
Learning Communities Strategy

Strategy: Build a Learning Community
Target Audience: groups of students preparing for or enrolled in a health occupations training program

Purpose: to improve students’ probability of success by

a. Deepening/strengthening learning by building EXPLICIT connections among 



concepts/courses, and 

b. Linking skills with content to facilitate learning, mitigate stress, and ultimately improve 
    retention in a training program. 
Process:

1.
Determine an appropriate student group with which to initiate a learning community (LC)

Action Steps:

a. Faculty and counselors identify students in a specific class who would benefit from personal and academic support provided by a learning community.

b. Students of a particular class or in a designated health occupation may self refer into the learning community.

c. Select programs of two or more classes linked thematically or by content, which automatically provide a cohort of students taking classes together.  The faculty can plan the program collaboratively, i.e. a Health Occupations Preparatory cluster composed of:
· Math for Health Occupations

· English for Health Occupations (including health-related research studies for required reading)

· Critical Thinking for Health Occupations

2. Establish a Learning Community (LC) Task Force team that includes both academic and student affairs

Action Steps:

a. Explore the feasibility and potential benefit of establishing a LC with faculty from the identified health occupations program, dean, academic advisors, and students enrolled in the health occupation training program.
b. Provide information and solicit feedback regarding implementation of the project.
3. 
Choose the Appropriate LC Model for the group identified

Action Steps:

a. Identify student enrollment patterns to determine usual course loads, scheduling patterns, kinds of courses taken.

b. Evaluate the staff and faculty opportunities and constraints.   Consider usual teaching loads, staffing patterns and sizes of key courses, history of and interest in collaboration, history of academic/student affairs partnerships and current systems for student advisement and placement.

c. Take into consideration the culture of your institution.  Evaluate the history and success of initiatives designed to strengthen teaching and learning.  Determine the willingness, flexibility and ability to support change and how that fits with institutional priorities.

4.  
Write a project proposal specifically designed for the student group or study program
      Action Steps:

a. Develop a written workplan for implementation.

b. Solicit feedback and make needed changes.

c. Include research justification for its need on campus

5.  
Design a curriculum focused on the specific program area in which classes can be/are linked or in which special student needs have been identified.

Action Steps:

a. Include a counselor and student in the development of the curriculum.

b. Link courses with a logical connection (i.e. anatomy and physiology) or develop an academic cluster to prepare for a specific training program

c. Allow enough design and planning time to enable feedback and revisions to be incorporated into the curriculum prior to its submission to the college Curriculum Committee.

6.  
Develop a budget to adequately meet the cost of creating the Learning Community and curriculum development.

Action Steps:

a. Calculate faculty time required for project development

b. Add additional load if team-teaching model is used
c. Include anticipated cost of course supplies
7.  
Publicize linked courses

Action Steps:

a. Discuss plans to schedule linked courses with current health occupations students and consider their suggestions.

b. Determine open slots/available rooms for classes from the scheduling office. Use existing class slots scheduled at popular times for linked course scheduling.

c. Make sure that there is advanced notice in the college Schedule of Classes about the linked courses and that the registration system can accommodate them 

d. Respond to any scheduling concerns immediately.
Evaluation options:

1.  
Develop/identify a research tool to track and evaluate the cohort of students involved in the Learning Community.


a. Conduct a student self evaluation asking them “what worked, what didn’t, what next?”

b. Develop/implement a tool to compare success rates between students who participated in the Learning Community and those who did not


c. Compare the program retention, G.P.A., and/or certification of those in the Learning Community to those who were not.

d. Other variables which could be measured:

· Learning and intellectual development

· Satisfaction

· Engagement

· Retention

· Time to degree (length of time it takes to complete a degree)

· Involvement
2.  
Develop a feedback survey

a. Obtain feedback from the faculty teaching the linked course/s as well as from the students who participated

b. Develop an outcome survey or handbook outlining results to be shared with new faculty

c. Hold a training session specific to your college’s model that will complement the Learning Community concept.

3. 
At the faculty level, assessments could examine:

a. Faculty development in terms of expanded repertoire of teaching approaches, revised course content, and new scholarly interests

b. Faculty mentoring 

c. Faculty engagement with beginning students, with general education offerings.

4. 
Institutional outcomes could:

a. Compare both financial and time expenditures of the Learning Community model versus the traditional class model to determine any cost savings

b. Evaluate the retention and course completion rates using the LC model versus the traditional teaching/class structure models.
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