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This study investigates the relationship of student engagement with the design of 

structured group learning experiences (SGLEs) implemented by increasing numbers of 

community colleges. Using data from the Community College Survey of Student 

Engagement (CCSSE) and the Community College Institutional Survey (CCIS), I employ 

Vygotsky’s activity systems theory as a framework to interpret the results of hierarchical 

linear models where student engagement measures are outcome variables, and covariates 

are descriptors of aspects of SGLEs in terms of their being social activity systems. The 

results provide evidence that, (a) among 24 different curricular elements of SGLEs, 

engagement is positively related to only a few of them, in particular co-curricular and 

community activities (campus or community service project(s), participation in campus 

activities/events outside the classroom, and service learning); (b) there was limited 

evidence that engagement is related to duration and intensity of the programs; and (c) the 

strongest evidence, given the data and models used, is that the people involved, both the 

personnel that teach and facilitate the programs, and the characteristics of the student 

participants, matter most to engagement. Even as this study provides the first views of the 

contours of student engagement within high-impact practices on a national scale, it also 

suggests that what may be important for engagement is that the programs bring people 
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together for a purposeful experience at all. The results suggest the need for increased 

attention to co-curricular and community activities and professional development by 

practitioners; and for research, they propose hypotheses for further research such as the 

relative import of participation vis-à-vis program design, and they suggest new conceptual 

approaches to the study of high-impact practices generally. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 

High-Impact Practices: The Structure of Education Reform 

 What are the latent structural forms of emerging group- and cohort-focused 

promising practices at community colleges? And how do those structural forms interact 

with student behaviors to create the lived experience at community colleges and influence 

students’ eventual outcomes? This dissertation contemplates the question of which 

programmatic and curricular elements combine in structured group learning experiences 

(SGLEs) to make for a high-impact practice in terms of student engagement. Student 

engagement is called upon as an analytical metric since it conceptualizes the lived 

experience at the community college as the intersection of individual agency and 

institutional responsibility, and it has been shown to correlate with other distal outcomes 

of student success (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010; Kuh, 2003a; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, 

& Kinzie, 2009). Thus, this dissertation contributes to the mapping of the landscape of 

promising practices at American community colleges (cf. Bueschel, 2009; Scott-Clayton, 

2011a). 

Public community colleges throughout the country continue to seek new ways of 

formulating their courses and programs in order to engage with students in more 

meaningful and lasting ways. Emerging programs such as first year seminars, learning 

communities, and student success courses are being designed and implemented based on 

the apparent success of exemplary colleges in increasing retention, learning outcomes, and 

credential attainment rates. Much attention is being given to these promising practices in 

administrative and policy circles as ways to increase institutional effectiveness (Gonzalez, 

2012).  
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How do these innovative institutional structures influence different individuals? 

Does it truly make a difference if they are cohesively designed or loosely affiliated? These 

kinds of issues are at the heart of this dissertation. They are questions that matter for 

community colleges and for the endeavor of increasing education attainment in the United 

States. For, as is evident in too many discouraging data, far too few individuals who begin 

at community colleges successfully achieve their objectives or even make meaningful 

progress toward them (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005); and from all accounts, community college 

students fare consistently worse than their peers at four-year institutions, which has an 

additional negative impact for poorer, underserved, and underrepresented populations in 

higher education given that these groups enroll in two-year institutions at disproportionate 

rates (Bailey, Jenkins, & Leinbach, 2005; Karabel, 1972). These students enter an 

institution that they scarcely know, and too many are unsuccessful in their attempt to 

navigate it. Scott-Clayton (2011a) makes the comparison that for most community college 

students “finding a path to degree completion is the equivalent of navigating a shapeless 

river on a dark night… [that] the path is wide, blind, and lacking in shape or substance… 

[and that] without signposts, without a guide, without a visible shoreline to follow, many 

students make false starts, take wrong turns, and hit unexpected obstacles, while others 

simply ‘kill the boat’ trying to figure out where they are” (p. 1). 

 Community colleges, particularly public community colleges, in accordance with 

their role in providing access to higher education and job training for their local 

communities, are necessarily attuned to evolving local circumstances and global forces. 

They face daily issues related to how they will organize and re-organize themselves in light 

of their students’ challenges, institutional momentum, and resources available to them. 

With their multiple missions, scarce resources, and pressure to do more with less, 

community colleges are increasingly experimenting with new programs and structures to 
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try to achieve better outcomes for their students. In many cases, such as emerging models 

of learning communities, first-year seminars, college orientation and student success 

courses, these new programs implement a great deal more structure than community 

colleges have traditionally offered, precisely because of the recognition that one of the 

biggest challenges facing their students is a lack of guidance and structure to help them 

along their path (Scott-Clayton, 2011a). What is at stake is how this additional structure 

can be scaled up to make a difference for more students and, before that, the question must 

be answered of what forms and types of structure hold promise for making a difference. 

 Thus, this dissertation investigates in detail the structural elements of some of these 

prominent SGLE programs for this purpose. But before diving into the details of this study, 

it is important to pause and consider that whatever forms these college programs ultimately 

take, in many ways they are only the outward or terminal manifestations of an underlying 

rhetorical and historical framework. For example, if we consider the metaphor of 

organizations as “flux and transformation” as Morgan (2006) invites us to do (among 

several other metaphors), where the implicate (or enfolded) order of things is what gives 

rise to the explicate (or unfolded) order of things, we can appreciate how colleges 

simultaneously respond to their environment and look inward for self-referential patterns 

of activity that sustain the organization and propel it forward toward its goals. The 

underlying strategy is revealed in various outward practices that takes their forms 

according to environmental pressures and referencing existing structures. 

Where the goals and strategies of community colleges are for access, the programs 

and practices will take on a certain logical form. Where the goals and strategies of 

community colleges are for student success, the programs and practices will likewise take 

on another logical form. And indeed, there is emerging shift in policy, referred to as the 

new completion agenda, which is a powerfully felt ethos. Whereas access to college was 
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formally the primary concern of community colleges, it is no longer the most pressing 

concern in the current policy environment (Bueschel, 2009). There is increased recognition 

of the failures of the system to ensure success of the same students whose access has been 

prioritized in years past: that is, there is a large open door, but too many obstacles for many 

students to finish what they begin. Much of the attention on success has come in light of 

findings that, for example, “states appropriated almost $6.2 billion to colleges and 

universities to help pay for the education of students who did not return for a second year” 

and that “states gave over $1.4 billion and the Federal government over $1.5 billion in 

grants to students who did not return for a second year” (Schneider, 2010, p. 1). From a 

national economic competitive standpoint, too, there is a push from many sectors to 

increase the percentage of Americans with college credentials (Lee & Rawls, 2010; 

Obama, 2009, 2010), with special concern from some quarters on the widening 

achievement gap for certain populations, such as Hispanics and Latinos that comprise such 

a great portion of the future demographic growth in the United States (Lee et al., 2011; 

Saenz & Ponjuan, 2011). The structured programs in question here are designed and 

implemented as ways to enact a strategy of success. Without a contemplation of the tension 

between these underlying strategies, this study would unduly give power to some of the 

manifestations only.  

The details of the form and functions of college programs must also be understood 

in a historical context. While there has been much discussion in the literature regarding the 

historical origins of the structures and operations of community colleges (e.g., Baker, 

Dudziak, & Tyler, 1994; Beach & Grubb, 2011; Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Dougherty & 

Townsend, 2006; Dougherty, 2003; Hanson, 2010; Jenkins, 2011; Levin, 1998; McKinney 

& Morris, 2010; Mosholder & Zirkle, 2007; Ratcliff, 1994; Walker, 2005), most of it has 

been public policy-oriented and takes an administrative viewpoint; or it has focused often 
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on macro-structural questions of where and how community colleges have evolved within 

the overall P-16+ education system. What is largely missing in the literature is discussion 

of how organizational developments have influenced the design, implementation, and 

operationalization of learning structures as students experience them. For instance, in the 

area of student persistence research, Barefoot (2004) affirms that “the basic structure of 

higher education, especially the way instruction is designed and delivered” is one of the 

“final frontiers” yet to be explored (p. 9). Such is the case for research in many areas of 

student success. We simply do not know enough about how the organizational structure of 

learning systems influence student outcomes. 

 These are rhetorical and historical frameworks from which my dissertation arises. 

It takes as its point of departure that the current form of the public community college as 

an institution has never been fixed for any extended period of time, that it is still a young 

institution, still an experiment—what some have called an “unfinished revolution” of 

higher education (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006), one that is a democratic 

experiment in the massification of higher education (Brint, 2003; Teichler, 2008). 

Community colleges have a storied and ever-evolving relationship with other parts of the 

American education system. They are a product of many cultural, economic, social, and 

political developments. Fundamentally, I approach my study in light of the evolving 

structure of community colleges: the form of the processes, procedures, practices, and 

programs that students navigate and their resulting experiences and outcomes. I posit that 

community colleges are institutions still in flux, and we cannot assume that there is really 

any traditional means to organizing them, given that everything is new in community 

colleges in a relative historical sense. 

 There is no single blueprint for student success (Kuh et al., 2010)—which is good 

news for college personnel and policy makers working under varied conditions. 
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Additionally, “much of the difference in student outcomes may be due to factors so basic 

that they are hardly amenable to ‘tweaking’ institutional policies or practices” (Muraskin, 

Lee, Wilner, & Swail, 2004, p. 3). Instead, enhancing student success requires a 

combination of concerted efforts to organize college in fundamental ways that bring 

together a combination of practices in purposeful ways, all of which suggests fundamental 

changes to institutional practices. It appears from some emerging research that it is when 

practices and programmatic features get bundled that the impact is greater (Cox, McIntosh, 

Reason, Terenzini, & Brower, 2011; Kuh, 2011) and that innovative practices have the 

greatest effect when they are implemented in concert with one another and are well aligned 

to achieve organizational goals (Jenkins, 2011). So, even though there is no secret recipe 

to combining curricular and programmatic elements to ensure success, we still must 

suppose that some combinations work ideally for certain people under certain 

circumstances at certain times, and therefore, this dissertation documents some of that 

evidence.  

Statement of the Problem: Identifying High-Impact Practices 

In light of current higher education reform movements, many institutions, 

philanthropic groups, and other organizations have naturally undertaken campaigns to 

develop programs, restructure colleges, and create incentives to foster student engagement 

and success. Many of these recent conversations have focused on a set of programmatic 

features that have shown potential to increase student success in terms of learning gains, 

grades, retention, and graduation among other measures. These best practices, promising 

practices, or high-impact practices as they are called, have received a good deal of attention 

by policy makers, practitioners, and academics alike. Yet, it remains that the concept of 

high-impact practices remains largely undertheorized in the literature. That is to say, higher 
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education studies that investigate innovative programs tend toward scrutinizing the 

relationship between outcomes and the correlated or predictive institutional and individual 

factors for the sake of distilling sets of design principles and policy recommendations. 

Although current research is interested is in seeking evidence of institutional and 

sociological structures at work so as to reformulate them, system theorists (e.g., Banathy, 

1991; Senge, 2006) and indeed many working in educational research generally (e.g., 

Ewell, 1997) would contend that, for the most part, much of the current educational 

research still fails to break free of the piecemeal, incremental approach to education reform, 

that it continues to stay within the existing boundaries of the system, and that the majority 

of the research literature is “highly segmented, even atomistic, and virtually atheoretical” 

(Terenzini & Reason, 2005, p. 1). Thus, the problem my dissertation purports to address is 

that we do not have a clear enough understanding of what a high-impact practice is, nor do 

we have an effective way to conceptualize it without empirical evidence of their emerging 

structures and the relationship of that structure to student outcomes.  

What research there is regarding the nature of programmatic interventions in higher 

education tends to focus on characteristics or commonalities of such interventions. For 

example, Kuh et al.’s work on what really matters for student success and how to create 

conditions that foster that success (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006; Kuh et 

al., 2010) and that of Mechur Karp (2011) regarding the non-academic mechanisms for 

student support distill useful and efficacious design principles from programs and 

interventions. However, the evidence of these effective practices does not lead to a 

conceptual definition that delimits or distinguishes particular high-impact programs from 

more traditional academic structures, nor is it meant to necessarily do so.  

The intent of such research into effective practice is not to provide a program 

template or prototype because at the institutional level, the question of impactful programs 
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is one of degree and character. A prototype or conceptual model of an ideal configuration 

of programmatic features is inappropriately reductive. Programs and practices (just as 

processes and procedures) are cultural, organic manifestations of institutional purposes 

(Bolman & Deal, 2003; Dougherty & Townsend, 2006), and that in any case programs are 

so unique to the local setting that they must be understood and analyzed on their own terms, 

as is the traditional approach in the field of program evaluation (Madaus & Stufflebeam, 

2002; Wholey, Hatry, & Newcomer, 2010). Anyone overseeing the ideation, 

implementation, or evaluation of any kind of program understands that lateral adoption of 

programs from one institution or setting to another is exceedingly problematic to say the 

least.  

However, from the very studies that so effectively point to principles of effective 

practice, it is very clear that there are certain types of program or set of activities that have 

for a long time been recognized as leading to greater persistence and graduation (e.g., 

Bailey & Alfonso, 2005), and that a lack of theoretical descriptions of high-impact 

programs limits researchers’ ability to identify them, describe them, and formulate coherent 

hypotheses for testing their apparent impact except to refer back to their deduced 

characteristics. Said another way, researchers have undoubtedly proposed coherent 

principles of highly engaging and effective practices, but are unable to point to what 

programmatic structures or elements form the scaffolding that most effectively leverage 

their potential for impact. I propose that this lack of programmatic and structural 

understanding of student success at public community colleges (and, additionally, 

engagement as I operationalize it in Chapter Two and Chapter Three), is a gap in the 

literature that calls for research regarding the structures themselves as the unit of analysis.  

As I show in Chapter Two, a social conceptualization of college programs that 

considers the intersection of individuals and institutions together as activity systems made 
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up of participants, rules, objectives, and institutional tools (curricular and programmatic 

features, resources, etc.), generates new kinds of queries at the “meso level” of analysis 

(Engeström, 2010; P. Trowler & Knight, 2000). Such new kinds of queries include, among 

others, the propositions of deriving better maps (in this case of institutional practices) and 

explicit signs and symbols to populate them, and distinguishing between poor and better 

ways of conceiving of issues, to enhance differentiation (P. Trowler, 2005, p. 16). In 

community colleges’ search for high-impact practices, or best practices, or promising 

practices, they have been particularly difficult to pin down, I argue, because the field’s 

conceptualizations of them have not addressed them directly as the unit of analysis.  

SEARCHING FOR HIGH-IMPACT PRACTICE: WHAT IF OUR BEST IS NONE TOO GOOD? 

As the academic research community continues to investigate new programs and 

practices, the lack of a conceptual definition shows up even in the terminology commonly 

used. It is imperative that we step back and question the assumptions of how we are using 

the terms promising practices and high-impact practices. Without more coherent 

theorization and critical examination of these programs collectively, the words remain as 

catchphrases, devoid of substantial meaning.  

Some use the term best practices as often borrowed—far too often some would 

argue—from a corporate frame of reference, via the marketization of education (Bousquet, 

2008). The idea of a best practice seems simple enough: any process, practice, or system 

that is widely recognized as improving an organization's performance and efficiency 

should be shared and emulated. However, given that “extant evidence almost never 

supports the best descriptor, particularly given issues of quality of implementation across 

wildly different institutional contexts” the term has been used “in too many educational 

circles…without benefit of empirical support or standards of evidence” (Kay McClenney, 
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personal communication, December 17, 2010). Indeed, as Kay McClenney has stated: why 

should we aspire to the current best practices when it might be the case that our best is none 

too good? To call something best is a high standard that requires a great deal of empirical 

evidence and at a scale of implementation large enough to make a noteworthy difference 

in the aggregate. Thus, we would do well to dispense with the term best practice and focus 

instead on high-impact or promising practices—or practices that hold promise to have high 

impact. This changes the conversation to one of seeking for evidence of excellence. For 

the sake of this study, I do not use the term best; rather, I use the terms high-impact practice 

and promising practice interchangeably. 

Because of the pressing needs of public higher education to achieve better results 

with fewer resources in the current economic and policy climate, researchers have 

nonetheless searched for evidence of programs and practices that can make a difference for 

student outcomes.  

TOWARD A COHERENT IDENTIFICATION OF HIGH-IMPACT PRACTICES 

What are the programs that have been proposed as high-impact practices? There 

are certainly a few that commonly and repeatedly receive attention due to their promise for 

positive and meaningful impact on student success. A noteworthy body of work has 

accumulated on emergent programs—largely in four-year college settings but increasingly 

in community colleges too—looking at such practices, to name a few, as learning 

communities (e.g., Malnarich, 2005; Richburg-Hayes, Visher, & Bloom, 2008; Tinto & 

Love, 1995), first-year seminars (e.g., Raymond & Napoli, 1998), orientation and/or 

student success courses (e.g., Cuseo & Barefoot, 1996; Glass & Garrett, 1995; O’Gara, 

Mechur Karp, & Hughes, 2009; Stovall, 2000), and other interventions—notably hybrids 
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of these programs (e.g., Friedman & Alexander, 2007; R. A. Smith, 2010; Stansbury, 2001; 

Tinto, 2000).  

Few, if any, literature reviews or typologies have been published in the peer-

reviewed literature as a way of categorizing or conceptualizing the relationships among 

these interventions. As of the writing of this dissertation, I have not yet encountered any. 

The publications, books, and reports that I have encountered, and that I highlight here come 

from highly respected scholars, often resulting from grant-funded initiatives, each of them 

aimed at synthesizing scholarly research for the benefit of practitioners and policy makers, 

in addition to being useful to academics. 

The four principle sources of lists, criteria, and typologies for defining high-impact 

practices that I have found come from (a) the research of Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, 

2005) and The National Center for Developmental Education (H. Boylan, 2002) into 

promising institutional practices; (b) the Achieving the Dream (AtD) initiative (Achieving 

the Dream, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c; Brock et al., 2007; Zachry & Schneider, 2008); (c) 

research commissioned by the Association of American Colleges & Universities 

(AAC&U) in particular Kuh (2008) and Swaner and Brownell (2009; cf. Brownell & 

Swaner, 2009a, 2009b); and most recently (d) the Center for Community College Student 

Engagement (CCCSE) (2012a). 

The kinds of practices identified in this body of literature include both general sets 

of institutional approaches to aiding poorly prepared students (such as extensive instruction 

in academic skills, advising, counseling, and specialized developmental programs) and 

specific interventions with readily identifiable protocols and procedures. Zachry Rutschow 

et al. (2011) in a report prepared by MDRC in partnership with Achieving the Dream and 

others, offered a categorization of student-focused programmatic promising practices that 

have been implemented by the first 26 colleges to join the initiative back in 2004. The 11 
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strategies, mutually exclusive according to the authors, were divided into three categories, 

were the following: 

• Student support services  

o Advising 

o Success courses 

o New student orientations 

o Early alert programs 

o Mentoring 

o Scholarships and financial aid 

• Changes in classroom instruction 

o Curricular reforms 

o Learning communities 

o Instructional techniques 

• Instructional supports 

o Tutoring and supplemental instruction 

o Bridge programs 

Just as important as a working list of practices, the Achieving the Dream initiative 

has also resulted in insight into the terms promising, effective, and best. Through the data-

driven reform process that involves coaching by other AtD leaders, there has arisen an 

understanding of important distinctions between these terms (Kay McClenney, personal 

communication, April 22, 2012). That is, something should not be called best until there is 

ample evidence of its effectiveness for a substantial portion of students over time. From 

considering a practice as promising, this thinking goes, to claiming that it is best, there is 

a wide gap that can only be closed by a great deal of commitment to reform and evidence 

gathering. Thus, best is indeed a high standard, a term that should be used rarely.  
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The list of practices as proposed so far by the AtD initiative are the result of an 

empirical, iterative process of discovery by college leaders. To complement this empirical 

work, some recent typologies of promising practices have been more conceptual in nature, 

arising from literature reviews and synthesis of ongoing research. The Association of 

American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) has arguably been one of the most influential 

advocates, if not the primary source, for the recent focus on research into high-impact 

practices. Indeed, the AAC&U has been both a clearing house and commissioning agent 

for influential reports, monographs, and literature reviews. First among them was a report 

entitled College learning for the new global century: A report from the National 

Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America's Promise (Association of American 

Colleges & Universities, 2007) which included a list of specific kinds of programs that 

implement effective practices. The following year, a full report was commissioned to 

investigate ten of these high-impact practices at length (Kuh, 2008). Kuh detailed their 

features in terms of how they are designed to achieve learning outcomes and goals of liberal 

education in the 21st century, who has access to exceptional practices, and what impact 

they have on student engagement for those who do have access to them.  

But as compelling and essential as these characteristics are that Kuh (2008) 

identified, even for the current study, one limitation they present is that taken on their own, 

removed from the list of practices from which they were derived, these characteristics read 

(intentionally, in part) as design principles that could describe nearly any programmatic 

intervention or no programmatic intervention at all. They could just as easily describe a 

philosophy of teaching and learning infused in the culture of an institution. That ideal 

situation is no doubt where Kuh and hundreds of other higher education leaders would like 

to help colleges get to, and there are no doubt some institutions that have created such a 

culture—institutions that should be emulated. As selection criteria for promising practices, 
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these characteristics certainly provide necessary baseline criteria, but they are not 

sufficient. That is to say, because these statements tend toward the normative, they are too 

open ended to succinctly encapsulate or operationalize the concept (if there is one) of a 

certain kind of practice, which in turn would group instances of programs collectively as 

the object of study. 

Since Kuh’s (2008) report, the AAC&U has put forth other work on high-impact 

practices. Swaner and Brownell (2009) prepared a manuscript reviewing the literature on 

high-impact practices for underserved students for AAC&U’s Project USA. This review, 

based on Kuh’s work, was in turn formulated for publication in an AAC&U newsletter 

(Brownell & Swaner, 2009a) and its quarterly journal Peer Review (Brownell & Swaner, 

2009b). These and the Kuh reports together show how AAC&U has been at the forefront 

on encouraging and focusing the conversation related to these set of practices. The review 

of Swaner and Brownell focused on five practices: 

• Learning communities; 

• Service-learning; 

• Undergraduate research; 

• First-year seminars and experiences; and 

• Capstone courses and projects. 

A valuable result of this review is the authors’ critical synthesis regarding some of 

the structural designs and elements of high-impact practices as provided in the empirical 

evidence they reviewed. However, Brownell and Swaner lament the fact that this kind of 

evidence is very rare, due to a lack of rigor in methodology and what constitutes empirical 

evidence, especially evidence of causality. They point out that the literature contains 

essentially no discussion of why or how certain practices are being investigated and how 

they inherently differ from the rest of contemporary educational practices. Indeed, one of 
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their principle conclusions is the need to more precisely define what promising or high-

impact practices are. They note that the often broad definitions make it difficult to 

determine which features or elements within the nominal program make them impactful. 

Even the empirical studies they reviewed often fail to describe the structure of the programs 

in sufficient detail make observations or hypotheses about which aspects are involved in 

the observed outcomes (Brownell & Swaner, 2009a, 2009b). 

Finally, the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE, 2012) 

for its part, has proposed perhaps the most conceptually robust typology of promising 

practices, if for no other reason that it is uses a student-focused chronological frame of 

reference which demonstrates, I would argue, the perspective that these interventions are 

merely particular instantiations of underlying strategies (i.e., the implicate [or enfolded] 

order of things that have arisen from the explicate [or unfolded] order of things that I 

suggested in the introduction above). The list of practices has been proposed as part of a 

multi-year study on identifying and promoting the data-informed implementation of these 

high-impact practices in community colleges (Center for Community College Student 

Engagement, 2010, 2012a), and is an effort that is closely related to this study. The 13 

practices conceptually grouped into three chronological aspects of the entering student 

experience:  

1. Planning for success 

• Robust assessment and placement 

• College orientation 

• Academic goal setting and planning 

• Registration before classes begin 

2. Initiating success 

• Accelerated or fast-track developmental education 
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• First-year experiences seminars 

• Student success courses 

• Learning communities 

3. Sustaining success 

• Class attendance policies 

• Alert and intervention systems 

• Experiential learning beyond the classroom 

• Tutoring 

• Supplemental instruction 

As useful as this typology and other lists are for summarizing decades of empirical 

research and providing a working list of practices for institutional improvement, still a 

more rigorous framework is needed for theoretical investigation of them. They show a 

possible way forward in defining a systematic, holistic approach to deconstructing their 

features and searching for relationships with student engagement. However, they are still 

loosely compiled without conceptual ways to guide what should be on the list and what 

other contemporary practices would not be. The problem, then, that dissertation seeks to 

address is both the need for a more robust conceptualization of high-impact practices and 

the need for evidence of their impact. Thus, to address this problem as described below and 

in Chapter Three, I propose a theoretical basis for grouping several nominally distinct 

practices as conceptually composing one kind of high-impact practice—what I have been 

calling structured group learning experiences (SGLEs)1—and I investigate empirically the 

relationship they might have with student engagement. 

                                                
1 The term structured group learning experience arose out of discussions with my colleagues at the Center 
for Community College Student Engagement. I do not claim sole authorship. Its coinage was a result of 
collaboration. 
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Purpose of the Study: Program Structure and Student Engagement 

The purpose of this study is, in simple terms, to identify what makes for a high-

impact practice for student success in public community colleges. In the previous sections, 

I have made a case for the need to coherently conceptualize what might be considered a 

high-impact practice. In this section, I propose that the concept of student engagement is 

particularly useful as a metric for seeking evidence of the programmatic, structural, and 

curricular aspects of practices that hold promise for having an impact on student success; 

and I show how the study of high-impact practices through engagement measures fits 

within the ongoing reform efforts and the evolution of the community college in 

institutional terms. 

ENGAGEMENT AS AN INTERMEDIARY OUTCOME MEASURE 

The higher education field is actively seeking out innovations that will promote 

student success as set out by institutional missions and by the imperative to increase access 

to quality education and to ensure students are successful at achieving their academic goals. 

Whereas community college practitioners and researchers are naturally interested in 

outright success measures such as grade point average, retention, graduation, and transfer, 

among others, student engagement measures—as currently conceptualized and 

operationalized through CCSSE and other so-called SSE initiatives—offer a way to step 

into the “landscape” of promising practices, as Bueschel (2009) calls it.  

Student engagement is a conceptual framework that offers a rich view into the lived 

experience of students at college, on their way to the outcomes that are so hard-sought by 

lawmakers, policy analysts, administrators (and, lest we forget them, students) alike. 

Inasmuch as engagement has been shown empirically to be closely related to desirable 

outcomes, the premise of this study is that the relationship of engagement with curricular 
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and programmatic aspects of college practices can help provide evidence of what makes 

for a high-impact practice.  

Indeed, the literature on student engagement has shown that there are consistent 

correlations between measures of student engagement, operationalized as student 

involvement in a subset of educationally purposive activities, and positive outcomes of 

student success and development. Hu and Kuh (2002) unambiguously state that “the most 

important factor in student learning and personal development during college is student 

engagement” (p. 555). Engagement is positively related to both objective and subjective 

measures of gains in general abilities and critical thinking, satisfaction, persistence, 

academic achievement, graduation, and social engagement, among other outcomes (Astin, 

1977, 1984, 1985, 1993; Berger & Milem, 1999; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Endo & 

Harpel, 1982; Gellin, 2003; Goodsell, Maher, & Tinto, 1992; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 

2005; Kuh, Pace, & Vesper, 1997; Kuh, 1995; Marti, 2009; Pace, 1995; Pascarella, Duby, 

Terenzini, & Iverson, 1983; Pascarella, Wolniak, Cruce, & Blaich, 2004; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005; Pike, Kuh, & Gonyea, 2003; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Sorcinelli, 1991; V. 

Trowler, 2010). 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT RESEARCH IN THE CONTEXT OF HIGHER EDUCATION REFORM 

A full treatment of the literature on student engagement is given in Chapter Two in 

order to consider its methodological and analytical implications. But here, it is important 

to note how student engagement fits in with the overall evolution of community college 

ethos and practices, and why it is a useful framework to this study of revealing structural 

factors of impactful college practices. As evidenced by the sample of published studies 

cited above, student engagement has received increasing attention in the last decades (V. 

Trowler, 2010). Why should it occupy such an important role in understanding the 
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individual and institutional dynamics of higher education? Student engagement has 

received a great deal of attention in the literature and among practitioners thanks in large 

part to the scholarship and advocacy of such initiatives as the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE) for four-year colleges and universities, the Community College 

Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) in the two-year sector; as well as the Australian 

Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE). These surveys—sometimes referred to 

collectively as SSE initiatives for short—arose at the turn of the 21st century under the 

patronage of philanthropic foundations and under the leadership of higher education 

scholars in order to offer an alternate gauge and assessment tool for the quality of the 

undergraduate experience instead of traditional measures based on exclusivity, reputation, 

and financial resources (Kuh, 2003b; McClenney, 2004, 2007). Additionally, these surveys 

offer a means for examining the incidence of effective educational practices and the relative 

experiences of different groups on campus so that college leaders can enact plans to 

increase college effectiveness and reinvent practices based on evidence (McCormick & 

McClenney, 2012). 

This rhetorical setting in which the concept of student engagement arose is 

important to consider when working in the area of public community college reform—for 

it is one development among many in the trajectory of the role of community colleges. 

Some view the ascension of engagement to prominence in the literature as one of a series 

of topical foci promulgated by those aiming to enhance learning and teaching in higher 

education in an era of increasing austerity where institutions are looking for a “magic 

wand” for “attracting and retaining students, satisfying and developing them and ensuring 

they graduate to become successful, productive citizens” regardless of where they come 

from or where they chose to study (V. Trowler, 2010, p. 2). Critics of the SSE initiatives 

focus attention on the rise of national student engagement surveys amidst “the tidal wave 
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of the NCLB-related ethos” in higher education “where assessments matter at all levels” 

(Olivas, 2011, p. 2) and raise concerns that perhaps the current discourse on engagement 

may in fact do harm to the reform of community colleges and higher education. 

Whether these concerns rise to the level of causing such harm that Olivas contends 

they do is not at all certain. And it is certainly debatable whether researchers, 

administrators, and policy makers actually put as much stock into their ability to extract 

such great utility out of SSE initiatives as Olivas and others would suggest, since the 

surveys are designed and encouraged to be used not as delivering measurements that stand 

on their own, but as vehicles for further investigation and discussions within institutions 

and systems. 

ENGAGEMENT IN RELATION TO PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES 

At the same time that engagement studies have risen to prominence in the literature 

in the context of a push for college reform in a new social and fiscal reality, so too have 

studies on programmatic interventions risen to prominence. The agendas of scholarly and 

professional community college conferences alike are replete with discussions on first-year 

seminars, learning communities, early and extended orientation, reforms to developmental 

education programs, and other innovations to the traditional community college format. 

Naturally, researches study these programs and practices in relation to students and the 

student experience: who has access to them, what differential effect they have for different 

types of students, how contextual variables influence their implementation and success, 

and so on. Program success, of course, can be measured using a good variety of outcome 

measures. Because of the prevalence of student engagement studies occurring at the same 

time as these programmatic-centric studies, it is no coincidence that researches have 
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studied the relationship of college practices with engagement outcomes among many 

others.  

The study of programs and practices in relation to engagement has followed the 

same pattern as that of their relation to any other outcome measure: as topical treatments, 

considering one or another program in its own regard (e.g., Mills, 2010; Pike, Kuh, & 

McCormick, 2011; Rocconi, 2011). These studies are methodologically rigorous and 

skillfully executed by eloquent and experienced scholars that I can scarcely critique from 

my vantage point, and the resulting body of knowledge is invaluable for understanding 

what works for student success, at any level or form of higher education today. My critique 

is not in the quality of the research literature today, but the form. Where I contend we must 

move the dial in the current context of the college reform is in attempting to cut across 

topical or nominal treatments of college programs and seek to understand the relationship 

of their common structures and combinations of implementations that make a difference 

for students. Whereas the state of the art of research is currently the topical, nominal, and 

context-bound study of individual programs, I propose that we must attempt to unbundle 

the complexities of how programs are put together and how they interact in a community 

of practice to foster student success. For the current study, this involves the relationship of 

selected programmatic elements to student engagement measures, but the same principle 

applies to any outcome measure.  

After several decades of research that reveal the strict relationship of engagement 

with desirable student outcomes and the myriad factors that influence engagement levels, 

there is a critical gap in the research literature as to the specific programmatic features that 

foster student engagement, despite their continually being named as emblematic of 

displaying features that foster student engagement. In an era of dwindling resources and 

increasing demand for higher education access and student success, a more systematic 
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investigation of the “black box” (Hatch, 2012) of programmatic structures that promise to 

have high impact for student success is needed to further our conceptual understanding of 

engagement and how to leverage this central feature of the student experience. 

Research Questions and Preview of Methodology 

What makes for a high-impact practice in public community college programs, and 

how do we determine it? In this dissertation, I address this issue by making structured group 

learning experiences (SGLEs) at public community colleges the object of study. Details on 

this approach and the literature that delineate my method follow in Chapter Two and Three. 

Here I list my research questions, a brief overview of the conceptual framework, and the 

method of study. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following research questions guide this study. The second question is made of 

sub-questions: 

1. What is the relationship of student participation in structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs) and students’ level of engagement in terms of CCSSE’s 

benchmarks of student engagement? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge 

2. What is the relationship between the design of structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs), along their three dimensions as an activity system: 

a. Tools/artifacts (in the form of programmatic and curricular elements), 

b. Rules/conventions (in the form of attendance duration and intensity [i.e., 

dosage], expectations for credit), and 
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c. The division of labor (in the form of participants, whether facilitating 

personnel or students); 

and students’ level of engagement, in terms of three engagement benchmarks 

scores? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge. 

The first research question is largely confirmatory of previous research, a needed 

step on the way to questions 2a through 2c. Whether SGLEs go by the name of first-year 

seminars, learning communities, orientation, or student success courses, they often share 

common programmatic and curricular elements. The second set of questions then look at 

the outcome of engagement and seek to understand the relationship of it with the curricular 

and programmatic components that those programs utilize, while simultaneously 

considering the role of participants and the institutional context.  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The conceptual framework I use to guide my study, its hypotheses, and analysis 

plan is principally student engagement theory (Kuh, 2003b; McClenney, 2004; Wolf-

Wendel et al., 2009) with its attendant conceptualizations and its epistemological stance in 

relation to college reform and the enhancement of student outcomes. To relate engagement 

back to the structural elements of SGLEs, I utilize the interpretive heuristic of activity 

system theory (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999; P. Trowler, 2005) that, like 

engagement theory, provides analytical tools for understanding educational experiences at 

the intersection of individuals acting within an institutional structure—that is, at the meso 

level of analysis between the micro level of the individual and the macro level of the 
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institution and overall education system. System theory is a social theory of human activity 

where neither the individual nor the context has primacy. Rather, the combination of 

participants, their objectives, in addition to the rules, tools, and artifacts that mediate their 

interaction in a collective community of practice all must be accounted collectively. Such 

activity systems, as they are called, lead to any number of outcomes (each participant 

experiencing the outcomes uniquely), one of which in the case of college is student 

engagement. The manner in which these two theories combine to form a conceptual 

framework for my study is detailed in Chapter Two, along with diagrammatic 

representations (see Figure 1 and Figure 2 in Chapter Two).  

DATA, SAMPLE, AND ANALYSIS PLAN 

Chapter Three provides details about the data I used for this study, the sample of 

institutions and students it incorporates, and the analysis plan.  By way of an overview, the 

study used cross-sectional student-level data from the 2012 administration of the 

Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) and institution-level data 

from the 2012 administration of the Community College Institutional Survey (CCIS), as 

provided by the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE). The data 

set consists of matched and merged records for those colleges that participated in both 

surveys so as to allow the nesting of students within programs within colleges according 

to the colleges’ descriptions of their programs, and students’ responses as to their 

participation in them. 

To answer the research questions, I conducted a series of descriptive analyses, 

followed by series of multilevel regression models to determine the relationship of 

engagement with these structural elements, in light of other mediating variables of 

engagement at the individual, program, and institutional level. The use of multilevel 
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models was motivated by the expected variation between institutional contexts and 

potentially differential effects of different program designs.  

Chapter three also covers in detail issues related to data matching and merging, 

model specification, and how I handled issues such as missing data, weighting to correct 

for sampling bias, and other limitations. 

Significance of the Study 

SETTING AND RATIONALE 

The rationale for this study is rooted in unique cultural, historical, and economic 

contours of the American public community college. It arises out of the fundamental 

challenges that community colleges now face as they move into a new era of institutional 

dynamics: whereas the previous 50 years saw the growth, modification, and establishment 

of community colleges in the higher education landscape (a period of relative institutional 

adolescence, as it were); the next decades promise to stretch the promise and potential of 

these institutions in an era of financial austerity, global competiveness, and changing 

demographics. After decades of being one of the primary means of serving the “access 

agenda” of American higher education, community colleges are being called on to be at 

the forefront of serving the “completion agenda” (Schneider, 2010). The tension of access 

vs. success, however, is not unique to the United States. It merely reflects the same pattern 

of challenges experienced worldwide in a post-industrial society of scarce resources, rapid 

change, and the resulting differentiation of expanding higher education systems (Teichler, 

2008).  

It is within this scenario that my study arises, a scenario in which scholars, 

educators, and observers are seeking to understand and leverage the educational impact of 

scarce or underutilized resources, whether they be capital, human, or natural resources. 
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This study scrutinizes the relationship of community college student engagement with the 

features and characteristics of purported high-impact institutional programs and practices 

(deemed to hold promise to foster increasing levels of student success), while taking into 

account contextual and student-level characteristics and behaviors. In this way, it 

investigates the theorized interaction of institutional- and student-level factors rarely 

scrutinized in the research literature. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

Today’s community colleges implement a wide variety of both innovative and time 

tested practices and interventions that promise to have high impact in that they are designed 

to greatly increase student success in its many measures. But the scope and impact of their 

implementation across institutions is undocumented at any notable level beyond case 

studies and anecdotal accounts, especially in terms of how they impact quickly growing at-

risk populations, such as for example Hispanic and Latino youth, who attend two year 

colleges at disproportionate rates compared to the general population and whose 

participation, in light of changing demographics, is critical for the future of higher 

education in the United States. In general, community colleges will only become more, not 

less, important to the nation in times of fiscal austerity and lifelong education. As such, it 

is important to understand how the institutional programs and practices influence student 

engagement, a demonstrated corollary to student success. 

IMPLICATIONS 

The results of this study are important to ongoing theoretical discussions regarding 

the factors that influence student engagement and how they differ according to contextual 

and individual differences, especially as related to differences between two-year and four-

year colleges. Because there is no large-scale description of the scope of specific high-
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impact practices beyond accounts from local or relatively small-scale studies, the 

description of practices as they are implemented across a large number of so many public 

institutions alone should prove to be invaluable to researchers interested in understanding 

how or if these practices substantially impact individuals in many different environments. 

The description of programmatic elements of structured group learning experiences 

provides an empirical typology of emerging community college programs that can inform 

further systematic studies of programs regardless of their names. The results also inform 

further research into the theoretical and practical relationship of engagement and other 

outcome measures. 

The implications of this study for practice are fairly direct. Public community 

colleges around the country, in accordance with their missions to serve their communities 

and in response to pressure to focus on student success, are designing and implementing 

myriad programs to the best of their capacities. But colleges must do so without the benefit 

of empirical evidence as to which features and aspects are empirically related to the 

program’s impact. This lack of systematic and empirical knowledge only reinforces the 

difficulty that colleges face in adopting or adapting programs for their local situation. This 

study, using a relatively large sample of colleges nationwide (albeit a specially selected 

sample of college that participated in both the CCIS survey and CCSSE survey in the same 

year), sheds light on which programmatic aspects are most associated overall with various 

aspects of student engagement, a metric that is readily understood by practitioners today as 

to the implications for institutional decision making. 

Delimitations 

This study was conceived using the following delimitations.  
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One delimitation of this study was that my sample entailed only public community 

colleges in the United States. Private non-profit and for-profit two-year colleges are also 

highly salient institutions when considering high-impact practices given that they expertly 

demonstrate many highly effective practices for individualized attention and structure 

(Rosenbaum et al., 2006), and they are no less involved in or susceptible to pressures of 

the completion agenda and ensuing public policies (College Board, 2011). They are not 

included for practical and pragmatic reasons: they are not a part of the dataset I had access 

to, and their institutional histories and structures are different in fundamental ways that 

require ongoing comparative studies (Rosenbaum et al., 2006). 

Another delimitation was the focus on structured group leaning experiences 

(SGLEs) among the many programmatic and policy interventions that are being pursued 

in community colleges as promising high-impact practices. The kinds of programs 

identified and how they are conceptualized is covered in the next chapter reviewing the 

literature on the state of the art of the research regarding the impact of programmatic 

interventions on student engagement. Briefly, though, for the sake of this discussion, it is 

enough to say that there are many practices and programs that can make a difference for 

students, including behind-the-scenes institutional practices that administrators and faculty 

might use strategically to influence the culture and cohesiveness of various college 

functions and sectors. Policy issues, too, can have an impact on the student experience. 

This study focuses on high-touch, time-bounded teaching and learning programs designed 

to provide structure for students in organized group settings.  

These structured programs are closely related to or even derived from models 

developed in the context of four-year institutions, but my study focused on programs as 

implemented in the community college and so may be operationally quite distinct. 
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Therefore, findings may have limited generalizability to other sectors of the higher 

education field.  

The purpose of this study was to conceptualize the nature of high-impact practices 

and to determine the relationship of their curricular and programmatic aspects with student 

engagement. Ultimately, a practice deemed to be impactful must be related in specific and 

empirical ways to many different outcomes that matter to student success: outcomes such 

as persistence, graduation, and transfer rates. An important delimitation of this study is that 

I focused on engagement as an outcome, recognizing that it is only an intermediary 

outcome that is related to these other outcomes.  

Engagement was a good starting point for this study (in light of the extant literature 

and the rationale for using it as a metric as posited here) for a couple of reasons. First, 

studies that use outcome measures can tend to treat the college experience in a narrow 

framework, using those measures such as retention rates, graduation rates, GPA, and 

transfer rates, among others, as reductive summaries of the college experience. One appeal 

of student engagement as an outcome metric over the last decade is that it lends itself to 

nuanced consideration and expansive (not reductive) considerations of the student 

experience for many different kinds of students.  

Inasmuch as the type of collective and combinatorial study of college practices as 

I undertake here is even feasible, student engagement is a good starting point as the 

outcome of inquiry. Student outcome studies require longitudinal studies and student 

record matching. They are highly complex, very expensive, and involve sensitive personal 

information. The use of student engagement measures, on the other hand, can be performed 

using anonymous records in a cross sectional dataset. It presents, of course, its own set of 

limitations, the most prominent of which is detailed in a later section. Suffice it to say at 

this point that inasmuch as engagement has proven to be a useful construct in fostering 
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college reform and improvement to date, it certainly served as such in this study in 

attempting to push the state of the art forward. 

Besides these delimitations of the scope of my study, there are important limitations 

to my methodology which are detailed in Chapter Three along with ways I address them to 

the extent possible. 

Researcher Positionality 

The current project was heavily intermeshed with the work related to high-impact 

practices conducted at the Community College Center for Student Engagement at the 

University of Texas at Austin during the writing of this dissertation. My working 

relationship with CCCSE entailed a rich interweaving of study design and analysis plan 

between my own work and CCCSE’s work. This was an advantage for my study, due to 

the resources and support of CCCSE personnel, and it also created a definite bias that I 

have a duty to state. I necessarily favored many of the conceptualizations and took on much 

of the rhetorical posture of that institution in regard to high-impact practices and 

community college reform in general due to the tutelage of its directors and my personal 

commitment to its purposes. 

Assumptions 

Some basic assumptions required for my dissertation arose from its use of survey 

data. I necessarily assumed, as in other studies relying on self-reported data, that what 

students and college administrators reported is actually the case. Self-reported data are 

likely to be valid under certain circumstances, all of which the CCSSE and CCIS 

instrument were specifically designed to meet. These have been documented elsewhere, 
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and I reproduce them here as given by Kuh (2003a) in his paper regarding the psychometric 

properties of the NSSE instrument: 

Self-reports are likely to be valid under five general conditions (Bradburn & 

Sudman, 1988; Brandt, 1958; Converse & Presser, 1989; DeNisi & Shaw, 1977; 

Hansford & Hattie, 1982; Laing, Swayer, & Noble, 1989; Lowman & Williams, 

1987; Pace, 1985; Pike, 1995). They are: (1) when the information requested is 

known to the respondents; (2) the questions are phrased clearly and unambiguously; 

(3) the questions refer to recent activities; (4) the respondents think the questions 

merit a serious and thoughtful response; and (5) answering the questions does not 

threaten, embarrass, or violate the privacy of the respondent or encourage the 

respondent to respond in socially desirable ways. (p. 3-4) 

Among the many self-reported data that I was obliged to assume were reliable, were 

where students report that they participated or not in a given SGLE. As explained further 

in Chapter Three, the 2012 CCSSE administration included special focus items related to 

high-impact practices. These five items, found at the end of the main body of the survey,- 

asked about participation in programs and experience with other related interventions (see 

Appendix A: Community College Survey of Student Engagement (Codebook)). The 

assumption I made was that students correctly identified the programs using the given name 

and description. 

At many colleges, special programs go by specific names and the instrument makes 

the assumption—in the absence of psychometric validation—that the student respondent 

can correctly identify the program based on its description. Take for instance a hypothetical 

college that has implemented a first-year seminar called College Success Seminar. If this 

college were to have administered the CCSSE High-Impact Practice special focus module 

during its 2012 CCSSE participation, students would have encountered the two separate 
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questions about their participation in a first-year seminar and a student success course 

(among other SGLEs). It is open to speculation how students might answer these questions, 

even with their definitions and explanations that they might go by different names, 

especially where the college might have a separate student success course from this first-

year seminar (as defined by CCSSE and CCIS). For the current study, given its scope, it 

was necessary to assume that students correctly identified and correctly reported their 

participation, in order to nest students within programs within colleges and examine 

relationships. Similar assumptions were necessary for the CCIS instrument: that is, that 

college administrators correctly identified and correctly reported the nature and contents 

of their programs within the rubrics and definitions offered by the survey. To safely make 

these assumptions, I had to perform a college-by-college audit of their responses to the 

CCIS to determine if I could safely match and merge the institution and student data sets. 

More details on this and other data management issues follow in Chapter Three. 

Barring the widespread confusion over the definitions of the programs as provided 

to respondents in the CCSSE High-Impact Practices special focus module and the CCIS 

instrument, I argue that it was safe to assume that self-reported participation in programs 

by the students and the self-reported description of those programs by the institutions were 

largely accurate. With such a large database, any aberrations are compensated for due to 

the size of the sample. In any case, the limitations of self-reported survey data are real, and 

I had to wrestle with them throughout my study. However, I contend that the benefit of 

using survey data that allows a multi-institutional, national perspective is worth the 

inherent drawbacks.  
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Key Terms 

Several key terms are used throughout this dissertation. An alphabetical list of them 

follows. 

• Activity system: A conceptual socio-technical space, as defined by activity system 

theory, which describes the assembly of people and resources into an institutional 

whole to accomplish some objective. It is comprised of individual participants as 

agents, instruments/tools/artefacts of mediation, an objective or goal, its rules and 

conventions, the collective community of practice, and the division of labor (P. 

Trowler & Knight, 2000).  

• High-impact (or promising) practice: One of several innovative or underutilized 

practices in public community colleges which have been recognized as holding 

promise for having a positive and meaningful impact on student success, inclusive 

of programs, practices, polices, and processes. There is not a bounded list, but 

CCCSE (2012a), whose survey instruments this proposal utilizes, is actively 

researching 13 practices to determine their impact.2 

• Structured group learning experience (SGLE): One of four programmatic 

interventions (see the instances below) that group students in tightly and 

consciously structured communities and that utilize curricular and programmatic 

elements to facilitate students’ ability to navigate pathways toward academic 

success and completion (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 

2012a; Scott-Clayton, 2011a).  

                                                
2 These 13 practices, which include the SGLEs that I focus on in this study, are: 1) assessment and 
planning, 2) orientation, 3) academic goal setting and planning, 4) registration before classes begin, 5) 
accelerated developmental education, 6) first-year experience/seminar, 7) student success course, 8) 
learning community, 9) class attendance policy, 10) academic alert and intervention, 11) experiential 
learning beyond the classroom, 12) tutoring, and 13) supplemental instruction (Center for Community 
College Student Engagement, 2012a). 
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o Element or component of SGLEs: Curricular or programmatic elements of 

SGLEs that typify the kinds of structure they are designed to provide for 

students. There are many kinds and certainly no common inventory exists, 

but CCCSE (2012a), whose survey instruments this proposal utilizes, has 

identified 24 of them.3 Other programmatic aspects of SGLEs as construed 

as activity systems include their duration (attendance expectations), 

whether credit is awarded, and who teaches or facilitates the program. 

o Instance of SGLEs (As defined by CCCSE [2012]):4 

� First-year experience or freshman seminar: A course or a 

combination of in-class and out-of-class activities offered to 

students during their first term or first-year at the college to orient 

them to college life. 

� Learning community: Two or more linked courses that a group of 

students take together. 

� Orientation: May be a single event or extended structured 

experience to familiarize students with college resources, services, 

policies, and organizations; build a network of support; develop an 

                                                
3 These 24 components identified by CCCSE include: 1) time management skills, 2) study skills, 3) note-
taking skills, 4) test-taking skills, 5) use of information resources (e.g., library, finding and evaluating 
sources), 6) basic technology skills (e.g., using internet, word processing), 7) online learning skills (e.g., 
course management system, “netiquette,” constructive discourse), 8) learning style assessment, 9) 
development of a written individual academic plan, 10) identification of personal strengths and challenges, 
11) information about and/or use of the college’s personal /social support services, 12) information about 
and/or use of the college’s academic support network, 13) mentoring, 14) tutoring, 15) assigned study 
groups, 16) assigned group projects/assignments, 17) common reading(s), 18) study/assignments focused 
on a common theme, 19) contextualized curriculum or discipline-related content and activities, 20) campus 
or community service project(s), 21) participation in campus activities/events outside the classroom, 22) 
group advising, 23) supplemental instruction, and 24) service learning 
4 CCCSE also includes as a type of SGLE accelerated developmental education programs (defined as 
learning experiences designed to help students move more quickly through developmental course work in 
order to complete their educational goals). Based on my selected theoretical framework (see chapter three), 
I do not include them in my study. 
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academic plan and individual goals; it may also have more or fewer 

objectives than these 

� Student success course: A course specifically designed to teach 

skills and strategies to help students succeed in college. 

• Student engagement (or engagement): “The time and effort students devote to 

activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what 

institutions do to induce students to participate in these activities” (Kuh, 2009, p. 

683). 

• Student success: “academic achievement, engagement in educationally purposeful 

activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and competencies, 

persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and postcollege performance” 

(Kuh et al., 2006, p. 7) 

Summary 

What makes for a high-impact practice in community college programs? Best 

practices, promising practices, or high-impact practices as they are called, have received a 

good deal of attention by policy makers, practitioners, and academics alike. Yet, this 

concept of high-impact practices remains largely undertheorized in the literature. Though 

many programs, practices, procedures, and processes have been studied in terms of their 

ability to increase student success in an era of dwindling resources and increases focus on 

student completion, the research on these practices has advanced in a piecemeal fashion, 

treating them topically, and utilizing too many single-institution studies that don’t afford a 

broad perspective of their evolution and impact (Porter & Swing, 2006; Swaner & 

Brownell, 2009). In fact they very well may be part of a larger trend of institutional 

evolution toward increased structure in public community colleges. 
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Inasmuch as student engagement has been shown empirically to be closely related 

to desirable outcomes, the premise of this study was that the relationship of engagement 

with curricular and programmatic aspects of college practices can help provide evidence 

of what makes for a high-impact practice. After several decades of research that reveal the 

strict relationship of engagement with desirable student outcomes and the myriad factors 

that influence engagement levels, there is a critical gap in the research literature as to the 

specific programmatic features that foster student engagement, despite their continually 

being named as emblematic of displaying features that foster student engagement 

In Chapter Two, I review the literature that points to how engagement can be used 

as a metric for describing impact and what methodological considerations are pertinent to 

move the conversation forward in a way that addresses these programmatic interventions 

more directly. Additionally, I conceptualize the idea of structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs) as a particular kind of emerging high-impact practice, and I show 

how engagement theory together with activity system theory can be used to understand the 

relationship of SGLEs structures and engagement.  

In Chapter Three, I describe the data available from the Center for Community 

College Student Engagement (CCCSE) at both the student level—through the Community 

College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE)—and the institutional level—through the 

Community College Institutional Survey (CCIS), and how those two data sources can be 

matched and merged to create nested data. I describe how I operationalize the SGLEs as 

activity systems. I then describe how I use hierarchical linear modeling to model 

engagement as an outcome of programmatic structures while accounting for differing 

programmatic implementations across colleges and controlling for known individual and 

institutional factors associated with engagement. I describe my analysis plan in light of my 
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conceptual framework of engagement theory and the heuristic lens of activity theory, and 

how to address limitations in the data and analysis plan. 

In Chapter Four, I present the descriptive and inferential results of the analyses 

outlined in the methodology section. There are six hierarchical regression models to answer 

the research questions, the first two corresponding to research question one and the last 

four implementing the covariates in blocks so as to make comparisons of model fit and 

interpret the calculated coefficients. 

In Chapter Five, I review the first four chapters before interpreting the results and 

discussing them in light of the literature previously reviewed. This chapter also includes 

implications for practice and policy and for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

As stated in Chapter One, the problem that this dissertation addresses is that we 

know too little about what high-impact practices look like and which of their aspects make 

them impactful. To address this problem, the purpose of my study is to measure the impact 

of one kind of practice—structured group learning experiences (SGLEs), elaborated and 

more fully conceptualized at the end of this chapter—by utilizing the metric of student 

engagement measures. To lay the foundation for my research methodology, then, we must 

explore the state of the art in the research related to the relationship of program structures 

with student engagement and related mediating factors. In this chapter, I review first the 

fundamental literature on studies of student engagement at community colleges focusing 

on relevant mediating factors; secondly, I review studies related to SGLEs and their 

relationship to engagement focusing on their methodological approaches. The final section 

of this chapter takes a critical look at the epistemological approaches used throughout this 

body of research in discussing programs and college reform, and based on this critique I 

describe a conceptual framework of student engagement at community colleges, as 

supported by concepts of activity system theory, which shapes the study hypotheses and 

provides analytical tools to address my research questions. 

Student Engagement at Community Colleges 

This section reviews the conceptualization of community college student 

engagement as it emerged from previous research on student involvement (Astin, 1984, 

1985), integration (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Tinto, 1993), quality of effort 

(Pace, 1980, 1984, 1985), as well as indicators of good practice (Chickering & Gamson, 

1987). It also elaborates a working definition of engagement based on the literature, and 

covers background literature on mediating factors of engagement as summarized by a 
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model of what matters to student success offered by Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and 

Hayek (2006). While my study focuses on the public community college sector, this model 

of Kuh et al., and many pieces of literature that I review, come from the four-year college 

sector. This is due to at least a couple of important reasons. A principal reason is the 

continued dearth of research in the community college sector compared to the four-year 

sector (Dougherty, 2003), and I would be amiss not to draw on methodologies and findings 

where relevant. Secondly, the concept of student engagement, as described below, has 

developed largely contemporaneously at the four-year college level and the two-year 

college level by a group of academics sharing similar goals and similar research and reform 

agendas. Therefore, the concept is in many ways the same theoretically across the two 

contextual settings, even though the differences in institutional mission, organization, and 

in student populations mean that engagement can be manifested in distinct ways in some 

areas.   

Finally, this section covers some alternative theories of student engagement still 

actively researched in the literature and I show how they do not offer the same affordances 

for the purposes of my study as that utilized by the Community College Survey of Student 

Engagement.  

THE EVOLUTION OF THE STUDY OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT  

The concept of student engagement has evolved over time as it has been 

operationalized and theorized. The term has been used in educational research for quite 

some time but was cast in mostly utilitarian terms, such as measurements of time-on-task 

(Brophy, 1983; Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Fisher et al., 1980; McIntyre, Copenhaver, 

Byrd, & Norris, 1983; Tyler, 1932), or a student’s willingness to participate in routine 

school activities such as attending class, submitting required work, and following 
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directions (Natriello, 1984; cited in Butler, 2011). Even as late as 2010 it has been argued 

that “most treatments of student engagement have been deliberately utilitarian, and have 

not explored the conceptual characteristics which underpin the concept” (Coates, 2010, p. 

5). However, such utilitarian conceptualizations, and related psycho-social perspectives of 

engagement that define it as students’ cognitive, meta-cognitive, and self-regulatory 

strategies to pursue difficult learning tasks (Butler, 2011; Chapman, 2003; Kahu, 2011; 

Natriello, 1984; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990; Skinner & Belmont, 1993), do not reflect most 

modern treatments. These utilitarian conceptualizations of engagement, in the words of 

Kahu (2011), run the risk of “downplaying the critical importance of the situation… [since] 

engagement is fundamentally situational—it arises from the interplay of context and 

individual” (p. 6). This interplay is precisely the departure point for the behavioral models 

of engagement that have expanded the concept to encompass numerous facets of the 

student experience, both in and out of the classroom. The interplay also points at what 

should be object of analysis in this study, something that my conceptual framework 

necessarily addresses.  

Student engagement is closely related to, but should not be confused with, the 

related theories and concepts of student involvement (Astin, 1984, 1985), integration 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Tinto, 1993), quality of effort (Pace, 1980, 1984, 

1985), and indicators of good practice (Chickering & Gamson, 1987), which collectively 

have been researched for years as ways to understand the dynamics at work in ensuring 

student success. There are important distinctions between these concepts and that of 

engagement, even if they are closely related in practical and even theoretical terms (Wolf-

Wendel et al., 2009). Where engagement differs from earlier theories of involvement, 

however, is in the emphasis on the institution. Wolf-Wendel et al. showed that in earlier 

and related concepts, the burden of proof is largely on the student to explain student 
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outcomes. Student engagement, on the other hand, puts the onus on a shared dynamic of 

student and institution so as to elaborate an approach that facilitates institutional 

improvement efforts. Most studies on engagement are, appropriately (cf. Fosnacht & 

Gonyea, 2012), conducted at the institutional level, using aggregate student perspectives 

to understand the differential experience of students across demographic groups, college 

campuses, regions, etc.   

The modern conceptualization of engagement, at least as most commonly 

referenced in the literature, refers to an approach that has been developed largely and 

studied extensively by authors that have affiliations with organizations that develop, 

implement, and support national surveys of student engagement in the United States, 

namely the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and the Community College 

Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), in addition to similar efforts in other countries 

such as the Australian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE) (cf. Coates, 2005, 2006, 

2010; Kuh, 2003a, 2003b; McClenney & Marti, 2006; National Survey of Student 

Engagement, 2007). These research and service initiatives, by working on a relatively large 

scale to provide colleges with novel ways to evaluate and reform their learning 

environments, have shaped the way engagement is discussed and brought it to the vanguard 

of related college reform efforts in both the practical and academic realms (Butler, 2011). 

In this modern conceptualization, engagement is primarily defined in terms of what 

students do to enhance their learning and development (and on the other side of the coin, 

what institutions do to foster it), rather than in terms of unseen cognitive strategies or 

motivational aspects of students’ behavior (Astin, 1984; Kuh, 2003a, 2003b). However, 

this is not to dismiss the importance of internal unseen dimensions of motivation and 

cognition. Rather, engagement is understood to occur only inasmuch as students enact 

behavioral and affective responses to their educational environment as colleges 
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institutionalize them—purposively structured or not. As such, the survey instruments based 

on this engagement theory emphasize the demonstrable manifestations of student 

involvement within the college context instead of merely satisfaction, evaluative scoring, 

and similar subjective judgments. This depiction of student engagement can also be seen 

as arising from the tradition of college student development theory which recognizes not 

only the cognitive and psychosocial aspects of student experience, but the inextricable role 

of the environment in its entirety (Moore & Upcraft, 1990). Thus, student engagement can 

be seen as a complex combination of factors that are dependent on the actions of the student 

and of the institution and faculty (Berger & Braxon, 1998; Butler, 2011; Coates, 2010; 

Howard, 2005; Kuh et al., 2010; Kuh, 2003a; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Rousseau, 1995).  

CONTEMPORARY DEFINITION OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT  

One of the most succinct modern definitions of engagement that encompasses the 

concept as most often used in the extant literature comes from Kuh (2009) who states that 

student engagement is “the time and effort students devote to activities that are empirically 

linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce students to 

participate in these activities” (p. 683). A more complete definition, which more fully 

operationalizes the concept for the purposes of my study is the following: 

Student engagement represents two critical features. The first is the amount of time 

and effort students put into their studies and other educationally purposeful 

activities. “Learning is strongly influenced by the degree to which an individual is 

invested in the learning process” (Alexander & Murphy, 1994, p. 12). The second 

component of student engagement is how the institution deploys its resources and 

organizes the curriculum, other learning opportunities, and support services to 

induce students to participate in activities that lead to the experiences and desired 
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outcomes such as persistence, satisfaction, learning, and graduation. (Kuh, 2001). 

As Pascarella and Terenzini (2005, p. 602) concluded, “the impact of college is 

largely determined by individual effort and involvement in the academic, 

interpersonal, and extracurricular offerings on a campus…” (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 

31) 

Though this definition arises from Kuh’s and others work in the four-year sector, it 

has proven likewise useful for the community college sector, as detailed further below. 

Such activities are inclusive of “salient academic as well as certain non-academic aspects 

of the student experience” (Coates, 2007, p. 122). The national SSE surveys—as they are 

often commonly and collectively referred to—all share similar lists of these activities and 

aspects of student engagement. The CCSSE instrument, which is of interest for this study 

on community colleges, defines five broad types of activities (Center for Community 

College Student Engagement, 2003): 

• Active and collaborative learning 

• Student effort 

• Academic challenge 

• Student-faculty interaction 

• Support for learners 

These activities, and similar benchmarks for NSSE and AUSSE, were identified 

and named based a lengthy process of survey development and pilot testing, factor analysis 

of items, expert consultation, and psychometric and validation studies (Campbell & 

Cabrera, 2011; Pike, Kuh, McCormick, Ethington, & Smart, 2011). They encompass 

specific items on the instrument that colleges can use in evaluation and accreditation 

activities. They have been proposed as benchmarks of effective institutional practice in that 

they provide one of several tools for longitudinal institutional improvement (Coates, 2010, 
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2011; LaNasa, Cabrera, & Trangsrud, 2009; Marti, 2004, 2009; McClenney, Marti, & 

Adkins, 2006; McClenney & Marti, 2006; Pascarella, Seifert, & Blaich, 2010; Pike, 2006).  

MEDIATING FACTORS OF ENGAGEMENT 

Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2006) proposed a conceptual 

framework that summarizes many of the known influences on student success as discussed 

in the literature and takes into account the viewpoint that students and institutions share the 

responsibility for engagement. In their diagrammatic summary, reproduced here as Figure 

1, student engagement occupies the central space within the domain of “what matters to 

student success.” For these authors, student engagement is key to what matters to student 

success precisely because it involves aspects of both student behavior and institutional 

performance which colleges and universities can do something about, “at least on the 

margins” in the words of Kuh et al. (p. 8).  

This diagram echoes the conceptual imagery of Scott-Clayton (2011a) as discussed 

in Chapter One, in that the college experience is depicted as a journey through complicated 

terrain with obstacles and forces at nearly every turn that constantly threaten to disrupt or 

divert students from their goals. This framework explicitly departs from a pipeline 

metaphor of movement toward college attainment and instead recognizes the “wide path 

with twists, turns, detours, roundabouts, and occasional dead ends that many students 

encounter during their educational career” (p. 7). Kuh et al.’s model does not entail any 

specific structures to ameliorate such barriers to student success. Rather, to effectively 

address student barriers at a large scale, policies, practices, and programs must be aligned 

across the institution, where principles of fostering engagement are implemented 

throughout (Kuh et al., 2010). Conversely, this axiom of widespread alignment suggests 
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that purposive design does indeed matter. And the design of specific programs, with its 

resulting structure, may result in fairly predictive patterns of student engagement.  

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of what matters to student success (Kuh et al., 2006). Used 
by permission of the authors. 

The diagram is detailed and complicated precisely because it attempts to summarize 

the many influences and mediating factors of student success that are studied in the 

literature. Most or all of these factors have been studied in the college engagement 

literature, at both the individual and institutional level of analysis. Some examples of how 
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researchers have addressed these diagrammed factors in regards to engagement at 

community colleges follow. 

Pre-College Student Experience  

Kuh et al. (2006) included in their model such pre-college factors as enrollment 

choice, academic preparation, college readiness, family and peer support, motivation, and 

personal demographics. Among these, personal demographic factors have been the most 

studied; but as in much of social science, the well-studied correlations of personal 

demographics with generalized features such as college readiness, academic preparation 

and the like, has led to the consideration of these other factors as well.  

Such demographic features, which unfortunately risk essentializing the experiences 

and identities of complex individuals using hegemonic categories, are nearly unavoidable 

in quantitative social science research since they are some of the only representations 

available to us for capturing people’s contexts on a wide scale. Of course, some 

demographics are more factual and objective than others (less so when self-reported), but 

in all cases, analysis of them is a risky endeavor. Thus, student engagement research is no 

different than other social science. The common student-level demographic factors that 

have been studied fairly broadly in relation to community college student engagement 

include: gender, ethnicity, enrollment status (part-time or full-time), enrollment in 

developmental education, generational status (education experience of parents/family), 

outside work hours, previous college experience, financial aid status, and age. These 

factors have been shown to be variously related to engagement measures, not only in the 

work related to developing and establishing the SSE surveys (Kuh, 2001, 2003b; Marti, 

2009; McClenney, 2007), but these individual background factors have been revisited in 

journals and in doctoral dissertations for the purpose of independent investigation of the 
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relationship (Foster, 2008; Gibson & Slate, 2010; Gibson, 2008; Napoles, 2009; Redman 

Mingo, 2010; Saenz et al., 2011; Sullivan, 2010; V. Trowler, 2010). Because CCSSE data 

do not include socio-economic status as it is normally used in sociology literature (there 

are no items that ask about personal or family income, occupation, or wealth), this concept 

does not often show up in the methods of published literature using these data. Instead, 

other background descriptors are used as proxies wherein they are associated with SES. 

One of the most prominent findings about engagement disparities in community 

colleges coming out of early CCSSE studies is that of enrollment status (McClenney, 

2007). The notable gap shows up across all engagement measures and all types of contexts. 

For instance, part-time students tend to experience lower levels of engagement even in 

terms of in-class engagement where students are ostensibly experiencing the same learning 

environment. Though the engagement disparity of this one factor is only one of many, the 

preponderance of part-time students—who incidentally are often excluded from research 

analyses due to their exclusion from prominent national data sources (Dellow & Romano, 

2002)—necessitates more careful consideration. Based on this rationale, and other 

evidence in the literature that enrollment status matters to community college student 

success (Bryant, 2001; Grimes & David, 1999; Horn & Ethington, 2002), other researchers 

have also included this student-level descriptor in their analyses of community college 

student engagement (e.g., Marti, 2009; Schuetz, 2008a, 2008b). This factor is very salient 

in my dissertation since many special programs may result in a participation bias for those 

students who have the time affordances to enroll in them and get the most out of their 

structured nature. 

Other examples of student-level descriptors directly investigated in terms of 

engagement include race and ethnicity, age, and generational differences. 
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Chang (2005) used not CCSSE constructs of engagement for her study, but instead 

a conceptual framework of student-faculty interaction derived from literature regarding 

student involvement, organizational culture and climate, and the critical studies of the 

experiences of ethnic minorities on college campuses. Using results from the Transfer and 

Retention of Urban Community College Students (TRUCCS) survey, Chang found 

generally low levels of student interaction, especially for Asian American/Pacific Islander 

and Latino students. Prominent in her conclusions is the call to better understand the 

contexts of the interaction, something not available within her methodology. 

Gibson and Slate (2010) studied age and generational differences (college 

attendance of family members) in community college student engagement. Using CCSSE 

engagement constructs and survey results for Texas colleges, they found evidence that non-

traditional age students are more engaged but inconclusive differences in engagement for 

first- and second-generation college students. The scope of their study did not account for 

other intervening student-level or institutional-level factors, nor the context or structure of 

the experiences, instead relying on the survey items to cover the various in-class and out-

of-class settings where the quality of students’ relationships might be revealed. 

Several pre-college characteristics are available as variables in the data set that I 

use for this study. As described in Chapter Three, the CCSSE instrument includes several 

demographic and background variables such enrollment status, outside commitments, 

previous college experience, self-reported high-school grade average, racial/ethnicity self-

identification, and parents’ education level, among others. 

Post-College Student Outcomes 

The relationship between student engagement and student outcomes has been 

studied in the literature in terms of proximal outcomes of grades, graduation, and student 
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learning gains (Gordon, Ludlum, & Hoey, 2008; McClenney & Marti, 2006). But the more 

distal post-college outcomes that Kuh et al. contemplate in their model such as 

employment, further education, and life-long learning, have not been studied as to their 

relationship with engagement in any meaningful way in the literature. The relationship of 

engagement with outcomes forms the basis of the validation work that both NSSE and 

CCCSE have pursued, and which have been further elaborated and debated in the literature 

to a great extent. As a proxy or indicator of institutional effectiveness, student engagement 

is not only a way of describing and parsing the college experience, but it is also an outcome 

measure in its own right, albeit an intermediary one.  

Certainly, many other outcomes besides student engagement could and should be 

studied in relation to the programmatic interventions that I study here. For the purposes of 

this dissertation, however, I do not contemplate post-college outcomes since I am utilizing 

the intermediary outcome of engagement as my metric for studying the impact of program 

structure. Naturally, as described in Chapter One, I explain how this study contributes to 

the overall literature on institutional structure and student success, and how it informs 

further research into structure in terms of yet other outcomes.  

For the sake of completeness in reviewing Kuh et al.’s (2006) model, I include one 

additional brief comment here about the engagement literature and outcomes: one way in 

which community college student engagement differs from the four-year context is that 

transfer from the community college to a baccalaureate institution is an important post-

college outcome for community college students. This factor is not contemplated in the 

model as a pre-college student characteristic in the four-year context except as it might be 

an implied by unlisted demographic feature. Just as in the four-year sector, students’ 

academic goals are differentially associated with engagement levels (Greene, Marti, & 

McClenney, 2008; Napoles, 2009; Nora & Rendón, 1990; Sullivan, 2010). And in this we 
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find a facet of the college experience that is relevant and contemplated in the literature on 

community college student engagement, at least as an influencing or mediating factor of 

student engagement and included in researchers’ analyses (e.g., Greene et al., 2008) as 

motivated by their review of the literature of what matters for community college success 

in general. 

College Institutional Characteristics 

There are a number of studies in the literature that provide evidence that structure 

of institutions does affect engagement in “predictable and substantively significant ways” 

(Porter, 2006, p. 521), even as there are conflicting findings as to whether familiar 

distinctions such as Carnegie classifications of institutions are useful predictor of 

outcomes, including engagement (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; cf. Pascarella et al., 2006, 

2004).  

Unfortunately, all of this research has been done in the four-year college sector, and 

similar research has not been carried out for community colleges. Porter’s (2006) study 

provides clear indications of one way to go about it. Using data from the Beginning Post-

secondary Student (BPS) survey, a nationally representative survey of the National Center 

for Education Statistics (n.d.) that collects data on student demographic characteristics, 

school and work experiences, persistence, transfer, and degree attainment. Because the 

survey offers only an overall measure of engagement instead of the differentiated areas of 

the NSSE or CCSSE, Porter’s study was limited, as he described, since the effect of 

institutional characteristics may vary as to the type of engagement in question.  

Porter utilized a multilevel modeling approach to test the hypotheses that peer 

ability (as measured by selectivity), institutional density, the differentiation of the 

curriculum, and the research orientation of the institution mediate student engagement (as 
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it is operationalized by the BPS survey and by his conceptual framework—distinct but 

related to CCSSE conceptualizations). At the institutional level, he utilized a rich set of 

independent variables as reported to IPEDS: urbanicity, expenditures per student, 

enrollment size, faculty and students per acre (as proxies for likelihood to have encounters), 

the number of undergraduate majors (to describe differentiation in the college curriculum), 

selectivity index, percentage of graduate students, student-faculty ratio, and Carnegie 

classification. He found that when institutions are described in these rich ways, effects on 

student engagement can be clearly seen, but clearly in ways that are not always 

transferrable to the two-year college sector. A different set of rich descriptors (or proxies 

for them) that describe the community college context are needed to use a similar approach. 

In a study described below on institutional funding, Pike et al. (2011) also offer a 

list of rich descriptors of colleges that their review of the theoretical and empirical literature 

(Kinzie, Schuh, & Kuh, 2004; Kuh, Kinzie, Cruce, Shoup, & Gonyea, 2007; Kuh et al., 

2005; McCormick, Pike, Kuh, & Chen, 2009; Pike, Smart, Kuh, & Hayek, 2006) suggest 

should mediate engagement. These studies utilize the NSSE conceptualization of 

engagement which, as previously noted, shares the same conceptual basis as CCSSE 

engagement measures. The factors that these authors identified are similar to Porter’s 

descriptors. They include institutional size and mission, selectivity, emphasis on graduate 

education, and a host of student demographics such as the percent of full-time students, 

transfer students, arts and science majors, and students living on campus. For my study, I 

utilized college-level descriptors of size and urbanicity. 
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Extra-Institutional Conditions 

The extra-institutional conditions that Kuh et al. (2006) include in their model of 

what matters to student success are such things as economic forces, globalism, state and 

federal policy, societal demographics, and accountability.  

Arguably the principal way state and federal policies have an impact in higher 

education is through the degree of public subsidies, their appropriation methods, and the 

resulting systemic incentives that entice or require higher education institutions to pursue 

different budgetary processes and mission foci (such as developmental education vs. 

technical training vs. research vs. liberal arts, or combinations), whether it be in the four-

year, two-year, public, private or for-private sectors  (Bowen, 1980; Lasher & Sullivan, 

2005; Powers, 2000; Toby, 2010). Within institutions themselves, innovative programs and 

practices may very well get their start through the efforts of creative and dedicated 

educators, even in the absence of legislators and charitable foundations and reform-minded 

professional organizations pushing for improvement, but naturally they can rarely get 

beyond plans and rhetoric without the marshalling of funds and other capital, both 

monetary and political (Savenije, 1992). 

The potential link, of funding schemes and levels with student engagement, has 

also been studied, at least in the four-year college sector. One might suppose that funding—

though fundamental to the incentives and the ability of colleges to create, implement, and 

scale up innovative programs and structures—would be so many levels removed from the 

campus level where student-faculty interaction occurs, from the students’ locus of control 

over their own effort, and so on, that any link would be so tenuous and nuanced that it 

would be nigh impossible to describe. To be sure, the differences among students within 

institutions are substantially greater than differences between institutions, and the lack of 

variance between colleges makes it very difficult to reach conclusions using statistical 
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methods. But in fact, Pike et al. (2011), following on the theoretical basis elaborated by 

others previously (McCormick et al., 2009; Pike et al., 2006), found that expenditures 

(which are largely a function of state appropriations for public institutions) are moderately 

related to student engagement and other outcomes, but that the relationship differed 

depending on the measure used and the extent of students’ experience in college (year class 

level). Pike and his colleagues arrived at their findings using multilevel linear models with 

a host of individual-level and institutional-level independent variables in order to parse out 

the nuanced relationship of funding all the way down to how it may impact students. 

For his part, Porter (2006) published his study on institutional structures and student 

engagement in which he pointed out that he had located only three studies that included 

measures of expenditures (Kim, 2002; Smart, Ethington, Riggs, & Thompson, 2002; 

Toutkoushian & Smart, 2001). Lawal’s (2008) study also included a portion related to 

relationships between expenditures and persistence as mediated through NSSE 

engagement measures at research intensive public universities, finding positive and 

significant effects for all but student-faculty interaction. Other extra-institutional factors as 

they might relate to student engagement have not been empirically studied in any depth for 

either the two-year or four-year college sectors. 

Engagement at the Intersection of Student Behaviors and Institutional Conditions 

In Kuh et al.’s (2006) model, student engagement lies at the intersection of student 

behaviors and institutional practices. This reflects the very nature of the conceptualization 

of engagement, as described above in this chapter. And so, in this model, student 

engagement as it arises out of this intersection of people and contexts is at the heart of what 

matters for student success.  
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This model, like even the earliest theoretical frameworks of student involvement 

and engagement originating primarily from the works of Astin, Kuh, and Pace separately, 

reflects the proposition that “even though the focus is on student engagement, institutional 

policies and practices influence levels of engagement on campus” (Pike & Kuh, 2005, p. 

186 emphasis in the original). The model captures many of the known student factors and 

institutional characteristics that play a role in engagement, but engagement itself remains 

an amorphous entity at the center. At the same time, nothing about engagement theory 

requires more formal conceptual links with the college environment given that principles 

of engagement can be applied in nearly all settings of a college, infused in its culture, and 

enacted in its policies. That is, practices that foster engagement need not be relegated to 

special programs or initiatives (such as the ones I focus on here) but rather present 

throughout an institution.  

That said, the graphical representation of an amorphous black box of student 

engagement at the center (Hatch, 2012) perhaps inadvertently reveals the state of the art of 

engagement research overall: little is still known of how the entirety of college programs 

and processes combine to influence engagement levels specifically (or other outcomes for 

that matter). As articulated in Chapter One, student engagement provides a useful way to 

step in to those programs to understand how their structural features combine to foster 

student success. 

ALTERNATIVE CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

The behavioral perspective on engagement detailed above is one of the most 

prominent conceptualizations of engagement commonly known in higher education 

practice and research, but it is not the only one. Some researchers of student engagement 

have argued that the conceptualization of engagement as embodied in the large national 
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surveys (NSSE, CCSSE, AUSSE)—whose clients are paying institutions interested in 

quality and performance improvement—do not sufficiently take into account the full 

spectrum of what student engagement might signify (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 

2004; Krause, 2005; Mann, 2001; V. Trowler, 2010). However, it should be noted that even 

within the so-called “SSE enterprise” (c.f. Olivas, 2011), there is refinement and 

progression in the concept of engagement and how to measure it. For example, NSSE 

unveiled in 2012 a completely revised survey instrument (“NSSE to unveil revised survey 

at AIR 2012,” 2012); and Hamish Coates, closely involved with the AUSSE project, has 

proposed his own behavioral theory of student engagement that delineates a four-way 

typology of engagement styles: intense, collaborative, independent, and passive (Coates, 

2007; Kahu, 2011).  

Kahu (2011) in her review of the literature on the theorization of engagement 

outlines four dominant perspectives: 1) the behavioral perspective, which “foregrounds 

student behaviour and institutional practice” (p. 1),  and therefore is significantly accounted 

for in the theoretical underpinnings of the SSE surveys; 2) the (aforementioned) 

psychological perspective; 3) the socio-cultural perspective; and, 4) the holistic 

perspective, which takes a broader view of engagement (p. 1). For Kahu, the perennial key 

problem within the debate over the exact nature of the construct in all of these approaches 

is “is a lack of distinction between the state of engagement, its antecedents and its 

consequences” (p. 1). She proposes a model of student engagement that explicitly separates 

these factors into six elements: the socio-cultural context; the structural and psycho-social 

influences; engagement itself (in its three dimensions of affect, cognition, and behavior); 

and the proximal and distal consequences.    

To be sure, I do not disagree with her conclusion that the antecedents and 

consequences of engagement are underdefined, for this characterization of the research 
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literature in fact points to what I am contending here in this study: that the knowledge of 

college structures in a holistic or systematic sense that contribute to engagement is 

underdefined. Therefore, I see the problem currently as being one of needing to better 

define engagement’s antecedents, rather than necessarily needing to search for an alternate 

conceptualization of engagement itself—whatever merits that proposition has. 

Related to the socio-cultural perspective that Kahu identifies, some researchers of 

engagement take as a point of departure a critical theory perspective, pointing out that the 

dyad of engagement and alienation better defines the concept in a holistic sense. That is to 

say, a “dark,” hostile form of engagement with the educational environment is just as 

important a contrast to apathy or passivity as is the positive, compliant form of engagement 

emphasized by those interested in institutional performance (V. Trowler, 2010, p. 4). For 

example, students who challenge, confront, boycott, or disrupt lectures on moral grounds 

can be viewed as a positive indicator of student engagement as much as students who attend 

lectures and participate with enthusiasm. Both of these stances stand in contrast to students 

who needlessly skip class sessions, do not prepare for or participate in class, or otherwise 

are disconnected with the socio-academic life of college. Likewise, on an emotional 

dimension, both interest and rejection may be equally valid indicators of engagement in 

contrast to boredom; or on a cognitive dimension, an indicator of engagement may very 

well be the degree to which students seek to redefine the parameters of assignments as 

much as the degree to which students meet or exceed assignment requirements.  

This line of reasoning is related to the critique of the CCSSE instrument by Dowd, 

Sawatzy, and Korn (2011) wherein they elaborate “on the need to measure student 

experiences of racial bias on college campuses and institutional effectiveness in reducing 

institutionalized racism (p. 18). In the view of these researchers, the CCSSE instrument, as 

their example, suffers from “construct underrepresentation” which should be overcome by 
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bridging the tension between “the theoretical foundations of the concept of student effort, 

which is based on human capital theory” and the “concept of intercultural effort, which is 

based on cultural and critical theories” (p. 21). They propose that “an inclusive instrument 

would have the ability to measure all aspects of ‘student effort’ including latent qualities 

such as effort to counter the effect of marginalizing experiences within the educational 

environment” (p. 22). To be sure, I agree that a critical approach to student engagement 

theory is vastly underrepresented in the research literature and may be quite promising in 

terms of theoretical development. However, as McCormick and McClenney (2012) have 

countered, CCSSE and NSSE instruments categorically do not consider campuses to be 

culturally neutral spaces, and are not based on nor elaborated in the research literature using 

economic human capital theories as Dowd et al. contend. To be sure, the surveys do include 

a number of items directly related to the kind of intercultural effort that such a critical lens 

would entail, thus allowing colleges to investigate a great degree of intercultural efforts of 

their students. As McCormick and McClenney bluntly stated: “both NSSE and CCSSE 

persistently exhort colleges to examine potential differences in the reported experiences of 

subgroups of their students, by race/ethnicity, gender, age, first-generation status, and other 

characteristics central to concerns of educational equity” (p. 320), and that the purpose of 

the surveys is to track down the institutional drivers that may make a positive difference 

on addressing inequities.  

More research in intercultural effort and institutionalized barriers to minority 

inclusion certainly needs to be performed in concert with the kind of engagement research 

to date, and existing CCSSE survey data on a national scale, gathered and analyzed under 

its existing operationalization of engagement allows for investigation along these lines, 

even though it can and should be supplemented by other data sources. For the purposes of 

my study here, the use of engagement measures as conceptualized by NSSE and CCSSE 
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to illuminate even further the institutional structures at work in community colleges today 

doesn’t detract from the need for understanding the differential experiences of students. 

Rather, it contributes indirectly to this research agenda by looking at the structures 

associated with engagement and therefore points toward what colleges can do to increase 

equity using what resources they have. The data and methods I use (see Chapter Three) 

certainly allow me the kind of approach needed for my purposes, and further allow me to 

critically examine the differential experience of various student groups in line with the 

motivating principles of critical theories, such as the approach suggested by Stage (2007) 

in using a quantitative critical stance (cf. Hernández & Mobley, 2012). 

QUALITATIVE ENGAGEMENT RESEARCH 

Not all scholarly research on community college student engagement is quantitative 

in nature as elaborated through the surveys administered by the SSE organization. For 

example, the Center for Community College Student Engagement, for as long as they have 

administered the CCSSE instrument, has likewise carried out student focus groups and 

interviews in order to bring the voice of students to the forefront of conversations with 

college leaders and policy makers (cf. Bukoski & Hatch, 2012; McClenney & Greene, 

2005; McClenney, 2004). One example of scholarly research using student engagement as 

a conceptual framework but using a qualitative methodology is found in a doctoral 

dissertation by Foster (2008), wherein he investigated the experiences of African American 

males at a large California community college. His phenomenological approach allowed 

him to understand the nuanced personal and institutional factors related to different 

engagement experiences for this subgroup of students. Like the CCSSE focus group and 

interview work, Foster’s findings provided compelling personal voices to the questions of 

what institutional realities matter for fostering or inhibiting engagement. Among the 
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implications of Foster’s study are recommendations for addressing specific needs of this 

underrepresented group of students such as (a) ensuring students understand that help 

seeking is normal and expected, (b) developing a culture of success for Black men, and (c) 

working to understand and validate student experiences. Still others of his 

recommendations relate directly to the kinds of structural reforms cited throughout this 

study such as (d) ensuring a clear plan and pathway and (e) structuring peer groups that are 

academically focused. Once again, we see that programmatic interventions arise in the 

context of discussing what matters to student success, but without interrogating them 

directly. 

Engagement in Structured Group Learning Experiences 

Many of the studies investigating which factors influence engagement levels at 

community colleges mention certain structured programmatic interventions—often in the 

implications or discussion sections as potential methods for fostering engagement—but 

only rarely are they concerned directly with comparing engagement outcomes due to these 

programs. In studies that do, the structural components of the programs are often not 

operationalized in a way that helps us determine what about them accounts for observed 

differential outcomes (Swaner & Brownell, 2009). What little literature there is on 

differences in engagement due to program participation, like so much of higher education 

research in general, comes out of the four-year college context instead of two-year college 

environment, and so therefore ostensibly and practically often has limited application to 

the community college context due to the residential component of many four-year college 

settings and the exclusiveness of their admitted students. Parallel programs at community 

colleges often differ in definite ways. However, many institutional practices have been 

borrowed from the four-year sector and adapted to the two-year sector precisely because 
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college leaders anticipate being able to obtain similar benefits—even though this process 

of borrowing is often critiqued as misguided given their very different missions 

(Dougherty, 2001; Young, 1977). I am able to use these studies in the four-year settings 

only insofar as they related to engagement (a concept I have already described as sharing 

a great deal of conceptual space across the sectors), and where the program studied does 

not entail a residential component that cannot be assumed in the two-year sector. 

In the following subsections, I describe studies that investigate the relationship of 

selected SGLEs (conceptualized as instances of “activity systems” bounded by a specific 

time frame and participants, per my selected conceptual framework described below) with 

student engagement. The selected SGLEs to be considered in this study are: (a) learning 

communities, (b) first-year seminars, (c) student success courses, (d) orientation programs, 

and (e) hybrid programs—all of which, per my conceptual framework of activity system 

theory, I argue are simply iterations of SGLEs that on the surface appear to be separate 

concepts. Several examples appear throughout the literature I review. 

Where possible, the studies come from research on community colleges 

specifically, though there are far too few to be found. I consider the methodological 

approaches of these studies and I review where gaps and opportunities are revealed to 

further the investigation of programmatic structure. 

LEARNING COMMUNITIES 

Foundational literature on the development and nature of learning communities in 

the community college sector is fairly well established (Avens & Zelley, 1992; Malnarich, 

2005; Matthews, 1986; Minkler, 2002; Richburg-Hayes et al., 2008; Scrivener et al., 2008; 

B. L. Smith & Hunter, 1988; R. A. Smith, 2010; Taylor, Moore, MacGregor, & Lindbald, 

2003; Tinto & Love, 1995; Tinto & Russo, 1994; Tinto, 1997; Wilmer, 2007). Naturally, 
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there is a separate but related body of literature on learning communities in the four-year 

college sector not reviewed here. Much of the combined literature deals with the 

relationship of learning communities with student outcomes (e.g., persistence, GPA, 

behavior and attitudinal outcomes, integration, engagement, self-understanding, civic 

engagement), but it also covers many other topics—usually in a prescriptive or descriptive 

manner—such as their historical development, as a response to pressure for reform, campus 

conditions needed to implement them, faculty development, differential outcomes based 

on class, gender, and ethnicity, and assessment strategies among others. See Swaner and 

Brownell (2009) for a detailed review of literature in both sectors. 

These background pieces afford us the definition of a learning community at a 

community college as programs in which the same groups of students taking two or more 

courses together in which students see one another frequently and spend a substantial 

amount of time engaged in a wide range of academically purposeful activities both inside 

and outside the classroom.5 The rationale for linking of classes is often to involve students 

in “big questions” that matter beyond the classroom and that arise from multidisciplinary 

views (Swaner & Brownell, 2009). Reforms leading to the developmental of learning 

communities were motivated by the need that many saw to “humanize the learning 

environment” and in recognition that are indicators of educational effectiveness, in that the 

combination of them influence student learning and personal development (Zhao & Kuh, 

2004, p. 115). In terms of student engagement, a learning community is meant to make 

college more intimate, creating a readily identifiable peer group, allowing students to have 

frequent contact with peers and increase interaction with faculty, facilitated by pedagogies 

                                                
5 The Community College Institutional Survey (CCIS), which I use as my data source, defines this SGLE 
broadly as “two or more linked courses that a group of students take together.” (See chapter one.) 
Naturally, the other elements it may entail are not specified closely since one of the principal purposes of 
the survey was to find empirical evidence for how they are designed across institutions. 
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that emphasize collaborative learning (Swaner & Brownell, 2009). Thus, the structure of 

organizing people together in this way is influenced by and reinforces the norms and tools 

of a specific community of practice. Though they have been around since the 1920s, 

learning communities have gained in popularity in recent decades and today are designed 

on the theoretical and empirical basis of enhancing integration, involvement, and 

engagement (Swaner & Brownell, 2009). 

Many learning communities target specific groups such as academically 

underprepared students, historically underrepresented students, students with disabilities, 

or those enrolled in a particular major or academic program (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; 

Swaner & Brownell, 2009). Some of the common features and variations of these programs 

at community colleges as enumerated and categorized in the literature (Swaner & 

Brownell, 2009; Zhao & Kuh, 2004) include, among others: 

• Co-enrolled students from different disciplines 

• Cooperative learning techniques (group projects) 

• Linked and coordinated courses from different disciplines 

• Team teaching 

• Curriculum to develop college-level skills (reading/writing skills, study skills, 

library and information retrieval, etc.) 

• Out of classroom activities or trips 

• Web-based discussions 

• Advising 

• Service learning 

• Residential living arrangements (likely used almost exclusively in four-year college 

settings; there are no current studies of community college learning communities 

that entail this design feature) 
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Although this list of features typifies the kinds of design elements of learning 

communities, they do not clearly distinguish learning communities from other SGLEs. For 

example, Swaner and Brownell (2009) point out that learning communities often 

incorporate first-year seminars and orientations as part of their design. This is an example 

of how it is difficult to see where one program ends and the other begins, since those 

programs, even if they are stand-alone programs, might include several of the design 

features typified by learning communities. Alternately, orientation or first-year seminars 

might be conceived of as primary and those programs might in turn incorporate learning 

communities to supplement them.  

Furthermore, there is some evidence that the benefits of learning communities may 

depend on the mix of design features they implement. In a study (in the setting of four-year 

colleges) looking at the outcomes of a sense of community and obtaining college-level 

skills, Lichtenstein (2005) found that the benefits depended not only the linking of courses, 

but the degree to which the courses were coordinated and the faculty focused on 

community building. Swaner and Brownell (2009) also synthesize findings from several 

studies (again, mostly in the four-year setting) that show faculty and peer interactions may 

be significantly influenced depending on how learning communities are structured. And 

the benefits may vary as a function of the duration and intensity of the program, for 

example, whether it is offered as a three-credit course or a one-credit course. However, 

Swaner and Brownell also point out that most published studies do not contain enough 

detail about these differing structures, curricular components, and many other structural 

differences to determine just how different arrangements impact outcomes.  

As mentioned above, the outcome of student engagement is one among many 

different outcomes treated in the literature, but it is still a limited area of study in peer 

review journals. I have only located a handful of articles that deal with engagement directly 
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as an object of study in relation to learning communities, all of them published since 2008. 

That said, the relationship of engagement outcomes with participation in learning 

communities is actually more complete than for the other five SGLEs that I review in this 

chapter. Still, the first article I review here comes from the four-year context as it 

essentially the forerunner for follow-up studies in the two-year sector.  

Zhao and Kuh (2004) used data from NSSE to investigate the relationship of 

learning community participation with student engagement. They found positive 

relationships of learning community participation with not only student engagement as an 

outcome, but also self-reported learning gains and overall satisfaction with college. 

Notably, learning community participation was more highly associated with student 

engagement than with the other learning outcomes, thereby suggesting an indirect 

relationship of engagement to other outcomes. In light of this indirect relationship, they 

called for studies examining both direct and indirect effects of learning communities, 

suggesting such methods as structural equation modeling and path modeling.  

Pike, Kuh, and McCormick (2008, 2011) carried out just such a study a few years 

later, again using NSSE data analyzed with multilevel regression models of student nested 

in universities. While providing compelling evidence for the direct, indirect, and contingent 

relationship of learning community participation with engagement and learning outcomes, 

they nonetheless concluded that  

A simple inoculation model in which learning community membership has a direct, 

linear effect on student learning does not adequately explain the complex 

interactions of learning community design, student characteristics, and institutional 

settings. In order to maximize the potentially positive effects of learning 

communities, intentional, contextualized design and implementation efforts are 

needed. (Pike et al., 2008, p. 17) 
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Their study, though lacking the kind of program descriptors that I anticipate having 

access to through the CCIS instrument (explained in detail in Chapter Three), is a good 

example of the nuances of multilevel modeling needed to account for multi-institutional 

variation and using similar variables as those included in the CCSSE instrument. See also 

Rocconi (2011) for an example of a path analytic model based on Pace’s model of student 

development that includes some limited findings in terms of engagement (in an integrative 

sense) with learning community participation at a single public research university. This 

study does not analyze the programmatic elements of the learning community in question. 

Just as Pike, Kuh, and McCormick assert, I posit that in order to make better sense 

of these relationships, we need more understanding of the relationship of the various 

structural elements and design features of the learning communities with engagement as it 

arises within the learning communities (and related SGLEs). Otherwise, the black box of 

engagement as it plays out in these settings remains closed despite the accumulation of the 

evidence as to their effectiveness and even causal pathways. We need research on how or 

why they might be effective for fostering student success, not just that they are effective. 

Since Zhao and Kuh’s study on engagement in learning communities using NSSE 

data, similar studies have been done at the community college level using conceptualization 

of engagement from both the tradition of Tinto’s ideas of integration as well as engagement 

as envisioned by the CCSSE. 

 Engstrom and Tinto (2008) described a mixed-methods longitudinal study carried 

out to ascertain the potential impact of learning community participation in terms of 

engagement for under-prepared, low-income student at 13 community colleges. They 

selected sites that embedded basic skills development within a broader academic context, 

and where the program was well-enough established that there was some institutional 

evidence of its effectiveness. The researchers also selected colleges that showed some 
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degree of variation in their program designs which reflect contemporary innovations. This 

attention to program variation recognizes the expected differences that structural and 

programmatic elements present, and underscores the need to pay close attention to them, 

just as these researchers did. 

Student-level quantitative data were gathered using items adapted from the CCSSE 

instrument regarding peer and faculty interaction, classroom activities, and learning gains, 

in addition to background demographic data. Regression analyses were conducted to 

account for factors related to engagement levels and subsequent persistence. Case studies 

and interviews were also conducted to discover how students reflect on the role and 

influence of the learning community in terms of fostering success and in overcoming 

obstacles. The researchers found that learning community participation is associated with 

significantly higher rates of engagement and persistence, and that students attribute their 

success in large part to the learning community, regardless of its particular design. 

However, because the program elements were not operationalized in the quantitative 

model, their relationship with the engagement outcomes only come through the qualitative 

perceptions of the students as interpreted by the researchers. This kind of research at 

multiple sites and over time is sorely needed in the research literature, but still more could 

be done to better operationalize the structural elements in future design studies. 

Another longitudinal study of community college learning communities was that of 

Scrivener et al. (2008), carried out at Kingsborough Community College over the space of 

two years, as part of the Opening Doors project of MDRC and the MacArthur Foundation. 

Part of the research design, like Engstrom and Tinto’s (2008) study, used adapted CCSSE 

survey items to get at the impact of the learning communities on engagement. Using 

random assignment of students to learning communities, the researchers thus sought to 

seek evidence of causal relationships of participation with outcomes. The study found that 
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students in the learning community felt more integrated and more engaged than their peers 

not in the program, and that there were definite associated learning gains. In the 2008 study 

it was found that the benefits faded in later semesters. However, the follow-up study in 

2012 found evidence that the program helped students progress more quickly through 

remedial education, and there was some evidence that the program resulted in higher rates 

of persistence years later (Sommo, Mayer, Rudd, & Cullinan, 2012). Programmatically, 

these learning communities implemented joint assignments across linked classes, but there 

was variation as to the level of integration. The study did not track specific outcomes to 

this or other design features. 

FIRST-YEAR SEMINARS, ORIENTATION, AND STUDENT SUCCESS COURSES 

Moving from learning communities, which are perhaps the most readily identifiable 

structured group learning experiences due to their linked coursework, to other SGLEs, it 

becomes increasingly difficult to satisfactorily distinguish among them. For example, in 

Swaner and Brownell’s (2009) introduction to the research literature on first-year seminars, 

they tie the historical evolution of first-year seminars to orientation programs or courses at 

the beginning of the 20th century. To be sure, first-year seminars, college orientation, 

student success courses, and learning communities are all designed with the same 

fundamental motivating principle: as a way into the college experience for new initiates to 

higher education. The programs go by different names at different colleges, but ultimately 

share a great deal of their design elements in common. 

First-year seminars and these related interventions are a common form of offering 

some segment of the college population an initiation into higher education. They have 

received renewed attention in the last decades as ways to address the completion gap—that 

occurs along many demographic lines—made evident as new generations of students are 
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entering college under very different circumstances than during most of the 20th century. 

They take many different forms and go by many different names. These kinds of structured 

first-year experience are characterized by their focus on bringing together small groups of 

students with faculty and staff regularly, in the case of course-length programs. Whatever 

their duration, they focus on familiarizing students with college resources, academic 

planning, developing college-level skills such as critical thinking, reading/writing, 

information literacy, collaborative learning, and other activities that are meant to prepare 

students to succeed in the rest of their college career (Swaner & Brownell, 2009). For the 

sake of discussion, though, we can roughly delineate these three practices using the 

following definitions, used in the survey instruments that I utilize for my study  (Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2012a)—and which I repeat here from Chapter 

One. 

• First-year experience or freshman seminar: A course or a combination of in-class 

and out-of-class activities offered to students during their first term or first year at 

the college to orient them to college life. 

• Orientation: May be a single event or extended structured experience to familiarize 

students with college resources, services, policies, and organizations; build a 

network of support; develop an academic plan and individual goals; it may also 

have more or fewer objectives than these 

• Student success course: A course specifically designed to teach skills and strategies 

to help students succeed in college. 

In the research literature, these practices have received increased attention as well, 

usually in terms of searching for evidence of effectiveness. The measures used for 

effectiveness studies, as Swaner and Brownell (2009) noted, focus mostly on 

persistence/retention and grades. They have received increased attention. Other outcome 
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measures of effectiveness in published research have included satisfaction, self-reports of 

changes in attitudinal and behavioral attributes, academic skill development, respect for 

diversity, and sense of belonging. Very few studies on first-year seminars, orientation, or 

student success courses have considered their impact on engagement. Nearly all of the 

studies that I located, and that I review below, have been published since 2000. 

Additionally, many of them consider engagement in terms of the conceptualizations of 

integration and involvement and which are often used synonymously or interchangeably 

with SSE-conceptualizations of engagement (as noted above in this chapter). 

Other evidence from this body of literature as to the rate of incidence in colleges 

and universities suggests that between 85 percent and 95 percent of two-year and four-year 

institutions implement some kind of first-year seminar (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; 

National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition, 2006; 

Swaner & Brownell, 2009). However, this figure can be misleading if read superficially 

since it is a matter of closer inspection as to what portion of the college population 

participate in these programs and, more importantly to the conceptual problem of 

undertheorized practices that I posit in this study, the term seminar is not necessarily 

indicative of the programs’ natures. Typologies that break down the format that these 

seminars can take reveal vividly the overlapping terminologies used and the difficulty in 

coherently distinguishing where one type of SGLE ends and another begins. For instance, 

Swaner and Brownell cite Barefoot’s (1992) typology in which she identified the following 

types of first-year seminars: 

• Extended orientation seminars (which are also called, or include, student success 

or survival courses); 
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• Academic seminars with uniform content across sections (where the focus on 

interdisciplinary coordination of academic content, I cannot help but note, makes 

this type of seminar very much a linked-course learning community); 

• Academic seminar with variable content (implemented in a single discipline instead 

of being interdisciplinary); 

• Pre-professional or discipline-linked seminar; and   

• Basic study skills seminar (which focus on building college-level skills, and 

therefore difficult to distinguish from student success courses). 

Evidence from follow-up work by Barefoot and her colleagues at the National 

Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition at the 

University of South Carolina (Barefoot, Warnock, Dickinson, Richardson, & Roberts, 

1998; Barefoot, 1993; Tobolowsky, Cox, & Wagner, 2005) shows that approximately 60 

percent of the instances of first-year or freshman seminars take the form of so-called 

extended orientations.  

Swaner and Brownell (2009) note that research on first-year seminars and extended 

orientations was largely absent before the 1980s, then received a great deal of attention 

through 2000, but has since declined. Most of the research, they report, is composed of 

single-institution studies, and a large portion of it is published in the Journal of the First-

Year Experience and Students in Transition, based at the aforementioned research center 

at the University of South Carolina. One of the reasons for the noted decrease in all types 

of research on first-year seminars, however, may not be due to decreased attention, but 

rather due to the proliferation of new innovative designs that these interventions use. This 

is partly my own speculation as to the true level of research efforts underway compared to 

previous years (my view naturally limited by my own relatively recent entry into the 

academic conversation), but it is certainly the case that there is a noted increase in attention 



 71 

to innovative practices and interventions overall, as I demonstrated in Chapter One, 

especially in the community college field. It could be argued that while research into first-

year seminars as a named practice has ebbed, there is no less interest in innovative practices 

that can be implemented to enhance the first-year experience of students including this and 

related SGLEs. My dissertation, then, follows that pattern by considering the interventions 

more broadly, and arguing that more studies using different conceptualizations and 

methodologies are needed to advance the conversation. 

A look at the typical structure or design as reported in the literature reveals some 

of the common elements these programs utilize, including: 

• Curriculum to develop college-level skills (reading/writing skills, study skills, 

library and information retrieval, etc.), 

• Orientation to campus services, policies, procedures, and 

• Academic advising and planning. 

Other aspects that have been suggested should be part of these experiences 

(Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2004) include the following: 

• Developing intellectual and academic competence, 

• Building interpersonal relationships, 

• Exploring identity, 

• Developing career goals, maintaining health and wellness, 

• Clarifying their values and beliefs, 

• Developing multicultural awareness, and  

• Developing a sense of civic responsibility. 

Although the research literature on first-year seminars and related interventions is 

extensive as to the effectiveness of these various forms of first-year seminars, extended 

orientations, and student success courses, “more work needs to be done on trends across 
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institutions, outcomes for different types of first-year seminars, and determining the factors 

that lead to those outcomes” (Swaner & Brownell, 2009, p. 113). This is precisely the gap 

in the research that my dissertation attends to, but by conceptualizing the first-year seminar 

and other related structured interventions in a way not yet considered in the literature. As 

far as methods for carrying out my research, I review here some selected studies that take 

on the question of engagement as an outcome measure, or otherwise pursue a multi-

institutional approach as the one I carry out in order to address the research gap.   

Selected Studies on First-Year Seminars 

One study in particular that is noteworthy in light of this dissertation is that of Porter 

and Swing (2006) who studied the impact of various aspects of first-year seminars on 

persistence using data from 2001 administration of the First-Year Initiative (FYI) survey. 

 Although this study does not, in fact, address engagement as an outcome measure, 

I make special note of this study, since the method is instructive in two ways. First, it was 

a cross-institutional study designed specifically to understand not just whether the 

programs are effective, but how their various structural and design features are related to 

effectiveness. That is, the object of analysis in this study was not the student per se but the 

program. The statistical models are technically at the student level, to be sure, but the single 

research question was: “What specific content areas of first-year seminars lead to greater 

intent to persist among first-year students?” This is precisely the kind of question that I 

posit should be pursued more often in the research, and a gap that I seek to address. To my 

knowledge, it is the only study in the body of literature on these high-impact practices that 

focuses on the relationship of their programmatic elements with outcomes using a multi-

institutional sample. 
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Secondly, because of the data’s nested nature, they were analyzed using multilevel 

models to account for variation between sites due to local contextual differences and 

heterogeneity of the sample across sites. The independent variables that Porter and Swing 

used to describe the first-year seminar courses arose from the student responses, using a 

set of 34 survey items that asked about “topics generally covered in transition-format 

seminars” (p. 101). In order to enter these variables into the regression model, the authors 

created five scales of related items that they called (a) study skills and academic 

engagement, (b) campus policies, (c) campus engagement, (d) peer connections, and (e) 

health education. These five scale scores served as the focus of the analysis after controlling 

for the student-level and institution-level factors.  

The authors found that all five factors of program elements positively influence 

students’ intent to persist. The two aspects most related to students’ intention to persist 

were the teaching of study skills, and curriculum related to health and wellness. The 

substantive impact of all five factors was relatively small and it depended on students’ 

perceptions of the degree to which they internalized these topics which is assumed in the 

study to be a function of their curricular focus in the first-year seminars. Certainly it would 

be instructive to have direct information about the structural elements of the seminars as 

implemented by the institution and not just the salience of curricular elements perceived 

by the students. Additionally, other mediating factors would be whether the programs 

involved other elements such as tutoring, mentoring, service learning, or other out-of-class 

experiences. Other information not included is the intensity of the intervention (how many 

contact hours the program involved) and the credit hours involved. Still, this kind of study 

is one that serves as an example and template for many aspects of my study. 

One last methodological note is that Porter and Swing selected institutions where 

the courses were most similar in their format so as to remove extraneous variables that 
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would make other course formats not directly comparable. As seen in Chapter Three, and 

based on my conceptualization of SGLEs, I instead broaden the types of programs in my 

sample to include not only first-year seminars, but other related programs that go by 

different names but may share programmatic features along defined dimensions of 

programs as activity systems. The methodological decision of Porter and Swing helps 

improve the generalizability of their results to other first-year seminars, but it also restricts 

the generalizability to other related programmatic interventions that share the same 

conceptual space. This is a trade off in the utility of research. What I give up in precision 

in my findings by contemplating many different SGLEs, I also gain in potential 

implications for research in these kinds of high-impact practices overall. Naturally, much 

follow-up work will be needed to flesh out program-centric studies of structural design. 

But I propose this broad approach to help move the literature forward in that direction. 

Research in the academic literature of the community college field regarding 

student engagement and first-year seminar participation, at least by this name, is not to be 

found. I did not find any articles that took as its main question as to whether there is 

empirical evidence of such a relationship between them. In fact, just like Porter and 

Swing’s article described above, student engagement in any terms vis-à-vis first-year 

seminars appears in the higher education literature very sparingly. Engagement is cited as 

a possible benefit of first-year seminar participation in articles and an entry in an 

encyclopedia regarding general education in four-year colleges (Bastedo, 2002; Ishler, 

2003), and Kuh (2007) provides institutional examples of four-year colleges that are 

implementing first-year seminars as a way to improve college readiness. Perhaps the most 

extensive treatment of the relationship between first-year seminars and engagement comes 

from the research presented by Keup and Barefoot (2005) who analyzed data from matched 

and merged student records from both the Cooperative Institutional Research Program 



 75 

(CIRP) survey and the Your First College Year survey in 2001, which allowed for 

conceptualizations of engagement shared by Tinto’s idea of integration and by the NSSE 

survey. Using regression techniques, these authors found that students enrolled in first-year 

seminars had more frequent interaction with faculty, participated more in class, and were 

less likely to skip class or arrive late. These seminar participants also were more likely to 

develop campus connections of friends, and have academic-focused discussions with peers 

outside of class. They reported more often studying with classmates, using campus 

resources, attending campus events, and participating in volunteer activities.  

Similar work in the community college field has yet to be done. 

Selected Studies on Orientation 

As stated above, the distinction between first-year seminars and structured 

orientation programs is tenuous in the research literature. For most intents and purposes, 

as Barefoot noted in her typology, extended orientations are a variety of first-year seminars. 

As such, they have rarely been named in any research study investigating their relationship 

with student engagement. Orientation gets a brief mention in an article by Kuh et al.’s 

(2008), which is not unusual since it is primarily a study on the relationship of student 

engagement and other outcomes, not engagement with programs per se. In yet another 

article (Strumpf & Hunt, 1993) entitled The effects of an orientation course on the retention 

and academic standing of entering freshmen, controlling for the volunteer effect, the 

conceptual union of first-year seminars, orientation, and student success courses is once 

again made evident. Despite the article’s title, the authors demonstrate how participation 

in a student success course at four-year colleges makes a difference in students’ level of 

engagement/integration. 
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As with the literature on first-year seminars, there are essentially no studies that are 

specific to the two-year college context that explore the empirical relationship between 

orientation programs and student engagement. It is a gap in the research that my study aims 

to partly fill by investigating the programmatic elements that go into orientation programs, 

regardless of what names they go by. 

Selected Studies on Student Success Courses 

Finally in this set of three closely related SGLEs, we consider student success 

courses. As opposed to the previous two named programs, there are a handful of studies 

exploring the relationship of student success courses with student engagement at 

community colleges. 

The first article in this series is another example of a qualitative approach using the 

framework of engagement. McClenney and Greene (2005), in an evocative essay, 

presented fictitious narratives of two community college students, based on real composite 

student experiences gathered over time,  about how institutional practices interact with 

students’ behaviors and motivations. In this essay, the authors highlight a typical student 

success course tailored to the needs of first-time students in health careers, describing how 

it might involve an academic early alert warning system, tutoring services, supplemental 

instruction from more experienced peers, and ample opportunities to interact and form a 

community of practice among classmates and instructors. These narratives are related to 

results from CCSSE and related to principles of student engagement in the literature.  

Dissertation research by Mills (2009), which she later reported on in the Journal of 

The First-Year Experience & Students in Transition (Mills, 2010), looks at the relationship 

of student success courses and engagement in great depth. Using a mixed methods 

approach of regression models and focus groups, Mills gathered data at four community 
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colleges and found that found several student background variables related to age and 

college preparedness associated with engagement levels. At the programmatic level, she 

found institutional commitment, instructor selection, and an active learning approach to be 

elements of effective success courses.  

Though she documented the rationale and the policies related to the success course, 

Mills did not describe the programs at these colleges in detail. Some curricular and 

programmatic features are made apparent in the what is related in the student focus groups, 

such as topics related to financial aid, degree plans, schedule planning, transfer issues, 

information literacy, self-awareness inventories, and learning style assessments, among 

others. Many of the qualitative comments related to some of the students’ perceptions of 

its lack of value, the frustration of a requirement without college credit, but also positive 

comments about some of the learning activities and the importance of good teachers. 

Beyond the qualitative insights garnered, there is not enough detail in the analysis to make 

conclusive observations about how the curricular and programmatic structures 

systematically related to engagement. 

Finally, work by Mechur Karp (2011) and her colleagues (Mechur Karp, Hughes, 

& O’Gara, 2011) investigate student success courses in terms of Tinto’s integration 

framework, among other outcomes, showed that student success courses do lead to 

institutional integration, and that it is a function in part of their design: “An unintended 

consequence of the course was that its structure and content facilitated the development of 

information networks, which further encouraged integration” (Mechur Karp et al., 2011, 

pp. 80–81). Some of the content and structure mentioned by students was the invited visit 

by various campus personnel, the use of group projects and discussions that were academic 

in nature, and the emergent mentoring relationship with their instructor. This kind of 
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evidence gives clear indication that there may be specific but also generally predictable 

ways that program structure would be associated with engagement.  

Problematizing High-Impact Practices and Conceptualizing Structure 

in Today’s Community Colleges 

Now that I have reviewed the existing literature on student engagement at 

community colleges and on the relationship of selected SGLEs and their various structural 

designs with engagement, in order to achieve the purposes of this study, I need a conceptual 

framework that does two things. First, it must properly contemplate the correct level of 

analysis: the structured group learning experience itself, as a lived experience arising out 

of a programmatic structure; and second, it must engender hypotheses of how structure 

should impact student engagement and provide analytical tools for interpreting data 

gathered regarding the structure, regardless of what name they are called. A first year 

seminar at one college may be a student success course at another college; and either of 

those may be called an extended orientation at yet another college. They may nominally 

belong to different classes of programs, but they may also have essential properties in 

common. That is, in a metaphoric sense, apples and oranges might very well be 

incomparable in many ways, but if we want to study the benefit of the foods we call fruit, 

we need a way (a theory) to say what a fruit is and what it is not. This theory of 

classification itself then leads to denoting the features that we can test as to their benefit in 

a healthy diet. The theory both classifies and engenders hypotheses. It may be a different 

theory than others commonly used (such as botanical classification to distinguish apples 

and oranges), but only because it serves a different purpose (such as seeking for common 

benefits regardless of other classification schemes).6 

                                                
6 For example: Do we also include avocados? Tomatoes? Theories for fruit, like any theory, must delimit, 
not only predict and explain, in order to be useful. 
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In line with this metaphoric comparison, not all community college reform efforts 

that are identified as high-impact practices have the same structural features, but some have 

enough in common so as to recognized at least intuitively as similar. For example, 

Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) indicators of good practice include elements that both 

suggest structured group experiences (e.g., fostering student-faculty contact and 

cooperation among students) and those that are more procedural and attitudinal (e.g., giving 

prompt feedback, respecting diverse talents). Likewise, CCCSE (2012a) and AAC&U 

(Kuh, 2008; Swaner & Brownell, 2009) have suggested practices that are variously 

programmatic, policy, or procedural in nature, e.g., testing, placement, and registration 

procedures, student success courses, and learning communities to name just a few. There 

are characteristic differences between these kinds of practices that appear intuitive but are 

not easily distinguished in theoretical terms, especially when currently utilized concepts 

such as design principles and indicators of good practice are called upon. These can (and 

should be) integrated throughout the institution, in policies, procedures, and programs 

alike, and therefore they do not serve a good heuristic purpose for delimiting or 

distinguishing these programs of interest. How to distinguish between them so that I can 

accomplish the purposes of my study? For part of the answer, I return to the historical 

framework with which I introduced this dissertation. 

SGLES IN LIGHT OF HISTORICAL UNSTRUCTUREDNESS OF COMMUNITY COLLEGES 

A conceptual framework for this study must balance an inherent tension in a 

collective and systematic study of disparate practices. Any given framework must 

conceptually distinguish high-impact practices from other practices while also grouping 

those selected practices in order to deconstruct them. On the one hand, we need a 

theoretical or logical rationale for focusing on certain programs, process, and policies 
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instead of others; just as we need, on the other hand, a theoretical approach to 

conceptualizing them as instances of the same kind of thing, for the sake of empirically 

testing the relationship of their common structural features with student outcomes. This 

epistemological exercise runs the risk of reifying a false abstraction—we may deduce that 

there exists some kind of practice that is arbitrarily named which inappropriately reduces 

all of the variations into an oversimplified caricature—but that risk certainly can be no less 

than the potential reification already underway through the ongoing topical treatment of 

individual promising practices in scholastic and scholarly circles. It is readily apparent that 

all programs are unique in their design and context, yet researchers still name and seek to 

operationalize these programs as instances of some kind of archetype or meme because 

they are somehow recognizable as having something in common. In fact, studies often treat 

the commonalities at length, especially in the literature reviews to show where their study 

arises and to classify the kind of program they are using as an example, but too often fail 

to provide enough detail about the unique design features of a particular program in ways 

that allow for observations or hypotheses about which aspects are involved in the observed 

outcomes (Brownell & Swaner, 2009a, 2009b). Still, many of the elements of these 

programs are shared across nominal designations. What can we make of these variations 

in terminology and structure? How to we delimit them? 

One facet in the search for a conceptual framework that delimits the kind of 

structure in question is a historical understanding of where new structures arise from. We 

must understand reforms in programmatic interventions as a cultural and societal artifact. 

College structures, whether academic programs, policies, procedures, student 

organizations, and the newer structured group programs that I have discussed are part and 

parcel a result of the historical processes that brought about the institutions themselves. 

The development of community colleges has followed several complementary and 
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conflicting “streams of educational innovation” (Ratcliff, 1994, p. 4) that have produced 

an institution that today is still evolving (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & Person, 2006). The 

contemporary community college is in some regards a democratic experiment in the 

massification of higher education, one whose missions and organization are multifaceted 

and often unwieldy, for students and educators alike (Brint, 2003; Mosholder & Zirkle, 

2007; Prager, 1988).  

One result of the (r)evolution of the community college as an open-access 

institution is that they are prototypically unstructured to a great degree, offering an 

abundance of program offerings that can make for a nuanced and multilayered marketplace 

of courses and activities. This educational free market, as it were, is a wonderful resource 

to the communities the colleges serve and to those individuals who are undecided in their 

pursuits and interested in varied learning experiences. However, given the high proportion 

of underprepared, first-generation, and multitasking students that community colleges 

attract, the choices available can turn out to be detrimental to them. Not only are the choices 

of academic programs difficult to apprehend by a first-time community college student, as 

Scott-Clayton (2011a, 2011b) points out, students must make decisions based on unknown 

tradeoffs between variables such as offered class times, work schedules, commuting times, 

and family responsibilities. Students have to make decisions about which and how many 

courses to enroll in and in what sequence. It is not always clear which courses might count 

for either a terminal community college credential, or for transfer credit to university, or 

both, or neither. Many have to reconcile these factors with bureaucratic hurdles of financial 

aid applications and awards, placement testing, and (often unanticipated) developmental 

course sequences. This model stands in stark contrast to the historical development of 

residential four-year colleges that still today retain remnants of their in loco parentis role. 
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Inductions into the campus, program selection, course selection, and personal interactions 

at these latter institutions are relatively highly structured compared to community colleges.  

These realities of the comprehensive community college—in whatever 

combination and to whatever degree they are experienced by individuals—are increasingly 

recognized as serious and systematic barriers to raising appreciably the level of student 

success that policy makers call for and that students undoubtedly desire (Brock et al., 2007; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Zachry Rutschow et al., 2011). Thus, in the arc of evolution over the 

last few decades for community colleges, it can be argued that many of new programmatic 

reforms are a departure from and a reaction to the unstructured open market model. In one 

sense, SGLEs at community colleges are antithetical examples of structure in the midst of 

this unstructuredness. Programs such as learning communities, first-year seminars, 

extended orientations, student success courses, and the like are pursued for the purpose of 

providing more structure than previously contemplated by the community college model.  

Thus, we see that one qualitatively common feature of programmatic vs. procedural 

or policy innovations is that community colleges are experiencing a turn toward structured 

pathways as a way to address the completion agenda. While nearly all colleges have 

bureaucratic process and procedures for the intake process (both community colleges and 

universities have assessment and placement processes as well as advising functions) and 

for ongoing support and monitoring (tutoring services, academic warning systems, class 

attendance policies), not all of them bundle these practices in purposeful structured ways 

for specific groups of people for a specific duration of time. Procedures and processes can 

be made more efficient, student-centered, and coordinated, it is true. But a substantive 

innovation in community college structure appears to be in group structures designed to 

derive the benefit long offered by four-year colleges of “tightly and consciously structured 
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[programs], with relatively little room for individuals to unintentionally deviate from paths 

toward completion” (Scott-Clayton, 2011a, Abstract).   

This historical framework already affords a great deal of clarity as to what kinds of 

structures to investigate for evidence of high impact, since these structured group programs 

tend to bundle and/or “add value” (cf. Zhao & Kuh, 2004) to existing college resources. 

What is still needed is clarity on how to study these programs collectively instead of 

topically. 

ANALYTICAL AFFORDANCES OF SOME COMMON THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

There are several theoretical frameworks that might be useful for understanding the 

phenomenon of how these increasingly common structured programs are operating in 

community colleges. For example, there is much research on programmatic interventions, 

in both the two-year and four-year sectors, that utilizes theories of attrition (Bean, 1982; 

Eaton & Bean, 1995, 2002) and integration (Tinto, 1975, 1982, 1997) to understand the 

impact of structured group programs (e.g., Andrade, 2008; Hendel, 2007; Maxwell, 1998; 

Schnell & Doetkott, 2003). Indeed, many of the articles reviewed here relied on these 

theories or were motivated by them in the conceptualization. This epistemological stance 

leads a researcher to student-centric research questions and analyses since those theories 

(as described in previous sections in this chapter) are focused on the individual level of 

analysis. Other analytical approaches used in articles whose objective is to understand the 

interplay of community college missions and programs often utilize an epistemological 

stance at the institutional level which naturally leads to policy-oriented questions and 

analyses (Dougherty & Townsend, 2006; e.g., Dougherty, 2001). When programmatic 

interventions are the object of research using these approaches, the implications are at 

either of these levels: the individual or the institution. 
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Alternately, programmatic interventions might be investigated under the lens of 

critical theories that raise counternarratives of cultural discontinuity, deficit ideology, and 

forces of cultural and social assimilation that are important alternatives to integration 

theories. Likewise, postmodern approaches could be utilized to understand how these 

programs operate on the level of the individual and society inasmuch as they get at 

questions, among others, of regimentation/structure vs. freedom/liberty and socialization 

vs. individualization. Most of the extant literature in these areas that analyzes data from 

participants and informants utilizes a sampling frame that does not contemplate students’ 

involvement with particular programs such as learning communities, first-year seminars, 

and the like. Instead, as critical research does, it focuses on the individual lived experience 

of participants wherever they are (cf. Arvast, 2006; Ayers, 2005; Jain, 2010; Jones Royster, 

2000; Kelly-Kleese, 2001; Tamdgidi, 2009). Therefore, inasmuch as programmatic 

inventions can be seen as creating or reproducing socially stratified relationships of power, 

this is certainly an area ripe for investigation to understand these programs and for critique 

of the role they have in the lived experience of college. In any case, however, the level of 

analysis is at the individual level, the institutional level, or the societal level (P. Trowler, 

2005).  

Whereas all of these approaches are certainly amenable to a critiqued parsing of 

program structure and its programmatic elements that combine to influence student 

outcomes and lived experiences, none of them per se generate research questions directly 

related to how the programs are designed and implemented. Nor do any of these theoretical 

approaches provide inherent analytical tools for interpreting the relationship of the program 

structure per se with outcomes. Granted, they allow for and encourage the consideration of 

the interplay of these different levels that collectively are part of the same system, but the 

theories  do not operationalize the design and structure of first-year seminars, learning 
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communities, etc. in a way that necessarily recognizes different named programs as 

instances of the same kind of phenomenon. Because the object of my study is the program, 

and not the individual or the institution, I need a theoretical framework that contemplates 

not the individual or the institution, but the program—directly and primarily—at both the 

conceptual and analytical stages. 

Theoretical Framework: A Socio-Institutional Understanding of 

Programmatic Interventions 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT  

Having reviewed the development of student engagement theory, and the ways in 

which it contrasts with related individual-level approaches of integration and attrition, as 

well as alternate conceptualization of engagement, I have demonstrated how and why 

engagement can be used as a conceptual framework for understanding community college 

programmatic interventions. I have dealt with the concept and its literature in depth also to 

delineate the kinds of mediating factors of engagement at several levels which I need to 

account for. Indeed, the concept of student engagement is very much not only my metric 

or outcome measure, but my principal organizing framework. For this dissertation, I am 

adopting its definitions, verbiage, and its epistemological stance in relation to college 

reform and the enhancement of student outcomes.  

However, as I have alluded to in the previous section, engagement is necessary but 

not sufficient as a conceptual framework for my object of inquiry. I also need a 

complementary framework that provides me with a theoretical basis for delimiting and 

enumerating structured group learning experiences as a kind of high-impact practice, and 

one that engenders specific hypotheses about the role of programmatic structure in relation 

to engagement. Scott-Clayton (2011a) proposes a structure hypothesis in regards to 
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community college students that they “will be more likely to persist and succeed in 

programs that are tightly and consciously structured, with relatively little room for [them] 

to unintentionally deviate from paths toward completion, and with limited bureaucratic 

obstacles for students to circumnavigate” (Abstract, para. 1). This hypothesis provides a 

partial way forward, in that it embodies a testable proposition that, essentially, structure is 

good for students and should be associated with positive educational outcomes. However, 

a complementary framework would still be needed to operationalize the terms tightly, 

consciously, and structured, among others in her formulation. Additionally, as promising 

as this hypothesis seems for my purposes, it nonetheless has as its unit of analysis the 

student instead of the system, even as it is expansive in considering potentially all parts of 

the system as contributing factors, not just the innovative structured group learning 

experiences.  

Therefore, to supplement my analytical framework of engagement, and in the spirit 

of Scott-Clayton’s structure hypothesis, I use activity system theory (Engeström et al., 

1999; Leont’ev, 1992; P. Trowler & Knight, 2000; Vygotsky, 1987) as a framework for 1) 

operationalizing what I have been calling structured group learning experiences, 2) 

affording me analytical tools that are not reductive in nature, and 3) sensitizing my analysis 

and conclusion to the nuanced, context-based situation of each unique program. An 

overview of this theory, and how it complements and meshes with my principal analytical 

framework, follows. 

ACTIVITY SYSTEM THEORY 

Activity system theory, or sometimes just activity theory, is in fact a meta-theory 

or epistemological approach, rather than a formalized theory with a fixed body of defined 

statements, which is largely unfamiliar to westerners (Kuutti, 1996). It has its roots in 
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Kantian and Hegelian philosophy that emphasizes developmental and historical ideas. It 

was originally elaborated by Soviet-era psychologists Lev Vygotsky, Aleksei Leont’ev, 

and Alexander Luria. It continues to be an epistemological approach actively implemented 

and theorized, and has been applied to various fields including information systems and 

human-computer interaction (Nardi, 1996), business and organization (Hughes, Prinz, 

Rodden, & Schmidt, 1997), and of course education, especially educational technology in 

terms of constructivist pedagogies and learning communities (Jonassen & Rohrer-Murphy, 

1999). It has also been applied to research in higher education in terms of teaching and 

learning enhancement, organizational reform, higher education curriculum, 

community/adult education, and educational technology in college (Blin & Munro, 2008; 

Britt Lundell & Collins, 1999; Brown & Cole, 2008; Engeström et al., 1999; Hodkinson, 

2005; Isssroff & Scanlon, 2002; Jones, Connolly, Gear, & Read, 2006; Knight & Trowler, 

2001; Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Nocon, 2004; Russell, 1995, 1997; Scanlon & Issroff, 2005; P. 

Trowler & Knight, 2000; P. Trowler, 2005). 

Under this framework, an activity system entails a number of basic elements related 

to each other in a specific conceptual way. The elements are: a given participant or subject, 

the object or motive of the activity, its mediating artifacts (e.g. tools, signs and symbols), 

the rules generally followed in carrying out the activity, the community of peers or 

colleagues involved in the activity, and the division of labor within the activity (P. Trowler, 

2001). Figure 2 offers a diagrammatic illustration of an SGLE as an activity system, 

adapted from Engeström (1987, p. 135) and Trowler and Knight (2000, p. 31). Of prime 

interest for the purposes of this dissertation are the tools, or artifacts of the activity system. 

The programmatic and curricular components that go into an SGLE create the discursive 

practices, the operating procedures, the information, and the communication technology of 

such a program. These, in concert with the participants, the rules, the objective of the 
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program, and the emergent community of practice that forms as a result of the program, 

provide rich analytic opportunities.  

 

 

Figure 2: Diagram of a structured group learning experiences as an activity system, 
adapted from Engeström (2010) and Trowler and Knight (2000). 

In the upper subtriangle of this diagram can be seen the subject, the object, and the 

tools or artifacts of activity. It was Vygotsky’s introduction of mediating tools or artifacts 

that was a revolutionary split from the dilemma of behavior explained as a function of 

either the Cartesian individual and the untouchable societal structure. Given this premise, 

the individual and society could no longer be considered separately. Objects of action 

ceased to be raw, behavioral, observable outputs and instead became cultural entities. 

Object-orientedness of action became of prime importance (Engeström, 2010; Phillips, 
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2008). Later, other theorists added to Vygostky’s innovation by expanding the model to 

contemplate the rules and conventions, division of labor, and the community of practice; 

but the nature of the object-oriented outcome of an activity system has remained of prime 

importance.  

The object of practice and its outcomes are “explicitly or implicitly, characterized 

by ambiguity, surprise, interpretation, sense making, and potential for change” (Engeström, 

2010, p. 134).  To be sure, when we think about the many purposes to which SGLEs are 

put to address, this observation is not therefore surprising. From the time they are 

conceived, designed, implemented, and institutionalized, or even exported elsewhere to go 

through those same stages, the outputs of the collective enterprise go through incredible 

changes and variations. The meaning of the outcome can be different for every member of 

the community of practice. The engagement experienced by enrolled students as 

participants is only one of the outcomes of the activity system of an SGLE, but one that 

can reveal a great deal of the influence of the rules, artifacts (tools), and member 

composition of it. This is precisely the kind of nuance that I interrogate in this dissertation, 

in order to map some degree of the nature of these practices and find out which structural 

aspects of SGLEs are associated with engagement, while controlling for some of the 

individual and institutional factors that the literature point to.  

The manner in which activity theory conceptualizes the relationship of the 

individual with the setting, and in relation to the tools and artifacts of the activity, is 

precisely why it is an ideal conceptual framework for this study. In literature to date, the 

object or outcome of engagement has been studied to a substantial degree as a function of 

student-level and institutional-level factors, but the programmatic tools and artifacts related 

to engagement have not been accounted for in the same systematic or coherent way. The 
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conceptualization of the relationships of all these factors within activity theory affords a 

key to unlock the black box of student engagement and take a look inside. 

MESO-LEVEL UNIT OF ANALYSIS 

Activity system theory has its roots in sociology. But it breaks from the classic 

focus of educational sociology which traditionally has been concerned almost exclusively 

with analysis on the macro, societal scale even when it takes on questions of educational 

attainment (P. Trowler, 2005). Education literature on the other hand, often contends with 

the micro-level of teaching and learning. But in this area, particularly in higher education 

literature, “it is psychology, rather than sociology, that has predominantly claimed this 

ground to date” (P. Trowler, 2005, p. 15), and such psychologically-based approaches have 

engendered the questions of how to improve teaching and learning. Trowler argues that, 

though this is a good question, it is not the only one. Instead, what is missing in the 

literature are sociological questions at the meso-level—“the point of social interaction by 

small groups such as exist in the classroom, in the university department, in the curriculum-

planning team or in a hundred other task-based teams within the higher educational system” 

(P. Trowler, 2005, p. 16). The kinds of questions this meso-level generates, according to 

Trowler, are such queries as: 

• Conceptualizing current situations in clearer ways, 

• Deriving better maps and explicit signs and symbols to populate them, 

• Identifying potential mistakes, pitfalls, and blind alleys in planning and 

implementing change, 

• Distinguishing between poor and better ways of conceiving of issues, to enhance 

differentiation, and 
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• Making better guesses at potential outcomes of actions, helping to lead to better 

prescriptions. 

If these questions resonate with or echo the rationale for this dissertation, it is not 

by coincidence. Just as student engagement theory points to this intersectionary space to 

derive its meaning, activity theory conceptualizes the same space in terms of its subjects 

and their togetherness that forms a community, its objectives, its tools and artifacts, its 

rules, and the division of labor among participants. What matters in activity theory is the 

social participation and dialogue. The unit of analysis in activity theory is the concept of 

an object-oriented, collective, and culturally mediated human activity (Engeström et al., 

1999).  

This unit of analysis is essentially contiguous with the conceptual space that Kuh 

(2009) has in mind when he defines engagement as “the time and effort students devote to 

activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions 

do to induce students to participate in these activities” (p. 683). Thus, both are socio-

institutional theories. Both activity theory, as a sociological theory of teaching and 

learning; and student engagement theory, as dealing with the intersection of people and 

institutions, recognize the significance of: 

• The individual in context: takes into account both the figure and the ground. 

• Social interaction at the meso level and the constructive processes there. 

• Workgroups and teams as open, natural systems. 

• The operation of both agency and structure. 

• The interaction between tools, including learning technologies, and their social 

context. 

• The inter-relationship between social interactions and individual subjectivities. 

• The operation of power at the meso level. 
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(P. Trowler, 2005, p. 20) 

Indeed, engagement theory, especially in practice, looks at student data only through the 

lens of institutional practice to make meaning out of it.  This meso level unit of analysis is 

certainly uncommon in the higher education literature and so it makes sense that 

researchers accustomed to individual-level psychologically-driven epistemologies can so 

easily disagree with SSE researchers and practitioners as to its validity and utility (cf. 

Fosnacht & Gonyea, 2012). 

 Additionally, this could lend some degree of explanation to the emerging evidence 

that SGLEs do not always have long-lasting effects (cf. Lichtenstein, 2005; Scrivener et 

al., 2008; Sommo et al., 2012; Swaner & Brownell, 2009; Waldron & Yungbluth, 2007). 

There are external realities that remain in place that when students are no longer in the 

activity system, the externalities exert their influence in a way that was only ameliorated 

by the community and mediating artifacts of the system: essentially, by the structure that 

is mutually created at the intersection of individual agency and institutional responsibility. 

 These kinds of meso-level observations hint at the hypothetical and analytic utility 

inherent in using engagement theory together with activity system theory. More on this 

utility for my study follows after a conceptualization of the type of practice—or activity 

system—suggested and supported by this conceptual framework. 

STRUCTURED GROUP LEARNING EXPERIENCES AS BOUNDED ACTIVITY SYSTEMS 

Activity theory provides a theoretical rationale for conceptualizing structured group 

learning experiences (SGLEs) as several instances of the same kind of activity. Activity 

systems theory lends a perspective to explain why these disparate kinds of programs can 

be grouped. In contrast to other interventions such as placement procedures, advising, early 

academic warning systems and so on, which are procedural and unbounded, these bounded 
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high-impact practices entail a social structure made up of the readily recognized elements 

of an activity system: a subject, object, mediating artifacts, rules, a community of 

participants, and the division of labor. These elements, which are also arguably present in 

briefer encounters such as advising sessions, assessment, or placement. But the distinctive 

aspect not salient in these other briefer practices is a bound setting in time and place “where 

activities are repeated often enough to have an institutional life, … a community of practice 

may be identified…[and] may be strengthened by physical proximity and shared space” 

(P. Trowler & Knight, 2000, p. 30). The institution as a whole might repeat these activities 

regularly, but the same set of students do not experience that institutionalized repetition. 

SGLEs are identifiable because students are explicit members of the community of practice 

as participants whose interactions contribute principally to its formation and outcomes. 

Based on the historical context I described above wherein ongoing community 

college reform can be understood to be on a continuum shift away from unstructuredness, 

together with this conceptualization of a bounded activity system afforded me by activity 

theory, I study the following four purported high-impact practices described above in the 

section on previous studies on their relationship to student engagement: 1) learning 

communities, 2) first-year seminars, 3) orientation, and 4) student success courses. There 

are also examples in the literature of hybrid programs which, of course, I argue are simply 

iterations of SGLEs just like these other four types of SGLEs. In my study, I collapse these 

several named programs and treat them as the unit of analysis as activity systems made up 

of various tools, subjects, rules, and so on. CCCSE (2012a) included accelerated 

developmental education programs as a fifth type of SGLE, but I do not include it in my 

study because it is by definition not bounded by time or a set cohort of participants. This 

practice, like many others in the community college, may very well incorporate many or 

all of the same programmatic elements as other SGLEs. However, the manner in which I 
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conceptualize these programs as activity systems excludes accelerated developmental 

education as it does many other high-impact practices. 

Thus, activity theory, combined with engagement theory, together provide me with 

specific affordances for forming my research questions, hypotheses, and direction in my 

analytical plan. If we again consider Kuh et al.’s (2006) model, one way to view this 

dissertation is to consider SGLEs as particular college structures that bring together 

students, faculty, and staff in a structured way that allows for a view into the black box of 

student engagement at the center. Student engagement, as measured by the CCSSE 

instrument, is an outcome of a particular activity system at the intersection of student 

behaviors and institutional conditions. Although it may be the case that practices can be 

implemented throughout the institution in myriad ways, a structured group learning 

experience affords a view into the heart of “what matters to student success.” Such SGLEs 

and their structured nature are surely only one portion of the structure that Scott-Clayton 

(2011a)  envisions, by looking for evidence of the relationship between structure and 

engagement at the meso level across several contexts, I seek to delineate some of the 

boundaries and contours of high-impact practices. Thus, I seek to draw a rough map of at 

least one stretch of the shapeless river of community college pathways that Scott-Clayton 

depicts, one that even researchers and practitioners know too little about as it is undergoing 

continued evolution in contemporary community colleges. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

What makes for a high-impact practice in public community college programs, and 

how do we determine it? In this dissertation, I address this issue by making the programs 

themselves the object of study—that is, at the meso level where the program is considered 

as an activity system arising out of the intersection of individuals acting within an 

institutional structure. The analysis is carried out according to engagement theory and 

activity system theory together as a conceptual framework, in that both give primacy to the 

conceptual space at the intersection of individual agency and institutional responsibility. 

Activity theory provides an organizing heuristic for mapping the social structure of these 

structured group learning experiences (SGLEs) in community colleges, and engagement 

provides the outcome measures in its several dimensions so as to reveal which social 

structures foster purposeful academic activities associated with student success. 

Using hierarchical linear modeling to account for differing programmatic 

implementations across colleges and to control for known individual and institutional 

factors, I examine the relationship of engagement, as measured through the Community 

College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), with the curricular and programmatic 

elements of structured group learning experiences (SGLEs). This study uses cross-

sectional student-level data from the 2012 administration of CCSSE and institution-level 

data from the 2012 administration of the Community College Institutional Survey (CCIS), 

in all representing students and programs in which they are enrolled at 40 colleges 

nationwide.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following two research questions that guide this study are made up of sub-

questions as informed by the conceptual framework of activity systems theory and in terms 

of three different but related engagement outcome measures. Question 2 in particular is 

formulated to afford several dimensions of analysis but which parts can also be answered 

concretely. The research questions are: 

1. What is the relationship of student participation in structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs) and students’ level of engagement in terms of CCSSE’s 

benchmarks of student engagement? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge 

2. What is the relationship between the design of structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs), along their three dimensions as an activity system: 

a. Tools/artifacts (in the form of programmatic and curricular elements), 

b. Rules/conventions (in the form of attendance duration and intensity [i.e., 

dosage], expectations for credit), and 

c. The division of labor (in the form of participants, whether facilitating 

personnel or students); 

and students’ level of engagement, in terms of three engagement benchmarks 

scores? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge. 
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HYPOTHESES 

The hypotheses for question one entail tests of significance of one variable: 

participation in an SGLE, as a predictor of the three engagement scores. Question two is 

the heart of the study and intentionally sets up a matrix of analytical dimensions, based on 

the two guiding frameworks of this study. On the one hand, there are three student 

engagement benchmark scores; and on the other, three aspects of an activity system (four 

when you consider the roles of teachers and students separately). The benchmark scores 

constitute the dependent variables in the models elaborated below, whereas the dimensions 

of the activity system are operationalized by several variables describing a) SGLE program 

elements, b) the program expectations, and c) the division of labor in the form of 

descriptors pertaining to the roles of the facilitating personnel and the descriptors of student 

participants. See Table 2 through Table 4 toward the end of this chapter for a description 

of the variables that operationalize these domains. 

Thus, there are 12 hypotheses for question two which I use to address the issue of 

SGLE design and student engagement. These questions together afford multiple 

dimensions of analysis in order to help suggest the contours of the shape of engagement 

within SGLE programs (and thus illuminate potential hypotheses and avenues of further 

research). 

Hypotheses 1–3 

To answer the first set of research questions, three hypotheses were investigated. 

Their null hypothesis correlates were tested as to whether there was enough statistical 

evidence to reject them in favor of the alternative hypotheses of program impact. The 

(alternate) hypotheses7 are: 

                                                
7 The null hypothesis for each of these is that there is not a positive association between participation in 
SGLEs and the respective engagement measure. Specifically: H0: ρ ≤ 0 and H1: ρ > 0. 
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Participation in an SGLE is associated with higher levels of: 

1. active and collaborative learning; 

2. student effort; and 

3. academic challenge. 

Hypotheses 4–15 

The second research question, according to the matrix of three domains of student 

engagement and four domains of activity systems theory, creates 12 areas in which to form 

hypotheses. Formal tests can be conducted on individual variables in a given domain as 

depicted in Figure 3. The alternate hypothesis for each predictor variable in the model is 

that there is a relationship with engagement, through the theory does not suggest a direction 

of the effect(s) for any particular predictor.8 

Admittedly, this is a large number of hypotheses to test and perhaps unconventional 

in that it attempts to cover a great deal of conceptual space. However, given that the aim 

of the study is to make analytical observations of the potential relationship(s) of student 

engagement with SGLE program features, and in light of a multi-dimensional interpretive 

framework, such a large conceptual space is appropriate and necessary. The research 

questions and hypotheses of this dissertation do not purport to confirm or disconfirm 

theorized relationships, but to propose them if the data suggest them. In short, the purpose, 

data, and methods described herein aim to extend current theoretical understanding through 

empirical observation. The extent to which it accomplishes this aim of suggesting further 

avenues of research depends on the how compelling the evidence is across the conceptual 

space. 

 

                                                
8 Thus, the null and alternate hypotheses for each predictor variable takes the form H0: ρ = 0 and H1: ρ ≠ 0. 
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Figure 3: Intersection of two conceptual frameworks that create testable hypotheses of 
relationships between program design and student engagement. 

Data and Sample 

Data for this study came from two datasets provided by the Center for Community 

College Student Engagement (CCCSE): the 2012 administration of the Community 

College Institutional Survey (CCIS), and a random sample of student responses to the 2012 

national administration of the Community College Survey of Student Engagement 

(CCSSE).9 These data sets were merged to nest students within institutions based on the 

matching of colleges that participated in both the CCIS and the CCSSE in 2012. This means 

that only a portion of the CCIS and CCSSE cohort was represented in the final sample. 

However, the merging was done in strategic ways based on the nature of the programs that 

                                                
9 CCCSE provided me with an 80 percent random sample of all student records from those colleges that 
participated in both CCSSE 2012 and CCIS 2012. 
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colleges described so as to correctly match students within programs within colleges. The 

nesting of data is described in more detail later in this chapter after the discussion of the 

survey instruments and how they allow for this merging. 

The student data came from the CCSSE 2012 cohort. This cohort, according to 

CCCSE (2012b), covers three years of administration from 710 community and technical 

colleges in 48 states and the District of Columbia, four Canadian provinces (Alberta, 

British Columbia, Nova Scotia, and Quebec), as well as Bermuda, and Northern Marianas. 

Colleges were of different sizes and settings. Three-hundred fourteen colleges are 

classified as small (<4,500), 187 as medium (4,500-7,999), 134 as large (8,000-14,999), 

and 75 as extra-large institutions (15,000+) credit students. One hundred forty-five of the 

colleges are classified as urban-serving, 155 as suburban-serving, and 410 as rural-serving. 

Of the 435 colleges that participated in CCSSE 2012, there were 147 colleges that 

also completed the 2012 CCIS administration. These colleges were thus candidates for 

inclusion in the final sample at the institutional level. Figure 4 depicts in Venn diagram 

form the intersection of CCIS 2012 respondent colleges and CCSSE 2012 participant 

colleges for which student records were located to be matched and nested. 

Where a college had one, two, three, or all four of these programs (first year 

seminars, learning communities, orientation, and/or student success courses), the student 

responses allowed me to match student records with the college’s description of the SGLEs 

they participated in, and nest them within colleges. Further details of this nesting scheme 

and how I matched students to SGLE program descriptions are provided below after I 

describe the instrumentation, sampling, and administration of the two surveys.  
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Figure 4: Intersection of datasets that allowed nesting of students within colleges. 

THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE INSTITUTIONAL SURVEY (CCIS) 

The Community College Institutional Survey (CCIS) was developed and piloted in 

2011 as part of an initiative of the Center for Community College Student Engagement  

(2012a) in identifying and promoting high-impact educational practices in community 

colleges. See Appendix B for a copy of the 2012 codebook with questions and response 

scales. The CCIS was developed as a way to collect information as to whether and how 

community colleges implement a wide variety of practices for which the research literature 

shows evidence for promoting success. Because it was designed to gather information at 

the institutional level, CCCSE solicited responses from college presidents, other executive 

leaders, and administrators. As an online instrument that could be accessed repeatedly by 

more than one person if needed, CCCSE invited college leaders to gather the requested 

information and respond to the items in whatever manner was appropriate to their 

organization, whether in a team setting or distributed among the individuals that would 
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best know how to answer the questions. As a pilot instrument that has not been studied for 

its psychometric properties, the CCIS presents important limitations to my analysis and 

conclusions. I address these in a section below in this chapter considering this and other 

limitations. 

A description follows here of the instrument, the sampling procedure, and its 

administration process. 

Instrumentation of the CCIS 

The CCIS instrument is divided into three sections. The first two sections, which 

make up the great majority of the survey, relate to five structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs) that are of interest in this study: (a) first-year seminars/experiences, 

(b) learning communities, (c) college orientation, (d) student success courses, and (e) 

accelerated courses or fast-track programs for developmental/remedial education.  

Part 1 of the CCIS instrument inquires as to details regarding each of the five 

SGLEs. College leaders are requested to answer whether their college implements any kind 

of these five programs, and if so, the kind of student(s) targeted by it and the degree of 

participation (of targeted students and overall). Secondly, for each of the five SGLEs, there 

is a question as to whether there is more than one kind of these programs at the college, 

and if so, college respondents are requested to focus on only one of them (the program that 

enrolls the largest number of students). With this single program in mind (whether it be a 

first-year seminar, a learning community, and so on), there is a series of questions as to its 

modality (online, in person, blended), its duration and intensity (in days/weeks/terms and 

total contact hours), and who designs the program and teaches or facilitates it—whether 

faculty, staff, administrators, or combinations of these groups, as well as a handful of other 

related questions about the programs.   
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Part 2 of the survey is one of the most critical for the purposes of this study. In Part 

2 of the CCIS, a set of 24 curricular and programmatic elements are presented in list form 

and each of the SGLEs are listed at the top of this list, creating a matrix of elements and 

programs. College leaders are requested to identify which of the elements are implemented 

in each of the identified SGLEs on their campus. In the case there is more than one kind of 

the program, the survey wording requests that leaders continue describing the one single 

instantiation of the SGLE (first-year seminar, learning community, etc.) that they described 

at the end of Part 1. These curricular and programmatic elements include such things as 

instruction in time management skills, test-taking skills, use of information resources, basic 

technology skills, mentoring, tutoring, supplemental instruction, group advising, and 

service learning, among many others. More details on these variables and how they are 

operationalized in the model are described below in this chapter. 

These elements were culled from the research literature and by CCCSE personnel 

with direct knowledge of both institutional practice and institution-specific evidence of 

effectiveness, as to practices that foster student engagement and favorable outcomes and 

which can potentially be integrated into many campus and classroom settings regardless of 

the program or organizing structure (Kay McClenney, personal communication, April 11, 

2011).10 Thus, using this approach to inquire about SGLEs, their structural elements can 

be favored over their particular names so that whether a program is called a first-year 

seminar or learning community or is a hybrid of these programs with a unique name at a 

particular college, what matters are its features and design. This part of the survey 

embodies the principle of Scott-Clayton’s (2011a) structure hypothesis without assuming 

                                                
10 A selected list of literature references that CCCSE collected is included here as Appendix C 
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the specific instantiation on which structuredness is imposed (i.e., the name or vehicle for 

the structuredness). 

Part 3 of the CCIS includes survey items pertaining to an assortment of practices 

and policies that are actively researched in the literature and implemented on community 

college campuses in light of their promise to support student success. These practices and 

policies include such things as placement testing, placement test preparation, early 

academic warning systems, late registration policies, and others. This present study does 

not invoke the concepts included in this part of the survey though they entail compelling 

areas for related research.  

Most of the survey items were multiple choice responses, though there were several 

free-write prompts to allows colleges to explain how their programs are designed and inter-

related or if there were any categories not included in the question prompts, such as, for 

example, which students are targeted or required to enroll in the programs. 

Sampling for CCIS 

The CCIS was a census survey of public American community colleges. CCCSE 

sent invitations to 1087 presidents of public two-year colleges throughout the United States 

(and a handful of international colleges that previously had participated in one or more 

CCCSE surveys). The list of colleges is maintained by CCCSE for their member service 

and recruiting efforts. It is approximately equal to those colleges in the following Carnegie 

Foundation (2012a, 2012b, 2012c) classifications:11 

• All public associate’s colleges (institutions where all degrees are at the associate's 

level, or where bachelor's degrees account for less than 10 percent of all 

                                                
11 This list of 1054 colleges (as of March 2012) can be acquired at the Carnegie Foundation (2012d) 
website using the custom query "Assoc/Pub-R-S or Assoc/Pub-R-M or Assoc/Pub-R-L or Assoc/Pub-S-SC 
or Assoc/Pub-S-MC or Assoc/Pub-U-SC or Assoc/Pub-U-MC or Assoc/Pub-Spec or Assoc/Pub2in4 or 
Assoc/Pub4" 
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undergraduate degrees, excluding institutions eligible for classification as Tribal 

Colleges or Special Focus Institutions); including: 

o Public 2-year colleges under universities; and  

o Public 4-year colleges that primarily award associate's degrees;  

• Of any size or setting (rural, suburban, urban); and 

• Tribal colleges (colleges and universities that are members of the American Indian 

Higher Education Consortium, as identified in IPEDS Institutional Characteristics). 

At 435 institutional respondents to the survey, the completion rate was 40 percent.    

Administration of the CCIS 

The CCIS instrument was administered online from March 2012 to the end of July 

2012. College presidents were sent, along with their invitation letter, credentials for logging 

into the survey site. At the survey website, a PDF format of the survey items was provided 

for reference and for distribution to college personnel that would gather the information or 

respond online to the items. (See Appendix B for a copy of the survey codebook). The 

invitation letter suggested that the task of completing the survey be delegated to the person 

or persons most knowledgeable about the programs and practices included. The login 

credentials allowed college personnel to exit and return to the survey as needed.  

One of the items of the survey was a request for the contact information of the 

person ultimately responsible for the responses to the survey, even if they were distributed 

among several people at the college. A necessary assumption of this study is that college 

personnel responded accurately and thoroughly to the question prompts. Because the 

survey has been carried out without corresponding psychometric or validation studies, 

limitations to the validity and reliability of the answers must naturally be considered in this 

study’s analysis and implications.  
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THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE SURVEY OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT (CCSSE) 

As opposed to the CCIS instrument, The Community College Survey of Student 

Engagement (CCSSE), has now several years of administration that have allowed for 

various studies to be completed regarding its psychometric properties, its validity and 

reliability, and its relationship to student success measures (e.g., Marti, 2004, 2009; 

McClenney et al., 2006; McClenney & Marti, 2006). More details on the measures are 

provided in the section below on variables and measures. CCSSE was established in 2001 

as a project of the Community College Leadership Program at the University of Texas at 

Austin, under the auspices of several charitable grant foundations and in collaboration with 

the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) at Indiana University, Bloomington 

which focuses on four-year institutions and was established some years earlier (Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2012c). It is designed to solicit responses from 

students regarding their behaviors and institutional practices that impact their experience. 

Through its focus on student experiences related to their engagement (in its multiple 

facets), CCSSE’s purpose is to serve as a benchmarking tool, a diagnostic tool, and a 

monitoring device for community colleges in regards to their institutional improvement 

efforts. 

Instrumentation of the CCSSE 

Nominally titled the Community College Student Report (based on the 

nomenclature of NSSE’s College Student Report), CCSSE is a paper-based instrument with 

several sets of multiple-choice question sets regarding student behaviors and institutional 

practices which students experience: “how they spend their time; what they feel they have 

gained from their classes; how they assess their relationships and interactions with faculty, 

counselors, and peers; what kinds of work they are challenged to do; how the college 

supports their learning; and so on” (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 
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2012d, para. 1). The survey includes various background and demographic questions used 

to disaggregate the data. As a way to address some of the limitations of survey research 

such as social desirability response bias (Czaja & Blair, 2004; Krosnick, 1999), the 

instrument emphasizes behaviors in terms of activities the students perform or that college 

personnel perform. Instead of questions about satisfaction or opinion, most of the questions 

use one of several frequency scales, though some do use agreement scales.  

Each of the survey items were written based on empirical evidence of good 

educational practice; in fact, each survey item is annotated with relevant literature on the 

CCCSE website (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012e). The survey 

is eight pages long and uses optical mark recognition technology, a format that modern 

students are very familiar with (for better or for worse [Baines & Stanley, 2005; McNeil, 

2000]). All public two-year colleges are invited to participate. To date, more than 800 

colleges have administered the survey, mostly public two-year colleges in the United 

States, but also a selected few baccalaureate institutions and two-year colleges 

internationally (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012c). 

Sampling for CCSSE 

The sampling frame for CCSSE is all credit students in a given college with a few 

exceptions for sensitive populations (incarcerated populations and under 18 years old), 

students studying exclusively at a distance or in independent study, enrolled in non-credit-

bearing, and enrolled in very basic level ESL courses. Because community colleges vary 

as to their systems to track individual student enrollment, and because students so often 

commute to the college, attend part time, and are simply quite difficult to reach individually 

even through official institutional channels (Kolowich, 2011; Moltz, 2010), the sampling 

for CCSSE is done at the class or course level instead of the student level. Member colleges 
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provide to CCCSE a course listing with actual enrollment numbers early in the spring 

academic term from which is pulled a random sample of classes, stratified by time of day. 

Sample sizes range from approximately 600 to 1,200 students per college, depending on 

total enrollment (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012f). All courses 

are included in the sampling frame except for the following: 

• Non-credit classes 

• Dual-enrollment courses offered entirely to high school students 

• Distance learning classes, practicums, clinicals, internships, and co-ops 

• Lower-level ESL classes (survey is written at an 8th grade reading level) 

• Lab sections associated with a lecture 

• Individual instruction 

• Individual study or self-paced classes 

• Courses offered to incarcerated populations 

Because this sampling scheme creates a bias for full time students who are more 

likely to be enrolled in any given sampled course and are therefore overrepresented, 

CCCSE takes two measures to correct for this selection bias against part-time students. 

First, the CCCSE samples 150 percent of the target number of students (about 20 percent 

of enrolled students) to capture a representative sample of both part-time and full-time 

students to achieve sufficient representativeness and statistical power in later analyses. The 

target number of students is based on total enrollment as reported to the Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). Secondly, CCCSE calculates two weight 

correction values per college to be applied to each student record: whether the student is 

enrolled part-time or full-time. The enrollment weights are calculated from IPEDS data as 

to the ratio of part-time to full-time students in the institution’s population. I used these 
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weight values in my statistical analyses to help correct for this sampling bias, as described 

below.  

Administration of the CCSSE 

CCSSE is administered in the spring semester in the classroom. College staff or 

faculty members are assigned by the administration to carry out administration at the local 

site. Packets of numbered surveys are prepared for each sampled course by CCCSE 

according to reported enrollment numbers. Colleges are provided with extra surveys 

unassigned to any particular course in case they are needed. Students in sampled courses 

are invited to participate during the class period, though it is made clear that participation 

is voluntary and does not impact their grade or relationship with the college in any way. 

Because it is possible for a student to be enrolled in more than one sampled course, the 

instrument includes a screening item as to whether the student has completed the same 

survey in another class in the same year. Only the first complete survey is kept in the final 

dataset. The responses from students who are less than 18 years old are likewise discarded 

from the dataset.  

Results12 from the 2012 national administration showed that on average, in the 

years 2010, 2011, and 2012 (a cohort of 710 institutions in 48 states, the District of 

Columbia, and some international locations), 86 percent of sampled courses returned 

completed survey packets, with an average in-class response rate of 56 percent, making for 

an overall response rate of 51 percent of surveys returned. A more detailed description of 

respondents to the survey in the final dataset used in this study is found in Chapter Four. 

                                                
12 These data, provided to me by CCCSE, come from CCSSE online reports that member colleges can 
access as to their results and comparative results for groups of colleges, including at the national level. 
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HIGH-IMPACT PRACTICES SPECIAL FOCUS MODULE 

From year to year, CCCSE reserves the option of administering a special-focus 

module of five additional survey items in order to address topics of interest to the 

community college field. Additionally, individual colleges have the option, for an 

additional fee, to add 15 custom questions to respond to local institutional research needs 

(pending item approval by the Institutional Review Board at the University of Texas), 

making for a total of 20 additional special items. 

In 2011 and 2012, CCCSE created a set of 20 additional items related to the CCIS 

instrument as part of their overall high-impact practices initiative (Center for Community 

College Student Engagement, 2012a, 2012f). The first five of these special focus items 

were administered to all students, and colleges that did not opt out of the promising 

practices model received the other 15 as well. The first five in the sequence, which are the 

items I used in this study, can be found in the codebook for the 2012 CCSSE instrument 

(see Appendix A). These items were designed to mesh with the CCIS instrument in such a 

way as to compare a college’s stated goals or policies for participation in various practices 

and the actual rates of participation by students, among other comparisons. The items ask, 

among other things, whether students have participated in certain programs and when or 

how often.  

DATA CONDITIONING AND FINAL SAMPLE SPECIFICATION 

The special-focus items on CCSSE pertaining to the SGLEs allow me to match 

SGLE program descriptions to students that identified having participated in them, who are 

in turn nested within colleges, through a series data matching, merging, and reduction. The 

Center supplied me with an 80 percent random sample of student responses from the 147 

colleges that participated in both CCSSE 2012 and CCIS 2012. In all, the data set at the 

outset comprised 80,597 student records. 
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Identifying Eligible Colleges and SGLE Programs 

 Due to the nature of survey items on the two survey instruments, the only 

reasonable match between institutional data and student data can occur where both groups 

are referring to the same program. Where colleges may have more than one kind of a named 

SGLE program, the CCIS instrument only elicits information about one of them. So, where 

a student responds that she was enrolled in a program, that program must correspond to the 

one the college described in CCIS. Therefore, only colleges that reported having one type 

of a given SGLE program were included in my study. 

To achieve this match, there are two features of the dataset that work in my favor: 

one is that the CCIS includes a key question as to whether a college has more than one type 

of, say, a first-year seminar. For instance, a college might have a first-year seminar 

specially built for their nursing students and another specially built for first-generation 

students regardless of their academic program. In this case, because CCSSE does not 

distinguish the academic major of a student, I did not have a method to know if a student 

who reported, yes, she participated in a first-year seminar, whether it was one program or 

the other. On the other hand, if another college has only one first-year seminar, and a 

student at that college reports participating in it by way of the CCSSE special focus module, 

I can be fairly confident in nesting that student within that program that is described by the 

college on the CCIS. Using the question on CCIS as to whether the college has one or more 

of these kinds of programs, I eliminated from the dataset those colleges with more than one 

type of a given program. 

The second feature of the dataset that works in my favor is that it is of sufficient 

size to allow me to eliminate whole colleges from the sample and still retain a sufficient 

number of cases for analysis. Figure 5 depicts this filtering and data deletion method I 

followed for the sake of data integrity when merging datasets. For any given SGLE, I was 
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only able to keep in the final data set those colleges that have only one instance of it, and 

also participated in CCSSE, so as to have a sample of students that enrolled in the program, 

and only that one program. Following this logic, I had to be careful to match students to 

the correct program as the college described it in the CCIS. The only colleges represented 

in my final dataset are those that have one instance of a given SGLE, described in the CCIS, 

and that participated in CCSSE so that there were students that participated in it. 

 

 

Figure 5: Schema for deleting CCIS participant colleges from the dataset that cannot be 
properly matched with CCSSE student responses. Only colleges meeting the 
cumulative criteria of the inner circle were candidates for inclusion. 

 

Data Reduction Due To Eligible and Non-Eligible Matches  

After investigating the degree to which the CCIS respondents completed the survey, 

I determined that there were 72 colleges that were candidates for merging student data. Of 

College has 
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instances of an 
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College has 
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(described in 
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College 
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the 72 colleges with possible matches for their SGLE programs, 20 of them had multiple 

instances of the given SGLE programs and so were ultimately ineligible for matching with 

student records. For the remaining 52 colleges, there were 31,253 student records, or about 

600 records per college on average. 

Some colleges had only one candidate program, others up to three; in all in 13 

different combinations. Table 1 shows the combinations of programs that were candidates 

for matching and the frequency of that combination in the dataset. 

 

Table 1: Combinations of Program Offerings at Colleges That Are Eligible for Matching 
with Student Data 

Combination 

Has only 
one type 
of FYE 
(N = 18) 

Has only 
one type 
of LC 
(N = 13) 

Has only 
one type of 
ORIENT 
(N = 17) 

Has only 
one type of 
SUCCESS 
(N = 32) Frequency Percent 

1 – – – – 20 27.8% 
2 – – – Yes 12 16.7% 
3 – – Yes – 6 8.3% 
4 – – Yes Yes 7 9.7% 
5 – Yes – – 4 5.6% 
6 – Yes – Yes 4 5.5% 
7 – Yes Yes – 1 1.4% 
8 Yes – – – 6 8.3% 
9 Yes – – Yes 6 8.3% 
10 Yes – Yes – 1 1.4% 
11 Yes – Yes Yes 1 1.4% 
12 Yes Yes – – 1 1.4% 
13 Yes Yes – Yes 2 2.8% 
14 Yes Yes Yes – 1 1.4% 

 

As seen in Table 1, at 28 of the 52 colleges in the sample, the single candidate 

SGLE—whether a first-year experience, a learning community, and so on—is co-terminal 
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with the college itself. Other colleges had up to three programs eligible for matching with 

student records. There were on average, 1.5 SGLEs per college.  

A further reduction in the student records available for my analyses came from 

instances where students indicated participating in more than one of these matched 

programs. To illustrate which student records were removed due to this potential cross 

classification, consider the example of two students enrolled at one of the four colleges that 

in combination six in Table 1. These four colleges have two SGLEs that are eligible for 

matching with student data: they have one instance of a learning community and one 

instance of a student success course.  

If student A indicated the she participated in both a learning community and a 

student success course at this example college, she would be cross-classified in more than 

one matched SGLE at the same college, and I could not match that student to either one. 

On the other hand, if student B indicated participating in only a learning community, he 

would not be cross-classified in the data set, as he would be nested within only the matched 

learning community. Due to the complicating factors of uneven cross-classification, I 

removed from the data set those students that indicated having participated in more than 

one matched SGLE program. In this scenario, student A is deleted from the data set while 

student B is retained. 

It is important to note, however, that a college may also have other SGLE programs 

that are not eligible for matching with student data and which would not implicate the kind 

of deletion described above due to cross-classification. For example, the college that 

student A and student B attend may also have multiple orientation programs. If these 

students happened to have participated in one of them, there may be factors there that 

influence their engagement, but I have no information about the orientation program he or 
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she indicated having done, and therefore no basis for deleting the student record due to a 

conflicting match.  

Variation in the outcome variable due to participation in programs not contemplated 

in the data would be part of the overall variation across all students who have different 

experiences at college. However, to help offset this loss of data and to capture the effect of 

participating in multiple SGLEs, I do include a total tally of the number of SGLEs as a 

covariate in the models. 

The removal of cross-classified students following this logic resulted in 2,102 

deletions for a total of 29,151 student records across all colleges remaining after this stage. 

Lastly, because of the cross-sectional nature of the survey (Both CCSSE and CCIS 

were administered in the spring of 2012), and given that the CCIS data asked about current 

programs at the college, I could only retain students that purportedly experienced the 

programs in the current state, or first-year students only. This is operationalized in the 

dataset by the CCSSE item asking how many credit hours a student has from the current 

college. The first two of five response options are a) 0 credits and b) 1-14 credits. I retained 

only students that indicated one of these two response options. The removal of more 

experienced students made for the deletion of 17,466 records across all colleges leaving 

11,685 student records; on average 225 students per college. 

Data Merging and Ad Hoc Data Deletion  

With 52 eligible colleges from the CCIS survey and 11,685 eligible student records 

from the CCSSE survey in hand, the next task was to merge these datasets, including the 

matching of SGLE descriptions to the correct student records. 

Before taking for granted that college data were usable for analysis, I performed an 

audit of each candidate college’s responses to the CCIS survey. This involved reading the 
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responses one college at a time, considering their answers as a whole, to look for problem 

areas. This task was facilitated by printouts of the survey responses that CCCSE made 

available to me. These printouts were created to provide to the respondent colleges their 

responses to CCIS formatted in a layout similar to the original web interface. This reading 

revealed potential problems in some of the college’s data that precluded their inclusion in 

the final analysis dataset. Specifically, there were eight colleges13 (and therefore matching 

student records) that were excluded for the following reasons: 

• College 1: Excluded because in Part 1 of the survey, the college described both a 

first-year experience and student success course in identical ways, even using the 

same name for both programs. However, the college also indicated that there is 

more than one kind of a student success course, and only one kind of FYE. Thus, 

only the first-year experience was a candidate for student record matching. Yet, in 

the open-ended prompt in Part 2, the college indicated that there is no first-year 

experience program. Furthermore, the curricular elements they marked off for the 

FYE program and the student success course did not match each other. In all, it 

was not feasible to determine the structural design of either SGLE if students 

indicated participating. 

• College 2: Excluded because, similar to college 1 above, the first-year experience 

and the student success course were described in the same way, using the same 

name, despite there being more than one kind of student success course. It was not 

feasible to determine which SGLE the students participated in. 

                                                
13 The colleges remain anonymous due to the specifications of the data use agreement with CCCSE and 
IRB regulations. 
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• College 3: Excluded because the college’s description of the duration of the one 

eligible SGLE program was not plausible (an orientation program spanning three 

academic terms yet involving only five total hours of student involvement). 

• College 4: Excluded because in Part 2 of the survey, in the open-ended prompt 

asking about the interrelatedness of the SGLEs, it was apparent that the programs 

overlap each other and are structured in intricate ways beyond what I could 

disentangle and match to student records. 

• College 5, 6, 7, and 8: Excluded because the colleges neglected to respond to Part 

2 of the survey regarding their eligible SGLE programs. I had no curricular element 

information to match to students. 

Furthermore, there were two colleges that provided descriptions of their otherwise 

eligible SGLEs that I could not reconcile, and so I was led to delete their SGLE information 

(thus precluding matching with student records): 

• College 9: This college had both an FYE and learning community that were eligible 

for student matching. However, the learning community was reported to last 400 

days over the course of 4 semesters. While this type of SGLE duration was not 

uncommon in the data set and is a feasible program design, its duration extends 

beyond the experience of many of the students with 14 or fewer credit hours, and 

therefore must be excluded from the data. The SGLE descriptors were deleted from 

the data set. 

• College 10: This college reported its orientation program has a duration of 2 days 

and 36 total hours. It seemed implausible that the program would last 18 hours per 

day. An inspection of the college website revealed that this this program involved 

an optional overnight stay in the residence halls. This design element is not 

contemplated by the CCIS survey. I was forced to decide between leaving the 
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description as it was, deleting the SGLE completely, or choosing a middle option 

if possible. Using information gleaned from the college’s website, I decided to 

change the contact time. The website indicated the substantive part of the 

orientation lasted 9:00 to 5:00 on two days, making for 18 hours instead of 36. 

Although the on-campus stay is certainly a unique design principle that may have 

an important effect on student engagement, it is a feature not contemplated in my 

research design, one of many that may contribute to the variation in engagement 

scores in general.  

Program Impact Data Set (n = 9,266) 

After the steps of the data conditioning described above, there were 44 college 

records remaining and 9,266 student records. As noted in Table 1, most colleges had one 

eligible SGLE. Some had two or three. In all, there were 66 SGLE programs across 44 

colleges.  

SAS PROC MIXED requires all data to be in one data set. I merged the various 

levels of data by matching college data to students (one-to-many match), followed by 

matching SGLE description if a student indicated participating in the SGLE (conditional 

one-to-many match). The resulting dataset took the form depicted by the example in Figure 

6. Note that while all student records have matched college data, only a portion of student 

records have matched SGLE data, since only a portion of students participated in the 

matched SGLEs at each college.  

In this abbreviated depiction of the data set, it can be seen that one student 

participated in the matched orientation program at college number 1, two students 

participated in the matched first-year experience program at college number 1, while the 

first record for college number 2 shows the student did not participate in any of that 



 119 

college’s matched SGLEs. Only where a student indicated that he/she participated in an 

SGLE are there data regarding that program. Variables for SGLE descriptors have missing 

values for students that did not participate in any SGLE.  

 

Student 
ID 

Engagement 
score (Active 

and 
Collaborative 

Learning) 

Other 
student 

data 
College 

ID 
College 

data 

Participated in 
which eligible 

SGLE? 

PC 1: 
Number 

of 
elements 

PC 2: 
Number 

of 
elements 

PC 3: 
Number 

of 
elements 

PC 4: 
Number 

of 
elements 

PC 5: 
Number 

of 
elements 

Other 
SGLE 

descriptors 

1 37.07 … 1 … Orientation 8 3 4 3 2 … 
2 73.33 … 1 … FYE 2 0 3 0 2 … 

3 8.06 … 1 … FYE 2 0 3 0 2 … 
4 15.31 … 1 … -none- -n/a- -n/a- -n/a- -n/a- -n/a- … 
5 44.32 … 2 … -none- -n/a- -n/a- -n/a- -n/a- -n/a-  

… … … … … … … … … … … … 
n … … n … … … … … … … … 

NOTE: Only selected variables using contrived values are shown for illustration. PC 1 through PC 5 refer to Principal Component 

scores. These values are counts of the number of the kinds of elements that a college implements in a given SGLE.  

Figure 6: Selected variables and fictitious values demonstrating the structure of the 
Program Impact data set. The data comprise 9,266 student records in 66 
SGLE programs at 44 colleges (on average 211 students per college). With 
2,625 students having indicated participation in a matched SGLE, on 
average there were 40 per SGLE and 60 per college. 

Of the 9,266 records in the final Program Impact data set, about a third of the 

students (2,625) indicated that they participated in one of the matched SGLEs: 483 in first-

year experiences (18%); 245 in learning communities (9%); 1,094 in orientation (42%); 

and 803 in student success courses (31%).  Note that about two thirds of the data have no 

information about the SGLE program that can help to address the research questions 

regarding the relationship of SGLE program structure and student engagement. However, 

the data as described here allow for the determination of the effect of program participation 

on engagement scores overall and so I refer to it as the Program Impact data set. The 

Program Impact data set is used to answer research question one.  
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Program Design Data Set (n = 2,187) 

A subset of these data, comprising only those students that indicated participation 

in the matched SGLEs, was used to answer research question two about the relationship of 

program design to student engagement. That is, since no SGLE descriptors were available 

for most of the students (due to participation rates), non-participants were necessarily 

deleted listwise from the final model (see description below). In order to compare the 

model fit to the data throughout the model building steps, I narrowed the data set from the 

beginning. Although 2,625 student records across 44 colleges were available, there were 

some missing CCIS responses that couldn’t be estimated using multiple imputation and so 

these records were also deleted listwise. Thus, the effective Program Design data set was 

2,187 student records across 40 colleges, on average 55 students per college. 

MISSING DATA 

Both the CCIS and CCSSE instruments are susceptible to missing data. However, 

missing data poses a greater problem for the CCIS because, among other things, its 

psychometric properties not having been established, the survey asking for information that 

may not have been readily available to college personnel, and the fact that there are 

challenges inherent in gathering nuanced information about program design and 

implementation via a survey instrument. The survey does use branching logic in a way that 

makes it possible to flag most relevant responses as skipped or not applicable. However, it 

is not safe to assume that missing data are missing at random (MAR). Instead, colleges that 

provided insufficient responses to the survey to allow a good description of them were 

excluded from the study, as explained above.  

For missing data in CCSSE, the problem of missing data is less problematic since 

the sheer size of the dataset mitigates the influence of listwise deletion in the substantive 

findings of the results of regression analyses. Nevertheless, given the low levels of 
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participation in many of these programs at many community colleges, and the self-selection 

that occurs when motivated students sign up for special programs—regardless of whether 

the programs have target groups or not—listwise deletion of cases becomes very much an 

issue to contend with. Additionally, identical samples are needed to make comparisons of 

competing models using fit indices and information criteria. 

To handle missing student data, I performed multiple imputations using SAS PROC 

MI and, after the regression analyses, PROC MIANALYZE to combine the output 

(Allison, 2000; SAS Institute, Inc., 2012a, 2012b; Yuan, 2012). The 12 imputations were 

done using the Program Impact data set (n = 9,266) for student-level variables only. 

College-level variables were not imputed; neither were SGLE variables, for the reasons 

noted above. The missing student-level data were imputed using all the student-level 

variables provided by CCCSE, not only those used in my regression analyses, so as to 

maximize the precision of those variables that were used in the models (Hox, 2010).  

Analysis Plan 

The analyses I followed to address my research questions include descriptive 

analyses of the dataset followed by a series of multilevel regression models as specified by 

the research questions. The analysis plan arises from the conceptual framework of student 

engagement operating at the level of a structured group learning experiences inasmuch as 

it describes an activity system. This framework calls for understanding the outcomes (in 

this case, student engagement) in terms of the program’s participants, it rules for operating, 

its objective, and the tools and artifacts that comprise the activity system. Thus, the 

objective of my analysis is to uncover some of the nuances of how engagement is related 

to programmatic structures with sensitivity for its participants and context. 
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DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

A clear descriptive analysis of the dataset is necessary to lay the foundation of the 

interpretive analyses to follow. Because the principal purpose of this study is to explore 

just what a high-impact practice looks like in its design, it is essential to inspect which 

program elements colleges implement across all SGLE programs. Other aspects of the 

programs are described in the findings such as the programs’ duration and intensity, and 

the personnel involved in teaching or facilitating them. 

Because programs are built around students, and because they often attract certain 

kinds of students or are targeted to certain groups, the analysis contains a comparative 

summary of the demographic variables of student participants compared with the sample 

overall. I also include descriptions of the college-level characteristics of size and 

urbanicity. These summary statistics cover the relevant factors ultimately included in the 

multilevel models as a way to properly interpret the results and generalize back to the 

population from where the samples were pulled, as much as is feasible. 

MULTILEVEL REGRESSION MODELS 

I used multilevel regression models, or hierarchical regression, to conduct the 

analysis using SAS version 9.3 software; specifically the PROC MIXED procedure 

following guidelines suggested by Singer (1998) for hierarchical linear models in 

educational research. Hierarchical linear models are ideal for situations such as the present 

study where individuals are naturally clustered within groups in a way that the 

systematically influences the attributes of the individuals in the study and where the effects 

of the parameterized variables may be random or even systematically different across sites 

(Gelman & Hill, 2007; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Singer, 1998). The use of CCIS 

responses at the college level and CCSSE at the student level allows me to nest students 

within colleges to account for this phenomenon. 
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Variables 

Outcome measures for the multilevel models were three of the standardized 

benchmark measures as calculated by CCCSE based on a three-year cohort of respondents. 

Independent variables came from both the CCSSE instrument and the CCIS instrument, 

depending on the appropriate level, as well as IPEDS data that CCCSE integrates with its 

systems to describe salient institutional features. 

Dependent Variables: Measures of Student Engagement 

As partly described in Chapter One, the CCSSE instrument assesses student 

engagement in five domains specific to students’ educational purposeful activities. These 

domains of engagement are measured through five benchmark scores that colleges can use 

for institutional improvement efforts. Three of these benchmarks, those most closely 

related to other outcome measures as described below, served as dependent outcome 

variable for the regression models. For each model design, there were three outcome 

variables plugged in for analysis: 

• Model A: Active and Collaborative Learning 

• Model B: Student Effort 

• Model C: Academic Challenge 

These benchmark scores are composite scales comprised of related survey items 

which in turn were derived, according to Marti (2009), through a process of confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) followed by the reduction of the number of constructs and their 

composition of items to create performance measures of institutional effectiveness. This 

process was carried out by expert consultation of a technical advisory panel “taking into 

account the results of factor analysis, reliability tests, and also applying expert judgment 

based on both the conceptual framework and empirical evidence related to student 

engagement in undergraduate learning […] to create benchmarks that are reliable, useful, 
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and intuitively compelling to community college educators.” (Marti, 2009, pp. 9–10). The 

scores exhibit an approximate normal distribution and are standardized each year using a 

rolling three-year cohort of colleges. Each has a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 25 

(Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2003). 

Validity and Reliability 

The validity of engagement benchmarks has been documented and debated quite 

substantially in the scholarly literature, both regarding the CCSSE benchmark measures 

for community colleges and regarding the NSSE benchmark measures for four-year 

institutions to which CCSSE benchmarks owe their pedigree. There are important 

limitations to engagement benchmarks as outcome measures in statistical modeling, and 

an overview of these criticisms is also provided below along with brief comments on how 

I address this issues. 

Foundational CCSSE Validation Studies 

Regarding the CCSSE instrument specifically and the benchmarks for community 

college student engagement, Marti (2009) presents the primary validation study. His 

studies describes his findings that confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated measurement 

invariance across sex, part- and full-time status, and year of administration, and that the 

benchmark constructs have reasonable internal reliability and test-retest reliability (p. 1), 

meaning that the instrument and its composite benchmark measures are valid and reliable 

across sites and over time. This study also investigated the relationship of grade point 

average and engagement. Using a regression analysis, Marti found that this student success 

outcome measure consistently demonstrated a positive association with latent engagement 

constructs. 



 125 

An earlier, unpublished manuscript from Marti and McClenney (2006) and its 

executive summary (McClenney et al., 2006) give further details of the relationship 

between student engagement measures and student outcomes in community colleges which 

Marti drew on for his published article. In these two reports, the correlation between 

student engagement benchmark measures and outcome measures is provided in greater 

detail. The outcomes used in the study included the following, depending on the data 

available from the different sources: 

• Academic success measures (grade point average, credit completion ratios) 

• Early academic measures (course completion, grades in developmental and 

gatekeeper courses) 

• Persistence measures (first-to-second-term persistence and first-year-to-second-

year persistence) 

• Completion measures (certificate completion,  attainment of transfer-ready status) 

• Longevity measures (number of terms enrolled, total credit hours completed) 

The study involved matching records of CCSSE student respondents at the Florida 

community colleges, the CCSSE Hispanic Student Success Consortium, and 24 of the 27 

initial colleges participating in the Achieving the Dream initiative. Overall, there were 

more than 9,500 student records matched with their CCSSE responses.  

The reports describe how the three data sources made for three separate but 

complementary studies. Using a variety of analysis methods, including correlation, 

multiple regression, and logistic regression, the authors assessed the relationship of 

benchmarks with the different outcome measures while controlling for students’ academic 

and socio-demographic characteristics. Though the results showed greater or lesser 

relationships to specific outcome measures depending on the benchmark examined, 

“Results from three studies validate CCSSE’s use of student engagement as a proxy for 
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student academic achievement and persistence. CCSSE benchmarks consistently exhibited 

a positive relationship with outcome measures” (McClenney et al., 2006, p. 5). These 

studies represent the foundation validity studies carried out, but there is also other evidence 

to consider. 

Other Studies Validating Engagement Benchmark Measures 

The validation work provided by CCCSE in regards to its CCSSE instrument is by 

no means the only evidence of the validity of engagement measures for ascertaining the 

effectiveness and impactfulness of the educational experience in college. For instance, as 

noted above and in Chapter One, the NSSE instrument that was the forerunner of CCSSE 

has likewise been studied as to its psychometric qualities and its effectiveness in predicting 

important educational outcomes. NSSE provides the results of several studies related to the 

validity, reliability, and other indicators of quality of NSSE data (National Survey of 

Student Engagement, 2012). For example, Kuh (2003a) and Kuh et al. (2001) provide 

details on the psychometric properties of the NSSE instrument that is similar to the CCSSE 

study detailed above. Peer reviewed research confirms these findings (e.g., Carini, Kuh, & 

Klein, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2010). Despite the criticisms of the psychometric properties 

of CCSSE and NSSE engagement benchmark measures, as described in detail below, there 

have been nonetheless just as many studies confirming the relationship of engagement 

measures with desirable student outcomes. A sampling of these studies are provided in 

Chapter One in the section entitled Engagement as an Intermediary Outcome Measure and 

have been summarized in several literature reviews on student engagement (Kuh et al., 

2006; McCormick, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2013; V. Trowler & Trowler, 2010; V. Trowler, 

2010).  
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Critiques of Engagement Benchmarks 

Despite the sound empirical basis of engagement benchmarks and their well-

documented relationship to student success, the validity of SSE benchmarks as appropriate 

indicators of student success has been an area of criticism, especially in the last few years 

as they have become increasingly well known in the higher education field. These critiques 

have focused on such concerns as the construct validity of SSE measurement scales, 

especially as evidenced through alternate analyses at the local level; their level of 

intercorrelation, suggesting they might not measure distinct aspects of student engagement 

as they propose to; the extent to which they predict desirable student outcomes; 

psychometric properties of the survey items; and arguments that SSE measures in general 

are dominant-cultural specific and socially exclusionary (Angell, 2009; Campbell & 

Cabrera, 2011; Carle, Jaffee, Vaughan, & Eder, 2009; DiRamio & Shannon, 2011; Dowd 

et al., 2011; Gordon et al., 2008; Hagel, Carr, & Devlin, 2011; Nora, Crisp, & Matthews, 

2011; Porter, Rumann, & Pontius, 2011; Porter, 2011; Roman, Taylor, & Hahs-Vaughn, 

2010; Roman, 2006; Shinde, 2008). 

However, these criticisms, especially those related to their technical validity, often 

overlook how and why these benchmarks were created. Researchers, either for institutional 

research or for theoretical statistical modeling, must take care to not construe benchmarks 

as being put forth by their authors as empirical latent constructs to be used wholesale as 

defined by these organizations. This is unfortunately a common practice filled with 

methodological pitfalls and source of continual misunderstanding (and only sometimes 

debate and clarification) within the research community (Jaschik, 2009).  

The nature of the SSE benchmarks is in reality quite the contrary to their often 

misconstrued purpose: the personnel involved with the major engagement surveys have 

readily stated that their instruments and the standardized benchmarks scores of aggregated 



 128 

items are primarily designed “to provide data and tools useful to higher education 

practitioners in their work” in a manner “substantially different from primarily serving 

academic research” (Ewell, McClenney, & McCormick, 2011). The benchmarks are 

provided as “a heuristic for campuses to initiate broadly participatory discussions of the 

survey data and implications by faculty and staff members” (Ewell et al., 2011) in response 

to the moral imperative to promote student success (McClenney, 2009). This is 

fundamentally different from the way scales and constructs should be used in sociological, 

psychological, and educational research and researchers must keep the distinction in mind 

when attempting to design inquiries using data from these surveys. 

Some Alternatives to Using Benchmarks as Outcome Measures 

Whereas the use of benchmark scores may be appropriate for use in statistical 

models in some cases, the selective use of individual items, or alternate composites of 

items, may in some cases be appropriate. The research literature does contain examples of 

approaches to using carefully selected items and specially-determined latent constructs as 

informed by a purposeful theoretical framework (e.g., Gibson & Slate, 2010; Pike, Smart, 

& Ethington, 2011; Saenz et al., 2010, 2011), and even as means to furthering the 

theoretical understanding of engagement itself (e.g., Schuetz, 2008b). But such articles are 

unfortunately still too rare. The research literature however does contain several examples 

of factor analysis studies of SSE instruments that provide alternatives to benchmarks for 

statistical modeling (Angell, 2009; LaNasa et al., 2009; Nora et al., 2011). Rather than 

being necessarily or merely critiques of SSE benchmarks, such examples of investigation 

also represent methods that researchers can utilize in developing statistical models and in 

furthering the theoretical conceptualization of engagement itself. 
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Indeed, each local context is bound to follow unique patterns of engagement, 

depending on the student population and the institutional structure. Just as the factor 

analysis performed by Nora, Crisp, and Matthews (2011) revealed a factor structure distinct 

from Marti’s (2004) factor analysis—and certainly unique to the CCSSE benchmarks 

derived from his earlier study—it is likewise true that such an analysis is bound to be 

unique to nearly all colleges due to their unique settings and the samples of students one 

could draw from them. National benchmarks have disadvantages and advantages. On the 

one hand, benchmarks necessarily obfuscate a great deal of nuance. But on the other hand, 

they provide for a first-pass, high-level view of the territory that would be difficult or 

impossible to synthesize from item-level measures or alternate latent constructs. One 

important aspect of this study is to move beyond local analyses and seek for empirical data 

at the scale of a large nationwide sample of colleges and students. In this regard, it makes 

sense to approach the analysis using national benchmark measures, despite their 

limitations. 

Leveraging Survey Data and Accepting its Limitations 

In any case, it behooves researchers to take advantage of the voluminous data 

available from these surveys, and whatever limitations that benchmarks scores present, this 

must not impede such lines of inquiry. National surveys of student engagement have been 

extensively used as practical tools of institutional measurement and performance 

improvement based on their sound empirical foundations, but the data have been 

underutilized—perhaps in part given the continuing misunderstanding about the nature of 

benchmarks vs. survey items—in their potential to advance engagement theory. 

Despite this controversy and ongoing debates, validation studies (Marti, 2004, 

2009; McClenney & Marti, 2006) have nonetheless provided evidence that the benchmarks 
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do in fact work well as constructs that are both reliable and valid, especially where they 

are used judiciously as a heuristic for uncovering more nuanced, fine-grained phenomena 

that are observed at the coarser benchmark level. Furthermore, student engagement 

measures have proven worthwhile “on the ground,” as it were, in applied settings, to 

opening the black box of the college environment in ways that faculty and administrators 

can make changes to college practices that lead to engaging environments. This study, 

therefore, continues that tradition of research aimed at promoting theoretical and practical 

knowledge regarding how to structure community college practices to create quality 

experiences for all students. The benchmark measures as defined by CCCSE provide this 

way into the landscape of high-impact practices despite the known limitations they present, 

and with the understanding that local settings may vary from a generalized, large-scale 

vantage point.  

Independent variables 

Independent variables for the multilevel models are in three different areas, selected 

according to their saliency in the literature and according to the selected conceptual 

framework: 1) student-level demographic variables as self-reported on CCSSE; 2) college-

level descriptors of the institutions; and, finally, 3) variables describing the SGLE 

programs as to the extent of their use of certain kinds of curricular components, in addition 

to variables indicating the time duration and intensity and the personnel who design and 

deliver the programs. 

Table 2 lists the student-level variables grouped into eight categories according to 

characteristics studied in relation to engagement in the literature. Also indicated in the table 

is the variable type. Table 3 lists the college-level variables and data types. Table 4 lists 
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the variables used to describe the SGLE programs that colleges implement and which I 

merge to the student records. 

 

Table 2: Student-Level Independent Variables and Data Types 

Variable Data type Notes 
Enrollment   
 Enrollment Status:†  Dichotomous Ref: Full-time 
 Enrolled in at Least One Developmental Course Dichotomous Binary 
Sex   
 Sex Dichotomous Ref: Female 
Outside Commitments   
 Hours Spent per Week Working for Pay Ordinal 6 binned levels 
 Hours Spent per Week Caring for Dependents Ordinal 6 binned levels 
 Hours Spent per Week Commuting to/from Class Ordinal 6 binned levels 
Financial Situation: Source of Funds for Tuition   
 Own Income/Savings Dichotomous Binary 
 Parent or Spouse/Significant Other's 

Income/Savings 
Dichotomous Binary 

 Employer Contributions Dichotomous Binary 
 Grants & Scholarships Dichotomous Binary 
 Student Loans Dichotomous Binary 
 Public Assistance Dichotomous Binary 
Race/Ethnicity and Residency Status   
 

Self-Identified Race/Ethnicity Nominal 

5 groups, 
dummy-coded;  

Ref: White, 
Non-Hispanic 

 International Student or Foreign National Dichotomous Binary 
Previous Education    
 

Highest Academic Credential Earned Ordinal 
6 categorical 

levels 
Parents Education    
 Neither Parent Has Attended College (First 

Generation) 
Dichotomous Binary 

Traditional Student Status   
 Age Group (Non-traditional: 25+ Years) Dichotomous Binary 
 Has Children at Home Dichotomous Binary 
 Married Dichotomous Binary 
†NOTE: As described in this chapter, CCSSE has a sampling bias that favors full-time students, 
and therefore a corrective weight variable is included in the data set at the college level 
depending on its full-time/part-time enrollment ratio. 
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Table 3: College-Level Independent Variables and Data Types 

Variable Data type Notes 
Size Nominal 4 groups, dummy-coded;  

Ref: Small (< 4,500 students) 

Urbanicity Nominal 3 groups, dummy-coded; 
Ref: Rural-serving 

 

Table 4: SGLE Descriptor Variables and Data Types 

Variable Data type Notes 
Principal Components of Programmatic Elements   
 

PC I: College Success Skills Ratio 
Discrete; 0–8 

elements 

 
PC II: Collaborative and Contextualized Learning Ratio 

Discrete; 0–5 
elements 

 
PC III: Academic Planning and Student Services Ratio 

Discrete; 0–5 
elements 

 
PC IV: Co-Curricular and Community Activities Ratio 

Discrete; 0–3 
elements 

 
PC V: Academic Support Ratio 

Discrete; 0–3 
elements 

Dosage and Credit   

 
Duration of Program in Week Days Ratio 

Range: 1–160 
days 

 Average Hours per Week Day over Program 
Duration 

Ratio 
Range: 0.11–8 

hrs. per day 

 
Credit Awarded (Either Institutional or Degree Credit) Ratio 

Range: 0–12 
credit hours 

Who Teaches/Facilitates the SGLE?   
 Administrators/Department Heads Dichotomous Binary 

 Faculty Dichotomous Binary 

 Student Services Staff Dichotomous Binary 
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Variables for Principal Components of SGLE Elements 

The five SGLE-level variables of principal components of programmatic elements 

are based on a method for data reduction of 24 different variables as described in a separate 

but related study on the design of SGLEs using CCIS data (Hatch & Bohlig, 2013). This 

study investigates the latent dimensional and categorical structure of the programmatic 

and curricular elements of SGLEs using principal components analysis and factor mixture 

modeling. Among the findings is that the 24 curricular and programmatic elements 

detailed in part two of the CCIS survey combine to form five types of program elements; 

i.e., the intercorrelations among them reveal five principal components (promax rotated). 

This data reduction method allows me to use five variables instead of 24 and remove as 

much of the collinearity among them as possible.  

As described above in the section Instrumentation of the CCIS, a set of 24 

curricular and programmatic components or elements were presented in list form in the 

CCIS and each of the five SGLEs were laid out at the top of this list, creating a matrix of 

components and programs. College administrators were requested to identify which of the 

components are implemented in each of the identified SGLEs on their campus, where 

applicable.  

Table 5 lists the 24 potential design features of SGLEs and the promax-rotated 

principal component loadings as reported in Hatch and Bohlig (2013). 
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Table 5: Promax-Rotated Principal Components of Structured Group Learning Experience (SGLE) Program Elements. 
Reproduced from Hatch and Bohlig (2013) 

 Principal Components 

 I II III IV V 

Programmatic and Curricular Elements 

College 
Success 

Skills 

Collaborative
/ Context-

ualized 
Learning 

Academic 
Planning/ 
Student 
Services 

Co-
Curricular/ 
Community 

Activities 
Academic 
Support 

TIME  Time management skills  .90     

STDY  Study skills .94     

NOTE  Note-taking skills .93     

TEST  Test-taking skills .93     

INFO  Use of information resources (e.g., library, finding and evaluating 
sources) 

.66     

TECH  Basic technology skills (e.g., using Internet, word processing) .58     

STYL  Learning style assessment .73     

STWK  Identification of personal strengths and challenges .71     

STDGRP  Assigned study groups  .65    

GRPPRJ  Assigned group projects/assignments  .78    

CMNRD  Common reading(s)  .85    

CMNASG  Study/assignments focused on a common theme  .90    

CONTEXT  Contextualized curriculum or discipline-related content and activities  .84    

WEB  Online learning skills (e.g., course management system, “netiquette,” 
constructive discourse) 

  .50   

PLAN  Development of a written individual academic plan   .62   

SOCSPT  Information about and/or use of the college’s personal /social support 
services 

  .85   

ACSPT  Information about and/or use of the college’s academic support network   .83   

GRPADV  Group advising   .74   

SRVC  Campus or community service project(s)    .86  

EXCRCL  Participation in campus activities/events outside the classroom     .61  

SRVLRN  Service learning    .89  

MNTR  Mentoring     .58 

TUTR  Tutoring     .86 

SUPP  Supplemental instruction     .63 

       Variance explained 6.15 4.17 3.54 2.40 2.11 

Note: N = 1047. Loadings ≥ .50 were considered to be salient. 
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Each principal component variable in my analysis data set is a count of how many 

of those sub-elements colleges indicated they implement. As seen in Table 5, the range of 

the number of possible elements for each principal component is from three to eight. 

This data reduction method parsimoniously categorizes the kinds of elements that 

colleges include in their programs and the degree of structuredness that such designs entail 

(Babyak, 2004; Hodges & Sargent, 2001). Unfortunately, this operationalization of 

structuredness assumes all components are of equal importance to engagement, and 

naturally there is a wide range of implementation fidelity and quality which in this study 

unfortunately is not operationalized except in the form of duration and intensity of the 

program. However, these limitations require assumptions of equal weight across programs 

at this juncture since neither the extant literature nor the conceptual framework for this 

study justifies speculation or hypotheses regarding the weight of programmatic elements 

and their comparative association with higher or lower levels of engagement. Indeed, this 

sought-after evidence is at the heart of the purpose of my study, and the null hypotheses 

that I have constructed require this assumption. 

Data Centering and Effect Coding 

 All independent variables were centered at the grand mean and categorical variables 

were effect coded according to conventions described in the literature (Hox, 2010; 

Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) so that the intercept and the variances of the intercept and 

slopes are the expected levels for the average student disregarding all independent 

variables. Dichotomous variables were re-coded to -0.5 for absence (or reference group) 

and +0.5 for endorsement of the characteristic. Dummy coded variables were left as binary 

0 and 1 values, except for respondents in the reference group whose values for the variables 

entered in the model were recoded as –1. Ratio variables (and ordinal variables that were 
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treated as continuous) were grand-mean centered. Grand-mean centering, instead of group-

mean centering, was appropriate both theoretically and empirically given that variance in 

engagement measures is found within colleges and very little across colleges. 

Procedure for Hierarchical Linear Models 

Hierarchical linear models were used to answer two research questions: first, 

regarding the effect of SGLE participation on student engagement; and second, regarding 

the relationship of SGLE program design on engagement. Three outcome variables were 

used to answer these questions, and the models for each were built in steps to allow for 

verification of the amount of variance between colleges on these measures and a 

comparison of goodness of fit with increasingly model complexity. First, an unconditional 

model that nests individuals within colleges was calculated. Then additional variables were 

added. 

For research question one, there were only two steps: the unconditional model and 

the addition of the variable indicating participation in one of the matched SGLE programs. 

For research question two, there were four steps repeated for each of the three outcome 

variables, adding student factors, college factors, and SGLE factors in turn. Table 6 shows 

the referent names for each model as the variance in the outcome variable is increasingly 

explained by more variables so as to test the explanatory power of the variables.  
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Table 6: Referent Model Numbers for Each Multilevel Model  

Research Question (Data Set n) 

     (Outcome Variables) Analysis Steps and Referent Model Numbers 

Program Impact; SGLE participation 
vs. non-participation (n = 9,266) 

Step 1:  
Un-

conditional 

Step 2:  
SGLE 
partici-
pation  

  

   (Active and collaborative learning) 1a 2a    

   (Student effort) 1b 2b    

   (Academic challenge) 1c 2c    

Program Design; Only SGLE 
participants (n = 2,187) 

Step 1:  
Un-

conditional  

Step 2:  
Student + 
College 
Factors 

Step 3:  
SGLE 

Factors 

Step 4:  
All 

Variables 

   (Active and collaborative learning) 3a * 4a 5a 6a 

   (Student effort) 3b * 4b 5b 6b 

   (Academic challenge) 3c * 4c 5c 6c 

* SGLE participation is assumed in the data and the models regarding the question of program design. For 
these models, only SGLE participants are included in the data set. There is no reference group of non-
participants, and therefore there is no model testing participation vs. non-participation. 

 

Program Impact: Model 1 and Model 2 

Models 1 and 2 involve only two variables: the outcome variable alone for the 

unconditional model and, for step 2 of the analysis, the participation variable. Using the 

example of the outcome Active and Collaborative Learning (ARTCOL), the models were 

specified as follows: 

Model 1a: 

Level 1, individuals:   ����������� = 
�� +	��� 
Level 2, colleges:   
�� = ��� + ���                               
Model 2a: 

Level 1, individuals:   ����������� = 
�� + 
�������������� +	��� 
Level 2, colleges:  
�� = ��� + ���                               


�� = ��� + ���                               
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Program Design: Model 3: Unconditional 

To answer the question of the relationship of SGLE design elements and student 

engagement, four nested models for each outcome variable were specified starting, as 

above, with an unconditional baseline model. Model 3 takes the same form as Model 1 but 

is calculated using the Program Design data set, a subset of the Program Impact data. The 

baseline is determined again so that the fit indices and random effects can be compared 

with the nested models (Models 4, 5, and 6) that follow. Model 3 is specified in the 

following way: 

 

Model 3a: 

Level 1, individuals:   ����������� = 
�� +	��� 
Level 2, colleges:   
�� = ��� + ���                               

 

Program Design: Model 4: Student- and College-Level Factors 

Second, 22 student factors (four of which are dummy-coded race/ethnicity 

categories) and seven college-level factors (dummy-coded size and urbanicity 

classifications) were added to the model, in the following way:  

 

Model 4a: 

Level 1, individuals: 

�������� = 
�� +�
��
��

���
������� + ��� 
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Level 2, colleges: 


�� = ��� +����
�

���
���������� + ��� 


�� = ���  

… 


��� = ��!�  

 

These variables were selected based on the literature reviewed in Chapter Two as 

to which factors have been shown to be relevant to engagement measures. Student-level 

variables were fixed across colleges for the sake of parsimony and since there is no 

theoretical basis for assuming that the regression slope depicting the relationship of 

student factors with engagement scores would vary in important ways across colleges. It 

could be argued that given the targeted nature of many SGLEs toward particular kinds of 

students that it is necessary to assume that students’ engagement rises and falls at 

different rates across sites (that the regression slope for demographic factors should in 

theory be random). Another common approach is to assume random variability for 

independent variables, and during model building inspect the variance terms of the 

estimated coefficients, and where there is not a statistical difference between groups, to 

fix the term across colleges (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Rumberger, 1995). However, 

when all independent variables are treated as random effects, it can lead to the model not 

converging. Indeed, such a scenario occurred during model development when all or 

some of demographic factors and college-level variables were treated as random effects. 

Several of the variance components were estimated to be zero, or the model would not 

converge at all. Following this procedure led me to fix the slopes for all mediating 

variables.   
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Lastly, note that there were originally five race/ethnicity dummy variables in the 

data set (1. American Indian or other Native American; 2.Asian, Asian American or Pacific 

Islander; 3. .Black or African American, Non-Hispanic; 4. .Hispanic, Latino, Spanish; and 

5. Other; White Caucasian serving as the contrast-coded reference group). However, a VIF 

analysis of the outcome variables using un-nested OLS regression through SAS PROC 

REG revealed that the category for “American Indian and other Native American” had an 

inflated variation factor (VIF > 14). Therefore these students (n = 312) were re-categorized 

under the “Other” category. After this re-coding, all VIF values were six or less. This kind 

of data loss through aggregation is unfortunate; but the alternative was to delete the student 

records from the data set or remove all race/ethnicity variables, as I have no basis beyond 

empirical evidence to otherwise (dis)favor certain self-identified race/ethnicity 

classifications. I judged it preferable to maintain what information related to this variable 

that I could. 

Program Design: Model 5: SGLE Factors 

The third model in the series was specified with SGLE descriptors alone, 

disregarding student- and college-level factors. This was done to inspect the residual 

variance to investigate the relative explanatory power of student- and college-level factors 

vs. SGLE descriptors in explaining the portion of variation within colleges that is 

explainable by the data at hand. Here it would have been theoretically necessary to assume 

that the effect of these factors is random in both intercept and slope across college given 

the widely varying implementation contexts. However, none of the models with any of the 

SGLE factors allowed to vary randomly across colleges converged or produced 

manageable covariance structures. Therefore, I left the SGLE factors fixed across all 
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colleges in order to have a comparable (nested) model and to obtain any interpretable 

coefficients. 

 

Model 5a: 

Level 1, individuals: 

�������� = 
�� +	�
��
��

���
��������� + ��� 

 

Level 2, colleges: 


�� = ��� + ��� 

�� = ��� 

… 


��� = ����  

	
Program Design: Model 6: Student-, College-, and SGLE-Level Factors  

The fourth and final model includes all variables together.  

 

Model 6a: 

Level 1, individuals: 
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Level 2, colleges: 
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�� = ���  

… 


��� = �!"�  

 

WEIGHTING 

As noted above in the section entitled Sampling for CCSSE, the class-level 

sampling scheme creates a bias for full time students who are more likely to be enrolled in 

any given sampled course and are therefore overrepresented. To address this bias in my 

analyses, I used the weight correction values that CCCSE calculates for each college, and 

which is assigned to each student record: whether the student is enrolled part-time or full-

time. As noted previously, the enrollment weights are calculated from data collected by the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). According to the literature, 

(e.g., Pfeffermann, Skinner, Holmes, Goldstein, & Rasbash, 1998) this very use of 

reciprocals of the selection probabilities can be used to improve the properties of the 

estimated coefficients and to simplify computation. 

Addressing Limitations 

CROSS-SECTIONAL DATA AND BIAS IN SAMPLE 

The data for this study come from a single year, limiting the analysis of 

relationships between practices and engagement in important ways, especially given that 

many aspects of these programs are designed around ideas of student development and 

intentionally or unintentionally have differential effects over time. Cross-sectional data 

also present the challenge in social science of self-selection processes and intricate 

reciprocal effects that cannot be disentangled without a longitudinal view (DesJardins, 

2003).  
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Though the sample of colleges that I use is quite diverse and is many ways 

representative of community colleges (as explained above), colleges represented in my data 

source nonetheless must be understood to be self-selected colleges with the motivation 

and/or resources to commit to implementing these special programs or at least to perform 

the institutional self-reflection needed to respond to a survey about them. Furthermore, I 

conducted a strict college-by-college audit of responses to make sure I have enough 

information about the programs at each college to be sure I could make a correct match 

when I nested students within the programs within the college. This further restricts the 

sample of institutions. However, the sample of students at each of these colleges was done 

randomly and so at that level there is not a sample bias. 

INSTRUMENTATION AND DATA MERGING 

The data sources for this study are from national surveys conducted at both the 

student- and college-level of analysis. The method of matching and merging the data across 

contexts is limited by the accuracy of the self reports on both ends. Ultimately, the data 

integrity depends on a fuzzy match between levels. A preferable situation would use 

student-level transcript data and college-level data that are corroborated through 

observation. Student-level transcript records would provide not only a more precise match 

with SGLE program participation, but would potentially provide other background 

measures not contemplated in this study such as socio-economic status and enrollment 

patterns over time. College-level data too could potentially be improved in that the 

description of program design could be independently verified and clarified. As it is, this 

study utilizes imperfect data sources because despite their limitations, they contain data 

that are simultaneously of a depth and breadth not previously seen in research on these 
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topics. The risks inherent in the limitations are more than offset by the possibilities afforded 

by the data.     

In this study, the student-level data have relatively fewer threats to validity. Given 

the robust research on the causal and explanatory factors of student engagement, including 

institutional factors, in addition to validation studies and psychometric studies of the 

CCSSE instrument, much of the limitations of survey data at the student level are mitigated 

to a significant degree (Marti, 2004; McClenney et al., 2006; McClenney & Marti, 2006). 

However, the CCIS instrument on which this studies relies for information on the structure 

of the programs was new in 2011 and 2012 and has not undergone psychometric analyses 

to determine how college administrators might have interpreted the prompts, gathered the 

information to respond to the questions, nor how well their answers to the questions as 

posed accurately represent the state of affairs in question. To address this concern, one step 

I needed to take was to inspect the college responses, one institution at a time, looking for 

anomalies, coherency, and completeness. CCCSE provides to college respondents with a 

pdf-formatted report of their final answers (Jeff Crumply, personal communication, April 

19, 2012). I requested these printer-friendly reports so as to readily do an audit of the 

potential participant colleges. This kind of winnowing of the sample increases even further 

the sample bias, at least at the institutional level, but it helps ensure data validity when 

merged with student data which is randomized and reasonably unbiased. 

Detailed information on this ad hoc process auditing process to winnow the analysis 

sample is provided above in this chapter (see Data Merging and Ad Hoc Data Deletion on 

page 115). The process was in many regards arbitrary even as it was necessary to achieve 

the data merge at all. The arbitrary deletion of data resulting from this audit would seem to 

threaten the generalizability of the results and conclusions, yet it is important to recall that 

the colleges that both responded to CCIS and participated in CCSSE in the same year 



 145 

already form a self-selected group of colleges that, though numerous and distributed widely 

geographically and regionally, should not be construed as representative to begin with. The 

data from the CCIS survey that informed this ad hoc selection process may be available for 

other researchers to inspect, but through CCCSE, not the author. 

Lastly, programs can change significantly in short spans of time. The same program 

from year to year or semester to semester, though it goes by the same name, can vary in 

nearly any or all of its aspects, making cross-sectional snapshots difficult to parse given 

the need to sort through which students participated in which program—especially 

problematic at the national multi-institutional level that this study purports to attempt. 

Nonetheless, these and related methodological pitfalls I argue are worth the risk for the 

sake of moving the conversation forward, and with such a large database with abundant 

student-level data points, there are certainly steps I can take to be careful about which cases 

to include and how to distinguish them.  

PROGRAMMATIC DIFFERENCES AND NUANCES 

A great challenge to the identification of high-impact practices is the constant flux 

of their design and variability in implementation. Programs designed to address some of 

the most pressing challenges of students in transition have often evolved in public 

community colleges as a boutique enterprise, driven by relatively small scale grants from 

outside providers. That is, the programs often flourish and wither depending on political 

and economic drivers, largely at the institutionalization phase—i.e., even after initiation 

and implementation phases are successful (Frølich, Schmidt, & Rosa, 2010; Public 

Agenda, 2011; Zachry Rutschow et al., 2011). At public community colleges, for example, 

“efforts to increase completion rates typically involve small programs or pilots that serve 

relatively few students and often rely on temporary outside funding” (Jenkins, 2011, p. 2). 
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This further complicates the ability to research them broadly across institutions and across 

time (Brownell & Swaner, 2009b).  

The kind of analysis I undertake in this study is in some ways anathema to the 

enterprise of program research. As any guide to program assessment will point out, each 

program, with its particular mix of people and its unique institutional context, can vary so 

widely from the next that any attempt to generalize across any two programs—let alone 

dozens or scores of them—is wrought with analytical pitfalls. Each has its own genesis, 

champions, goals, implementation fidelity, and success metrics that it really must be 

considered in its own terms. As Terenzini (2011) has stated: “I’ve been suspicious about 

best practices for a number of years because I don’t think those practices are transplantable 

with great success. There are some exceptions. But organizations, colleges and universities, 

like the human body, have certain antibodies that resist transplantation from the outside” 

(para. 9). Qualitative data and subjective judgment are paramount in the endeavor of 

program assessment and research. 

In attempting to generalize across programs and deconstruct their components, so 

much of the rich detail is lost that there is certainly a risk of obfuscating the ways they 

impact students. But I argue that there is also much to be gained in this quantitative 

approach to complement the qualitative and quantitative research on programs locally and 

topically. I certainly do not propose that there is some unifying general theory of 

community college programs that can be captured by an atomized description, no matter 

how rich the data vector. Instead, I propose that this kind of approach can help push forward 

the theory and practice of programmatic and institutional reform by helping to distinguish 

the shape of the terrain, as it were. 

Throughout this study, it is important to remember that principles of engagement 

can be interwoven into any college practice, no matter its name or whether it has been 
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formally designed. What makes a difference, according to Kuh (2011), is that teachers and 

students are in a position of interacting on substantive matters. Indeed, these kinds of 

activities or features—such as active learning or providing feedback—can be intentional 

and added to any classroom situation. What a high-impact practice does is to provide a 

vehicle to enable meaningful interaction. Kuh emphasizes that, in his reading of the 

literature, the impact is greater when substantive interaction activities are bundled together 

in structured ways. Terenzini underlines this point that it is important that we “do not get 

zeroed in on finding the silver bullet. There aren’t any. The effects of college are 

cumulative across the range of activities” (Center for Community College Student 

Engagement, 2012a, p. 1). Although inter-institutional studies of programs have their 

limits, a more elemental study of programmatic features across programs, even with its 

own set of limitations, may provide a way forward. 

The method used in this study is worth pursuing because, as Kuh points out, “we 

need to re-channel, stop doing some of the things we are doing now that aren’t working 

well” (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012a, p. 29). I argue that to 

know which direction to take—to know how to re-channel efforts—one way to do so is to 

open the black box of student engagement, as it were, at the heart of the intersection of 

institutional conditions and student behaviors to understand which aspects of which 

programs in which situations are worth getting behind, and learn how to make them 

scalable and sustainable. This is a way forward if we hope to make fundamental, systemic 

changes in higher education that are based on sound empirical evidence. That is, there is 

lots of evidence of what works for student success, but what is needed is having a clearer 

picture of how these things combine and how to use scarce resources to the most effect. 

For this purpose, large-scale multi-institutional analyses are necessary to complement 

smaller-scale local analyses.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS  

This study examined the design of certain kinds of curricular interventions 

increasingly implemented in community colleges—what are often called high-impact or 

promising practices, for example first-year experiences, learning communities, student 

success courses—and the relationship of that design with measures of student engagement 

in students’ overall college experience. Using a merged data set of student-level and 

institutional-level data that provide on the one hand, measures of student engagement and 

on the other, descriptions of the curricular and programmatic design of these special 

programs, this study uses the lens of activity system theory in order to view the findings in 

terms of their interconnected social aspects, such as the background and roles of the 

participants, the expectations and purposes of their interaction, and the mediating artifacts 

of their experience together—i.e., the curriculum and integrated services. Missing data at 

the student level were imputed using regression techniques to form 12 separate data sets, 

and the results were then combined to estimate a single set of model statistics at each step. 

The research questions are: 

1. What is the relationship of student participation in structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs) with students’ level of engagement in terms of CCSSE’s 

benchmarks of student engagement? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge 

2. What is the relationship between the design of structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs), along their three dimensions as an activity system: 

a. Tools/artifacts (in the form of programmatic and curricular elements), 
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b. Rules/conventions (in the form of attendance duration and intensity [i.e., 

dosage], expectations for credit), and 

c. The division of labor (in the form of participants, whether facilitating 

personnel or students); 

and students’ level of engagement, in terms of three engagement benchmarks 

scores? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge. 

 

Table 7: Phases of Analysis Plan 

Phase 
Research Question 
Addressed Purpose 

1. Descriptive Analysis One and Two To understand the characteristics of 
the student-, program-, and 
institution-level variables used in 
the statistical models. 

2. Hierarchical Linear 
Model: Program Impact 

One To test the hypothesis of a 
relationship between participation 
in SGLE program and relatively 
higher student engagement. 

3. Hierarchical Linear 
Regression: Program 
Design 

Two To test the null hypotheses of no 
relationship between SGLE 
program design and engagement 
while controlling for known 
covariates. 

 

The analyses to answer these questions were done in three phases as depicted in 

Table 7. The first phase is a descriptive overview of the data, in particular a comparison of 
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demographic variables for students that participated in selected SGLE programs at selected 

colleges with the responses from students in the overall sampled data set provided by 

CCCSE. A part of this descriptive overview is an inventory of the characteristics of the 

colleges and the SGLE programs they described. This descriptive overview establishes the 

context of the setting and participants involved. The second and third phases of the analysis 

are hierarchical linear models that nest students within colleges to determine the 

relationship of engagement with program features controlling for student characteristics 

and allowing for variability across colleges.  

The first set of models is to test the null hypothesis that there is no positive 

relationship between participation in these SGLE programs with engagement. This phase 

is preliminary to the main focus of the study and is limited to an unconditional model and 

one with the single variable of participation. The second phase of hierarchical regression 

models is more involved even as it uses a narrower data set of only students that 

participated in the SGLE programs. This phase is carried out in several steps: from an 

unconditional model to one with student- and college-level characteristics, to one with 

SGLE descriptors alone, to a final combined model. Fit statistics are used to compare the 

model fit to the data. See Chapter Three for more details on the analysis plan. 

Descriptive Overview of the Data 

Two data sets were used in this study: student responses from CCSSE 2012 and 

college responses from CCIS 2012. In addition to engagement outcome variables and 

demographic variables, the CCSSE responses include variables as to which, if any, of the 

SGLE programs students participated in. The CCIS responses from colleges provide a 

description of SGLE program design in terms of its curricular and programmatic elements, 

duration and intensity and credit bearing status, and the college personnel involved in 



 151 

teaching or facilitating them. These two data sets were merged using a sequence of criteria 

to help minimize mismatches and to be able to attribute, as much as possible, the 

relationship of program design with engagement measures overall. See Chapter Three for 

a detailed description of how the final analysis data sets were derived and coded. The 

descriptive overview here is of that final analysis data set and how it compares to the larger 

sample from which it was derived. 

TWO DATA SETS, TWO QUESTIONS: PROGRAM IMPACT VS. PROGRAM DESIGN 

As described in Chapter Three, there were two data sets created for regression 

analyses to answer the two research questions. The larger of the two, referred to here as the 

Program Impact data set, had 9,266 student records across 44 colleges and includes both 

non-participants and participants in matched SGLE programs (2,625 of the students [28%] 

indicated that they participated in one of them). This larger data set was used to determine, 

in broad terms, the effect of SGLE participation on regression scores, so as to contextualize 

the remainder of the analyses. The smaller data set, referred to here as the Program Design 

data set, is a subset of the data and included only those records for student participants in 

matched SGLE programs. Hence, the smaller Program Design data set and models built 

utilizing it is the main focus of the analyses in this chapter. 

This smaller data set has 2,187 records at 40 colleges. (Student records at four 

colleges were deleted listwise because of missing values for some of the SGLE-level 

variables which couldn’t be imputed due to the multilevel nature of the data and the fact 

the college-level data are not readily construed as missing at random.) This latter data set 

was used to determine the relationship of SGLE program design and engagement scores 

while controlling for student- and college-level effects. More details about how these data 
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sets were created, as well as some descriptive statistics of the larger sample from which 

they are extracted are included in Chapter Three.  

DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

The three dependent variables used are standardized composite scores that exhibit 

an approximate normal distribution in the larger CCSSE three-year cohort. Histograms 

(Figure 7) with overlaid normal and density curves show that the sample of the data 

provided to me maintains this statistic feature. The means and standard deviations of the 

three dependent variables in the Program Design data set are summarized in Table 8. 

 

 

Figure 7: Distribution of engagement scores used for dependent variables (n = 2,187). 
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Table 8: Means of the Dependent Variables (n = 2,187) 

Variable M SD 

Active and Collaborative Learning 47.81 25.56 

Student Effort 51.76 24.91 

Academic Challenge 48.72 24.82 

NOTE: Means are weighted using a correction for the sampling bias that 
favors full-time students, as described in Chapter Three. 

STUDENT-LEVEL INDEPENDENT COVARIATES 

Frequencies of the responses from students in the Program Design data set for the 

independent variables used in the analyses that follow are summarized in Table 9.14 The 

large number of covariates may appear at first glance to be unwieldy, but in fact they are 

chosen purposefully and selectively according to factors that have previously been studied 

in terms of student engagement, as reviewed in Chapter Two. Given the large variety of 

students that community colleges serve to a much greater extent than most four-year 

colleges, such an accounting of student characteristics is appropriate theoretically and 

empirically. 

These covariates cover eight different domains of student characteristics as 

summarized in Chapter Three: a) enrollment; b) sex; c) outside commitments; d) financial 

situation in terms of the source of tuition funds; e) race/ethnicity and legal residency status; 

f) previous education attainment; g) parents’ education attainment; and h) traditional 

student status in terms of age, marital status, and dependent children.  

 

 

 

                                                
14 Note that ordinal categorical variables were treated as discrete continuous variables in the regression 
models. 
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Table 9: Frequencies of Student-Level Variables in the CCSSE Sample Provided for This 
Study (n = 9,266) 

Table 9 (continued)   

Variable Weighted 
n 

Weighted 
% 

Enrollment   
 Enrollment Status†   
  Full-time 1615 73.6 
  Less than full-time 572 26.2 
Sex   
 Sex   
  Female 1313 59.8 
  Male 881 40.2 
Outside Commitments   
 Hours Spent per Week Working for Pay   
  None 637 29.4 
  1–5 Hours 198 9.1 
  6–10 Hours 181 8.4 
  11–20 Hours 299 13.8 
  21–30 Hours 294 13.6 
  More than 30 Hours 561 25.9 
 Hours Spent per Week Caring for Dependents   
  None 801 36.9 
  1–5 Hours 381 17.6 
  6–10 Hours 221 10.2 
  11–20 Hours 152 7.0 
  21–30 Hours 116 5.4 
  More than 30 Hours 498 23.0 
 Hours Spent per Week Commuting to/from Class   
  None 186 8.6 
  1–5 Hours 1411 65.0 
  6–10 Hours 367 16.9 
  11–20 Hours 122 5.6 
  21–30 Hours 38 1.7 
  More than 30 Hours 49 2.3 
Financial Situation: Source of Funds for Tuition   
 Own Income/Savings   
  Yes 1241 57.2 
 Parent or Spouse/Significant Other's Income/Savings   
  Yes 1031 47.6 
 Employer Contributions   
  Yes 309 14.4 
 Grants & Scholarships   
  Yes 1200 55.1 
 Student Loans   
  Yes 765 35.4 
 Public Assistance   
  Yes 381 17.7 
Race/Ethnicity and Residency Status   
 Self-Identified Race/Ethnicity   
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Table 9 (continued)   

Variable Weighted 
n 

Weighted 
% 

  Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islander 107 4.8 

  Black or African American, Non-Hispanic 267 12.1 

  White, Non-Hispanic  1258 57.3 

  Hispanic, Latino, Spanish 398 18.1 

  Other, Not Indicated, Unknown 117 5.3 

 International Student or Foreign National   
  Yes 154 7.1 
Previous Education    
 Highest Academic Credential Earned   
  None 35 1.6 
  High school diploma or GED 1843 85.5 
  Some college or vocational/technical certificate 169 7.8 
  Associate degree 43 2.0 
  Bachelor's degree 53 2.5 
  Master's/doctoral/professional degree 11 0.5 
Parents Education    
 Neither Parent Has Attended College   
  Yes 647 38.7 
Traditional Student Status   
 Age Group   
  25 Years or Older 1488 68.3 
 Has Children at Home   
  Yes 741 34.0 
 Married   
  Yes 380 17.3 
†NOTE: All frequencies are weighted, except for enrollment status, using a correction 
for the CCSSE sampling bias that favors full-time students, as described in Chapter 
Three. 

COMPARISON OF SGLE PARTICIPANTS WITH OVERALL CCSSE SAMPLE 

To properly contextualize the results of the regression analyses that follow, and to 

help answer the second research question regarding who the participants are in the activity 

system of an SGLE, it is important to understand the demographics of the participants in 

the analysis sample as compared with the overall data set from with they were selected. I 

do this comparison without inferential statistics since a parametric analysis is inappropriate 

(none of the demographic variables are continuous so as to conduct a t-test or ANOVA, for 

example), nor is a non-parametric analysis appropriate (the final sample of students does 

not form a separate or other category of students in a conceptual way—they are isolated 
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only inasmuch as they happen to be enrolled in programs in colleges that meet the 

conditions for inclusion in this study). Some observations, however, can be made by 

comparing the frequencies of responses of the students in the sub-sample vs. all students 

in the 2012 CCSSE sample (of which I was given an 80 percent random sample). 

As seen in Table 10, the frequencies of responses from students in the final analysis 

data set sample vs. the overall CCSSE sample differ in important ways. In general terms, 

it can be seen that students enrolled in the SGLE programs at these 40 colleges tend to be 

more often traditional-aged, female, and more often enrolled full time. Additionally, they 

are more often enrolled in developmental courses, are more often first-generation students, 

and minority students (though less often Black/African American), among other 

comparisons. This profile reflects generally what one might expect of students enrolled in 

special programs vs. the general community college population given that SGLE programs 

are often targeted at students from traditionally underserved and underrepresented 

populations, even at the same time that students with fewer outside obligations are able to 

take advantage of them. The differences are not necessarily representative of SGLE 

participants generally, as they reflect the students at these particular 40 colleges, the 

characteristics of which are detailed in the following section. 
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Table 10: Frequencies of Student-Level Variables in Analysis Sample vs. Full Sample and Observations of General 
Differences 

Table 10 (continued)    

Variable 

Weighted  
% of full 
sample 

(n = 80,597) 

Weighted % 

of analysis 
sample 

(n = 2,187) 
The students in the analysis sample, in 

comparison… 

Enrollment    

 Enrollment Status†    
  Full-time 71.6 73.6 

Are more often full-time 
  Less than full-time 28.4 26.2 
 Enrolled in at least one developmental class    
  Yes 53.2 63.6 Are more often in remedial classes 
Sex    
 Sex    
  Female 58.7 59.8 

Are more often females 
  Male 41.3 40.2 
Outside Commitments    
 Hours Spent per Week Working for Pay    
  None 26.2 29.4 

Work fewer hours per week. 

  1–5 Hours 6.4 9.1 
  6–10 Hours 6.7 8.4 
  11–20 Hours 12.8 13.8 
  21–30 Hours 16.7 13.6 
  More than 30 Hours 31.1 25.9 
 Hours Spent per Week Caring for Dependents    
  None 42.8 36.9 

Spend less time per week caring for 
dependents 

  1–5 Hours 15.8 17.6 
  6–10 Hours 8.4 10.2 
  11–20 Hours 6.3 7.0 
  21–30 Hours 4.2 5.4 
  More than 30 Hours 22.5 23.0 
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Table 10 (continued)    

Variable 

Weighted  
% of full 
sample 

(n = 80,597) 

Weighted % 

of analysis 
sample 

(n = 2,187) 
The students in the analysis sample, in 

comparison… 

 Hours Spent per Week Commuting to/from 
Class 

   

  None 6.8 8.6 

Spend fewer hours commuting to/from 
college. 

  1–5 Hours 66.8 65.0 
  6–10 Hours 16.8 16.9 
  11–20 Hours 5.6 5.6 
  21–30 Hours 1.7 1.7 
  More than 30 Hours 2.4 2.3 
Financial Situation: Source of Funds for Tuition    
 Own Income/Savings    
  Yes 64.0 57.2 Less often use their own income 
 Parent or Spouse/Significant Other's 

Income/Savings 
   

  Yes 46.3 47.6 More often use parent’s or partner’s income 
 Employer Contributions    
  Yes 13.1 14.4 More often use employer’s funds 
 Grants & Scholarships    
  Yes 55.0 55.1 Use about the same in grants 
 Student Loans    
  Yes 34.4 35.4 More often use loans 
 Public Assistance    
  Yes 14.1 17.7 More often use public assistance 
Race/Ethnicity and Residency Status    
 Self-Identified Race/Ethnicity    
  Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islander 7.7 4.8 

Include proportionately more Latinos, fewer 
Blacks, and fewer Asian, Asian-American, 

and Pacific Islanders 

  Black or African American, Non-Hispanic 13.5 12.1 

  White, Non-Hispanic  60.0 57.3 

  Hispanic, Latino, Spanish 13.2 18.1 

  Other, Not Indicated, Unknown 5.6 5.3 
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Table 10 (continued)    

Variable 

Weighted  
% of full 
sample 

(n = 80,597) 

Weighted % 

of analysis 
sample 

(n = 2,187) 
The students in the analysis sample, in 

comparison… 

 International Student or Foreign National    
  Yes 6.2 7.1 Are more often international students 
Previous Education     
 Highest Academic Credential Earned    
  None 2.3 1.6 

Less often have college experience or 
degrees; but more often have high 

school/GED. 

  High school diploma or GED 73.4 85.5 
  Some college or vocational/technical 

certificate 
9.9 7.8 

  Associate degree 7.7 2.0 
  Bachelor's degree 5.4 2.5 
  Master's/doctoral/professional degree 1.4 0.5 
Parents Education     
 Neither Parent Has Attended College    
  Yes 34.2 38.7 Are more often first-generation students 
Traditional Student Status    
 Age Group    
  25 Years or Older 60.2 68.3 Are more often non- traditional age 
 Has Children at Home    
  Yes 30.6 34.0 More often have kids at home 
 Married    
  Yes 21.2 17.3 Are less often married 
†NOTE: All frequencies are weighted, except for enrollment status, using a correction for the CCSSE sampling bias that favors full-time 
students, as described in Chapter Three. 
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SGLE- AND COLLEGE-LEVEL COVARIATES  

CCSSE provided me with college-level variables derived from the Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) which were merged with the student-level 

data by CCCSE. These data include categorical enrollment size and whether the institution 

is urban-, suburban-, or rural-serving.  

In the final data set, there are 40 colleges with 58 matched SGLE programs. The 40 

colleges in the final analysis data set are from 18 states and one Canadian province. All 

four U.S. Census Bureau-designated areas are represented: the Northeast (n = 2), Midwest 

(n = 14), South (n = 19), and West (n = 4), as are all the subdivisions of these areas except 

New England. Table 11 shows the categorization of the 40 colleges by size and urbanicity. 

Table 12 shows how the 58 SGLE program types are distributed among the colleges in 

terms of their size and urbanicity. As seen in these tables, this sample has a large portion 

of rural-serving and small colleges, even as there is a representation of all combinations 

(except for an extra-large rural-serving college, which is very rare in the population of 

colleges). The nominal SGLE programs that these colleges implement and that are included 

in this study include first-year experiences, learning communities, orientation programs, 

and student success courses in all size and urbanicity categories. 

Table 11: Size and Urbanicity of the 40 Colleges in the Final Analysis Data Set 

 Urbanicity of the College   

Size of the College 
Urban-
serving 

Suburban-
serving 

Rural-
serving 

 
Total 

Small (< 4,500)) 1 1 15  17 
Medium (4,500-7,999) 1 3 6  10 
Large (8,000-14,999) 1 3 4  8 
Extra Large (15,000+) 2 3 0  5 

Total 5 10 25  40 
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Table 12: Distribution of the 58 Nominal SGLE Programs Across 40 Colleges in Terms 
of Size and Urbanicity 

 Nominal SGLE Program Type   

 

First-Year 
Experience 

Learning 
Community Orientation 

Student 
Success 
Course 

 

Total 

Size       
    Small (< 4,500)) 7 3 5 10  25 
    Medium (4,500-7,999) 2 1 5 6  14 
    Large (8,000-14,999) 2 1 2 6  11 
    Extra Large (15,000+) 2 1 1 4  8 

Total 13 6 13 26  58 
       
Urbanicity       
    Urban Serving 3 1 1 3  8 
    Suburban Serving 3 1 3 6  13 
    Rural Serving 7 4 9 17  37 

Total 13 6 13 26  58 

 

I included in my models the two categorical variables of size and urbanicity, 

dummy coded with rural-serving colleges as the reference and small colleges (< 4,500 

students) the reference for the other three size categories. 

Variables that describe the SGLE programs come from the CCIS instrument and 

are operationalized in this study in terms of the theoretical framework of an activity system; 

the three aspects of which are: (a) tools/artifacts (in the form of programmatic and 

curricular elements), (b) rules/conventions (in the form of attendance duration and intensity 

[i.e., dosage], expectations for credit), and (c) the division of labor (in the form of 

participants, whether facilitating personnel or students). Table 13 (means) and Table 14 

(frequencies) summarize the SGLE-level variables for the 58 SGLE programs across the 

40 colleges. Table 13 is reported via means since these SGLE-level variables are 

continuous values or discrete counts; and Table 14 is reported as counts since information 

about who teaches in the programs are binary indicators. 
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Table 13: Means and Standard Deviations of Colleges' Responses that Describe the 
Design of Their SGLE programs (n = 58) in Terms of Programmatic 
Elements, Intensity and Duration, and Credit Awarded 

Variable Mean SD min max 

Principal Components of Programmatic Elements     

 PC I: College Success Skills 5.66 2.72 0 8 

 PC II: Collaborative and Contextualized Learning 1.72 1.66 0 5 

 PC III: Academic Planning and Student Services 2.88 1.38 0 5 

 PC IV: Co-Curricular and Community Activities 0.74 1.00 0 3 

 PC V: Academic Support 0.71 0.88 0 3 

      

Dosage and Credit Expectations     

 Duration of Program in Week Days 59.07 36.19 1 160 

 Average Hours per Week Day over Program 
Duration 

1.38 1.87 0.11 8 

 Credit Awarded (Either Institutional or Degree 
Credit) 

1.93 2.07 0 12 

 

Table 14: Frequencies of Colleges' Responses that Describe the Design of Their SGLE 
programs (n = 58) in Terms of the Personnel that Teach/Facilitate the 
Programs 

Variable n % 

Who Teaches/Facilitates the SGLE?   

 Administrators/Department Heads   

  Yes 23 39.7 

 Faculty   

  Yes 49 84.5 

 Student Services Staff   

  Yes 34 58.6 

 

The statistics shown in Table 13 reveal some central tendencies of these SGLE 

programs even though the distributions of these values are not necessarily normal. 

Nonetheless, some observations can be made. For example, among the five principal 
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components of program elements, each with a range of zero to three, five, or eight kinds of 

learning activities or integrated academic services, only College Success Skills (PC I) has 

a median rate of implementation greater than its midpoint: in this case 5.66 elements out 

of eight possible. The rest, on average, have elements implemented at rates below their 

midpoints. This suggests that, for this sample of SGLE programs at least, skills training 

and self-awareness curricula (including time management skills, study skills, note taking 

skills, test taking skills, use of information resources, basic technology skills, learning style 

assessments, and identification of strengths and weaknesses) are relatively popular learning 

activities for these kinds of programs; and that other activities represented in the other 

principal components such as group work, cohort assignments, integrated resources and 

advising, mentoring, tutoring, and supplemental instruction are implemented at relatively 

lower rates. As also seen in Table 13, there is a large variation in program duration and 

intensity and how many credits, if any, the program awards. Finally, Table 14 reveals that 

not only do faculty members teach and facilitate these programs, but that administrators 

and student services staff are also involved in many of them. Note that the personnel 

involvement variables are not exclusive. Colleges may have one or more of these personnel 

groups involved in the same SGLE program. 

COVARIATE CORRELATIONS 

 Appendix D presents the correlation matrices of the student-level and college-level 

variables, and the SGLE descriptor variables used in the regression models. Most of the 

Pearson correlation values are in the range of .00 to .10, with a handful being more strongly 

correlated. As noted in Chapter Three, in addition to the correlation matrix of these 

covariates, an OLS multivariate regression model was calculated using SAS PROC REG 

to check for multicollinearity. All variance inflation factors had values below four. 
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Regression Models 

As summarized in Table 6 in Chapter Three, there are six numbered models for the 

regression analyses, each with three subparts corresponding to the three outcome 

engagement measures: labeled “a” for Active and Collaborative Learning, “b” for Student 

Effort, and “c” for Academic Challenge, for example Model 1a, 1b, and 1c.  

Model 1 and Model 2 correspond to an unconditional model and a model with the 

addition of the variable indicating participation in one of the matched SGLE programs. 

These two models are calculated using the Program Impact data set (n = 9.266) that 

includes participants and non-participants in the SGLEs. 

Models 3 through 6 use the Program Design data set that only comprises students 

that indicated having participated in one of the matched SGLEs (n = 2,187). This series of 

models also starts with an unconditional model, followed by models with student- and 

college-level control variables, one with SGLE descriptor variables, and finally a combined 

model. 

IMPACT OF PROGRAM PARTICIPATION 

Model 1: Unconditional  

Table 15 shows the results from the unconditional model as calculated using the 

Program Impact data set, the larger of the two data sets (described in Chapter Three) that 

includes SGLE participants and non-participants. The baseline helps gauge the effect of 

adding the participation variable in Model 2 (below). The estimates for the fixed portion 

of the model show that the average college-level engagement scores are 45.04 for Active 

and Collaboration Learning, 46.99 for Student Effort, and 46.03 for Academic Challenge. 

The estimates for the random effects portion of these models show that the estimated 

variability in the intercept (#��) are, depending on the outcome variable, 10.62, 14.07, and 



 

 165 

6.16 respectively. Given that the standard deviation for these engagement measures at the 

student level is approximately 25 for each outcome, it is not an unimportant degree of 

variability. However, and not surprisingly, the degree of variability within colleges ($�), 

as shown by the residual variance, is much higher: 50 to 100 times as great. Specifically, 

the intraclass correlation coefficents (%; ICC) for these models are: 

• Model 1a (Active and Collaboration Learning): 0.02 

• Model 1b (Student Effort): 0.02 

• Model 1c (Academic Challenge): 0.01 

 

Table 15: Summary of Model 1 Results: Unconditional: Program Impact Data Set (n = 
9,266) 

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Fixed Effects      

(Intercept)     45.04 (0.56)***       46.99  (0.63)***       46.03 (0.47)*** 

      

Random Effects      

Intercept     10.62 (3.04)***      14.07  (3.88)***        6.16 (2.17)*** 

Residual    634.90 (9.35)***    693.32 (10.21)***    676.47 (9.97)*** 

      

Fit Statistics across 
Imputations 

Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

−2LL 87216 (0)  88039 (1.2)  87785 (0) 

AIC 87222 (0)  88045 (1.2)  87791 (0) 

BIC 87228 (0)  88050 (1.2)  87797 (0) 

* p < .10   ** p < .05   *** p < .01     

 

At only one to two percent of proportion of the variance explained by the clustering 

of students with colleges, these are very low ICC values for a hierarchical linear model. 
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Nonetheless, the structure of the data calls for a nested model, especially in light of the 

need to account for varying implementation contexts across SGLE programs which are not 

fully cross-classified in the data. Differences across colleges become more important once 

we move past the unconditional model and add factors to the model that provide evidence 

for the variable effects of SGLE participation and their structure.  

Model 2: Program Participation  

Table 16 shows the results from Model 2. In these three submodels, which again 

used the Program Impact data set with 9,677 student records, the dichotomous variable of 

SGLE participation was added as both a fixed effect and a random effect, given that the 

relationship of SGLE participation and engagement measures may vary across colleges in 

degree and nature (i.e., the intercept and slope may both differ across contexts).  

Note that the variable for SGLE participation was effect coded (−0.5 for non-

participation and 0.5 for participation). Therefore, the intercept value is the average 

college-level engagement score disregarding SGLE participation, and the fixed coefficients 

for SGLE participation are contrasted with non-participation. The effect of SGLE 

participation in all three models is significant (p < .01) and therefore we reject the null 

hypothesis of no relationship or a negative relationship between SGLE participation and 

student engagement in terms of these three measures. The values for these fixed 

coefficients tell us that participation in one of the SGLE programs described in the data set 

are related to an average increase in engagement measures by 5.25 in Active and 

Collaborative Learning, by 7.71 in Student Effort, and by 4.54 in Academic Challenge.  

I specified an unstructured variance-covariance structure for the random portion of 

Model 2, a common approach in nested school effects analyses (Singer, 1998), and which 

allows for an analysis of the variability of intercepts (1,1) and slopes (2,2) and their 
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covariance (2,1) at the second level of the model structure. This is why three parameters 

are reported for the intercept. What these results reveal is that there is significant variability 

in the intercepts for all three engagement scores, no significant co-variance between 

intercepts and slopes (we fail to reject the hypothesis that there is no relationship between 

slopes and intercepts), and that there is some variability in slopes, depending on the 

measure. We see that, after controlling for whether or not students participate in a matched 

SGLE, the intercepts for engagement scores (UN[1,1]) are quite variable, akin to the 

variability seen in Model 1. But when it comes to the regression slopes (UN[2,2]), there is 

significant and great variability for Active and Collaborative Learning (20.84, p < .01), 

significant and moderate variability for Student Effort (12.47, p < .10), but no significant 

difference in the slopes for Academic Challenge. In other words, participation in SGLE 

programs leaves unexplained the variability in all three engagement intercepts. It likewise 

leaves unexplained the slopes of two of them; but does explain the slope for the Academic 

Challenge measure across all sites, as its variance across colleges in not significant. This 

relationship, of Academic Challenge with SGLE participation, is apparently the same 

across all colleges. 

Lastly, the residual variances of these models are lower than those in Model 1, 

showing that participation has indeed explained more of the within-college variability in 

scores. Singer (1998; cf. Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) shows how to calculate just how much 

added variables help to explain variation by computing the difference in residual variances 

directly. For example, in the unconditional model, the residual variance for Active and 

Collaborative Learning was 634.9 and in Model 2 by adding SGLE participation, the 

residual went down to 626.2; thus, the (634.9 – 626.2)/634.9 yields 1.4 percent change. For 

all three submodels, the result was one to two percent improvement in explaining the 
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variation within colleges that can be explained. This change is also reflected in the lower 

fit indices indicating a better -fit to the data. 

Table 16: Summary of Model 2 Results: Effect of Participation in SGLE: Program 
Impact Data Set (n = 9,266) 

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Fixed Effects      

(Intercept)      43.78 (0.54)***     44.87 (0.65)***      44.78 (0.54)*** 

SGLE Participation        5.25 (0.94)***       7.71 (0.84)***        4.54 (0.72)*** 

      

Random Effects      

Intercept UN(1,1)        8.28 (2.82)***     13.72 (4.17)***        7.93 (2.86)*** 

   UN(2,1)        3.97 (3.46)     −0.71 (4.02)      −1.79 (2.65) 

   UN(2,2)      20.84 (8.32)***     12.47 (6.87)*        5.26 (4.73) 

Residual     626.20 (9.25)***   680.21 (10.04)***    671.21 (9.91)*** 

      

Fit Statistics across 
Imputations 

Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

−2LL 87121 (0)  87885 (1.3)  87730 (0) 

AIC 87133 (0)  87897 (1.3)  87742 (0) 

BIC 87143 (0)  87908 (1.3)  87753 (0) 

* p < .10   ** p < .05   *** p < .01     

 

IMPACT OF PROGRAM DESIGN 

Model 3: Unconditional  

Table 17 shows the results of the unconditional model using the smaller Program 

Design data set. Compared with the coefficients in Model 1 (Table 15), the average 

engagement benchmark scores are higher, in accordance with the predicted effect of SGLE 

participation determined in Model 2 (Table 16). That is, Model 3 uses the data set with 

only SGLE program participants, so it is not surprising that their average engagement 
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benchmarks scores are higher to begin with, in light of previous findings. The variation 

between colleges is similar to that seen in other models here: namely, relatively small 

compared to the variation within colleges. The fit statistics in Table 17 provide a baseline 

for comparison to Models 4 through 6 as covariates are added. 

Table 17: Summary of Model 3 Results: Unconditional: Program Design Data Set (n = 
2,187) 

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Fixed Effects      

(Intercept)     49.07 (1.21)***      52.88 (1.09)***      49.23 (0.78)*** 

      

Random Effects      

Intercept     42.36 (13.47)***      32.56 (10.70)***      11.77 (5.41)** 

Residual    616.37 (18.82)***    591.35 (18.05)***    573.44 (17.50)*** 

      

Fit Statistics across 
Imputations 

Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

−2LL 20773 (0)  20676 (1.2)  20585 (0) 

AIC 20779 (0)  20682 (1.2)  20591 (0) 

BIC 20784 (0)  20687 (1.2)  20596 (0) 

* p < .10   ** p < .05   *** p < .01     

 

Model 4: Institution- and Student-Level Factors  

Table 18 summarizes the results of Model 4 which includes the student-level and 

college-level covariates. Note that, as described in Chapter Three, all the variables are 

effect coded so that the intercepts are the estimated engagement scores for the average 

student regardless of covariate values. Given the smaller fit statistics (AIC, BIC) than in 

the unconditional model, these results show that the added covariates help explain more of 

the variation in the outcome variables than the unconditional model alone and are a better 
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fit to the data. The variance-covariance structure was in this case designated using the 

default setting in SAS PROC MIXED, since the unstructured could not be computed. Thus, 

the random component of the slopes was not calculated (nor the covariance of the intercept 

and slopes). 

As done in the Program Impact models above, the residual variance can also be 

inspected to gauge how well the model helps explain variance in engagement scores. The 

residual variances for each submodel compared to the residual variance in their counterpart 

baseline submodels showed 10 to 12 percent improvement15 in the explained portion of 

variance that can be explained. 

In terms of the variable coefficients, there are many details in Table 18 that help 

reveal the relationship of these student characteristics with engagement. In broad terms, 

however, it can be seen that among these variables the statistically significant 

characteristics that are most prominently related negatively to all three student engagement 

measures are, in order of absolute value: attending part-time, being 25 years of age or older, 

and being male.  

The variables in this model that are statistically significant and most prominently 

related positively to all three engagement measures are, in order of absolute value: the 

number of different SGLE programs that a student participates in, hours spent commuting 

to/from college, and the number of hours spent caring for dependents.  

There are a number of variables that have negative or positive association with 

engagement scores, and to varying degrees, depending on which engagement measure is 

considered. For example, having an employer help with tuition funds has a strong positive 

association with active and collaborative learning engagement but no significant relation 
                                                
15 The difference in residual variances for Active and Collaborative Learning: (616.37 – 548.37)/616.37 = 
0.110; for Student Effort (591.35 – 521.45)/591.35 = 0.118; for Academic Challenge (573.44 – 
515.10)/573.44 = 0.102. 
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with other engagement outcomes. Using loans as a source of tuition funds is negatively 

associated with Active and Collaborative Learning and with Academic Challenge but is 

not significantly related to the Student Effort score. Another example of varying 

relationships is in the race/ethnicity categories. For instance, students self-identified as 

Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islanders in these SGLE program have associated 

significant lower engagement scores for Active and Collaborative Learning (–4.78, p < .05) 

but the relationship with the other two outcome scores is non-significant. Black or African 

American, Non-Hispanic students in these programs have a predicted higher engagement 

score (4.25, p < .01) for Academic Challenge, but no such significant relationship exists 

for other engagement measures. Hispanic, Latino students have predicted higher 

engagement scores for both Academic Challenge (2.45, p < .05) and Student Effort (3.58, 

p < .01) but not for Active and Collaborative Learning. Lastly, as an instance of varying 

relationships of race/ethnicity with engagement measures is the example of students in the 

other category. This includes, as noted in Chapter Three, Native American students and 

those that marked other. For these students, there is a significant relationship with all three 

engagement measures, positive for Active and Collaborative Learning (3.86, p < .05), but 

negative for Student Effort (–3.23, p < .10) and Academic Challenge (–4.15, p < .05). 

None of the college-level predictors were significantly related to engagement 

measures for this model and data.  
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Table 18: Summary of Model 4 Results: Student and College Factors: Program Design 
Data Set (n = 2,187) 

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Fixed Effects Student Level      

(Intercept)     47.46 (1.98)***      49.64 (1.86)***      47.23 (1.54)*** 

Part-time     −6.86 (1.11)***      −6.40 (1.08)***      −8.42 (1.06)*** 

Enrolled in Develop. Course     −0.06 (1.19)        6.56 (1.18)***        3.82 (1.12)*** 

Male     −5.18 (1.07)***      −1.49 (1.10)      −3.79 (1.05)*** 

Hrs Working for Pay       0.42 (0.28)      −0.19 (0.28)        0.73 (0.27)*** 

Hrs Caring for Dependents       1.05 (0.35)**        0.59 (0.33)*        1.06 (0.34)*** 

Hrs Commuting       1.15 (0.56)**        2.86 (0.54)***        1.93 (0.53)*** 

Pay Tuition: Own Income       2.55 (1.14)**        0.90 (1.11)        1.62 (1.10) 

Pay Tuition: Other’s Income       2.04 (1.21)*      −0.11 (1.19)        0.84 (1.15) 

Pay Tuition: Employer Help       4.34 (1.66)***      −2.15 (1.92)      −1.59 (1.66) 

Pay Tuition: Grants, Schlr.       1.37 (1.17)        0.46 (1.16)        1.02 (1.11) 

Pay Tuition: Student Loans     −2.21 (1.21)*      −0.88 (1.18)      −2.84 (1.16)** 

Pay Tuition: Public Assist.       1.64 (1.50)      −0.43 (1.55)      −0.56 (1.47) 

Asian, Asian American or 
Pacific Islander 

    −4.78 (2.09)**        0.54 (2.04)      −2.02 (1.97) 

Black or African American, 
Non-Hispanic 

    −0.79 (1.49)        0.64 (1.44)        4.25 (1.40)*** 

Hispanic, Latino, Spanish       1.46 (1.31)        3.58 (1.33)***        2.45 (1.25)** 

Other Race/Ethnicity       3.86 (1.90)**      −3.23 (1.83)*      −4.15 (1.81)** 

 Int’l Student or Foreign 
National 

      4.65 (2.28)**        4.11 (2.25)*        2.47 (2.11) 

Highest Acad Credential       0.40 (0.99)        0.99 (1.10)        1.81 (0.86)** 

Neither Parent Any College     −3.23 (1.56)**      −0.69 (2.12)      −2.39 (1.45) 

Non-Traditional Age (≥25)     −6.05 (1.45)***      −6.82 (1.41)***      −5.26 (1.38)*** 

Has Kids at Home     −2.73 (1.55)*        0.09 (1.47)        1.37 (1.53) 

Married       3.60 (1.66)**        0.83 (1.62)        0.60 (1.58) 

Num of SGLE Participation       6.17 (0.65)***        3.48 (0.61)***        2.07 (0.57)*** 

Fixed Effects College Level      

Urban Serving       0.24 (2.25)      −2.71 (1.96)      −0.33 (1.10) 

Suburban Serving     −0.79 (1.73)        1.00 (1.51)        1.08 (0.86) 

Medium Size (4,500-7,999)     −0.10 (1.84)        1.17( 1.61)      −2.18 (0.96) 

Large Size (8,000-14,999)       1.43 (1.92)      −0.48 (1.68)        1.54 (0.99) 

Ex-Large Size (15,000+)     −0.45 (2.58)        0.17 (2.25)        0.49 (1.25) 
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Table 18 (continued)  

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

 

Random Effects 
     

Intercept     27.57 (9.62)***      19.31 (7.36)***        1.37 (3.32) 

Residual    548.37 (16.89)***    521.45 (16.05)***    515.10 (15.94)*** 

      

Fit Statistics across 
Imputations 

Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

−2LL 20508 (7.9)  20390 (8.3)  20328 (8.5) 

AIC 20570 (7.9)  20452 (8.3)  20390(8.5) 

BIC 20622 (7.9)  20505 (8.3)  20442 (8.5) 

* p < .10   ** p < .05   *** p < .01     

 

Model 5: SGLE Program Design Factors  

Table 19 summarizes the results for Model 5 which uses the same Program Impact 

data set but implements only those variables used to describe the SGLE program that the 

students identified having participated in. 

Note that the fit statistics of these models are higher than those for Model 4 and so 

indicate a comparative poorer fit to the data. In other words, the student characteristics 

modeled previously do a better job of explaining the variance in engagement scores than 

do these variables that describe aspects of a portion of their college experience. Still, the 

fit indices are lower than the unconditional model and so some degree of variance in 

engagement can be attributed to SGLE program design. However, in terms of the 

improvement in explained variance, the residual variance for Active and Collaborative 

Learning actually increased compared to the baseline model from 616.37 to 633.24, 

yielding a 2.7 percent decline in the model’s explanatory capacity. The residual variances 
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for the other two submodels decreased, in agreement with the lower fit indices, but by a 

negligible amount. For Student Effort, only from 591.35 to 589.80; and for Academic 

Challenge from 573.44 to 571.52; both under one half of one percent improvement in 

explained variation.  

Table 19: Summary of Model 5 Results: SGLE Factors: Program Design Data Set (n = 
2,187) 

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Fixed Effects SGLE Factors      

(Intercept)     51.61 (1.50)***      55.39 (1.39)***      52.01 (0.90)*** 

PC I: College Success 
Skills 

    −0.15 (0.54)      −0.05 (0.50)        0.80 (0.33)** 

PC II: Collaborative and 
Contextualized Learning 

      0.14 (0.88)        0.17 (0.82)      −0.21 (0.54) 

PC III: Academic Planning 
and Student Services 

      0.64 (0.91)        0.29 (0.84)      −0.20 (0.55) 

PC IV: Co-Curricular and 
Community Activities 

      3.68 (1.25)***        3.64 (1.17)***        1.28 (0.77)* 

PC V: Academic Support     −2.19 (1.35)      −2.84 (1.23)**      −1.79 (0.75)** 

Duration (Weekdays)       0.02 (0.04)      −0.03 (0.04)      −0.01 (0.02) 

Intensity (Hrs. / Day)     −0.46 (0.72)      −0.78 (0.67)      −0.86 (0.41)** 

Credits Awarded       0.26 (0.82)        1.24 (0.78)        0.62 (0.62) 

Taught by Admin/Dep Lead       2.37 (2.00)        2.29 (1.85)        2.36 (1.22)** 

Taught by Faculty     −4.48 (3.00)      −4.92 (2.77)*      −6.00 (1.75)*** 

Taught by Student Services     −7.20 (3.01)**      −4.63 (2.82)*      −2.88 (1.96) 

      

Random Effects      

Intercept     15.45 (8.01)**      16.64 (7.60)**  n/a 

Residual    633.24 (19.15)***    589.80 (18.04)***    571.52 (17.28)*** 

      

Fit Statistics across 
Imputations 

Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

−2LL 20753 (0)  20653 (0)  20550 (0) 

AIC 20781 (0)  20681 (0)  20576 (0) 

BIC 20805 (0)  20705 (0)  20650 (0) 

* p < .10   ** p < .05   *** p < .01     
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Essentially, Model 5 explains the variation in engagement scores about as well as 

the unconditional baseline model, even as some of the coefficients were significant and do 

provide some initial insight into design aspects that matter. 

Note that for the model with Academic Challenge as an outcome, the variance 

factor across colleges originally specified in the model caused an error in the variance-

covariance matrix and had to be removed from the model. There was simply not enough 

variance between colleges to reliably include it in the model. This made the data structure 

flat, that is, un-nested. 

The variables, as noted previously, were selected so as to operationalize three facets 

of an activity system, per the conceptual framework: tools/artifacts (in the form of 

programmatic and curricular elements); rules/conventions (in the form of attendance 

duration and intensity [i.e., dosage], expectations for credit); and the division of labor (in 

the form of participants, whether facilitating personnel or students). The second research 

question sets out null hypotheses for each of the areas that they have no relationship with 

engagement scores. The results summarized in Table 19 provide some evidence as to 

whether to reject them or not. 

Programmatic and Curricular Elements  

Of the five variables that quantify the kinds of programmatic and curricular 

elements that colleges identified implementing in their SGLE programs, the only one that 

consistently showed a significant relationship with the three engagement outcomes was PC 

IV: Co-Curricular and Community Activities. For all three engagement outcomes, Active 

and Collaborative Learning (3.68, p < .01), Student Effort (3.64, p < .01), and Academic 

Challenge (1.28, p < .10), this factor was positively related and significant. It also happens 

to be one of the principal components least implemented. As seen in Table 13 above, 
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colleges in the sample implemented, on average, 0.74 of the three possible kinds of 

activities that this area entails: campus or community service projects, participation in 

campus activities/events outside the classroom, and/or service learning. In other words, 

typical for this sample of colleges was having none or one of these activities in their SGLE. 

Yet, when present, the evidence shows that such kinds of activities are positively associated 

with engagement scores, and so we can reject the null hypothesis of no relationship for this 

particular kind of activity. 

As for other programmatic and curricular elements, two other principal components 

were significantly related with engagement. PC I: College Success Skills showed a small 

but positive relationship with Academic Challenge (0.80, p < .05). SGLE programs in this 

sample incorporated up to eight different kinds of College Success Skills elements, such as 

time management skills, study skills, note-taking skills, test-taking skills, use of 

information resources (e.g., library, finding and evaluating sources), among others. These 

kinds of programmatic elements were among the most common implemented in the SGLE 

programs; on average 5.66 per program, as seen in Table 13. Thus, there is evidence to 

reject the null hypothesis of no relationship between this aspect of SGLE design and overall 

student engagement scores, even if the effect is relatively small and for only one 

engagement outcome. 

PC V: Academic Support, on the other hand, resulted in negative relationships with 

two outcome measures and to relatively large degrees. These elements include tutoring, 

mentoring, and supplemental instruction. This area, like PC IV: Co-Curricular and 

Community Activities, is not implemented extensively; on average, colleges implement 

less that one of them; however, the results here show that for each one of the three kinds 

of Academic Support—mentoring, tutoring, or supplemental instruction—implemented by 

an SGLE program, there is an estimated decrease in Student Effort scores by 2.84 (p < .05) 
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and likewise a decrease in Academic Challenge scores by 1.79 (p < .05). This negative 

relationship, instead of indicating an unfavorable situation, may actually indicate a salutary 

effect for students who, with extra help from mentors, tutors, and supplemental instructors, 

are aided so that they do not have to exert themselves to the degree that students that are 

not participants in the SGLE program otherwise have to put forth. This is revisited in more 

depth in Chapter Five. 

Overall, for programmatic and curricular elements of SGLEs, there were 15 

possible facets to define a relationship with student engagement. This model and these data 

provided evidence to reject the null hypothesis of no relationship in six counts, and most 

consistently for one kind of element: Co-Curricular and Community Activities. For the 

most part, that is, on balance, there is at best mixed evidence to reject the null hypothesis 

of no relation between program curriculum and student engagement. 

Attendance Duration/Intensity and Credit Expectations  

There were three facets to the dimension of the attendance duration and 

expectations that help describe the rules/conventions of an activity system for these SGLE 

programs: duration (in weekdays), intensity (average hours/day), and the number of credits 

awarded, if any. Of these, only one had a significant relationship with engagement, and 

only for the Academic Challenge engagement score. The results show that for each hour 

of credit awarded (the range was from zero to 12 for this sample), Academic Challenge is 

predicted to decrease by 0.86 points (p < .05), a statistically significant but small amount 

overall.  

Overall, there is very weak evidence to reject the null hypothesis given these 

models and data, and therefore I can conclude very little in terms of any relationship 

between attendance dosage and expectations and engagement scores.  
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Facilitating/Teaching Personnel  

The three variables that quantify who is involved in teaching and facilitating these 

SGLE programs held the most unexpected results in regards to what intuitively might make 

sense, even if activity systems theory and the specified hypotheses did not predict which 

way, if any, a statistical relationship might show up with engagement. In summary, where 

colleges indicated that faculty taught or facilitated the program, student engagement in 

terms of Student Effort and Academic Challenge had a strong negative relationship (–4.92, 

p < .10 and –6.00 p < .01 respectively).  

Furthermore, where colleges indicated that student services personnel taught or 

facilitated the program (keep in mind that the categories are not mutually exclusive: 

colleges could select all personnel groups that applied), student engagement in terms of 

Active and Collaborative Learning and Student Effort had a strong negative relationship (–

7.20, p < .05 and –4.63 p < .10 respectively).  

The only positive relationship among these variables was where Administrators or 

Department Heads taught or facilitated the program. This personnel role was associated 

with a predicted 2.36 (p < .05) increase for Academic Challenge. 

Overall, speaking in terms of these results collectively, given that five out of nine 

potential points of comparison resulted in significant statistics, there is some compelling 

evidence for a definite relationship between personnel involvement and student 

engagement scores. That is, there is a good amount of evidence to reject the null hypothesis 

and conclude that personnel involvement matters to student engagement. At the same time, 

the findings at first glance appear counter-intuitive that faculty involvement and student 

services staff involvement would be associated with negative student engagement scores. 

Activity system theory does not predict a positive or negative relationship in this case, but 

student engagement theory, which undergird the outcome measures but do not specifically 
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speak to SGLE program design, would in general terms suggest a positive relationship 

between faculty involvement and student engagement. These findings, however, must be 

considered in light of all the variables in the model, and even then may not provide clear 

indications as to the nature of the potential relationship discovered. The results may in fact 

be due to untested suppressor effects of certain variables (Conger, 1974; MacKinnon, 

Krull, & Lockwood, 2000). These considerations and others are developed more in the next 

chapter. 

Model 6: All Factors  

Lastly, Table 20 provides a summary of the model that combines all of these 

covariates into one model: student-level and college-level variables and SGLE descriptor 

variables. Comparing the results to those of Model 4 and Model 5, it is apparent that there 

are few substantive differences. The model fit indices show no important improvement 

over that of Model 4 which has just the student- and college-level predictors and of all 

models has the best fit to the data. The –2 log likelihood value for Model 6 is improved by 

only 20 to 30 points over Model 4, and the AIC and BIC values are within at most 20 

points; nor are the residual variances for any of the three submodels reduced to any 

meaningful degree compared to their submodel counterparts in Model 4. 

The magnitude, direction, and significance of the individual predictors are for the 

most part unchanged, except in just a handful of cases. The first of note is the random 

coefficient for the intercept. For all three outcome engagement scores in Model 6, there is 

no meaningful variation across colleges in the intercept. For the Academic Challenge 

engagement score, this was already the case in other models, as the software would not 

compute a random factor at all, and so it had to be excluded from the model. But for Student 

Effort, the random factor is simply not significant in this combined-factor model, and for 
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Active and Collaborative Learning, the random factor was significant at only the α = .10 

level, making this coefficient marginally reliable. Thus, for all outcome measures 

calculated for Model 6, it would appear that by accounting for characteristics of the 

students, the institution, and the SGLE program all at once, the variation in engagement 

scores can be modeled across all contexts, even if the portion of unexplained residual 

variance is not reduced compared to models of these factors separately. 

This change in the random factor for Active and Collaborative Learning and 

Student Effort is accompanied by a handful of changes in coefficients for these two 

outcomes. They are the following:  

For Active and Collaborative Learning, there were two coefficients that changed. 

One was the factor related to student sex, whether male or not, is not significant as it was 

in Model 4. (The same coefficient when the outcome measure is Student Effort is now 

significant and has a negative relationship.) The other factor was among the SGLE program 

design factors. In Model 6, PC V: Academic Support is now significantly related to the 

outcome score, and to a large degree (–3.64, p < .05), similar to the results for Model 5 

above. (In fact, the same factor is no longer significantly related to Academic Challenge as 

in Model 5.) There may be an un-modeled interaction between student factors—perhaps 

specifically being male or not—and the academic support provided by mentoring, tutoring, 

and supplemental instruction. 

Of the three engagement measures, the outcome of Student Effort had the most 

changes in individual coefficients in this combined Model 6 relative to other models. The 

changes were seen in all three levels of analysis: at the student-, college-, and SGLE 

program-level. Among student characteristics, as noted, the variable related to sex proved 

to be significant in this case where it was not in other models. The relationship with 

engagement was negative, as it was in other models and for other outcomes too. At the 
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institutional level, this was the only model and engagement outcome to have significant 

factors. Where a college is urban serving, the relationship with Student Effort was –3.26 

(p < .05), and where medium sized (4,500 to 7,999 students), the relationship was 3.19 (p 

< .05) according to this model. As far as SGLE program characteristics, this too was the 

only model to result in any meaningful relationship between engagement and the program’s 

duration and credit-bearing status. For the length of the duration, the significant 

relationship was very slight—less than one tenth of a point change in predicted 

engagement—and therefore unimportant. However, for each one credit point awarded for 

a program, the predicted Student Effort score in this case is predicted to increase by 1.69 

points (p < .05).  

The reason for the significance of these particular variables changing in a combined 

model, without similar changes for other engagement outcomes scores, is not predicted by 

the theory; nor is it intuitive. The changes may suggest an un-modeled interaction between 

institutional setting and SGLE program design for this particular type of student 

engagement, or there may be a suppressor effect among certain variables (Conger, 1974; 

MacKinnon et al., 2000) 

Table 20: Summary of Model 6 Results: All Covariates: Program Design Data Set (n = 
2,187) 

Table 20 (continued)  

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Fixed Effects Student Level      

(Intercept)       48.58 (2.14)***       50.45 (1.94)***     49.54 (1.77)*** 

Part-time       –6.75 (1.11)***       –6.39 (1.08)***     –8.67 (1.07)*** 

Enrolled in Develop. Course       –0.09 (1.19)         6.69 (1.19)***       3.57 (1.12)*** 

Male       –1.36 (1.10)       –5.19 (1.06)***     –3.77 (1.05)*** 
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Table 20 (continued)  

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

Hrs Working for Pay         0.41 (0.28)       –0.20 (0.28)       0.68 (0.27)** 

Hrs Caring for Dependents         1.04 (0.36)***         0.60 (0.33)*       0.99 (0.34)*** 

Hrs Commuting         1.20 (0.56)**         2.86 (0.54)***       1.83 (0.53)*** 

Pay Tuition: Own Income         2.50 (1.14)**         0.96 (1.11)       1.86 (1.11)* 

Pay Tuition: Other’s Income         2.06 (1.21)*       –0.22 (1.19)       0.76 (1.15) 

Pay Tuition: Employer Help         4.20 (1.67)**       –2.40 (1.92)     –1.44 (1.67) 

Pay Tuition: Grants, Schlr.         1.49 (1.17)         0.47 (1.15)       0.84 (1.11) 

Pay Tuition: Student Loans       –2.36 (1.21)*       –0.96 (1.17)     –2.53 (1.17)** 

Pay Tuition: Public Assist.         1.77 (1.51)       –0.30 (1.56)     –0.74 (1.48) 

Asian, Asian American or 
Pacific Islander 

      –5.11 (2.09)** 
 

       0.36 (2.02) 
 

   –2.11 (1.98) 

Black or African American, 
Non-Hispanic 

      –0.87 (1.49) 
 

       0.70 (1.43) 
 

     3.90 (1.40)*** 

Hispanic, Latino, Spanish         1.37 (1.31)         3.11 (1.32)**       2.42 (1.25)* 

Other Race/Ethnicity         4.02 (1.90)**       –2.96 (1.83)     –3.89 (1.81)** 

 Int’l Student or Foreign 
National 

        4.56 (2.29)* 
 

       3.87 (2.24)* 
 

     2.46 (2.10) 

Highest Acad Credential         0.37 (0.99)         0.98 (1.12)       1.75 (0.84)** 

Neither Parent Any College       –3.36 (1.58)**       –0.98 (2.16)     –2.53 (1.47)* 

Non-Traditional Age (≥25)       –5.97 (1.45)***       –6.78 (1.41)***     –5.26 (1.37)*** 

Has Kids at Home       –2.88 (1.56)*       –0.20 (1.47)       1.19 (1.52) 

Married         3.60 (1.66)**         1.00 (1.62)       0.88 (1.58) 

Num of SGLE Participation         6.14 (0.65)***         3.60 (0.61)***       1.92 (0.60)*** 

Fixed Effects College Level      

Urban Serving       –0.94 (1.98)       –3.26 (1.59)**       0.19 (1.32) 

Suburban Serving       –1.46 (1.43)         0.05 (1.12)       0.39 (0.90) 

Medium Size (4,500-7,999)         1.63 (1.57)         3.19 (1.27)**     –1.26 (1.06) 

Large Size (8,000-14,999)         0.09 (1.85)       –1.90 (1.52)       1.31 (1.29) 

Ex-Large Size (15,000+)         0.12 (2.08)         0.77 (1.63)       0.03 (1.31) 

Fixed Effects SGLE Factors      

PC I: College Success 
Skills 

        0.06 (0.49) 
 

       0.18 (0.41) 
 

     0.61 (0.34)* 

PC II: Collaborative and 
Contextualized Learning 

        0.63 (0.86) 
 

       0.48 (0.73) 
 

   –0.50 (0.63) 

PC III: Academic Planning 
and Student Services 

        0.07 (0.83) 
 

       0.26 (0.69) 
 

   –0.64 (0.60) 

PC IV: Co-Curricular and 
Community Activities 

        4.21 (1.12)*** 
 

       3.48 (0.94)*** 
 

     1.33 (0.80)* 



 

 183 

Table 20 (continued)  

 Outcome Variable 

 

Active and 
Collaborative 

Learning  Student Effort  
Academic 
Challenge 

 β (SE)  β (SE)  β (SE) 

PC V: Academic Support       –3.64 (1.30)**       –3.70 (1.08)***     –0.79 (0.92) 

Duration (Weekdays)       –0.01 (0.03)       –0.06 (0.03)**     –0.02 (0.02) 

Intensity (Hrs. / Day)       –0.22 (0.66)       –0.24 (0.55)     –0.67 (0.47) 

Credits Awarded         0.31 (0.75)         1.69 (0.68)**       0.70 (0.63) 

Taught by Admin/Dep Lead         0.91 (1.74)         1.76 (1.44)       1.60 (1.23) 

Taught by Faculty       –3.93 (2.55)       –3.37 (2.08)     –3.77 (1.75)** 

Taught by Student Services       –5.84 (2.89)**       –2.92 (2.47)     –2.04 (2.14) 

      

Random Effects      

Intercept     11.48 (6.16)*      4.02 (4.18)  n/a 

Residual    548.46 (16.94)***    520.82 (16.12)***    511.46 (15.61)*** 

      

Fit Statistics across 
Imputations 

Mean (SD)  Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

−2LL 20488 (8.2)  20360 (9.0)  20307 (8.6) 

AIC 20572 (8.2)  20444 (9.0)  20389 (8.6) 

BIC 20643 (8.2)  20515 (9.0)  20622 (8.6) 

* p < .10   ** p < .05   *** p < .01     
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Overview 

THE CONTEXT AND PROBLEM 

This study investigates so-called high-impact or promising practices that are 

becoming more prevalent in community colleges, such as first-year seminars, learning 

communities, and student success courses, including orientation courses. These kinds of 

programs have been studied in the literature in terms of the beneficial impact they have on 

a several kinds of student outcomes, including student engagement. However, they have 

been studied separately from one another despite apparent similarities and usually in 

isolated contexts. Because the majority of studies on such practices are based on single 

institutions, classes, or programs, it is difficult to generalize to other contexts or to isolate 

distinguishing design principles that make the most difference. We do not have enough 

evidence regarding which of their aspects is related to the documented outcomes. (H. R. 

Boylan, Bliss, & Bonham, 1997; Swaner & Brownell, 2009). 

What is lacking in the literature is a clear description of the design and structure of 

these practices to allow an understanding of how and why they work to achieve the 

outcomes we see. The problem in conceptual terms is in fact two-fold; there are two 

divergent but related problems: first, we do not know clearly just what a high-impact 

practice is—the concept is undertheorized—and secondly, we need a way to delimit which 

things from among a lost list of practices we should look at. Several practices and strategies 

have been proposed as high-impact or promising such as advising, student success courses, 

mentoring, bridge programs, service learning, registration before classes begin, fast-track 

developmental education, and experiential learning beyond the classroom, just to name a 

few (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012a; Kuh, 2008; Zachry 



 

 185 

Rutschow et al., 2011). Some practices, especially those enumerated by Kuh, more readily 

apply to the four-year sector but there is overlap. These practices are largely an undefined 

collection of interventions whose most readily noted common feature is their novelty in 

community colleges. To move the research literature forward, it behooves us to have a 

more coherent conceptualization of what, if anything, distinguishes these practices, or a 

subset of them, as a definable class. In short, to define something (e.g., as high-impact) we 

must measure it and to measure it we must define it (i.e., conceptually delimit it).  

As a way to address the first problem of measuring the impact of these promising 

practices, I use student engagement as a metric for at least two reasons. First, it is an 

intermediary outcome associated with many desirable distal outcomes such as academic 

performance (grades), persistence, and graduation, among others (For an overview of the 

extensive literature, see McCormick et al., 2013; McCormick & McClenney, 2012); and 

secondly because conceptually it involves both student behaviors and institutional 

behaviors. Kuh (2001, 2009) states that student engagement has two essential parts: the 

first is the time and effort students devote to activities that are empirically linked to desired 

outcomes; the second is how the institution deploys its resources and organizes the 

curriculum, other learning opportunities, and support services to induce students to 

participate in activities that lead to desired outcomes such as persistence, satisfaction, 

learning, and graduation. 

Here then is an opportunity to address the question that goes unanswered in the 

literature: which resources, curriculum, learning opportunities are related to engagement? 

Which support services? In what combination and for what duration and intensity? 

Engagement measures associated with specific program design features can provide 

evidence for what might be called high impact, regardless of how the design elements are 

packaged.  
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In order to answer the second half of the dilemma as to how to conceptually delimit 

a set of practices from among several candidates, a conceptual framework is needed that 

allows for certain high-impact practices to be investigated collectively as instances of a 

single concept. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Activity theory, or activity system theory, provides a framework for 

operationalizing the design of special programs and conceptualizing of them collectively. 

Activity theory is in fact a meta-theory or epistemological approach, rather than a 

formalized theory with a fixed body of defined statements, and is largely unfamiliar to 

westerners (Kuutti, 1996), though it has been applied to research in higher education in 

terms of teaching and learning enhancement, organizational reform, curriculum, and 

educational technology (Blin & Munro, 2008; Britt Lundell & Collins, 1999; Engeström et 

al., 1999; Isssroff & Scanlon, 2002; Jones et al., 2006; Knight & Trowler, 2001; Kolb & 

Kolb, 2005; Nocon, 2004; Scanlon & Issroff, 2005; P. Trowler & Knight, 2000; P. Trowler, 

2005). It has its roots in Kantian and Hegelian philosophy that emphasizes developmental 

and historical ideas. It was originally elaborated by Soviet-era psychologists Lev Vygotsky, 

Aleksei Leont’ev, and Alexander Luria 

Under this framework, an activity system entails a number of basic elements related 

to each other in a specific conceptual way. The elements are: the participants or subjects 

that divide the labor (in this case operationalized as the roles taken by students and the 

facilitators/teachers), its mediating artifacts or instruments (here operationalized as the 

programmatic and curricular activities that the people engage in), and the rules and 

expectations followed in carrying out the activity (here operationalized as the attendance 

dosage and the credit-beating status of the program). See Figure 2 in Chapter Two. 
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Given the close relationship of activity theory with related concepts of communities 

of practice and their role in the socialization of individuals to academic life (Edwards, 

2005; P. Trowler & Knight, 2000) that undergird several, but not all, of the promising 

practices as enumerated by authors cited above, it is clear that programs such as first-year 

seminars, learning communities, orientation, and student success courses form a distinct 

kind of practice. The feature that distinguishes them is arguably the way they bring groups 

together in a structured way, often as a cohort, to orient and socialize the individuals in 

terms of the overall institution and equip them with interpersonal connections and a support 

network to help them be successful navigating it. Using the framework of activity theory, 

we can conceptualize of such practices as Structured Group Learning Experiences 

(SGLEs).  

Both activity theory and student engagement operate at the meso-level of analysis. 

In both cases, the object of study is phenomena created at the intersection of individual 

agency and institutional responsibility. SGLE programs as activity systems afford for 

several analytical dimensions that emphasize their social nature over their programmatic 

or technical design. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Based on the literature that indicates the beneficial impact of participation in SGLE 

programs on student engagement measures, together with the selected conceptual 

framework of activity theory, there are two research questions for this study.  

1. What is the relationship of student participation in structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs) and students’ level of engagement in terms of CCSSE’s 

benchmarks of student engagement? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  
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b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge 

2. What is the relationship between the design of structured group learning 

experiences (SGLEs), along their three dimensions as an activity system: 

a. Tools/artifacts (in the form of programmatic and curricular elements), 

b. Rules/conventions (in the form of attendance duration and intensity [i.e., 

dosage], expectations for credit), and 

c. The division of labor (in the form of participants, whether facilitating 

personnel or students); 

and students’ level of engagement, in terms of three engagement benchmarks 

scores? Specifically: 

a. Active and collaborative learning,  

b. Student effort, and 

c. Academic challenge. 

The first is related to the straightforward question of the relationship of 

participation in an SGLE program with engagement. Based on the findings of previous 

studies, the hypothesis is that the relationship is positive, so the null hypothesis to test is 

that the relationship is either null or negative. This question sets the stage for the main part 

of my study, reflected in the second question. Here, activity theory does not predict which 

way, if any, the relationship with engagement will go. Therefore the null hypotheses are 

simply that there is no relationship between program design and engagement. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Data and Variables 

Data for this study came from two datasets provided by the Center for Community 

College Student Engagement (CCCSE): the 2012 administration of the Community 

College Institutional Survey (CCIS), and a random sample of student responses to the 2012 

national administration of the Community College Survey of Student Engagement 

(CCSSE). CCCSE provided me with CCIS 2012 data from all college respondents (n = 

435), and an 80 percent random sample of all student records from those colleges that 

participated in both CCSSE 2012 and CCIS 2012 (n = 80,597). 

These data sets were merged to nest students within institutions based on the 

matching of colleges that participated in both the CCIS and the CCSSE in 2012, and where 

colleges identified only have one instance of a particular program so as to better ensure 

that the program students identified having participated in is the same program described 

by the college. 

To address both research questions, I used two nested data sets derived from the 

merged data. In the first, what I refer to as the Program Impact data set, there were 9,266 

student records across 44 colleges, both SGLE participants and non-participants. In the 

second, referred to here at the Program Design data set, is a further subset of the data 

comprising only SGLE participants, which had 2,187 student records across 40 colleges; 

four less than the Program Impact data set because of missing program-level data that could 

not be imputed. 

Outcome variables were three student engagement benchmarks—entitled Active 

and Collaborative Learning, Student Effort, and Academic Challenge—that are composite 

scales comprised of related survey items, and are those most closely related to desirable 

academic outcomes in the validation studies performed by CCCSE (Marti, 2009; 
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McClenney et al., 2006; McClenney, 2006). See Chapter Three for details of these 

measures and discussion of their reliability and validity. Dependent variables were selected 

based on the existing literature of factors that influence engagement and by the selected 

conceptual framework. Student-level covariates included 19 variables to capture the 

diversity of community colleges students. College-level covariates included three variables 

describing the institution, and 11 variables describing their SGLE programs along the three 

dimensions of an activity system described above. 

Analysis Plan 

The analyses to answer the research questions were done in three phases. The first 

phase is a descriptive overview of the data, both of the student participants and of the 

designs of the SGLE programs they participated in. The second and third phases of the 

analysis are hierarchical linear models that nest students within colleges to determine the 

relationship of engagement with program features controlling for student characteristics 

and allowing for variability across colleges. As noted in Table 6 in Chapter Three, I 

specified six numbered models. The first two used to answer research question one that 

contemplates the Program Impact data set (n = 9.266) which includes participants and non-

participants in the SGLEs. The last four models used the Program Design data set that only 

comprises students that indicated having participated in one of the matched SGLEs (n = 

2,187) in order to answer the second research question. There are four models here because 

variables were added sequentially before being combined together so as to inspect their 

relationship with engagement separately. The possibility of multicollinearity was checked 

through the calculation of covariate correlations (Appendix D), and by checking the 

variance inflation factors (VIF) of coefficients using un-nested OLS regression.  
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Descriptive Results 

As seen in Table 10 in Chapter Four, the characteristics of student participants (n = 

2,187) in the SGLE programs largely followed the characteristics in the overall sample 

provided to me by CCCSE (n = 80,597) with a few exceptions. The differences, which 

were not great—all within just a few percentage points—were found in such areas as the 

following: there were proportionately more students enrolled in developmental 

coursework, more students whose parents have no college experience, and proportionately 

more Hispanic/Latino students, but proportionately fewer African American students, 

compared to the overall characteristics found in the data set provided me by CCCSE. In 

terms of institutional characteristics, there was a large portion of colleges that are rural-

serving and correspondingly small in enrollment terms. All size and urbanicity 

combinations are represented in the data, except for, unsurprisingly, any extra-large 

(15,000+ enrollments) rural-serving college. 

SGLE programs were described in terms of three dimensions according to the 

conceptual framework of activity theory: programmatic and curricular elements, 

attendance duration/intensity and credit expectations, and facilitating/teaching personnel. 

College Success Skills were the most common (on average colleges implement about six 

elements out of eight in each SGLE), followed by Academic Planning and Student Services 

(on average just under three of five). The least-often implemented kinds of elements were 

Co-Curricular and Community Activities and Academic Support. Both of these clusters are 

composed of three individual practices, but colleges on average implement zero or one of 

them. In terms of the duration, intensity, and credit expectations of the 58 SGLE programs 

in the study, it was found that on average they last 60 weekdays—about the length of an 

academic semester or term (a range of zero to 160 weekdays); they meet on average 1.4 
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hours per weekday (a range of 0.1 to 8 hours per day); and from zero to 12 credit hours 

awarded, the programs award just under two credit hours on average. See Table 13 in 

Chapter Four. A large portion of the programs involved faculty members: about 85 percent 

of the time. Student services staff member were involved 59 percent of the time, and 

administrators/department heads 40 percent of the time. See Table 14 in Chapter Four. 

Regression Results 

Model 1 and Model 2 were used to answer the first research question regarding the 

impact of participation in an SGLE program on student engagement. As detailed in Table 

15 and Table 16 in Chapter Four, there was evidence that there is indeed a significant 

relationship between program participation and engagement, enough the reject the null 

hypothesis. The results of Model 2 showed that on average, SGLE participation is 

associated with a gain over the intercept, respectively, of 5.3 over 43.8 for Active and 

Collaborative Learning; 7.7 over 44.9 for Student Effort; and 4.5 over 44.8 for Academic 

Challenge. The hierarchical design of the models revealed that while there is variability 

across colleges in the average engagement level, and the impact of SGLE participation 

likewise varies for Active and Collaborative Learning and Student Effort, the relationship 

of SGLE participation with Academic Challenge with Engagement was statistically the 

same across all colleges. In all cases, SGLE participation, despite its significant and 

important relationship with engagement, explains very little of engagement scores, as an 

overwhelming portion of variance remains unaccounted for. 

Research question two asks about the relationship of SGLE program design and 

students’ level of engagement. Using the three outcome measures that reflect aspects of 

engagement and three dimensions of SGLE program design (each made up of several 
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variables) that describe them as activity systems, there are a resulting nine major areas of 

interest where they intersect to form testable hypotheses (see Figure 3 in Chapter Three).  

Considering student-level factors alone (Model 4) explained a meaningful portion 

of the explainable variance of student engagement scores, approximately 10 to 12 percent 

improvement over the baseline. However, these variables are included in this study only as 

covariate control variables based on the extensive engagement literature, and so my 

selected theoretical framework did not make specific predictions about which variables 

would be significant in which direction. What is clear from the findings here is that the 

three different aspects of student engagement measures used have distinctive relationships 

with certain student characteristics, underscoring the multi-faceted nature of engagement 

and ways that SGLE program participation or design may foster different kinds of 

engagement depending on the individual. Institutional-level variables of size and 

urbanicity were not statistically significant in this model. See Table 18 in Chapter Four for 

in-depth review of these results. 

Model 5 in turn builds on the unconditional model by accounting for the program 

design variables alone. See Table 19 in Chapter Four for full details. This model used five 

variables to measure the kinds of programmatic design elements that colleges put into their 

SGLE programs, but only a few of them were found to be significantly related to 

engagement scores, providing only limited evidence of the relationship of program design. 

The most prominent design feature that was significant was PC IV: Co-Curricular and 

Community Activities, which, as noted above in the descriptive results, colleges in the 

sample implemented on average only 0.74 of the three possible kinds of activities that this 

area entails: campus or community service projects, participation in campus 

activities/events outside the classroom, and/or service learning. Where colleges did 

implement these activities, there was a strong positive association with higher engagement. 
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In terms of the program duration and its credit-bearing status, there was weak evidence of 

these variables being related to variation in engagement scores. Lastly, in terms of the 

personnel involved in teaching and facilitating these programs, there were large, negative 

relationships between engagement scores and faculty involvement as well as student 

services staff involvement. The only positive relationship among these variables was where 

administrators or department heads taught or facilitated the program. These latter findings 

were counterintuitive on the surface, but overall underscore the significant role that people 

have in students’ differing experiences as measured by engagement. Possible 

interpretations and implications of these findings are discussed below. 

Finally, with all covariates combined in Model 6 (see Table 20), there were two 

notable results as compared to Model 4 and Model 5 that implemented them separately: (a) 

combining all the variables in one model does not result in the best fitting model; that is, 

the fit indice both s show that this model fits the data about as well as Model 4, and the 

residual variance left unexplained is likewise about the same; and (b) the random intercept 

factor is not significant for any of the three submodels as they were variously in Models 1 

through 5, meaning that the combination of student-, institution-, and program-level factors 

explains the variation of engagement scores across colleges.  

Overall, the results show, perhaps not surprisingly, that the aspects most clearly 

associated with student engagement are the characteristics of the people involved. The 

aspect of activity systems that was most prevalent in significance was the role of college 

personnel involved. There was very little evidence for duration and credit-bearing status 

being related to engagement. Instead, the design elements that were found to have 

significant relationships with engagement were personalized academic support of tutoring, 

mentoring, and supplemental instruction, and co-curricular and community activities. 

These two aspects of SGLE program design, which unfortunately are underutilized by most 
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programs, also speak to the role of people and the extended community in what constitutes 

high engagement.  

The remainder of this chapter discusses such interpretations and implications in 

more detail, in light of the literature. Throughout the discussion that follows it is important 

to keep in mind that certain program elements may still prove to matter more or less for 

outcomes. The results of this study, the first of its kind to included information about 

program design, provide only a high-level view of possible relationships that require 

further study.  

Discussion 

IMPACT OF PROGRAM IMPACT 

The results of Model 1 and Model 2 using the Program Impact data set provide 

evidence for the beneficial impact of SGLE program participation on student engagement. 

This evidence supports the findings of previous research that found engagement to be 

positively associated with participation in programs, whether they be learning communities 

(Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; Pike et al., 2008; Pike, Kuh, & McCormick, 2011; Rocconi, 

2011; Scrivener et al., 2008; Swaner & Brownell, 2009; Zhao & Kuh, 2004); first-year 

seminars (Bastedo, 2002; Ishler, 2003; Keup & Barefoot, 2005; Kuh, 2007); or orientation, 

student success courses, and other hybrid programs (McClenney & Greene, 2005; Mechur 

Karp et al., 2011; Mechur Karp, 2011; Mills, 2010; Strumpf & Hunt, 1993).  

In the current study, several instances of programs were dealt with collectively 

instead of separately, as has been the case for previous research. Such an approach of 

grouping different programs that have different designs together in one analytical model is 

potentially fraught with problems were it not for two complementary aspects of the method 

used: first, the conceptual framework allows for a coherent way to describe disparate 
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structured group learning experiences along specific dimensions that make them essentially 

variations of similar interventions; and secondly, a hierarchical linear model approach 

accounts for variation in associated outcomes across contexts, both in magnitude (variation 

in the intercept) and kind (variation in the regression slope). Naturally, the depth of nuance 

afforded by a regression with just one independent variable is very little, and it is done in 

the case of Model 1 and Model 2 to confirm or disconfirm what previous studies have 

found, and to draw a baseline for the more nuanced models to follow (Model 3 through 

Model 6). Still, some observations can be made about the results for the Program Impact 

models (Model 1 and Model 2) that provide insight into overall purpose of this study: to 

provide evidence about the nature of engagement as exemplified by certain high-impact 

practices. 

The first notable observation is revealed by the very low intraclass correlation 

coefficient (ICC) scores of Model 1 and Model 2 (the variance across sites amounts to only 

one to two percent of the explainable variance) and the small difference in residual variance 

from the unconditional model to the single-condition model (likewise in the range of one 

to two percent improvement of explainable variation). This difference in residual variance 

is notable because participation in SGLE programs explains so little of the variation in 

engagement scores, and virtually all of the unexplained variation is within colleges instead 

of across them, despite the significant and sizable predicted increase in engagement scores 

related to SGLE participation which is the only additional variable added to the model. 

(The coefficients ranged from 4.5 [p < .001] for Academic Challenge to 5.3 [p < .001] for 

Active and Collaborative Learning to 7.7 [p < .001] for Student Effort).  

Given that the standard deviation for the three engagements scores is 25, the 

predicted change in engagement scores of between 4.5 and 7.7 do not seem impressive, 

but, as noted by Pike et al. (2011) in their study on the effect of learning community 
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participation on engagement scores in four-year colleges, modest effect sizes of regression 

coefficients do not always accompany important differences (cf. Prentice & Miller, 1992). 

My findings are similar to the range of roughly one quarter and six tenths of a standard 

deviation that Pike et al. found (p. 314). With this modest but otherwise notable predicted 

increase in engagement due to participation—and yet with so much of the variation left 

unexplained—it is clear that participation alone is insufficient to explain the programs’ 

impact. 

While this finding and observation is perhaps unsurprising, another detail of the 

Model 2 results reveals something about the nature of student engagement and SGLE 

programs that is not necessarily intuitive. And that is that the effect of participation differs 

depending on which aspect of engagement we consider, as revealed by the variability of 

the slope in each submodel (see Table 16 in Chapter Four). While the average effect of 

SGLE participation on Active and Collaborative Learning is an increase of 5.3 points (p < 

.01), the variability of that regression slope is 20.8 (p < .01). This speaks to the variation 

of the programs across sites, perhaps due to their design, the quality of implementation, the 

participants, and/or many other local circumstances. However, this kind of variability is 

not the same for all engagement measures. For Student Effort, the random effect of the 

slope is 12.5 (p < .1), as compared to the fixed effect of 7.7 (p < .001), but the probability 

level of 0.1 means the relationship is marginally reliable. For Academic Challenge, the 

overall fixed effect of 4.5 (p < .01) is smallest of the three outcome measures and there was 

not a significant variability across sites in this effect; the fixed effect is statistically the 

same across all sites.  

Collectively, this evidence points to SGLE participation being unevenly related to 

the extent of Active and Collaborative Learning that participant students engage in (the 

constituent items for this benchmark include asking questions in class, making 
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presentations, working with classmates outside of class, etc.); and perhaps differences in 

how much effort students put forth overall; but the level of academic challenge that 

students experience (being encouraged to synthesize and organize ideas, to apply concepts 

to practical problems, or the extent to which students read and write papers, etc.) as 

associated with participation in SGLEs is uniform across sites. This suggests, perhaps, that 

colleges may have much leeway in the degree of Active and Collaborative Learning that 

they can foster through these programs, at least as compared to other aspects of 

engagement.  

These findings corroborate evidence put forth by Pike et al. (2011) on two fronts. 

First—though their study focused on learning communities exclusively, instead of other 

structured group learning experiences too, and using data from the four-year sector—they 

likewise found that among different kinds of student engagement, such programs are 

particularly well suited to promote active and collaborative learning. Secondly, their 

findings, like mine, suggest in general terms that the construct of student engagement is 

not unitary; that there are different contingent effects on different types of engagement. 

This latter conclusion was even more evident for the second set of analyses in my study 

regarding the second research question about the nature of program design as related to 

student engagement measures. 

IMPACT OF PROGRAM DESIGN 

This brings us to the next research question and Model 3 through Model 6. The 

procedure for modeling the impact of program design was to begin with an unconditional 

model (Model 3). To this baseline were added student- and institution-level characteristics 

(Model 4), and separately the SGLE design variables (in Model 5), before combining them 

all (Model 6). This sequence allows for not only the determination of regression 
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coefficients that provide insight into the relationship of different variables with 

engagement, but as a way to determine the fit to the data. The unconditional Model 3 

provided baseline fit statistics for the three outcomes and a baseline residual variance for 

comparison as covariates were added. As described in Chapter Four, Model 4 was a better 

fit to the data and resulted in 10 to 12 percent improvement in the explained portion of 

variance that can be explained. Model 5, on the other hand, did not have appreciably better 

fit indices than the baseline model and the residual variance was also substantively the 

same. In other words, Model 5 with the program design characteristics explains variance 

of engagement scores about as well as an unconditional model, even at the same time that 

some of the factors were significantly related to engagement and provide some insight.  

Model 6, with all factors combined, proved to be about as good a fit to the data as 

Model 4 with the student- and institution-level characteristics alone. Perhaps the most 

notable finding in the combined Model 6 is that the variance across sites reflected in the 

random intercept factor proved to be non-significant, meaning that the variation in 

engagement scores can be modeled across all contexts using this combination of variables, 

whereas previous models, and indeed hierarchical linear models of engagement in the 

literature (e.g., Pike et al., 2011) also found a great deal of variation across colleges. Most 

of the individual coefficients were substantively unchanged from those in Model 4 and 

Model 5 except for a small handful of them and only for particular outcome scores, 

suggesting perhaps un-modeled interactions. 

Institution- and Student-Level Factors 

As seen in Table 18 and Table 20 in Chapter Four, the many significant coefficient 

values for model variables provide a rich set of explanatory factors of student engagement, 

especially at the student-level of analysis, but not so much at the institution-level of 
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analysis. This latter finding agrees with the findings of Pike et al. (2011) who examined 

the contexts of learning communities in four-year colleges while controlling for student 

characteristics. They likewise found that learning community participation was positively 

associated with higher student engagement, and that there was variability across 

institutions in the magnitude of the relationship (just as I found in Model 1 and Model 2 

regarding program impact). However, they found, as suggested by previous research into 

learning communities at four-year institutions, that certain institutional characteristics 

mattered (namely, the ratio of part-time student enrollment and the percent of resident 

students), but that most others, including institution size, did not. Keup and Barefoot (2005) 

too found a positive relationship between engagement and participation in first-year 

seminars, but that institutional differences were not associated with these differences. 

Similarly, with just one exception, I found that institutional characteristics did not prove to 

be important factors in engagement. In the models I specified, neither size nor urbancity 

proved to be significantly related to engagement when controlling for student-level factors 

except in the case of Student Effort as the outcome and when all variables were accounted 

for in Model 6. In this case, urban-serving colleges were associated with lower levels of 

student effort while medium size colleges were associated with higher levels. Why these 

were significant for this one outcome and not the other two is not predicted by the 

framework, nor does it have a precedent in the literature. It may be due to an un-modeled 

interaction or a suppressor effect among certain variables. 

As far as student-level factors, there were variables in each of eight domains of 

student characteristics that were significantly related to engagement outcomes, whether a) 

enrollment status; b) sex; c) outside commitments; d) source of tuition funds; e) 

race/ethnicity and legal residency status; f) previous education attainment; g) parents’ 

education attainment; or h) traditional student status.  The most prominent factors related 
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to engagement within these domains are detailed in Chapter Four. An exhaustive 

accounting is not warranted here in the discussion of findings since the purposes of this 

study, its conceptual framework, and its research questions do not raise particular questions 

or propose particular hypotheses for testing in regards to the relationship of student 

characteristics with engagement. Rather, previous research as outlined in Chapter Two 

shows that student characteristics matter a great deal for students’ engagement, and so 

requires that they be taken into account. Other theories, not contemplated in my study, may 

better explain the individual factors individually. For the purposes of my study, which is 

observational in nature, the findings show in general terms that different student 

backgrounds and experiences are related to engagement in different ways, and thus are 

important factors to control for if we want to isolate the relationship of program design 

with student engagement. 

That said, it is still important to consider these student-level factors in terms of 

conceptualizing SGLEs as activity systems constituted of people acting within their 

environment, and to thus understand who the participants are and under what conditions 

these activity systems work. For example, as seen in Table 18 for Model 4 in Chapter Four, 

there are some factors that are consistently related negatively with all three engagement 

measures (such as part-time enrollment, or being a non-traditionally-aged student—i.e., 25 

years of age of older), just as there are factors that are consistently related positively with 

all three engagement measures (such as participating in multiple SGLE programs, or the 

number of hours spent caring for dependents or commuting to and from college). Other 

factors, however (such as some race/ethnicity categories, whether student loans are used to 

pay tuition, or being male as opposed to female) are significant for only some outcome 

measures or may even change the direction of their relationship, as is the case of students 

identifying as Native American or Other race/ethnicity category.  
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Such disparate findings, depending on the engagement outcome measure, 

underscores again the suggestion by Pike et al. (2011) that student engagement is not a 

unitary construct and that researchers and practitioners alike must be sensitive to which 

aspect of engagement is important when designing or evaluating the purposes and 

effectiveness of different interventions meant to foster engagement. For instance, there 

were 16 student-level variables that proved to be significantly related to Active and 

Collaborative Learning, as opposed to only eight of them significantly related to Student 

Effort. According to the evidence of this study, depending on the goals of the SGLE and 

the target participants, colleges may well have to pay attention, for example, to whether 

participants are males (likely to have lower Active and Collaborative Learning experiences 

as compared to females but to be induced to equal levels of Student Effort, all else being 

equal) or whether participants are Hispanic/Latino (likely to be induced to higher level of 

Student Effort but experience the same levels of Active and Collaborative Learning). The 

bottom line for the relationship of student participants in SGLE programs is that where 

they are meant to target certain groups for certain purposes, colleges need to be sensitive 

to individual differences, and think through carefully how students from different 

backgrounds are likely to experience different dimensions of engagement that are 

associated with and mediate more distal outcomes. 

SGLE Program Design Factors 

Model 5 and Model 6 of the analysis plan involved specifying the various aspects 

of SGLE programs according the conceptual frame of an activity system: the program’s 

programmatic and curricular activities that the people engage in, the rules and expectations 

followed by them in carrying out the activity, or the roles and characteristics of teacher-

side of the division of labor—that is the participants who the ones teaching and facilitating 
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the programs. Table 19 and Table 20 in Chapter Four show the results of regression 

analyses in detail for the three engagement outcome measures in terms of SLGE-level 

factors. 

Programmatic and Curricular Elements 

Of the five types of programmatic and curricular elements that colleges identified 

implementing in their SGLE programs, the only one that consistently showed a significant 

relationship with the three engagement outcomes was PC IV: Co-Curricular and 

Community Activities. The three kinds of activities that this area entails are campus or 

community service projects, participation in campus activities/events outside the 

classroom, and/or service learning. However, this kind of activity is also among the least 

implemented. On average, the 40 colleges in this sample implemented 0.74 of the three 

kinds of activities.  

Other kinds of activities, such as college success skills that were fairly common in 

the SGLE programs at these colleges (on average, colleges implemented 5.7 of the eight 

possible skills training areas), did not have significant coefficients and so there was not 

enough evidence to reject the null hypothesis that they are unrelated. This findings stands 

in contrast to two previous studies reviewed in Chapter Two: Engstrom and Tinto (2008) 

and Mechur Karp, Hughes, and O’Gara (2011). Engstrom and Tinto (2008) investigated 

learning communities in particular using a mixed methods approach. Among their findings 

was “strong support” (p. 5) for the use of basic skills instruction in learning communities 

to improve learning and persistence. Similarly, Mechur-Karp, Hughes, and O’Gara (2011) 

found through their qualitative study that is was student success courses that encouraged 

the development of information networks among community college students that led to 

their social and academic integration at college. 
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My findings show that skills training curricula are in fact already popular features 

of SGLEs generally—not just in learning communities—but that co-curricular activities 

and academic support services like tutoring and mentoring instead make a difference not 

noted in the existing literature on these special programs. Engstrom and Tinto’s 

conclusions about the importance of success skills are based on a two-step analysis: first 

they found a quantitative relationship between learning community participation with 

persistence using longitudinal data; next, using qualitative data, they found that participants 

attributed the focus on success skills within learning communities as the decisive feature 

related to that later outcome. The method that these authors used in their studies and the 

conclusions they make stand on their own merits; however, it may also be argued that the 

perception of participants as to what made a difference in their outcomes is not the whole 

story. To be sure, in the descriptions of the learning community program that Engstrom 

and Tinto investigated, it appears that they did not contain community and co-curricular 

aspects. If they had, the participant informants may well have emphasized their importance 

too. As it is, skills training curricula may indeed be very important features but my data 

and methods simply did not provide enough evidence to reveal it.  

On balance, when considering the programmatic and curricular elements that 

colleges implement in their SGLE programs, there is very limited evidence that would lead 

me to reject the null hypothesis of no relation between program curriculum and student 

engagement. For the most part, the evidence of this study fails to show that curricular 

design matter a great deal—or more cautiously stated, the evidence is too little to be able 

to make such a claim using this set of data and research framework—but the evidence does 

suggest areas for further research.  



 

 205 

Attendance Duration/Intensity and Credit Expectations  

Of the three variables related to the rules and conventions of SGLEs as activity 

system—duration (in weekdays), intensity (average hours/day), and the number of credits 

awarded (either for institutional or degree credit)—each proved to have a significant 

relationship with engagement, but only for one of the three outcome scores, and depending 

on the model. Intensity (average hours per day) was significantly but minimally related to 

Academic Challenge (–0.86, p < .05) in Model 5. But in Model 6, this effect was not seen. 

Instead, in Model 6, the duration of an SGLE program was significantly but minimally 

related to Student Effort per weekday increase in the program length (–0.06, p < .06). Also 

in Model 6, for each one-point increase in credit awarded, a 1.69 point increase in Student 

Effort outcome is predicted (p < .05). In light of the 25-point standard deviation for the 

outcome scores, these findings are not entirely remarkable. However, given the model and 

data, the coefficients are additive and so, barring un-modeled interaction terms—and all 

else being equal—the predicted change in engagement scores could be important.  

Overall though the results across the three variables associated with attendance 

dosage, intensity, and credit-bearing status and across the three engagement outcomes, 

collectively provided weak evidence regarding the role of these factors in student 

engagement.  

Thus, a program that meets for several hours a day, even if a brief, intensive, multi-

day student success course for example, may in fact be related to an important decrease in 

this aspect of engagement. Such a scenario, in light of my findings, and the perhaps 

counterintuitive relationship of reduced engagement with greater intensity, begs the 

question of how to interpret this. 

This counterintuitive relationship of a seemingly desirable program feature with a 

predicted negative trend in engagement recalls the finding briefly discussed in Chapter 
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Four in regards to the negative relationship found between personalized academic support 

and two engagement benchmarks: Student Effort and Academic Challenge. In both cases, 

it seems that more credit awarded or more personalized attention implemented, the higher 

one would expect engagement scores to move since higher engagement is associated with 

desirable outcomes that such features are designed to foster in the first place. 

But this way of thinking ignores the fact, described above, that the construct of 

student engagement is multifaceted and means different things under different 

circumstances. One of these local meanings could be that higher levels of Academic 

Challenge may be associated with students’ degree of under-preparedness. Students that 

come to college underprepared compared to their peers may perceive the same situation as 

relatively more challenging. Higher academic challenge is generally a good thing, and as 

described in Chapter Two, related to desirable outcomes on average. But increasing 

challenge can turn to overwhelming challenge too. Depending on the circumstances, 

involvement in an SGLE program may help ameliorate excessive challenge.  

Facilitating/Teaching Personnel  

The variables selected to operationalize the division of labor in an activity system 

involved three variables describing whether or not the programs are taught and facilitated 

by different college personnel groups: faculty, administrators, or student services staff. 

According to Model 5 and Model 6, all three of these variables turned out to be significantly 

related to different engagement measures and by important margins. However, the 

direction of the relationships, as noted in Chapter Four, was often unexpected. Indeed the 

only positive relationship among these variables was found in Model 5 that showed a 

predicted increase (+2.46 points) in Academic Challenge where administrators or 

department heads taught or facilitated the programs. This finding was not present in Model 
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6. In light of the discussion in the previous section regarding the sometimes unexpected 

meaning of higher or lower academic challenge (which may be related in part to the 

preparedness level of students upon arrival), though, it is not clear whether there is a 

definitive interpretation for this set of statistics using the current data and framework. The 

finding begs the question of further investigation. 

In the case of faculty members teaching or facilitating these programs, the six-point 

negative relationship with the Academic Challenge benchmark in Model 5 and the almost 

four-point negative relationship in Model 6, deserves perhaps a more definitive interpretive 

statement—even if still speculative—if for no other reason than it was found that faculty 

members, not surprisingly, teach or facilitate the programs in this sample 85 percent of the 

time. If the finding indeed reflects what is actually happening in these programs, and 

faculty participation is associated with such a dramatic estimated decrease in academic 

challenge, we may be justified in speculating that the decrease is associated with a salutary 

modulation of students’ sense of excessive challenge. In other words, the decrease may be 

a positive feature. If the relationship were positive, it might predict an unhealthy level of 

challenge perceived by students. If not this interpretation, then the finding means that 

faculty members’ involvement is associated with a dampening of engagement for the 

worse, all else being equal.  

Finally, where the programs were taught or facilitated by student services staff, 

students’ predicted engagement scores in terms of Active and Collaborative Learning were 

lower by a full seven points in Model 5 (p < 0.05) and nearly five points in Student Effort 

(p < 0.1) all else being equal. In Model 6, the effect held true to almost the same magnitude 

for Active and Collaborative Learning. This negative relationship might be explained by 

the likely preponderance of orientation programs that these personnel are associated with 

and the comparative greater beneficial impact of other programs like learning communities 
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and student success courses on engagement which less often have involvement by student 

services. In other words, in this study, I have conceptualized of orientation as a kind of 

structured group learning experience alongside more prototypically intensive and lengthy 

programs (though orientation programs are often extended and the name often masks the 

fact that they can be set up like student success courses and first-year seminars, etc.), but 

the differences that do exist between program implementation may show up in this variable 

and not as prominently elsewhere. 

In Model 1 and Model 2 that looked at the relationship of participation vs. non-

participation in SGLE programs, it was observed that there is a great deal of variation 

across colleges for the Active and Collaborative Learning benchmark and may speak to 

variation in the quality of implementation. Therefore, it should be expected that the wide 

variation might show up in program design features. That programs taught by student 

services personnel are associated with lower engagement scores (as compared to where 

they are not—and which are more likely to be lengthier, more intensive programs) does 

not entail any failing on the part of these staff members; rather, the finding speaks to the 

room for improvement in how the programs are conceptualized and implemented in the 

first place. It speaks to the possibilities—at least in terms of how they foster active and 

collaborative learning among students. Indeed, as reviewed in the literature, orientation 

programs and orientation courses, like other SGLEs, have been shown to be associated 

with higher engagement scores. But there is wide variance in that effect that they have that 

goes beyond who is typically assigned to teach and facilitate them. 

Taken together, across all three domains of these SGLE programs as activity 

systems, the bottom line is that certain aspects of such programs may be related to 

engagement, but according to these data and models in a limited manner, and in any case 

most emphatically in terms of the people involved—both within and outside of the 
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classroom. The findings of this study likewise do not discount the possibility of strong and 

statistically significant relationships between these and other design features and 

engagement. The lack of evidence only leads me to fail to reject the hypotheses of no 

relation, not to endorse them. This study, which is observational in nature, reveals at least 

the most prominent relationships that stand out above the static of the available data. It is 

a view into the black box of engagement within promising group practices not before 

afforded in other data sets. The conclusions that can be drawn, here below, propose further 

investigation more than they resolve the research questions posed.  

Main Conclusions 

The results of this study show that participation in SGLE programs, whether they 

go by the name of first-year seminars, learning communities, orientation programs, or 

student success courses (and which can look more alike than different at least in their 

curricular elements), is associated with higher levels of engagement, in agreement with 

previous literature on these practices separately. When considering particular design 

features of SGLE programs that are associated with that gain in engagement scores, the 

results of this study offer only limited evidence of design features that matter, all of which 

have something to do with the people involved: (a) the role of the college personnel that 

teach and facilitate the program is associated with variation in engagement, whether faculty 

members, administrators, or student services staff; and (b) the curricular elements that are 

associated with variation in engagement are community-based activities and personalized 

academic support such as tutoring, mentoring, and supplemental instruction, both areas that 

are relatively under-utilized compared to other curricular areas. Other design features 

(Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, Kienzl, & Leinbach, 2005; Braxton & Mundy, 2001; Center 

for Community College Student Engagement, 2004; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Hossler, 
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Kuh, & Olsen, 2001), not available in the dataset utilized here, may explain better the 

relationship. 

In light of existing literature, this study included student-level characteristics as 

covariates to control for in the statistical models, and these factors proved to be more telling 

than particulars of selected programmatic design elements in explaining differences in 

engagement. This is important for practitioners, researchers, or policy makers that are 

involved in setting up structures to foster student success because it must be kept in mind 

that students’ background characteristics and behaviors at the college will impact their 

engagement more than any design feature does; and therefore the programs must be tailored 

to students’ goals and circumstances and not vice-versa. 

In terms of the factors related to who staffs the program—whether faculty, 

administrators, or student services staff members—some of these effects were counter-

intuitively negative; but this may have to do with how students experience the high 

expectations of a unique and perhaps new community college experience, their level of 

preparation; and which programs tend to be staffed by whom, whether brief orientation 

programs or more intense learning communities. These potential interactions or suppressor 

effects were not tested, but rather represent the kind of hypotheses that this study was 

designed to produce and which would require further investigation.  

Lastly, in terms of curricular elements, two areas were related to engagement: co-

curricular and community activities and personalized academic support were found to be 

related to engagement; yet even this points to the primacy of people in these programs since 

these activities (service learning, community service projects, activities and events outside 

the classroom, on the one hand; and tutoring, mentoring, and supplemental instruction on 

the other) share the feature of extending the student-teacher interaction to yet other 

individuals, even those outside the classroom. 
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Despite these results that pointed to some possible relationships of selected 

programmatic design aspects and student engagement, it must be underscored that 

statistically speaking, the inclusion of the program design features available to me offered 

about as good a fit to the data as a model without design specifications. The amount of 

residual, unexplained variance in engagement scores is about the same as a simple model 

without such programmatic design features included, meaning that the design features 

available to me, even statistically significant ones, do little to explain how or why these 

programs are associated with higher engagement scores.  

Taken together, these features of SGLE programs, upon further investigation, may 

indeed prove to be relatively more important than other design features, for which there 

was not sufficient evidence to demonstrate a relationship with engagement. On the other 

hand, if further research were to confirm the general lack of relationship between these 

selected design features and engagement as this study suggests is a possibility, then an 

alternative explanation must be sought to explain the impact of these programs on students’ 

experiences. Such a scenario may contradict or complicate the research that ties the design 

and quality implementation of promising practices to engagement outcomes (Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2004; Kuh, 2008; McNair & Albertine, 2012). 

To say that program design does not have a strong relationship with student engagement 

would be wholly premature and inappropriate given the findings of this study. After all, 

the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, as the saying goes. This particular study 

is merely a first look at the broad features of this relationship, showing perhaps just the 

most prominent factors and suggesting a framework to pursue in follow-up research.  

Still, it is likewise inappropriate to discard entirely the potential that the impact of 

SGLE program participation is related mostly to phenomena not contemplated by certain 

design features. If so, these phenomena should be tracked down just as determinedly as the 
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designs that matter. Both this study, and the very similar one (on which my study is partially 

patterned) done by Pike et al. (2011) regarding learning communities at four-year 

institutions, found a great deal of variability left unexplained, even after controlling for 

student factors that, as noted, account for a lot. These authors noted, as I have also argued 

in my own research (Hatch, 2012), that “incorporating information about how learning 

communities are structured in future research…will help us to better understand variations 

in important outcomes” (Pike et al., 2011, p. 315). Unfortunately, the inclusion of some 

kinds of this information, as operationalized in both this study and theirs, only helped 

marginally to explain engagement. The variation in engagement is still largely left 

unexplained. 

If not these particular program design features or even student characteristics, 

something must explain the relationship of SGLE program participation and engagement 

outcomes—for the evidence is quite compelling that something matters. It may be possible 

that a prominent variable is indeed mere participation in such programs at all—that students 

come together in a structured way as a group to gain an orientation to the college 

experience in the first place. The findings of this study and previous research might suggest 

this conclusion in the following way. Looking back at the findings related to the first 

research question (Table 16 in Chapter Four), there were three aspects of engagement 

tested: Active and Collaborative Learning, Student Effort, and Academic Challenge. The 

evidence shows that variation in the impact of participation (the variation in the regression 

slopes) on Student Effort is marginally significant and on Academic Challenge is non-

significant. That is to say, regardless of the differences across colleges and across 

implementations of particular SGLE programs, students experienced higher levels of 

Academic Challenge and were induced to put forth higher levels of Student Effort in a 
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similar manner across contexts. Only the impact of Active and Collaborative Learning 

varied significantly across sites.  

This matters since, as Rocconi (2011) demonstrated in his study, it is engagement 

that mediates the outcomes of distal learning gains, and that it is the quality of effort that 

students put forth that matters. Rocconi states “while institutions provide the setting and 

opportunities for student engagement and students participate in these activities, it is the 

quality of that engagement not the mere participation that impacts students’ learning and 

development” (p. 180). The findings of this study could suggest, perhaps, that “mere” 

participation in a program such as a learning community seems to be implicated in spurring 

students to higher levels of effort, whereas the design of the program matters to the quality 

of the collaborative interactions students experience while putting forth greater effort.  

It could be that coming together in a structured way in the first place is necessary 

to realize an increase in engagement, at least in one of its dimensions; but not sufficient to 

foster engagement along its other dimensions without consideration for differences in local 

implementations and circumstances. The quality of implementation and design features not 

contemplated by my study, or not fully accounted for, may yet prove to foster relatively 

greater or lesser levels of engagement as put forth in the literature described above. The 

implication here, developed more fully below, is that colleges would do well to do what 

they can to get students together in cohorts and/or in structured ways in the first place—

that this is a necessary step that by itself holds promise—and then to build on that base 

according to well-documented principles of engagement. 

Lastly, to this point of practices showing promise to be of high impact by virtue of 

being structured group experiences, there is also the research by Scrivener et al. (2008) 

who demonstrated the beneficial outcomes due to participation in learning communities 

through more rigorous experimental designs than previously conducted. The fact that their 
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study used random assignment to place students in a learning community bolsters other 

empirical evidence for the beneficial effect of participation in a learning community, 

regardless of student characteristics. Even though the study’s methodology does not allow 

us to determine which program elements are those responsible for the outcomes 

observed—despite detailed descriptions of their design and implementation as compared 

to the environment of the control group—this finding may in fact lend support to the 

general conclusions of this study that though particular program design elements may yet 

prove to matter to student outcomes, it may also be possible that mere participation in one 

fosters desirable outcomes, and that all students stand to benefit regardless of their 

background characteristics.  

Though it may be true that “a simple inoculation model in which learning 

community membership has a direct linear effect on student engagement does not 

adequately explain the complex interactions of learning community design, student 

characteristics, and institutional settings” (Pike et al., 2011, p. 317), it is also possible that 

a great deal of the benefit can in fact be realized by grouping people in purposeful ways. 

And that organization may provide a base to realize yet more gains in engagement and 

other outcomes through intentional, contextualized design. Program design may ensure 

incremental gains in engagement, but fundamental gains in engagement may be most surely 

founded on participation in the first place. 

Implications, Contributions, and Future Research 

Before discussing the particular implications and contributions of this study, it is 

important to step back and recognize that any contribution this study might bring to the 

field of higher education research is in large part a function of the contribution in general 

that the Center for Community College Student Engagement has brought to the field and 
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continues to do so. As I stated in Chapter One regarding my positionality as a research 

associate at the Center, I enjoyed a tremendous advantage in carrying out this study due to 

the resources and support of CCCSE personnel. As the person responsible for the drafting 

of the CCIS instrument through its many developmental iterations, and as the lead analyst 

for the project, I had extraordinary access to the data and an understanding of the 

possibilities and limitations in using them, especially during innumerable discussions, 

debates, and data inquiries in which I engaged with my colleagues at the Center to 

determine what we can know and what we cannot know on a national scale through the use 

of survey instruments. Cross-sectional data on a national scale of the kind used in this study 

have tremendous advantages due to the national reach of the Center, just as it has its 

limitations in blurring and necessarily ignoring so much detail at the local level. That such 

a wealth of data is available on such a large scale necessitates investigation, despite the 

limitations. 

The implications of this study follow from its purpose to identify what are high-

impact practices at public community colleges and what makes them high impact. The 

study accomplishes this purpose by arguing that certain structured group programs that are 

increasingly implemented in community colleges, and that have heretofore been studied 

separately, can be conceptualized collectively and whose design features can be linked with 

student engagement measures by operationalizing them as social activity systems that exist 

at the intersection of individual agency and institutional responsibility.  

Thus, the study puts forth not only a way to study high-impact practices in a 

systematic way across varied contexts and on a broad scale, but also provides findings that 

suggest considerations for local implementations of these programs as to how colleges 

might best use limited resources to improve their practices and fulfill their missions of 

access and success. In this way, the study has implications for practitioners and researchers 
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alike, and contributes to the literature on high-impact practices and student engagement 

through its methods and conclusions. 

FOR PRACTICE AND POLICY 

Foremost, one implication of this study for practice is that it provides a way to 

conceptualize of many different programs, which may go by different names across 

contexts, as instances of the same kind of thing: a structured group learning experience 

(SGLE). The study provides evidence of the potential of SGLEs of many different kinds to 

benefit students by fostering relatively higher levels of engagement and thus greater 

likelihood for them to achieve desirable outcomes with which engagement is associated, 

regardless of the name they go by. This evidence provides yet more reason for practitioners 

to continue implementing them.  

As noted in the first sections of this dissertation, community colleges continue to 

change the way they are structured in light of their ongoing evolution within the higher 

education enterprise of the United States. Given the longstanding tradition of community 

colleges in providing access especially now to an increasingly diverse student body due to 

long term demographic shifts, the push to simultaneously ensure success taxes the 

resources of these institutions. SGLE programs may indeed prove to forge the pathway 

toward that success, for students and colleges alike. 

What this study adds to the existing research literature justifying the use of these 

programs is the potential that their particular design elements and their duration and 

intensity might not matter for engagement so much as mere participation in one. If it really 

is the case that students’ experiencing particular curricular and programmatic elements 

provide incremental advantages over their participation in one, then this would suggest 

new ways to consider how to scale up cohort and group-based experiences to more students 
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given fiscal constraints. Thus the primary concern may be on how to create cohorts of 

students and provide them with structured introductions to college and their studies; then 

to build on that foundation by focusing on principles of quality implementation. The 

findings of this study give impetus to searching for ways to expand the reach of such 

programs without necessarily packing them with a wide variety of curricular elements that 

may be prohibitively expensive.  

Certainly, it is apparent that purposeful design is necessary to achieve quality 

implementation and differences in quality impact the programs’ effectiveness (Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2004, 2012a), and this study does not disagree 

with this premise. Rather, the findings of this study remind us that any kind of structured 

experience is potentially better than none, at least for some kinds of engagement. Given 

the relatively low rates of participation in these programs in community colleges 

(especially as compared to the four-year sector), this study suggests that it is imperative we 

not focus so greatly on design as to leave aside potentially creative and innovative ways to 

scale them up in the first place—that more students get a chance to participate at all. It is 

an open question what dilutive effect it would have on outcomes if these programs really 

were scaled up to involve higher number of students typically not there and perhaps 

watered down in their curricular richness. The self-selective nature of participation in the 

programs as currently constituted in most colleges surely influences the results and 

conclusions that I draw here. By bringing in larger numbers of perhaps different kinds of 

students may change qualitatively and quantitatively students’ experiences. But I would 

argue that is a potential quandary worth risking. 

The study did find some evidence for certain design principles that matter among 

those available to me in the dataset. With further research, these may prove in fact to matter 

relatively more than others. When considering a wide array of programmatic and curricular 
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elements, this study suggests that what has the relatively greatest impact may be co-

curricular and community based activities—service learning, community service projects, 

activities and events outside the classroom—and personalized academic support—tutoring, 

mentoring, supplemental instruction—both areas that are generally underutilized in this 

sample. This study provides a rationale to pay more attention to them, and to find ways to 

integrate them in these kinds of programs.  

Lastly, the findings of this study suggest that it matters a great deal, perhaps more 

so than other particular design features, which college personnel teach and facilitate which 

programs. Arguably, the relative importance of the people involved would remain the same 

regardless of the scope of these programs or the ways their curricular elements are crafted. 

Thus, the study has implications for the importance of professional development to ensure 

personnel are equipped to implement these programs to the best of their ability, no matter 

their design. 

FOR RESEARCH 

The implications of this study for the research literature in student engagement and 

higher education follow from both the results and the conceptual framework utilized to 

frame the research questions. 

SGLEs as Activity Systems 

The conceptualization of structured group learning experiences using activity 

system theory alone provides a new approach to the study of high-impact practices—at 

least for certain kinds of programs that are tightly and consciously structured to give 

guidance and integrated support to cohorts of students in ways that diverge from the 

prevalent practices at the modern comprehensive community college with its abundant 

options and unstructured, multiple pathways (Scott-Clayton, 2011a). As described in 
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sections above, the impetus for this study ultimately comes from the ambiguity of the terms 

high-impact or promising practice as they are currently used in the field. This study, then, 

addresses this problem of undertheorization by proposing a coherent theoretical approach 

that can be used in quantitative studies (as done here), qualitative studies, and mixed-

methods approaches alike.  

To be sure, system activity theory and sociocultural theories in general are 

frameworks traditionally used in qualitative approaches for close-up research that allows 

for disciplined inquiry into fundamentally complex issues of human interactions and 

institutions at a strictly local or micro-local context—what Trowler (2012) calls “wicked” 

issues. Indeed, the selection of this framework for a probabilistic quantitative study that 

utilizes data on a large scale to seek out commonalities across contexts may be seen by 

some as problematic at best and epistemologically contradictory at worst. I admit that the 

approach is at least problematic, but I also argue that the epistemological risks are worth 

taking in order to extend the current state of research on practices such as first-year 

seminars, learning communities, success courses and the like that intuitively have 

something in common but which until now have been studied separately and largely 

without problematizing their conceptual nature—a problem noted often in the literature 

(for a summary of this limitation, see Swaner & Brownell, 2009).  

At the very least, activity system theory provides a conceptual framework that is 

both well-defined and yet flexible enough to allow research to operationalize a rich 

description of programs, as I have done here, that can be applied across contexts and which 

incorporates individual, social, and physical aspects simultaneously. Inasmuch as these 

phenomena can be measured or quantified, even as latent constructs, there is no reason why 

quantitative methods should not be used to investigate them—all the time being conscious 
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of the limits of such measures and of non-experimental designs, as is the widely-accepted 

practice in social science generally.  

The use of activity system theory in such a study as this is also appropriate in a 

broader sense in that the differences between quantitative and qualitative research are too 

often artificially and unfortunately characterized as incompatible (Bryman, 1984). Instead, 

a particular epistemological base does not necessarily lead to a method or technical mode 

of expression; it is often a matter of preference and convention. Indeed, St. John (2007) 

points out that both quantitative and qualitative researchers alike can be susceptible to 

instrumental, self-sealing approaches that only confirm embedded beliefs and values. St. 

John, through his empirical-critical approach, challenges researchers to be open to 

investigating competing claims as suggested by sometimes divergent world views. To do 

so eventually requires the adoption and/or adaptation of conceptual frameworks across 

heretofore separate domains.  

Such an approach is compatible with what some researchers, Stage (2007) in 

particular, characterizes as a needed quantitative criticalist approach to education research. 

Part of the task for quantitative criticalists that she proposes is “to question the models, 

measures, and analytic practices of quantitative research” in order to uncover new ones that 

describe experiences of groups that have been previously inadequately represented (Stage, 

2007, p. 96). This study accomplishes the first half of this mandate and provides a way 

forward to pursue the second part, in that the use of activity theory lends itself to follow-

up, localized qualitative methods and mixed methods to confirm or disconfirm the 

hypotheses suggested by this study’s findings and to discover if it even asks the “right” 

questions to begin with.  

Lastly in this regard, to further illustrate the potential for activity theory to enhance 

research and practice in higher education, recall the literature regarding the futility of 
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piecemeal, incremental, and disparate initiatives focused largely on the individual  (cf. 

Porter & Swing, 2006; Swaner & Brownell, 2009; Terenzini & Reason, 2005). Such 

“behavior…is unlikely to tackle the underlying problem at an organizational level and 

leaves the cultural institutions that gave rise to the problem in the first place largely 

untouched” (Guest, 2005, p. 5; cited in P. Trowler, 2005). A sociological perspective, on 

the other hand, does not focus on behavior but instead considers fully nine “moments” of 

cultural components of social processes to get at the root of teaching and learning regimes 

of higher education. These moments are essentially a parsed definition of culture, which 

Trowler offers as:  

The complex of taken-for-granted values, attitudes and ways of seeing and relating 

which are articulated through and reinforced by recurrent practices in a given 

context. Ways of thinking, feeling and of behaving are both constructed and enacted 

in local contexts. (p. 26) 

Trowler warns that such existing cultures are tenacious, making change from the 

top-down perspective nigh impossible and always foolhardy. By adopting a sociological 

theory of teaching and learning to investigate the programs at hand, I therefore guard 

against the top-down scientific approach of seeking technical prescriptions for change. My 

goal is not a reductive exercise in seeking simple models of so-called evidence-based best 

practices. Rather, my objective, as I stated in Chapter One, is to step into the “landscape” 

of promising practices (Bueschel, 2009) and to develop an improved theoretical and 

conceptual understanding of teaching and learning as it occurs at the intersection of both 

agency and structure. The conceptual framework that I have utilized in this study lends 

itself to further research using qualitative and mixed-methods approaches to tests the 

conclusions here and validate the utility of conceptualizing of SGLEs across contexts and 

nominal categorizations; indeed, even using phenomenological approaches to pursue the 
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question as to whether this line of inquiry is well directed in the first place and asking the 

“right” questions. 

Student Engagement Theory 

The substantive findings of this study may have implications for research on student 

engagement. Most prominently, the results potentially complicate the notion in student 

engagement literature that engagement happens by design and that the quality of 

implementation matters a great deal (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 

2004; Kuh, 2008; McNair & Albertine, 2012), not by contradicting this notion but by 

underscoring the fact that engagement is multifaceted and certain experiences potentially 

reinforce different kinds of engagement. In this study, even when accounting for certain 

programmatic features as called for in past research—such as the previously cited study by 

Pike et al. (2011)—still, the overwhelming portion of variation in engagement scores 

attributable to participation in these programs remained unexplained. In fact, the program 

design features available to me explained very little variation not already explained by 

mere participation.  

The implication is that either this study’s design did not allow for more concrete 

relationships between engagement and the selected design features to be discovered in the 

first place, or the relationships are indeed mostly statistically weak and/or substantively 

unremarkable; or the nature of the relationship likely lies somewhere between these two 

conclusions. Thus, the findings contribute to the ongoing inquiry into the nature of 

engagement and institutional structures that foster it. But for those that search for design 

principles that make a difference for students and that therefore should be the focus of 

scarce resources, or that conceptually help explain the nature of engagement more precisely 

than previously done, the contribution of this study is likely not satisfactory; for in this 
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regard, it calls for yet further research to confirm or disconfirm its limited findings, and 

continue the search for design features that matter. It is only a step into the landscape, made 

available by the data at hand, but limited by them too. 

Secondary to the overall conclusion that certain program design features may or 

may not matter as much as previously thought, the other contributions of this study to 

engagement theory are the following three hypotheses: of all the various design elements 

that describe SGLE programs as activity systems, what matters most are (a) integrated co-

curricular and community activities; (b) personalized academic support; and (c) the role of 

college personnel that teach and facilitate them. Further research is needed not only to 

confirm or disconfirm this finding, but to clarify how or why there was such a large, 

negative relationship found between engagement scores and the teaching/facilitating of the 

programs by faculty members and student services staff. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, in an era of dwindling public funding of higher education, mounting 

pressure for institutions to be accountable for outcomes, and increasing demand for access 

to college, higher education institutions will necessarily undergo change.  Community 

colleges in particular are increasingly seen as a leverage point to meet future demands; but 

since those demands come from different stakeholders, they are therefore often disputed. 

The question remains if change, on balance, will be imposed on the academy or if it will 

originate from within. Either way, we need innovative programs along with innovative 

ways to conceptualize them and to understand the impact that have in the lives of various 

sectors of society, so that effective practice can be scaled up to benefit more individuals. 

This study addresses this need by proposing new ways to approach the question of what is 

high impact and how we can know it, and puts forth evidence that, pending further research 
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as conceptualized by the study, particular design elements may not matter as much as 

participation; or that perhaps they have incremental benefits over mere participation, and 

the focus should be primarily expanding the scale of programs so that more can benefit 

from any kind of structured group learning experience. 

 

 

 

 



 

 225 

Appendix A: Community College Survey of Student Engagement 

(Codebook) 

Item Variable Responses 

 

Survey number SURVEYNO  

Item 1 

1. Did you begin college at this college or 
elsewhere? 

ENTER 1 = Started here 

2 = Started elsewhere 

Item 2 

2. Thinking about this current academic 
term, how would you characterize your 
enrollment at this college? 

ENRLMENT 1 = Less than full-time 

2 = Full-time 

Item 3 

3. Have you taken this survey in another 
class this term? 

SRVAGAIN 1 = Yes 

2 = No 

Item 4: In your experiences at this college during the current school year, about how often have you done each of the 
following? 

4a. Asked questions in class or 
contributed to class discussions 

CLQUEST 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4b. Made a class presentation CLPRESEN 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4c. Prepared two or more drafts of a 
paper or assignment before turning it in 

REWROPAP 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4d. Worked on a paper or project that 
required integrating ideas or information 
from various sources 

INTEGRAT 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4e. Came to class without completing 
readings or assignments 

CLUNPREP 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 
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Item Variable Responses 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 4: In your experiences at this college during the current school year, about how often have you done each of the 
following? 

4f. Worked with other students on projects 
during class 

CLASSGRP 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4g. Worked with classmates outside of class to 
prepare class assignments 

OCCGRP 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4h. Tutored or taught other students (paid or 
voluntary) 

TUTOR 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4i. Participated in a community-based project 
as a part of a regular course 

COMMPROJ 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4j. Used the Internet or instant messaging to 
work on an assignment 

INTERNET 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4k. Used e-mail to communicate with an 
instructor 

EMAIL 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4l. Discussed grades or assignments with an 
instructor 

FACGRADE 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4m. Talked about career plans with an 
instructor or advisor 

FACPLANS 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 



 

 227 

Item Variable Responses 

4n. Discussed ideas from your readings or 
classes with instructors outside of class 

FACIDEAS 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 4: In your experiences at this college during the current school year, about how often have you done each of the 
following? 

4o. Received prompt feedback (written or oral) 
from instructors on your performance 

FACFEED 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4p. Worked harder than you thought you could 
to meet an instructor's standards or 
expectations 

WORKHARD 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4q. Worked with instructors on activities other 
than coursework 

FACOTH 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4r. Discussed ideas from your readings or 
classes with others outside of class (students, 
family members, co-workers, etc.) 

OOCIDEAS 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4s. Had serious conversations with students of 
a different race or ethnicity other than your 
own 

DIVRSTUD 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4t. Had serious conversations with students 
who differ from you in terms of their religious 
beliefs, political opinions, or personal values 

DIFFSTUD 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

4u. Skipped class SKIPCLAS 1 = Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

4 = Very often 

Item 5: During the current school year, how much has your coursework at this college emphasized the following mental 
activities? 



 

 228 

Item Variable Responses 

5a. Memorizing facts, ideas, or methods from 
your courses and readings so you can repeat 
them in pretty much the same form 

MEMORIZE 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 5: During the current school year, how much has your coursework at this college emphasized the following mental 
activities? 

5b. Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, 
experience, or theory 

ANALYZE 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

5c. Synthesizing and organizing ideas, 
information, or experiences in new ways 

SYNTHESZ 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

5d. Making judgments about the value or 
soundness of information, arguments, or 
methods 

EVALUATE 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

5e. Applying theories or concepts to practical 
problems or in new situations 

APPLYING 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

5f. Using information you have read or heard 
to perform a new skill 

PERFORM 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

Item 6: During the current school year, about how much reading and writing have you done at this college? 

6a. Number of assigned textbooks, manuals, 
books, or book-length packs of course 
readings 

READASGN 1 = None 

2 = 1 to 4 

3 = 5 to 10 

4 = 11 to 20 

5 = More than 20 

6b. Number of books read on your own (not 
assigned) for personal enjoyment or academic 
enrichment 

READOWN 1 = None 

2 = 1 to 4 

3 = 5 to 10 

4 = 11 to 20 

5 = More than 20 
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Item Variable Responses 

Item 6: During the current school year, about how much reading and writing have you done at this college? 

6c. Number of written papers or reports of any 
length 

WRITEANY 1 = None 

2 = 1 to 4 

3 = 5 to 10 

4 = 11 to 20 

5 = More than 20 

Item 7 

7. Mark the response that best represents the 
extent to which your examinations during the 
current school year have challenged you to do 
your best work at this college 

EXAMS 1 = (1) Extremely easy 

2 = (2) 

3 = (3) 

4 = (4) 

5 = (5) 

6 = (6) 

7 = (7) Extremely challenging 

Item 8: Which of the following have you done, are you doing, or do you plan to do while attending this college? 

8a. Internship, field experience, co-op 
experience, or clinical assignment 

INTERN 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8b. English as a second language course ESL 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8c. Developmental/remedial reading course DEVREAD 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8d. Developmental/remedial writing course DEVWRITE 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8e. Developmental/remedial math course DEVMATH 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8f. Study skills course STUDSKIL 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8g. Honors course HONORS 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 
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Item 8: Which of the following have you done, are you doing, or do you plan to do while attending this college? 

8h. College orientation program or course ORIEN 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

8i. Organized learning communities (linked 
courses/study groups led by faculty or 
counselors) 

LRNCOMM 1 = I have not done nor plan to do 

2 = I plan to do 

3 = I have done 

Item 9: How much does this college emphasize each of the following? 

9a. Encouraging you to spend significant 
amounts of time studying 

ENVSCHOL 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

9b. Providing the support you need to help you 
succeed at this college 

ENVSUPRT 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

9c. Encouraging contact among students from 
different economic, social, and racial or ethnic 
backgrounds 

ENVDIVRS 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

9d. Helping you cope with your non-academic 
responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 

ENVNACAD 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

9e. Providing the support you need to thrive 
socially 

ENVSOCAL 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

9f. Providing the financial support you need to 
afford your education 

FINSUPP 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

9g. Using computers in academic work ENVCOMP 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 
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Item 10: About how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day week doing each of the following? 

10a. Preparing for class (studying, reading, 
writing, rehearsing, doing homework, or other 
activites related to your program) 

ACADPR01 0 = None 

1 = 1-5 hours 

2 = 6-10 hours 

3 = 11-20 hours 

4 = 21-30 hours 

5 = More than 30 hours 

10b. Working for pay PAYWORK 0 = None 

1 = 1-5 hours 

2 = 6-10 hours 

3 = 11-20 hours 

4 = 21-30 hours 

5 = More than 30 hours 

10c. Participating in college-sponsored 
activities (organizations, campus publications, 
student government, intercollegiate or 
intramural sports, etc.) 

COCURR01 0 = None 

1 = 1-5 hours 

2 = 6-10 hours 

3 = 11-20 hours 

4 = 21-30 hours 

5 = More than 30 hours 

10d. Providing care for dependents living with 
you (parents, children, spouse, etc.) 

CAREDE01 0 = None 

1 = 1-5 hours 

2 = 6-10 hours 

3 = 11-20 hours 

4 = 21-30 hours 

5 = More than 30 hours 

10e. Commuting to and from classes COMMUTE 0 = None 

1 = 1-5 hours 

2 = 6-10 hours 

3 = 11-20 hours 

4 = 21-30 hours 

5 = More than 30 hours 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 11: Mark the number that best represents the quality of your relationships with people at this college. 
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Item Variable Responses 

11a. Other students ENVSTU 1 = (1) Unfriendly, unsupportive, sense of alienation 

2 = (2) 

3 = (3) 

4 = (4) 

5 = (5) 

6 = (6) 

7 = (7) Friendly, supportive, sense of belonging 

11b. Instructors ENVFAC 1 = (1) Unavailable, unhelpful, unsympathetic 

2 = (2) 

3 = (3) 

4 = (4) 

5 = (5) 

6 = (6) 

7 = (7) Available, helpful, sympathetic 

11c. Administrative personnel and offices ENVADM 1 = (1) Unhelpful, inconsiderate, rigid 

2 = (2) 

3 = (3) 

4 = (4) 

5 = (5) 

6 = (6) 

7 = (7) Helpful, considerate, flexible 

Item 12: How much has your experience at this college contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal development 
in the following areas? 

12a. Acquiring a broad general education GNGENLED 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12b. Acquiring job or work-related knowledge 
and skills 

GNWORK 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12c. Writing clearly and effectively GNWRITE 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 12: How much has your experience at this college contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal development 
in the following areas? 
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Item Variable Responses 

12d. Speaking clearly and effectively GNSPEAK 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12e. Thinking critically and analytically GNANALY 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12f. Solving numerical problems GNSOLVE 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12g. Using computing and information 
technology 

GNCMPTS 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12h. Working effectively with others GNOTHERS 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12i. Learning effectively on your own GNINQ 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12j. Understanding yourself GNSELF 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12k. Understanding people of other racial and 
ethnic backgrounds 

GNDIVERS 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 12: How much has your experience at this college contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal development 
in the following areas? 
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Item Variable Responses 

12l. Developing a personal code of values and 
ethics 

GNETHICS 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12m. Contributing to the welfare of your 
community 

GNCOMMUN 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12n. Developing clearer career goals CARGOAL 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

12o. Gaining information about career 
opportunities 

GAINCAR 1 = Very little 

2 = Some 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Very much 

Item 13.1: How often do you use the following services at this college? 

13.1a. Academic advising/planning USEACAD 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1b. Career counseling USECACOU 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1c. Job placement assistance USEJOBPL 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1d. Peer or other tutoring USETUTOR 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 
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Item Variable Responses 

Item 13.1: How often do you use the following services at this college? 

13.1e. Skill labs (writing, math, etc.) USELAB 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1f. Child care USECHLD 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1g. Financial aid advising USEFAADV 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1h. Computer lab USECOMLB 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1i. Student organizations USESTORG 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1j. Transfer credit assistance USETRCRD 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

13.1k. Services to students with disabilities USEDISAB 0 = Don't know/N.A. 

1 = Rarely/Never 

2 = Sometimes 

3 = Often 

Item 13.2: How satisfied are you with the following services at this college? 

13.2a. Academic advising/planning SATACAD 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 13.2: How satisfied are you with the following services at this college? 



 

 236 

Item Variable Responses 

13.2b. Career counseling SATCACOU 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2c. Job placement assistance SATJOBPL 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2d. Peer or other tutoring SATTUTOR 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2e. Skill labs (writing, math, etc.) SATLAB 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2f. Child care SATCHLD 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2g. Financial aid advising SATFAADV 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2h. Computer lab SATCOMLB 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2i. Student organizations SATSTORG 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.2j. Transfer credit assistance SATTRCRD 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 
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Item 13.2: How satisfied are you with the following services at this college? 

13.2k. Services to students with disabilities SATDISAB 0 = N.A. 

1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

Item 13.3: How important are the following services to you at this college? 

13.3a. Academic advising/planning IMPACAD 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3b. Career counseling IMPCACOU 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3c. Job placement assistance IMPJOBPL 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3d. Peer or other tutoring IMPTUTOR 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3e. Skill labs (writing, math, etc.) IMPLAB 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3f. Child care IMPCHLD 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3g. Financial aid advising IMPFAADV 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3h. Computer lab IMPCOMLB 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3i. Student organizations IMPSTORG 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

13.3j. Transfer credit assistance IMPTRCRD 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 
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Item 13.3: How important are the following services to you at this college? 

13.3k. Services to students with disabilities IMPDISAB 1 = Not at all 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Very 

Item 14: How likely is it that the following issues would cause you to withdraw from class or from this college? 

14a. Working full-time WRKFULL 1 = Not likely 

2 = Somewhat likely 

3 = Likely 

4 = Very likely 

14b. Caring for dependents CAREDEP 1 = Not likely 

2 = Somewhat likely 

3 = Likely 

4 = Very likely 

14c. Academically unprepared ACADUNP 1 = Not likely 

2 = Somewhat likely 

3 = Likely 

4 = Very likely 

14d. Lack of finances LACKFIN 1 = Not likely 

2 = Somewhat likely 

3 = Likely 

4 = Very likely 

14e. Transfer to a 4-year college or university TRANSFER 1 = Not likely 

2 = Somewhat likely 

3 = Likely 

4 = Very likely 

Item 15 

15. How supportive are your friends of your 
attending this college? 

FRNDSUPP 1 = Not very 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Extremely 

Item 16 

16. How supportive is your immediate family of 
your attending this college? 

FAMSUPP 1 = Not very 

2 = Somewhat 

3 = Quite a bit 

4 = Extremely 

 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 17: Indicate which of the following are your reasons/goals for attending this college. 
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17a. Complete a certificate program CERTPRGM 1 = Not a goal 

2 = Secondary goal 

3 = Primary goal 

17b. Obtain an associate degree ASSOCDEG 1 = Not a goal 

2 = Secondary goal 

3 = Primary goal 

17c. Transfer to a 4-year college or university TR4YR 1 = Not a goal 

2 = Secondary goal 

3 = Primary goal 

17d. Obtain or update job-related skills OBUPSKIL 1 = Not a goal 

2 = Secondary goal 

3 = Primary goal 

17e. Self-improvement/personal enjoyment SLFIMP 1 = Not a goal 

2 = Secondary goal 

3 = Primary goal 

17f. Change careers CARCHNG 1 = Not a goal 

2 = Secondary goal 

3 = Primary goal 

Item 18: Indicate which of the following are sources you use to pay your tuition at this college. 

18a. My own income/savings OWNINC 1 = Not a source 

2 = Minor source 

3 = Major source 

18b. Parent or spouse/significant other's 
income/savings 

PARSPINC 1 = Not a source 

2 = Minor source 

3 = Major source 

18c. Employer contributions EMPLOYER 1 = Not a source 

2 = Minor source 

3 = Major source 

18d. Grants & scholarships GRANTS 1 = Not a source 

2 = Minor source 

3 = Major source 

18e. Student loans (bank, etc.) STULOANS 1 = Not a source 

2 = Minor source 

3 = Major source 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 18: Indicate which of the following are sources you use to pay your tuition at this college. 
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18f. Public assistance PUBASSIT 1 = Not a source 

2 = Minor source 

3 = Major source 

Item 19: Since high school, which of the following types of schools have you attended other than the one you are now 
attending? 

19. Proprietary (private) school or training 
program 

PROPSCH 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

19. Public vocational-technical school VOCTECH 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

19. Another community or technical college COMMCOLL 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

19. 4-year college or university FOURYEAR 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

19. None NONESC 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

Item 20 

20. When do you plan to take classes at this 
college again? 

TAKAGAIN 1 = I will accomplish my goal(s) during this term and 
will not be returning 

2 = I have no current plan to return 

3 = Within the next 12 months 

4 = Uncertain 

Item 21 

21. At this college, in what range is your 
overall college grade average? 

GPA 1 = Pass/fail classes only 

2 = Do not have a GPA at this school 

3 = C- or lower 

4 = C 

5 = B- to C+ 

6 = B 

7 = A- to B+ 

8 = A 

Item 22 

22. When do you most frequently take classes 
at this college? 

TIMCLASS 1 = Day classes (morning or afternoon) 

2 = Evening classes 

3 = Weekend classes 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 23 
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23. How many total credit hours have you 
earned at this college, not counting the 
courses you are currently taking this term? 

TOTCHRS 0 = None 

1 = 1-14 credits 

2 = 15-29 credits 

3 = 30-44 credits 

4 = 45-60 credits 

5 = Over 60 credits 

Item 24: At what other types of institutions are you taking classes this term? 

24. None OTCLSNON 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

24. High school OTCLSHS 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

24. Vocational/technical school OTCLSVT 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

24. Another community or technical college OTCLSCC 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

24. 4-year college/university OTCLS4Y 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

24. Other OTCLASS 0 = No response 

1 = Response 

Item 25 

25. How many classes are you presently 
taking at other institutions? 

OTHINST 1 = None 

2 = 1 class 

3 = 2 classes 

4 = 3 classes 

5 = 4 classes or more 

Item 26 

26. Would you recommend this college to a 
friend or family member? 

RECOMMEN 1 = Yes 

2 = No 

Item 27 

27. How would you evaluate your entire 
educational experience at this college? 

ENTIREXP 1 = Poor 

2 = Fair 

3 = Good 

4 = Excellent 

Item 28 

28. Do you have children who live with you? HAVKID 1 = Yes 

2 = No 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 29 
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29. Mark your age group AGENEW 2 = 18 to 19 

3 = 20 to 21 

4 = 22 to 24 

5 = 25 to 29 

6 = 30 to 39 

7 = 40 to 49 

8 = 50 to 64 

9 = 65+ 

Item 30 

30. Your sex: SEX 1 = Male 

2 = Female 

Item 31 

31. Are you married? MARRY 1 = Yes 

2 = No 

Item 32 

32. Is English your native (first) language? ENGFIRST 1 = Yes 

2 = No 

Item 33 

33. Are you an international student or foreign 
national? 

INTERNAT 1 = Yes 

2 = No 

Item 34 

34. What is your racial identification? RERACE 1 = American Indian or other Native American 

2 = Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islander 

3 = Native Hawaiian 

4 = Black or African American, Non-Hispanic 

5 = White, Non-Hispanic 

6 = Hispanic, Latino, Spanish 

7 = Other 

Item 35 

35. What is the highest academic credential 
you have earned? 

HIACCRED 1 = None 

2 = High school diploma or GED 

3 = Vocational/technical certificate 

4 = Associate degree 

5 = Bachelor's degree 

6 = Master's/doctoral/professional degree 

Item Variable Responses 

Item 36: What is the highest level of education obtained by your: 
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36. Mother MOTHED 1 = Not a high school graduate 

2 = High school diploma or GED 

3 = Some college, did not complete degree 

4 = Associate degree 

5 = Bachelor's degree 

6 = Master's degree/1st professional 

7 = Doctorate degree 

8 = Unknown 

36. Father FATHED 1 = Not a high school graduate 

2 = High school diploma or GED 

3 = Some college, did not complete degree 

4 = Associate degree 

5 = Bachelor's degree 

6 = Master's degree/1st professional 

7 = Doctorate degree 

8 = Unknown 

Item 37 

37. Major code MAJOR If your college used the Center-provided CCSSE 
Program Code Sheet, please click here to view 
program codes. 
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The items below are the five CCSSE special-focus items on promising practices for 2012. 

1. During the current term at this college, I 
completed registration before the first class 
session(s). 

COLLQ2623 1 = Yes; I was registered for ALL of my courses 
before the first class session(s) 

2 = Mostly; I was registered for MOST of my courses 
before the first class session(s) 

3 = Partly; I was registered for SOME of my courses 
before the first class session(s) 

4 = No; I was NOT registered for ANY of my courses 
before the first class session(s) 

2. The ONE response that best describes my 
experience with orientation when I first came to 
this college is: 

COLLQ2624 1 = I took part in an online orientation prior to the 
beginning of classes 

2 = I attended an on-campus orientation prior to the 
beginning of classes 

3 = I enrolled in an orientation course as part of my 
course schedule during my first term at this college 

4 = I was not aware of a college orientation 

5 = I was unable to participate in orientation due to 
scheduling or other issues 

3. During my first term at this college, I 
participated in a structured experience for new 
students (sometimes called a "freshman 
seminar" or "first-year experience"). 

COLLQ2628 1 = Yes, in my first term at this college 

2 = Yes, in my first AND in at least one other term at 
this college 

3 = Yes, but NOT in my first term at this college 

4 = No, I did not 

4. During my first term at this college, I enrolled 
in an organized "learning community" (two or 
more courses that a group of students take 
together). 

COLLQ2629 1 = Yes, in my first term at this college 

2 = Yes, in my first AND in at least one other term at 
this college 

3 = Yes, but NOT in my first term at this college 

4 = No, I did not 

5. During my first term at this college, I enrolled 
in a student success course (such as a student 
development, extended orientation, student life 
skills, or college success course). 

COLLQ2630 1 = Yes, in my first term at this college 

2 = Yes, in my first AND in at least one other term at 
this college 

3 = Yes, but NOT in my first term at this college 

4 = No, I did not 
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The items below are course level data from the course master data file. 

Campus location CAMPLOC  

Section number SECNO  

Course number COURSENO  

Course full name COURNAME  

Building BLDG  

Room ROOM  

Class meeting days MEETDAYS  

Instructor name INSTRNAM  

Department DEPART  

Actual enrollment ACTENROL  

Class start time STIME  

Class end time ETIME  

Class start date SDATE  

Class end date EDATE  

Administration time group TIMEGRP 1 = Morning (before noon) 

2 = Afternoon (noon to 4:59 
PM) 

3 = Evening (5:00 PM or later) 

The items below are course level data from the Student Report Information Sheet. 

Survey administered by SRVADMN 1 = Faculty 

2 = Survey Administrator 

Faculty member’s status FACFTPT 1 = Full-time 

2 = Part-time 

Number of students in attendance NUMSTU  

Total administration time (in minutes) ADMNTIME  

Administration date ADMNDATE  

How many students in this class have special needs? SPNEEDS  

Number of credit hours taught this semester by faculty member 
teaching this class: Semester system hours 

SEMHRS  

Number of credit hours taught this semester by faculty member 
teaching this class: Quarter system hours 

QRTHRS  

 

Item Variable Responses 

The items below are derived CCSSE variables. 

Taken or plan to take Developmental coursework / Have not 
taken and do not plan to take Developmental coursework 

DEVELOPMENTAL 1 = Non-Developmental 

2 = Developmental 

Traditional/Nontraditional-Age students STUD_AGE_CLASS 1 = Traditional-Age 

2 = Nontraditional-Age 
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First-Generation/Not First-Generation Students GENERATION 1 = First-Generation 

2 = Not First-Generation 

Credit hours completed CREDIT 1 = 0 to 29 Credits 

2 = 30+ Credits 

Credential/Non-credential seeking CREDENTIAL 1 = Non-credential Seeking 

2 = Credential Seeking 

The items below are the calculated weight and raw benchmarks. 

Institutional weight based on proportions of full-time and less 
than full-time enrollment in the primary sample 

IWEIGHT  

Raw active and collaborative learning benchmark score ACTCOLL  

Raw student effort benchmark score STUEFF  

Raw academic challenge benchmark score ACCHALL  

Raw student-faculty interaction benchmark score STUFAC  

Raw support for learners benchmark score SUPPORT  

The items below are standardized benchmarks (i.e. standardized across the cohort to have a mean of 50 and standard 
deviation of 25 at the respondent level). 

Standardized active and collaborative learning benchmark 
score 

ACTCOLL_STD  

Standardized student effort benchmark score STUEFF_STD  

Standardized academic challenge benchmark score ACCHALL_STD  

Standardized student-faculty interaction benchmark score STUFAC_STD  

Standardized support for learners benchmark score SUPPORT_STD  
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Appendix B: Community College Institutional Survey (Codebook) 

2012 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE INSTITUTIONAL 

SURVEY:  PROMISING PRACTICES FOR 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND SUCCESS  
Code Book16 

Preliminary 

1. Please let us know who at your college is the primary person responsible for 

completion of this survey in case follow-up communication is necessary. 

String variable: 

a. [CNTCT_NAM_12] 

b. [CNTCT_TOD_12] 

c. [CNTCT_EPH_12] 

 

2. What type of standard academic term does your college use?  (Not considering 

summer short terms, mini-mesters, and other special course scheduling.) 

[TERMTYP_12] 

a. 1 = Quarter 

b. 2 = Trimester 

c. 3 = Semester 

d. 4 = Other 

String variable: 

a. [TERM_TXT_12] 

 
3. How many instructional weeks does your college have in a standard academic term? 

Numeric variable only, TWO digits maximum (valid values 0 to 99): 

[TERMLNG_12] 

a. ___ Number of weeks 

                                                
16 Footnotes are provided throughout this document for selected variable names in order to communicate 
intent of coding scheme. 
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First Year Experience 

4. Does your college implement any kind of a structured first-year experience or 

freshman seminar? 

[Y_INGNRL_12]17 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

5. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented for your college’s first-

year experience or freshman seminar(s)?  (Mark all that apply)  

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [YG_FTF_12]18 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [YG_OL_12] Online interaction 

c. [YG_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [YG_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [YG_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

6. Which student groups compose the target population for your college’s first-year 

experience or freshman seminar(s)? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [YG_TALL_12]19 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

b. [YG_TFTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

c. [YG_TDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [YG_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (such as, low-

income, first-generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e. [YG_TNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [YG_TOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [YG_TTXT_12] 

 

7. For which students is a first-year experience or freshman seminar mandatory?  (Mark 

all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

                                                
17 Y = FYE; therefore FYE in general 
18 FYE in general, face to face 
19 FYE in general, target group, all 
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a. [YG_MALL_12]20 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

b. [YG_MFTFT_12]First-time full-time students 

c. [YG_MDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [YG_MDISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, 

first-generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e. [YG_MNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [YG_MOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [YG_MTXT_12] 

 

8. What percentage of all of your currently enrolled credit students (including 

developmental/remedial students) have participated in a first-year experience or 

freshman seminar? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[Y_XTNTALL_12]21 

a. ___ % of all students 

 

9. What percentage of your targeted student population have participated in a first-year 

experience or freshman seminar? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[Y_XTNTTAR_12] 

a. ___ % of targeted students 

 

10. Do you have more than one type* of first-year experience or freshman seminar? 

[Y_MRTHN1_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

11. What is the name of the first-year experience or freshman seminar you have selected* 

to describe in this section of the survey? (Please provide a unique description of this 

program such as course name and/or course number from the course catalog.) 

String variable: 

a. [YS_NAME_TXT_12] 

 

12. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented in the selected* program? 

(Mark all that apply) 

                                                
20 FYE in general, mandatory group, all 
21 FYE extent of enrollment, all 
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0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [YS_FTF_12]22 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [YS_OL_12] Online interaction 

c. [YS_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [YS_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [YS_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

13. What is the duration of the selected* program? (What number of days or weeks, or 

how many terms, does the program span?) 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

 [YS_DRVAL_12]23 

 [YS_DRUNT_12]24 

a. 2 = Days 

b. 3 = Weeks 

c. 6 = Terms 

 

14. For how many total clock hours does a student participate in the selected* program 

over its duration? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[YS_CNTHR_12] 

a. ___ Total student clock hours 

 

15. How many credits, if any, does the selected* program confer (whether institutional or 

degree credit)? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[YS_CRED_12] 

a. ___ Number of credits 

 

16. Does the selected* program use a common textbook, curriculum guide, or other 

standard materials? 

[YS_STDMAT_12]25 

a. 1 = Yes   

                                                
22 FYE specific, face to face 
23 FYE specific, duration value 
24 FYE specific, duration units 
25 FYE specific, standard material 
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b. 0 = No 

 

17. If so, please specify title, author, and/or source below (locally or commercially 

produced). 

(String variable) 

[YS_MATNM_12]26 

 

18. Indicate who at your campus participates in the selected* program and how. (Mark all 

that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity … Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Plans/designs this program?   

1. [YS_PLADM_12]27 Administrators 

2. [YS_PLDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [YS_PLFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [YS_PLSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [YS_PLSTU_12] Students 

ii. Coordinates/supervises the program?   

1. [YS_SPADM_12]28 Administrators 

2. [YS_SPDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [YS_SPFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [YS_SPSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [YS_SPSTU_12] Students 

iii. Teaches/facilitates the program?   

1. [YS_TCADM_12]29 Administrators 

2. [YS_TCDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [YS_TCFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [YS_TCSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [YS_TCSTU_12] Students 

b. For whom is this true … Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional development is available?   

1. [YS_DAADM_12]30 Administrators 

2. [YS_DADEP_12] Department heads 

                                                
26 FYE specific, material name 
27 FYE specific, planning by administrators 
28 FYE specific, supervising by administrators 
29 FYE specific, teaching by administrators 
30 FYE specific, development available to administrators 
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3. [YS_DAFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [YS_DASSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [YS_DASTU_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional development is required?   

1. [YS_DRADM_12]31 Administrators 

2. [YS_DRDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [YS_DRFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [YS_DRSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [YS_DRSTU_12] Students 

 

19. What kind of data do you gather to ascertain the selected* program’s effectiveness? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [YS_EDVC_12] 32 Developmental course completion rates 

b. [YS_ECRSC_12] Overall course completion rates 

c. [YS_EF2S_12] Fall to spring retention 

d. [YS_EF2F_12] Fall to fall retention 

e. [YS_EF2Y2_12] Fall to second-year retention 

f. [YS_EGPA_12] GPA 

g. [YS_EDEG_12] Degree or certificate attainment 

h. [YS_ETTC_12] Time to completion 

i. [YS_ETRN_12] Transfer to four-year/baccalaureate college/university 

j. [YS_EOUTCM_12] Student learning outcomes assessment 

k. [YS_EOTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

l. [YS_ETXT_12] 

 
20. Has your college ever completed a cost-effectiveness analysis the selected* program? 

[YS_COSTEF_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

  

                                                
31 FYE specific, development required of administrators 
32 FYE specific, evaluation of program, developmental course completion 
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Learning Communities 

21. Does your college implement any kind of a learning community? 

[M_INGNRL_12]33 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

22. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented for your college’s learning 

community(ies)? (Mark all that apply) 

 0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [MG_FTF_12]34 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [MG_OL_12] Online interaction  

c. [MG_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [MG_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [MG_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

23. Which student groups compose the target population for your college’s learning 

community(ies)? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [MG_TALL_12]35 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

b. [MG_TFTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

c. [MG_TDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [MG_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e. [MG_TNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [MG_TOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [MG_TTXT_12] 

 

24. For which students is a learning community mandatory? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [MG_MALL_12]36 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

                                                
33 M = learning coMMunity; therefore: LC (learning community) in general 
34 LC in general, face to face 
35 LC in general, target group, all 
36 LC in general, mandatory group, all 
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b. [MG_MFTFT_12]First-time full-time students 

c. [MG_MDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [MG_MDISAVD_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, 

first-generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e. [MG_MNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [MG_MOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [MG_MTXT_12] 

 

25. What percentage of all of your currently enrolled credit students (including 

developmental/remedial students) have participated in a learning community? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[M_XTNTALL_12]37 

a. ___ % of all students 

 

26. What percentage of your targeted student population have participated in a learning 

community? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[M_XTNTTAR_12] 

a. ___ % of targeted students 

 

27. Do you have more than one type* of learning community? 

[M_MRTHN1_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

28. What is the name of the learning community you have selected* to describe in this 

section of the survey?  (Please provide a unique description of this program such as 

course name and/or course number from the course catalog.) 

String variable: 

a. [MS_NAME_TXT_12] 

 

29. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented in your SELECTED* 

program? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [MS_FTF_12]38 Face-to-face interaction 

                                                
37 LC extent of enrollment, all 
38 LC specific, face to face 
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b. [MS_OL_12] Online interaction 

c. [MS_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [MS_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

specialized software) 

e. [MS_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

30. What is the duration of the selected* program? (What number of days or weeks, or 

how many terms, does the program span?) 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[MS_DRVAL_12]39 

[MS_DRUNT_12]40 

a. 2 = Days 

b. 3 = Weeks 

c. 6 = Terms 

 

31. For how many total clock hours does a student participate in the selected* program 

over its duration  

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[MS_CNTHR_12] 

a. ___ Total student clock hours 

 

32. How many credits, if any, does the selected* program confer (whether institutional or 

degree credit)? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[MS_CRED_12] 

a. ___ Number of credits 

 

33. Does the selected* program use a standard textbook, curriculum guide, or other 

standard materials? 

[MS_STDMAT_12]41 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

                                                
39 LC specific, duration value 
40 LC specific, duration units 
41 LC specific, standard material 
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34. If so, please specify title, author, and/or source below (locally or commercially 

produced). 

(String variable) 

[MS_MATNM_12]42 

 

35. Indicate who at your campus participates in this* program and how. (Mark all that 

apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity…Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Plans/designs this program?   

1. [MS_PLADM_12]43 Administrators 

2. [MS_PLDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [MS_PLFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [MS_PLSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [MS_PLSTU_12] Students 

ii. Coordinates/supervises the program?   

1. [MS_SPADM_12]44 Administrators 

2. [MS_SPDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [MS_SPFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [MS_SPSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [MS_SPSTU_12] Students 

iii. Teaches/facilitates the program?   

1. [MS_TCADM_12]45 Administrators 

2. [MS_TCDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [MS_TCFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [MS_TCSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [MS_TCSTU_12] Students 

b. For whom is this true…Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional development is available?   

1. [MS_DAADM_12]46 Administrators 

2. [MS_DADEP_12] Department heads 

3. [MS_DAFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [MS_DASSS_12] Student services staff 

                                                
42 LC specific, material name 
43 LC specific, planning by administrators 
44 LC specific, supervising by administrators 
45 LC specific, teaching by administrators 
46 LC specific, development available to administrators 
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5. [MS_DASTU_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional development is required?   

1. [MS_DRADM_12]47 Administrators 

2. [MS_DRDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [MS_DRFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [MS_DRSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [MS_DRSTU_12] Students 

 

36. What kind of data do you gather to ascertain the selected* program’s effectiveness? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [MS_EDVC_12] 48 Developmental course completion rates 

b. [MS_ECRSC_12] Overall course completion rates 

c. [MS_EF2S_12] Fall to spring retention 

d. [MS_EF2F_12] Fall to fall retention 

e. [MS_EF2Y2_12] Fall to second-year retention 

f. [MS_EGPA_12] GPA 

g. [MS_EDEG_12] Degree or certificate attainment 

h. [MS_ETTC_12] Time to completion 

i. [MS_ETRN_12] Transfer to four-year/baccalaureate college/university 

j. [MS_EOUTCM_12] Student learning outcomes assessment 

k. [MS_EOTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

l. [MS_ETXT_12] 

 
37. Has your college ever completed a cost-effectiveness analysis the selected* program? 

[MS_COSTEF_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

 

  

                                                
47 LC specific, development required of administrators 
48 LC specific, evaluation of program, developmental course completion 
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College Orientation 

38. Does your college implement any kind of college orientation? 

[O_INGNRL_12]49 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

39. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented for your college 

orientation(s)? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [OG_FTF_12]50 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [OG_OL_12] Online interaction  

c. [OG_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [OG_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [OG_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

40. Which student groups compose the target population for your college orientation(s)? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [OG_TALL_12]51 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

b. [OG_TFTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

c. [OG_TDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [OG_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc. 

e. [OG_TNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [OG_TOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [OG_TTXT_12] 

 

41. For which students is college orientation mandatory? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [OG_MALL_12]52 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

                                                
49 O = Orientation; therefore: Orientation in general 
50 Orientation in general, face to face 
51 Orientation in general, target group, all 
52 Orientation in general, mandatory group, all 
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b. [OG_MFTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

c. [OG_MDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [OG_MDISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, 

first-generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e. [OG_MNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [OG_MOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [OG_MTXT_12] 

 

42. What percentage of all of your currently enrolled credit students (including 

developmental/remedial students) have participated in college orientation? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[O_XTNTALL_12]53 

a. ___ % of all students 

 

43. What percentage of your targeted student population have participated in college 

orientation? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[O_XTNTTAR_12] 

a. ___ % of targeted students 

 

44. Do you have more than one type* of college orientation? 

[O_MRTHN1_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

45. What is the name of the college orientation you have selected* to describe in this 

section of the survey? (Please provide a unique description of this program such as 

course name and/or course number from the course catalog.) 

String variable: 

a. [OS_NAME_TXT_12] 

 

46. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented in the selected* program? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [OS_FTF_12]54 Face-to-face interaction 

                                                
53 Orientation, extent of enrollment, all 
54 Orientation specific, face to face 
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b. [OS_OL_12] Online interaction 

c. [OS_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [OS_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [OS_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

47. What is the duration of the selected* program? (What number of days or weeks, or 

how many terms, does the program span?) 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[OS_DRVAL_12]55 

[OS_DRUNT_12]56 

a. 2 = Days 

b. 3 = Weeks 

c. 6 = Terms 

 

48. For how many total clock hours does a student participate in the selected* program 

over its duration 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[OS_CNTHR_12] 

a. ___ Total student clock hours 

 

49. How many credits, if any, does the selected* program confer (whether institutional or 

degree credit)? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[OS_CRED_12] 

a. ___ Number of credits 

 

50. Does the selected* program use a standard textbook, curriculum guide, or other 

standard materials? 

[OS_STDMAT_12]57 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

51. If so, please specify title, author, and/or source below. 

                                                
55 Orientation specific, duration value 
56 Orientation specific, duration units 
57 Orientation specific, standard material 
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(String variable) 

[OS_MATNM_12]58 

 

52. Indicate who at your campus participates in the selected* program and how. (Mark all 

that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Plans/designs this program?   

1. [OS_PLADM_12]59 Administrators 

2. [OS_PLDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [OS_PLFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [OS_PLSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [OS_PLSTU_12] Students 

ii. Coordinates/supervises the program?   

1. [OS_SPADM_12]60 Administrators 

2. [OS_SPDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [OS_SPFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [OS_SPSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [OS_SPSTU_12] Students 

iii. Teaches/facilitates the program?   

1. [OS_TCADM_12]61 Administrators 

2. [OS_TCDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [OS_TCFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [OS_TCSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [OS_TCSTU_12] Students 

b. For whom is this true… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional development is available?   

1. [OS_DAADM_12]62 Administrators 

2. [OS_DADEP_12] Department heads 

3. [OS_DAFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [OS_DASSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [OS_DASTU_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional development is required?   

                                                
58 Orientation specific, material name 
59 Orientation specific, planning by administrators 
60 Orientation specific, supervising by administrators 
61 Orientation specific, teaching by administrators 
62 Orientation specific, development available to administrators 
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1. [OS_DRADM_12]63 Administrators 

2. [OS_DRDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [OS_DRFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [OS_DRSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [OS_DRSTU_12] Students 

 

53. What kind of data do you gather to ascertain the selected* program’s effectiveness?  

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [OS_EDVC_12] 64 Developmental course completion rates 

b. [OS_ECRSC_12] Overall course completion rates 

c. [OS_EF2S_12] Fall to spring retention 

d. [OS_EF2F_12] Fall to fall retention 

e. [OS_EF2Y2_12] Fall to second-year retention 

f. [OS_EGPA_12] GPA 

g. [OS_EDEG_12] Degree or certificate attainment 

h. [OS_ETTC_12] Time to completion 

i. [OS_ETRN_12] Transfer to four-year/baccalaureate college/university 

j. [OS_EOUTCM_12] Student learning outcomes assessment 

k. [OS_EOTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

l. [OS_ETXT_12] 

 
54. Has your college ever completed a cost-effectiveness analysis the selected* program? 

[OS_COSTEF_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

  

                                                
63 Orientation specific, development required of administrators 
64 Orientation specific, evaluation of program, developmental course completion 
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Student Success Course 

55. Does your college implement any kind of student success course? 

[X_INGNRL_12]65 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

56. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented for your college’s student 

success course(s)? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [XG_FTF_12]66 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [XG_OL_12] Online interaction  

c. [XG_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [XG_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [XG_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

57. Which student groups compose the target population for your student success 

course(s)? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [XG_TALL_12]67 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

b. [XG_TFTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

c. [XG_TDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [XG_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (such as, low-

income, first-generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e. [XG_TNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [XG_TOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [XG_TTXT_12] 

 

58. For which students is a student success course mandatory? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [XG_MALL_12]68 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

                                                
65 X = Student suCCess course; therefore: student success course in general 
66 Student success course in general, face to face 
67 Student success course in general, target group, all 
68 Student success course in general, mandatory group, all 
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b. [XG_MFTFT_12]First-time full-time students 

c. [XG_MDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

d. [XG_MDISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (such as, low-

income, first-generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

e.  [XG_MNON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [XG_MOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [XG_MTXT_12] 

 

59. What percentage of all of your currently enrolled credit students (including 

developmental/remedial students) have participated in a student success course? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[X_XTNTALL_12]69 

a. ___ % of all students 

 

60. What percentage of your targeted student population have participated in a student 

success course? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[X_XTNTTAR_12] 

a. ___ % of targeted students 

 

61. Do you have more than one type* of student success course? 

[X_MRTHN1_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

62. What is the name of the student success course you have selected* to describe in this 

section of the survey? (Please provide a unique description of this program such as 

course name and/or course number from the course catalog.) 

String variable: 

a. [XS_NAME_TXT_12] 

 

 

63. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented in your SELECTED* 

program? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

                                                
69 Student success course, extent of enrollment, all 
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a. [XS_FTF_12]70 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [XS_OL_12] Online interaction  

c. [XS_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [XS_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [XS_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

64. What is the duration of the selected* program? (What number of days or weeks, or 

how many terms, does the program span?) 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[XS_DRVAL_12]71 

[XS_DRUNT_12]72 

a. 2 = Days 

b. 3 = Weeks 

c. 6 = Terms 

 

65. For how many total clock hours does a student participate in the selected* program 

over its duration) 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[XS_CNTHR_12] 

a. ___ Total student clock hours 

 

66. How many credits, if any, does the selected* program confer (whether institutional or 

degree credit)? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum: 

[XS_CRED_12] 

a. ___ Number of credits 

 

67. Does the selected* program use a standard textbook, curriculum guide, or other 

standard materials? 

[XS_STDMAT_12]73 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

                                                
70 Student success course specific, face to face 
71 Student success course specific, duration value 
72 Student success course specific, duration units 
73 Student success course specific, standard material 
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68. If so, please specify title, author, and/or source below (locally or commercially 

produced). 

(String variable) 

[XS_MATNM_12]74 

 

69. Indicate who at your campus participates in the selected* program and how.  (Mark 

all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Plans/designs this program?   

1. [XS_PLADM_12]75 Administrators 

2. [XS_PLDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [XS_PLFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [XS_PLSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [XS_PLSTU_12] Students 

ii. Coordinates/supervises the program?   

1. [XS_SPADM_12]76 Administrators 

2. [XS_SPDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [XS_SPFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [XS_SPSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [XS_SPSTU_12] Students 

iii. Teaches/facilitates the program?   

1. [XS_TCADM_12]77 Administrators 

2. [XS_TCDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [XS_TCFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [XS_TCSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [XS_TCSTU_12] Students 

b. For whom is this true…Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional is development available?   

1. [XS_DAADM_12]78 Administrators 

2. [XS_DADEP_12] Department heads 

3. [XS_DAFAC_12] Faculty 

                                                
74 Student success course specific, material name 
75 Student success course specific, planning by administrators 
76 Student success course specific, supervising by administrators 
77 Student success course specific, teaching by administrators 
78 Student success course specific, development available to administrators 
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4. [XS_DASSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [XS_DASTU_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional is development required?   

1. [XS_DRADM_12]79 Administrators 

2. [XS_DRDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [XS_DRFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [XS_DRSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [XS_DRSTU_12] Students 

 

70. What kind of data do you gather to ascertain the selected* program’s effectiveness?  

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [XS_EDVC_12] 80 Developmental course completion rates 

b. [XS_ECRSC_12] Overall course completion rates 

c. [XS_EF2S_12] Fall to spring retention 

d. [XS_EF2F_12] Fall to fall retention 

e. [XS_EF2Y2_12] Fall to second-year retention 

f. [XS_EGPA_12] GPA 

g. [XS_EDEG_12] Degree or certificate attainment 

h. [XS_ETTC_12] Time to completion 

i. [XS_ETRN_12] Transfer to four-year/baccalaureate college/university 

j. [XS_EOUTCM_12] Student learning outcomes assessment 

k. [XS_EOTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

l. [XS_ETXT_12] 

 
71. Has your college ever completed a cost-effectiveness analysis the selected* program? 

[XS_COSTEF_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

 

  

                                                
79 Student success course specific, development required of administrators 
80 Student success course specific, evaluation of program, developmental course completion 
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Accelerated Courses or Fast-Track Programs in 

Developmental/Remedial Education 

72. Does your college implement any kind of accelerated course or fast-track program in 

DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education? 

[A_4DVRM_12]81 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

73. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented for your college’s 

accelerated course(s) or fast-track program(s) in DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL 

education? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [AG_FTF_12]82 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [AG_OL_12] Online interaction  

c. [AG_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [AG_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [AG_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

74. Which student groups compose the target population for your college’s accelerated 

course(s) or fast-track program(s) in DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education? (Mark 

all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [AG_TUNIV_12] ALL developmental/remedial students (full- AND part-time) 

b. [AG_TALL_12]83 All first-time DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL students (full- AND 

part-time) 

c. [AG_TFTFT_12] First-time full-time DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL students 

d. [AG_TNON_12] No specific group of students 

e. [AG_TOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

f. [AG_TTXT_12] 

 

                                                
81 A = Accelerated or fast track; therefore: accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed 
82 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed, in general, face to face 
83 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed, in general, target group, all 
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75. For which students is an accelerated course or fast-track program in 

DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education mandatory? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [AG_MUNIV_12] ALL developmental/remedial students (full- AND part-time) 

b.  [AG_MALL_12]84 All first-time DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL students (full- AND 

part-time) 

c. [AG_MFTFT_12] First-time full-time DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL students 

d. [AG_MNON_12] No specific group of students 

e. [AG_MOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

f. [AG_MTXT_12] 

 

76. In which subject areas are your accelerated course(s) or fast-track program(s) in 

DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education offered? (Select only one from each subject 

area) 

a. Developmental math: 

[AG_DVMTH_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

b. Developmental writing: 

[AG_DVWRT_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

c. Developmental reading: 

[AG_DVRD_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

 

77. What percentage of all of your currently enrolled credit students (whether current or 

past developmental/remedial students) have participated in accelerated course(s) or 

fast-track program(s) in DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[A_XTNTALL_12]85 

                                                
84 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed, in general, mandatory group, all 
85 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed, extent of enrollment, all 
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a. ___ % of all students 

 

78. What percentage of your targeted student population have participated in accelerated 

course(s) or fast-track program(s) in DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[A_XTNTTAR_12] 

a. ___ % of targeted students 

 

79. Do you have more than one type* of accelerated course or fast-track program in 

DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education? 

[A_MRTHN1_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

80. What is the name of the accelerated course or fast-track program in 

DEVELOPMENTAL/REMEDIAL education you have selected* to describe in this section 

of the survey?  (Please provide a unique description of this program such as course 

name and/or course number from the course catalog.) 

String variable: 

a. [AS_NAME_TXT_12] 

 

 

81. Which of the following modalities are actively implemented in the selected* program? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [AS_FTF_12]86 Face-to-face interaction 

b. [AS_OL_12] Online interaction  

c. [AS_BL_12] Blended learning 

d. [AS_CAL_12] Computer-assisted learning (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

e. [AS_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

82. Do students receive credits associated with the selected* program (whether 

institutional or degree credit)? 

[AS_CRED_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

                                                
86 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, face to face 
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b. 0 = No 

 

 

83. Indicate who at your campus participates in the selected* program and how.  (Mark 

all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity…Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Plans/designs this program?   

1. [AS_PLADM_12]87 Administrators 

2. [AS_PLDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [AS_PLFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [AS_PLSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [AS_PLSTU_12] Students 

ii. Coordinates/supervises the program?   

1. [AS_SPADM_12]88 Administrators 

2. [AS_SPDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [AS_SPFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [AS_SPSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [AS_SPSTU_12] Students 

iii. Teaches/facilitates the program?   

1. [AS_TCADM_12]89 Administrators 

2. [AS_TCDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [AS_TCFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [AS_TCSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [AS_TCSTU_12] Students 

b. Who does this activity…Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional is development available?   

1. [AS_DAADM_12]90 Administrators 

2. [AS_DADEP_12] Department heads 

3. [AS_DAFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [AS_DASSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [AS_DASTU_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional is development required?   

                                                
87 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, planning by administrators 
88 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, supervising by administrators 
89 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, teaching by administrators 
90 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, development available to 
administrators 
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1. [AS_DRADM_12]91 Administrators 

2. [AS_DRDEP_12] Department heads 

3. [AS_DRFAC_12] Faculty 

4. [AS_DRSSS_12] Student services staff 

5. [AS_DRSTU_12] Students 

 

84. What kind of data do you gather to ascertain the selected* program’s effectiveness? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [AS_EDVC_12] 92 Developmental course completion rates 

b. [AS_ECRSC_12] Overall course completion rates 

c. [AS_EF2S_12] Fall to spring retention 

d. [AS_EF2F_12] Fall to fall retention 

e. [AS_EF2Y2_12] Fall to second-year retention 

f. [AS_EGPA_12] GPA 

g. [AS_EDEG_12] Degree or certificate attainment 

h. [AS_ETTC_12] Time to completion 

i. [AS_ETRN_12] Transfer to four-year/baccalaureate college/university 

j. [AS_EOUTCM_12] Student learning outcomes assessment 

k. [AS_EOTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

l. [AS_ETXT_12] 

 
85. Has your college ever completed a cost-effectiveness analysis the selected* program? 

[AS_COSTEF_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

 
  

                                                
91 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, development required of 
administrators 
92 Accelerated or fast track program for dev ed or remedial ed specific, evaluation of program, 
developmental course completion 
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Part 2 of 3: Curriculum and Components of Structured 

Group Learning Experiences 

86. Which of the following components and/or curriculum content make up the first-year 

experience or freshman seminar; learning communities; orientation; student success 

course; and accelerated/fast track course for developmental/remedial education 

programs* at your college? (Mark all that apply)  

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Is this component or curriculum content… Part of the selected* structured 

group learning experience? 

i. Time management skills  

1. [TIME_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [TIME_M_12] Learning community 

3. [TIME_O_12] College orientation 

4. [TIME_X_12] Student success course 

5. [TIME_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

ii. Study skills 

1. [STDY_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [STDY_M_12] Learning community 

3. [STDY_O_12] College orientation 

4. [STDY_X_12] Student success course 

5. [STDY_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

iii. Note-taking skills 

1. [NOTE_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [NOTE_M_12] Learning community 

3. [NOTE_O_12] College orientation 

4. [NOTE_X_12] Student success course 

5. [NOTE_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

iv. Test-taking skills 

1. [TEST_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [TEST_M_12] Learning community 

3. [TEST_O_12] College orientation 

4. [TEST_X_12] Student success course 

5. [TEST_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

v. Use of information resources (e.g., library, finding and evaluating 

sources) 

1. [INFO_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 
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2. [INFO_M_12] Learning community 

3. [INFO_O_12] College orientation 

4. [INFO_X_12] Student success course 

5. [INFO_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

vi. Basic technology skills (e.g., using Internet, word processing) 

1. [TECH_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [TECH_M_12] Learning community 

3. [TECH_O_12] College orientation 

4. [TECH_X_12] Student success course 

5. [TECH_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

vii. Online learning skills (e.g., course management system, “netiquette,” 

constructive discourse) 

1. [WEB_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [WEB_M_12] Learning community 

3. [WEB_O_12] College orientation 

4. [WEB_X_12] Student success course 

5. [WEB_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

viii. Learning style assessment 

1. [STYL_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [STYL_M_12] Learning community 

3. [STYL_O_12] College orientation 

4. [STYL_X_12] Student success course 

5. [STYL_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

ix. Development of a written individual academic plan 

1. [PLAN_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [PLAN_M_12] Learning community 

3. [PLAN_O_12] College orientation 

4. [PLAN_X_12] Student success course 

5. [PLAN_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

x. Identification of personal strengths and challenges 

1. [STWK_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [STWK_M_12] Learning community 

3. [STWK_O_12] College orientation 

4. [STWK_X_12] Student success course 

5. [STWK_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xi. Information about and/or use of the college’s personal /social support 

services 

1. [SOCSPT_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [SOCSPT_M_12] Learning community 
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3. [SOCSPT_O_12] College orientation 

4. [SOCSPT_X_12] Student success course 

5. [SOCSPT_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xii. Information about and/or use of the college’s academic support 

network 

1. [ACSPT_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [ACSPT_M_12] Learning community 

3. [ACSPT_O_12] College orientation 

4. [ACSPT_X_12] Student success course 

5. [ACSPT_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xiii. Mentoring 

1. [MNTR_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [MNTR_M_12] Learning community 

3. [MNTR_O_12] College orientation 

4. [MNTR_X_12] Student success course 

5. [MNTR_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xiv. Tutoring 

1. [TUTR_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [TUTR_M_12] Learning community 

3. [TUTR_O_12] College orientation 

4. [TUTR_X_12] Student success course 

5. [TUTR_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xv. Assigned study groups 

1. [STDGRP_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [STDGRP_M_12] Learning community 

3. [STDGRP_O_12] College orientation 

4. [STDGRP_X_12] Student success course 

5. [STDGRP_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xvi. Assigned group projects/assignments 

1. [GRPPRJ_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [GRPPRJ_M_12] Learning community 

3. [GRPPRJ_O_12] College orientation 

4. [GRPPRJ_X_12] Student success course 

5. [GRPPRJ_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xvii. Common reading(s) 

1. [CMNRD_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [CMNRD_M_12] Learning community 

3. [CMNRD_O_12] College orientation 

4. [CMNRD_X_12] Student success course 
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5. [CMNRD_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xviii. Study/assignments focused on a common theme 

1. [CMNASG_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [CMNASG_M_12] Learning community 

3. [CMNASG_O_12] College orientation 

4. [CMNASG_X_12] Student success course 

5. [CMNASG_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xix. Contextualized curriculum or discipline-related content and activities 

1. [CONTEXT_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [CONTEXT _M_12] Learning community 

3. [CONTEXT _O_12] College orientation 

4. [CONTEXT _X_12] Student success course 

5. [CONTEXT _A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xx. Campus or community service project(s) 

1. [SRVC_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [SRVC_M_12] Learning community 

3. [SRVC_O_12] College orientation 

4. [SRVC_X_12] Student success course 

5. [SRVC_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xxi. Participation in campus activities/events outside the classroom 

1. [EXCRCL_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [EXCRCL_M_12] Learning community 

3. [EXCRCL_O_12] College orientation 

4. [EXCRCL_X_12] Student success course 

5. [EXCRCL_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xxii. Group advising 

1. [GRPADV_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [GRPADV_M_12] Learning community 

3. [GRPADV_O_12] College orientation 

4. [GRPADV_X_12] Student success course 

5. [GRPADV_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xxiii. Supplemental instruction 

1. [SUPP_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 

2. [SUPP_M_12] Learning community 

3. [SUPP_O_12] College orientation 

4. [SUPP_X_12] Student success course 

5. [SUPP_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

xxiv. Service learning 

1. [SRVLRN_Y_12] First-year experience or freshman seminar 
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2. [SRVLRN_M_12] Learning community 

3. [SRVLRN_O_12] College orientation 

4. [SRVLRN_X_12] Student success course 

5. [SRVLRN_A_12] Accelerated courses or fast-track programs   

87. How are the first-year experience or freshman seminar; learning communities; 

orientation; student success course; and/or accelerated courses/fast-track programs 

related at your college, if at all? Please provide a brief description of how they are 

connected, linked, or integrated. 

(String variable) 

[PRGLINKED_12] 

 

88. What else would you like us to know about the implementation of promising practices 

(such as first-year experience or freshman seminar; learning communities; orientation; 

student success course; and/or accelerated courses/fast-track programs) at your 

college?  

(String variable) 

[PRGELSE_12]  
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Part 3 of 3: Student Placement and Support Practices 

89. In the most recent fall academic term, what percentage of all class enrollments did 

students register for after the first class meeting? 

Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[LTREG_PCT_12] 

a. ___% of all class enrollments occurred after the first class meeting 

 

90. Exceptions allowing late registration (after first class meeting) must be approved by 

whom? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [LTRGX_AD_12]93 Advisor/counselor 

b. [LTRGX_FC_12] Faculty member 

c. [LTRGX_DP_12] Department or program chair 

d. [LTRGX_OT_12] Other Administrator 

e. [LTRGX_NO_12] No approval required for registration after first class meeting 

 

91. Does your college have a formal policy that prohibits students from registering after 

the first meeting of a class? 

[LTRGPLCY_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

92. Does your college provide a placement test (such as ACCUPLACER, ASSET, COMPASS, 

etc.), a placement test-preparation experience (such as an intensive skills “brush-up” 

workshop, summer program, or the like to help students prepare for your college’s 

placement tests), or both, for any of the following areas? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Does your college provide…   

i. A placement test or entry assessment for Reading? 

1. [PLCRD_NO_12] No 

2. [PLCRD_IP_12] Yes, in-person/face-to-face 

3. [PLCRD_OL_12] Yes, online or mediated 

ii. A placement test or entry assessment for Writing? 

1. [PLCWR_NO_12] No 

2. [PLCWR_IP_12] Yes, in-person/face-to-face 

3. [PLCWR_OL_12] Yes, online or mediated 

                                                
93 Late registration exception by an advisor 
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iii. A placement test or entry assessment for Math? 

1. [PLCMT_NO_12] No 

2. [PLCMT_IP_12] Yes, in-person/face-to-face 

3. [PLCMT_OL_12] Yes, online or mediated 

iv. A test preparation experience for Reading? 

1. [PRPRD_NO_12] No 

2. [PRPRD_IP_12] Yes, in-person/face-to-face 

3. [PRPRD_OL_12] Yes, online or mediated 

v. A test preparation experience for Writing? 

1. [PRPWR_NO_12] No 

2. [PRPWR_IP_12] Yes, in-person/face-to-face 

3. [PRPWR_OL_12] Yes, online or mediated 

vi. A test preparation experience for Math? 

1. [PRPMT_NO_12] No 

2. [PRPMT_IP_12] Yes, in-person/face-to-face 

3. [PRPMT_OL_12] Yes, online or mediated 

 

93. Which other factors are routinely used for the purpose of placing new students in 

courses? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [ALTPL_NOTAPP_12] Not applicable; A placement test is, with few exceptions, 

the single method for placement 

b. [ALTPL_GPA_12] High school GPA  

c. [ALTPL_TRNSCP_12] High school and/or college transcript analysis 

d. [ALTPL_SAL_12] College entrance exams (e.g., SAT, ACT) 

e. [ALTPL_NNCOG_12] Non-cognitive assessments 

f. [ALTPL_INTV_12] Interviews with students  

g. [ALTPL_MILT_12] Prior military service 

h. [ALTPL_INCLSS_12] In-class assessment by instructors  

i. [ALTPL_OTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

j. [ALTPL_TP_TXT_12] 

 

 

94. If your college offers a placement TEST-PREP EXPERIENCE, which of the following 

describes the type of experience that your college offers? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [PRP_NOTAPP_12] Not applicable. Our college does not offer a test-prep 

program for the entry assessment 
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b. [PRP_HS_12] A test-prep program for students still in high school 

c. [PRP_SUM_12] A summer test-prep program (multi-day or multi-week brush-

up/refresher program) 

d. [PRP_INTK_12] A test-prep program (brief [8 hours or less], intensive brush-

up/refresher workshop) during the intake/registration process 

e. [PRP_MATER_12] Study guides or handouts (online or printed) 

f. [PRP_OLPRAC_12] Online practice test 

g. [PRP_OTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

h. [PRP_TP_TXT_12] 

 

95. Identify the specific group(s) of students for whom a placement TEST-PREP 

EXPERIENCE is mandatory. (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [PRP_NOTAPP2_12] Not applicable; A placement test-prep is not mandatory for 

any students 

b. [PRP_ALL_12] All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

c. [PRP_FTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

d. [PRP_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc. 

e. [PRP_NON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [PRP_OTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [PRP_GP_TXT_12] 

 

96. Identify the specific groups, if any, for whom placement tests are mandatory. (Mark all 

that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [PLC_NOTAPP_12] Not applicable; A placement test is not mandatory for any 

students 

b. [PLC_ALL_12] All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

c. [PLC_FTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

d. [PLC_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc. 

e. [PLC_NON_12] No specific group of students 

f. [PLC_OTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [PLC_GP_TXT_12] 
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97. If students test into one or more developmental areas, is it mandatory that they enroll 

for at least one of the indicated courses in their first academic term? 

[PLCMT_RSLT_12] 

a. 1 = They are required to enroll in more than one if placed into more than one   

b. 2 = They are required to enroll in only one 

c. 3 = Students are not required to enroll in any during their first academic term 

 

98. For which of the following areas, if any, does your institution have a systematic 

process in place whereby entering students will have received advising by someone at 

the college by the end of their first term? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [PLN_SCH_12] Developing a course schedule 

b. [PLN_BLNZ_12] Inquiring about work-life-school balance and choosing an 

appropriate course load 

c. [PLN_GOAL_12] Establishing an overall academic goal(s) (such as a college 

certificate, associate degree and/or transfer) 

d. [PLN_MJR_12] Declaring a major 

e. [PLN_WRTN_12] Creating a written plan for attaining overall educational goals 

f. [PLN_FINAID_12] Applying for and obtaining financial aid 

g. [PLN_NONE_12] None of these 

 

99. Identify the specific group(s) of entering students for whom academic planning and 

advising is mandatory. (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [PLN_NOTAPP_12] Not applicable; Academic planning is not mandatory for any 

students 

b. [PLN_ALL_12] All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

c. [PLN_FTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

d. [PLN_DEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

e. [PLN_PROB_12] Students on academic probation/suspension 

f. [PLN_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

g. [PLN_NON_12] No specific group of students 

h. [PLN_OTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

i. [PLN_TXT_12] 

 

100. What percentage of your college’s entering students, by the end of their first 

academic term, have a written academic plan on file? 
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Numeric variable only, three digits maximum (valid values 0 to 100): 

[PLN_NEND1_12]94 

a. ___ % of entering students 

 

101. In which of the following modalities is academic planning and advising 

provided? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [PLN_FTF11_12]95 Face-to-face, one-on-one interaction 

b. [PLN_FTFGR_12]Face-to-face, group setting 

c. [PLN_OL_12] Online interaction  

d. [PLN_BL_12] Blended face-to-face and online interaction 

e. [PLN_CAL_12] Computer-assisted methods (such as surveys, automated 

tutorials) 

f. [PLN_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

g. [PLN_NOTAPP2_12] Not applicable 

 

102. In what setting are students most likely to receive academic planning and 

advising prior to or during their first term? (Select only one) 

[PLN_LIKLY_12] 

a. 1 = One-on-one with college staff member outside of class 

b. 2 = In a group setting outside of class 

c. 3 = As part of class 

d. 4 = Online 

e. 5 = Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, MySpace) 

 

103. Who delivers academic planning and advising? Is professional development 

provided and/or required? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Deliver academic planning and advising? 

1. [PLNBYF_12]96 Faculty 

2. [PLNBYC_12] Counselors 

3. [PLNBYD_12] Advisors 

4. [PLNBYA_12] Administrators 

                                                
94 Planning and advising, entering students, by the end of first term 
95 Planning and advising through face-to-face interaction 
96 Planning and advising done by faculty 
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5. [PLNBYS_12] Students 

b. For whom is this true… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional development in academic advising is available?  

1. [PLNTRNAF_12]97 Faculty 

2. [PLNTRNAC_12] Counselors 

3. [PLNTRNAD_12] Advisors 

4. [PLNTRNAA_12] Administrators 

5. [PLNTRNAS_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional development in academic advising is required? 

1. [PLNTRNRF_12]98 Faculty 

2. [PLNTRNRC_12] Counselors 

3. [PLNTRNRD_12] Advisors 

4. [PLNTRNRA_12] Administrators 

5. [PLNTRNRS_12] Students 

 

104. Does your institution offer supplemental instruction services for students at 

this college? 

[SI_OFFER_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

 

105. Identify the specific group(s) of students or courses for which supplemental 

instruction/supplemental learning is mandatory. (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [SI_MNOTAPP_12] Not applicable; Supplemental instruction is not mandatory 

for any student 

b. [SI_MALL_12]99 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

c. [SI_MFTFT_12]First-time full-time students 

d. [SI_MDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

e. [SI_MDISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

f. [SI_MNON_12] No specific group of students 

g. [SI_MOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

                                                
97 Planning and advising training available to faculty 
98 Planning and advising training required by faculty 
99 Supplemental instruction, all 
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h. [SI_MTXT_12] 

 

106. In which of the following modalities is supplemental instruction/supplemental 

learning provided at your college? (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [SI_FTF11_12]100 Face-to-face, one-on-one interaction 

b. [SI_FTFGR_12]Face-to-face, group setting 

c. [SI_OL_12] Online interaction  

d. [SI_BL_12] Blended face-to-face and online interaction 

e. [SI_CAL_12] Computer-assisted methods (such as simulations, virtual labs, 

automated tutorials) 

f. [SI_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

 

107. In what subject areas is supplemental instruction offered (i.e., student 

participation in extra class sessions with the instructor, a tutor, or an experienced 

student)? (Select only one from each subject area)  

a. Developmental math: 

[SI_DVMTH_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

b. Developmental writing: 

[SI_DVWRT_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

c. Developmental reading: 

[SI_DVRD_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

d. Introductory college-level courses: 

[SI_COLLVL_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

                                                
100 Planning and advising through face-to-face interaction 
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iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

e. Other (please specify): 

[SI_OTHER_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

String variable: 

[SI_OTHTXT_12] 

 

108. Does your institution offer tutoring services for students at this college? 

[TRT_AVL_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

b. 0 = No 

 

109. In which of the following modalities is tutoring provided at your college? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [TRT_FTF11_12]101 Face-to-face, one-on-one interaction 

b. [TRT_FTFGR_12]Face-to-face, group setting 

c. [TRT_OL_12] Online interaction  

d. [TRT_BL_12] Blended face-to-face and online interaction 

e. [TRT_CAL_12] Computer-assisted methods (such as surveys, automated 

tutorials) 

f. [TRT_SN_12] Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace) 

 

110. In what setting are students most likely to receive tutoring? (Select only one) 

[TRT_LIKLY_12] 

a. 1 = One-on-one outside of class 

b. 2 = In a skills lab at the college (such as writing, math) 

c. 3 = In a group setting outside of class 

d. 4 = As part of class 

e. 5 = Online 

f. 6 = Social networking technologies (such as Facebook, Twitter, MySpace) 

 

111. In what subject areas is tutoring offered at your college?  (Select only one 

from each subject area)  

                                                
101 Planning and advising through face-to-face interaction 
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a. Developmental math: 

[TUT_DVMTH_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

b. Developmental writing: 

[TUT_DVWRT_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

c. Developmental reading: 

[TUT_DVRD_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

d. Introductory college-level courses: 

[TUT_COLLVL_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

e. Other (please specify): 

[TUT_OTHER_12] 

i. 0 = None 

ii. 1 = All courses 

iii. 2 = Only selected courses 

String variable: 

[TUT_OTHTXT_12] 

 

112. Identify the specific group(s) of students or courses for which tutoring is 

mandatory. (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [TUT_NOTAPP_12] Not applicable; Tutoring is not mandatory for any student 

b. [TUT_TALL_12]102 All first-time students (full- AND part-time) 

c. [TUT_TFTFT_12] First-time full-time students 

d. [TUT_TDEVED_12] Developmental/remedial students 

e. [TUT_DISADV_12] Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low-income, first-

generation, in programs such as TRIO, EOPS, CalWORKs, etc.) 

                                                
102 Tutoring services, target group, all 
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f. [TUT_TNON_12] No specific group of students 

g. [TUT_TOTH_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

h. [TUT_TTXT_12] 

   

113. Who delivers tutoring? Is professional development provided and/or 

required?  (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Who does this activity… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Deliver tutoring services? 

1. [TUTBYF_12]103 Faculty 

2. [TUTBYC_12] Counselors 

3. [TUTBYD_12] Advisors 

4. [TUTBYA_12] Administrators 

5. [TUTBYS_12] Students 

b. For whom is this true… Among these members of the campus community? 

i. Training/professional development in tutoring is available? 

1. [TUTTRNAF_12]104 Faculty 

2. [TUTTRNAC_12] Counselors 

3. [TUTTRNAD_12] Advisors 

4. [TUTTRNAA_12] Administrators 

5. [TUTTRNAS_12] Students 

ii. Training/professional development in tutoring is required? 

1. [TUTTRNRF_12]105 Faculty 

2. [TUTTRNRC_12] Counselors 

3. [TUTTRNRD_12] Advisors 

4. [TUTTRNRA_12] Administrators 

5. [TUTTRNRS_12] Students 

Regarding early academic warning/intervention process: 
114. Has your institution implemented a systematic early academic warning/early 

intervention process? (i.e., a process whereby someone at the college contacts 

students who are struggling academically in an effort to get them the assistance they 

need) 

[WRN_AVL_12] 

a. 1 = Yes   

                                                
103 Tutoring done by faculty 
104 Tutoring training available to faculty 
105 Tutoring training required by faculty 
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b. 0 = No 

 

115. Who contacts or intervenes with students according to your early academic 

warning/intervention process? (Mark all that apply) 

 0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [WRNX_ADV_12] Academic advisors 

b. [WRNX_ACAFF_12] Academic affairs officer or staff 

c. [WRNX_STAFF_12] Student affairs officer or staff 

d. [WRNX_FC_12]106 Faculty members 

e. [WRNX_ST_12] Students 

f. [WRNX_OT_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

g. [WRNX_TXT_12] 

 

116. Which of the following modalities, if any, does your college utilize to contact 

students in your early academic warning/intervention process?  (Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. [WRN_FONE_12] By phone 

b. [WRN_EMAIL_12] By email 

c. [WRN_POST_12] By mailed letter 

d. [WRN_FTF11_12] Face-to-face, one-on-one interaction 

e. [WRN_FTFGR_12]Face-to-face, group setting 

f. [WRN_OL_12] Online (such as mediated forums, chat) 

g. [WRN_BL_12] Blended face-to-face and online interaction 

h. [WRN_SN_12] Social networking technologies such as Facebook, Twitter, 

MySpace 

i. [WRN_OTHR_12] Other (Please specify) 

String variable: 

j. [WRN_OTXT_12] 

 

117. For which type of disciplines/academic areas does your college require the 

following out-of-class “hands-on” learning experiences as part of regular courses? 

(Mark all that apply) 

0 = not selected; 1 = selected 

a. Are these out-of-class “hands-on” learning experiences required…in this 

discipline or academic area? 

i. Internships 

                                                
106 Warning system used by (X) faculty member 
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1. [INT_RHUM_12]107 Humanities / social sciences 

2. [INT_RSCI_12] Natural sciences 

3. [INT_RVOC_12] Vocational / technical 

4. [INT_NOTRQ] Not required 

ii. Apprenticeships 

1. [APR_RHUM_12]108 Humanities / social sciences 

2. [APR_RSCI_12] Natural sciences 

3. [APR_RVOC_12] Vocational / technical 

4. [APR_NOTRQ] Not required 

iii. Clinical placement 

1. [CLN_RHUM_12]109 Humanities / social sciences 

2. [CLN_RSCI_12] Natural sciences 

3. [CLN_RVOC_12] Vocational / technical 

4. [CLN_NOTRQ] Not required 

iv. Field experiences 

1. [FLD_RHUM_12]110 Humanities / social sciences 

2. [FLD_RSCI_12] Natural sciences 

3. [FLD_RVOC_12] Vocational / technical 

4. [FLD_NOTRQ] Not required 

v. Service learning  

1. [SVL_RHUM_12]111 Humanities / social sciences 

2. [SVL_RSCI_12] Natural sciences 

3. [SVL_RVOC_12] Vocational / technical 

4. [SVL_NOTRQ] Not required 

 

 

 

                                                
107 Internships required in the humanities/social sciences 
108 Apprenticeships required in the humanities/social sciences 
109 Clinical placement required in the humanities/social sciences 
110 Field experiences required in the humanities/social sciences 
111 Service learning required in the humanities/social sciences 
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Appendix C: Selected Bibliographic References for Promising Practices 

Courtesy of the Center for Community College Student Engagement 

• Accelerated Developmental Ed 

o Bailey, T. (2008). Challenge and opportunity: Rethinking the role and 

function of developmental education in community college (CCRC 

Working Paper No. 14).  Retrieved from Complete College America 

website: http://www.completecollege.org 

o Brancard, R. , Baker, E.L., & Jensen, L. (2006). Accelerated 

developmental education project research report: Research report 

Community College of Denver. Retrieved from 

http://www.communitycollegecentral.org/Resources/research/Materials/C

CDLuminaAcceleratedResearchReport62106.pdf 

• Class Attendance Policies 

o Lai, P. & Chan, K.S. (Sept. 2000). Should class attendance be mandatory. 

Atlantic Economic Journal. Retrieved from: 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_hb6413/is_3_28/ai_n28799265/?tag=

content;col1 

o King, B. M., Eason, B. L., O’Brien, G. M. St. L., Johnson, E., & Hunt, N. 

P. (2004). Effects on grades on a new university policy requiring faculty to 

take attendance. Journal of The First-Year Experience & Students in 

Transition, 16(2), 9-1 

• College Placement Test Preparation 

o Center for Student Success/RP Group and The Academic Senate for 

California Community Colleges Basic Skills Initiative. (2009). Promising 
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Practices for transitioning students from adult education to postsecondary 

education: A review of the literature with implications for California 

community colleges. Retrieved from: 

http://www.cccbsi.org/Websites/basicskills/Images/Promising-

Practices.pdf 

• College Placement Tests 

o Prince, H. (2005).  Standardization vs. flexibility: State policy options on 

placement testing for developmental education in community colleges.  

Jobs for the Future. Retrieved from 

www.jff.org/sites/default/files/StandardFlex.pdf 

o Brown, R., & Niemi, D., (2007).  Investigating the alignment of high 

school and community college assessments in California. San Jose, CA: 

The National Center for Public Policy in Higher Education. 

• Early Academic Warning Systems 

o Cartnal, R., & Hagen, P. (1999, June). Evaluation of the early alert 

program, Spring 1999. San Luis Obispo, CA: Cuesta College.  Retrieved 

from ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED441541. 

• Enhanced Classroom Learning 

o Boylan, H., Bliss, L., & Bonham, B. (1997). Program components and 

their relationship to student success. Journal of Developmental Education, 

20(3), 2-4, 6, 8. 

o Center for Student Success/RP Group and The Academic Senate for 

California Community Colleges Basic Skills Initiative (2009), Promising 

Practices for transitioning students from adult education to postsecondary 

education: A review of the literature with implications for California 
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community colleges, Retrieved from: 

http://www.cccbsi.org/Websites/basicskills/Images/Promising-

Practices.pdf 

• First Year Experience 

o Raymond, L., & Napoli, A.R. (1998).  An examination of a freshman 

seminar course on student academic outcomes.  Journal of Applied 

Research in the Community College, 6(1), 27-34. 

o Koch, A.K., (Ed-in-C), Foote, S.M, Hinkle, S.E., Keup, J.R., Pistilli, M. 

(Eds.) The First-Year Experience in American Higher Education: An 

Annotated Bibliography, 4th Edition.  Columbia, S.C.: National Resource 

Center. 

• Individualized Academic Plan 

o Smith, J.B., Dai, D.Y., & Szelest, B.P. (2006). Helping first-year students 

make the transition to college through advisor-researcher collaboration. 

NACADA Journal (26)1. 67-76. Retrieved from 

http://www.nacada.ksu.edu/journal/26-1-Smith-Dai-Szelest(67-76).pdf 

o Thomas, C., & Minton, J. (Spring 2004).  Intrusive advisement: A model 

for success at John A. Logan College. Update on Research and 

Leadership, (15)2, Retrieved from website: 

http://occrl.ed.uiuc.edu/Newsletter/2004/spring/spring2004_4.asp 

• Learning Communities 

o Bloom, D.. & Sommo, C. (2005). Building learning communities: Early 

results from the opening doors demonstration at Kingsborough 

Community College. New York: Manpower Demonstration Research 

Corporation. 
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• Mandatory Developmental Ed Placement 

o Bailey, T., Jeong, D.W., & Cho, S. (2008).  Referral, enrollment, and 

completion in developmental education sequences in community colleges 

(CCRC Working Paper).  New York: Columbia, University, Teachers 

College, Community College Research Center. 

o Center for Student Success. (2007, February). Basic Skills as a Foundation 

for Success in California Community Colleges. Sacramento, CA: 

California Community Colleges Chancellor's Office. Retrieved  February 

9, 2011, from http://www.cccbsi.org/publications 

• College Orientation 

o Mayhew, M., Vanderlinden, K. & Kim, E. (2010).  A multi-level 

assessment of the impact of orientation programs on student learning. 

Research in Higher Education, 51 (4), 320-345. doi: 10.1007/s11162-009-

9159-2 

o Ward-Roof, J.A., (Ed.).  (2010). Designing Successful Transitions: A 

Guide for Orienting Students to College  (3rd.ed.).  Columbia, SC: 

National Resource Center for The First Year Experience & Students in 

Transition 

• Registration prior to attendance at first class 

o Freer-Weiss, D. (2004)  Community College Freshmen: Last In, First Out? 

Journal of College Student Retention Research Theory and Practice, 6(2), 

137-154. 

o Office of Planning, Research and Student Outcomes. (2004) Impact of 

student registration behavior on academic performance. Retrieved from 

Diablo Valley Community College. Website: http://www.dvc.edu 
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• Student Success Courses 

o Duggan, M.H., & Williams, M.R.  (2011). Community college student 

success courses: The student perspective. Community College Journal of 

Research and Practice, 35(1/2), 121-134. doi: 

10.1080/10668926.2011.525185 

o Zeidenberg, J., Jenkins, D., & Calcagno, J.S. (2007).  Do student success 

courses actually help community college students succeed?  CCRC Brief 

36. New York: Teacher's College, Columbia University.  Retrieved from : 

www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED499357.pdf 
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Appendix D: Covariate Correlations 

Table 21: Pearson Correlations of Student- and College-Level Variables (n = 2,187) 

 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1 Enrollment Status               

2 Enrolled in Develop. Course 0.00              

3 Sex 0.02 -0.06             

4 Hrs Working for Pay 0.13 -0.03 -0.01            

5 Hrs Caring for Dependents 0.09 0.10 -0.17 0.10           

6 Hrs Commuting -0.05 0.08 -0.07 0.03 0.21          

7 Pay Tuition: Own Income 0.11 -0.04 0.08 0.21 -0.04 -0.05         

8 Pay Tuition: Other’s Income -0.03 -0.01 0.08 -0.12 -0.23 -0.02 0.23        

9 Pay Tuition: Employer Help. 0.05 0.11 0.08 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.20 0.14       

10 Pay Tuition: Grants, Schlr. -0.22 0.07 -0.08 -0.05 0.15 0.06 -0.11 -0.22 0.06      

11 Pay Tuition: Student Loans -0.08 0.03 -0.07 -0.01 0.07 0.01 0.02 -0.09 0.12 0.21     

12 Pay Tuition: Public Assist. -0.04 0.09 -0.03 -0.07 0.12 0.07 0.01 -0.04 0.21 0.18 0.19    

13 Asian, Asian Am. or Pac. Isld’r 0.03 0.04 0.03 -0.04 -0.04 0.09 0.04 0.09 0.04 -0.04 -0.08 0.05   

14 Black or African Am., Non-Hisp -0.04 0.05 -0.03 -0.07 0.07 0.10 -0.11 -0.09 0.07 0.13 0.12 0.09 -0.09  

15 Hispanic, Latino, Spanish 0.08 0.09 -0.02 0.02 0.00 -0.04 0.10 0.06 0.05 -0.04 -0.16 0.00 -0.10 -0.18 

16 Other Race/Ethnicity -0.01 0.00 0.01 -0.05 -0.04 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.03 -0.05 -0.10 

17 Int’l Student or Foreign Natn’l 0.08 0.06 0.02 -0.03 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.08 0.10 -0.02 -0.07 0.00 0.26 0.01 

18 Highest Acad Credential 0.13 -0.10 -0.10 0.04 0.11 -0.01 0.06 -0.10 0.02 -0.06 0.04 -0.02 0.02 0.05 

19 Neither Parent Any College 0.03 0.09 -0.09 0.00 0.12 0.01 -0.04 -0.19 0.02 0.10 0.01 0.06 -0.04 0.01 

20 Non-Traditional Age (≥25) -0.12 -0.07 0.10 0.02 -0.38 -0.05 0.08 0.35 0.02 -0.07 -0.12 -0.06 0.06 -0.09 

21 Has Kids at Home 0.08 0.06 -0.21 0.03 0.63 0.08 -0.11 -0.25 0.01 0.16 0.08 0.13 -0.07 0.07 

22 Marriage Status 0.07 0.03 -0.09 -0.02 0.34 0.01 -0.02 -0.17 0.04 0.00 0.03 0.01 -0.04 -0.01 

23 Num of SGLE Participation -0.06 0.12 0.06 -0.10 0.00 0.08 0.01 0.06 0.18 0.07 0.10 0.13 0.09 0.08 

24 Urban Serving 0.10 0.17 -0.02 0.07 0.05 0.02 0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.03 -0.09 -0.04 0.00 0.08 

25 Suburban Serving 0.04 -0.07 0.04 -0.03 -0.07 0.04 0.03 0.11 0.00 -0.13 -0.21 -0.01 0.13 -0.03 

26 Medium Size (4,500-7,999) -0.02 -0.02 0.01 0.03 0.00 -0.02 0.01 -0.03 -0.02 -0.01 -0.09 -0.02 -0.07 0.00 

27 Large Size (8,000-14,999) 0.08 0.04 0.01 0.05 -0.03 0.00 0.04 0.08 0.06 -0.09 -0.05 0.01 -0.05 0.04 

28 Ex-Large Size (15,000+) 0.05 0.05 0.02 -0.02 -0.04 0.05 0.04 0.10 0.00 -0.09 -0.09 -0.05 0.21 -0.01 

Note: Correlations greater than ±0.04 were significant at p = .05 (2-tailed) 
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Table 21 (continued) 
 Variable 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

1 Enrollment Status              

2 Enrolled in Develop. Course              

3 Sex              

4 Hrs Working for Pay              

5 Hrs Caring for Dependents              

6 Hrs Commuting              

7 Pay Tuition: Own Income              

8 Pay Tuition: Other’s Income              

9 Pay Tuition: Employer Help.              

10 Pay Tuition: Grants, Schlr.              

11 Pay Tuition: Student Loans              

12 Pay Tuition: Public Assist.              

13 Asian, Asian Am. or Pac. Isld’r              

14 Black or African Am., Non-Hisp              

15 Hispanic, Latino, Spanish              

16 Other Race/Ethnicity -0.11             

17 Int’l Student or Foreign Natn’l 0.07 0.06            

18 Highest Acad Credential -0.07 -0.04 0.07           

19 Neither Parent Any College 0.26 -0.07 0.03 -0.03          

20 Non-Traditional Age (≥25) 0.12 0.04 0.01 -0.34 -0.13         

21 Has Kids at Home 0.01 -0.01 -0.03 0.13 0.13 -0.46        

22 Marriage Status -0.07 0.00 0.04 0.24 0.09 -0.47 0.39       

23 Num of SGLE Participation 0.00 0.02 0.09 -0.05 0.01 0.08 -0.01 -0.05      

24 Urban Serving 0.20 -0.03 -0.01 -0.01 0.04 0.00 0.03 -0.03 -0.02     

25 Suburban Serving 0.04 0.01 0.09 -0.01 -0.01 0.07 -0.06 -0.03 -0.05 -0.32    

26 Medium Size (4,500-7,999) -0.09 -0.01 -0.01 0.03 -0.04 -0.07 0.00 0.06 -0.13 -0.04 0.09   

27 Large Size (8,000-14,999) 0.14 0.00 0.02 -0.03 0.03 0.07 -0.03 -0.05 -0.06 0.08 0.09 -0.32  

28 Ex-Large Size (15,000+) 0.05 0.03 0.04 0.00 -0.04 0.07 -0.08 -0.04 -0.02 0.32 0.25 -0.29 -0.26 

Note: Correlations greater than ±0.04 were significant at p = .05 (2-tailed) 

 



 

 297 

Table 22: Pearson Correlations Among SGLE Descriptor Variables, Student Level of Analysis 

N = 2187; SGLE descriptors matched to all student records 

 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 PC I: College Success Skills           

2 PC II: Collaborative and Context’lzd Lrn 0.67          

3 PC III: Acad. Plng and Stu. Services 0.49 0.45         

4 PC IV: Co-Curr. and Comm. Activities 0.32 0.45 0.37        

5 PC V: Academic Support 0.29 0.50 0.32 0.50       

6 Duration (Days) 0.67 0.64 0.25 0.18 0.24      

7 Intensity (Hrs./Day) -0.59 -0.59 -0.10 -0.03 -0.17 -0.72     

8 Credits Awarded 0.51 0.54 0.16 0.09 0.04 0.61 -0.51    

9 Taught by Admin/Dep Lead 0.20 -0.10 0.13 0.02 -0.02 0.03 0.15 -0.12   

10 Taught by Faculty 0.66 0.45 0.32 0.25 0.14 0.50 -0.38 0.43 0.27  

11 Taught by Student Services -0.31 -0.29 0.09 0.34 0.05 -0.43 0.37 -0.64 0.15 -0.31 

Note: Correlations greater than ±0.03 were significant at p = .05 (2-tailed) 
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Table 23: Pearson Correlations Among SGLE Descriptor Variables, College Level of Analysis 

N = 58; unique records for each SGLE program 

 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 PC I: College Success Skills           

2 PC II: Collaborative and Context’lzd Lrn 0.45          

3 PC III: Acad. Plng and Stu. Services 0.44 0.31         

4 PC IV: Co-Curr. and Comm. Activities 0.17 0.40 0.45        

5 PC V: Academic Support 0.16 0.56 0.38 0.51       

6 Duration (Days) 0.51 0.50 0.05 0.09 0.12      

7 Intensity (Hrs./Day) -0.62 -0.50 -0.08 -0.02 -0.12 -0.73     

8 Credits Awarded 0.21 0.09 -0.05 0.04 -0.19 0.48 -0.26    

9 Taught by Admin/Dep Lead 0.06 -0.10 -0.06 0.03 0.07 -0.02 0.11 0.01   

10 Taught by Faculty 0.48 0.39 0.10 0.13 0.07 0.43 -0.43 0.31 0.15  

11 Taught by Student Services -0.20 -0.27 0.26 0.38 0.08 -0.41 0.34 -0.42 0.18 -0.36 

Note: Correlations greater than ±0.21 were significant at p = .05 (2-tailed) 
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