
Learning Communities Demonstration
Evaluating Learning Communities using an Experimental Design

Why study learning 
communities for             
low-skilled students?

Outcomes 

Purpose

Random AssignmentKey  Questions 
How can learning communities be 
designed and operated to address the 
needs of students with low basic skills? 
How do such learning communities 
differ from traditional remedial 
education programs?

What are the effects of learning 
communities on student achievement, 
as measured by standardized test scores 
in English and math, credits earned in 
developmental and regular college 
courses, grades, and other outcomes?

What are the effects of learning 
communities on students persistence in 
higher education?

What are the costs of learning 
communities? How do these costs 
compare to standard college programs 
for students with low basic skills? 

Study Components

Sample Selection

Remediation and developmental programs are the most 
common means of helping hundreds of thousands of 
students who now enter postsecondary education 
without adequate academic or social skills.  In 2000, 
about 40 percent of students at community colleges 
enrolled in a remediation course (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2003).  There are many ways of delivering 
remedial courses but little research on which methods 
are most effective.

In 2002, the National Survey of First-Year Academic 
Practices found that 62 percent of responding colleges 
enrolled at least some cohorts of students into a learning 
community, although most of these programs involved 
only a small portion of students (Barefoot, 2002). Given 
the widespread adoption of learning communities in 
colleges and universities across the country, evaluation 
is needed to determine their effects on academic 
achievement and persistence, particularly for low-
income students entering college with low basic skills. 

The purpose of the study is to test the effectiveness of 
learning community models in increasing academic 
achievement, retention in college, degree attainment, 
and other outcomes for students who enter college 
academically under-prepared.

Target Group:
• First-year and second-year students, primarily those in 
need of developmental courses 

Participating Institutions:
• Six community colleges across the U.S.A. 

Sample Size: 
• Each participating college will enroll at least 1,000 
students into the study.

The evaluation will use a lottery-like process to assign 
students, who have agreed to participate, to one of two 
groups: a program group that participates in a learning 
community, or a control group that does not participate in 
a learning community but has access to whatever regular 
courses and services are offered to all students. Random 
Assignment ensures that the motivation levels and 
personal characteristics of students in the program and 
control groups are the same at the beginning of the study; 
hence, any subsequent differences in educational or other 
outcomes can be attributed with a high level of 
confidence to the learning community. 

Program and control groups will be followed up to 24 
months after random assignment to find out whether 
being in the learning community results in better 
outcomes for students. The study will use 
administrative records to examine the following 
outcomes:

• Persistence • Test Scores

• Grade Point Average • Graduation

• Degree Attainment • Credit Accumulation

• Transfer rates to other colleges or universities

Implementation Study: The evaluation will include an 
in-depth implementation study to understand how the 
learning communities programs are designed and 
operated and to describe the classroom experience from 
the perspective of both teachers and students. As a 
comparison, the classroom experience of students in the 
control group will be observed. 

Fidelity Study: The researchers will also assess 
whether the learning communities reflect the intentions 
of program designers and are operated with a 
reasonable degree of consistency from one learning 
community to the next, and from one semester to the 
next. To measure treatment fidelity, we will create a 
checklist of program elements that will be used during 
two observations — early and late during the semester 
or year — in each learning community classroom at 
three of the colleges or universities participating in the 
study. 

Faculty Survey: The researchers will also create a 
survey to capture quantitative measures of the 
qualifications, attitudes, and practices of faculty who 
teach in the learning communities and the standard 
remedial courses offered to the control group. 

Cost Analysis: The cost of learning communities will 
be assessed and compared to the cost of regular college 
programs in which courses are not intentionally linked.

Identify eligible students

Invite to participate in study
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Regular College 
Services:
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-Developmental 
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