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Student Engagement and 

Professional Development in an 

Innovative Learning Community

KIM HOOSIER, PhD 

SAM PINCUS, PhD

Community colleges serve an important role in higher education. They are the 
starting point for many students who arrive at the community college with varying 

these students for transfer, graduation, or 
completion of vocational and technical 

colleges demonstrating a graduation or 

augmented with a new emphasis on retention 
and graduation. In this climate, community 
college faculty are investigating and 
applying various strategies and techniques 

to ensure student engagement and, hopefully, completion. Learning communities 

same time, community colleges, with their emphasis on teaching and curricular 

implementation of learning communities. 

complete and complex description:

A learning community is any one of a variety of curricular structures 
that link together several existing courses or actually restructure the 

understanding and integration of the material they are learning, and more 
interaction with one another and their teachers as fellow participants in the 

[W]e had not fully understood 
how deeply [the two disciplines] 

complexities of both studies—
the thought and depth behind 
sociological theories, and 
the thought and research 
behind historical analyses.
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in a community then they do in isolated courses. In a learning community, 
concepts and skills are consciously reinforced within the context of each 

to a community of learners helps students feel they are an important part of 

of knowledge and lack of curricular coherence, and allowing students to see 
how the views of faculty from different disciplines may differ on the same point. 

structures that allow faculty to teach, and students to learn, in more interdisciplinary, 

individual courses as part of an integrated learning experience rather than as 

active learning. The unifying factor in all these ideas is that learning communities 
are an excellent method of fostering student engagement.

have had success in forming learning communities to provide our students rewarding 
academic and intellectual experiences. Most of those communities had linked two 
developmental courses (reading/writing; writing/math), a developmental course 
with a non-developmental course, or any of those courses with an SDV class. 

matter class with an academic process class (e.g., history with English composition, 

After several years of informal discussions, the two of us decided to pair a sociology 
course with a United States history course. Because none of the college’s previous 

make this new linking a worthwhile learning experience. There was also the worry 
whether the community would attract enough students. Despite our uncertainties, 
we decided that this pairing was a learning community that the college needed, and 

Communities coordinator and support from our division dean we set to work 
planning our community. 
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to the upper level link. Several reasons factored into this decision: First, it would 

two courses to intersect with each other more easily. In addition to this practical 

1. A second, and 

any programs. Many students have little desire to take courses not necessary for 

the years have taken these and other upper level classes individually. Third, an 

we ourselves saw as a learning adventure. The numerous advantages of learning 
communities already discussed also helped guide our decision to pair upper-level 

relieved when the dean said that he would accept somewhat lower enrollment than 

classes. 

theme for one assignment in each class . Almost all PVCC learning communities 

are listed in the Student Information System (SIS) under the individual discipline 
instructor. Each instructor teaches her or his course in the usual manner, using the 

1

their discussion pertains to developmental and lower-level communities. 

 An excellent discussion of the structure and characteristics of various models is located in 
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Faculty have found that once the structure is set, the key to learning community 

part in class discussions, and serving as a resource on topics where the disciplines 

constantly learning. 

in fact, reinforce each other on many topics. 

politics to popular culture. The aim of the course is to show students how these 

taught stressing certain themes, such as the role of energy and the status of the 
individual. Minority relations was a natural theme. Thus, the sociology class would 

of the two disciplines. It could serve as the capstone of the course. It would also 

determining the grade for her or his course. 

shown that while a planned structure is vital for a new learning community, in 
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social arrangements and the consequences; (4) demonstrate critical thinking skills 

Despite our fears of low attendance, eighteen students enrolled. The community 
went smoothly from the start. The sociology class had its usual teaching methods 
of lecture, videos, class discussion, and group discussions on different aspects of a 
topic, with each group then reporting on the material to the whole class. The history 
class was primarily lecture, with some discussion of interesting points, often initiated 

and supported students with different learning styles. During the sociology class, 
the historian took notes, participated in class discussion, and volunteered historical 
information relevant to the topic. The sociologist sometimes asked him to clarify 
or expand on a historical point. In the history course, the sociologist took notes and 
frequently was asked to provide additional sociological perspective. The integration 
of the disciplines was strengthened even more with each of us consciously adding 

historical context of her points, while the historian reminded students of how a 

in one another’s class added a unique dimension to the community and greatly 

that we truly did see ourselves as students in the classes. They could quickly see 
that we were gaining a great deal of knowledge from one another’s lectures and 
were engaged as learners in the classroom. 

origins of the term in the history class developed into a wider discussion of how the 
two disciplines use the term, and how the modern controversy over its validity has 

with the sociology lecture on the eugenics movement. The fact that many of the 

thought-provoking connection. 
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relations. Additionally, the in-depth study of a different period allowed students to 
test more fully the theories of minority relations in two different historical contexts. 

including students and instructors developed as the semester went on. Both of us 

cynical swipe at each other’s discipline. The result was a relaxed and informal 
atmosphere in the classes, which was of value considering the serious and often 

an unedited mass of newspaper material and determine which articles and 

required that they have understood the theories and many different aspects of 

of individual papers naturally varied, we were pleased that almost all the students 

the semester’s interplay of the two disciplines. It was the strongest evidence that the 
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us were the comments that demonstrated student understanding and appreciation 

evaluation includes the following: 

The Learning Community in this class was great, I think the school should 
keep pursuing it, it helps students interact with each other, as well as the 
professor.

The learning community class style was very interesting. I felt like it really 
provoked a good group dynamic and very intellectual class discussions.

Having [the class] as a learning community made the class a completely 

class they would never take otherwise.

community aspect of this course made it all the more meaningful. 

was that, while the community was still in progress, several other students asked us 

how exciting it was. 

community. It stated that not only had the community accomplished its learning 

discussions. The quality of the students was excellent, and the material seemed 
to come to life, providing interesting and important interdisciplinary connections. 
The assessment also noted that, with the faculty adding our own disciplinary 
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manner:

Age newspapers. Students then had to discuss how minority groups were 

history. 

events were in shaping modern minority and dominant group relations. She has 

essential the past is in shaping the modern context. Sometimes the learning was 

information that made the topic more complex, and thus more useful. In return, 

overlapping of our two disciplines, we had not fully understood how deeply they are 
entwined, and how much each of us depends on the other’s discipline to effectively 
understand our own. Even as experienced scholars and teachers we had often 

analyses. In addition to gaining new respect for our own and the other discipline, 
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working so closely with a talented colleague strengthened our enthusiasm and 

disciplines intersect. It was, as we had hoped, intellectually exciting, academically 

professional development. 
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