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The Learning Communities 
Demonstration

- Conducted by the National Center for Postsecondary 
Research (NCPR)

- A partnership of Community College Research 
Center, MDRC, the University of Virginia, and faculty 
at Harvard University

- Established by a grant from the Institute of Education 
Sciences of the U.S. Department of Education



Overview of Presentation(s)

Part One (Mary)
Background and results from the 
implementation study

Part Two (Mike)
Interim results from the impacts study  



The Context

Community colleges play a vital role in U.S.
Open access, affordable
Enrollment increased over 700 percent since 
1963
Community college students make up over 45 
percent of nation’s undergraduates.
Colleges serve high proportions of low-income 
students and students of color. 



The Context

However…
More than 50% arrive academically under-
prepared.
Only half of students who plan to earn a 
credential do so within six years.
Completion rates for developmental ed students 
much lower.



The Context



The Context

Hope runs high that learning communities will 
address the low completion rates.
Most colleges report that they run at least one 
learning community.
Many now target developmental students. 

But first, what are they?



What are Learning Communities?

#1  Small groups of students are co-enrolled in two or more 
courses.

#2  Instructors collaborate on curriculum and discuss 
student needs

#3  Courses are thematically linked, syllabi are aligned, and 
include joint assignments and assessments.

#4  Students get extra academic support and counseling



Why Would Learning 
Communities Increase Student 

Success?
Cohorting strengthens social and academic networks 
among students.
Stronger relationships increases engagement and 
persistence.
Integrated curriculum enhances engagement and 
deepens learning.
Extra support helps student pass courses and persist.



Past Research  
Several quasi-experiments

Tinto and others have found that students in learning 
communities benefit both academically and socially in 
comparison with similar students who do not enroll in 
learning communities.

One Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT)
MDRC’s study at Kingsborough Community College 
found that learning communities improved students’
perceptions of college and improved some educational 
outcomes – leading to the LC Demo.

Tinto, Goodsell-Love, and Russo (1994); Engstrom and Tinto (2008); Richburg-
Hayes, Visher, and Bloom (2008);



The Learning Communities 
Demonstration 

• Models ranged from “basic” to “advanced” in six colleges.

• About 1,000 students were randomly assigned to a 
program group or control group at each site. 

• Study began in Fall 2007; in Fall 2009 the last cohort of 
students was enrolled. Follow up for 2 to 3 semesters. 



LC Demo Sample Buildup



Demonstration Sites
Queensborough 

Community College:
Linked Developmental 

Math with a College-
Level Course 

Parents: Lorain County, Owens, and Sinclair Community Colleges 
(OH)

Merced College: 
Linked Developmental 
English and a variety of 
courses

Houston Community College:
Linked Developmental Math with a Student 

Success Course

Hispanic males:
Pima Community College (AZ)

Hillsborough 
Community College: 
Linked Developmental 
Reading with a Student 
Success Course

UNCF (in progress)

Kingsborough 
Community College: 

Linked two College 
Courses and a Seminar

Community College of 
Baltimore County:
Linked Developmental 
English, a College-level 
Course, and Seminar



The Implementation Study:
Research Questions

How were the programs designed and operated?

Did implementation vary, both across and within the six 
sites and over time? 

(What factors impeded or promoted implementation of 
the program components?)



The Implementation Research:
Data Sources

Two rounds of annual site visits 

Ongoing record of program operations

Review of written documents 

Faculty survey



Findings from the Implementation 
Research

All sites successfully scheduled linked classes and 
enrolled cohorts of 8 to 30 students in each.
Program group students generally reported stronger social 
and academic networks than control group students.
Most colleges and faculty expected that this component 
alone would make a difference.

#1   Small groups of students are co-enrolled in two or 
more courses.



The experience of cohorting from 
the faculty perspective

“Students are more engaged in both classes because they 
see the connections.  They also form bonds more quickly 
which result in assisting and encouraging each other.  In 
addition, both instructors can better meet the needs of the 
students through ongoing communication and 
collaboration.”

- Faculty member



Findings from the Implementation 
Research

Recruiting, matching and training faculty was a challenge 
at all six sites; staff turnover was high in some sites.
Faculty new to LCs had much to learn but responded well 
to faculty development.
Still, level of collaboration ranged from minimal to 
intensive.
Generally, over time, faculty pairs collaborated more.

#2   Instructors collaborate on curriculum and discuss 
student needs.



Findings from the Implementation 
Research

Curricular integration was not implemented widely or 
deeply, even by the last semester in the study.

Generally, over time, integrative teaching increased. 

#3   Courses are thematically linked, syllabi are aligned 
and include joint assignments and assessments.



The experience of integrated 
teaching from the student 

perspective 
“After reading the book [Zero] you see math everywhere. 
It’s in nature. Something was there that I didn’t realize. 
At first I didn’t think I would need to know ‘x equals 
something.’ I didn’t see that it applies everywhere and 
now I do.”

- A Student in a Learning Community 



Findings from the Implementation 
Research

Examples of Overarching Themes:
“Money Talks and Numbers Speak,” a math course 
linked with Speech Communication (QCC)
“Write About Life, Learn How to Live,” an English 
course linked with Health. (Merced)
“Fast Food Nation,” an English course linked with 
Fitness (CCBC)
“Immigration and Diversity”, an English course linked 
with a Student Success Course



Findings from the Implementation 
Research

Several LCs linked a Success Course with a developmental 
course.

At two colleges, the coordinator worked to encourage 
students to attend class regularly.

Other efforts to integrate extra support included tutoring, 
dedicated counselors and supplemental instructors but 
were only partly implemented.

#4 Students get extra academic support and counseling.



Summary

Considerable variation across LCs within colleges.

LCs generally strengthened over time. 

Where fidelity issues arose, they were due to challenges 
inherent both to learning communities and to scaling up 
special programs.

A fair test of typical learning communities programs in 
community colleges.



Contact Information

Mary G. Visher
mary.visher@mdrc.org

Michael J. Weiss
michael.weiss@mdrc.org

Evan Weissman
evan.weissman@mdrc.org

For more information on MDRC and NCPR’s work, go to:
MDRC: www.mdrc.org
NCPR: www.postsecondaryresearch.org/

mailto:mary.visher@mdrc.org
mailto:michael.weiss@mdrc.org
mailto:evan.weissman@mdrc.org
http://www.mdrc.org/
http://www.postsecondaryresearch.org/
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