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Chapter I - Introduction
Background
My story, and that of this study, began while wogkin the Department of Campus
Recreation. The department relied heavily on undeligate students to run all aspects of the
building and programming. Within the departmentreéheexisted the position of student
supervisor. That position was essentially a trustedergraduate who was the manager on duty
when a professional staff person was not in thddimg. This occurred most nights and
weekends. One student was my best and most trastptbyee. She was enthusiastic, showed
great initiative, and was an excellent oral andttemi communicator. | trusted her to act and
empowered her. She was able to do things withasitdi®n meaning she was in power to make
decisions. | did not have to approve anythingdide
It was March of a winter semester and graduatiareroenies were in a little over a

month. She ordered her cap and gown and was reaghatluate. | asked her, as graduation was
drawing near, where she applied for jobs. She edpihat she had not applied for any jobs. |
initially thought that she was joking. | asked agand the reply was the same. | then realized
that she was not joking. | was very surprised, then thought she must be going straight to
graduate school. However, the answer | did rece&® nothing | had expected. She told me that
she was the first one in her family to go to calegd that was enough of an accomplishment. |
was really struck at that moment by her words. & wancerned, but then wondered if | was
projecting my values and beliefs on to her unjustBhe was happy and proud of her
accomplishment. She had everything to be prouduftbere was no new beginning after
graduation. She wanted to stay on as a studeistagswithin the department. Unfortunately,

that option was not available.



Many thoughts came into my head at that time. |devad, even though she was the first
in her family to attend college, what could cause o act in such a manner. She was clearly a
good student with enormous potential in her fieldstudy. My attention then turned to other
students who were either employees or frequentedeitility. | began to realize that there were
others in her situation and that many students wai@g classes every semester, yet they were
5-7 years into college and not near graduatintartexd to think that once students were enrolled
the processes to help them and the support semiees either inadequate or not being used by
these students. These processes include engagwstiergoal oriented peers, engagement with
student centered faculty, and the creation of peumetwork to aid in persistence that leads to
retention. | also began to consider that theseesiisdvho were four plus years into college with
no graduation in sight were unaware of their stomings and thought the support services they
were aware of were for others, not them. The stisdeere confident in their studies and how
they approached college but to them the idea thgbree was graduating in four years and
securing a full-time job seemed more fantasy thrmacual goal.

| began to have more conversations with studentatatheir progress through their
college careers and their goals toward graduatitiatened to their stories and witnessed how
they realized late in their college careers aspeftheir education they missed out on. These
aspects included internships or coop requirementgraduation, miscommunication on advising
issues, and likelihood of their degree facilitatergployment in their chosen field. Many of these
items appeared to be readily obtainable to studehts actively participated in their college
career. In other words, students who took respditgjbor knew they should, found these
answers or were aware of what they needed to deelned to me that the students who did not

find answers or only became aware of issues latplgidid not know what they did not know.



For many students time ran out. | saw firsthanchynstudents taking classes and not gaining
ground. For them their money ran out, their loagsame too large to handle, and their progress
was less than satisfactory. These students th@pedoout. | wanted to contribute positively to
the situation and needed the mechanism to dirextréisources towards the promotion of
engagement and persistence. | did not want studgreisd years in college and have regrets
about missed opportunities and poor communication.

At least two of these issues were already beingesddd by my university. | worked at
Midwestern, urban research university whose reterdéind graduation rates were below those of
peer institutions. Retention and graduation rabesrfinority groups are significantly lower than
at other institutions *. To improve retention anchdpation rates the university created the
Undergraduate Retention Strategic Plan. One of kegg actions in the plan included the
implementation of learning communities to addrégsrteeds of all students, particularly those of
commuting and transfer students. Shapiro and Le{df89) define learning communities as an
intentional restructuring of students’ time, creaitd learning experiences to foster more explicit
intellectual connections among students, studemslzeir faculty, and between disciplines. Best
practices nationally among learning communitiesuide cohort scheduling of classes, facilitated
learning (e.g., academic theme/focus), faculty mement, and development of community
(e.g., activities, living situation, study groupgsport). Learning communities vary in definition
and scope. For instance, a learning community carddfined as any one of a variety of
curricular structures that link together severalstxg courses — or actually restructure the
material entirely — so that students have oppatigsfor deeper understanding and integration
of the material they are learning, and more intewacwith one another and their teachers as

fellow participants in the learning enterprise (6laick, MacGregor, Matthews, & Smith, 1990).

*Campus information cited here is taken from public documents on the campus website



Shapiro and Levine (1999) describe learning comtresas being structured into one of four
basic models. Paired or clustered course learnolgnwnities are where the cohort stays
together and progresses from class to class. Fesshmerest Groups or FIGs are where a small
cohort exists within the context of a larger cl&Ssbelenick et al, 1990). Team-taught learning
communities are organized around an interdiscipfinraeme and involve multiple faculty and
courses. The last learning community model is #wdential based learning community. This
involves adapting a particular model from one oe tfirst three described above and
incorporating a residential component in which abhlives and studies together. Some
residential models also include faculty advisoranty among the cohort. The learning
community model was a strategic attempt to tramsftire institution’s culture to one of engaged
students and proactive support networks for stisdektcording to Shapiro and Levine (1999)
the ultimate success of the campus culture tramsfoon, in this case to learning communities,
depends on how the change is managed, who authomsho supports it, and who the
beneficiaries of the change are. They continuethting it is critical to move from teaching
institutions to learning institutions where bothdgnts and faculty learn. Berger (2001) supports
these findings and theorizes that it is critical émiversities to understand the organizational
nature of student persistence. Institutions of érdbarning must incorporate the proper structure
to provide students with an environment that isdumive to retention and persistence. Berger
(2001) postulates that there are seven keys to makersities effective in student persistence.
They are:

1. Provide students with information and clear lmfecommunication about campus

goals, values, policies, and procedures (commungbectations)



2. Provide opportunities for students to partia@pat organizational decision making.
(formal and informal means to communicate).

3. Provide a campus environment characterized inyefss towards others. (enforcement

of academic and social goals)

4. Provide balance between structure and resparesggclear lines of communication)

5. Actively engage student in political activity oampus (don’t promote apathy)

6. Provide students with advocates.

7. Build shared meaning through aesthetic symihaisare used with integrity.

Berger’s (2001) seven points synthesize a uniyessihission, goals and objectives into
a workable and discernible framework across thepcsncommunity. Students know where and
how to communicate with the administration aboueirthexperiences and in return the
administrations clearly articulates the academid &ocial expectations. Furthermore, the
university provides the means (staff, faculty, spacnding) to comprehensively assist every
student in achieving those expectations. Thistutsdn had not fully incorporated all the aspects
fundamental to campus transformation as Bergerl(P@@uld see necessary.

The learning community model of retention and stesice was first piloted on campus
in 2000 (Hill & Woodward, 2013). As a means to piegly impact graduation rates relative to
peer institutions, The University UndergraduateeRBon Strategic Plan (2006) provided the
structure and funding for learning communities e&dxpanded on campus in the fall of 2006
with full implementation in the fall of 2007. Theffi@e of Undergraduate Programs and General
Education sent general call for learning commupityposals to the entire campus community.

Individual departments, faculty, and staff wereeadtouraged to create learning communities to



address students’ retention within their units. €bee component for all learning communities
was that they were linked to at least one academicse.

The Department of Campus Recreation made the dadgibe part of this initiative and
submit a learning community proposal after assessmgits current program offerings and
daily interactions with students. In 2004 the dépant began adventure programming for the
campus population. The Department of Campus Recreatas created in the fall of 2000 and
aside from exercise equipment it offered littlestodents. The adventure programming initiative
was undertaken to direct attention to the departismi@imbing wall, and to use the wall as a
base camp for more advanced programming. It waDdesed through feedback from students
that there existed a need for programming that aveesy from the brick and mortar of campus.
The theory was once students were exposed to touking and bouldering on the wall, their
desire for adventure and unexplored personal expegs would grow. The new programming
consisted of a wide range of activity that was fgparm the regular fithess and wellness
offerings. New offerings included but were not lied to day hikes, mountain biking, white
water rafting, how-to clinics, skiing, trail rungnskydiving, and rock climbing. These types of
programs in an urban setting became popular antengtudent body.

The department was also active in the annual orpuanfreshmen orientation process.
From their involvement in the orientation procdss $taff realized that students were not making
connections with peers during the day. The on-canguientation consisted of very large groups
of students essentially taking a tour across campfusdents were lectured to by multiple
departments through the day. Interaction amongshmen and with presenting departments was
noticeably absent. Even though an extra fee wasgedaand the program was mandatory

significant numbers of students did not attend ould leave prematurely.



The experiences that students reported after itnedvement in the adventure programs;
new friendships and a connection to others on cammuide in their accomplishments, and the
thrill of trying something new, were some of theecoomponents that the department wanted to
build into an orientation program. These componeptgered on the process of engagement of
students with their peers. Students who were ireeblvn adventure programming made
comments about creating more friendships, gettimyemnvolved in campus activities, and
discussed overcoming the challenges of the advwemroggram. The convergence of adventure
programming experience and an alternative oriesrighrogram became the foundation for the
department’s learning community proposal submissi®he concept of the department’s
Keystone Learning Community was to provide an eXeln off-campus orientation experience
in which incoming freshmen could build relationshiwith peers and meet face to face with
significant faculty and staff on campus. The rofetlee faculty was to serve as an additional
support network for the students during their g@leareer. The desired outcome was, that by
spending time together on the river and at the samstudents would become comfortable with
the faculty and forge a relationship in which thadent was mentored by the faculty members,
consistent with Milem and Berger’s (1997) ideasleti and Berger (1997) describe this type of
early faculty involvement with students as beirgngicant in the process of student persistence.
They continue by stating that early student involeat and students’ perceptions of support
may be the process by which to better understarsispence. Berger & Milem (1999) found that
early involvement in the fall semester positivehggticts spring involvement and has significant
indirect effects on social integration academicegnation, institutional commitment and

persistence.



This study examines the Keystone Learning Comtyuthrough the eyes of the
participants. The focus of this research is to eslthe questions of what are the impacts of the
Keystone Learning Community on student engagemmsistence, and retention, and how
these factors might interact with one another ahate to graduation. In Chapter II, | outlined a
history of outdoor orientation programs and provetene explanation for their emergence. |
examined the variables of engagement, persistamze retention and how these variables are
individually impacted through participation in suphograms. An overview of the Keystone
Learning Community is presented with its goals, #r& operational methods to achieve those
goals. Chapter Il discusses how the Keystone liegrommunity differs from the studies
discussed in this chapter and how the Keystone adllithted engagement, persistence, and
retention. This study contributes to what is knoalmout outdoor orientation programs by
examining the student’s perception of the impaetKleystone Learning Community has on each
of the three variables. This study also enhancegmstanding and benefits of extended outdoor

orientation programs (Bell, 2006).



Chapter Il — Literature Review

This chapter provides a brief history of outdodentation programs and the benefits to
students as a result of participation. | exploteslimpact that outdoor orientation programs have
had on student engagement, persistence, and ceterfiraditionally, institutions of higher
learning attempt to initiate academic and socigégration with the on-campus orientation. A
walk around most college campuses through the surshoeild yield groups of freshly admitted,
bewildered students being led by a tour guide pliog information pertaining to policy,
facilities, registration and so on. This, sometirmesembly line style, orientation philosophy, at
most institutions, does little more than accommedatge numbers of students in the timeframe
allotted. Higher operating costs, increased tuitiamal fees, and other variables have amplified
the importance of the college orientation progr&alloway, 2000). These factors add pressure
to the institution to provide as much informatio @ossible into an orientation programs, and
therefore, they might not be achieving the desgedl of integration. Increasingly, institutions
are creating and implementing alternatives to thditional orientation program to assimilate
freshmen to the campus culture. Barefoot and F{di@92) conducted a national survey in which
they discovered 696 institutions offered a freshmatly seminar or colloquium. From 1991-
1994 the number of institutions offering such peogs had risen to 727 (Barefoot & Fidler,
1996). Program types ranged from extended oriemsti outdoor orientation programs,
academic seminars with uniform content across @estito basic study skills seminars. These
programs may include learning communities, firsttyexperience courses, and increasingly,
outdoor orientation programs (Bell 2007). The frash seminar that is the focus of this study is
the Keystone Learning Community which is a learnmegnmunity that begins with an outdoor

orientation program.
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Outdoor Orientation Programs

Fears and Denke (2001) define outdoor orientatimgnams as a small group of first-
year students in a wilderness setting where bagkpg@nd camping are the primary outdoor
activities. Outdoor orientation programs as a metld positively transitioning students to
institutions of higher learning began at Bostonvémsity as far back as 1888 (Bonner, 1972).
Outdoor orientation programs have been used asaasie teach academics at the college level
for several decades. O’Keefe (1988) found that nsipols used outdoor orientation programs
as a means to transition freshmen to collegefifegrams with very specific, freshmen oriented
goals existed in all regions of the country. Thest&loor orientation programs were categorized
into one of three models based on the specificraraggoals. Model | emphasized the role of the
student leader, the importance of having fun, dditnportance of establishing a peer group of
friends prior to starting college. Model Il emplresi the role of faculty, decision-making skills,
small group skills, and the development of peerugradentity. Model Ill emphasized the
connection between wilderness orientation prograthacademic persistence, the important role
faculty play in the process, the desire for freshrieeadjust and mature through the process, the
development of problem solving skills, and the g8 reduce stereotyping. Models | and Il are
the most common types of outdoor orientation pnograAll three models of programs highlight
personal growth and social skills goals. The prinajective of outdoor orientation programs is
to better prepare or transition the freshmen feirthollege career. Some suggest that the first

step may be student engagement.

Engagement
Previous studies have illustrated that outdoornbaigon programs positively impact

retention and facilitate engagement of studentss $hction examined the additional reported
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benefits of participation in an outdoor orientatiprogram and evidence that students who
complete an outdoor orientation program have abettance of persisting through their college
careers and graduating (Brown, 1998). Bell (200&}es that students who enrolled in an
extended wilderness orientation program (extendedrpms include classroom and follow up
sessions in the semester after the outdoor orientaxperience) exhibit higher GPAs and
persistence levels than those who did not enrotnnoutdoor orientation program. Extended
outdoor orientation programs give freshmen the dppdy to be further mentored by the
faculty and upperclassmen they first meet durirgahtdoor experience. Additional faculty, who
may have been unavailable for the outdoor expegiemay be brought into classroom session to
further the student’s transition experience.

Galloway (2000) found that lack of inclusion of @y in programs limits students
association with the persona of academia, which beags important as the construction of peer
networks. By including faculty programs outdoorentiation programs become more balanced
and seem to have the highest chance of transigdhe incoming freshmen. It makes sense that
by building a network of social support, friendadamaking sure that the student and their peer
group is prepared for college academics and coligg¢hat students are more likely to fit with
their institution. If there is a fit between theidgént and the college, the student then might be
more inclined engage with peers and faculty. Thegmam administrators also have ample
opportunity to ensure that the student’s indivitkialeeds are being taken care of during the
course of the first semester. Administrators alswehthe chance to fully evaluate the
effectiveness of the program over time. Outdooerdation programs may also provide benefits
that reach far beyond the initial trip and subsatjuelassroom sessions. Participants in

Presbyterian College’s (SC) outdoor orientationgpaan report many friendships that begun on
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the outdoor orientation program have last througlr fyears of college and beyond (Altizer &

Patterson, 1994). These benefits of outdoor oriemaprograms may be significant and

enduring for the participants (Paxton & McAvoy, PQ0Gass (2003) conducted a survey of
outdoor orientation participants to assess the teng effects of the program on the individual.

The surveys were conducted 17 years after the outltentation experience. The feedback he
received centered on three recurrent themes:

1. How participants were led to challenge theiuagstions of themselves and others

2. How the development of close peer friendshigpdtewith their initial transition to

college as well as how these connections oftenrbecthe foundation of lifelong
friendships.

3. How the orientation program positively affectbdir undergraduate education as well

as their lives after graduation.

These results show just how influential the expm@ecan be. In summary, the outdoor
orientation shaped the entire college experiente Elationships that were formed were the
foundation that the participant’'s social and acaddimes were built on. Fiori (2003) suggest
that outdoor orientation is an “ecstatic experietiftat jolts incoming freshmen out of their
previous existence into a new world of fresh idaad infinite possibility” and functions as a
“‘Rite of Passage” (ROP). Outdoor orientation praggacan operate as a ROP if the
Contemporary Adventure Model (CAM) is applied (B&003). The CAM moves the freshmen
from their existing phase of teenager through tménkl/challenge phase, and then into the final
phase where the freshmen as an individual seafohd&®r new role within the institution; new
knowledge and positive changes (from the outdopesg&nce) help initiate action to find a new

role (Bell, 2003). The ROP can be attained if thera community of support for the individual
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in their new role. The desired outcome of the oatdarientation program is achieved through
the interaction of a combination of many aspectglwimclude the environment, the activities,
the group dynamics, the processing of the expegietice instructors, and the individual
participants (McKenzie, 2000). First Tracks, theadmor orientation program at the Colorado
State University, reports that students steppedbttieir comfort zones, made friendships, had
fun, and took the initial steps toward understagdaiollege life (Rastall & Webb, 2002-2003).
The question for this study is to what extent amdvhat ways the Keystone Learning

Community impacts engagement, persistence, andti@ieand how those variables are related

to each other through the learning community.

Retention
For decades, institutions of higher learning hawerb striving to improve college
students’ first year out of a need to survive, -gekrest, or just trying to do the right thing
(Barefoot, 2000). All three conditions may be thmaation enacted by higher education in
response to the growing concern of dropout ratelsstmdent retention. Gass (1990) states that
the reason for this concern may be attributed veefenumbers of potential college applicants,
the financial and personnel losses suffered byrisiution when students fail to complete their
undergraduate education, and a decrease in efficiehthe processes of the institution. This
lack of efficiency and production at the institutibas initiated the transition to performance
based higher education funding. Colleges and wusitkes are being held accountable for
retention and graduation rates as indicators dbpmance (Jacobs & Archie, 2008). Jacobs and
Archie (2008) note that 32 states currently enbesé two indices for official performance
review. Policy makers at the federal level are a®ering a revision of the Higher Education Act

linking federal student financial aid programs tadpation rates.
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The initiative to improve retention rates is a majactor that feeds into many
institutions’ decision to offer an outdoor oriemat program. Outdoor orientation programs that
focused on retention took into account that retents complex interaction of specific academic
and social variables (Gass, 1990). He identified esademic and social factors orientation
programs need to focus on when the goal is tramsig students to college:

1. Positive peer-group development

2. Positive interaction with faculty members

3. Development of career and/or major course afyspans

4. Strong interest in academics

5. Adequate preparation for college academics

6. Compatibility with student expectations and egé offerings.

He also found that outdoor orientation programs tiaal any combination of some or all
of these variables had a significant effect on etidetention (Gass, 1990). In his paper on the
proceedings of The Conference on Outdoor Pursaitsligher Education, Smathers (1976)
provided three examples on how the outdoor enviertrmay be used to enhance learning for
three very different academic disciplines. Thetfiigs a program run by the University Of
Massachusetts School Of Education in which paditip, teachers working on in-service
requirements, reported a gain in self-confidenceteiased sense of potential, and an improved
ability to relate with others. Similarly, Appalaah State University ran an outdoor experience
for student teachers with overwhelmingly positiesults. Those results, known as the Smather’s
study (Smathers, 1976), showed that students wtevesl the program reported they were better
prepared for their teaching experience, showedeasad involvement in the learning process,

and increased interpersonal relations with othgdesits. The Second program highlighted was
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the Wilderness Workshop offered by the State Usitaeiof New York in which a three credit
course in American Literature is offered to bothdemgraduates and graduate students. This
course built strong relationships in the cohortugréhrough the inherent teambuilding exercises
of making camp, hauling gear, and surviving in dédoors. One participant stated, “We are no
longer just a group of 13 people, but have becosmerng” (Smathers, 1976). A very powerful
statement from students enrolled in an Americaeriture course. It is obvious that reading
Thoreau and relating to their own experiences ituneahas had a lasting effect. The final
academic tie presented was a more direct relatiorature and the course content. Appalachian
State University Department of Anthropology enlistthe expertise of the ASU Office of
Wilderness Experience to assist with instructionda@ourse tilted “Man and his Environment”.
The course was used for three main goals:

1. To build individual initiative and group communicat in classes with no specific

environment theme.

2. A major optional project in the Man and His Boviment course.

3. An experience in primitive living in a North Amean Indians Class.

Positive reports from ASU include formerly quietidénts became active participants in
class and the interchange between students anttyfdmcame much greater and less formal.
Positive reports from Appalachian State Universitglude formerly quiet students becoming
active participants in class and the interchangwvden students and faculty becoming much
greater and less formal.

In the 1980s, compared to the 1970s, there were foomal attempts using the positive
gains from the outdoors applied to outdoor orieataprograms. In 1983 Salisbury State College

created a six-night, seven-day canoe excursion Igomguin Provincial Park, Canada for
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incoming freshmen. The program was created to addifge two main concerns exhibited by
freshmen. The concerns of incoming students foctiseid anxiety over being able to perform
academically at the collegiate level and equallystiessful were the students’ concerns over
making friends (Gilbert, 1984). Freshmen were acigJd to pre- and post-test surveys to
ascertain the effects of the program. Gilbert (39@&ported that participants in the Salisbury
State College Algonquin Provincial Park orientateaiort exhibited a higher retention rate than
students in the traditional on-campus orientationgpam. Additional results showed that
students from the Algonquin cohort were more inedhin extracurricular activities by more
than double that of other freshmen. Subsequentargseon the program at Salisbury State
College (Brown & Armstrong, 1995) continued to shpesitive outcomes from trip participants.
Students who successfully completed the outdooemipce showed a gain in confidence and
direction. The program helped students realize #tmyld succeed in college. Brown (1998)
administered the College Transition Questionnairadmitted Salisbury State College freshmen
prior to their selection of an orientation prografullowing the completion of their selected
orientation program (classroom vs. outdoor), sttglarere then given the Adaptation to College
Questionnaire. The survey results showed that stadeho chose the outdoor orientation
program adjusted better to college life and hadhémgretention rates than students who
experienced orientation in the classroom. Selkaffy, which factors into persistence, was also
found to be higher in students who participatedoutdoor orientation programs than those
students who experience regular on campus orientgiBobilya, Akey & Mitchell, 2009;
Frauman & Waryold, 2009; Sheard & Golby,2006). lengral, these types of programs
positively correlated to better grades and incréaséention and persistence (Barefoot, 1993).

Thus far the literature suggests that outdoor tateon programs have a positive impact on
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retention, however, the means by which the prograsmmplish specific classroom goals,
increase GPA, and factor into retention might beleustood through their facilitation of
engagement.

The National Resource Center for the First-yeardfiepce reports that over 70% of U.S.
colleges and universities offer special first ysaminars to ensure that new students have a class
in which the primary goal is the development ofrpegationships and improve academic skills
(Barefoot, 2000). Institutional fit, a concern nEoming freshmen (Thompson et. al., 2007), may
also be addressed by outdoor orientation progrd&aesearch suggests that outdoor freshmen
orientation programs do accomplish the goal oftanggpeer relationships and also enhance the
first year experience by facilitating institutionfl (Davis-Berman & Berman, 1996; Devlin,
1996; Swenson e.t al., 2008). Austin et al. (20fport the research that outdoor orientation
program promote the formation of peer relationstapd continue by stating that a student is
more likely to form these relationship in an outdpoogram vs. on campus orientation. Outdoor
orientation programs that provide extra in and ofitclass involvement promote student
development and show high gains in providing sttglanth a social support network (Flowers,
2004; Bell, 2006). Achieving program goals, likemdifying social skills and the development of
peer groups, coincides with characteristics ofitivelved and engaged student. This builds on
the discussion of outdoor orientation programs ictipg retention as Astin (1999) writes that
the involved student is more likely to return ftveir sophomore year. The creation of a peer
network and institutional fit help the student beeocomfortable and feel like they belong. This
makes them more likely to be retained into a seg@ad and persist onto a degree.

There is further evidence that the engagement &ppities provided through

participation in an outdoor orientation programe #re vehicle to help transform the shy and
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self-conscious to the energetic and ambitious. dreature in the outdoors can turn a quiet and
nervous student into a leader, risk assessor, gadieator, backcountry chef, conflict manager,
steward, and business person (Oldmixon, 2007)dthtian, students who complete an outdoor
orientation program report reduced stress levets faars, and the disposition to be a more
productive student on campus (Oldmixon, 2007). Enynways these principles are put into
place in the sophomore, junior and senior yeargoidaand labs are split into cohort groups.
Group presentations and papers are a given pattmafst any college education. The process of
the group dynamics and learning communication aaddrship styles is almost more important
than the final result or submitted assignmentsd&its learn how to interact with others. A good
outdoor orientation program provides freshmen tppodtunity to learn these skills in a more
relaxed environment. True, the actual activitieg/rba challenging but are inherently fun. The
novelty of camping for the first time or completiaghigh ropes course provides an adrenaline
rush and sense of accomplishment. That sense ofmptishment may drive the freshmen to
challenge themselves more academically and perbapally. Bell (2006) writes that students
report the largest impact of outdoor orientatioogoam is the opportunity for forming peer
relations and not the actual course content. Typg f early engagement is a factor on the
variable of retention as Baker and Siryk (1984)nfbihat early engagement is critical to a
student’s long term adjustment to college. The suppf a peer network and early interaction
with faculty should dispel feelings of lonelinesadaanxiety over new surroundings and
encourage students to interact with faculty in ¢fessroom, attend study group sessions, and
experience college life.
Miami University reported similar results learnegdrh its outdoor orientation program

(Parks, 1997). Miami Bound evolved as a collabweaéffort among the Outdoor Pursuit Center
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and the Office of First Year Programs and Orientati Students selected from a variety of
outdoor experience trip destinations and activitiearticipants in the program were better
equipped to confront issues of transition into #vademic and social aspects of college life.
Parks (1997) also reports that students formedhgtbmnds with other trip participants, faculty,
and staff. It is one of the goals of the Keystoreaining Community to also form strong
relationships among the participants. Of particuiderest to this study is if the bonds the

participants form are perceived by the participaiatsid in their retention to the institution.

Persistence

The impact that outdoor orientation programs hav@ersistence to graduation seems to
be forged through the program initiating engagemehich leads to retention, and then to
persistence. It is the lasting effects of thatagament and the prolonged engagement that may
play a significant role in graduation of progranrt#pants. In both four year and two year
institutions many traditional-aged college studdmse nontraditional responsibilities such as
parenting, full time employment, or being finantyahdependent (Barefoot, 2008). These added
responsibilities make use of the student’s limitedources and can infringe on the overall
experience the student has at the institution. &laee other variables that may contribute to
lower retention rates on campus and the need &bitution to address these variables early in the
student’s college career. According to most collegrilty, programs to address freshmen year
dropout rates would focus on the deficiencies o #dtudents themselves: “students are
academically disengaged, unmotivated, can’t wata't spell and expect instant gratification”
(Barefoot 2000). These factors in any combinatidth uhe characteristics of non-traditional
students make the role of the institution in adsires a student’s particular needs that much

more important. Programs that are designed to exhaatention for disadvantaged youth at least
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keep the disadvantaged on pace with other cohBreufistien, Lesser, & Pescatrice 2008). In
this regard the impact that an outdoor orientapjosgram has on retention and the engagement
that assists with retention and onto graduatiomireq further examination. A “one size fits all”
retention program does not correlate with sucoesadn-traditional students (Cavote & Kopera-
Frye, 2006-2007). Although they may be out of tloeimfort zone, the opportunity to mix with
faculty and peers in the outdoor orientation progtay be enough encouragement to persist.
Thus, | began to wonder about the ways that Thestoey Learning Community contributed to
students’ persistence through their undergradusgeces.

As indicated in Chapter I, this research examthesimpacts of the Keystone Learning
Community on student, engagement, persistenceretadtion. The first step to understanding
what the Keystone Learning Community is and hoeréates an environment to impact these
three concepts. The Keystone Learning Communitgased on O’Keefe’s (1988) Model Il
outdoor orientation program in which a connecti®miade between the outdoor experience and
persistence through college. The Keystone Learr@agnmunity employs Model 1l then
continues the experience with dedicated classrassi@ns and assignments. The Keystone LC
adds to the understanding of O’Keefe’s (1988) Mddeby illustrating the added value to the
students who participate in an extended outdooentation program. The Keystone LC
continues the connection to the wilderness expeeighrough the use of readings and class
discussions. The learning community also emphasiz@mnection to faculty by including them
in all aspects of the follow up class sessions.dBwng so, the Keystone Learning Community
shows the need and benefit of continued facultyagement. The next section outlines the
details of the two-phase Keystone Learning Commyuexperience and the methods through

which it attempts to impact engagement, persistearue retention, for incoming freshmen.
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Chapter Il — Methods

This chapter provides the site summary and thmildeof the Keystone Learning
Community. The chapter also provides a discussiopatticipants and their recruitment, the
researcher’s paradigm/ research worldview, dafedobdn, data analysis, and trustworthiness.
Site Summary

The institution is a nationally recognized metriao research institution offering more
than 370 academic programs through 13 schools alkelges to nearly 29,000 students. The
main campus in Southeast Michigan comprises 10[libgs over 200 acres; its six extension
centers offer higher education to students througBoutheast Michigan. The institution is also

home to the most diverse student body among purstiutions in the state.

The Keystone Learning Community - Phase |

Day one begins by driving the students 4.5 hourayattom campus where they are
placed in an environment where they are a captugieace. In the vans, both faculty and
freshmen are led by upper-class leaders in vagaunses to instill name recognition and to have
fun on the long trip. Cell phones and other tecbgplare prohibited so that students immerse
themselves in the experience and focus on buildétgtionships with their peers and faculty.
Prior to launch the cohort takes turn as individugiaring their goals for the trip and how they
would like to be treated. This discussion is cagdun writing on a piece of cloth that serves as
the cohort’s flag (a symbol of their journey togadh The cohort is also encouraged to create a
group name. Once the cohort arrives at the rivadents are purposely provided minimal canoe
instruction and divided into pairs to launch inteetriver. This first section of the river is
surrounded by State owned land and is undevelopkd. paddle to the first camp site is

approximately three to four hours and providesaféeeling of isolation from the civilized world.
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For this section of the river, students are ing&dc¢o learn three things about their canoe partner
that the group does not already know to be shartdteaampfire that night.

The campsite activity begins with the erecting erits by the students. No instruction
other than location is provided. Once the tentsuaréhe students are given the task of securing
enough fire wood to cook meals and provide warrothtlie evening. The campfire discussions
begin with the students sharing what they learrexiatheir canoe partner. This functions as an
ice-breaking activity and promotes a fun atmosphEngés then leads into a debriefing about the
experience of being paired with a stranger, notkng how to properly maneuver a canoe, and
having the task of arriving at the campsite befdaek. The students share their discussions of
success and failure and how they ultimately aclietree goal. The trip leaders discuss the
concepts of leaders, followers, introverts andasdrts. The focus is that roles may sometimes
adjust depending on the situation and that it istauphe individual or pair to decide how to
achieve the outcome. The cohort is supplanted with notion of self-reliance and critical
thinking to achieve the outcome as opposed to irgdagn instructions and a set pattern of tasks.
The remainder of the night is spent engaging iarimfl discussions and games.

Day two on the river consists of two, three-fouuheections of canoeing broken up by
an extended lunch at mid-day. Lunch time featum®m®l large group teambuilding activities
where the students are challenged to complete fspémsks. After each activity the cohort is
debriefed on communication, leadership, and hovh egplies to what they will experience in
college. The campsite is set up in similar fashimthe previous evening. While dinner is being
prepared the cohort is instructed to find a roakdo activity. The upper-class leaders take the
cohort to the river bank, absent of faculty/staifid have a brief discussion about fears and

anxiety. The cohort is asked to write down a féaythave about attending college on the rock.
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Once everyone has written something on their reckinteers are asked to share what they
wrote on their rock. Once they sharing aspect le@s lcompleted, as a group, the student throw
their rocks into the river. This symbolizes theiteg go of one’s fears about college. The premise
behind the sharing of the fears is to promote aeseh community among the students and they
learn that even though they are all individualsrirdiverse backgrounds, they hold similar fears
and are maybe not so different from each other. §émond evening’'s campfire discussions
typically include topics from Housing & Residentibife, Public Safety, and the Academic
Success Center. After the formal topics have ahbsompleted the cohort generally diffuses to
relax and pursue questions individually with présen

Day three on the river is a short two-three hoip. tThe section of the river widens
considerable and is also quite deep. The canoeallared up together creating a large floating
platform that students and staff canoe move abveetyf on. Lunch is served on the river and the
entire group is led in an activity by the lead fiagdor the course. The activity involves the
passing of an icon (football, trophy, and sceptienmn one person to the next. When holding the
icon the individual is to state to the group a oeathey appreciated another individual over the
course of the trip. Faculty and the upper-clasddesatake part in this activity as well. River time
typically concludes with water fights and sprintsthe landing to conclude the journey. The
equipment is then packed back into the vehicleshiereturn journey to campus.

In summary, Phase | facilitates peer and facultgractions for incoming freshmen
through an outdoor orientation program. Studenés @ovided information pertinent to new
students and are educated on how to get involvechorpus and the benefits of doing so. Kuh
and colleagues (2008) examined NSSE informatiom feighteen undergraduate institutions to

see if there was a link between student engageamehthe outcomes of academic achievement
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and persistence. This is supported by Kuh and agde (2008) and his two major findings: First,
student engagement in educationally purposefulviies is positively related to academic
outcomes in the first year and is represented lgesit grades and persistence between the first
and second year. Pre-college traits (standardigstdstcores, high school GPA) affect the first
year student, however, the effects of these trditsinish significantly once the college
experiences are taken into account. For exampldests who enroll in a learning community in
which they form strong peer relationships and haesitive faculty interactions, may be more
likely to persist onto their sophomore year. Theosel major finding was that engagement has a
compensatory effect on first year grades and persie to the second year at the same
institution. Exposure to effective educational pices generally benefits all students, but the
effects are even more pronounced for students Miiler ability and students of color when
compared to white students. Phase | of the Keystaaening Community could be beneficial
for all students; however, students who are atafskot persisting could witness larger benefits
than those who are not at risk. When examiningdda from this study, the domain analysis
looked for participants’ responses that make refegeto their experiences in the Keystone

Learning Community being the catalyst for any sssaa college they report.

The Keystone Learning Community - Hiking Option

The Keystone Learning Community began in 2008 wath participants. In 2009,
enrollment in the program increased by 119% tooult students. In the weeks leading up to the
Phase | canoeing portion of the program, the demart received numerous forms of
communication from students asking about altereatlates and changing the duration of the
experience to accommodate the their summer schexful@cations, work, and so on. The

department was unable to make adjustments to thkspad scheduled for that program year,
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but was proactive in creating a shorter versionthef experience that did not require the same
time commitment as the canoeing trip. This is ingpairto the data analysis of this study to see if
there was any difference in the student’s percaptibengagement, persistence, and retention
based on the duration/option of Phase | that tineglied in.

This new option was a hiking trip that occurredaabtate Park about an hour west of
campus. Students would commute as a group by binetail head, hike 5 miles to camp, and
stay overnight. In the morning, the students woeddl breakfast reflect on the experience and
hike back to the trail head. By the time the cohmdde it back to campus their Phase |
experience lasted a little more than 24 hours. Ak the canoeing option, upper-class students
lead the hiking trips and are accompanied by fgcatid staff from various departments on
campus. Teambuilding activities and fireside diseuss are also part of the experience. Students
who enrolled for the hiking option participatedtire same Phase Il portion as the students who
enroll for the canoeing option.

The Keystone Learning Community - Phase I

Phase Il consists of four official classroom sassiwith the lead faculty member from
Phase | who also serves as the learning communitydmator. The fours class sessions are
evenly spread across the fall semester with ongsa@ach month. The course is graded on a
Pass/Fail basis with all assignments and classitesi requiring full completion. A mix of
reading assignments, small and large group dismussiand papers are requirements for
receiving a passing grade. Reading assignmenttakea from the following texts and are no
longer than one chapter.

- Peart, N.Ghost Rider: Travels on the Healing Road, E C W Press, June 2002.
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- Sobel, D.,Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education, Vol.[# is

missing], The Orion Society, June 2005.

- Louv, R.,Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder,

Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, March 2008.

- Krakauer, Jinto the Wild. Anchor Books, 1996.

Students are divided into small groups to dischssdssigned reading together. After
small group discussion, a spokesperson from eastipgpresents the groups thoughts to the
larger class. Debate and discussion follow as tilndesits converse over what the reading meant
to them as an individual. In addition to coverimg treadings, in class work includes writing
workshops and tutoring, presentations from Caregvi€es, and sessions on creating a plan of
work that is associated with fees. This latter eiseris designed to show students the value in
taking a full time credit load, 15 credits, andeitno graduation measured in dollars.

There are four writing assignments due over thessaf the semester:

1. A paper on the student’s leadership and commatioit style. Is the style the student

currently exhibits going to remain as is throughiwir college career?

2. A paper outlining what the student wants to echiacademically at the institution.

3. A paper on the advice regarding transitioningdtlege the student would give to the

next incoming class of freshmen.

4. A paper on how the student has changed durgigfirst semester of college.

Students are provided feedback on writing assighsnamd often asked to resubmit with
corrections or further content to get them accustbto writing and submitting college quality
work. Accompanying the class room session are akwmtional extracurricular events that

occur specifically for the LC throughout the sersestThese include bowling and pizza patrties,
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high ropes course and climbing wall nights, debatasut assigned readings, movie nights, and
study sessions. The desired outcome of the mixnotlass, homework assignments, and
extracurricular activities is that students areagggl in critical thinking and exhibit general
academic growth. This correlates to Astin’s (1988)dy in which he examined 20,000 students,
25,000 faculty from 200 schools found the followidgstudent’s growth in general knowledge
is associated with the number of courses takeneimgthasize writing skills, science or inquiry,
history and historical analysis; critical thinkirgggenerated through the development of writing
skills, active engagement in discussion, debatsscpresentations and discussing career and
vocational plans; overall academic developmennikiénced by student centered faculty and
collaborative learning; and leadership and intespeal skills are most closely related to student
interaction and socializing with students from eli#fint racial and ethnic groups and the number
of writing courses taken.

The fall semester for students enrolled in the kays Learning Community culminates
with the learning community assessment survey. Th&rument is used by the faculty
overseeing the program to evaluate the program aredimake adjustments necessary to ensure
the learning community is achieving its goals. Tesults of the survey are also reported to the
institution so that its impact is evaluated relatito other learning community initiative on
campus.

Participants and Their Recruitment

Since the inception of the Keystone Learning Comityuin 2008, 296 incoming
freshmen have self-selected the program. The legqureommunity is listed in the course catalog
and is advertised directly to incoming freshmerotdigh the Department of Campus Recreation

website and informative postcards mailed direablyatimitted freshmen. At the conclusion of
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Phase |, all students who have enrolled for theskane Learning Community are contacted via
email and invited to participate in the study. Moid coercion the emails were sent buy a third
party not associated with the learning communitg aamed in the original IRB submittal.
Students choosing to participate in the study meh whe third party and were provided
informed written consent as approved by the UnityenikRB (Appendix B). All identifying
information in the appendices has been redactethintain the confidentiality of the site and the
participants. Throughout this study all policieslgmocedures as set forth and approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) were followed. Adpy of the IRB initial approval is included
in Appendix A, along with the approval to amend thaial submission to include learning
community assessment surveys. Institutional IRBreygd was obtained by the principal
investigator for surveys, institutional, and iniew data. The IRB granted a waiver of consent
for the principal investigator to use data colldcthrough learning community assessment
surveys.

As detailed in Table 1, from 2008-2012 from 27¢hoeing, and 16 hiking, students
participated in the Keystone Learning Community é&&esh. From among these participants, a
total of 13 students were interviewed from 20082@bhorts. Participants represented a wide
range of racial and ethnic group, with most idemtij as white or African American. Slightly
more women than men participated in Keystone Legr@lommunities. Students’ college-entry
gualifications indicated SAT scores that averagethe low-mid 20s (ranging from 11 to 34),
with GPAs of 3.1-3.45 (out of a maximum of 4.0)ud&nts came from a variety of majors
ranging across pre-medicine, pre-nursing, engingehbusiness, psychology, mortuary sciences,

criminal justice, and undecided.
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Table 1 Participant Profile

2010 2010
) 2008 2009 (Canoeing)| (Hiking) 2011 2012
Total ] 37 81 63 16 57 42
Participants
Interviewees| _ 1 2 1 1 8 0
M 48% 40% 52% 38% 42% 55%
Gender
F 52% 60% 48% 62% 58% 45%
Asian 8% 8% <5% 10.509% 15%
Af-Am 24%, 24% 10%, 38% 12.30% 7%
o Hisp 5% <5% 6% 3.50% <5%
Ethnicity
Nat-Am | <5% 2%
White 48% 60% 28% 31% 63.209 60%
unknown| 10% 6% 22% 25% 10.50% 16%
Pre-Med, | Pre-Med, Pre-Med, Pre-Med, Pre- Pre-Med,
Pre- Med,
Pre- Pre- . Pre- e Pre-
. : : Nursing, . Criminal .
Majors } Nursing, Nursing, Nursing, . Nursing,
> Mortuary Justice,
Undecided,| General . Psychology, General
Business | Engineerin Science, Misc Pre- Engineerin
9 9 wmisc. ' Nursing 9 9
ACT Scores| _ 21.8 22.4 21.97 22.8 23.7 25.1
ACT Score| 15-31 13-34 11-31 | 14-31 11-43 1631
Range
HS GPA ) 3.24 3.28 3.1 3.27 3.45 3.14

Data Collection Procedures

Three central types of data underpin this resegnaect: participant observation
researcher journal about field activities, indivadlinterviews, and surveys run by the university
on learning communities. Table 2 indicates the nemdf each type of data that accumulated

through the course of this study.
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Table 2 Data Sources

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
Data 1
Researcher n=7 n==8 n=238 n=15 n=2
Journal
Data_ 2n:1 n=2 n=2 n==8 n=0
Interviews
Data 3 Surveys n=0 nN=41 n=76 nNn=%8 n=p5

* The survey was not run in 2008. Also, some sttglewho participated in multiple learning commuenti
completed a survey for each LC. But, the Univerbaid no way to know which of the student’s respsmstated to
which of the LCs. Thus, these multiple surveysiactuded as if they came from different students: lastance
note that there were 55 surveys in 2012, but oBlpdrticipants.

Researcher Journal

Following Spradley (1980), and Lincoln and Guba88) | maintained a researcher
journal with three kinds of information: a log oélfd activities, with a running commentary on
how planned events were modified, and a descripifokey events that stood out in my mind;
my reflections on events in the field, especially impact on the field and its impact on me; and
my emerging sense of the preliminary findings theéded to be checked in interview data-
collection activities. Both the key events and gheliminary findings informed the interview
guide, which helped me connect what happened milegcommunity activities to my research
interests. The journal entries were kept withowgniifiers and primarily include information
about the operation of the Learning Community, arydresponsibilities and decisions there, not
about individual group members.
Interviews

The interview asked questions about students’ aotens with fellow students,
interactions with faculty and staff, use of univgrsesources such as libraries, involvement in
extracurricular activities, and overall satisfantizvith the institution. Additionally interview

guestions focused on students’ descriptions of #gderiences in both Phase | and Phase Il of



31

the Keystone Learning Community. Interview subjag&se given the option of not answering
guestions of their choosing. All participants wprevided the opportunity to view the interviews
and their transcription at any point in the studiy\ferification or omission purposes. Upon final
approval from the subject, all interview responsese transcribed then to remove identifiers
linking tapes to specific individuals. Any identifig materials, including tapes, were destroyed
at the conclusion of the study.

A total of 13 interviews spread across five yeamgrise the interview data set. In this
research study, students participated in a 45-mjnileo-taped interview. Descriptive questions
(McCurdy et. al., 2005) were asked about the stigl@xperiences prior to, during, and after
their Keystone Learning Community experiences (Aype C). Questions covered interactions
with fellow students, interactions with faculty astaff, use of university resources such as
libraries, involvement in extracurricular actividieand overall satisfaction with the institution.
The interviews also asked participants to dischwes tmotivation behind certain actions and
events within the program, mini tours, as well a®ysquestions to elicit more in depth detail
pertaining to cultural context of the question angerience (McCurdy et. al., 2005). Participants
had the option of not answering questions of thieoosing. All interview responses were coded
to remove identifiers linked to specific individgal All participants were provided the
opportunity to view the video and its transcriptianany point in the study for verification or
omission purposes. The audio track of the vide@dapas transcribed word or word. Proper
nouns in the audio track were replaced with psewtenor generic identifiers — such as
“faculty” or “other student.” Any potentially ideifiying materials, including tapes were

destroyed at the conclusion of the study.



32

Survey

Each year, learning community assessment surveys@ministered by the Provost's
Office at the conclusion of the academic year. Boisrey is listed in the assignment section of
the Keystone Learning Community course syllabusd&itts are encouraged to complete the
survey so that faculty and the institution may assbe effectiveness of the learning community
experience. The surveys are sent to the studemis’ensity email by a third party that
administers the survey and compiles summary refultthe institution. No identifiers are used
by the third party when providing the results te thstitution and principal investigator. The
third party only knows how many students have cetaol the survey. There is no penalty to
students for not completing the survey. Since theey only contains summative data and no
identifiers are associated with the instrumenttifier institution or the PI to view, the university’s
IRB granted a waiver of consent for the survey®s imsthis study.
Data Management

All of the data, research, notes, survey resulis, &e kept on a password protected,
300GB external hard drive that is property of tHe R the conclusion of this study all data
materials were destroyed and deleted from bothrexitéard drives.
Data Analysis

Three analysis strategies were used to attemphswer the research questions in this
study. A preliminary domain analysis (McCurdy, &t 2005) was performed on each of the
forms of data by independently by group (researgh@mal entries, interviews, and surveys).
Taxonomies by cohort were created to organize id&ddike domains and patterns of sameness
across data sets (types of data). Then, a searcduliedomains within each major domain were

completed to further refine the analysis. In thsywthe taxonomic analysis provides a way to
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organize within the domains. Once this is complegedomponential analysis (McCurdy, et al.
2005) were performed to examine nuanced variatoosa participants or cohorts.
Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is a level of achievement thataedeers in the naturalist environment
strive to obtain, a measure of the quality of thresearch findings. Lincoln and Guba (1985)
define four criteria for producing and evaluatirte tquality of research work: credibility,
transferability, confirmability, and dependabiliffhese criteria parallel those used in positivist
research: internal and external validity, reliaipjland objectivity, respectively.

To move towards credibility, | used the framewosksat forth by Lincoln & and Guba
(1985). Credibility may be built through: a.) Pmoiged engagement, persistent observation,
triangulation of sources and method, peer revieegative case analysis, and referential
adequacy. In the main, this research project deggbrah triangulation of sources (multiple
participants) and of methods (different data-cditet strategies). Having faculty with whom to
discuss emerging findings provided for peer reviemaddition, | read and reread data to rule out
completing explanations (seeking cases that nagatéindings) and revising findings until it
became unnecessary.

Once credibility is assured, the other criteria banconsidered. Transferability refers to
the extent to which the findings from this studg applicable to another time or place. This is
not something that can be determined completelinduhe current research process. However,
by including rich, thick descriptions about theesitircumstances there, and the KLC, readers
can determine for themselves whether this studybmaapplied elsewhere. Dependability and

confirmability are strengthened through audits #redaudit trails created through the process of
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data analysis. The research methodologist on therittee performed an audit of findings, as a
final check on trustworthiness.

Chapter IV presents the analysis of participanpeases to both surveys and interviews.
The results of the data analysis are exhibitethéndomains that were investigated: engagement,
persistence, and retention. Sub-domains that emexgethe data analysis was conducted are

discussed under each domain heading.
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Chapter IV — Results

This chapter discloses the results of the dataysisahnd provide insight on the methods
by which the Keystone Learning Community impactg&gement, Persistence, and Retention.

Findings emerged in several broad categories: stgdereasons for enrolling;
engagement with peers, faculty, and upperclassstadent persistence; student retention; and
what students said about what they learned. Asheiiome evident in what follows, for many
the learning community was a life-altering expeciemgrounded in lasting connections to peers,
faculty, and upperclassmen. Also, several notaspeets of persistence emerged, which ranged
across learning to have confidence in their ownabdiies, creating a support network, and
learning their way around campus expectations,urees, and writing demands. Likewise,
retention meant more than just staying around, amglicated being prepared, as well as
improving skills, using resources, and getting wdlial attention when needed. Finally, students
talked about learning many things: to relax, toageggin self-discovery, to write better, and to
realize that their own fears were often sharedthgrs.
Reasons For Enrolling

Before we enter the discussion of peer engagenmehhaw that is facilitated through the
Keystone Learning Community it is important to fit®uch on the motivating factors the
incoming freshmen provide for self-selecting foe texperience. The learning community is
advertised as a fun experience for incoming freshiawed a great opportunity to meet new
people and build friendships. It follows then thiais was the reason for participating provided
by the large majority of students. However, whea thxonomic analysis was performed a
subdomain of students wanting to address shynessreous anxiety emerged. This subdomain

is best illustrated by the following statementsshydents on why they registered for the learning
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community: “...to come out of my shell more becausenl kind of a quiet person and to meet
new people” (Interview 6, pg. 1, 2011). “So | wawous about people not liking me and then
when | left | felt pretty good. | mean we talkedeWind of did a few things” (Interview 1, pg. 2,
2011). This student describes enrolling as a methotheet her shyness and be placed in a
situation where she is almost forced to make figend

For many students, registering at a university iarge metropolitan area can bring much
anxiety and fear of the unknown. Questions surroynthis topic are often addressed during
registration for the learning community or at infa@tion tables during tours and open houses.
To ease some of the general nervousness about ibeihg wilderness for three days a pre-trip
meeting is held for the incoming freshmen to reegheir camping supplies and to ask questions
pertaining to the outdoor portion of the trip. Tigpical vein of questions focus on lack of flush
toilets, bugs, lack of cell phone service and otreenities associated with everyday life. What
was not verbalized was the undercurrent associaigdentering this new environment. Or as
one student noted:

Before the meeting | was nervous and did not kndwatwo expect. | was really looking

forward to meeting the people | would be going be trip with. When looking around

the table at all of the new faces who would bengditeg the trip with me, | was excited

and surprised. All of the stereotypes that | hedrdut before moving to the city did not

exist in the classroom. There were people of &edint cultures who would be mixing

together. | really enjoyed meeting everyone at ttipe and know that | was going to

become close with several of the people. (Inten@gywg. 2, 2008)

One student described his experience at the greateeting as realizing that despite
outward appearances the freshmen were all the sdmeas feeling excited especially after
conversing with some of my fellow students thatevabout to attend the trip with me. | felt like

we all had the same feelings, which made me feeermomfortable” (Survey, pg.9, 2012). The

following student enrolled for the specific reasortlearn about differences among her peers:
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Really to understand more about people from diffeteackgrounds from me [how 1]
grew up. How they think and go about things antedéint experiences. Like, situation in
the canoes like when it’s just you and one othes@eyou have to talk and get to know
them, unless you just want to sit there and betdbewhole time. You have to talk and

get to know people. (Interview 4, pg. 1, 2010)

“Instead of being around people | grew up with Inteal to meet people like people from other
backgrounds, schools and cities and get to knom'tligterview 4, pg. 1, 2010).

Another student alluded to peers acting differemthyle in their comfort zones but when
placed in the wilderness with a group of strandleesrelationships began to change: “I mean in
the middle of the woods, in the middle of nowheveéh people who are probably just as goofy
as you and put on the same facade, it's nice tbresak down the barriers and get to know
people for who they really are. So that’s the gtudg about being in the middle of nowhere”
(Interview 1, pg.5, 2011). During the pre-trip megtmany of the “facades” the student is
referring to are very much in place with some stusleracking jokes to ease tension or to fill
gaps in conversations. Once on the river, throumious exercises and some other portions of
the trip discussed in later sections, the cohagabdo come together as one unit. In the words of
a 2012 participant “We all became like a big fanolser the three days of our trip. It was really
great!” (Survey, pg. 21, 2012). In the next sectio& cohort begins to form this “family” unit as
described by the student and see how the Keyst@manlng Community facilitates peer
engagement among incoming freshmen.

Peer Engagement

Peer engagement in the Keystone Learning Commoffigially begins the morning of

the trip. It is stated in the pre-trip meeting tmaobile devices, phones, tablets, etc. are not

permitted on the trip. This requirement eliminatasch of the distracting behavior exhibited by

today’s college age students. For transport taitiee some 3.5 hours from campus, students are
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randomly divided into small groups. During thisvieatime, students participate in a number of
games to learn everyone’s names and a little di @acticipant’s personality. These games are
designed to be fun and free flowing allowing fornpaangent conversations along the way.
Once at the canoe launch site the small groupsgsinne large cohort again. At this time the
cohort is instructed to create a cohort flag, naanel, to write on the flag how they would like to
be treated over the next three days. This discaseiters a little more insight on each
participant. Typically most describe themselveshaging no camping or canoeing experience,
and coming from an environment where everyone s$ ljgie them in appearance. Providing a
comfortable space to move beyond these kind of taxies is a goal of the camp. Removal of
technology and the isolation is new for everyond hastens the bonding process. The trip has
its share of this “natural” engagement, but offaare as illustrated by the following two student
comments: “ | got to know them and their backgrajnde all connected” (Survey, pg. 20,
2012), “More schools should have trips like theseffeshmen. It was a good way to learn and
meet new people that you normally wouldn’'t havkddlto” (Survey, pg. 26, 2012).

After this the physical portion of the trip begiwgth minimal canoeing instruction, the
group sets out for nine miles on the river to tingt tampsite. Once at camp the participants are
provided tents and asked to set up the tents aifgpcations. As with the canoeing, there is
minimal instruction provided to the freshmen on htmaset up the tents. Minimal instruction
instills in them a sense of self-reliance and dsulitates communication among their peers to
accomplish the goal. The following excerpt is frarparticipant contrasting the Keystone trip to
an on campus orientation tour. “[For the campusgraation tour] It is go, go, go. Where on
Keystone you have time in the tent. You have timehe river to just talk and get to know one

another that you just don’t get at orientation"téhmiew 3, pg. 5, 2008). On the first day of
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canoeing the students are given directions to @intlthree interesting facts about their canoe
partner to share at eh evening’s campfire. Thipdhéreak the ice for the new shipmates and
hopefully fuels discussion on how to navigate thetens of the river to get to camp by the
designated time. Many times the staff found groopsanoes lashed together and several
students engaged in a conversation at once. Thaoseeisations then continue at the campfire
with the entire cohort learning more about peerdhantrip. It is important to note that as the
conversation around the night’s fire is progressimgre is no limit to the topics for discussion.
Everything starts with the three new items onenledrabout their canoeing partners, but it can
go anywhere from that starting point. As questianse the upperclassmen and faculty provide
insight and once an item is addressed we move thetanext canoe partners and what they
learned about each other. The goal of the stafb spproach all topics in a fun and open way
that is inviting to all to join the conversationegrribing this from the student’s perspective: ‘I
would talk to pretty much everyone; | liked to behapeople that make me laugh and people that
| would make laugh. | made some friends and hadwvemall good time with the people | met”
(Survey, pg. 20, 2012). The time on the river delewsinate several barriers that exist in the on-
campus environment.

This next piece from a student interview summarittes student perspective on peer
engagement. Here, a student touches on a newiaituanxiety and the value of that peer
engagement or friendship:

As every freshmen student wants to get close fabipd, the college experience is when

you meet those friends who are going to last dirdife. Being from a small town and

moving to a large city, | had my close knit friendack home. | was moving to
somewhere where | was going to be by myself. | hawdamily here and | only knew
two other people from here. | was thrown into #osnpletely different environment with
no friends | guess. Friends are the people yolhishg$ with around campus. Friends are

the people you go to when you are having a bad lttaynice to have that one on one,
face to face connection with somebody. (Interview@ 1, 2008)
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The student describes having that one on one ctonew friend as a support network to turn to
when having a bad day.

It appears that the Keystone Learning Communityefgspeer engagement by breaking
down some of the common barriers that studentsreme when coming to a campus for the
first time. These barriers may include the siz¢hef campus, time constraints, distractions from
home, anxiety of the unknown, and attraction toséh@f similar background. The relative
isolation of Phase | of the learning community seémhasten the process allowing for bonds to
be formed quicker than they might form while in t@mpus setting. According to the students
the outdoor learning experience brings them ouheir comfort zone and they intermingle with
other students from backgrounds and experiencéstbatarkly different from their own. There
are more layers to the peer engagement discudsonjust being with others who are different
from one’s self. The next sections explore theigigdnt’'s idea that they have accomplished
something difficult and forged through an adventnod experienced by other freshmen who
were not enrolled in the learning community.

Something Special

“I have made friends while being part of a lifeegsibhg experience” (Survey, pg.9, 2009).
This is profound statement by a student, and thedinig it describes can be witnessed by
everyone in the cohort as the canoes are all tigdtlher on the last morning on the river. The
river is wide enough for up to 12 canoes to be tioggtther side-by-side. More canoes are lashed
in the front and the back of the flotilla. The eatgroup—freshmen, faculty, upperclassmen—
are tied together for about two hours. Snacks heresl across canoes and the morning is
relaxing as the group lets the current take themndiwer. The final organized activity while on

the river involves the freshmen thanking someon¢hertrip for an act of kindness or words of
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support while on the trip. The students may saytwiay want and address peers or others on
the flotilla. Each student has the floor while ho@glan icon chosen by the group. The icon can
be anything; football, Frisbee, talking stick ednd it serves as a sign that the holder is the only
one speaking at the moment and that others shaaltistening. It is during this time that
everyone present can see the statement of a t@ara] experience become tangible. The
freshmen share overcoming fears of the outdoomirg to the end of a strenuous physical
activity (canoeing 44 miles over a three day peri@hd the appreciation of others taking the
time to show they take an interest in student sgde college. A final emotional release is
common as many students break down as they shaireettperience from the past three days
(Researcher Journal, pg. 5, 2008; Researcher Jpopm&, 2009). The first time this occurred it
took everyone by surprise; however, over the coafsaultiple trips every year for five years it
has become common and still exhilarating to witné€3se student described the learning
community as: “A friendly supportive group of peeghat are sharing a unique bond of starting
out in college as freshmen” (Survey, pg. 8, 2002\t of this perceived benefit is the notion that
the cohort shared a unique experience by partiogat the trip. This somehow set them apart
from peers who did not enroll in the learning conmityy The students felt strongly that they
have built very strong bonds that will last ovenei

Lasting Connections

Throughout the trip a growing sense emerged thatefiing special was occurring
within the cohort. It started with witnessing simphteractions among the freshmen. Sometimes
these interactions stand out and are reviewedeanigjhtly staff debriefing where we discuss
logistics, itinerary changes, and potential isdodsep an eye on. These meaningful interactions

were confirmed during the last morning when stuslene thanking others for random acts of
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kindness on the river. There is the emotional s#day the students speaking, which can also be
witnessed in the eyes and body language of those awé listening intently and nodding in
confirmation because they share that same emotbwral. These experiences funnel into a sub-
domain of strong and lasting connections that aesgnt across the cohorts. When describing
what a student learned about himself on the teggsponded: “I was able to open up to people |
barely knew at the time and make everlasting fsénus” (Survey, pg. 22, 2012). Other
students provided more examples of the belief eneékperience, saying: “The major benefit of
the learning community is being able to communicaiilh people like you and to be able to
make connections with people that could possildy dalifetime” (Survey, pg. 11, 2010), “I have
made lifelong friends” (Survey, pg. 9, 2009) and/e' had fun. We got to know each other. We
talked. We figured out what kind of sports we dlyed. What we were into in high school. We
played euchre and football. We just hung out antd@&now each other. We still keep in touch
now a couple of months after the trip” (Interviewpg. 3, 2011).

The interpersonal connections are a strong paheouccess of the learning community.
An aspect of the engagement of students is makiagn tfeel at home or safe at the institution.
Having a strong peer network assists with this,i®ainly one thread of the fabric that comprises
student engagement. “By being a member of a legroommunity, | have not only fostered a
connection to fellow students but also to the sthblee LC provides a unique self-realization
experience to the university freshmen that woultenwise be remiss for much of his or her
counterparts. Some of the benefits | have enjoymtlde valuable insight, as well as new
friendships and a multitude of extracurricular ates promoted by the LC” (Survey, pg. 9,
2010). The student above is speaking of a connetdidhe institution. Conversations with peers

in canoes, games, and tasks of setting up camitdexipeer engagement for the freshmen. The
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next topic to explore is that connection to theitnson and how the sub-domains of faculty and
upperclassmen engagement help forge a bond ofdklerhen with the institution.

Peer engagement is facilitated by the Keystone ribegr Community through the
participants’ belief that they have been a parsamhething special and that something special,
created relationships that will continue long afédrase | has been completed. The participants
combine their efforts for three days to construwtl®r, scavenge for firewood, paddle their
canoes, and stay warm. These tasks can be physacallmentally draining on the participants.
While exerting themselves physically, the partiagaare opening up lines of communication
with their peers and sharing emotions, of all kiradleng the way. A mutual trust that one’s peers
are genuine solidifies this engagement and fuesbtiief and desire for the lasting connection
to those who shared the experience.

Faculty Engagement

Faculty engagement by the freshmen in the Keystom@ning Community is one
component of the program that motivates participaot enroll for the experience. Faculty
engagement may be divided into subdomains of camfith communicating with faculty,
fostering of relationship with faculty, and receptiof advice from faculty which assists with the
freshmen’s transition to college.

Comfort with Communication

Faculty and staff from the institution are mixedwith the incoming freshmen for every
aspect of Phase | of the Keystone Learning Communliey are involved from the moment the
first freshman arrives on the morning of the tiflame memory games, mystery facts, and
finding out three interesting facts about one’sasapartner also involve all the faculty and staff.

Faculty engagement may occur through a freshmemghbghired with a faculty member as a
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canoe partner due to uneven numbers, a casualrsatiod as a faculty canoe pulls alongside a
freshmen canoe, one-on-one conversation at thesseanpr through formal discussion time lead
by faculty members. For some students, the oppitytton meet faculty was their motivation for
enrolling: “I was from a small town and it (camp)rigad been something that | had done with
my family. It was something | enjoyed then. Whehald spoken to you guys at orientation,
briefly, you talked about how there was going tootleer freshmen and how there were going to
be faculty and staff on the trip. So | thought @&sva good opportunity for me to meet other
people” (Interview 3, pg. 1, 2008).

Faculty and staff were recruited through word ofuthoand various communication
outlets internal to the university. Typically, onaeterested the faculty asked what their
responsibilities are during Phase I. They wererunseéd to be themselves and talk to students
about faculty/student interactions in any mannat seems to work for them. Pre-determined
discussion time existed where faculty speak one&ip topic; however, if causal conversations
were organically happening the upperclassmen kaffers did not interrupt what was already
occurring. Students spoke about these formal dssendimes and about how the faculty made
communication comfortable and easy.

We had specific time periods where the communiogbimfessor spoke to us. Previously

in high school | never had the opportunity to takg advanced placement or higher level

courses. | came from a very baseline school sysgenwhen | came here | was worried
whether or not | would be able to fulfill the prefmrs’ expectations. We talked about
communication and meeting during office hours. Hiel,s‘Hey, listen | am a person too.”

He understood that we were all freshmen. He saighwie has freshmen in his classroom

he tries to help us out a little bit more. Whethers difficulties in email or on

Blackboard, he talked about how he is more thatingilto help out and how that is a

normal feeling amongst most professors. He undaistave are going to forget stuff

when we come into class. He was squirting us wailirs guns and doing those things

that every other person would do. He was makingea$ize he is just a person and not
some God-like being. (Interview 3, pg. 4, 2008)
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The faculty member who accompanied this cohortrisieaade this student feel at ease despite
the student’s hints at a preconceived notion abowt faculty acted among students. Through
the faculty member’'s actions of speaking to thedett as a colleague who is interested in
student success and participating in the activineBhase |, both formal and social, the faculty
member eliminated the initial anxiety the studemidhabout faculty. This comfort with

communication that the students experience withlfpenables the incoming freshmen to feel
an overall sense of ease with the faculty memkariidacomes more than a onetime encounter.

Fostering of Relationships

Because student/faculty interactions were perceteede genuine by the freshmen and
the faculty were viewed as people first, the pgréints were able to create relationships with the
faculty. These relationships grew from the formadl @asual conversations that the faculty had
with the freshmen. This is best represented byethes examples: “The faculty was ready to
give us advice on anything and joke around withTirere was no student/teacher relationship. It
was purely friendly and comforting” (Survey, pg., Z812), and “I both personally spoke with
the staff and listened to them as they spoke tetidents. | liked how all the adults treated us,
the students, as adults. This wasn'’t like 5th-grealap anymore; it was much more fun because
we were (mostly) responsible for ourselves” (Suryay. 19, 2012). The examples show that the
manner in which the faculty treated the freshmeaatly affected the mood of the trip and built
the foundation for a true relationship to be form&tis relationship was built on trust and
comfort and enabled the faculty in Phase | to immpdvice to the freshmen on various topics, but

more importantly, for the freshmen to positivelgere the advice provided.
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Reception of Advice

Many adults provide information and advice to in@mgnfreshmen during on-campus
orientation and open houses. Though such advigeeinent to student success and very
valuable, for many young college aged studentyjltfip@nd staff members may seem out of
touch. In three different cohorts, students readidgepted assistance provided by faculty. One
student was actively seeking the input of a facaigmber: “Faculty is extremely helpful and
most are willing to work with me and answer my dises” (Survey, pg. 9, 2010). Another
student appreciated advice they received: “| lothefaculty they were amazing and the things
that | was told about on the trip [and] during sldslped out tremendously” (Survey, pg. 5,
2011). “I really enjoyed speaking with the facutiembers on the trip. They were able to give
me good insight on how to be as successful asltitg8urvey, pg. 18, 2012). “The faculty were
pretty cool as well. The two had good advice abmarpus life and college in general. They
taught us some necessary things to know about cam@ustudent was ever in need of help.
They also taught us good skills to know for colleyel the future, as they were professors
themselves and knew the ins and outs of studeStgVéy, pg. 18, 2012). The views represented
above show that by proactively approaching theesitg] a dialogue is opened and engagement
is embraced by students.

Assistance with Transition to College

The impact that the Keystone Learning Community lbas faculty engagement may be
summarized with the following student statemente’lmade valuable connections with other
students and faculty. It has also helped me tiansib a collegiate level of learning” (Survey,

pg. 10, 2010). Ultimately, the goal of the learnaggnmunity is to provide this ease of transition
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to college for incoming freshmen. This smooth titéms provides engagement opportunities
with peers and faculty and is perceived as valutabtee incoming freshmen.

The Keystone Learning Community facilitates facidhygagement by placing the faculty
side by side with the participants during PhasByl.having the faculty fully participate in the
same activities as the freshmen, the freshmen beammfortable with communicating to the
faculty. This comfort opens up more communicatithus, creating a relationship between the
faculty member and the freshmen. The relationsfopsied assist the freshmen with receiving
advice from faculty and that advice, and continfaaliity engagement yields ongoing assistance
with the transition to college.

Upperclassmen Engagement

Upperclassmen engagement with the freshmen on #ysténe Learning Community
was facilitated in the same manner as peer engagesnd faculty engagement with one slight
alteration. The upperclassmen participated in nkrasyng games and were mixed in with the
freshmen while on the river. The function that thet upperclassmen apart from the faculty was
that of trip leader. The upperclassmen lead evepge of Phase | of the learning community. It
was the voices of upperclassmen providing direstion timeline, setting up camp, rules at
camp, collecting firewood, and so on. None of thadisectives came from faculty. When formal
fireside discussion was led by faculty, it was @pearclassman, making introductions. This was
designed purposely so the freshmen saw other gilyestudents just a few years older
assuming great responsibility and doing so in a foanner. The largest benefit from
upperclassmen engagement was summarized by oneheofstudents: “lI thought the
upperclassmen leaders were really helpful in giviagdvice and making us feel better about the

overall college experience” (Survey, pg.17, 20I2e main advantage that the trip leaders have
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over the faculty is that their age is closer tofteshmen students’. The leaders are still involved
in their own college journey and have learned fribmir experience. The relative age of the
leaders to the freshmen allows the freshmen toepardhe leaders as peers, but the role leaders
fulfill makes them knowledgeable and trusted sosirok advice for the incoming freshmen. :
“They were a blast to be around, and | could readfate to what they were talking about”
(Survey, pg.17, 2012). “My first canoe partner was who was a Keystone leader. He was an
experienced canoe partner and was very friendlytalked the entire time we were on the river.
He answered all of my questions that | had about  and my upcoming college experience”
(Interview 3, pg.3, 2008). That statement depiats tollege age students enjoying the day on
the river and discussing anything that comes todmiropics that would have been taboo to
discuss with faculty could be discussed with th@asplassmen. The taboo areas typically
included fraternity and sorority life and the palifgstyle that is often attributed to that aspeict
college life; “Another upperclassmen talked abaihipg fraternities and sororities, which is
something they don’'t talk about at regular oriaotat.Which I'm really glad this
upperclassman brought it up because now I'm inrargp and | love every minute of it”
(Interview 1, pg. 4, 2011).

Placing undergraduates in a leadership role hageproery valuable to the Keystone
Learning Community and its engagement of incommeglimen. The trip leaders have the ability
to know what is important to the incoming freshnaenl deliver the information such that it will
be received appropriately by the freshmen. “Theyeweally helpful. | talked to them about
pretty much anything | did not know about; classesat teachers not to take, if | should buy
books for certain classes. Maybe about certain mmaod pretty much any question | had, they

answered. | received answers to all my questiomg&rview 8, pg. 3, 2011). We see this advice
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on anything in another example from a discussion Gmeek life on campus, “Um, |
remember__ talking to us a little bit about like social experience and how he is like in an
engineering fraternity and he was talking about. thihat was definitely interesting. | always just
assumed that frats and sororities were only juspéotying people to do whatever and all that
party stuff. He said there was a frat or a sordotyeveryone...” (Interview 7, pg. 3, 2011).

Freshmen engagement with upperclassmen also hasj@eumpact on the participants
of the Keystone Learning Community. This type ofj@gement, like peer and faculty, assists the
freshmen with their shyness and enables the freashmbave questions answered by those who
were recently in their shoes. In all, Peer, Facudtyd Upperclassmen engagement through the
Keystone Learning Community positively influencée students. As one noted:

By being a member of a learning community, | hawé enly fostered a connection to

fellow students but also the school. The LC prosideunique self-realization experience

to the _ freshmen that would otherwise be rmenic@ much of his or her
counterparts. Some benefits | have enjoyed incthideinvaluable insight as well as new
friendships and a multitude of extracurricular ates promoted by the LC. (Survey, pg.

9, 2010)

This student transferred those emotional connestwath people, to the institution. This process
of having strong connections to individuals and itieitution will assist the freshmen in their
transition to college.

The Keystone Learning Community facilitates upfsssmen engagement by placing the
upperclassmen in a leadership role within the iegrcommunity. Participants witness, first
hand, students only a couple of year older tham#edves leading a three day journey and
imparting college survival techniques. The proxyndf the age of the trip leaders to the

freshmen; enables their survival techniques, wisdana other information to be valued and

highly regarded by the freshmen participants.



50

In summary, the impact of engagement of all kindgerpfaculty, and upperclassmen—
is very powerful. All three forms of engagement &@litated in a similar manner during Phase
I, but the outcome of this engagement across tree tforms varies depending on the source.
Peer engagement brings with it a sense of belortgiaggroup and, even though the members of
the cohort come from a wide array of backgrounds anilities, the members all have similar
fears and anxiety about attending college for ih& time. The freshmen make friends and
perhaps gain a deeper understanding of themsevastadent.

Faculty engagement provides the incoming freshmiéimseme relief to their fears about
their own ability to keep up with the work load aadademic rigor at the university. The
freshmen learn how to effectively communicate wdhulty and discover that the faculty are
genuinely interested in student success. Finallg, mystique of faculty is dispelled as the
freshmen understand that the faculty are real peagle approachable, and desire student
interaction.

Engagement of incoming freshmen with peers, facuatd upperclassmen is a benefit
within itself; however, it is also a stepping stdnem which the incoming freshmen exercise
persistence. The next section looks at ways tleshfnen persistence is influenced and shaped
through the three methods of engagement.

Persistence

Persistence in the Keystone Learning Communityi@pants is positively impacted in
several ways throughout both Phase | and PhaBed¥, faculty, and upperclassmen engagement
that occurs builds a foundation from which the maag freshmen feel connected to and part of
the institution. The participants consider thatytban accomplish anything they try. The students

understand or come to the realization that PhageHe learning community is a metaphor for
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the college journey they are about to embark om fitocess for persistence in the participants
of the Keystone Learning Community is fostered digito the following steps: Understanding or
realizing that Phase | can be a metaphor for tt@iege journey, having a true sense that as a
student they can accomplish anything they set owd, setting goals and following through,
creating a support network on campus, knowing #peetations, understanding and willingness
to make use of institutional resources, and undedshg one’s ability to write.

Phase | as a Metaphor for College

Seeing Phase | as a metaphor for college came &@tudent’s answer to a question
about accomplishing the goals you set for yours#kn you enrolled in the Keystone Learning
Community. “Yes. | would say | did. ‘Cause goingatgh the river is kind of like going through
college and the phases of trying to get your waguph everyone, and buildings. Just making
your way” (Interview 10, pg. 4, 2011). The studesmtalled challenges on the river and knows
that college will bring with it new challenges ytet come. As stated earlier Phase | strives to
instill responsibility and self-reliance into theudents through the physical challenges on the
river and at camp. For most of the population grablls in the Keystone Learning Community,
camping, canoeing, and going three days withotoaver are just not ideas that are entertained.
Making it to the end of a forty-four mile canoe fjpay is quite the accomplishment and
emotional release for the students. They completedifficult task they would never have
considered attempting on their own. Now, havingia#d their goal of completing the trip, other
goals are seen as attainable. This theme is ca&uiacross the cohorts:

Oh yeah. When something comes up in my life, whettteeon paper or face-to-face in

person, every so often, | will be reminded of ampegience | had on that trip. The

experience with | mentioned earlier ordgkperience with the papers in class.

Those come up often and when | can go back andméer ok, this is what | did in that

situation and this is what | did in that situatemd this is the outcome. How do | want to
approach this situation? (Interview 5, pg. 4, 2009)
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“When | walked into the classroom to do my studeaiching, | felt well prepared to be able to
direct people in highly tense situations partidcause of my trip” (Interview 3, pg. 7, 2008).

| Can Do Anything/Goal Setting

The previous section tells us that the freshmethénKeystone learning Community see
completing Phase | as a major accomplishment im tives. They come to the realization that
the outdoor portion of the learning community, wittugh situations and learning about one’s
self, is very similar to what they are about to @mter when they fully begin their college
journey. Having completed a task, Phase |, that gegceive as analogous to college, they have
formed a belief in their own abilities. “I learn#itat no matter how much fear and worries | had,
that | can overcome them” (Survey, pg.22, 2012)e@eming fears of being away from family
members, text anxiety, or other obstacles in theréy are examples of what the student might
encounter. This student knows that she has alrpadsisted and has the capabilities to push
through to the end of any challenge.

The three forms of engagement during the outdoas@lprovide the student with many
types of advice on how to succeed. Some of thiscads packaged as what not to do in certain
situations that may be challenging. It is possibk after participants have completed Phase |
the challenges they heard of are not as dauntingeasmight have originally thought. “I have
met new friends, learned college tips, and haveenamademic confidence...” (Survey, pg. 9,
2010). Students emerged from Phase | with confielendheir own abilities and motivation to
persist. As this next student states, the learoamymunity provided self-reliance:

It helped me prepare for doing things on my owrhellped prepare me for bringing me

out of my shell. It helped me know how to walk epsbmeone and say hello it is nice to

meet you, how are you doing today? So it helped Imbrought me out of my shell

before going to college. It helped me prepare fingp on my own” (Interview 1, pg. 6,
2011). “...After the third day | felt | could do aryhg. If I could get through that and not
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break down mentally, yeah | could get through lifead a few ups and downs, but once |
realized what's at stake, | felt | could get bagkand | feel as though | have gotten back
up” (Interview 6, pg. 6, 2011) and, “I feel likesurvived, on a canoe in the middle of
nowhere, almost tipped in the water, almost, bdidl not tip. Basically since | can be
without a cell phone and do all these things, ynavk no electronics for a few days, |
can pretty much go in blind to a situation and migdly conquer college. It's all about
going to the right people and just knowing whergao (Interview 8, pg.5, 2011)
The confidence the Keystone participants gainednfmompleting their adventure trip as a
whole, along with small yet significant achievengeraiong the journey, enabled them to
realistically set and understand goals. In thistrexcerpt the student is clearly exhibiting this
persistence, “It helped me set goals, and folloseugh with them” (Survey, pg. 8, 2009). The
following-through phrase is the critical aspectlod student’s learning outcomes. Setting goals is
just the first piece of persistence. Knowing howdiow through, and the work that it takes to
achieve one’s goals, feeds into persistence. Thgstiee Learning Community strives to
provide a mixed methodology of academic and sgoiparedness to the incoming freshmen so
that they are better equipped to make decisiorisatieain the best interest of their college career.
“I have made so many friends and connections. €aming community pushed me to set goals
and objectives and accomplish them both socialty academically” (Survey, pg.6, 2011). This
student understands that a balanced approach toolege journey is one that will most likely
lead to success. The social side of college, emgage in the students’ perception is vital to
their efforts to persist. Students may end thardang community experience at the end of the
semester; however, they realize those they weragatgwith have become a strong support

network for them to rely on.

Creation of a Support Network

“I have made friends and have a support systenwfan it just gets to be too much”

(Survey, pg. 9, 2009). A simple statement, but thiae encompasses the mission of the learning
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community. A student may understand that theirsstréevel is getting high, but many,
unfortunately, may internalize that stress and @teigde the situation. Having a support network
and the willingness to confide in or make use abit part of persistence. The students who
enroll in the Keystone experience understand thew friends are people they can rely on: “I
have gained a lot of friendships. With having mioiendships that | was able to build, | was able
to have people that supported me throughout theestemand helped me with my struggles”
(Survey, pg. 6, 2011). The data has also expos#dthle faculty engagement is viewed by the
student as a friendship and a trusting relationaBighown in the next two statements: “It's been
very nice to have reality check sessions with sttglthat we knew during the summer time from
the trip. | have enjoyed talking honestly with thetructors and receiving their helpful feedback.
They have made it very clear that they are alwagslable if we need help with something. |
greatly appreciate their thoughtfulness toward shelents” (Survey, pg. 10, 2010). “So, | felt
really comfortable with all the upperclassmen alhtha staff. They're all really nice. They were
really inviting. There were; accommodating is redlly the word you like; they were like if you
ever need anything when you get on campus donitatego contact me. It was really nice to
know | was going into college with the support ofjt only my peers, but with people
experienced beyond my years” (Interview 1, pg.GL1).

The willingness to make use of the support netvabruld not be underestimated. From
the various sources, surveys and interviews, adifusscohorts, participants in the Keystone
Learning Community know that the support networkthere for them for both social and
academic issues, which added to students’ abititi/a desire to persist. If they know there is
someone to turn to in time of need they should lwenlikely to press on. For instance,

participants still understand that more challengds come; however, they feel great relief
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because they realized the other incoming freshmene wwxperiencing the same anxieties about
college: “I was still a little scared but | felt #&a huge weight was lifted off my shoulders
because | knew how to go about things and | kneepleewho were going through the same
thing as me” (Survey, pg. 23, 2012).
Um, when | went on the trip | think | had the goalskind of understanding where
everyone else was at. Um, getting my feet wet thkese guys are already in college.
These guys have kind of done this once or twiceaagbe they can tell me like when | go
for a major should | apply soon, should | applefatvVhen you did this how many times
did you have to do this? How hard was that? | wamg.goal was to come away with an
understanding of that and also to try to have f#ethat were trying to do the same things
that | could relate with. I think | found both dfdse things. (Interview 5, pg. 1, 2009)
The engagement facilitated opportunities to sharersy students. Through activities designed to
do so, and organically occurring discussions, sttele®ound out that regardless of backgrounds,
they are not as dissimilar as they might have presty thought. They learned that they all have
the same basic anxiety associated with startingg®land they all have the same basic desire to
succeed in college. They, therefore, take comforspeaking to their peers about difficulties
because they know their peers are experiencingdhee issues and might offer solutions. The
participants also take comfort in approaching uplpessmen and faculty about issues because
those groups were approachable and exhibited sinoésrest in the participant’'s success in
college. More than that, the upperclassmen andtfaected as friends and were side by side
with the freshmen during their outdoor experience.
Thus far, the discussion has dissected persisiatw®hase | as a Metaphor for College;
| Can Do Anything/Goal Setting, and Creation ofupfort Network. Part of success is knowing
the answers before the questions are asked. IKdlistone Learning Community students are

provided specific scenarios and step by step iostms on what to or how to act when those

scenarios become reality. In addition, studentsewery trip asked very direct and specific
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guestions about academics and social life at thgtution. The participants are provided with
realistic and direct answers to their questionghabthey understand the realities of college life
Knowing what is expected of them assists the ppéids in preparing for the challenges and
opportunities that lie ahead.

Knowing the Expectations

Throughout both phases of the Keystone Learning rGonity the participants are
reinforced with the theme that they are responditmidhemselves and must take ownership of
their college journey. “I have become more respgesas a college student, and have realized
the severity of my actions, or possible lack ofcatd in all my classes” (Survey, pg. 8, 2009).
This involves both academic and social engagemaait evels. Having an understanding of the
individual performance that each participant muat forth contributes to the concept of
persistence. Knowing the expectations adds to éhédence level of the student and thus their
ability to persist. In addition, the subtle engagat and advice provided to the participants
contributed to the overall experience of students.

...The upperclassmen leaders assisted us on theameehelped in the cooking. They

strengthened our relationship with one another wede always willing to teach us

something new. The faculty and staff were reallipfut on the trip. The police officer

gave us a lot of helpful hints. The all-girls talkth allowed us to open up about
private girl things. The professor relieved the @@ms | had about being able to fulfill
the expectations of college professors. Overatelvgconnections with of the people on

the trip. (Interview 3, pg.4, 2008)

These two vignettes describe the student’s undetistg of their role in their college career, but
also illustrate how that understanding of theieralas created. Through the many instances of
engagement or connections to individuals and grotips participants gained an improved

understanding of how they were expected to perform.

| have made some really great friends in college lamad really great heads up on some
information that [was] really important for collegehave benefited from my LC because
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| understand the expectation of college a lot bedted work harder to achieve my
aspirations in life. (Survey, pg. 6, 2011)

By being a member, | have learned what to expeat frollege and how to be prepared. |
have learned the importance of getting involved getling to know those around you.
Keystone has opened me up to strangers and hagedllme to make friends and have
experiences that | would not have had otherwiskadt really taught me a lot about how
the university works and what | need to pay attento as a student, such as, what my
specific classes are that | am taking each yearder to graduate on time. Without this
class | would not have been as prepared for calledSurvey, pg. 5, 2011)
The last line talks about being prepared for celethe participants know the expectations and
are better prepared for their college experiendeeyThave the support network, they have
confidence in their abilities, and are able to dreset goals for themselves. Even though there is
a better sense of responsibility among the padrd they are capable of persisting because

they can identify institutional resources to uglwhen needed.

Understanding of Resources

The understanding of institutional resources, areth@ps more importantly the
willingness to make use of them, emerged from sngphtements like “The university success
center has helped me” (Survey, pg. 10, 2009) toencomplex responses about knowing one’s
own ability: “I really wanted to make sure thatpipdied myself more than | did in high school. In
high school | was more of an average student deli like college would be a fresh start. | felt
like the environment here would help me. It wouddpghme focus more, and have more resources
and people to come to if | needed the help” (In@w4, pg. 3, 2010). The participants realized
that their new support network is also a valuabtource to guide them on their journey through
college: “...I felt like | asked good questions andrelceived good responses and ample
information to at least tell me close enough to ieHeneed to go to find the answer” (Interview
8, pg. 5, 2011). The faculty interactions madknibwn to the students that they should feel

comfortable with making use of the institutionalokriedge the faculty held “...The faculty on
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the trip told me if | ever needed help with anythto come see them and | could talk about it”
(Interview 6, pg. 2, 2011).

The final component of persistence that was puftedh the data sources concerned
participants’ understanding their ability to wrie the college level and how that translates to
success in college.

Understanding Writing Ability

“At first | had many errors with my writing structsand | didn’t know that my writing
ability wasn't at college level yet. So I'm gladadaught up to me that | need to improve my
writing ability” (Survey, pg. 13, 2010). This studeknows that his or her writing needs to
improve to be at the college level and the stutiastthe desire to make that improvement. This
is another piece of the persistence puzzle. Therisanse that one can do anything, in this case
improve a skill needed in college, has added topidmicipants’ ability and/or willingness to
persist. Another student writes, “Due to the feeltbae receive on our paper and during the
class meetings, my writing ability has increaseéttidg feedback, positive or negative helped to
greatly improve my writing style. It allowed medee where | need to be to acquire good marks”
(Survey, pg. 13, 2010). Knowing that improvementswaeeded and how to enact that
improvement assured the students that they were than capable of rising to the challenge.
The next response summarizes the previous conolwesdl; “I became more confident in my
writing ability and was able to write more fluidlySurvey, pg. 13, 2010).

Thus far, the study has illustrated how the Keystdrarning Community impacts
engagement and persistence. Student persistenem amitcome of the Keystone Learning
Community is comprised of six sub-domains. Thestute; Phase | as Metaphor for College, |

Can Do Anything/Goal Setting, Creation of a Suppddtwork, Knowing the Expectations,
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Understanding of Resources, and Understanding Myriibility. Collectively, the sub-domains
build off of each other to provide the student watisolid foundation to want to persist and the
tools to back up that desire to persist. Revievhogy those variables are impacted a picture
begins to unfold of how each variable feeds ofth& other. The flow begins with engagement
then transitions to persistence. Persistence t@sk bnto further engagement, however,
persistence generates, in part, retention. The s@ntton uncovers how the Keystone Learning
Community impacts retention.
Retention

Retention of students concerns many institutionsossc the country. The Keystone
Learning Community was created with a specific ntittn of bolstering retention. The
assumption was that by facilitating student engagemetention will be positively impacted.
The results show that engagement through Keystewelaps students’ drive or ability to persist.
The previous section illustrated that persisterame lead to further engagement, however, the
responses in the next section discuss that parsestereates retention as well. The discussions
and results to this point have started to uncokat the relationship between engagement and
persistence is not strictly linear, but a relatldpswhere each variable nurtures the other. The
combined effects of engagement and persistenceéecegaimpact on retention. Retention, as
experienced through Keystone, is divided into th@loWing sub-domains; Transition,
Preparation, Improved Skills, Resources, and lddi&i Attention.
Transition

It is important to note that as the results arewdised that each variable—engagement,
persistence, and retention—do not exist separétety each other. Each variable is dependent

on the others and a cumulative impact is flowingoag all three variables. The Keystone
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Learning Community was first described as assistwty the students’ transition to college in
the discussion in the discussion of engagement.efigagement that was facilitated builds into
persistence, and then retention. As one studergdndtEverything they had to say was
comforting to know, that my expectations of collagere wrong. That there would be time for
partying. It was not all study, study, study. Ahe study tips. Getting to know your professor. It
all helped a lot in transitioning to college” (Inteew 2, pg. 2, 2011). This student’s transition to
college was made easier due to her participatiothénlearning community. The student was
provided the expectations of the academic and lsasjgects of college life. She was able to
forge a personal relationship with faculty who bwaeaa component of her support network.
Persisting involves the courage to make use ofstipport network, and retention results from
the confidence and support the faculty and otharghe network provide to the student.
Upperclassmen as well as faculty have insightsrdsthimen need to navigate the decisions they
will face as a college students. Having practicainsrios from those with the insight adds to the
retention of students by equipping students witbueate and usable information. A smooth
transition from high school to the environment oflege immediately adds to the likelihood of
retention.

Having the resources to make good, informed dews@s freshmen might make the
difference between being retained or transferrimg) the possibility of stopping out. “I learned a
lot of the to do’s and don’ts about college andhélped me a lot in transitioning to the
university” (Survey, pg. 9, 2010). This student mmtes the role the faculty and
upperclassmen served in the learning community. Kifmvledge students gained made for a

good transition to the institution. Had the initiednsition to the institution not gone as welk th
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drive to persist might have been replaced with etyxand feelings of doubt. Instead, the good
transition set the student up with the tools todiained.
Preparation
Preparation on the part of the Keystone particpamtolved applying what they learned
in their transition to the institution. The firskample depicts a student having that moment of
understanding, and then applying that knowledgmtosework throughout the semester.
That was a goal, to have friends. To know someaneampus that | could ask those
guestions of. As for writing the papers and doilighmse kinds of things, for goals to be
able to understand what teachers are like lookangnd stuff. From those assignments |
feel that | was able to understand what teachens vasking for. | remember one
assignment in particular there was this questiowak worded like how and many people
made the mistake of answering what and a lot opleeended up answering it wrong. It
made me say, “Ok, in college, you really need toatientive to what the question is
asking for.” | remember on multiple papers afteat{H was doing that and keeping the
guestion in mind. It's not asking why it's askingvh It's not asking this it is asking that.
| wanted it. That was my goal, to know what teashaerd professors were asking of me. |
would say, “yeah, my goals as a whole, were ackiie{leterview 5, pg. 3, 2009)
The Keystone Learning Community prepared studemtbet critical thinkers through several
class discussions based on reading assignmentsrétehh papers. The students were provided a
reading and simply asked what the reading meatiteim. The focus of the exercise was to not
reiterate what the words in the reading were gatwt to guide students in evoking their values
into a particular subject matter. The studentsniedrthat they need to provide background
information for their discussion and that the regds only the starting point. The feedback the
students received on their class discussions artthgvassignments was then applied to their
work in other courses. This practical applicatidrkoowledge gained provides a means to do
well and be retained. “The learning community mauke think through the things | was going

through as a freshman, which helped me figure dudtw was supposed to do more than if |

were not in the learning community” (Survey, pg., PD10). That statement illustrates the
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application of the knowledge gained through parition in learning community. The student
remembered the experiences provided by the learcomgmunity and was better prepared to
make good decisions as the freshmen year progressether student summarized: “I felt more
prepared especially with a group of friends thatladiterally be a two-minute walk away from
my dorm” (Survey, pg. 23, 2012). The student wespared for the challenges to come and
knew a support network was readily available faistance.

Improved skills

In this section, results highlight that participanécognized a distinct improvement in a
particular skill set crucial to their personal se&€ in college. The three examples refer
specifically to writing skills and the attentiornvgn to that skill in Keystone: “I have made many
best friends and my writing skills have tremendgusiproved” (Survey, pg. 9, 2009). “I had
fun going on the trip and learned writing skillsttelp in other classes and made new friends”
(Survey, pg. 8, 2009). “I really had trouble witly mrammar but now it's a lot better” (Survey,
pg.13, 2010). Thus, a key part of retention wasrawed skills germane to academic success.

Participants also addressed organizational skilsymunication skills with faculty, and
the desire to continue to hone their skills: “Yeg]id. They gave a bunch of study tips, which
were really helpful and time management tips.llhalps when you get in college and you think
about what they said. It is really helpful when ymplement it” (Interview 2, pg. 5, 2011). “By
being a member of this LC, | learned techniquesmjorove my grades and do better in school
overall. Talking and meeting with professors is fi@st advice I've ever received” (Survey, pg.
5, 2011). “I made a lot of friends that | have bebite to keep throughout the semester and plan

to keep them. Acquired learning skills that | vatintinue to develop” (Survey, pg. 9, 2010).
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Assignments designed to address these skills iadluthving participants write out a
monthly calendar in the beginning of the semeg&this calendar included all homework, study
time, eating, sleeping, and social time. Commurooaskills with faculty began during Phase I,
but continued as participants were required tondttievo office hour sessions of each of their
professors before the end of the semester. Thigiparits must obtain their professor’s signature
and provide a small write up on the topics discdssgi¢h the professor.

Resources

In the discussion of persistence the responses eshdhat persistence was impacted
through the participants’ understanding of resosiréeesources, the acknowledgment of what is
available and the willingness to make use of theseurces, played a role in the retention of
students:

...The trip taught me basically overall how to askHelp. In terms of like, classes. Find

someone that is in your major to help you with ypbamework. If you are having trouble

with your homework don’t try to do it by yourselfike you learn how to network
basically. In a student organization or maybe peaplyour major, or just regular friends

that you want to just hang out with. Just get towpeople. (Interview 8, pg. 6, 2011)
This student used a resource, his support networkyoth academic gain and s social outlet.
Next, students were engaged by upperclassmen,cairces in Phase | who connected the
students to other valuable campus resources: “... e good leaders to bring. _ was
really helpful with the academic aspect like whée svas talking about the Sls (supplemental
instructors). | now love my Sl for Bio because it&ally helpful and that was like really good
advice that she gave us” (Interview 7, pg. 3, 201They helped me academically and told me
about seminars, workshops and offices where | creddive help academically and with career

options. | also made friends” (Survey, pg. 8, 20@X*hers reported that they”...got to meet so

many new friends because of this class. | learnetifeom the person who gave the presentation
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on the different types of jobs we could have andabsee of the encouragement to visit the
academic center, | actually did and it was verypfh#l (Survey, pg. 5, 2012). Yet others

reported that “I saw the faculty from the trip cemgpus and we would talk. | kind of you know

had some problems with some things and talked athan about that” (Interview 6, pg.3, 2011).

“They have not only helped me meet new people anchallenge myself, but they have also
helped me academically. | would recommend everghitean to go on this trip! It was a blast
and you get two credits!” (Survey, pg. 7, 2009)réjeclearly, resources came through social
contacts made on the trip, and these proved eatatacademic success.

Individual Attention

Working across the sub-domains of retention frora ttata analysis, students were
retained, in part, because the Keystone Learningr@anity provided individual attention to the
participants. as one students noted: “I have ndy omet a great group of people while
participating, but | have received attention andcewn that | haven't received anywhere else
since I've been in college. Not to mention the camgfzanoeing trip which | may not have
experienced for years if it were not for the Key&td C” (Survey, pg. 9, 2009). Attention and
concern. Attention and concern are two variablas, fihom the results of the data analysis, have
a considerable effect on engagement, persistendagtention.

Retention is positively impacted by the Keystonarneng Community by the following
sub-domains; Transition, Preparation, Improved I§SkiResources, and Individual Attention.
These items emerge from the impact the Keystondh&€on engagement and persistence. All
three variables; engagement, persistence, andticetecontribute to, and develop from, one

another. Now, the data analysis describes whatpthrécipants say they learned from their
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experiences in Keystone, in addition to how theries community impacts engagement,
persistence, and retention.

What Sudents Say They Learned

Students were asked what they learned through tbesiticipation in the Keystone
Learning Community. This section contains the amswe that question as it was posed through
both interviews and the learning community asseasmervey. Sub-domains of participants
learning outcomes include learning to relax, s&tavery, writing ability, shared fears, and life
lessons.

Learning to Relax

Through participation in Keystone students expeeen a variety of engagement
techniques. The overall experience taught theqjatnts that having some anxiety about college
is normal, however, they of their own merit, areuipged to handle the challenges and
opportunities that await them in college; furtherejathe faculty and staff from the learning
community were with them every step to assist asde@. These students shared how the
experience taught them to relax: “On the trip hhea that going into new experiences | am too
uptight and | need to learn to relax. Going inte ttanoe trip | was incredibly worried about
what people would think of me, if people wanted¢amoe with me, if | was doing things right, if
| was doing things wrong. | was really worried abatnat they thought of me because | was so
concerned about them liking me that | did not reigkt away and just let them get to know me.
That's something | learned” (Interview 1, pg. 5120 and “This particular learning community
allowed me time to relax and have fun outside catnhwould normally do. It also fostered my
ability to think abstractly” (Survey, pg. 7, 201I)he students expressed an anxiety that is

experienced by most people when faced with a newrarment. This common anxiety is
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discussed further in a later section, but the &tierfor the students is if they are going to be
welcomed into that environment and if the transitwaill be smooth or bumpy. As discussed in
previous section, the engagement provided partiallgviates that anxiety and enables the
student to persist and function normally.
Sif-Discovery
Learning about oneself is not always the simplask to complete. Sometimes it takes
drastic circumstances like adversity or it mighstjtake a new environment and little more
independence. Here, a participant describes knowammggaspect about himself as a leader, but
not realizing, until immersed in Phase I, thatleesdership style could be abrasive and actually
not perceived as leading at all: “I learned thaim a natural leader, but | can be pushy when
people do not conform to my desires. The second tiagl a canoe partner who sat on the back
of the boat with her paddle out of the water. As$tfi| was trying to ignore this behavior, but it
was exhausting me to keep going. Then | tried tdivate her, but she thought it was funny.
Once | became frustrated, our communication deeckasd it tensed the situation. As the trip
came to a conclusion, | learned about being a leadé helping others who were not as strong
as | was” (Interview 3, pg. 6, 2008). Being a lgad&olves communication and the participant
learned that his method of communicating neededhenge to become an effective leader.
Another student discussed lessons learned on Eagernd the learning to shift roles:
| think | did a lot of confirming of things | thoing previously about myself. | know | was
always competitive. | know | always like to pushspabstacles in my way. At that point |
thought | was a leader and could consider mysédader. | felt like that trip affirmed
some of my thoughts. Could I, could | take otheopgle who were trying to do
something, could | go over there and help them?dCbahow them how to do this if |
knew how? Could | ask for help if | needed it? inesmber that was one of the things |
was thinking about during that trip because it wesle by the counselors, you know this
is something you should try. If you are a leadgtdrbe a follower. This is what it means

to be a leader. This is what it means to do thi$ thiese kinds of things. Consciously,
thinking about that and given the opportunity taagiice those things. | had the
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opportunity to see where | actually fell. | wasgdantly surprised. | felt | did have certain
gualities of a leader. (Interview 5, pg. 3, 2009)

When it comes to communication, students must la¥eourage to put a skill to the test and let
go of a preconception of self: “I learned that hdeto psych myself out in terms of
communication skills because | used to always bay fm a bad communicator, but | never
actually really got up and tried communicating Litte trip” (Interview 6, pg. 4, 2011). Another
said, “I don’t know how to say this. | guess | wetter at interacting with others that | thought. |
was a little bit shy. | felt like | had an easian¢ meeting new people than before” (Interview 9,
pg. 3, 2008). Students had preconceived notionsthefr ability to communicate, but
acknowledged that until the Keystone experiencey tiad never really attempted to
communicate to strangers. The Keystone Learning r@amity provided the students the
opportunity, either by want or necessity, to téstt tconception of communication. One student
learned that she could talk to strangers when rteetlas skill or rather confidence in a skill
should benefit the student throughout her collegeer and beyond.
Wkiting Ability

The ability to write at the college level was dissed in the sections on persistence and
retention so it is not discussed at length herendtleeless, the largest sub-domain in learning
outcomes was writing ability. The three examplesvigled insights into the aspects of
participants’ writing ability and the participantthoughts on the subject: “My writing had
improved by a good amount. Now | have better gramaral paragraph structuring in my
papers” (Survey, pg. 14, 2010). “Before college writing was horrible and after a while my
writing progressed little by little with each papwirned in. With the help of my professor |
improved my writing skills everyday” (Survey, pd),12011). “I feel as though | have a better

understanding of what it takes to write effectivatythe college level” (Survey, pg. 10, 2011).
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Shared Fears

The realization that other incoming freshmen hawewmon fears and anxiety about
entering college for the first time proved one bE& tmost powerful learning outcomes of
participation in the Keystone Learning Communitgrtiipants’ responses to the question about
learning outcomes included the following: “One thiwas that | found out that | was not alone.
That many others shared the same fears as metak ¢bald talk about them without fear”
(Survey, pg. 22, 2012). “l realized that we botkl tize same fears about school...” (Survey, pg.
16, 2012). As related earlier, a student spoke tattmufears of entering an institution with an
abundance of diversity that the student did noteeepce in high school. Addressing that
anxiety and realizing that it was unfounded mdstli contributed to engagement, persistence,
and retention. The student became comfortable inuafiamiliar environment and became
enabled to be receptive to engagement, felt likelsonged which added to persistence, which
ultimately bred retention. The examples of thiduehtial outcome continue: “Basically we are
all in the same boat. We are all wondering whagamg to happen the first day when we get to
campus. What classes we are going to take and h®we going to navigate through campus.
We interacted well” (Interview 8, pg. 4, 2011).fdlt like the interactions with other incoming
freshmen were very chill. 1 did not feel like angowas judging another person. We were all just
ready to make friends and trying to find a commoougd between us” (Survey, pg. 20, 2012).
“In the beginning of the trip, | was wondering wlitatvould be like to meet people all over again
after high school. After the trip, | realized tleateryone was in the same boat. We all wanted to
meet new people and we did” (Survey, pg. 22, 20AR)of the participants’ responses speak
about the realization that everyone was the samexoRceived notions the participants held

about people of different ethnicity, socioecononsiatus, physical appearance, etc. were
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discarded and other participants were viewed asr dtbshmen with similar anxiety and not as a
member of another group. They were all considerad pf a new group; the cohort that

completed the outdoor trip together. “The trip ayeoh people’s lives. Definitely. It really does.

It teaches not just things about college but thialgsut life. Things that you could use in just
everyday life. | say definitely do the trip withoaitdoubt” (Interview 8, pg. 7, 2011).

Participants of the Keystone Learning Communitporé that, in addition to how
engagement, persistence, and retention are impabtgdexperience in the learning community
taught them how to relax, self — discovery, abdwtirt writing ability, and that they have the
same fears as their peers. These four specificsaedearning have an acute effect on the
participants and filter in further engagement, [géesce, and retention.

Summary

This chapter has illustrated the impact that thgsk@ne Learning Community has had on
engagement, persistence, and retention as exprédssemh the words of the participants. The
first variable, engagement, was found to encompfag®e distinct categories. These are peer,
faculty, and upperclassmen engagement. Two of ltheettypes of engagement are further
divided into sub-domains. Peer engagement is boih the sub-domains of something special
and lasting connections. Faculty engagement ig fnaiin the sub-domains of comfort with
communication, fostering of relationships, receptad advice, and assistance with transition to
college.

The second variable, persistence, encompasseslifitiact categories. These are; | can
do anything/goal setting, creation of a supportvoek, knowing the expectations, understanding

of resources, and understanding writing ability.eTparticipants willingness to persist is
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reinforced, and their ability to persist is strdregied through the multiple facets of engagement
provided by the learning community.

The third variable, retention, also encompasses fistinct categories. These are
transition, preparation, improved writing skillesources, and individual attention. Retention is a
direct outcome of the engagement and persisteregaditicipants experience in the learning
community.

The sub-domain of creation of a support netwonkréessalent across all three variables. In
retention, the support network is created throulgé individual attention provided to the
participants. Sub-domains focused on participamtsng ability were discovered in persistence
and retention. Participants cited specific increaseability and understanding of writing at the
college level. The sub-domain of transition, orluehced transition, was dominant in the
variables of engagement and retention.

Additional findings reveal that participants in tdeystone Learning Community report
specific learned outcomes. These learned outconegde sub-domains of learning to relax,

self-discovery, writing ability, and shared fears.
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Chapter V - Discussion & Conclusions

This chapter will address how the Keystone Learnfdgmmunity supports and
contributes to the existing literature on outdooemtation programs and learning communities.
This chapter also acknowledges the limitations iehein this study and how those limitations
might have impacted participant responses. Fuesearch is discussed and takes into account
the limitations and methods to overcome them. Timal fsection, presents a conceptual
framework of how the Keystone Learning Communitypaots engagement, persistence, and
retention and the relationships that exist amoogelvariables.

Discussion

In Chapter | the principal investigator describemvhconversations with students’ talk
about missed opportunities and miscommunicatiovagious points in the students’ college
careers motivated the current research. Frustsatonthe part of students involved enrolling for
courses not required for their particular degraek lof communication about resources to assist
students with their studies, and dwindling fundge dw length of time in college. The Keystone
Learning Community addresses these issues bytédirity engagement and providing tools and
resources to students in the effort to assist stisdeith persistence. This facilitation is founded
on O’Keefe's (1998) Model Il outdoor orientationrogram. Model lll emphasizes the
connection between wilderness orientation programs academic persistence, the important
role faculty play in the process, the desire fesfirmen to adjust and mature through the process,
the development of problem solving skills, anddkesire to reduce stereotyping.

The current data analysis supports O’Keefe’'s (199®)del Il outdoor orientation
program. Participants in the Keystone Learning Comity certainly made connections between

Phase | and academic persistence. This evidenodghs sub-domain “Something Special.” The
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participants also report firmly the importance avamlue that faculty serve in the learning

community. This is discussed in faculty engagemepdrsistence and retention. When

introducing the three models of outdoor orientawagrams, O’Keefe (1998) did not discuss
the success of any particular model or make corspasi among the three models. Thus, the
results of this study add to O’Keefe’s (1998) Moteby making a strong connection between

the model and student engagement, persistenceresention. Results also show Model Il is

very successful in reducing stereotypes as showsubidomains “Shared Fears” and “Self-

Discovery.”

The Keystone Learning Community is additionallppartive of Kuh’s (2008) findings
that student engagement in educationally purposefiNities has a positive impact on academic
outcomes in the first year and is manifested bgtudent grades and persistence. Kuh (2008)
continues that the effects of pre-college traitigh{hschool GPA and standardized test scores)
diminish significantly once college experiences amgjagement are taken into account. Table
1.0 Participant Profile details the ACT range fdir fve cohorts of the Keystone Learning
Community. Each cohort included low standardizestl $eores that were at or near the minimum
for provisional College admissions. A correlatioatieeen the engagement the Keystone LC
provides and the results of the Kuh (2008) findings be hypothesized. Participants report very
positive results of their enroliment in the leaghicommunity; however, a limiting factor is that
this study did not undertake any examination of octd academic records post college
enrollment.

In Chapter Il, | examined how previous studies ergd the impact outdoor orientation
programs have on engagement, persistence, andioateGalloway (2000) stated that lack of

inclusion of faculty in outdoor orientation progranmits the participants' association with the
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persona of academia and that this was as impoasrthe formation of peer networks. The
Keystone Learning Community illustrated what carcuwscwhen faculty are included these
programs. Results of Keystone yield strong facatigagement that prepares the participants for
open communication with faculty on campus. By beatgease when communicating with
faculty, Keystone participants report the creatadrirue relationships (support network) with
faculty. This enables the participants to accepticadand have a smoother transition to the
college environment. Furthermore, by having upgesinen in a leadership role, the Keystone
LC provides engagement with upperclassmen, whisistasparticipants in forming a bond to the
institution (Survey, pg. 9, 2010). Where Gallow29@0) states the cons of lack of inclusion of
faculty, Keystone provides additional insight imtow influential faculty involvement in outdoor
orientation programs can be.

Altizer and Patterson’s study (1994) found thaerfdships formed during outdoor
orientation programs last throughout the particijzanollege years and beyond. Gass (2003)
discovered that these relationships were still lac@ seventeen years after the initial outdoor
program. In Keystone the participants perceivedmfrtheir experiences in the learning
community that the relationships they formed witrers were significant and of duration past
their college years (Survey, pg. 22, 2012; Surpgy,9, 2009; Interview 2, pg. 3, 2011).

Fiori (2003) stated that outdoor orientation pesgs can function as a Rite of Passage
(ROP) if the participants view their experiencej@sng them out of their previous existence
into a realm of infinite possibility. Bell (2003)onfirmed Fiori’'s (2003) findings concerning
ROP, but only if the Contemporary Adventure ModegA\M) is applied. One of the aspects of
the CAM is a community of support for the freshmantheir new role. Participants in the

Keystone Learning Community reported that they ipgdted in a life-altering experience
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(Survey, pg. 9, 2009) and that the learning comtgudchanged people’s lives” (Interview 8, pg.
7, 2011). Applying the CAM‘s community of suppodr fthe freshmen in their new role to the
Keystone Learning Community, makes it possiblendarstand how the participants perceived
their experience to be life-altering. The particifgain Keystone reported that they created and
discovered various communities of support througtulty engagement (Survey, pg.18, 2012;
Survey, pg. 9, 2010; Survey, pg. 5, 2011; Survey 18 2012; Survey, pg. 10, 2010).
Participants in Keystone also reported on theirgeand on peer engagement in particular,
saying that the unique bond formed in Keystone fuiasndly and supportive (Survey, pg. 8,
2009). Ultimately, Keystone participants built gpart network through engagement with peers,
faculty, and upperclassmen. Each of these netwsuwkgorted the freshmen in their role and
assisted in the transition to college.

One of the goals of the Keystone Learning Comnyugito promote student engagement
and ease the transition to college. The desiredooaut of the outdoor orientation program is
achieved through the interaction of a combinatidn neany aspects which include the
environment, the activities, the group dynamice,glocessing of the experience, the instructors,
and the individual participants. The Keystone Leagyncommunity provides the interaction
McKenzie (2000) discusses by facilitating varioosnis of engagement through a challenging
three-day journey. Throughout Phase |, the uppssoien leaders facilitate not only activities to
promote communication and critical thinking, butatoprocess the experiences. Every activity
is debriefed and the discussion closes with methodsansfer the learning outcomes of the
activity to what can occur during the students’dim college.

Previous studies have illustrated the impact thatloor orientation programs have on

retention. In his study, Gass (1990) describecasademic and social factors that programs need
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to focus on to achieve a goal of transitioning stud to college. Positive peer-group interaction
and positive interaction with faculty were two dfet key factors. The Keystone Learning
Community provides peer and faculty engagemengjpgrted by the participants. Through their
interactions with the freshmen, faculty in Keystoagsisted the freshmen comfortable with
communicating with faculty in the LC, and on camgknterview 3, pg. 4, 2008; Survey, pg. 18,
2010; Survey, pg. 19, 2012).

Gilbert (1984) reported that participants in andoor orientation program exhibit higher
retention rates than those who do not participatthé program. Barefoot (1993) reported that
participation in outdoor orientation programs ctates to better grades and increased retention
and persistence. Bell (2006) also reported thatestis who participate in an extended outdoor
orientation program have higher GPAs than thosdestis who did not participate. This study
did not examine year-to-year retention rates ofoctsh and participants. However, some
participants did consent to interviews after theitial enrollment in the Keystone Learning
Community. (Some interviews occurred a few monttier &Keystone and others were a few
years later.) Although, their responses to questjertaining to the Keystone experience were
positive, participants were not asked direct qoestiabout their GPA or potential non-
enrollment semesters.

Flowers (2004) and Bell (2006) describe how outdwtentation programs that provide
extra in and out of class involvement promote stadevelopment and high gains via providing
students with a social support network. In additimthe responses the participants provided that
correlate to engagement, Keystone students alseedi¢heir interaction with faculty as assisting
with their transition to college (Interview 2, pg8, 2011). Participants learned from faculty

valuable do’s and don’ts associated with entermitege (Survey, pg. 9, 2010). Knowing how to
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react to the challenges and opportunities one expees in college could be the key to retention
for some students.

Oldmixon (2007) noted that students who completeoatdoor orientation program
report reduced stress and fears. By asking direstiat they learned from their Keystone
Learning Community experience, participants regbttet they realized that the cohort shared
the same fears and anxiety about attending co(l8gevey, pg. 22, 2012; Survey, pg. 16, 2012).
Participants described this as finding common gdo(8urvey, pg. 20, 2012) and being in the
same boat as their peers (Survey, pg. 22, 20129. &dinoes the findings of Smathers (1976) in
which participants report no longer being individu®dut becoming as one. Participants in
Keystone described a smooth transition to collegea aesult multiple forms of engagement.
Knowing that others share the same anxieties cdacee feelings of isolation and assist in
promoting a positive transition to college.

The largest impact of outdoor orientation programssreported by participants is the
formation of peer networks (Bell, 2006). In the Kwne Learning Community, participants
report the significance of bonding with their peeFsom the sub-domains of “Something
Special” and “Lasting Impressions” to self-discoveand shared fears, we understand that
participants view this engagement as preparing th&ma positive transition to college; a
transition that the participants are prepared fecase they have created support networks,
understand resources, and know what is expectéldeat in college. All of these issues factor
into retention.

Brown (1998) suggests that students in an outdoentation program are more likely to
persist than students who do not experience anooutdrientation program. As stated

previously, this study did not examine GPA or r&tem rates; however, participants in the
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Keystone Learning Community confidently reportedttthey were prepared and of the mindset
to persist to obtain their college goals. The sabidins that emerged in persistence include:
Phase | as a metaphor for college, | can do amyfpal setting, creation of a support network,
knowing the expectations, understating the ressyed understanding their writing ability.
Limitations

Two major limitations exist to this study and tlesults contained within. The first, and
probably the most important, is that the Keystoregarhing Community is an experience in
which participants self-enroll. Print and video ketmg materials depict the learning
community as a fun experience that is designedsstincoming freshmen with their transition
to college. Other benefits highlighted in marketmgterials include meeting new freshmen prior
to beginning the fall term and concentrated faculyeraction throughout the learning
community. Students who participate may be those aite high achievers in high school and
recognize aspects of the Keystone Learning Commwastbeneficial to their college career.
Their self-enrollment and subsequent experiencespuasibly create a self-fulfilling prophecy.
The participants expect positive results and knolmatwis expected of them in college. This
knowledge is reinforced through their participatiarthe Keystone Learning Community. In the
Table 1.0 Participant Profile, the average ACT samreach cohort is 25.1 or lower and that the
full range of scores is relatively broad in eacharb. This alleviates to some degree concerns
that only highly successful high school student®ked in Keystone LC, but no camparison of
the samples used in this research and the gerargdus was made. While participants reported
positive benefits of the learning community, singeades and retention levels were not
measured, no correlation can be made between thigipants’ progress and the Keystone

experience. Braunstien, Lesser, and PescatriceB)206te that programs designed to enhance
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retention keep the disadvantaged on pace with éis¢ of the cohort. This study did not
investigate this aspect of the 2008 results.

The second major limitation is the schedulinghaf survey and interviews relative to the
participation in the Keystone Learning CommuniteTlearning community assessment survey
is optional for participants, but it is administeérat the conclusion of the learning community
experience. Students who are still transitioning cmllege and have a positive learning
community experience may be apt to rate the expegibased on tentative notions about support
they perceive from the experience. Many may notehiaad adversity occur in college to this
point and may rate the learning community high, #r&r sense of their support networks might
change after such an event. A better test of thmatnmight come from a survey administered
later on in the participants’ college career afteidents encounter challenges to ascertain to what
extent the Keystone Learning Community has impadtesl outcome of those challenges.
Concerns about sample bias due to self-selectieramo possible in the interviews, since in
some cohorts only one student interview exists.eOgtudents with more negative perceptions
about the Keystone LC might have been less incliogoiarticipate in interviews than those for
whom the experience was mostly positive.

A few of the interviews were conducted two or mgears after the conclusion of the
participants’ learning community experience. Altgbustudents were asked to recall their
learning community experiences and described thém,interview subjects were not asked
about any direct correlation of their Keystone eigee to GPA and decisions to remain
enrolled at the institution. In both the surveysl anterviews participants reported positive
experiences and being prepared for their collegeeca This study does not undertake any

correlative work with regards to participant/coho@PA, retention, or graduation rates.
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Participants cite that they are prepared for tkheltege career, although no other evidence to
substantiate their perceptions was investigated.

Participants also report friends with whom theyé lasting connections and very strong
bonds. In some cases, these initial claims aretawoisted through interview responses and
confirmed to be lasting up to a length of four wedfor the majority of the participants, the
reported strength and duration of the relationsHmsned during the Keystone Learning
Community is recorded after one semester. Whatotsstudied is if these relationships last
throughout the participant’s college career. Anotbenefit reported by participants is the
understanding and use of resources. Some freshiseunsd their use of university resources;
however, actual cohort use of resources is notp@déently measured.

Future Research

To further the understanding of how the Keystonearheng Community impacts
engagement, persistence, and retention, futurdestudight include two time periods from
which to solicit responses from the participantiisTstudy solicited responses to the learning
community assessment survey at the conclusioneopdnticipants’ first fall semester. That time
frame should remain for future studies; howevdnllaw up survey could also be administered
two or more years after the initial learning commyrassessment survey. The follow up
guestions for the second time frame would includelar items to those asked in the initial and
focus on how participants’ responses vary over thihénterviews for this study were conducted
in December of 2011. Thus, participants from thierpcohorts, 2008-2010, spoke about their
earlier experiences. Instituting a follow up intew two or more years after the initial interview
for all subjects would not only increase trustwordss of the study and any findings, but allow

gauging how initial perceptions proved to be theecaver time.
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Other means to provide increased trustworthinedsitafe studies involve the principal
investigator obtaining consent to track grades stog-out decisions for future cohorts. Such
data would reduce the dependence on studentsreggfts and make it possible to study
potential correlations between participation in tkeystone LC and academic achievement
indicators.

Future research might also use a control groum tfontrol group is consented for
interviews, surveys, GPA, and retention rates; ¢batrol group’s progress can be tracked
parallel to the Keystone Learning Community colajrthe same year. Responses to interview
guestions and surveys can be examined relativadb participants’ GPA and cohort retention
rate. From this study, we might infer that futurartgipants in the Keystone Learning
Community will respond in a similar manner to tledarts contained herein. The focus might be
to ascertain to what extent the impact of the KaystLearning Community, might be higher
than the control group, which did not enroll in gi@gram. A comparison of individual GPA,
cohort GPA, and retention rates can be comparedeleet the control and Keystone students.
Particular attention might be given to those stasleth pre-existing traits that do not correlate
favorably to success in college. These traits melACT score below 20, and a high school GPA
below 2.5. Having a control group would permit ttesearcher to examine if the Keystone
Learning Community keeps the disadvantaged on wé#beothers in the cohort.

Conceptual Framework

The results of the data analysis show that the Kegst.earning Community impacts
engagement, persistence, and retention in a mdahingy for the participants. All three
variables work together to provide a smooth andmmggul transition to college life for the

participants. This relationship of the engagempetsistence, and retention working together is
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depicted graphically in Figure 1, the Nolan ModélGQutdoor Orientation Impact (2013). At
first glance, Figure 1 resembles Tinto’s (1993) elaxf student development, however, there are
distinct differences.

Figure 1 Nolan Model of Outdoor Orientation Impact
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Both the Nolan Model of Outdoor Orientation Imp&®13) and Tinto’s Longitudinal Model of
Student Departure (1993) take into account pretiegigraits. Where the Nolan Model diverges
is the influence those pre-existing have on thdestti Tinto (1993) has the pre-existing traits of
the student as a major variable throughout thdiege experience and in the student’s departure
decision. In the Nolan Model, providing the promggnificant event for the freshmen is the
catalyst for everything to begin a successful itarsto college life. As suggested by Kuh and
colleagues (2008), the Nolan Model (2013) suggtsis with the proper significant event to

facilitate purposeful engagement, the impact oséhpre-existing traits diminishes as the student
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becomes integrated into the institution throughagegnent, persisting, and being retained. In
the Nolan Model (2013), student development idatetd with engagement from three different
sources; peers, faculty, and upperclassmen. Whdeetexists some similarity in the benefits
from each source, each of the three sources ofgengant in the Keystone Learning Community
has unique properties that the freshmen particgoaatue. It can be hypothesized that each
source of engagement on its own would be viewdakasgficial, however not as beneficial as the
sum of the three sources together. The factorehables the blending of the three sources to
provide for meaningful engagement is the significewent provided by the Keystone Learning
Community. This significant event is Phase |, tlhwdoor orientation program. In this program
the participants are challenged both physically arahtally over the course of three days and
two nights of canoeing and camping. At every sthp,participants are accompanied by peers,
faculty, and upperclassmen. Relationships are fdrraed trust is built providing in depth
engagement. Participants report a strong sensehoévement and lasting relationships with
those who accompanied them during Phase |.

Other differences from Tinto’s (1993) model are htve Nolan Model of Outdoor
Orientation Impact acknowledges academic and sadi@fration. In the Nolan (2013) model,
these two items are not necessarily separate femim @her and occur at the same time. Students
in Keystone Learning Community form study grouphmiteers, and upperclassmen. The time
spent studying is also social time. Faculty rel&lups are not only as teacher and student. There
does exist that delineation, however, faculty amwved through a different lens due to their
participation in Phase | with the freshmen. Faculgrked to set up camp, cook food,

disseminate information, and socialized by playcegds, stargazing and sharing campfire
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stories. That faculty engagement was both socidlamademic integration. Blending of the two,
as reported by the participants, provided numebamefits.

After meaningful engagement is established, thk @aset for the participants to persist
in college. Participants reported the lessoningrofiety and an emboldened sense of what they
can achieve as a result of the initial engagemBms. participants have created a large support
group and are seeking, and receptive, to adviceticants learned coping strategies and
understood all the resources that are availabléhéon through their support networks and
support services on campus. This process of pegideepens and extends engagement within
the participants’ support network and the instanti The student’s persistence also results in
their retention at the institution. Tinto (1993k@largues that negative experiences serve to
weaken or malign the students’ intentions and cdamemts. In the Nolan Model (2013) those
negative experiences are worked through becausesttitent has a three tiered integrated
support network of peer, faculty, and upperclassmba have personally expressed interest in
the students’ academic success. Without the engageimat the Keystone Learning Community
provides, the student might know or learn aboutrapgtrategies and resources on campus, but
may be less likely to seek the support and assistdrose resource provide. The participants in
the Keystone Learning Community report that they aot only aware of the resources and
support networks that surround them, but they asgly for the challenges they will face, and
consistently report that once facing adversityha tollege setting they were prepared well by
their keystone experiences to meet those challdmggs on. The physical and mental challenges
of completing Phase | emboldens the Keystone maatits and helps them realize that they are

responsible for their academic success.
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Retention is impacted in the Keystone Learning @omity through the processes of
engagement and persistence. Engagement leadsstst@ece. Persistence leads to retention. The
retention that the participants reference is a peo@f their previous experiences through the
learning community. The participants report aciivehgaging in institutional resources and
employing the advice they received from their suppetwork. Both the acts of persisting and
being retained involve deeper engagement of thdicgmnts with their peer, faculty,
upperclassmen, and the resources available atghtution.

Finally, Tinto’s (1993) model is a longitudinal al. It is not quite static, but it does
flow in one direction and with other variables onlyming into the flow. The Nolan Outdoor
Orientation Impact Model is a compounding and dyicamodel in which the participants report
that their acts of persistence and being retaimedigle them with deeper enjoyment within their
support networks and deeper commitment to thetutistn. There is a flow outward from each
variable of knowledge students obtained along floeimey. That newly acquired knowledge
then goes back into each of the variables of engagg persistence, and retention and makes
those experiences more robust and the participbotsls within their networks and the

institution, stronger.
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To: L )
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Chairperson, Behavioral institutional Review Boara i
Date: August 13, 2008
RE: HIC #: 064508B3E

Broadening the Learning Communily Experience Through the Collaboration
Protocol Title: Between the College of Education and the Campus Recreation Center and
the Effects it had on Retention of First Year Students from an Urban Institution

Sponsor: TSN .

Coeus #: 08C6006093
Expiration Date: August 12, 2009

Risk

Level/Category: No greater than minimal risk.

The above-referenced protocoi and items listed below (if applicable) were APPROVED foliowing Expedited

Review (Category 7*) by the Chairperson/designee for the Syl NINANINENNY B havioral Institutional Review
Board (B3) for the period of 08/13/2008 through 08/12/2009. This approval does not reptace any departmental or
other approvals that may be required.

¢  Consent Form

® Federal regulations require that all research be reviewed at least annually. You may receive a "Continuation Renewal
Reminder" approximately two months prior to the expiration date; however, it is the Principal Investigator's responsibility
to obtain review and continued approval before the expiralion date. Data collected during a period of lapsed approval is
unapproved research and can newver be reported or published as research data.

® Alichanges or amendments to the above-referenced protocol require review and approval by the HIC BEFORE
implementation.

® Adverse Reaclions/Unexpected Events (AR/UE) must be submitted on the appropriate form within the timeframe

specified in the HIC Policy 4Auge N s,

NOTE:

1. Upon nofification of an impending regulatory site visit, nold notification, and/cr external audit the HIC office must be
contacted immediately.

2. Forms should be downloaded from the HIC website at each use.

‘Based on the Expedited Review List, revised November 1998
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NOTICE OF EXPEDITED AMENDMENT APPROVAL

Chairperson, Behavioral Institutional Review Board (B3)

Date: November 01, 2011

RE: IRB #: 064508B3E

Protocol Title: Broadening the Learning Community Experience Through the Collaboration Between the
College of Education and the Campus Recreation Center and the Effects it had on Retention of

First Year Students from an Urban Institution

Funding Source: Unit:
Protocol #: 0806006093

Expiration Date: August 25, 2012

Risk Level / Category: Research not involving greater than minimal risk

The above-referenced protocol amendment, as itemized below, was reviewed by the
Chairperson/designee of the | | | | JJIIIEEEE | stitutional Review Board (B3) and is APPROVED
effective immediately.

» Protocol - Changes to data collection methods and/or instruments which includes changing from a
survey to a videotaped interview to obtain qualitative data to accompany the quantitative data. This
change does not affect risk to

participants.

» Consent Form (revision dated 09/30/2011) - Behavioral Research Informed Consent modified to reflect
protocol changes. Currently enrolled students will be given notice through Blackboard; the new consent
form will be posted

with instructions.
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW INFORMED CONSENT APPROVAL

Title of Study: Broadening the Learming Community Experience Through the Collaboration Between
the College of Education and the Campus Recreation Center and the effects it had on Retention of
Frrst Year Stadents Irom an Urban Institution.

Behavioral Research Informed Consent
Title ot Stdy - Browdening the Learnmg Community Expenience Through the Collaboraiion Between
the College ot Educaton and the Campus Reaieation Center and the effects it had on Retention ol
FustYear Students from an Urban Insusubion

Princepal Investigator (P

When we say “you m 1l consent form, we mean you or your child; “we™ means the researchers and olher

stalt

Purpose

/ou have

You are bemng asked 1o be in a research study of Furst Year Expenence Courses hecause
registered for — B T his study s heing conducted at ) .
The estimated number of study participants to be enrolled at 15 about 300
Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.

In this research study, you will be asked 10 participate in two, 45 minute video taped mnterviews. The
interviews will ask questions about vour GPA . interactions wiil fellow students, interactions with
faculey wnd st use of amversity resourees such os Lk fes, mvolvement i extracurnicuiar
activities, and vverall satistaction with the institution. The interviews will also ask you to describe

vour feehings about {hc_'ip and course,

Study Procedures

If you agree 10 1ake parl in this research study, you will be asked 1o participate in a 45 minute video
taped interview after you complete your canoeing adventure. A second 45 minute interview will be
cdn_dpc[ecl if needed to follow up on responses from the first interview. Your tofal participation time
15 about 2 hours with insjruction time. The duration of your participation in the study 1s 1o he
approximately 2-3 months depending on scheduling and logistics. Each time you are interviewed will
be identical. You will be given a set of instructions and procedures o follow and then vou will be
asked some open ended questions.

- The interview will ask questions pertaining o vour thoughts and emonons privr to, on, and
after the canoeing experience. You will also be asked about involvement in campus life. and
mteractions with peers. faculty and staff. You has o the aphion ol not auswernng questiions of your
choosing. Al interview responses will be coded se there will be no identifiers hnxing lapes to
specthic andividuals. Al partcipants will have the apportunity o view  the tapes and  their
Uanscription ab any pomt n the study - for venficaben or omission puposes. Any wlentiving

materials. including tapes will be destsoyer) at the couclusion of the study
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Title of Study: Broadening the Learming Community Experience Through the Collaboration Beiween
the College of Education and the Campus Recrealion Center and the effects 1t had on Reteniion of
First Year Students from an Urban Institution

Benefits
As a partrcipant i this research study. there will be no direct benefit for you; however. infurmation
from this study may bencehit ather people now orn the furare.

Risks

There are no known nsks at this nme te participation in this study

Study Costs

Participanon in this study will be of no cost o you

Compensation .
You will not be paid for taking part in this study '

Confidentiality

ATl mformation collected about you durmg the course ol this study will be kepi conlidential to the
extent permutted by faw You will bt entihied i the research records by a code name or number,
Hefoimation that dent (fes yoil ,mwn iy will not he released without your wriiten permission,

Froweser, the study sponsor, the Floman Invesiizaton Commitee (HIC) al
or federal apenaies with appropriate regulalony oversight je.g., Food and Drug Adnmnstrati on (TD—’X)

Otfice for Human Rescarch Proectons (OHRP). Office of Civib Rights (OCR). ¢1c.) may review

your records

When the resulis of this research are published or discussed in conlerences, no infarmation will be
mcluded thar would reveal your dentity

Voluntary Partictpation/Withdrawal

Labing partm this study s voluntany Y ea have the nght to cheose not 1o ke pars an thes sindy. 1
viru decrde tetake part e the stady vouw can later change your mimd and withdrow from 1the siudy |
You are free ooy answer guestions that vou want 1o answer. You e free to withdraow from

warbicipetten o thes b o sy e Your decsions will nol cdeinee ans present ar fature
el ! L

relationsinp o HFTWW other services vot are entitled te recenve
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Title of Study: Broademng the Learnmg Commumity Experience Through the Collaboration Between
the College of kducanon and the Campus Recreation Center and the effects it had on Retention of
First Year Students irom an Urban lnstitution

The PHmay stop your participatton e os study without your consent. The PHwidl make the deaision
and ler you know il s not possible for you 1o continue, The decsion that is made 15 1o protect your
reatth and salety. or because you did not folios the instructions o take part m the study

Questions

oy
[ you have

Hoyou have any guestions about thrs study now or i the futere, you may contag
one of his rescorch team members at the tollowmg phone number :
questions or cencerns about your nghts as o research partiapant, the Char of the Human
Investipation Commitiee cen be contacted ;tl_ If you are wmable o contact the
research staft, orf you want to talk 1o someane other than the research staff, you may also cal-

WP (o sk guestions or voice concerns o complainis.
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Title ot Study: Broademing the Learming Communny Expenence Through the Collaboration Between
the College of Education and the Campus Recreanion Center and the effects it had on Relention of
Fust Year Students from an Urban Institution.

Consent to Participate in a Rescarch Study

To voluntanly agree 1o ke part w this study, you must sign on the hine below 11 you choose (o tuke
part i thes study you may withdraw atany thime You are nol giving up any of your Jegal rights by
sipming s torm, Your signature below mdicates that you have read. or had read 10 you. this entire
consent orm, including the nisks and benelits, end have had ali of your quesitons answered, You will

he pven a copy of this consent form

S_rg-l-numlc ul p;lriicrlfr;r)‘:ﬁr'71;;737“‘)’. authorized lcpr;:;\‘m!;m\-'c ¥ Date

R ey e i N T

Sll'_lz‘livlre ul \\"Iil-lt'..\'..'\" 4 i o —‘[Eeﬁ - i

Printed of witnesst B Tune

é‘ll_"i.llirllili;r: ol ;?L’lﬂ:l?;h ;:‘_J:;1:[1}1@7\:\111\:'!1l 7 Dae
lime

Prnicd name ol pesson nblnmrn::_: Conserd

- APPROVAL PERIOp)

' OV g1 AG 2512

ING: — i L
NSHFOTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
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Broademng the Leannng Community Expenence Thiough the Coltaboeration Between ihe
Colicge of Education and the Campus Recreation Center and the effects it had on Retention vl
Farst Year Students Trom an Urban Instlunion

Proposed mlenyen projocol
Welcome and thank you for coming today, Today™s interview will video and audso tzped. iy
to rennnd vou that participation in s mien ew s voluntary and at any Lume you are free o ept

aul of o questien or e entreantenview The queshons will focus on Iht_ and
Fearnmyg Conzunity with speetlic attention w the canocrng and camping phase of the course

I What prompted you to enroll for the course? What is your own deciston or did your
parent puardian insist on your iegistration?

2 What wre all goals if any did you hoped 1o accomplish on the inp?

3 Priorto the course, did you have any canoging or camping experience”

4 Did you attend the pre-np meeting? 1f so, did any fammly members attend with you?
5. Tell me about your feelings about staning college prior ta the trip?

6. Can vou deseribe how you were {eeling just prior to atlending the pre-tiip meeting? And
after?
7. Please deseribe for me how you were feeling the morng of the iip as you entered the

S How ¢ud vou leed about your canoe parteer when you first gol on the nver?

O e dnd you teed about you canow partner at the end e the Tist das”?

G Bescrbe for me your interachons with upporclassmen leaders. faculty and sl on the
]I‘ll?,

P Dud the e provade miermaten than was not covered m the on-campus onentaion”

P2 Desornthe o me your imteractions with other meoning Ireshmen dering the mnp

3 D you fearn anythmg about yourselUon the trip? Could you give an example, please
deserihe from begimnmg o end.

4 What were your lechngs abour attendimg college atter the mip?
5, Did yvou accomplish the goals you set o yoursel T on the wip?
16 0 you have any regrets from the np?

17
s Waoukd vea reconunend the tip 1o ether meoning, eshmen?

PO W hat 1 anydimg would vou do o change or impros e the trip expenanee?

Did the tp help prepare you for life i cotlepe?

S s there anvilnag vou woued ke to add about vour experence?

I bl o tade s ot mierviea fon tsfay Once e tape Bas heen panseribed vou sl have the

Yoot are hree Tooedih o ommne respanses @ vou

ateruies il b APPROVED

opprotitzsis e cheek she Brmsenphion for doouiay,
|

i ey o provens s o pioie the toends

devtrs fivs 2

i MOY 120N

e rtANLA L BEVIEW RDARD
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APPENDIX D: LC SURVEY AND WAIVER OF CONSENT APPROMA

NOTICE OF EXPEDITED AMENDMENT APPROVAL
To:

RE: IRB #: 064508B3E
Protocol Title: Broadening the Learning Community Experience Through the Collaboration Between the
College of Education and the Campus Recreation Center and the Effects it had on Retention of
First Year Students from an Urban Institution
Funding Source: Unit:
Protocol #: 0806006093
Expiration Date: August 12, 2013
Risk Level / Category: Research not involving greater than minimal risk
The above-referenced protocol amendment, as itemized below, was reviewed by the
Chairperson/designee of the

Institutional Review Board (B3) and is APPROVED effective immediately.
» Protocol — Change to data collection methods and/or instruments which includes using just the Student
Voice survey data from learning communities and comparing this data with other |JJjij learning
communities. This data, coupled with qualitative data from personal interviews, will allow for a robust
description of the student’s learning community
experiences. This change does not affect risks to participants.
» A waiver of consent for access to Student Voice survey data has been granted according to 45CFR 46
116(d) and justification provided by the Principal Investigator in the Protocol Summary Form (no
identifying information is collected by [JJJlij in the Student Voice survey. The survey is built into the
syllabus for the learning community but is not a requirement and there is no method to identify who
completed and who did not complete the survey).
This waiver satisfies: 1) risk is no more than minimal, 2) the waiver does not adversely affect the rights
and welfare of research participants, 3) the research could not be practicably carried out without the
waiver, and (4) providing participants additional pertinent information after participation is not appropriate.
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ABSTRACT
BROADENING THE LEARNING COMMUNITY EXPEREINCE: AN OU TDOOR

ORIENTATION PROGRAM’'S IMPACT ON ENGAGMENT, PERSITEN CE, AND
RETENTION

by

CHRISTY DAVID NOLAN
December 2013

Advisor: Dr. Michael Owens
Major: Educational Leadership
Degree:Doctor of Education

The Keystone Learning Community was implementedth®y Department of Campus
Recreation to address retention at the institutibhis learning community for incoming
freshmen consists of two phases. Phase | is asu@oar orientation program that includes a
three day, two night canoeing and camping expeeietead by upperclassmen leaders. Faculty
and staff from the institution complete every asp#cPhase | with the freshmen. Phase Il is
class time that concentrates on development afarithinking and writing skills.

Through surveys and interviews, participants ie teystone Learning Community
reported strong peer, faculty, and upperclassmegagament initiated by the completion of
Phase I. Participants in the Keystone LC consid&ealse | to a be a significant event in their
transition to college. The engagement facilitatedPhase | created and strengthened the ability
to persist in the participants. The strategies &vsipt the students gained through their
engagement leads to retention of the participdBdsh persistence and retention as facilitated
through the Keystone Learning Community feed bat deeper engagement at the institution.

A conceptual framework is introduced that purpcasesn-linear alternative to the Tinto model
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of student departure. This new framework highligiis dynamic complexity and interactions

between engagement, persistence, and retention.
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