

college students who had not participated in a learning

community. Though not significant, the study did find a

greater percentage of learning community members than

comparison group members had persisted in the longer of

the two time periods measured (after six quarters), and

in one of the shorter comparisons (after two quarters).

There was a 11.1% difference in the former case and a

16.8% difference in the latter case.

While there are no other controlled studies of

collaborative learning communities, there are two studies

which examined a similar class structure known as cluster

programs. The results of the current study match those

achieved in one of the earlier studies in that persis-

tence was greater for students who had taken a collabora-

tive learning community, but not significantly so.

Sondalle (1974) achieved similar results for his study of

a cluster program, but Dukes and Gaither (1984) found

that cluster students registered significantly higher

persistence rates than did students in a matched control

group. And studies which did not test significance have

shown similar percentage differences (Washington Center

News, 1991; Wilkie, 1990).
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These results are at odds with the strong intuitive

beliefs of faculty who teach in learning communities

(Tollefson, 1990) that these communities will help stu-

dents stay in school longer. The results are also at

odds with the forceful claims made in theoretical

literature regarding learning communities and persistence

(Gabelnick, et. al, 1990; Hill, 1985) and possibly with

the literature tying greater social integration to great-

er persistence (Astin, 1975; carnegie Foundation for the

Advancement of Teaching, 1990; Kuh, et.al, 1991; Tinto,

1975).

Several explanations for this departure are possi-

ble. One is that the Life on the Edge learning community

did not provide an environment richer in social integra-

tion than discrete "ordinary" Olympic College classes.

Since both student and faculty in the Life on the Edge

groups spoke of the strong bonding that occurred and the

community that developed, it seems reasonable to conclude

that the learning community did increase social integra-

tion for participants. It may be, however, that this

kind of integration is not radically different from many

other classroom settings in a community college or at

Olympic College. Community college faculty are known for

their devotion to teaching and it is not unusual to hear

a community college student speak about the warmth and

friendliness of campus settings.
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Another possibility is that the effects of learning

communities on persistence do not surface until later in

a student's career and that the measurement taken in this

study was too soon to show this influence. This specula-

tion seems to be born out for the 1990 treatment group,

which showed a 14.8% gain in persistence from the first

measure to the second.

Another potential explanation for the discrepancy

between these results and expectations is that one quar-

ter's learning community in a multi-quarter college

attendance is insufficient to affect persistence. This

would argue that since a percentage difference in persis-

tence was found after just one quarter of a learning

community, it is reasonable to speculate that a greater

influence on persistence might be exerted by longer

exposure to this instructional delivery system.

It may be, of course, that social integration is not

critical to the continued attendance of community college

students. As was argued earlier in this report, however,

the inappropriateness of definitions of social integra-

tion used in some studies, the inattention to the direc-

tion of influence exerted by peers, recent inconsisten-

cies in results regarding four-year samples, the diversi-

ty of community college populations, and the lack of

consideration of the importance of social interactions to

student development suggest that it is too soon to rule
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out the importance of social integration as a factor in

the persistence of connuunity college students. Connec-

tions in the social domain may operate somewhat

differently for commuter students than for residential

students, but this researcher still believes they are

necessary, if not sufficient, contributions to success.

The subjects of this study were in many ways more similar

to traditional four-year students than are many community

college students. They were all attending full-time and

most were seeking an academic degree.

Finally, there are two research findings which may

also bear upon the outcome of this study. First, it is

conceivable that the variable of gender may have exerted

a confounding influence. The first Life on the Edge group

was more female than either the total student body or the

full-time student body, and the second group was more

female than the full-time student body. A number of

researchers have noted that social integration has a more

positive impact on the persistence of women than on the

persistence of men (Ethington & Smart, 1986; Pascarella &

Terenzini, 1983). In addition, Stage (1989) found that

social integration positively predicted academic integra-

tion for women. It could be that a treatment effect

would have to be extraordinarily influential to demon-

strate a difference with female students. The second

clue from research concerns the effects of social and
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academic integration on students who start at different

degrees of integration. Pascarella and Terenzifli ex-

plain: "Social integration had its strongest positive

impact on persistence or degree attainment for students

at the lowest levels of academic integration, and as

level of academic integration increased, the importance

of social integration diminished" (1991, p. 411). The

subjects in the present study were all full-time students

with respectable grade point averages and most of them

had set the baccalaureate degree as their academic goal.

It could be argued that these students had high levels of

academic integration and that therefore, social integra-

tion would effect persistence less for them. Of the

possible explanations outlined above, this researcher

favors the interaction effects of gender and level of

academic integration as the most reasonable reasons for

the results obtained in this study.

Disaggregation of data by independent variables

resulted in finding two variables which were significant-

ly related to persistence. Within the 1990 treatment

group after six quarters, women persisted at a greater

rate than men. For the 1991 comparison group, academic

goal was related to persistence: degree-oriented students

were more likely to persist than nondegree-oriented

students. (This variable also was significant within the

combined comparison group data.) The latter result is
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consistent with other research findings (Astin, 1975;

Bean, 1982; Fetters, 1977; Metzner & Bean, 1987;

Mulligan, 1989; Munro, 1981; Staats & Partlo, 1990;

Voorhees, 1987). These results imply that community

college counselors and advisors should assist students in

identifying their academic direction as soon as possible

because the greater the clarity of goal, the greater the

likelihood of achieving it.

A secondary benefit of this study was the comparison

of the learning communities with the larger college

population on a number of variables. The 1990 learning

community was significantly more female, more degree-

seeking, and worked fewer hours than the student body as

a whole. They were also more female and older than the

full-time student body. The 1991 community was younger,

worked fewer hours, and intended to attend longer than

the total student body. The higher percentage of females

is consistent with learning community composition at

Eastern Washington University, but differs from the

findings in a 1987-88 survey conducted at twelve Washing-

ton community colleges (Washington Center News, 1991).

Other differences are at odds with surveys which have

been done at Washington colleges and have generally found

learning community students to be similar to general

student body students (Washington Center News, 1991).
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Recommendations for Research

The primary utility of this study is that the re-

suits run contrary to "accepted wisdom" regarding the

connection between learning communities and student

persistence. While it provides a hint that there may yet

be a positive relationship, it clearly does not validate

the strong claims that have been made in the literature

about learning communities. This study raises a number

of questions that would be fruitful to explore with

further research. Since the present study is virtually

the only statistically controlled exploration of learning

communities, there is considerable room for further work.

One area for further study is an exploration of the

actual nature of the social interactions which take place

in learning communities. What is it about the interac-

tion that seems to be quite satisfying for its partici-

pants but does not significantly affect their persis-

tence? How does the interaction in learning community

classrooms differ from interaction in other types of

classroom settings? Most useful at this point would be

qualitative research focused on defining community col-

lege students' experiences in and out of learning commu-

nities. A qualitative methodology is recommended since

little is known about the nature of community college

students' experiences and about how those experiences

differ across students attending for different reasons.
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A replication of this study using larger samples

would also be useful. There are hints in the present

study's data that significance may have been attained

with larger numbers. Other forms of replication which

could shed more light on social integration and collabo-

rative learning communities include a replication using

other dependent variables (such as goal commitment,

intent to leave, social integration, etc.), a comparison

of learning communities offered during fall terms versus

those later in the year, an examination of the effective-

ness of the learning community model with higher risk

populations (such as part-time students or students in

developmental classes), and a comparison between differ-

ent types of learning communities.

Another worthwhile approach would be to measure

persistence of learning community participants over a

longer period of time. There is some indication that

social integration is more important during the first two

years than during the last two (Profozich, 1989), and

this is in conflict with the indication in the present

study that the effects of the learning community may have

increased over time.

Further exploration of the interaction of gender and

level of academic integration with level of social inte-

gration seems warranted, as well.
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The present results leave unresolved the debate over

the utility of social integration in the life of the

community college student. Further research is needed to

determine how the construct of social integration func-

tions for community college students and what role it may

play in the persistence of these students.
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A. THE FACULTY OF LIFE ON THE EDGE

DON ANTON

Don Anton joined the

Life on the Edge community

for the spring 1991 term,

to replace Tom Walker, who

went on sabbatical. As the

first non-scientist on the

team, Don's photography

added a new dimension to

the class for the students

and other faculty. The

Edgers soon started calling

them the "3-D's" (Dick,

Don, and Don). The students appreciated this creative

addition to the learning community, and spoke in their

writings about learning to see their environment from a

different perspective through the lens of photography.

Don came to Olympic College in 1989 from Humboldt

State University, where he had been a Lecturer in the art

department. He has Bachelor of Arts and Masters of Arts

degrees from San Francisco State University. Don taught

several different photography classes, advised a student

group, and was an active participant in campus governance

groups at O.C. After the 1991 academic year, Don re-
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turned to Humboldt State. He was known on campus as a

sensitive, caring instructor for whom students were the

first priority.

Don fostered creativity in his students and encour-

aged them to stretch their limits. He may be best remem-

bered at O.C. for being responsible for one of the most

controversial art collections ever displayed in the

campus library. It drew considerable public comment and

generated heated discussion about the nature of art and

individual expression.

When Don returned to California, Olympic College

lost a great teacher. As Ruth Ross, learning resources

faculty put it, "We were uniformly sad to lose him."



RICHARD BOYLE

Dick Boyle was no

stranger to interdisciplinary

teaching when he first con-

ceived the idea for Life on

the Edge. As both the meteo-

rology and geography teacher

at Olympic College for many

years, he was used to think-

ing and working across disci-

pline lines. Before Life on

the Edge was even dreamed,

Dick and Tom Walker taught a

summer course together called

"Rocks and Ranges", and Dick also co-taught a Summer in

Wales program with one of the English Instructors, Arthur

Wicks.

Dick began teaching at Olympic College in 1962, then

left to complete his Master in Science degree at Oregon

State University in 1964. Of the next few years, Dick

said, "I went on to teach at four-year schools in Michi-

gan and Pennsylvania and although I enjoyed many aspects

of that experience, I am instruction oriented and felt I

had less time for this than I had in the community col-

lege system. The emphasis on publishing and research for
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back to Olympic College nine years later."

Dick was known for a dry sense of humor that could

take others by surprise, and for a quiet integrity. He

was an easy-going colleague and a caring and casual

teacher. He was an outdoors man who liked nothing better

than to be of f on one of his field trips, hiking the

Rockies, or Wales, or the Nisqually Delta. He was just

as comfortable in hiking boots and knapsack as suit and

tie in the classroom. It was important to him to instill

an appreciation for the environment into his students.

He often succeeded, as evidenced by this statement from

one of his Edgers, Nancy Devlin: "I still don't know

where I'm going with my professional life, but I have

made a promise to myself and that grand old Douglas Fir I

hugged, that my career will have something to do with

saving its home."

Dick Boyle succumbed to a heart attack in the summer

of 1991 while hiking in Wales with his daughter. Many of

us at Olympic College will mourn him for a long time. He

was one of our best.



DON SEAVY

On the door of

Don Seavy's office

at Olympic College

hangs a sign that

advises "Question

Authority". Below

it is a Frank and

Earnest cartoon

which adds "But

raise your hand

first!" Says Don,

"What I want my stu-

dents to understand

is that education is a two-way street. When I am dis-

cussing material in class, I want to encourage students

to draw upon their own experiences and add their ques-

tions and comments to the pool of information at

hand....When this happens, it makes teaching fun."

Don grew up in California and spent time in the

summer on Puget Sound. When it came time to attend

college, he chose the University of Puget Sound, where he

earned both bachelor's and master's degree. In 1967 he

began work on his doctorate degree in zoology at Oregon

State University. Taking a teaching job at Olympic
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College in 1971 caused him to delay the completion of his

doctorate, which he completed in 1977. Don's doctoral

thesis was conducted on the reproductive cycles of four

intertidal snails which he studied from the OSU research

laboratory at Newport, Oregon. He recently taught a

summer course for Oregon State, The Natural History of

Estuaries, which allowed him to revisit many of the sites

of his doctoral research. He states, "One species (of

intertidal snail) now seems to be missing entirely.

Anyone conducting the same studies today would never know

they ever existed there."

Don has been honored by both students and colleagues

for his teaching abilities. He has been chosen as Teach-

er of the Year at Olympic College and won the Jenny Mae

Moyer Award for Outstanding Instructional Achievement.

About teaching he says, "I guess I have always wanted to

be a science teacher. I have long held that education is

not so much a matter of putting information in as provid-

ing the catalyst that allows people to make the discovery

that everything is connected."



TOM WALKER

Students like

to tease Tom Walker

about his sense of

humor. He calls it

geologic humor.

They say he keeps

it under a rock.

Tom spent time

in the mountains

near Great Falls,

Montana as a boy,

fishing, horseback

riding, and looking for rocks and fossils. Later, as an

undergraduate at the University of Montana, this early

interest resurfaced when he discovered geology and decid-

ed it looked like "a fun business to be in". He got his

master's degree in geology at the University of North

Dakota in 1967 and his Ph.D. in geology at Montana State

University in 1974. Tom started teaching geology at

Olympic College in 1969.

About Life on the Edge, Tom says, "Often, when I've

been out with students, they will be curious about the

other things happening around them, such as weather
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patterns, or plants, birds, and animals that inhabit an

area. Students who participate in Life on the Edge are

able to actually experience the natural environment of

Western Washington with expert guidance in all these

areas

Tom is known for making science an adventure for his

students. "One of the things I strive to do," he states,

"is arrange for students to feel comfortable with the

presentation of geology in my classroom. I like them to

know what's happening. I remember feeling threatened in

some classes as a student. I dreaded the possibility

that an instructor would call on me to answer a question

or do something I couldn't do. I also have taken classes

when I had to memorize reams of notes and textbook mate-

rial, never knowing what areas were the most important.

I know from first-hand experience that some science

classes seem dry and meaningless." This personal under-

standing of the world from the point of view of students

is one reason Tom is such a good instructor.



B. A STUDENT WRITES ABOUT LIFE ON THE EDGE

The following essay is excerpted from a class as-

signment which required students to synthesize their

experience during the quarter.

PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

Dennis Wright

...Writing about Life on the Edge requires blending

what has been observed, what has been felt, and what has

been learned. The observational aspects of this class

were a product of going and doing -- seeking to compose

photographs, visiting different habitats, and analyzing

human relationships to specific environments. The feel-

ing portion of this class required involvement and caring

-- choosing to take a chance and taste a licorice fern,

learning to accept old growth loggers as they freely

loosed [sic] our bus, and happily dropping guards as I

found myself in the embrace of an ancient Western red

cedar tree. Finally, the learning facets of Life on the

Edge demanded that I think about how all these things

interrelate -- why and how people decide to live and work

where they do, why and how organisms survive only in

specific locations or zones, and why and how technique

coupled with insight produces quality photographs.

Clearly, Life on the Edge has informed me in a way that

traditional, academic classes could never have done.
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While one can read about riding a bicycle, until one has

felt the sensations of balance, speed, and distance, bike

riding will never be known. Things can be taught and

forgot; experience endures eternally.

So it is with my journies [j] and adventures with

the Life on the Edge class. My early baptism came with

the constant rain we challenged at the Nisqually Delta.

Feeling somewhat like the Michelin Man in my bulky rubber

rain gear, I determined early on that I was ill-suited

for that environment. The line of moisture running down

my back, soaking wet shoes, and soggy trousers gave

testament to the fact that I was ill-prepared for rain.

But...I learned that people and cameras will endure rain.

...I gained a different understanding of wet, and how

vital it is to organisms. Even though I was having

problems with the rain, plants and animals adapted to

that habitat were being nourished and sustained by it.

The experience forced a change in my perspective. What I

once felt was an inhospitable and nasty place, is now

felt to be a natural and just place. Surely, the red

winged black birds, Canada geese, red tailed hawk, and

great blue heron think so. Surely the black cottonwood,

Nootka rose, elderberry, and big leaf maple think so,

too.

...I have always had certain beliefs about wetlands,

forests, and population growth. In many ways, these
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beliefs remain the same. However, due to my experience

with Life on the Edge, my perspectives now include less

emphasis on business concerns. I no longer believe that

"what's good for General Motors, is good for the U.S.A."

The stripminers in Centralia put an end to that myth.

The corporate spokesperson who alluded to the mine as

real estate (a term which does not denote stewardship to

the land), and who clearly stated that no pollution

existed at the mine site was less than convincing. My

feeling today is, that if the coal company can get out of

returning the countryside to its former shape, design,

and habitat, it will do so. ...My former beliefs about

the need for prosperity outweighing environmental needs

now seems alloyed and ring hollow as I have felt, ana-

lyzed, and experienced the different destinations of Life

on the Edge.

It is important to recognize that I came to my own

conclusions. My thoughts were never directed by anyone.

In fact, many students disagree with my view on the

Centralia Coal Mine. ...Life on the Edge gave me my own

tool kit with which to challenge the machinations of

laissez faire growth at the expense of natural things.

Surely, I have gained something from every class

taken at Olympic College. Yet will I remember the dif-

ferences between a modus ponens and a disjunctive syllo-

gism? Will I remember who came first, Henry VIII or
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Charles II? ...As time passes these bits and pieces may

fade. They were part of my college distribution. They

were meant for exposure purposes only. Life on the Edge,

for me, was different.

Welded to the academic, or classroom girders and

supports of Life on the Edge were the actual experiences

of applying concepts to physical things. The joints and

spans of this knowledge are stronger and more stable than

any other bridge Olympic College has allowed me to cross.

Knowledge has been internalized; relevance has been

attained. Where once I felt myself a feeble weapon,

thrown without effect, I know now that where ever the

winds of change throw me I will stand. Remember me? I

hugged a western red cedar in the company of good

friends; my edges became smoother, more polished; and I

helped Cassie find the frog.
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D. RAW DATA

CODE EXPLANATIONS

GROUPS: A = 1990 TREATMENT

B = 1990 COMPARISON

C = 1991 TREATMENT

D = 1991 COMPARISON

GENDER: 1 = FEMALE

2 =MALE

ETHNIC

ORIGIN: 1 = ASIAN OR PACIFIC ISLANDER

2 = BLACK

3 = NATIVE AMERICAN

4 = HISPANIC

6 = CAUCASIAN

GOAL: 1 = ASSOCIATE IN ARTS, SCIENCE, OR GENERAL

STUDIES

2 = TRANSFER TO A 4-YEAR COLLEGE

3 = GED OR HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION

4 = IMPROVE ENGLISH, READING, OR MATH SKILLS

5 = ASSOCIATE IN TECHNICAL ARTS (CONTINUING)

6 = ASSOCIATE IN TECHNICAL ARTS (NEW)

7 = APPRENTICE PROGRAMS
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8 = IMPROVING JOB SKILLS OR CAREER CHANGE

9 = PERSONAL SATISFACTION

0 = UNDECIDED

EMPLOY-

MENT STATUS: 1 = FULL-TIME HOMEMAKER

2 = STUDENT WORKER ON CAMPUS

3 = FULL-TIME EMPLOYMENT (32 HR./WK. OR

MORE)

4 = FULLY SELF-EMPLOYED IN OWN BUSINESS

5 = PART-TIME EMPLOYMENT (LESS THAN 32

HR./WK)

6 = FULL-TIME MILITARY

7 = NOT EMPLOYED, SEEKING EMPLOYMENT

8 = NOT EMPLOYED, NOT SEEKING EMPLOYMENT

9 = RETIRED

0 = OTHER

INTENT: (PLAN TO ATTEND LONG ENOUGH TO...)

1 = TAKE ONE OR TWO CLASSES

2 = TAKE THREE TO FIVE CLASSES

3 = COMPLETE AT LEAST TWO QUARTERS

4 = COMPLETE ONE YEAR

5 = COMPLETE MORE THAN ONE YEAR

6 = COMPLETE AT LEAST TWO YEARS

7 = COMPLETE AN ASSOCIATE DEGREE

8 = I DON'T KNOW
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MEASURE: E = ENROLLED

T = TRANSCRIPT REQUESTED

G = GOAL MET

PERSISTENCE: 1 = PERSISTER

2 = NON-PERSISTER

PERSISTENCE MEASURE DATE:

= WTR., 1991

= WTR., 1992
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GNDR BRTHDT ETHN GOAL EMPL flif
Al 1 440527 6 2 5 1 2 l/E

A2 1 670822 6 2 5 7 l/E l/E

A3 1 470208 6 1 7 7 l/G l/G

A4 1 381007 6 2 l/G hG

A5 2 630926 6 2 1 7 l/E 2

A6 2 700319 6 1 3 7 l/E 2

A7 1 520722 6 1 hG hG

A8 1 681107 6 0 8 7 l/E 1/G/T

A9 1 710612 6 1 5 4 l/E hG

AlO 1 550112 6 1 1 7 l/E l/G

All 1 540224 6 1 1 7 l/E l/G

Al2 1 420806 4 1 2 7 2 2

A13 1 450209 6 6 2 2

A14 1 420827 6 2 1 6 l/E 1/E/T

A15 2 460611 6 2 5 7 l/E hG

A16 1 460706 6 1 8 7 l/E l/E

A17 1 700921 6 1 7 7 1/G hG

Al8 1 680530 6 1 2 4 l/E 1/G

A19 2 710117 6 1 2 2

A20 1 680313 6 2 2 2

A21 1 710304 6 1 8 7 l/E l/E

A22 1 530901 6 2 1 7 l/E hG/P

A23 1 510618 6 1 4 7 l/E hG

A24 1 700826 6 1 hG hG

A25* 2 670816 6 5 7 4 l/E hG
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A26

A27

GNDR BRTHDT ETHN GOAL EMPL flif fl
hG

hG

£Z

h/G/T

hG

1

1

700615

510623

6

6

1

1

5 7

1 7

Bi 1 430911 6 2 1 4 l/E 2

B2 1 690526 6 2 5 7 1/E 1/E

B3 1 461123 6 1 3 7 2 2

B4 1 390418 6 2 0 7 l/E l/E

B5 2 640206 6 2 5 7 l/E 2

B6 2 700105 6 1 3 7 l/E 2

B7 1 521124 6 1 1/G 1/G

B8 1 700601 6 0 5 8 l/E l/E

B9 1 710622 6 1 5 4 1/P l/T

BlO 1 551108 6 1 3 7 2 2

Bil 1 530802 6 1 1 7 l/E hG

B12 1 440311 4 1 h/T l/T

B13 1 450419 6 6 1 6 l/E l/E

B14 1 401208 6 2 4 7 1/G 1/G

B15 2 470806 6 2 3 7 2 l/E

B16 1 471203 6 1 8 7 hG hG

B17 1 710412 6 1 7 7 l/E l/E

B18 1 671106 6 1 5 4 l/E 2

B19 2 710504 6 1 5 4 h/E l/T

B20 2 680125 6 2 3 7 l/E l/E

B21 1 710116 6 1 8 7 2 2

B22 1 510225 6 2 2 6 l/E 2
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GNDR BRTHDT ETHN GOAL EMPL flif fl
B23 1 49090]. 6 1 4 7 l/E l/E

B24 1 700831 6 1 3 5 1/E 2

B25 2 680602 6 5 7 4 1/G 1/G/E

B26 1 700331 6 1 5 7 l/E hG

B27 1 521213 6 1 1 7 l/E 1/E

Cl 2 700901 6 2 5 7 1/E/T

C2 1 520301 6 2 2 5 1/E

C3 2 690311 1 2 3 6 l/E

C4 1 681209 6 2 8 7 1/E

C5 1 680211 6 8 3 5 1/E

C6 2 601210 6 2 3 7 l/E

C7 1 520418 6 2 5 7 1/E/T

C8 1 490623 6 2 7 5 1/E

C9 2 710224 6 2 5 7 l/E

dO 1 720227 1 2 7 7 2

Cli 1 720503 4 2 5 7 l/E

C12 2 700725 6 2 0 8 lIE

C13 1 581014 6 9 5 3 2

C14 1 700616 6 2 2 7 2

C15 2 701017 6 2 3 4 1/E

C16 1 651127 6 2 5 7 l/E

C17 1 630826 6 2 0 7 l/T

C18 1 720307 6 9 5 7 l/E/T

Cl9 1 690203 6 5 8 7 1/E/G
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GNDR BRTHDT ETHN GOAL EMPL ff fl
C20 1 551127 6 2 2 7 1/E

C21 1 610929 6 2 3 7 1/E

C22 1 700805 6 2 5 5 1/E

C23 1 700814 6 2 5 8 2

C24 1 710811 6 2 5 7 l/E

C25 1 550403 1 2 5 7 l/T

C26 2 720509 6 8 5 4 l/T

C27 1 720229 6 5 3 6 l/E

C28 2 551111 6 2 8 7 hG

Dl 2 701023 6 2 5 7 l/E

D2 1 510719 6 2 3 7 l/E

D3 2 700903 1 2 8 8 2

D4 1 690326 6 2 8 7 1/T

D5 1 690724 6 8 3 5 h/E

D6 2 610615 6 2 3 7 1/G

D7 1 510815 6 2 5 7

D8 1 471124 6 2 8 5 1/E

D9 2 700818 6 2 5 7 1/G/T

D10 1 710927 1 2 7 7 hG

Dli 1 710908 4 2 7 7 l/E

D12 2 680928 6 2 0 8 1/E

D13 1 560508 6 9 1 5 2

D14 1 690701 6 2 2 7 2

D15 2 710628 6 2 3 4 1/E
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*NOTE: Subject A25 listed an Associate of Technical Arts
Degree as his goal, but changed the goal the following
quarter to an Associate in Science degree, which he
obtained spring quarter, 1991. He was counted as having
persisted on the basis of meeting his goal, despite this
discrepancy.

GNDR BRTHDT ETHN GOAL ENPL j!i

D16 1 660414 6 2 5 7 1/T

D].7 1 610326 6 2 0 7 2

D18 1 711116 6 9 5 7 2

D19 1 680917 6 5 8 7 l/E

D20 1 571208 6 2 2 7 1/E

D2l 1 620531 6 2 3 7 2

D22 1 710210 6 2 5 5 1/E

D23 1 710201 6 2 5 8 l/G/T

D24 1 720404 6 2 5 7 2

D25 1 530817 1 2 1 6 hG

D26 2 710922 6 8 5 4 2

D27 1 710805 6 5 3 6 2

D28 2 560829 6 2 3 7 h/G/T



E. COMBINED DATA TABLES
Table El: Persistence After Two Ouarters for the
Combined 1990 and 1991 Treatment Groups by Subgroups

Female 34/81.0 8/19.0

Male 12/92.3 1/7.7

White 43/86.0 7/14.0

Nonwhite 3/60.0 2/40.0

Degree 42/84.0 8/16.0

Nondegree 4/80.0 1/20.0

Empi. Full-T 8/100 0

Empi. Prt.-T 17/77.3 5/22.7

Not Empi. 18/94.7 1/5.3

1-5 Classes 0 1/100

Up to 1 Yr. 5/83.3 1/16.7

> 1 Yr. 37/92.5 3/7.5

Age 26 + 21/84.0 4/16.0

Age 25 - 25/83.3 5/16.7

46 9
Mean Age mean = mean = t = - .49

28.5 30.3 (df53)
*due to small cell sizes and minImum expected

frequencies below 1.0, the reliability of
this result is at issue.

.63
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Groups #1% #1% Non- Signif. p
Persist Persist Test

x2=.92 <.33
(df 1)

X22.2 <13
(df 1)

X2=. 06 <.82
(df 1)

X2= .2 <.12
(df2)

x29.0
(df2) .01*

x2=. 00 <.95
(df 1)



Table E2: Persistence After Two Ouarters for the
Combined 1990 and 1991 Comparison GrouPs bY
Subgroups
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Groups #1%
Persist

#1%
Non-

Persist

Signif.
Test

p

Female 31/76.0 10/24.0

X2. 05 <.82
Male 11/79.0 3/21.0 (dfl)

White 38/76.0 12/24.0

x2= 04 <.82
Nonwhite 4/80.0 1/20.0 (dfl)

Degree 40/80.0 10/20.0

X24.0 <.05
Nondegree 2/40.0 3/60.0 (dfl)

Empi. Full-P 10/67.0 5/33.0
X2.88

Empi. Prt.-T 15/79.0 4/21.0 (df2) <.60

Not Empi. 15/79.0 4/21.0

1-5 Classes 0 0

Up to 1 Yr. 6/86.0 1/14.0 x2= <.80
(df2)

> 1 Yr. 31/74.0 11/26.0

Age 26 + 19/76.0 6/24.0

2=. 00 <.95
Age 25- 23/76.7 7/23.3 (df 1)

42 13
Mean Age mean = mean = t = .34 .73

29.1 26.9 (df53


