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Why Classrooms Matter 
Education  plays  a  critical  role  in  the  economic  health  and  competitiveness  of  our  nation.  Without  an  
increasingly  well-­‐educated  citizenry,  the  United  States  runs  the  risk  of  falling  behind  other  nations  in  the  

evidence  indicates  that  we  are  falling  further  behind  other  countries  in  our  ability  to  graduate  our  
college  students.    

For  over  40  years  access  to  higher  education  has  improved,  and  college  enrollments  swelled  from  nearly  
9  million  students  in  1980  to  over  20  million  today.  But  while  enrollments  have  more  than  doubled,  
overall  college  completion  rates  have  increased  only  slightly.    Only  about  half  of  all  college  students  in  
the  U.S.  earn  a  degree  or  certificate  within  six  years.i    For  community  college  students  the  numbers  are  
worse-­‐-­‐  a  little  over  a  third  earn  a  degree  or  certificate.    The  struggles  of  low-­‐income  and  first-­‐
generation  community  college  students  are  most  troubling       only  one-­‐quarter  of  them  complete  a  
credential.ii    

The  facts  are  clear.  Despite  our  success  in  improving  access  to  college,  we  have  been  unable  to  convert  
those  gains  into  higher  completion  rates,  especially  among  the  low-­‐income  students  who  most  need  the  
economic  payoff  that  comes  with  a  degree  or  credential.    

It  is  not  for  lack  of  effort.  Over  the  past  20  years,  if  not  more,  colleges,  universities,  states  and  private  
foundations  have  all  invested  considerable  resources  in  the  development  and  implementation  of  a  
range  of  improvement  programs.  Though  several  of  these  efforts  have  achieved  some  degree  of  success,  
most  have  not  made  a  significant  impact  on  college  completion  rates,  for  two  reasons.  First,  most  
innovations  have  failed  to  reach  significant  scale.  While  a  new  program  might  produce  favorable  results  
for  some  students  at  a  particular  college,  it  means  little  if  we  do  not  expand  the  program  to  reach  a  
critical  mass  of  students.  Second,  most  innovations  fail  to  substantially  improve  the  classroom  
experience the  one  place  where  students  connect  with  faculty  and  students  to  engage  in  learning.    

This  is  critical  when  we  consider  the  majority  of  students  today  lead  lives  that,  just  a  few  years  ago,  were  
-­‐

many  work  while  in  college,  especially  those  of  low-­‐income  backgrounds,  and  attend  part-­‐time.    They  
commute  to  class  and  once  class  is  over,  they  leave  to  tend  to  other  obligations,  like  work  and  family.    
For  them  the  experience  of  college  is  the  experience  of  the  classroom.  Their  success  in  college  is  built  
upon  their  success  in  the  classroom  often  one  class  at  a  time.    

If  we  are  to  substantially  increase  college  completion,  especially  among  low-­‐income  students,  we  must  

sensitive  to  the  supports  low-­‐income  students  need  to  be  successful  in  college,  and  lead  efforts  to  
dramatically  improve  their  classroom  experience.  For  working,  low-­‐income  students  these  moments  for  
teaching  and  learning  are  limited;  we  must  make  the  most  of  these  precious  opportunities.
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Attributes of Effective Classrooms 
A  long  history  of  research  has  identified  the  attributes  of  classrooms  in  which  students  are  more  likely  to  
succeed.  These  can  be  described  by  the  terms  expectations,  support,  assessment  and  feedback,  and  
involvement.  Unlike  the  attributes  of  students,  these  are  within  the  grasp  of  institutions  to  modify  if  
they  are  serious  about  enhancing  student  success.    

  

Expectations      
Student  performance  is  driven,  in  part,  by  the  expectations  that  faculty  have  for  their  students,  and  
that  students  have  of  themselves.    Student  success  is  directly  influenced  not  only  by  the  clarity  and  
consistency  of  expectations  but  also  by  their  level.iii    High  expectations  are  a  condition  for  student  
success,  low  expectations  a  harbinger  of  failure.  Simply  put  no  one  rises  to  low  expectations.  A  

assignments,  course  management  sites,  and  conversations.    Students  pick  up  quickly  what  is  
expected  of  them  in  the  classroom  and  adjust  their  behaviors  accordingly.  
  
Support    
It  is  one  thing  to  hold  high  expectations;  it  is  another  to  provide  the  support  students  need  to  
achieve  them.  Without  academic,  social,  and,  in  some  cases,  financial  support,  many  students,  
especially  those  who  enter  college  academically  under-­‐prepared,  struggle  to  succeed  in  college.iv    At  
no  time  is  support,  in  particular  academic  support,  more  important  than  during  the  critical  first  year  
of  college  when  student  success  is  still  so  much  in  question  and  still  malleable  to  institutional  
intervention.  A  key  feature  of  such  support  is  its  being  aligned  to  the  demands  of  the  classroom.    
That  is  the  case  because  alignment  of  support  enables  students  to  more  easily  translate  support  into  
success  in  the  classroom.    
  
Assessment  and  Feedback    
Students  are  more  likely  to  succeed  in  classrooms  that  assess  their  performance  and  provide  
frequent  feedback  about  their  performance  in  ways  that  enable  everyone     students,  faculty,  and  
staff  alike     to  adjust  their  behaviors  to  better  promote  student  success  in  the  classroom.  This  is  
especially  true  during  the  first  year  when  students  are  trying  to  adjust  their  behaviors  to  the  new  
academic  and  social  demands  of  college  life.    
  
Involvement  
A  fourth  and  perhaps  the  most  important  condition  for  classroom  success  is  involvement  or  what  is  
now  commonly  referred  to  as  engagement.v      Simply  put,  the  more  students  are  academically  and  
socially  engaged  with  faculty,  staff,  and  peers,  especially  in  classroom  activities,  the  more  likely  they  
are  to  succeed  in  the  classroom.  Such  engagements  lead  not  only  to  social  affiliations  and  the  social  
and  emotional  support  they  provide,  but  also  to  greater  involvement  in  learning  activities  and  the  
learning  they  produce.  Both  lead  to  success  in  the  classroom.  
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Efforts to Enhance Classroom 
Effectiveness 
Though  still  limited  in  scope,  there  are  now  a  number  of  efforts  to  reshape  the  classroom  by  altering  the  
way  academic  support  is  provided,  improving  the  usability  of  assessment  and  feedback  techniques,  and  
restructuring  patterns  of  student  engagement  in  the  curriculum  and  classroom.  Several  of  these  deserve  
special  attention  not  only  because  of  evidence  that  supports  their  effectiveness,  but  also  because  of  
their  capacity  to  reshape  the  nature  of  classroom  learning.  These  efforts  embed  basic  skills  within  
content  courses,  automate  classroom  assessment  and  early  warning  systems,  develop  basic  skills  
learning  communities,  and  develop  programs  for  new  faculty.  

  
Embedded  Academic  Support  in  the  Classroom    
To  address  the  issue  of  basic  skills  in  technical  and  vocational  fields,  specifically  language  skills,  the  
Washington  State  Board  of  Community  and  Technical  Colleges  developed  the  Integrated  Basic  
Education  and  Skills  Training  (I-­‐BEST)  initiative.vi  It  enables  students  to  get  academic  support  from  
basic  skills  instructors  while  earning  credit  toward  a  certificate  or  degree.  As  such,  it  challenges  the  
conventional  assumption  that  basic  skill  instruction  should  precede  the  beginning  of  college-­‐level  
work.  This  is  achieved  through  the  collaboration  of  basic  skills  instructions  and  faculty  who  jointly  
design  and  teach  college-­‐level  technical  and  vocational  courses.  As  a  result,  students  learn  basic  
skills  and  program  content  at  the  same  time  from  a  team  of  faculty.  Early  results  show  that  I-­‐BEST  
students  fare  better  on  a  variety  of  outcomes  (e.g.  credits  earned,  completion  of  workforce  
training),  when  compared  with  traditional  students  at  the  same  proficiency  level.  vii  While  the  
program  is  more  expensive  to  run,  recent  data  show  that  students  are  nine  times  more  likely  to  
graduate.    

Automating  Classroom  Assessment,  Feedback,  and  Early  Warning  
There  are  a  variety  of  assessment  techniques  that  can  be  used  to  assess  student  learning  and  trigger  

-­‐
viii  What  is  new  is  the  availability  

of  technologies  that  allow  us  to  easily  capture  and  analyze  more  and  different  data  in  ways  that  can  
provide  a  clearer  view  into  student  learning.ix    

  
The  Signals  project  at  Purdue  University,  for  instance,  identifies  students   -­‐
poorly  in  a  course  by  analyzing  data  from  mini-­‐exams  as  well  as  how  they  use  course  materials  in  
their  learning  management  system.  x  Once  identified,  the  system  alerts  faculty  and  then  emails  the  
student,  urging  them  to  seek  help  via  available  resources,  such  as  office  hours,  study  materials,  and  
various  academic  support  services.  Though  employed  throughout  the  university,  it  has  proven  most  
effective  for  students  in  their  first  two  years  of  coursework.xi  
     
The  Action  Analytics  Symposium  has  featured  an  array  of  these  types  of  systems  and  strategies  for  
the  last  two  years.  The  conversations  at  these  events  have  centered  on  bringing  real-­‐time  
assessment  and  insight  as  close  to  the  learning  moment  as  possible.  Learning  management  software  
providers  are  working  to  imbed  analytic  tools  in  their  software,  providing  both  teachers  and  learners  
resources  to  better  inform  the  learning  journey  and  focus  the  classroom.  Again,  while  these  tools  
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may  feel  new,  they  are  simply  enabling  teaching  and  learning  strategies  that  the  best  teachers  have  
used  for  decades if  not  centuries.  
  
Basic  Skills  Learning  Communities:  Aligning  Basic  Skills  to  the  Curriculum  
Learning  communities  connect  one  or  more  basic  skill  or  developmental  courses,  such  as  writing,  to  
other  content  courses,  such  as  history,  so  that  the  writing  skills  being  acquired  in  the  developmental  
course  can  be  directly  applied  to  a  credit-­‐bearing  course  in  history.    In  other  cases,  basic  skills  
learning  communities  also  include  a  student  success  or  counseling  course.  In  this  and  other  ways,  
learning  communities,  such  as  those  at  DeAnza  College  and  Valencia  Community  College,  provide  a  
structure  that  enables  the  institution  to  align  its  academic  and  social  support  for  basic  skills  students  
in  ways  that  enable  students  to  obtain  needed  support,  acquire  basic  skills,  and  learn  content  at  the  
same  time.xii    
  
In  their  fullest  implementation  learning  communities  not  only  change  the  manner  in  which  students  
experience  the  curriculum  but  also  the  way  they  experience  learning.    They  do  so  by  employing  
pedagogies  of  engagement,  such  as  cooperative  and  problem-­‐based  learning,  that  require  students  
to  collaborate  and  become  accountable  for  the  learning  of  the  group  and  classroom  peers.  In  this  
way,  students  share  not  only  the  experience  of  the  curriculum,  but  also  of  learning  within  the  
curriculum.  By  asking  students  to  construct  knowledge  together,  learning  communities  seek  to  
involve  students  both  socially  and  intellectually  in  ways  that  promote  cognitive  development  as  well  
as  an  appreciation  for  the  many  ways  in  which  one's  own  knowing  is  enhanced  when  other  voices  
are  part  of  that  learning  experience.  

  
Building  Effective  Classrooms:  Enhancing  Faculty  Skills      
These  strategies  as  well  as  others  that  seek  to  enhance  student  classroom  success  ultimately  
depend  on  the  skills  of  the  faculty  to  effectively  implement  them.  Yet  the  faculty  who  teach  those  
classes,  unlike  those  who  teach  in  primary  and  secondary  schools,  are  not  trained  to  teach  their  
students.  This  is  not  to  say  that  there  are  not  many  talented  college  faculty  who  bring  considerable  
skills  to  the  task  of  teaching  students.  There  are.  Rather,  college  faculty  are  not,  generally  speaking,  
trained  in  pedagogy,  curriculum,  and  assessment  in  ways  that  would  enable  them  to  be  more  
effective  with  their  students,  particularly  with  those  who  are  academically  under-­‐prepared.xiii    
  
Colleges  are,  of  course,  not  blind  to  the  issue  of  faculty  skills.  For  years  they  have  invested  in  faculty  
development  programs,  yet  little  change  is  apparent  because  most  programs  are  not  well  conceived,  
are  voluntary  in  nature,  and/or  attract  a  small  segment  of  the  faculty.xiv    
  
Fortunately  this  is  beginning  to  change  at  a  limited,  but  growing,  number  of  colleges,  such  as  
Chandler-­‐Gilbert  Community  College  and  Richland  College  in  the  Dallas  Community  College  District.  
These  institutions  have  established  faculty  development  programs  that  require  all  new  faculty  to  
engage  in  activities  in  which  they  work  with  their  colleagues  to  acquire  the  pedagogical,  curricular,  
and  assessment  skills  they  will  need  to  assist,  in  particular,  students  requiring  basic  skills  instruction.      
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Meeting the Challenges Ahead 

Though  the  initiatives  described  in  the  previous  section  have  the  potential  to  substantially  improve  
student  classroom  success,  there  is  still  much  to  do  to  transform  that  potential  into  lasting  results  that  
span  campuses  and  institutions.  Working  together,  there  is  much  that  faculty,  institutional  leadership,  
states,  and  philanthropy  can  do  to  achieve  that  end.  

  

Faculty  

 Employ  classroom  assessment  techniques  that  provide  feedback  to  them,  support  staff,  and  
their  students  about  classroom  learning.  

 Work  together  with  support  staff  to  develop  early  warning  systems  that  trigger  intervention  in  
as  close  to  real  time  as  possible.  

 Acquire  a  range  of  pedagogical  skills  that  actively  engage  students  in  learning  with  others  within  
the  classroom.    

     

Institutional  Leadership  

 Develop  systems  of  data  collection  and  analyses  that  provide  faculty,  staff,  and  administration  
the  timely  information  they  need  to  improve  student  classroom  success.      

 Develop  systems  of  analysis  that  enable  programs  and  their  lead  faculty  to  ascertain  how  
courses  in  their  program  are  aligned  so  as  to  provide  a  coherent  sequence  that  allows  students  
to  successfully  complete  the  program  within  a  reasonable  time.  Nowhere  is  this  more  important  
than  in  the  sequence  of  courses  that  make  up  the  basic  skills  curriculum.    

 Provide  support  and  incentives  for  faculty  and  programs  to  invest  in  innovations  to  enhance  
classroom  effectiveness.  

 Take  steps  to  ensure  that  all  new  faculty  acquire  the  skills  and  knowledge  they  need  to  construct  
effective  classrooms.  In  the  same  way  that  institutions  must  take  student  success  seriously,  so  
too  must  they  take  faculty  development  seriously.  

  

State  Leadership  

 Provide  support  and  incentives  for  classroom  innovation  in  ways  that  move  innovation  beyond  
individual  classrooms  to  reshape  institutions.  This  is  particularly  important  for  first-­‐year  courses  
and  the  key  gateway  and  basic  skill  courses  that  dot  the  higher  educational  landscape.      

 Provide  support  and  incentives  for  institutions  to  work  together  in  ways  that  make  
improvement  matter  and  move  innovations  beyond  the  borders  of  their  individual  campuses.    

 Support  the  development  of  new  faculty  development  programs  in  both  two-­‐  and  four-­‐year  
colleges  that  provide  new  faculty  the  skills  and  knowledge  they  need  to  construct  effective  
classrooms.  
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Philanthropy  

 Support,  through  the  funding  of  empirically  based  demonstration  projects,  the  development  of  
new  technologies  to  facilitate  the  work  of  faculty  within  the  classroom  so  as  to  improve  
classroom  effectiveness.  Nowhere  is  this  more  important  than  in  the  way  we  go  about  
addressing  basic  skills.  

 Bring  together  knowledge  of  what  works  in  enhancing  classroom  success  and  help  promote  
conversations  about  innovations  that  break  down  the  many  silos  in  which  they  now  take  place.    

 Work  with  states  to  promote  the  formation  of  consortia  of  institutions  whose  members  work  
together  to  learn  how  to  develop  more  effective  classrooms  and  scale  up  their  efforts  beyond  
their  individual  campuses.  

  

There  are  many  challenges  facing  efforts  to  transform  the  college  classroom  in  ways  that  have  lasting  
and  widespread  impact  on  student  success.    Several  that  are  most  pressing  are:  

Implementation  at  Scale.  It  is  one  thing  to  start  an  innovative  effort,  it  is  another  to  implement  it  in  
ways  that  enables  it  to  endure  and  reach  classrooms  more  widely.  We  continue  to  struggle  with  the  
challenge  of  turning  what  works  for  a  few  classrooms  or  institutions  into  large-­‐scale  change  that  
makes  a  difference  for  many.  Unless  we  address  issues  of  institutional  capacity,  support,  and  
incentives,  it  is  unlikely  that  we  will  move  existing  efforts  beyond  the  isolated  settings  in  which  they  
are  now  found.        

Dearth  of  Practical  Examples.  Though  there  is  much  promise  to  a  range  of  innovations  in  
classrooms,  there  is  not  the  evidentiary  base  necessary  to  scale  up  our  efforts  to  transform  the  
classroom.  Where  evidence  exists,  it  is  typically  of  single,  isolated  cases  that  do  not  easily  translate  
into  the  type  of  proof  needed  to  support  institution-­‐wide  and  multi-­‐institutions  initiatives.    

Knowledge  Management.    Knowledge  of  innovations  remains  fragmented.  The  silos  within  which  
conversations  about  classroom  innovation  take  place  hinder  our  efforts  to  move  classroom  
improvements  from  the  margins  to  the  mainstream  of  educational  practice.  Moreover  these  closed  
conversations  limit  the  types  of  cross-­‐effort  conversations  out  of  which  further  innovation  arises.    

  

Efforts  to  increase  student  success  in  college  are  not  new.    States,  institutions,  and  foundations  have  
invested  substantial  resources  trying  to  do  so.  But  for  all  their  well-­‐intended  efforts,  student  success  in  
higher  education  has  not  changed  substantially  and  the  completion  gap  between  high-­‐  and  low-­‐income  
students  remains  largely  unchanged.  This  is  because  most  efforts  have  ignored  the  college  classroom,  
the  one  place  where  most  students  interact  with  their  teachers  and  engage  in  formal  learning  activities.  
If  students  do  not  find  success  there,  it  is  unlikely  that  they  will  succeed  in  college.    
  
Past  efforts,  even  when  successful,  have  been  isolated,  sometimes  idiosyncratic,  and  often  not  
implemented  beyond  individual  classrooms  and  institutions.  Institutions  must  come  together  in  an  
institutional  learning  community  to  learn  as  one  how  to  adapt  particular  innovations  to  each  of  their  
campus  and  achieve  a  scale  of  change  whose  impact  will  be  more  broadly  felt.  In  the  same  way  we  know  
that  students  learn  better  together,  so  too  can  institutions.      
  
We  need  to  develop  a  system  of  institutions  within  states  that  are  well  aligned   from  classroom  to  
campus around  student  success;  that  provides  incentives  for  improvements  in  student  classroom  
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success  at  all  levels;  makes  full  use  of  technology  and  other  innovations  to  enhance  student  classroom  
success;  effectively  engages  and  supports  students  in  learning  within  and  beyond  classrooms;  and  is  
staffed  of  well-­‐trained,  well-­‐supported  caring  professionals  who  work  together  to  construct  effective  
classrooms.  
  
If  we  are  serious  in  our  efforts  to  enhance  college  success,  much  must  change.  We  must  focus  our  
efforts  on  the  classroom  and  reshape  the  work  of  faculty  and  the  experience  of  students.  We  must  build  
upon  emerging  initiatives,  some  of  which  have  been  described  here,  and  use  them  to  guide  institution  
and  statewide  change.    We  must  enhance  the  capacity  of  institutions  to  act,  provide  support  for  their  
actions  and  incentives  that  reward  those  who  move  effectively  to  improve  student  classroom  success.  
Our  students  deserve  no  less.  Our  nation  requires  no  less.    
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