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Skagit Valley College: Counseling-Enhanced Developmental Learning Communities
A.INTRODUCTION
1. Description of the Intervention Strategy
The Counseling-Enhanced Developmental Learning Communities program is designed to strengthen basic skills education and learning support at the college.  The approach of the program is to team counselors with faculty and students to form developmental education learning communities.  Counseling and teaching faculty work collaboratively to incorporate college success skills into course content tailored to meet in-class needs and generally support student learning and educational planning.  The initiative is aimed at enhancing the efficacy of the college’s approach to addressing the learning needs of its most academically challenged students, accelerating their progress to academic-level coursework and improving their persistence to degree or certificate completion.  The program emerged from the college’s longstanding and highly successful experience with learning communities as a method to achieve positive learning outcomes.  

2. The Site Visit
The two day site visit was conducted on April 16 and 17, 2008.  The site research team included Dr. Russ Hamm and Susanna Kung.  Semi-structured in-person interviews were conducted with SVC administrators, faculty, and staff.  A list of the interviewees is provided in Appendix A.  Evaluators also observed a college-level Psychology Class/English composition Learning Community with Linda Moore (who teaches writing and reading and chairs the department of developmental education) and Lynn Fouquette (psychology professor).  The counselor, who was not in the classroom on the day of the visit, teaches topics such as study skills.  On the “visit” day, the counseling function was assumed by Dr. Moore who had students share study tips with one another.   
3. Institutional and Community Setting 
SVC is located in the northwest part of Washington State, roughly midway between Seattle and Vancouver, British Columbia.  Established in 1926, it serves three rural counties: Skagit, Island, and San Juan in a geographically “long” district of more than 1,900 square miles.  The college characterizes itself as rural.  The counties lie along the Pacific coast in an idyllic and dramatic setting.  SVC has 112 full-time faculty members, including 12 counselors.  .According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the college enrolls 5,528 students across two campuses and three centers; of these, 59 percent attend part-time and 41 percent attend full-time. About 25% of students are recent high school graduates.  The average age of a student is 32 years; 63% are female.  About one-third of all students are taking professional-technical (career oriented) courses, one-third are in academic programs, and one-third are at the college for ABE, personal development, and “other.”  The college, with motivation from the state, also does a lot of dual enrollment (500+ high school students take college courses), in a program called “Running Start.”  These high school students will also enroll in the learning communities.   

Only 35 percent of students are able to apply for and receive financial aid
 because of the federal requirement to carry a minimum of 12 credit hours.  This issue impacts student decisions to enroll in the Learning Communities, because some students can only afford a small number of credits a semester. Learning communities generally are ten credit hours each – more than a part-time student can afford to take in terms of either cost or time.  
The Counselor-Enhanced Learning Communities program being addressed by this study occurs at the college’s main campus in Mt. Vernon.  SVC, like many colleges, was experiencing demographic and economic shifts that had significant implications for the institution.  The number of non-English speaking students was/is growing.  For example, the demographic compositions of the secondary school districts within its service area have experienced a significant increase in their Hispanic student population, upward of seventeen percent.  As a result of this increase, the college has seen significantly large spikes in its English as a Second Language (ESL) enrollment, which now comprises almost ten percent of the college’s total enrollment.
  Of all students who elect to attend SVC, 50% of students need remedial English and 85-90% need pre-college math.  Adding to the changes in the composition of the student body is the economic status of many of the college’s students.  In one of the college’s main feeder high school districts (Mount Vernon School District), 60 percent of students are eligible for the free- and reduced-price lunch program, indicating they are from families with a fairly severe lower economic status.  The unfortunate reductions in state funding for the Community and Technical Colleges are causing tuition hikes, further threatening the situation for low-income students.
  
In summary, the college exists in a beautiful and rural setting but is experiencing profound changes in the demographic makeup of its student body.  The college reports that its enrollment has been growing and is up over the last couple of years by more than 15 percent.  However, due to the changing nature of the student demographics, more of SVC’s students require developmental and ESL classes, and fewer students can afford to take the classes they need.

B. FINDINGS
1. Construction of the Issue
Given the changing nature of the college’s student demographics, the college has, over the last several years, focused intently on student attraction, retention, and persistence.  Many of the college’s programmatic decisions are now based on this focus, which has become a major goal of the college.  Retention and persistence are the main objectives of the Counselor-Enhanced Learning Communities initiative – the focus of this report.  Retention rates for first-year students are 53 percent for those enrolled full-time and 44 percent for those enrolled part-time – lower than the state’s average.  Like so many of its counterparts across the nation, Skagit Valley College struggles, in particular, with addressing the needs of its developmental students.  The first order of business when it comes to developmental students is finding ways to increase persistence and retention rates.  “Persistence is really important because if we can keep them, we can get them to where they want to go,” said an administrator.  Indeed, with a postsecondary degree increasingly becoming a prerequisite for many jobs, persistence and degree attainment are critical for improving the long-term economic prospects of these students and breaking the cycle of poverty.  SVC’s institutional data suggest that about 90 percent of new students test into at least one developmental education class, and less than half of all degree-seeking students persist from one academic year to the next.

2. The Intervention Strategy
a. Development of the Intervention

Learning communities made their debut at SVC in 1986; they became mandatory for degree-seeking and transfer students in 1993.  Current requirements call for a student to complete at least three LCs as part of the total degree.  These were taught as college-level courses, and were not offered to developmental students.  SVC was determined to expand their learning communities to serve developmental students, since these students could benefit from them as well.  This decision to drive more developmental students into an LC experience was affected by evidence from a preliminary MDRC study conducted at Kingsborough Community College in Brooklyn, NY.  The MDRC findings suggest that placing developmental students into learning communities is effective because it makes basic skills instruction more meaningful and relevant; it also promotes better interpersonal relationships with faculty and peers. 

The impetus for creating the counseling-enhanced developmental learning community was an invitation for SVC to participate in a five-year study from the Institute of Education Sciences of the U.S. Department of Education to the National Center for Postsecondary Research (NCPR), MDRC and other NCPR research partners to design and implement a multi-college demonstration of learning communities.  In anticipation of inclusion in this study, SVC developed ten developmental learning communities for the 2007-08 school year.  As it turned out, SVC was unable to participate in the study due to internal politics and an inability to come up with a sufficient control group since the school is so small and learning communities are mandatory.  Nevertheless, the president and the college were committed to proceed with a counseling-enhanced model for five of the ten developmental learning communities developed.  Under the counseling-enhanced model, the counselors would collaborate with faculty to integrate college success skills into the linked courses. 

b. Organizational Structure 
The counseling-enhanced learning communities model is co-led by the Director of Institutional Research and Planning and the Dean of Academic Instruction.  In the counseling-enhanced developmental learning community, there is a single cohort of students in a classroom in which two subjects, plus study-skills are taught, en seriatim, with both teachers present and with a counselor present for three or four out of five days.  The learning community (LC) is to have one common syllabus which identifies the integrated learning outcomes and the theme.  The faculty/instructors are to be familiar with the course content, textbooks, and materials for both courses.  Division Chairs screen LC proposals from faculty and the Learning Communities Advisory Committee reviews submissions and work with Division Chairs to recommend offerings and schedules.  These recommendations are submitted to the Dean of Academic Instruction, who makes the final determination.

The design of each LC is determined by looking for the big question or the big issue that will naturally bring different disciplines together, help the student make connections between the two disciplines, and then (by extension) enable the student to see the connections between him/herself and society as a whole.  Designing and implementing developmental LCs can be a challenge, because it is harder to make these connections when there is a focus on remediation.  
c. Intervention Activities and Methods
There is a growing body of literature that highlights the relationship between students’ perceptions of their own involvement and connectedness to the school community with persistence and retention, especially among first year students.  The concept of learning communities was introduced decades ago, yet it is becoming increasingly popular since there is growing anecdotal – and some hard - evidence which suggests that the LC model may boost students’ feelings of connectedness and belonging.   There are two types of learning communities offered at SVC:  linked learning communities and collaborative learning communities.  In a linked learning community, students take two or more classes that are linked thematically and scheduled back-to-back.  In these types of communities, faculty plan and program collaboratively.  In a collaborative learning community, courses are team-taught by faculty and appear seamless so that they operate as one class, in which a student will earn one grade.  None of the developmental learning communities are fully collaborative.  These connected courses encourage more intimate relationships between students and faculty through increased time spent together, and working on group projects.

SVC’s is piloting the counseling-enhanced LC model with five courses:

· Reading Between the Numbers:  Offered in fall 2007, this ten-credit LC combining Math 96 (Pre-Algebra) and English 97 (Improving Grammar I) teaches students to apply reading skills and math concepts to help them set up and solve math problems.  
· Code-X:  Offered in fall 2007, this ten-credit LC combines Math 96 (Pre-Algebra) and English 97 (Improving Grammar I).  The premise of this LC is that both math and English syntaxes are based on "codes" that can be "cracked" once the student learns how they work.  These codes are then used to solve “math and grammar mysteries and to develop control of both math and writing.”
· Mathemorphosis I: Offered in winter 2008, this LC combines Math 96 (Pre-Algebra) and Speech 100 (Speech & Performance Anxiety Management). In this six-credit LC, students reviewed arithmetic and pre-algebra concepts while practicing basic communication skills and techniques for reducing anxiety that may accompany learning math and speech or engaging in other life challenges.
· Here and Now:  Offered in winter 2008, this ten-credit LC combines English 99 (Improving Grammar I) with Reading 97 (Reading Improvement) to improve students’ reading comprehension and speed, writing ideas, sentence structure, and punctuation.
· Psychology Scene Investigation (PSI):  Offered in spring 2008, this ten-credit LC combines English 99 (Basic Composition) and Psychology 100 (General Psychology) to develop skills in reading, writing, and critical thinking within the context of particular behaviors of interest to students.  
As these special LCs were being designed, the role of the counselor in the class was to be limited to the teaching of the “success” content noted above.  The scope of the work has not changed for counselors under this model:  all counselors are responsible for teaching college success skills, including test taking, time management, note taking, study skills and using college campus resources.  Faculty and counselor interactions within the LC also serve as a model for communication.  Many students come from backgrounds where most communication arises out of onflict.  One way faculty provide other models of communication is by having one instructor play the role of a student to the other instructor; for example, by saying, “Here is the note I just took…is that what you meant?”

Because developmental students tend to be “very needy,” according to faculty and administrators, the average class size is about 10, with a maximum of 25, though this is rare.  In contrast, a non-developmental LC typically averages 40 students, and can accommodate as many as 54 students.  Though faculty teams are expected to be present in the special “enhanced” classes, individual faculty members are only paid for teaching one class.  Due to the small number of students in the developmental classes, the costs would otherwise become prohibitive.  This is not the case with regular LCs, where faculty members are each paid for all the class time.  To offset the extra effort and time, faculty members are paid a stipend, using the state grant earmarked for increasing student retention.  Counselors are backfilled using the same grant and do not receive stipends.  All faculty members are unionized, so “everything gets memorialized in the contract,” said an administrator.   
Target Audience and Recruitment

New students must take the ASSET or COMPASS reading, writing, and math placement test.  After taking one of these tests, students make appointments with their advisors and/or counselors to plan a course of study based on their test results and academic goals.  Counselors will recommend students for LCs as appropriate.  

The students in developmental LCs are the ones who are most at risk.  Faculty members say that many completed high school by achieving a GED, and as a result of not being in regular high school classes, they do not even have the high school experience as a platform for success.  Faculty members also say that many developmental students do not know how to prioritize either tasks or time, nor do they have the study and note-taking skills necessary for the college experience.  Anecdotally, students begin opening up about their vulnerabilities and deficits once they understand how the counseling-enhanced classes operate, and why they are there.  

As for faculty participants, they self-select.  Some counselors self-select, while others are drafted for duty by the Dean or because of faculty requests.  Faculty members that teach LCs stress the importance of having a good relationship prior to team-teaching.  Faculty and staff spent a great amount of time setting up the enhanced communities and did so around a “research” model – meaning that they have been keeping data since the beginning.  For example, the faculty keeps logs of their experiences.  The faculty meet twice or more per quarter to brief each other.  Often the instructors will work out their own arrangements and ask to have the LC scheduled.  Team pairings that have been made from the top down are considered “unworkable” by faculty, with no known exceptions.  Because the faculty spend so much time together doing learning communities and meeting to discuss learning communities, they themselves have become a learning community on this topic.  Focus on integrated learning, sharing, and making connections is what the college is about.  This focus on community really describes both the history of the college and the culture of the college.  
d. Revenue and Funding 
As noted earlier, the real objective underpinning this concept is to increase retention.  SVC used funds from a state grant that was targeted at student retention to cover some of the costs of the enhanced communities.  These grants, totaling about $63K for the year, were used to pay faculty stipends for their increased levels of effort and to backfill for counselors.   It is anticipated that SVC will get a renewal for the upcoming school year; however, even if it does not, student retention is a big enough priority that the college would be willing to assume the costs.  Some faculty may even be open to participating without a stipend, since participants essentially become “LC converts:” once they try it, they do not want to give it up.  “Faculty members appear to be very protective of their learning communities,” said a faculty member.  “There is a deep belief in their value.  They volunteer for them in advance of knowing what the compensation will be.”  This is due to the time it takes to negotiate the faculty contract, which often is completed after classes are assigned for the coming year.
There was some concern expressed by faculty members about the long-term viability of offering the “enhanced” LCs because of cost.  Administrators as well mentioned the high cost factor for LCs that only served a dozen or students or so.  The president was more optimistic, noting that the costs might have to be absorbed if the retention benefits were positive and long-lasting for the at-risk students. 

e. Cultural Components of the Intervention Strategy

The vision and goals of the initiative are to:
· Improve retention among developmental students by helping them feel more connected with the SVC community;
· Improve persistence to the next level of academic work by helping developmental students see connections between subject areas and “real-life” applications;
· Improve degree attainment rates via improved retention and persistence;

· Reinstate an older SVC model of faculty advisement for academics by giving faculty an opportunity to observe, and learn from, counselors working with students;

· Get counselors to feel more connected with academic faculty and students; and
· Address student crises before or as they occur so that they do not disrupt the class or the student’s own learning.
,

Another goal of the project’s leaders is to compare the counseling-enhanced developmental learning communities model with the regular developmental learning communities model, stand-alone developmental courses, and “Fast Track” success skills courses offered in the summer.  By comparing gains vis-à-vis costs, the college will have a much better idea of how to allocate resources to improve:
· Student retention from quarter to quarter (primary goal);
· Student persistence to degree or certificate;
· Student success in English and/or math; and
· Student success in subsequent core courses in a sequence.

“If we can get them through their developmental courses, all the literature and our own data says they will be successful, and they will be just as successful—graduate at the same rate—as those students who didn’t take developmental courses,” said an administrator.   “There are some costs attached to this, there’s no question…even though he [the president] knew it would cost him…this was part of his effort to reduce the siloing that was going on, and being a big believer of learning communities and understanding the issues of the counseling center.  It’s about collaboration and getting this culture of collaboration and those counseling staff and the faculty and the instructors working together on this, that was part and parcel of this.”

3. Supportive and Enabling Conditions
A History of Collaboration

SCV has a strong culture of collaboration, with few exceptions.  “This is who we are—this whole idea about learning communities, and integrated learning, and making connections, and sharing is part of who we are and what we do,” said an administrator.
The culture here is a long-standing one around good relationships – among faculty and with students, and faculty and staff work hard to make those happen.  I interview every staff and faculty member: I want to know how they will fit into this culture, especially around building good relationships.  If you join this college people will expect that you understand our culture and contribute to it.  We try to connect students to the college – specifically with a staff or faculty member.  We know that a connected student will stay longer and succeed.  
The college’s long-standing success with LCs clearly has supported relationship-building between faculty, staff, and students, and across disciplines.  It should be noted, however, that the administration also makes a point of hiring individuals who will accept and embrace the culture of collaboration.  The president has final decision-making authority over hiring, though he places a great deal of weight on the input of the hiring committee.  He cited an example of a time when he felt the committee was basing their decision on the strength of the instructor’s experience in his/her discipline; however, he had reservations about that candidate’s willingness to fit in with the culture.  As it turned out, the individual did.  On occasion, some pass through the filter who are not culturally aligned; however, they ultimately self-select out of the faculty pool.  Faculty members have also said that the culture encourages people to connect in different ways.  One administrator cited an example of the ten faculty who play basketball together during the week.  Since the college does not check on faculty or micro-manage their schedules, faculty are able to make effective use of their time.  “Relationship building takes many different forms, but it is about it just being done naturally.”
One approach the college takes is to find the individuals who are willing to innovate and give them the first opportunities, then give the process time to unroll.  Administrators, faculty, and staff are very much driven by student outcomes.  “This is a fairly evidence-based kind of culture here,” said an administrator.  Data-driven decision making is key, and if more students persist, then “we can live with the costs,” said the president.
Commitment to Attraction, Retention and Persistence

Certainly, a powerful enabler for this experiment is the college’s awareness of its changing demographics and the challenges that have accompanied these changes.  More students without adequate skills and experiences to be successful in college, along with more students who do not speak English, have driven the college to seek compensatory strategies.  Given the college’s propensity to rely on LCs, it is understandable that they would again turn to LCs of a special nature to aid in attraction, retention and persistence.  
4. Challenges and Constraints
Resources: Cost and Time
Despite the widespread support for developmental learning communities and counseling-enhanced learning communities, in particular, sustaining these models poses some challenges.  One of the most obvious would be the cost of having two instructors (plus a counselor) in a classroom for about 10 students.  These higher operation costs would need to be offset, at least in part, by the cost savings realized in recruitment, orientation, and the like by retaining students.  
Another issue that has been addressed is the cost and time commitment required of participating students.  Some of these students do not have the luxury of taking two linked classes back-to-back either because they cannot afford that many credits or because of work and childcare responsibilities.  This issue was addressed, in part, by adjusting the number of credits or amount of time assigned to some LCs.  The research suggests that positive student outcomes can still be realized from participation in any LC, and that these outcomes are unaffected by class length and course credits assigned.  
Counselors, especially, have time constraints that preclude them from staying for an entire LC class.  Time spent in the classroom also means that their other responsibilities get put on hold.  The hope is that some of this workload can be assumed by instructional faculty as they begin to take on more of the academic advisement role.  
Faculty Flexibility

Flexibility is a requisite:  participating faculty must be agile enough to reconstruct, re-conceive, or shift gears when needed.  Some administrators said that math faculty have a difficult time being flexible because they are usually unwilling to forgo some content to fit within the parameters of the LC.  Math faculty, however, say that math is a bit more difficult to integrate because there are sequences that must be followed; thus, it is the systems, textbooks, and software programs that are inflexible.  
Challenges of Collaboration
A final challenge has to do with the fear faculty have of knowing another professional will be watching their performance and of understanding, firsthand, what it means to collaborate.  Faculty must overcome fears of compromise and, perhaps, having to watch another professional who may be a better teacher.  Most faculty members interviewed acknowledged that they had fear and misgivings prior to beginning.
5. Effectiveness and Evaluation of the Intervention
a. Impact and Effectiveness of the Intervention Strategy
Immediate Intervention
As often is the case, this experiment provided benefits that were not anticipated nor planned for.  For example, as an unintended consequence – and benefit - counselors have been present to manage student crises as they arise in class.  One example was cited in which a student, who was chatting on his/her cell phone during the class break, suddenly burst into tears.  The counselor was able to address the student’s issue immediately.  Another example cited was when a student who refused to participate in class was pulled out by the counselor for not cooperating.  The placement of the counselors provides opportunities for students to connect with a counselor to address concerns that may impact the student’s schoolwork without “looking stupid or bad” in front of the teachers.  They tend to open themselves to counselors because they are not the professional who will ultimately be grading them.  

More and Improved Counseling
Counselors appear to like this new enhanced version because they see and work with students in a different context.  Further, students appear to be more connected to the counselors because they interact with them in class:  “They know me, they can come and talk to me at any time,” described an administrator.  “I still see many of those students because of the strong connection we make in the class,” said a counselor.  Placing counselors into the classroom has both empowered them and provided them the opportunity to assist students and understand their struggles within a classroom context.  Another unintended benefit was the opportunity provided to the teaching faculty to learn pointers for counseling and advising students from the professional counselors.  These highly-at-risk students now have a person to whom they can connect regarding problems – both academically and personally.  Participating counselors report that more students tend to seek them out away from the classroom under this model. 
Modeling Good Class Behavior
Faculty and counselor interactions within the LC also serve as a model for communication.  Many students come from backgrounds where communication often arises out of conflict.  One way that faculty model communication is by having one instructor play the role of a student to the other instructor; for example, by saying, “Here is the note I just took…is that what you meant?”  Also, the convivial professional level communication and banter that occurs naturally within the class between instructors is a good model for students as well.  Most have never witnessed professional yet relaxed communication focusing on content and work.

Student Connectiveness 
Anecdotally, student and faculty connections to counselors may be the strongest outcome from this initiative.  Prior to implementing the counseling-enhanced LCs, there was a perception among administrators and faculty that counselors were operating too much in silos.  Indeed, that was partly why SVC was so intent on piloting the model even without the support of the MDRC sub-grant.  Administrators saw this model as an opportunity to bridge the gap between counselors and instructional faculty for a truly connected campus.  This, however, was not a primary objective, but a secondary or even tertiary one.  
From the perspective of administrators and faculty, this is a winning project in three ways: 
· the students get the help and advising they need; 
· faculty are learning to work together and also learning counseling skills; and, 
· counselors are learning about the education process in the “community.”  It is a confluence of learning.  

Faculty say they believe it helps students, but the biggest reason they support LCs is because they also happen to be fun.  The LC experience helps them teach in fresh ways and they find it engaging, richer, and rewarding.  And, if faculty are happy, engaged, and fresh, that translates into better instruction and service for the students.  Even tough converts on the counseling side are buying in after they have personally experienced the initiative.  They began to see the true value of the LCs to students.    

Methods Used for Intervention Evaluation and Assessment

Hard Data
As part of the pilot project, the college is conducting a longitudinal study to assess retention and persistence outcomes.  The study will examine differences in outcomes between students who have participated in counseling-enhanced LCs, those who have participated in regular, non-counseling enhanced LCs, those who take comparable stand-alone developmental education courses, and those who were in a “Fast Track”
 skills course.  Student cohorts will be tracked for at least two years.  This study will also help quantify resource allocation efficiencies, if any.  

The study utilizes mixed methods, but is heavily quantitative.  A web-based survey to obtain formative feedback from faculty and counselors was being developed for a May launch date.  SVC had considered administering a survey to gauge student attitudes, but decided it would not have been the most effective use of resources, since the objective of the study was primarily to determine whether or not the intervention has actually influenced persistence and retention numbers.  The study will also measure the effect of program dosage—i.e., whether or not participating in more than one LC yields additional gains.  

Soft Data
There is ample anecdotal evidence to suggest that the initiative is helping SVC move closer toward its objective of increased student persistence and retention.  There are also preliminary data that suggest that course completion rates among students in counseling-enhanced LCs were one percentage point higher (91 percent) than those in non-counseling-enhanced communities (90 percent).  Both have higher completion rates than stand-alone developmental English and/or math courses (88 percent).  Fast Track students had 100 percent completion rates.  Preliminary numbers suggested that retention rates for students in counseling-enhanced learning communities were one percentage point higher (82 percent) than for those who participated in Fast Track (81 percent).  Retention rates were 76 percent for those in non-counseling-enhanced LCs and 74 percent for those in stand-alone courses.  

It appears that while the enhanced LC does help in retention, students do not necessarily perform any better.  “But really, what they get is more about being successful in college and that may be measured over a longer period of time” said one administrator.  “They will improve over time if we work with them.”
Perceptions

Faculty members really believe they are seeing immediate effects on retention and persistence.  Some students appear to “stick around” even if they are failing the class, and it might actually be personally advantageous to drop the course.  One instructor said that a student insisted upon completing a group project even though s/he had to drop the class because s/he did not want to let his/her classmates down.  Faculty also say that LCs give them an opportunity to feel connected to something that is logical, fair, and respectful.  One instructor said that when s/he asked the student why he/she continues to persevere, the student replied, “It is the one stable place for me in my whole life.”
6. Lessons Learned and Significance to Others
A number of lessons have been identified that are worth sharing with the educational community.  Some of these lessons, while pertaining to the “enhanced” Learning Communities are probably found within the normal Learning Communities, as well.  Lessons learned from involvement with enhanced Learning Communities include:
· They promote a collegial environment where all members of the college community can feel connected and engaged.  These perceptions are not to be overlooked, for there is a plethora of research suggesting that they are by far the greatest indicators of student persistence and retention.
· They promote a culture that recognizes shortcomings as an opportunity to grow.  “Remedial” is a term that is not in college staff’s or faculty member’s vocabulary; in fact, use of the term is taboo.  Students have opportunities and room to grow and develop.  Faculty members have opportunities to become better teachers by exploring the larger contextual issues and by learning from their own peers.
· Almost all faculty members were hesitant to try LCs.  For the loudest naysayers, it was baptism by fire:  “I really became converted to doing learning communities after I did one and discovered the powerful student outcomes,” said a faculty member.
· They helped faculty members and staff to recognize the importance of data-driven decision making:  do not look at program costs in a vacuum, broaden the perspective to include the cost benefits of higher student retention and ongoing, natural professional development.
· To initiate a new and possibly tentative initiative, identify those individuals who are willing to go the extra mile—even in a unionized environment and try something without consequences.
· Since, for LCs, faculty members are not monitored to ensure they fulfill a certain number of seat hours, they were able to contribute to the culture of collegiality in an organic way:  at the gym, in the student center, etc.  Good working relationships make putting in that extra level of effort less onerous. 

C. IMPRESSIONS OF THE SITE VISITATION TEAM
a. General Impressions on the Intervention Strategy

· There is commitment by the college’s leadership on this initiative as a vehicle not only for improving student outcomes, but also for promoting greater teamwork across all members of the college, including those who do not see all of the connections.  Even as the use of enhanced LCs appears to be costly, the administration appears to be supportive for the long haul.
· The sense of community that comes from participating in a LC that operates like a family, with a division of labor (counselors are there to counsel; psychology professor is there to teach psychology, English teacher is there to teach reading and writing) as well as shared responsibilities (everyone is there to learn from each other), helps students who have not been successful in traditional academic environments allay their fears and biases.  
· Collecting and tracking comprehensive student data, as well as program costs, is critical for understanding student gains vis-a vis costs.
2. Replication Lessons 
This concept is straightforward and conceptually sensible.  It can easily be replicated on a campus where learning communities already exist.  If the community teaching concept does not exist then replication would likely be difficult and challenging to the “normal” way education is conducted on the campus.  It involves combining the teaching and counseling strengths of college professionals with the understanding that they elect to be a team member.  It will likely not function well if administrators mandate teams and faculty member involvement.  The SVC initiative was created and implemented because of strong institutional encouragement and support – and importantly – a long history of success with LCs.  The commitment of the administrators and faculty toward building a collegial work environment were instrumental to its success.   Counseling-enhanced LCs were backed by the president at each stage, from conception to implementation, and the model was not abandoned even though the original reason for setting them up went away.  This support enabled the program to flourish despite initial resistance from some counselors.  For replication, a college will need to experience the same level of leadership and commitment.  The high cost of enhanced LCs will need to be acknowledged and accepted or they will not survive.  
3. Recommendation as a Mentor College 
The evaluators would recommend that Skagit Valley College be considered as a mentor college under the auspices of the Community Colleges Can initiative.  The comprehensive services for developmental students offered through the counseling-enhanced learning communities offer a valuable model that is likely to benefit other community colleges.  The leadership is experienced in running LCs, well grounded in theory and practice, and has been active participants in other LC best practices forums.  They are eager to share the lessons learned from their work, and would be invaluable advisors to other colleges interested in learning more about the strategies they employ.  
Appendix A: List of Interviewees

· Eric Anderson, Faculty, Teaching and Counseling, Skagit Valley College

· Gail Bruce, Faculty, Teaching and Counseling, Skagit Valley College

· Debbie Cofer, Faculty, Teaching and Counseling, Skagit Valley College

· Lynn Dunlap, Faculty, Teaching and Counseling, Skagit Valley College

· Maryrose Eannace, Dean for Academic Instruction, Skagit Valley College
· Emi Fredlund, Faculty, Teaching and Counseling, Skagit Valley College

· Daniel Graber, Faculty, Teaching and Counseling, Skagit Valley College
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Appendix B:  Background Data on Skagit Valley College
Established: 



1926

Calendar:



Quarter

Accredited: 



Northwest Association of Schools and Colleges






Affirmed  2004

Enrollment: 



8691

FTE:




3363



Minority enrollment:


11% (not including API)

First Generation in College:

n/a


Students over age 25%:

48 %


Associates Degrees awarded: 
  666

Graduation rate:


26%

Graduation rate by gender:

22 % male






30 % female





 

In-state tuition:


$ 2712

Out of state tuition:


$ 2850


Receiving federal grant aid:

26 %

Expenditures per FTE:

$ 10,671

District-wide unemployment:

6 %

Local Governance:
Local governing board of 5 members appointed by the governor

State Governance:
Higher Education Coordinating Board – 9 citizens appointed by governor with 4 year terms.  Responsible for mission, master planning, operating and capital budget requests, tuition and fee and financial aid policies.  Not a cabinet department.  State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) – central administrative agency for 27 public community colleges and 5 technical colleges. Covers statewide issues, such as budget and funds allocation, locations and standard policies.  9 members serving 4 year terms appointed by the governor.


State Community College Association: www.sbctc.ctc.edu
Revenue:
Breakdown : 58 % state,  21 % tuition and fees, 21 % local


Transfer and Articulation: 
There is statewide legislation, cooperative agreements for AA degrees, annual data reporting, incentives include priority admissions for transfers, and a common core for community colleges.   

Community environment:
There are two significant changes in demographics and the economy impacting the College. One is an increasing Hispanic population, especially in Skagit County. From 1993 to 2001, the percent of Hispanic enrollments in the surrounding largest school districts have increased at a substantial rate. In the Mount Vernon School District, the percent of Hispanic students rose from 20% to 37% during that ten-year period. In the Burlington-Edison School District the percent of Hispanic students rose from 12% to 19%. In 1999, the income of 29% of the individuals of Hispanic origin in Skagit County was below the poverty level. Further, 60% of all students in the Mount Vernon School District were eligible for the “free and reduced lunch” program. Consequently, the College continues to see substantial enrollments in English as a Second Language courses—the ESL program comprises 9.5% of total enrollments. The College has implemented a variety of programs to meet the challenges and the needs of these economically disadvantaged and first generation students, some described in this report. 
            
A second significant change impacting the College has been the economic decline in the State of Washington and the corresponding reduction in state funding for the Community and Technical Colleges within the State of Washington. However, these reductions in state funding did not occur without some relief. In acknowledging the reductions in state funding, the state proposed to offset these reductions by increasing the allowable tuition rates. For FY 2003-04, the proposed tuition rate increased by 7%. This increase was in addition to the 9% increase the previous year.  

Sources include IPEDS; Skagit Valley College website: http://www.skagit.edu/directory.asp_Q_pagenumber_E_363; ECS Transfer and Articulation state policy: http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/23/75/2375.htm; Washington State Master Plan: http://www.hecb.wa.gov/news/newsreports/documents/2008MasterPlan-fromPRT.pdf; 2008 Foundation Newsletter: http://www.skagit.edu/imageuploads/file1498.pdf; Learning Communities description: http://www.evergreen.edu/washcenter/lcfaq.htm
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