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Executive summary 

John Carroll University (JCU) was awarded a four-year grant of $1.3 million by the U.S. Department of 

Education’s First in the World (FITW) Development program to fund JCU’s Linked Learning and Early Warning 

Approach for At-Risk Student Success (LLASS) project which was designed to address factors associated with 

student success and thriving among a population of first-year freshmen at JCU identified as being more likely 

to struggle academically. The theory of change was that maintaining the same group of students together for 

two courses would provide a mechanism for the organic development of cohort-based learning communities 

and the alignment of paired foundational courses would help to develop students’ abilities to integrate 

knowledge from different perspectives in order to appreciate the complexities of real-world problems. 

The Rucks Group was contracted after the third year to partner with the project team to evaluate the project in 

terms of its implementation, its effectiveness, and lessons learned with regard to identifying and supporting 

students at JCU who are more prone to academic difficulties. Information related to the project's 

implementation and effectiveness had been gathered by the previous external evaluator during the first three 

years of the grant through a survey and focus groups with faculty and students. The Rucks Group 

complemented these data by gathering additional information in May of 2019 through focus groups and 

interviews with ten aligned course instructors, five administrators, and one academic advisor.   

The evidence and information provided in this report clearly show that students, instructors, and the institution 

have benefited from JCU’s investment in the LLASS project. It promoted the development of cohort-based 

learning communities, enhanced the academic performance of freshmen who are more prone to academic 

difficulties, helped instructors gain a better understanding of the challenges that students face, and provided a 

potential model for promoting a sense of collegiality and belonging among adjunct instructors.  

The Rucks Group provides several recommendations in this report including the following: suggestions for what 

elements of LLASS that should be maintained; ideas for capturing additional information to assess and provide 

guidance to students who might be more likely to have academic challenges; advice for additional ways to 

facilitate student bonding; and a recommendation to find ways to provide more timely information to students, 

instructors, and staff about JCU’s student services.   
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Background 

In September 2015, John Carroll University (JCU) was awarded a four-year grant of $1.3 million by the U.S. 

Department of Education’s First in the World (FITW) Development program, which is funded through the Fund 

for the Improvement of Secondary Education. The FITW program is “designed to support the development, 

replication, and dissemination of innovative solutions and evidence for what works in addressing persistent and 

widespread challenges in postsecondary education for students who are at risk” (“FITW,” 2010). As such, the 

award was to fund JCU’s Linked Learning and Early Warning Approach for At-Risk Student Success (LLASS) 

project which was designed to address factors associated with student success and thriving among a 

population of first-year freshmen at JCU identified as being at risk1 for poor academic performance or attrition.  

 

LLASS was designed to leverage the concept of “aligned learning communities” by pairing two foundational 

courses and maintaining the same group of students across the aligned courses. This model is based on the 

Linked Courses component of JCU’s Integrative Core Curriculum (Core Curriculum) for upperclassman, which 

was approved by JCU Faculty in May 2013. As part of the Core Curriculum, upperclassmen are required to take 

a pair of Linked Courses – each from a different academic department – which examines a shared set of topics 

from different disciplinary perspectives. The principles and courses that make up the Core Curriculum are 

designed to collectively achieve a set of nine academic learning goals that describe what JCU considers to be 

essential for each student’s educational experience. Linked Courses through the Core Curriculum are intended 

to build upon competencies in writing, oral expression, and quantitative analysis, which are introduced early 

within students’ JCU careers and reiterated and refined in subsequent courses.  

 

LLASS builds on the Linked Course model by creating a series of aligned foundational courses for freshman 

students connected by common themes and assignments. Because these paired courses are introductory 

classes, they usually included a more content-based course with an application-based course.  For example, the 

Biology and Oral Communication aligned courses included assignments that provided students with 

opportunities to develop and demonstrate their knowledge of Biology with various types of presentation styles, 

such as informative presentations or persuasive presentations. The course pairings were identified during a 

 
1 Descriptions of JCU students as being “at-risk” are based entirely on their Predicted Academic Difficulty scores that were derived from a set 

of items on the College Student Inventory (CSI) completed by incoming freshmen to determine their placement in the LLASS intervention or 

control group. These CSI items do not include any assessment of individual or demographic factors typically associated with students who are 

"at-risk" of educational failure such as having a learning disability, having a record of consistently poor academic performance, engaging in 

high-risk social behaviors, coming from a lower socioeconomic status, or being a first-generation student. The term “at-risk students” and 

phrases such as “students who are at risk” are occasionally used for simplicity in this report or because it was the wording used in the source 

documentation. Readers of this report are cautioned to avoid traditional interpretations of the term “at-risk students” and to resist the 

negative connotations frequently associated with the term.   
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series of faculty workshops conducted prior to implementing the intervention.  

 

The theory of change underlying LLASS was that maintaining the same group of students together for two 

courses would help to develop students’ abilities to integrate knowledge from different perspectives in order to 

appreciate the complexities of real-world problems and ultimately improve on student academic performance. 

The hypothesis is that compared to freshmen enrolled in foundational courses under the standard or “business 

as usual” model, freshmen enrolled in aligned courses will show a positive effect on outcome measures 

including GPA, continuous enrollment, and course credit completion. Students more likely to struggle 

academically were identified from JCU’s overall undergraduate enrollment of approximately 3,000 students. 

Freshmen in either the Arrupe Service Scholars program, Borremeo students, or the Honors program were not 

eligible for participation because these programs maintain their own specialized curriculum.  

 

The stated goals of the project were as follows: 

 

1: Develop and test a linked learning community model that integrates faculty development, student co-

enrollment, service learning, and advanced student advising.  

 

2: Identify factors predictive of students' success that inform the development of scalable interventions 

aimed to improve outcomes for undergraduate students at-risk for success in college. 

 

3: Use predictive statistical models and data techniques to track and model students’ progress through an 

“early alert” advising system. 

Evaluation Overview 

The Rucks Group (also see Appendix A) was contracted after the third year to partner with the project team to 

evaluate the project in terms of its implementation, its effectiveness, and lessons learned with regard to 

identifying and supporting students at JCU who are more likely to struggle academically. 

 

The evaluation was designed around the following questions: 

 

1. What worked well, and what were some of the challenges in implementing the aligned course 

intervention? 

 

2. To what extent was participation in the aligned courses associated with higher cumulative GPAs, 

continuous enrollment, and higher completion ratios (i.e., total credit hours completed/total credit hours 

attempted)? 

 

3. In what ways did students, instructors, and the institution benefit from the aligned course intervention? 

What were some of the negative impacts?  

 

4. What lessons were learned in terms of how to identify and support students who are more likely to 

struggle academically at JCU? What are some other broader lessons learned? 
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Evaluation data gathering 

All eligible incoming freshmen completed the College Student Inventory (CSI) before attending New Student 

Orientation in the summer prior to entering JCU. The CSI is comprised of Likert-type items consisting of 19 

independent scales designed to identify the students’ predispositions and pre-college experiences, which may 

subsequently influence their ability to succeed and persist in college. Students also completed other measures 

including the Thriving Quotient (TQ) and Emotional Quotient Inventory (EQ-I). Data gathered with these 

measures, and the CSI served as additional variables that could be evaluated in terms of their relationship to 

student success or as variables that might moderate or mediate the relationship of the effect of the intervention 

on measures of student success and thriving. Other information collected by JCU included student 

demographic data, socioeconomic indicators, and information related to students’ high school academic 

history.  In addition, cumulative GPA, continuous enrollment, and course credit completion were captured as 

measurable indicators of students’ success or thriving at JCU.  

 

Information related to the project’s implementation and effectiveness were gathered by the previous external 

evaluator during the first three years of the grant through a survey and focus groups with faculty and students. 

The Rucks Group complemented these data by gathering additional information in May 2019 through focus 

groups and interviews with ten aligned course instructors, five administrators, and one academic advisor. All 

were asked about their perceptions regarding the availability and effectiveness of JCU’s student support 

resources and to describe their thoughts regarding JCU’s current early alert and academic advising processes.  

 

In addition, members from each group received questions relating to their specific roles. Instructors were asked 

about the impact of the aligned-course design on their views and approach in helping students who might be 

more prone to academic difficulties. Academic administrators were prompted to describe their views regarding 

the benefits to students and the institution as well as any changes they would have made to the FITW 

intervention or its implementation. The faculty advisor was asked to describe the faculty advisor role at JCU and 

opinions regarding the level of guidance faculty advisors should provide. See Appendix B for the full set of 

focus group/interview questions.  

 

In terms of additional input from students, it was determined that it would not be feasible given the logistical 

challenges of trying to recruit enough given their busy schedules.  Moreover, there was a concern that recall 

would be difficult because a year had passed since the most recent cohort had completed their participation.      

Findings  

Evaluation question 1. What worked well, and what were some of the challenges in implementing the 

aligned course intervention?  

JCU’s aligned course project was a massive undertaking that involved changes to existing complex processes in 

terms of course offerings and freshman course registration. There were six conceptual phases of the LLASS: 

Figure 1.  Illustration of the six conceptual phases of the LLASS. 
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Pre-testing (Completion of the CSI) 

All eligible incoming JCU freshmen completed the CSI before attending summer orientation – in June or July - 

at which time students completed the TQ and EQ-I and then pre-registered for their courses well ahead of 

arriving on campus in August. While we don’t know the precise response rates for these measures, the project 

team has noted that the vast majority of students completed all measures and that the overall process for 

gathering this information from students ran even more smoothly than expected. As one team member put it,  

 

 

"I was a little surprised at how quickly the incoming students completed the surveys. Usually, 

they just drag their feet on that stuff. I don't know why, we really stressed that it was important, 

and the timeline was important to get those completed so that their advisor knew how to 

assign to classes." 

Adjunct Instructor Course Pairing 

The logistical complexity of pairing courses within and across academic terms resulted in some paired courses 

having different instructors from one year to the next. Consequently, there was probably some variation in 

terms of students’ experiences and the impact of the intervention, depending on the year. Information gathered 

from focus group sessions with instructors supports this possibility. As one instructor mentioned,   

 

 

“If the goal is to provide enrichment and depth and challenges, I would say that one out of the 

three times, absolutely for the better students. One other time I would say partially, we worked 

hard, our assignments just weren’t thought through enough. The third time, not at all.” 

 

The complexity of the course pairing process also resulted in the pairing of instructors who might not have 

been compatible, which likely resulted in some variation in terms of the quality of the intervention among the 

course pairings. This potential problem is well illustrated by the instructor who said,   

 

 

"Some of the pairs of instructors really didn't work well together at all; some of them had 

different ideas on how to do things. More prep on that front might have helped on that front, 

providing them a little more structure on how to bring the classes together. It's a little hard to 

second guess." 

 

In addition, some courses are more conducive to pairing than others. For example, courses that are more 

lecture-based might be difficult to pair with courses that are more discussion-based, which would also result in 

variation across course pairings independent of the compatibility of the instructors. Some pairings were more 

effective in promoting the development of group cohesion, which was a goal of the project. As one teacher 

observed, 

 

 

"My experience was that I saw the formation of some strong cohort bonds. Not the whole class, 

but within the class. They do get more time with each other. I think it really depends on the 

format of the class. Like economics, that's primarily lecture-based, so students don't get to 

interact with each other. In a course that has more discussion, you're encouraging the bonding." 
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Due to this variation, or inconsistency, in the implementation among the various course and teacher pairings, it 

is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the impact of the intervention. One could argue, that the overall 

effect of the intervention in some courses was actually less than it could have been given the fact that some 

teachers and course pairings did not work well and likely did not have the positive impact desired in terms of 

deeper learning or the development of cohesive learning communities. The effectiveness of the intervention 

across all course pairings might have also been affected by the tight timeframes for preparing the courses. As 

one instructor mentioned,  

 

 

"Most of the time, you don't get your teaching assignment until a few weeks or even days 

before the semester begins. Coordination with the faculty teaching a paired course is not easy. 

The first time I taught an aligned course, it was with a long-time adjunct faculty, and we agreed 

on joint assignments. The second time was with new faculty, and the third time the biology 

teacher was outstanding in her willingness to meet and work together. I got varied results, 

depending on the structural factors." 

 

Some of the negative impacts might have been mitigated by providing more time for teachers to meet and 

develop their paired courses.  One instructor suggested that there should be more communication between the 

paired faculty members, including requiring at least one face-to-face meeting. The adjunct faculty also 

mentioned that more participation from full-time faculty, particularly with regards to course planning, would 

have been helpful. As one instructor put it, 

 

 

“Adjunct faculty members have no control over their own futures; they are concerned about 

their own retention rates. In their department, it was made clear that adjunct faculty were 

being phased out, so we are not necessarily motivated.” 

 

Concealing the purpose of the intervention and method for deciding which students were assigned to the 

treatment and control conditions (i.e., the forcing variable) was important for mitigating the chances of such 

knowledge affecting the behaviors or attitudes of students or teachers and undermining the internal validity of 

the study. But some teachers did sense that the grouping and assignment of students to the treatment or 

control conditions was based on factors associated with potential academic difficulty, which, in and of itself, 

might have had an impact on internal validity. As one instructor put it, 

 

 

"I would agree with my colleague that because I was aware that I was in a study, I was more 

sensitive to supporting the students." 

Pre-registration and Course Implementation 

The project required changing from the traditional course registration of incoming freshmen from the 

beginning of the first semester when all freshmen are on campus to freshman orientation, which occurs 

periodically over the course of the summer. These changes in registration and course offerings required 

registration office staff, academic administrators, and faculty to work together to provide input, negotiate 

pedagogical approaches, develop a new process, and implement the changes. Information from the evaluation 

findings revealed that some aspects of the implementation went relatively smoothly, while other aspects proved 

to be more challenging with implications in terms of consistency of implementation and impact of the aligned 

course intervention.  
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Incoming freshmen at JCU typically register for courses during the summer before the fall semester. The LLASS 

project design required a large portion of incoming freshmen (i.e., those selected for the intervention group) to 

register for a pair of courses. 

 

The pre-registration process was logistically difficult in the first two years and gave rise to some frustration 

among those in the registrar's office as well as some teachers and students. Based on accounts from the 

interviewed instructors and administrators, one aspect that was particularly problematic was the fact that 

students who needed to drop one of the aligned courses would need to drop both. As one instructor reported, 

 

 

"I had a student who badly wanted to drop theology but didn't want to drop my course. She 

ended up having to drop both. We weren't allowed to tell students about the program, which 

was frustrating for us both." 

 

One of the challenges for the pre-orientation process was that students do not often know what activities they 

would like to be involved in during the first term, so they are not able to schedule their courses around those 

activities as they normally would. As another instructor put it, 

 

 

“For the paired courses, there were a lot of administrative problems. If a student had to change 

a course because of athletics or whatever there was a lot of work. Students don’t always disclose 

that they have an interest in a nonacademic activity when we have an orientation in the 

summer, and we ask in order to have a sense of the time available for the student.”   

 

By the third year, however, the registration office had made some adjustments through the development of 

new process protocols that improved efficiency. As described by one of the administrators,  

 

 

"The first two summers we did this were pretty arduous; it was very complicated because we 

made a lot of effort to put students into aligned pairs as required, but when they got to campus, 

they had conflicts, or changed their majors and needed different courses and it was 

complicated. Then I think we kind of got into our groove; we had a protocol for switching from 

one aligned pair to another." 

 

With the smoother processes in place, some administrators now feel that the pre-registration requirement for 

incoming freshmen might be an element of the project that is worth keeping. As one administrator said,  

 

 

“That’s really been a big hit with our faculty advisors who do the orientation and registration, 

knowing that they don’t have to worry about seats getting filled up, or students at the last 

orientation not getting any good seats. I think it’s been a benefit to all of the students in that 

we had to change the way we did orientation and registration.”  

 

Some believe that the pre-registration requirement has also benefited incoming freshmen by giving them time 

to more carefully consider and choose their courses before they experience the range of additional stressors 

that they will face in their first days on campus including the sadness of leaving family and friends, the anxiety 

of forming new friendships, and the uncertainty about whether or not they will succeed academically. One 

administrator said,  
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"I've heard from a lot of people that it has reduced a lot of stress for students when they come 

to orientation, knowing that they already have the classes that have been picked out for them. 

So that has been kind of a positive experience for students." 

Post-testing (Completion of the MYSA) 

While the response rates for the pre-testing step (i.e., completion of the CSI) were strong, collecting follow up 

data from students with the Mid-Year Student Assessment (MYSA) instrument proved to be a bit more 

challenging. Among the participating students who had completed the CSI across all three years, only 39% 

completed the follow-up MYSA instrument. This level of non-response introduces potential systematic bias in 

the post-testing data. Analyses conducted using these data should be interpreted with caution.   

Data Visualization  

The project team has worked with GlyphEd, Inc., to leverage their software as a way to visualize the data 

gathered from the three key surveys (CSI, EQ-I, TQ). The goal is to provide the JCU administration and advising 

faculty with user-friendly information that can be used to identify and analyze factors and trends related to 

academic success. Initial reactions to the software have been positive, and it appears that it could be an 

effective tool. One of the key challenges at this point, however, is that the number of variables currently 

included in the visualizations is slightly overwhelming and difficult to interpret. As JCU refines the number of 

factors it tracks, this should become less of a problem.   

Evaluation question 2. To what extent was participation in the aligned courses associated with higher 

cumulative GPAs, continuous enrollment, and higher completion ratios (i.e., total credit hours 

completed/total credit hours attempted)?  

Project measures and analyses 

All eligible incoming freshmen completed the CSI before attending their New Student Orientation that they 

attend in June or July. The CSI is comprised of Likert-type items consisting of 19 independent scales. Each item 

uses a Likert scale of 1 to 7 with 1 equaling "Not at all true" and with 7 equaling "Completely true." The 19 

scales of the CSI are designed to identify those predispositions and pre-college experiences and attributes, 

which may subsequently influence the student's ability to succeed and persist in college. The major scales of 

the CSI include receptivity to academic assistance, academic confidence, attitude toward educators, career 

closure, receptivity to career counseling, desire to finish, desire to transfer, family emotional support, receptivity 

to financial guidance, opinion tolerance, receptivity to social enrichment, self-reliance, study habits, sociability, 

math and science confidence, and verbal and writing confidence. Students also completed the MYSA after their 

first semester, which is the follow-up survey to the CSI. It examines the non-cognitive, motivational needs of 

students at the mid-point of their first year and provides guidance on how to adjust interventions to meet 

students’ current needs and receptivity to assistance. The CSI composite score of predicted academic difficulty 

(PAD) was used to determine placement into the aligned course (i.e., intervention) or comparison (i.e., control) 

group.  

 

Students in both groups also completed other measures, including the EQ-I and TQ. Data gathered with these 

measures, and the CSI served as additional variables that could be investigated in terms of their relationship to 

student success or as variables that might mediate or moderate the relationship of the effect of the intervention 
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on measures of student success and thriving. While student success or thriving is a subjective concept, for the 

present project, it was operationalized as cumulative GPA, continuous enrollment, and credit completion ratio 

(i.e., the ratio of course hours completed over course hours attempted).    

 

A critical component of the quantitative analyses was for The Rucks Group to work extensively with the project 

team to build a combined database of all variables in the study for each of the three cohort years. Data were 

inspected to ensure that they were coded properly for analyses and to check for other potential errors such as 

missing data.  Both descriptive statistics and a Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD) analyses were completed.  

Descriptive statistics 

Distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition 

Table 1 shows the distribution of students by cohort (i.e., academic year) and assignment to either the LLASS or 

control groups. A total of 1807 students across three academic years participated in the project.  

 

Distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition 

 LLASS Control Totals 

Cohort 1 - 2016-2017 academic year 354 254 608 

Cohort 2 - 2017-2018 academic year 353 209 562 

Cohort 3 - 2018-2019 academic year 401 236 637 

Totals  1108 699 1807 

Table 1. Distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition 

Demographic data by condition and cohort  

The distribution of student participants by ethnicity was consistent with the overall JCU student population 

during the 2017-2018 academic year (“JCU Profile,” 2018). Students in the Black/African American and 

Hispanic/Latino ethnic groups were somewhat overrepresented in the intervention groups.  

 

Ethnicity distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition JCU 

 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 All cohorts 2017-18* 

 Control LLASS Control LLASS Control LLASS Control LLASS Both All JCU 

White/ Caucasian  89.9% 79.8% 96.1% 85.4% 92.8% 85.5% 92.7% 83.7% 87.2% 82.9% 

Black/African 

American 
2.4% 7.6% 1.0% 5.2% 3.4% 4.2% 2.3% 5.6% 4.3% 5.1% 

Hispanic or 

Latino 
1.2% 5.6% 1.4% 3.4% 2.1% 6.5% 1.6% 5.2% 3.8% 3.3% 

Asian or Pacific 

Islander 
3.6% 2.3% 1.0% 4.3% 1.7% 2.5% 2.2% 3.0% 2.7% 2.2% 

Multiethnic or 

other 
2.8% 4.7% 0.5% 1.7% 0.0% 1.2% 1.2% 2.5% 2.0% 1.9% 

Table 2. Ethnicity distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition.  

* Distribution of full student population by ethnicity at JCU during the 2017-2018 academic year (“John Carroll University Profile,” 2018). 
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JCU students participating in the study across the final two years included 58% men and 42% women, which is a 

slight over-representation of men compared to their relative population at JCU as a whole. (see Table 3) The 

reason for the over-representation of men in the study is unclear, but the proportion of men versus women in 

the control and LLASS groups was consistent across the study.  

 

Gender distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition JCU 
 

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 All cohorts 2017-18* 
 

Control LLASS Control LLASS Control LLASS Control LLASS Both All JCU 

Male  45.6% 59.7% 54.1% 55.8% 53.6% 63.8% 53.8% 60.0% 57.7% 50.8% 

Female 54.4% 40.3% 45.9% 44.2% 46.4% 36.3% 46.2% 40.0% 42.3% 49.2% 

Table 3. Gender distribution of students by cohort and treatment condition 

* Distribution of full student population by ethnicity at JCU during the 2017-2018 academic year (“John Carroll University Profile,” 2018). 

RDD analyses  

The project team used a “sharp” RDD to examine the effect of the intervention near the cut-off point as 

determined by each student’s PAD and their placement into the LLASS intervention or control groups. Students 

from both groups completed the measures, but only students selected for the LLASS intervention enrolled in 

paired courses.   

 

The results of a regression discontinuity model that tested the effect of the aligned course intervention on 

students’ cumulative GPA at the end of their first year for all three cohorts is shown in Table 4 below. The effect 

size of the being in the LLASS group is indicated by the statistically significant beta weight of .103 with a 

significance level of .045. In other words, the predicted cumulative GPA of students in the LLASS group is .103 

points higher than students who were similar in terms of PAD scores but did not receive the aligned course 

intervention.  The R2 calculated for the model was .271, which indicates that 27% of the variation in cumulative 

GPA scores at the end of year 1 is explained by the model.  

 

 

Although this is an encouraging result, showing a positive effect of the intervention, the target effect size to 

meet What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) standard is 0.25. However, the WWC has published studies with effect 

sizes in the .1 to .2 range. Moreover, a few issues might have undermined the impact of the LLASS intervention, 

thereby impacting the effect size. There was a lack consistency in the implementation of the intervention across 

and between course pairings as well as evidence that some course and instructor pairings did not work as well 

as others. Consequently, the impact of the LLASS intervention might be understated. In addition, JCU’s student 

Regression discontinuity model for the effect of the LLASS intervention on Cumulative Year 1 GPA 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized  t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

(Constant) 3.002 .042  70.71 .000 

LLASS group .103 .052 .0 2.00 .045 

Predicted Academic Difficulty (PAD) -.031 .003 -1.14 -9.24 .000 

LLASS group x PAD .019 .003 .589 5.60 .000 

Table 4. Results of a regression discontinuity model that tested the effect of the aligned course intervention on students’ cumulative GPA at the end 

of Year 1.  
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body is relatively similar in terms of potential academic performance compared to students at other schools. It 

is possible that the effect of LLASS intervention was muted somewhat by this fact. It is quite possible that the 

effect of the intervention would be larger with a population of students with more variation in their academic 

abilities.  

 

The project team was also interested in examining the differences in cumulative GPA at the end of the students’ 

second year. At the time of this report, cumulative GPA data for the end of students’ second year were only 

available for cohorts 1 and 2. The beta coefficient for the LLASS intervention was not significant (see Table 5). 

For the students in this study, there was no intervention effect in terms of GPA by the end of their second year.  

 

Regression discontinuity model for the effect of LLASS on Cumulative Year 2 GPA 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized  t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

(Constant) 3.025 .051  59.094 .000 

LLASS group .094 .062 .072 1.499 .134 

Predicted Academic Difficulty (PAD) -.030 .004 -1.166 -7.644 .000 

LLASS group x PAD .019 .004 .605 4.652 .000 

Table 5. Results of a regression discontinuity model that tested the effect of the LLASS intervention on students’ cumulative GPA at the end of Year 2. 

This included only cohorts 1 and 2.  

 

Other outcome variables of interest in this study were enrollment status (see Table 6) and course credit 

completion ratios (see Table 7) through the end of the JCU students’ second year. Regression analyses for both 

of these variables were similar to the previous finding such that there was no indication of an effect for the 

aligned course intervention.  

 

Regression discontinuity model for the effect of LLASS on Enrollment Status after Year 2 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Beta t Sig. 

B Std. Error  

(Constant) .826 .039  21.329 .000 

Intervention group -.002 .047 -.003 -.049 .961 

Predicted Academic Difficulty (PAD) -.001 .003 -.076 -.431 .666 

Intervention group x PAD -.002 .003 -.110 -.727 .468 

Table 6. Results of a regression discontinuity model that tested the effect of the LLASS intervention on students’ enrollment status at the end of Year 

2. This included only cohorts 1 and 2. 

 

Regression discontinuity model for the effect of the LLASS on Course Credit Completion Ratios after Year 2 

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Beta t Sig. 

B Std. Error  

(Constant) .908 .015  58.921 .000 

Intervention group .027 .019 .077 1.431 .153 

Predicted Academic Difficulty (PAD) -.004 .001 -.545 -3.131 .002 

Intervention group x PAD .002 .001 .236 1.587 .113 

Table 7. Results of a regression discontinuity model that tested the effect of the LLASS intervention on students’ course credit completion ratios at 

the end of Year 2. This included only cohorts 1 and 2. 
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Regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between the treatment and cumulative GPA at 

the end of Year 1 with selected control variables from the CSI that have been shown to be correlated with 

academic performance (Stratil et al., 2010). While dropout proneness and desire to finish college were 

statistically significant factors in the model, the effects as indicated by their beta weights were not practically 

significant (see Table 8). Moreover, the inclusion of these control variables rendered the effect of the LLASS 

intervention to be statistically non-significant.   

 
Regression discontinuity model for the effect of the LLASS on Year 1 GPA with Control Variables 

Model 

Unstandardized  Standardized Beta 

t Sig. B Std. Error  

(Constant) 3.131 .136  23.05 .000 

LLASS group -.045 .080 -.037 -.57 .572 

Predicted Academic Difficulty (PAD) -.024 .006 -.939 -4.24 .000 

LASS group x PAD .014 .006 .449 2.52 .012 

 CSIB - Dropout proneness - Percentile  -.003 .001 -.112 -2.27 .024 

CSIB - Desire to Finish College percentile -.003 .001 -.121 -2.73 .007 

CSIB - Family Emotional Support percentile .001 .001 .051 1.29 .195 

CSIB - Study Habits (percentile) .000 .001 -.022 -.44 .657 

CSIB - Receptivity to Academic Assistance  .001 .001 .052 1.25 .213 

CSIB - Sociability percentile .000 .001 -.018 -.463 .643 

CSIB - Attitude Toward Educators percentile  .001 .001 .045 1.17 .244 

CSIB - Receptivity to Career Counseling percentile  -.001 .001 -.064 -1.73 .085 

CSIB - Receptivity to Social Enrichment  .004 .001 .163 4.06 .000 
Table 8. Results of a regression discontinuity model for the effect of the LLASS on Year 1 GPA with selected control variables.  

 

The same variables shown in Table 8 were also run with Year 2 cumulative GPA from cohorts 1 and 2 as the 

outcome variable. Similar to the results for Year 1 GPA, there was no statistical significance for the main effect 

of the LLASS intervention.  

Evaluation question 3. In what ways did students, instructors, and the institution benefit from the 

aligned course intervention? What were some of the negative impacts?  

Based on data gathered by the project team and the external evaluators, it appears that the aligned course 

intervention was perceived by stakeholders including students and instructors, as having positive effects such as 

the promotion of the development of cohort-based learning communities, enhancing academic performance, 

helping instructors gain a better understanding of the challenges their students face, and serving as a model for 

promoting a sense of collegiality and belonging among adjunct faculty.  Each of these areas is discussed in the 

next section. 

Promoting the development of cohort-based learning communities 

Many of the instructors observed that the paired course intervention did indeed result in student bonding and 

mutual support that is critical for promoting the organic development of learning communities, one of the 

primary desired impacts of the LLASS project.  One teacher reported that she witnessed her students helping 



John Carroll University FITW Year 4 External Evaluation Report – December 2019 | p. 15 

 

each other prepare and practice class presentations and would occasionally see the students in her class 

walking across campus together. As she mentioned,  

 

 

“Some of those particular pairs of courses were really interesting for students, and they really 

got a lot out of the connections that were formed. I heard from instructors that there was sort of 

a cohorting effect that happened because they had these classes together, they walked to 

classes together.”  

 

As another teacher said, 

 

 

“My students liked the combined classes, liked seeing the same students. They said it made 

them feel at home.” 

 

While most of the impacts from the enhanced student bonding were positive, some instructors actually 

observed some negative effects in what they described as negative group dynamics such as the emergence of a 

domineering individual, groupthink, and the development of in-groups and marginalized individuals within the 

larger group. As one teacher observed, 

 

 

“These students who come together develop a comradery among themselves that, in my mind, 

needs intervention. They cooperate with each other but a leader or two emerges and they are 

directing the group. They don’t think independently after a while and develop groupthink.”   

 

And as another teacher described, 

 

 

“This year, I saw it [bonding] but it was negative. That class had what I refer to as a ‘queen bee’ 

and the students flocked around her. That was really difficult because she was a challenging 

student, a good student, but challenging to work with.” 

 

Furthermore, the fact that the same group of students is together for two classes means the adverse effects 

from these kinds of negative dynamics are compounded. As one teacher observed,  

 

 

“The first year, I noted that there was a student who was ostracized by the rest of the class. 

Because the student was ostracized in one class they were ostracized in both classes because 

they were the same student.” 

 

While no students were interviewed in 2019, they did participate in a focus group in a prior year to give their 

thoughts regarding program progress, the impact on their learning, and the formation of a community of 

learners. Students attributed important positive outcomes to their participation in the aligned classes, including 

the following:  

 

• Assisted in forming friendships/social groups 

• Conversations continued outside of the classes 

• Able to form a study group more quickly since they may not have otherwise known other 

students 
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The full set of responses from the student survey is provided in Appendix C. 

Enhancing academic performance 

In terms of improved academic performance, the quantitative results indicated that the aligned course 

intervention did positively affect academic performance after the students’ first year as measured by cumulative 

GPA. Qualitative data from interviews with instructors provided additional evidence to suggest a positive impact 

on academic performance.  One instructor observed that several students who she felt would not normally have 

remained enrolled in her course actually passed the class. She stated,  

 

 

“I had a biology teacher who was impressed by the fact that many students who would 

normally not have survived passed the course, so apparently there was a good effect.” 

 

The grouping of students into paired courses also seemed to improve class attendance, which is critical for 

most students to succeed academically. One instructor described the observed impact on attendance.   

 

 

"There were only five or six absences across the entire semester for a class of seventeen students 

while in some of her other courses, it wouldn't be unusual for a single student to miss five 

classes.” 

 

Evidence from the student survey also indicated that the aligned course intervention had the desired effect of 

facilitating deeper learning. Students indicated that the aligned courses provided them with more opportunities 

to interact with other students to discuss the class and share resources. 

Gaining a better understanding of the challenges that students face 

For some instructors, being aware that students in their class were grouped based on potential academic 

difficulty was an aspect that was helpful and might have even boosted the positive impact of the intervention. It 

can be challenging for advisors and instructors to identify which students are struggling – or might struggle - 

because the students tend to be academically strong. As one teacher mentioned,  

 

 

"Here at JCU, the students are more traditional, and it's not as easy to recognize at-risk 

students." 

 

The aligned course intervention seemed to help some instructors see that there are students at JCU who are 

more vulnerable to experiencing academic difficulties, and having them in the same class helped them 

recognize it.  As one instructor put it,   

 

 

"I didn't know they actually had challenges until I had two classes. One was FITW, and the 

other was not. I was very skeptical about the idea of separating them out, I vehemently opposed 

it when we started talking about that, but then I volunteered to teach in FITW. Economic theory 

says it doesn't make sense, but then I saw there was value in it, and I changed my mind. I did 

not know the challenges they had, and it was awesome to add value by me understanding their 

challenges. I think it added a lot of value to my teaching.” 
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Some instructors specifically mentioned the benefits of grouping students who are more likely to struggle 

academically because in a class with more variation it can be difficult to find ways to teach that do not leave the 

struggling students behind or, conversely, fail to adequately challenge the students who are academically 

stronger. As one teacher put it, 

 

 

“It is easier for faculty to reach the need of the student when it is a homogeneous group. And 

even though I hate it, we always say diversity is great, now I’m advocating for grouping alike. In 

a regular class where you have a mix of students, when you give advice to specific students, 

they feel singled out. But if you’re giving it to the whole class, they just think it’s a normal thing. 

The whole idea is when they don’t know they’re learning, they respond better than when you do 

it intentionally. I know that they need more handholding. I realized that on the first quiz, 50% 

failed, so I have to have study hours. I had to do a lot more work, but I enjoyed it because I 

accepted it as a challenge.” 

 

But, without knowing if students are being grouped based on academic abilities, or understanding the specific 

issues that put these students together in that particular course, it is difficult for them to tailor their teaching 

approaches correctly or to know how best to intervene when a given student is struggling or how to best 

structure a class. In the prior interviews with faculty, they suggested that having access to the three inventories 

and their results in the aggregate could be more helpful in terms of how to advise students. One teacher said 

that they would have preferred a more open explanation of the project for both teachers and students and 

recommended that having both instructors address the students together to explain the rationale for the 

grouping and the rationale for the course pairing would have been helpful.  

Paired courses as a model for promoting a sense of collegiality and belonging among adjunct faculty  

A challenge that many higher education institutions are facing with increased reliance on adjunct instructors is 

how to promote a sense of collegiality and belonging within the institution. JCU’s use of a paired course 

strategy for introductory courses provides an encouraging model for achieving that outcome. Adjunct faculty 

who were interviewed for this project appreciated the opportunity to interact with other instructors and gained 

a better understanding of other departments at JCU. One of the instructors also appreciated the opportunities 

to share ideas with their paired instructor about how to improve each other’s courses and to develop strategies 

for helping specific students who might be struggling. As one instructor described,  

 

 

"There was one student in particular that I had the first year, and I was paired with someone 

from the speech department. That was the best experience I had with FITW, we had a very, very 

challenging student and the best part was we talked about it, we talked about strategy." 

 

Another instructor agreed and said,  

 

 

 “I have had similar experiences with students who are struggling, but at the other end, students 

who are performing exceptionally well, I’ve been able to work with my peer instructors to 

develop maybe more challenges or opportunities.  
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As another teacher mentioned,  

 

 

“Working with other faculty and learning about other departments. I have been in a silo for 

nearly 20 years. You focus on your department and your courses and students. To have the 

interchange is refreshing.” 

 

Professional development opportunities were also seen as a positive experience as illustrated by an instructor 

who said,  

 

 

"Another institutional benefit has been the effort to provide high-quality professional 

development, specifically to part-time instructors as part of this project, and I think there are 

benefits from that." 

Other impacts as reported by instructors in a 2018 survey 

Instructors had also completed a survey in 2018 in which they were asked to evaluate their experience as 

participants in the LLASS project. The results indicated that instructors felt most positive about the professional 

development and opportunities to network with fellow instructors and participate in a learning community. 

Instructors also felt positive about learning to become a better teacher by gaining knowledge about student 

learning styles and receiving advice about how to help students with academic setbacks. While mostly positive 

in their reactions, some instructors did indicate that they would like more support in terms of integrating their 

class with their teaching partner and would like more advice about how to help students cope with stress. The 

full set of results is provided in Appendix D.   

4. What lessons were learned in terms of how to identify and support students who are more likely 

to struggle academically at JCU? What are some other broader lessons learned? 

The LLASS project intervention placed students who might have more academic difficulties into paired courses 

to promote the development of a shared learning community and facilitate deeper learning through the 

alignment between different course topics. The freshman GPA scores of those in the aligned course were 

statistically significantly higher near the cutoff point than those in the control group. While some of the 

improvement might have been driven by the deeper learning promoted by the aligned courses, the qualitative 

data gathered from instructor surveys and interviews with students, instructors, advisors, and administrators 

indicate that grouping students did indeed lead to the development of supportive learning communities that 

likely played a role in the improved GPA.  

 

However, as both the quantitative and qualitative data suggest, effectively identifying and addressing the more 

academically vulnerable students at JCU will probably require interventions that target issues and problems that 

are not addressed by grouping students into paired courses. Input from instructors who figured out that 

students were selected based on PAD indicated that they would have preferred having more information about 

what issues each student was facing so they could provide additional targeted guidance for specific students.  
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Recommendations 

The evidence and information provided in this report clearly show that students, instructors, and the institution 

have benefited from JCU’s investment in the LLASS project. Below are recommendations regarding what 

aspects of the LLASS project JCU should consider maintaining as well as other suggestions for JCU to consider 

as they continue to examine strategies for effectively identifying and supporting students at JCU who are more 

likely to have academic challenges. It should be noted that recommendations are limited to efforts and actions 

that strike a balance between impact and feasibility and tried to avoid suggestions that would likely require 

large systemic or structural changes at the university.  

Elements of the aligned course intervention that should be retained or modified  

Grouping students into paired courses 

The observable student bonding and mutual support that emerged from grouping students into paired courses 

suggests that some effort should still be made to design this into the freshman curriculum. Based on input from 

instructors and administrators, however, it is recommended that JCU use a process for pairing courses and 

instructors that is driven by or at least includes more input from course instructors. The top-down approach for 

the LLASS project resulted in some teacher pairings that did not function well for reasons including pedagogical 

differences, disparities in instructors’ willingness to modify their course designs, and challenges in finding 

alignment between some courses. Teachers mentioned that they would like to have more say about whom they 

are paired with and expressed a preference for keeping the same pairing from year to year. This continuity 

would allow the relationships between teacher pairings to grow, and it would enable them to continually 

improve their aligned courses. This continuity would give instructors more opportunities to bond and work 

together to develop ideas and improve the alignment between the courses.  

 

Some instructors experienced challenges with the emergence of negative dynamics such as groupthink and 

ostracization in their classes. If JCU maintains the practice of grouping students into paired courses, instructors 

should be provided with opportunities to learn more about how to prevent or how to identify address negative 

dynamics that can undermine learning.  

Grouping students who are more likely to have academic challenges 

Some instructors found that the grouping of students was helpful. They explained that the needs of students 

who might struggle academically are often overlooked or – if addressed – can impede the progress of a course. 

Knowing that their course was comprised of such students enabled them to consider and adapt their teaching 

practices for the benefit of the entire class. These instructors indicated that they would prefer to know more 

specific information about the specific challenges faced by their students. Grouping students and providing 

instructors with more information about their students’ challenges is something that JCU should consider 

maintaining. Some instructors, however, might adjust their teaching approach in a way that fails to 

appropriately challenge students who are deemed at risk for academic difficulties due to low expectations. If 

JCU decides to continue grouping students in paired courses, careful decisions should be made regarding what 

information should be shared with instructors, and some effort should be made to ensure that instructors are 

using this information in a way that improves rather than undermines learning.  

The pre-registration process 
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The preregistration process for freshman students also seemed to be an overall positive aspect of the project 

that should be kept. The decreased stress on the part of students, instructors, and administrators suggests that 

this might be worth continuing in the future.  

Developing a feasible method to accurately assess variables that are most predictive of academic difficulty.  

What emerged from this project is that the LLASS intervention can have a positive impact on students who 

might struggle academically. The challenge becomes how best to identify these students. For the purposes of 

this project, the JCU team utilized the CSI which has been well-validated and produces a report that includes 

tailored recommendations in terms of the areas in which a given student might need guidance. This 

information can certainly be a valuable tool that JCU should consider maintaining, particularly for gathering 

information about incoming freshmen.  

 

While the CSI is valuable in terms of collecting predictive information regarding attitudes it also has limitations. 

Many of the variables or problems measured by the CSI such as issues related to career interests, social 

connectedness, desire to finish college, and financial stresses do not emerge until the student has been 

enrolled for some time and might not become problematic. In addition, some of the more difficult problems 

that students might face after being enrolled can be very serious and lead to negative outcomes that are even 

worse than struggling academically. Mental health issues can arise after the student has enrolled. Other issues, 

of course, are less serious but should be assessed accurately to ensure that the right intervention is used. 

Financial stress is a very common problem among students, but simply identifying that the student is suffering 

from financial stress is not enough. It is also important to then determine if the student is experiencing real 

financial hardships or if they are – in fact – just not aware of the services and aid that are available to them. 

 

It is recommended that the JCU team work towards the development of a customized assessment tool that 

targets the key variables and issues associated with academic difficulty or a lack of thriving for students at JCU. 

This tool can – and should – include adapted elements from the CSI, the EQ-I, and TQ that are determined to be 

important predictors for students at JCU as previously described.  

 

Such a tool could be feasibly administered on a regular and periodic basis so that problems can be detected as 

they emerge. More importantly, the tool could be designed to identify problems more specifically to ensure the 

right guidance is provided. For example, the CSI and similar tools include questions to identify if students are 

experiencing financial pressures but are not designed to determine whether students understand the financial 

assistance that is available to them at a particular institution. In addition, a customized tool could be revised if 

additional issues are identified that need to be measured.   

 

Developing a tool that is targeted and sensitive to the issues faced by JCU students would provide more useful 

information to those who provide student guidance by providing them with only the information that is most 

relevant and minimizing the potentially overwhelming complexity and confusion that can result from a tool 

measures too many variables. Consequently, it would enable advisors or faculty members to more easily 

provide clear and effective guidance for a particular student.  The limited number of variables measured would 

also enhance the utility of the GlyphEd tool that has been developed to provide a way to visually assess and 

identify problems for a specific student or patterns that might be emerging within specific groups of students.  
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This kind of effort can be initially time-consuming and expensive. But once the tool is developed, it will belong 

to JCU and can be updated and revised as needed. We recommend that the project team seek out funding in 

their efforts to develop this tool. One example to consider is the National Science Foundation's Improving 

Undergraduate STEM Education Program (IUSE) grant. 

 

Identifying or developing an assessment method or tool for obtaining actionable data on factors that predict 

student success at JCU – in conjunction with the CSI - will be a critical component in JCU’s efforts to identify 

and support students who might need extra guidance.  

Identify ways to facilitate student bonding outside of courses 

One of the primary desired outcomes of the aligned course intervention was to facilitate the development of 

social groups that would support each other academically, and presumably also in terms of social support. 

Given the logistical complexities of grouping students in classes, finding additional approaches for promoting 

student bonding could result in some viable alternatives. For example, freshmen could be placed into groups of 

eight to ten students who would be expected to meet periodically over the course of their freshman year. The 

meetings could be facilitated by an upperclassman who would ensure that each session provided opportunities 

to share concerns, suggest ideas, provide information, and promote mutual support. This approach would also 

be an effective way to continually gather information regarding the factors that are hindering or supporting 

student success and thriving to better ensure that JCU’s resources are aligned with students’ needs.   

Provide more information about services to both students and instructors 

Based on discussions with administrators, it appears that instructors will sometimes make incorrect referrals for 

their students. From the student survey, most students reported that they believe JCU provides adequate 

support services, but some students reported not knowing how to access the services or that the services did 

not meet their specific needs. JCU should engage in some efforts to determine if and why services are being 

underutilized and what can be done to address any gaps, including a lack of knowledge about where students 

should go for specific services. It appears that some students in the communication department might be 

looking into the issue as part of their capstone project to see if JCU is using the right means to communicate 

with students about its services. This issue certainly seems like an option worth exploring.  

Communicating the results across JCU  

A few instructors in the focus groups mentioned the importance of communicating what has been learned 

through this project and what JCU plans to do moving forward. The JCU team should put together a plan to 

communicate the benefits of the program and describe in as much detail as possible plans for moving forward 

in JCU’s efforts to identify students who might be at risk academically and to ensure that all students receive 

the guidance they need to not only succeed academically and graduate but also thrive at JCU and develop as 

adults. It is recommended that developing a core presentation to deliver a consistent message across JCU but 

also tailored modules to be delivered to specific departments or groups, particularly with regards to next steps 

and any follow-up discussion about the implications of those next steps for that department or group.  
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Appendix B – Focus Group/Interview Protocol 

Instructors only 

Impact of the aligned-course design on teachers’ views and approach to at-risk students.  

• In what ways, if any, did the aligned-course design change your views regarding the challenges faced by 

at-risk students?  

• In what ways, if any, has it changed your approach to teaching at-risk students? 

• What, if any, other benefits did you experience through your involvement in this effort? 

• The emergence of “communities of learners” was one of the intended outcomes of the aligned-course 

design. To what extent did you see this occur? What, if anything, more could have been done to facilitate 

the formation and continuation of these groups?     

Faculty advisors only 

How they define the faculty advisor role.     

The faculty advisor role certainly varies among institutions and individuals. At one end of the spectrum, the 

advisor might serve only to help students select the right courses for their plan of study. At the other end, the 

advisor might play an active role in helping the student develop a plan, monitoring for signs of existing or 

potential academic problems, and providing direct or referred guidance to address the student’s challenges or 

barriers.  

• In your view, what is the role of the faculty advisor here at JCU? What levels of guidance should the faculty 

advisor provide to students?  

Academic administrators only 

Reflections regarding the benefits and challenges of the FITW project.  

• In your view, in what ways have students benefitted from the FITW project? 

• In your view, in what ways has the institution benefited from the FITW project? 

• Looking back, what – if any – changes would you have made to the intervention and/or implementation? 

Why? 

Follow up for instructors and faculty advisors only 

• Looking back, what – if any – changes would you have made to the intervention and/or 

implementation? Why? 

Instructors, Faculty advisors, and Academic administrators 

Ideas regarding the early alert and advising of at-risk students. 

The emergence of learning communities addresses some - but not every issue/factor - that can undermine a 

students’ academic success and continued enrollment.   

• In your view, what are the most common challenges/barriers that undermine a student’s ability to succeed 

or remain enrolled here at JCU? Or – another way to phrase it - what do you look for when you’re trying to 

determine if a given student might struggle?  

Follow up for instructors and faculty advisors only 

• [For each challenge/barrier] Do you typically have the information you need to identify the 

challenges/barriers for a given student? What – if any – additional information would be helpful? 

Instructors, Faculty advisors, and Academic administrators 

Perceptions regarding the availability and effectiveness of JCU’s support resources. 
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• Does JCU offer enough services to help students address these challenges or barriers?  

• If not available, what kinds of resources or services should be made available? 

• What can we do to make students better aware of our services?  

• Other than a lack of awareness – what other barriers might prevent a student from taking advantage of 

these services?  
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Appendix C - Results from student focus groups  

Impact on Learning 

 

• Most students reported that JCU provides adequate support services, but some students reported now 

knowing how to access the services or that the services did not meet their specific needs for specific classes. 

 

• Students in the linked classes reported a number of benefits to the linked classes including: 

o Assisted in forming friendships/social groups 

o Facilitated learning by having someone to discuss with, explain, and share resources. 

o Conversations continued outside of the classes 

 

Community of Learners 

 

• Students in the linked classes reported that they could form a study group more 

quickly since they may not have otherwise known other students. 

 

• Some students in linked classes reported maintaining membership in electronic 

groups from their freshman year even though no one has commented in them for a 

year. 

 

• Students in both the control and Intervention groups reported that they were members of a 

community of learners by their sophomore year and did not differentially report 

being in a community of learners their freshman year. 

 

• Both groups reported benefiting from participating in community of learners that 

were related to either sports or clubs on campus with some sport teams requiring 

students to attend collective study periods. 

 

• Both groups reported that having upperclassmen within their community of 

learners was helpful as they could provide advice and support to the 

underclassmen. 

 

• Both groups reported that by sophomore year they felt like a member of their 

major’s community of learners and that had more classes in common as they 

progress through their major. 

 

• Some students reported that the business school was more successful in 

developing a community of learners and that this school emphasized networking 

more than the sciences. 
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Appendix D - Results from the 2018 faculty survey  
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