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Taking Retention Seriously: Rethinking the First Year of College 

Vincent Tinto, Syracuse University 

Eforts on most campuses do not go far enough 
to promote student retention, especially forfirst- 
year students. Add-on classes that are discon- 
nected from one another cannot give students the 
cohesive environment they need to connect with 
faculty, s t a z  and other students. What are needed 
are learning environments, such as learning com- 
munities, that actively involve students, faculty 
members, and staf in shared learning activities. 

Introduction 
Many colleges speak of the importance of 

increasing student retention. Indeed, quite a few 
invest substantial resources in programs designed 
to achieve that end. Some institutions even hire 
consultants who promise a proven formula for 
successful retention. While many colleges have 
adopted a variety of programs to enhance reten- 
tion, most programs are add-ons to the existing 
structure and are marginal to the academic main- 
stream of institutional life. Institutions invariably 
adopt what Parker Palmer calls the "add a course" 
strategy. Need to address the issue of diversity? 
Add a course in diversity studies. Need to address 
the success of new students? Add a freshman 
seminar. The result is growing segmentation of 
student services into increasingly autonomous 
fiefdoms in which functional responsibilities are 
reinforced by separate budget and promotion sys- 
tems. As a consequence, student experiences are 
being divided into smaller and smaller pieces; 
student relationships with faculty, staff, and each 
other are becoming more narrow and specialized; 
their learning is increasingly partitioned into 
smaller disconnected segments. 

Therefore, while retention programs abound 
on our campuses, most institutions have not taken 
student retention seriously. They have done little 
to change the overall character of college, done 
little to alter the prevailing character of student 
experiences, and therefore done little to address 
the deeper roots of student attrition. As a result, 
most efforts at enhancing student retention, 
though successful to some degree, have had more 
limited impact than they should or could. 

What should institutions do to take student 
retention seriously? Among other things, institu- 

tions must stop tinkering at the margins and make 
enhancing student retention the linchpin about 
which they organize their activities. They must 
move beyond the provision of add-on services 
and build educational settings that promote the 
retention of all students. To be serious about stu- 
dent retention, institutions must recognize that the 
roots of attrition lie not only in their students and 
the situations they face but also in the very char- 
acter of the settings, now assumed to be natural to 
higher education, in which they ask students to 
learn. 

What sorts of educational settings should 
institutions construct to promote student reten- 
tion? What should those settings look like? 
Specifically, what should they look like during 
the critical first year of college when student per- 
sistence is so much in question? 

The good news is that we already know the 
answers to these questions. An extensive body of 
research identifies the conditions that best pro- 
mote retention, in particular during the students' 
first year of college. Though some might argue 
otherwise, student attributes are largely beyond 
immediate institutional control.   ow ever, the 
institution can control the settings in which stu- 
dents find themselves, such as classrooms, labo- 
ratories. and residential halls. Four institutional 
conditions stand out as supportive of retention: 
informatiodadvice, support, involvement, and 
learning. 

First, students are more likely to persist and 
graduate in settings that provide clear and consis- 
tent information about institutional requirements. 
Students need to understand the road map to com- 
pletion and know how to use it to decide upon and 
achieve personal goals. 

Second, institutions that provide academic, 
social, and personal support encourage persis- 
tence. Support that is readily available and con- 
nected to other parts of student collegiate 
experience leads to retention. 

Third, students are more likely to stay in 
schools that involve them as valued members of 
the institution. The frequency and quality of con- 
tact with faculty, staff, and other students have 
repeatedly been shown to be independent predic- 
tors of student persistence. This is true for large 

NACADA Journal Volume 19 (2) Fall 1999 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-10-19 via free access



Vincent Tinto 

and small, rural and urban, public and private, and 
2- and 4-year colleges and universities. It is true 
for women as well as men, students of color and 
Anglo students, and part-time and full-time stu- 
dents. Simply put, involvement matters, and at no 
point does it matter more than during the first year 
of college when student attachments are so tenu- 
ous and the pull of the institution still so weak. 

Fourth, clearly the most important condition 
that fosters student retention is learning. Students 
who learn are students who stay. Institutions that 
are successful in building settings that educate 
their students are institutions that are successful 
in retaining their students. 

Active involvement seems to be the key. 
Students who are actively involved in learning 
activities and spend more time on task, especially 
with others, are more likely to learn and, in turn, 
more likely to stay. Unfortunately, most first-year 
students experience education as isolated learn- 
ers. They engage in solo performances and 
demonstrations in what remains a largely show- 
and-tell learning environment. Their experiences 
of learning are still very much like a spectator 
sport in which faculty talk dominates and where 
few students actively participate. Just as impor- 
tant, students typically take courses as detached, 
individual units, one course separated from 
another in both content and peer group, one set of 
understandings unrelated in any intentional fash- 
ion to the content learned in other courses. 
Though specific programs of study are designed 
for each major, courses have little academic or 
social coherence. It is little wonder that students 
seem so uninvolved in learning. Their learning 
experiences are not very involving. 

Building Learning Communities for First-Year 
Students 

What should institutions do? How should they 
reorganize the first year of college and construct 
settings that promote student retention? How 
should they provide for needed information and 
advice, support, involvement, and learning? How 
should they engage the first-year students who 
work or commute to college? 

The last question is not trivial. Despite public 
impressions to the contrary, most students com- 
mute to college and work while taking classes. 
Many attend part-time and have significant obli- 
gations outside the college that limit the time they 
can spend on campus. For these students, indeed 
for most students, the classroom may be the only 
place where they meet faculty members and stu- 
dent peers, the one place where they engage the 

curriculum. For that reason, the settings we build 
to promote retention must include, indeed begin 
with, the classrooms of the campus. 

Let me suggest that colleges and universities 
should make learning communities and collabo- 
rative learning a hallmark of the first-year experi- 
ence. Learning communities, in their most basic 
form, begin with a kind of coregistration or block 
scheduling that enables students to take courses 
with other first-year students. In some cases, 
learning communities will link students by tying 
two courses together, typically a course in writing 
with a course in selected literature or current 
social problems (Linked Courses). In other cases, 
the entire first-semester curriculum may be 
shared so that students in the learning community 
study the same material throughout the semester. 
In some large schools, such as the University of 
Oregon and the University of Washington, 25-30 
students in a learning community may attend lec- 
tures with 200-300 other students but stay 
together for a smaller discussion section, often 
called the Freshman Interest Group, led by a 
graduate student or upperclassman. In still other 
cases, students will take all their classes together 
either as separate, linked classes (Cluster 
Learning Communities) or as one large class that 
meets 4 to 6 hours at a time several times a week 
(Coordinated Studies) (see Figure 1). 

The courses in which learning-community stu- 
dents coregister are not coincidentally related. 
They are typically connected by an organizing 
theme that gives meaning to their linkage. 
Coordinating theme classes engender a coherent 

Figure 1 Some Common Learning Community Models 

COORDINATED STUDIES 
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interdisciplinary or cross-subject learning that is 
not easily attainable through enrollment in unre- 
lated, stand-alone courses. For example, the 
Coordinated Studies Program at Seattle Central 
Community College entitled "Body and Mind" 
links courses in human biology, psychology, and 
sociology and asks students to consider how the 
connected fields of study pursue a singular piece 
of knowledge, in this case, human behavior. 

As described by Gablenick, MacGregor, 
Matthews, and Smith in their 1990 book Learning 
Communities: Creating Connections Among 
Students, Faculty, and Disciplines, many learning 
communities do more than coregister students 
around a topic. They change the manner in which 
students experience the curriculum and the way 
they are taught. Faculty reorganized their syllabi 
and classrooms to promote shared, collaborative 
learning experiences among students across the 
linked classrooms. This form of classroom orga- 
nization requires students to collaborate in groups 
and to become active, indeed responsible, for the 
learning of both group and classroom peers. In 
this way, students are asked to share not only the 
experience of the curriculum but also of learning 
within the curriculum. 

Though the content may vary, nearly all learn- 
ing communities have three objectives in com- 
mon. One is shared knowledge. By requiring 
students to take courses together and organizing 
those courses around a theme, learning communi- 
ties seek to construct a shared, coherent, curricu- 
lar experience that is not just an unconnected 
array of courses. In doing so, they seek to pro- 
mote higher levels of cognitive complexity that 
cannot easily be obtained through participation in 
unrelated courses. 

The second commonality is shared learning. 
Learning communities enroll the same students in 
several classes so they get to know each other 
quickly and fairly intimately and in a way that is 
part and parcel of their academic experience. By 
asking students to construct knowledge together, 
learning communities seek to involve students 
both socially and intellectually in ways that pro- 
mote cognitive development and to foster an 
appreciation for the many ways in which one's 
own knowing is enhanced when other voices are 
part of that learning experience. 

The third goal for learning communities is 
shared responsibility. Learning communities ask 
students to become responsible to each other in 
the process of trying to know. Students participate 
in collaborative groups, which require them to be 
mutually dependent on one another; this depen- 

dency ensures that the learning of the group does 
not advance without each member doing her or 
his part. 

As a curricular structure, learning cornmuni- 
ties can be applied to any content and any group 
of students. Most often, they are designed for the 
needs of beginning students. In those instances, 
one of the linked courses becomes a freshman 
seminar. Increasingly, they are also being adapted 
to the needs of undecided students and those who 
require academic assistance. In these cases, one 
of the linked courses may be a career exploration, 
developmental advising, or "learning to learn" 
(study skills) course. In other cases, one or more 
course may be developmental in character. In res- 
idential campuses, some learning communities 
have moved into the residence halls. These living- 
learning cornmunities combine shared courses 
with shared living. Students, typically those 
beginning their first semester of college, enroll in 
a number of linked courses and live together in a 
reserved part of a residence hall. 

More recently, a number of learning communi- 
ties have used community service as a linking 
activity or theme for their students. The Evergreen 
State College, Portland State University, St. 
Lawrence University, and colleges in the Mari- 
copa Community College District have added 
service learning to one or more of their linked 
courses. As an extension of traditional models of 
community service and experiential learning, ser- 
vice learning combines intentional educational 
activities with service experience to meet critical 
needs identified by the communities being served. 
Unlike voluntarism, service learning is a peda- 
gogical strategy, an inductive approach to educa- 
tion, grounded in the assumption that thoughtfblly 
organized experience is the foundation for learn- 
ing (Jacoby, 1996). When connected to learning 
communities and the collaborative pedagogy that 
underlies them, service learning becomes a shared 
experience in which students and faculty are able 
to engage in the time-intensive, interdisciplinary 
study of complex social problems. Whether used 
to apply and test theory learned in the classroom 
or to generate knowledge from experience, ser- 
vice learning in a collaborative setting promotes 
not only the acquisition of course content but also 
enhanced intellectual development and a shared 
sense of responsibility for the welfare of others. 

When applied to particular groups of students, 
as described above, the "faculty" of the learning 
community almost always combine the work of 
both academic and student affairs professionals. 
Indeed such learning communities call for, indeed 
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require, the collaborative efforts of both parties. 
The student affairs staff are typically the only per- 
sons on campus who possess the skills and knowl- 
edge needed to teach some of the linked courses. 
For instance, in those learning communities 
designed for students requiring developmental 
assistance, the faculty may consist of an instructor 
for an introductory economics course and two 
members of a learning support center who teach 
developmental writing and mathematics. 

To be effective, such learning communities 
require their faculty, that is the academic and stu- 
dent affairs professionals who staff the learning 
community, to collaborate on both the content 
and pedagogy of the linked courses. They must 
work together, as equal partners, to ensure that the 
linked courses provide a coherent, shared, learn- 
ing experience. The wealth of knowledge that oth- 
ers bring to the discourse about teaching and 
learning is one of many benefits of a collabora- 
tion where all voices are heard. Furthermore, in 
leaving, at least momentarily, their respective 
silos, both academic and student affairs profes- 
sionals discover the many contributions each 
makes to the student learning process. 

Research on Learning Communities 
Research on learning communities and the 

collaborative pedagogy that underlies them high- 
lights the ways they enhance student learning and 
persistence (Tinto, 1997; Tinto, Goodsell, & 
Russo, 1993). First, students in learning commu- 
nities tend to form their own self-supporting 
groups that extend beyond the classroom. 
Learning community students spend more time 
together out of class than do students in tradi- 
tional, stand-alone classes, and they do so in ways 
that students see as supportive. Indeed, some stu- 
dents at the urban community colleges saw those 
groups as critical to their ability to continue in 
college. As one older student stated, "The learn- 
ing community was like a raft running the rapids 
of my life" (Russo, 1995). 

Second, students in learning communities 
spend more time learning together both inside 
and outside the classroom. As one student 
observed, "Class continues even after class." By 
encouraging continued student interactions, 
learning communities enable students to bridge 
the divide between academic classes and the 
social conduct that frequently characterizes stu- 
dent life. Students tend to learn and make friends 
at the same time, and as they spend more time 
together learning, they learn more. This was true 
of both regularly admitted and provisionally 

admitted students who required academic assis- 
tance (Tinto, Goodsell, & Russo, 1993). 

Third, participation in the learning community 
enhances the quality of student learning. By 
learning together, everyone's understanding and 
knowledge is, in the eyes of the participants, 
enriched. Several students shared the view: "Not 
only do you learn more, you learn better " (Tinto, 
1997). 

Fourth, as students learn more and see them- 
selves as more academically and socially 
engaged, they persist at a substantially higher rate 
than do comparable students in the traditional 
curriculum (Tinto, Goodsell, & Russo, 1993). 
Their involvement with others in learning within 
the classroom becomes the vehicle through which 
attachments are made and commitments to the 
institution engendered. 

Finally, student participants' stories highlight 
powerful messages about the value of collabora- 
tive learning settings in fostering what could be 
called "the norms of educational citizenship," 
which promote the notion that individual educa- 
tional welfare is tied inexorably to the educational 
welfare and interests of other members of the 
educational community. Students in these pro- 
grams report an increased sense of responsibility 
to participate in the learning experience and an 
awareness of their responsibility for both their 
learning and the learning of others (Russo, 1995). 

Learning communities provide an academic 
structure within which collaboration among fac- 
ulty and student affairs professionals is possible 
and is often required. In some cases, they serve as 
vehicles through which advising is provided to all 
first-year students. In other cases, they provide 
for the integration of academic assistance to top- 
ics learned in the linked classes. More important, 
they are a type of organizational reform that is 
rooted in the classroom, the one place students 
meet each other and the faculty and the one place 
for which faculty and student affairs professionals 
have responsibility. As such, they are available to 
all students, faculty, and staff. And unlike other 
retention programi that sit at the margins of stu- 
dent academic experience, they seek to transform 
that experience and thereby address the deeper 
roots of student retention. In effect, they take stu- 
dent learning and retention seriously. 

Rethinking the First Year of College 
How then should we restructure the first year 

of college? What would be the distinguishing 
characteristics that would best promote student 
persistence? 
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First, shared learning should be the norm, not 
the exception, of student experience. No student 
should be allowed to go through the first year 
alone, disconnected from other learners in the 
college. Whether through learning communities, 
collaborative learning in stand-alone courses, or 
other forms of shared activity (e.g., problem- 
based learning), all students should experience 
some type of shared learning during their first 
year of college. 

Second, academic advising should be an inte- 
gral part of the first-year experience, not an 
adjunct to it. Advising should be woven into the 
fabric of the freshman year in ways that promote 
student development and that provide clear, con- 
sistent, and accurate information that is easily 
accessible to students. It should reflect the best 
professional knowledge of the day. Quite simply, 
good advising should not be left to chance. 

Third, the important concepts that underlie the 
freshman seminar should be integrated into the 
very fabric of the first year. The seminar should 
not be left at the margins of institutional life, its 
ideas treated as add-ons to the real business of the 
college. By linking the freshman seminar to other 
courses in a first-year learning community, stu- 
dents experience the freshman seminar in ways 
that are connected to their everyday learning 
experiences. 

Fourth, the first year of college should be 
understood as a developmental year in which new 
students acquire the skills, dispositions, and 
norms needed to learn and grow throughout the 
college years. As a means to meet these objec- 
tives, the first year of college should be able to 
stand as a distinct institutional response to the 
question "How should the first year of college be 
structured to best promote student learning in that 
year and beyond?" 

To ensure that such productive responses are 
possible, the concept of a university college con- 
structed just for first-year students with its own 
faculty, staff, and administration should be revis- 
ited. Such colleges, like those being developed at 
Indiana University-Purdue University at Indi- 
anapolis and at the University of Southern Maine, 
can provide the organizational environment 
within which collaborative partnerships between 

academic and student affairs professionals are 
valued and creative responses to the questions of 
the first year are encouraged. 

Finally, if we were truly serious about promot- 
ing the retention of all, not just some, students, 
the first year of college would be a year where no 
student, faculty, or staff would be required to 
show a badge of belonging. It should be a year of 
inclusion that promotes the important ideal that 
all persons can and should have a voice in the 
construction of knowledge. All our learning 
would be enriched. 
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