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I began this research project confidently but naively thinking I would simply process data that I had collected to demonstrate that our team-taught, interdisciplinary Coordinated Studies curriculum produced significant results.  In addition I wanted to see if I could identify the curriculum and pedagogical design elements that contributed to these outcomes.

But I was seduced into a deeper involvement in my individual work and most unexpectedly into a larger effort to expand the scope of participation in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning which has had significant impact on my project, campus, and beyond.  (See Expanding Work of SoTL)
My research project began as a practical assessment project to document that our interdisciplinary Coordinated Studies program (Learning Communities) produced positive results. Also, because we were in the midst of reviewing our requirements for the AA degree, including one for Integrated Studies,  we also wanted to see if  Coordinated Studies curriculum was justified because it produced learning outcomes different than those achieved in other required courses.  We also thought that some of the defining features, which were different than individual, stand-alone courses, or Link Courses were instrumental in producing these outcomes. 

Ongoing challenges from individual disciplinary advocates, some who consider this requirement an unnecessary barrier for students seeking an AA degree, and from others who raised fiscal concerns heightened the interest in this study.

Much work has been done nationally to demonstrate that "learning communities" have been effective in terms of:

· Student success measured by retention, persistence, and graduation rates.

NSCC institutional data, 1997-2002 confirmed this: 

83% course completion

87% persistence to next quarter

54%  AA degree completion

Our studies at NSCC also indicated:

· Success in skills necessary for other courses were enhanced. For example, when comparing grade performance in English Composition completed within a Coordinated Studies and those taken in stand-alone courses the former show a slightly better performance. 

· Student faculty ratios were not out of line with college averages

· Faculty cost ratios only a little higher than college averages.

But the more interesting although more difficult outcomes to demonstrate were those related to student learning, which we "knew" from the 18 years of experience teaching in these Coordinated Studies were clearly visible in our students.  This Coordinated Studies curriculum model, a type of  "learning community includes the following features:

· Explores a theme or problem rather than discipline methodologies and content 

· Includes multiple teachers from different disciplines

· Provides for larger blocks of class time (3-4 hours) and credits (10-15 credits)

· Uses student seminars for exploration of material

· Requires significant amount of writing 

· Develops an active collaborative teaching and learning environment. 
(See sample syllabus)
The Process

I collected over 600 end-of-quarter student feedback forms from 23 different Coordinated Studies  "programs" (read multiple-credit courses) involving 27 different faculty in teams of two or three representing 11 different disciplines (Art, Biology, Communication, Drama, English, Global Studies, History, Philosophy, Sociology, Psychology, and Women Studies).  (See Questionnaire for CS)

These questionnaires were originally designed to gather student perceptions of their learning experience in order to extract quotable quotes for "evidence" that something magical was happening in these courses.   Realizing the extent of "evidence" I had, I began a more formal study calculating the quantitative data from the first three questions 

Why did you enroll?  

If this were not a degree requirement would you have enrolled? 

Now are you glad you did?

Then, with the help of three student assistants and one experienced institutional researcher, I processed the written comments as qualitative data.  This resulted in over 5200 individual statements which were then sorted and coded into 65 categories and then synthesized into larger categories.  (See Categories) 

I also administered to about 180 students in both Coordinated Studies and individual stand-alone courses the Measure of Intellectual Development (MID) , a pre/post writing instrument,  based on the concepts of William Perry to measure cognitive development.  In addition I participated in two focus groups with 15 students from seven different Coordinated Studies Programs.

It was clear from student responses and the data collected that there was a very high overall satisfaction rate along with indications of skill development, intellectual development, a heightened sense of self-confidence, and motivation for learning. 
The data from the over 600 Questionnaires indicate: 

(See reports of data)

87% glad they enrolled vs. 8% not glad and 5% unsure

80% support AA-degree requirement vs. 9% said no.

When looking at the 2930 individual response statements to questions asking for a comparison of this Coordinated Studies curriculum with traditional stand-alone courses:

92%  indicated a positive learning experience

8%  expressed concerns

This over all satisfaction rate comes from a cohort of students, 44% of whom said they enrolled only because it was a graduation requirement.  Another 15% indicated they enrolled because it fit conveniently into their weekly schedules. So nearly 60% were not enrolled because of the attractiveness of curriculum or pedagogical model but rather because it was convenient or necessary for graduation. Only 30% enrolled because of the format or content.

Reasons given for Enrolling:

1
AA req
373
35.60%


2
Credits
92
8.80%


3
Format
106
10.10%


4
Content
213
20.30%


5
Faculty
32
3.00%


6
Schedule
163
15.50%


7
Previous experience
27
2.50%


8
Advisor.fac recommend
34
3.20%


10
Peer advice
8
0.70%



TOTALS
1048
100%


We did not collect demographic data on these respondents, so we don't know what their entering profiles were. In future studies this will be studied.

Some of the common reasons given for not wanting to enroll included the perception that this curriculum didn't look like "normal" college classes or it looked like just another hoop to jump through for graduation, or because it had the reputation for being challenging, or larger blocks of classroom time didn't seem attractive.

When looking at the "concerns" or negative comments which total 8% of total comments 238 out of 2930, the most frequent spoke about scheduling problems, not enough courses being offer each quarter, grading policies, high workload expectations, unnecessary barrier to an AA degree.  Comments that related most directly to the learning process objected to those curriculum and pedagogical  elements which were designed to produce unique learning outcomes, like introducing interdisciplinary perspectives from multiple teachers which for some created confusion. 

Scheduling problems  38

Not enough depth  35     

Too much work      34

General negative (Nothing should be required, I didn't like it)   33

Grading method   19 

Other (Particular course concerns-online, rooms, assignment) 18 

Roadblock to transfer  16 

Not different than stand-alone  15  

Prefer stand-alone courses ( doesn't match learning styles, too much speaking)14

Multiple faculty   10

Format confusing (Interdisciplinary, team, structure, sort out what's important) 6

When looking closely at the 238 negative responses which totaled 8% of  2930 total responses to the question: What were the arguments for or against keeping Coordinated Studies as a degree requirement?  we find that many of the responses did not directly relate to the fundament design of the curriculum. 

For instance 54 responses (22%) related to administrative concerns such as not enough offerings each quarter, or seeing this as a barrier to completing an AA degree, "because the [local] university doesn't require this."  Another 19 responses (8%) indicated a dislike for how they were graded or other individual teacher-specific complaints;  

29 (12%) indicated a preference for stand-alone format or said they did didn't see how this format was unique;  18 had very specific concerns about a particular program like room size, or a  specific assignment or use of an online component; and another 33 (14%) were very  general negative comments like "nothing should be required," or "I just didn't like it."

So that leaves 85 out of 238 comments (36%) which focused attention on curriculum design elements and their impact on student learning outcomes. 

Of these, 35 responses (out of 238 ) thought that there was not enough depth in the specific discipline content for the credits earned.  

Another 16 thought that having multiple faculty or that aspects of the interdisciplinary format led to confusion because they didn't know when they were learning history versus literature or how to perform for the expectations of teachers from different fields.

Also, 34 of these 238 statements spoke to the idea that the expectations were too high or too much work was assigned for the number of credits.

Balancing these negative perceptions, however, were 44 statements indicating that the challenging workload was a positive characteristic and that because of the format they were able to develop the skills necessary to achieve a higher level of intellectual and academic development

The amount of time required for the assignments prepared me for the kind of pace that the university has.

Since we had a lot of work, I learned to manage my time.

I worked hard during this class, but I also got more out of it.

Also 74 comments supported the idea that multiple teachers provided a contrast of perspectives that produced more complex insights into the material.

The exposure to three different instructors and the blending of their teaching skills has enriched my experience in this class, as each added his/her own style and perspective.

When looking at the concerns raised, especially those criticizing the format and discipline content, it is clear that many had expected outcomes associated with a traditional, stand-alone, discipline-based curriculum.  For instance, they expected to learn "history" or "literature" in neat, clearly defined lessons, rather than exploring a problem or an issue from different discipline perspectives.  

Some of these expectations are institutionally re-enforced because these Coordinated Studies courses are listed in the schedule as a combination of discreet discipline courses such as Lit 100 Introduction to Literature, Biology 100, etc.  This sometimes disguises the primary learning objective of namely, "Discovering the interdisciplinary nature of knowledge.”

This lack of clarity concerning the major learning objective comes through clearly with student statements like:

"Compared to stand-alone class, I have learned a lot about working with others and how the material fits in with other things.  But I did not learn as much on each topic as I would have in a stand-alone class".

Or sometimes students don't immediately realize what learning outcomes they are actually accomplishing:

"I feel like I could have learned more in some regular classes…although English was not a strong element in this class, we did do a lot of reading and understanding of the texts.  Also, we learned how to write good essays. (Perhaps we did cover a lot of English after all!) (Sorry, this is confusing.  I am an English lover, so I guess “enough is never enough”!)  Coordinated Studies is a wonderful and valuable program.  I wish it was used in every school, all over the country.  I have never learned so much in a class, nor enjoyed myself so completely

It interesting to note that we saw very little differences in the distribution of comments across the 23 programs studied. So the above data and analysis (92% of comments were positive and the many of 8% of negative comments focused on something other than the learning outcomes; 87% of the students said they were glad they enrolled; and 80% supported the position this should remain a degree requirement, seems to be consistent across this curriculum.

In addition to this qualitative data, we also administered the pre/post writing instrument, the Measure of Intellectual Development, MID, to about 90 students in four different Coordinated Studies in 2002 .  This instrument measures the degree of change in the complexity of thinking based on William Perry's model of cognitive development.  We had also used this in 1986 and the results both times showed significant development from the beginning to end of the quarter. 

The Question
This led to the question:   Is something inherent in the curriculum design elements and common pedagogical practices that produced these results rather than crediting these results to the influence of the idiosyncratic expertise of some individual teachers. 

So what are the important curriculum design elements?
Among the curriculum design elements that were most often identified as important in their learning, students mentioned:

1. Interdisciplinary exploration of themes

2. Teachers participating as learners

3. Collaborative learning activities--especially seminars

4. Design of activities to promote "community"

5. Deliberate teaching of specific skills

6. Longer class periods

1. Discover interdisciplinary nature of knowledge  

Students seemed to recognize the importance of the primary objective of this curriculum, "Discovering the interdisciplinary nature of knowledge," which includes investigating broad questions, issues, or themes transcending single disciplines; connecting learning across contexts; developing complex questioning processes, focusing the process of writing on the discovery of knowledge)  (SEE NSCC Guidelines for Integrated Studies)  

Students seemed to understand and accept as important that these objectives encouraged them to be an active agent in their learning process not a passive agent to be taught. 

They also became aware that knowledge is not just something some expert has already learned and wants to pass on to others but something that is actively and socially constructed across the narrow confines of individual disciplines.

They came to see that learning is a process of connecting what one already knows or has experienced to some new knowledge and that this is a process unique to each individual.

Their focus of learning moved from being teacher or content-centered to be centered in what happens within and among students themselves.  It changed the expectations and task from just remembering and being able to regurgitate information to one of creating connections, discovering or constructing knowledge and understanding.   Students seemed to enthusiastically enter into the process of creating knowledge and connections rather than being satisfied with just absorbing or remembering someone else's knowledge. 

It helps me draw better connections. I don't feel as if I'm eating the answer and spitting it back out at the teacher.  I feel like I'm discovering new ideas which makes me more enthusiastic about the class and much more motivated in understanding the texts.

I was forced to shed some of my pre-conceived notions regarding how I go about studying and learning.  It is no longer ok for me to breeze through a book, gleaning the basic concepts and memorizing facts that look likely to be on an exam.  Now I have to actually read the work. I have to figure out what the author is trying to tell me and delve deeper by relating those concepts to other works and real life.  It is a refreshing challenge.

Inspired me to see how related knowledge is.  To see not only the facts but how they apply to life and to other disciplines. 

I do fine in other classes but sometimes I feel like "how can I fit this information in my life outside of career?"   This helped my process of making connections.

Teaches you how to make connections with courses and that there are connections.

Everything feels so much more whole and part of the big picture.

I have been exposed to several authors and ideas and enjoyed seeing the intricate interconnections between them.

2. Change in role of faculty: teachers as learners

Another essential aspect of this curriculum is the use of multiple teachers from different disciplines to not only design the curriculum but engage in the actual teaching and learning process. Having several teachers in the classroom at once not only allows for the presentation of many different perspectives but a different relationship between students and teacher(s) which contributes to a different learning experience. 

The exposure to three different instructors and the blending of their teaching skills has enriched my experience in this class, as each added his/her own style and perspective.

They complemented each other

Seeing teachers disagree, taught us that there is more than one honest perspective.

Watching them in their own discussions with each other seeing that they sometimes didn't agree but showed respect for each other's position was a good model for us"

Seeing teachers exploring and discovering new insights and connections, engaging in spontaneous learning experiences not only provides models of experienced learners working collaboratively but it demystifies the learning process. 

Faculty didn't pretend to know everything, but we saw that they were learning.  This acknowledges that none of us can or be expected to know everything  there is to know about something. This was empowering

Instructors traded off authority with students.  Sometimes the teachers seemed like learners.  This is different than in a stand alone (“monoculture”) because it is dynamic which models real life – “we are all learners”.

3.  Seminars and peer learning

Because there are multiple teachers in the room at the same time, the role of the teacher as the primary source of learning changes in students' eyes.   Students also begin to consider their peers as an important source of their learning.  This is especially evident when they talk about the seminar and other collaborative learning activities.

You can use your peers to learn instead of relying solely on the instructor to provide the facts. 

It prepared me for college by allowing me to communicate with others and learn from their point of view as well as the professor's point of view.

Seminars

The book seminar is one of the collaborative learning activities that re-enforces this idea that there are many sources leading to the discovery of authentic insights.  Within the seminar, the relationship of faculty and students is changed from teacher/learner to one of co-learners which encourages the creation of new individual insights and intellectual confidence.

You come to appreciate insights in the seminar process--different than "being taught."

You put your idea out there and others pick up on it and when it comes back you have a new insight, that is an awesome feeling
The seminar group is quite helpful because at the time I read the book I may not catch the idea clearly, but during the discussion although I don't get into the discussion often, still I clarify my ideas through other people's views.

Being able to see or hear different points of view about the readings has really opened up my thinking.  You can talk all you want about how to think but when we get together and see how different people think it helps me to question and think.

Seminar was the chance to discuss thoughts and ideas openly without being laughed at.  It was nice to be able to bring an idea to the group and have everyone take it seriously.   It made me realize that not all my ideas are ignorant and uninspired.  In the future it will be easier to speak my mind.  Seminar also taught me to look deeper into everything.

Seminar time was a good and needed experience.  It was nice to be able to speak up and know others would listen even if you weren't sure about everything you said.  This was a confidence builder. 

Seminars encourages us to want to know everything about the world.  We’re forced to take this outside of the class.  You begin to want and expect more.

4. Teaching specific related skills

This curriculum emphasizes the teaching of academic skills in order to comprehend content and develop more complex intellectual abilities.  Student responses seem to reflect the importance of this focus on the learning process:

We were invited to learn using our own brains.

I gained a more critical eye for reading materials as opposed to the traditional regurgitation.

Seminaring helped me to learn to read “hard” books

At first it bothered me that we spent so much time on seemingly meaningless passages, but in retrospect that is exactly how you look deeper into the subject

These books would have been inaccessible to me before, expectation of reading them were out of my capacity but because of seminar it made it a different experience, how empowering.

I feel liberated that I can read any text.

I read books that enlightened me and wrote seminar papers and essays that surprised me that I could write on such a deep level--meaning actually getting into the author's head.

My critical thinking skills improved the most.  I analyze everything in my life now.  I am not so quick to make judgements.

I learned to read a book and not be afraid of writing an essay about it because we did this so much and so consistently and because we studied the texts in such depth. 

I also learned how to find for myself the information I wanted to

learn.

I know what skills that I need to work on in order to understand materials for myself and for others to understand my understanding of materials.  I need to learn to write better. 

I learned to ask for help which I haven't done before.

In one of the focus groups, students universally re-enforced the need to teach specific seminar skills and that it was this "training,"  along with seeing the faculty team actually engaged in model seminars that helped them develop these academic skills related to seminar. 

5.  Skills for a collaborative learning community
In addition to teaching seminar skills, the development of other collaborative group skills was high on the students' list of priorities.  They talked about the importance of emphasizing the development of a sense of a community of learners.

We learned to build relationships with each other, like a community and in turn ALL were able to contribute ideas, writings, or feelings.

It teaches you to wok well in a group and opens your mind to many different perspectives.

The learning community model, especially seminars, created a “safe space” for the older, returning students.
Forced me to interact with others, build relationships.  Taught me to feel comfortable speaking in front of a groups.

It helped me to learn how to adapt in different atmospheres.  I learned how to work more effectively in group situations.

I think it teaches students how to work well with others.  How to discuss information without taking others' comments personally. 

This course helped me to stop and listen to others and value their opinions, beliefs, viewpoints and even consider them for myself

It has given me the experience of working with and listening to a group to get a task done. 

Being invested in this sense of community encouraged a sense of responsibility to others and motivated students to higher levels of performance in their own work.

You get to know people in the class better and become more comfortable speaking in groups.  You feel like a part of the community.

You were part of a learning community, so you felt a huge commitment to your growth and your integral presence for others.

 You want to do the work.  You feel an obligation to your classmates.

I learned to take responsibility for learning and helping the class be better.

Helps students to become more motivated to complete all work because if you are not prepared for class, it is difficult to participate.  This also made it so every student was responsible for their own work to make seminars work. 

It made me want to study in order to have something to say.  In a stand alone course when you do the assignments or take the test only the teacher knows what you have done, it is private but in seminar, you don't have a choice your work is public so you come prepared.

6.  Longer class sessions

A final and more mechanical element of the curriculum that emerged as important in the learning process was the fact that the class periods were longer--three or four hours 

two or three days a week. This was often mentioned as facilitating the sense of community, making room for the development of personal relationships, and time to explore a subject n some depth. 

Being together for nine hours a week and working together in groups helped break down the stiff formal atmosphere of a normal classroom environment

The class times are long enough to delve deeper into subject matter that you couldn't do in another class.

What are the Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes outcomes that seem to develop?

When looking more closely at student comments what emerged were student perceptions related to general education learning outcomes in more specific categories of knowledge, skills and attitudes. These are potential areas for further study:

· Academic Skills (201)

· Critical Thinking (154)

· Learn to interact, listen to, and understand others with different views.(124) 

· Developed areas of new knowledge, more depth or insights into subjects (119) 

· Learned how to learn from others, made friends (116)  

· More open-minded, accepting new ideas/others (106)

· Skills for employment/life (time management, public speaking (105)

· More confident as learner, expressing ideas, voicing opinions, share self (105)

· Discovered interdisciplinary/interconnected nature of knowledge (102)

· Develop insights into self, more knowledgeable/educated person (94)

· Develop new attitudes, awareness, concerning society, contemporary issues (90)

· Easier to learn, more effective more motivated  (84)

Where do we go from here?

As my Carnegie and Washington Center colleagues are emphasizing the next step is to move from analysis of student perceptions and institutional data to design research projects that study actual student work in order to document what kind of learning takes place in Coordinated Studies.  

Incorporate work of other NSCC faculty and students who are studying relationship of affective and cognitive behaviors ("Creation of Public Homespace in Learning Communities") and others studying student learning in seminars, both online and face to face.

Also, what is the impact on teachers who participate in these learning communities? What is the impact on their own development as learners, being exposed to new fields of study and different curriculum and pedagogical design elements.   How does team (collaborative) teaching impact them.   

What is the longer range impact on students as future learners in higher education and as citizens in a democratic society?

