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The education of under-prepared college students is a topic that interested and 

motivated this researcher to conduct a study on learning communities and measuring 

change in writing apprehension and locus of control of developmental students at a 

community college. Higher education is generally viewed as a place for the intellectually 

elite. However, more institutions are finding that students are enrolling at post-secondary 

institutions lacking proficiency in basic skills such as mathematics, reading, and writing. 

This study focused on the developmental studies area of writing.  

A limited, but growing, number of institutions are pursuing differing ways of 

addressing the educational needs of students at risk of possible failure. Astin's (1984, 

1999) foundational research states that locus of control is a factor of consideration to 

facilitate academic success for college students who are coming to some resolve about 

whether they have influence over, or if their effort in college is directly correlated with, 

successful outcomes; that is, students' beliefs about control being external or by chance 

opposed to internal based on effort or involvement. Pajares' (2003) research which is 

grounded in Bandura's work (1986) found that students' beliefs about their writing have 

an influence on academic outcomes. 



The purpose of this study was to contribute to the sparse body of knowledge in 

developmental education and the success of developmental writing students. The goal 

was to increase the knowledge base about developmental writing students at a two-year 

college and their engagement in a learning community. This study examined the effect of 

a learning community intervention for students attending a community college. 

Specifically, the study included an experimental component to examine through pre- and 

post-test measures the pedagogical implications and strategies to determine if there was 

an improvement in locus of control and writing apprehension. The study was to 

determine if three groups of community college students enrolled in a variation of two 

courses would achieve positive academic outcomes after a semester of participation in the 

learning community as measured by the Writing Apprehension Measure (WAM) and the 

Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale (ANS-IE). One group was 

involved in a loosely linked learning community, i.e., co-enrolled in a college success 

course (CSS 110) and developmental English writing (ENGL 81). A second group was 

enrolled only in ENGL 81 and a third group was enrolled only in CSS 110. 

The analysis of covariance concludes that there was no statistical significance in 

the posttest results among the three groups after controlling for the pretest score. The 

instruments used were measures of writing apprehension and locus of control. The level 

of writing apprehension and the higher levels of extrinsic locus of control were noted. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Over time, all types of colleges have seen increases in students who are under-

prepared or have academic proficiency issues. "It is likely that at least 78% of higher 

education institutions enroll underprepared students and that in all probability, more than 

30% of the students require remediation" (Merisotis & Phipps, 2000, p. 71). There have 

been an alarming number of students in need of developmental supports for decades. 

Ninety percent of colleges and universities, including many elite institutions, now offer 

some type of remedial coursework (Tinto, 1998). With this increase, policy analysts and 

governmental decision makers are asking new questions about the success of "at-risk" 

students. The number of students that are admitted to college and required to take what 

are now termed "developmental courses" has consistently been increasing. It is estimated 

that these students, who have historically been referred to as "remedial," make up over 

40% of students entering college (Kane & Rouse, 1999; Tinto, 1998).  

Significance of the Study 

With the exception of the few elite institutions, most colleges do not have the 

luxury of limiting their student body exclusively to fully prepared applicants. To do so 

would too often result in a negative impact on projected enrollments (Hodgekinson, 

1985; Strassen, 2003). Most public institutions have to admit students with academic 

deficiencies, because they are committed to training and contributing to a literate 

workforce within their state. Inadequate preparation is said to be attributed to lack of 

communication between K-12 and higher education (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). Colleges 

knowingly admit students who will need academic supports to be successful. The notion 

is that everyone is entitled to continue their education (Carnevale & Rose, 2004). Thus, 

developmental education is needed in all types of institutions.  
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History of Community Colleges 

Colleges of the late 1700s, during the Aristocratic period, served only white upper 

class males. These families could afford the high cost of tuition. Their only goal was to 

prepare these young men to be leaders in society. Moreover, there were very few career 

options. These young men had a choice of medicine, law or religion. In spite of the 

prestige and academic rigor currently associated with these discipline areas, the young 

men of this period were not necessarily motivated or academically prepared. However, 

their family names afforded them admission (Barna, Haws, & Knefelkamp, 1978).   

Meritocracy replaced Aristocracy and lasted until the 1950s. In short, the 

economically advantaged were being replaced by the academically talented. Intellectual 

ability is what earned most students a space in higher education's classrooms. The more 

talented students insisted on further diversity in the curriculum to meet their diverse 

needs, interests and the changes in employment opportunities. (Astin and Sax, 1998 & 

Cross, 1976).  

William Rainey Harper, back in the late 19
th

 century, was University of Chicago’s 

founding president, who transformed higher education by introducing the concept of a 

six-year high school, which provided the lower-level university coursework that exposed 

students to the prerequisite courses in preparation for junior and senior-level college 

material. The purpose was to provide access to more students without imposing more 

demands on the university (Kane and Rouse, 1999).  Moreover, community colleges were 

designed to provide an education to a broader population in society. Therefore, they were 

established with open admissions policies. Remediation is often a necessity, because 

absent selective admissions policies some students are admitted without the requisite 

skills. "If remedial education in higher education is to exist at all, it is argued, it should be 

located in the 'lower levels' of the higher education system" (Tinto, 1998, p.1). In fact, 

two-year colleges are believed to be better at serving this population of students. The 

value of this study is that learning communities in higher education aim to retrench 
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student isolation, while improving the academic outcomes. The study seeks to 

demonstrate the role of learning communities in student retention and academic success.  

"With relatively little fanfare, community colleges have emerged in the last 40 

years as an increasingly dynamic and important part of the postsecondary education 

system in the United States. They enroll some 6.2 million full- and part-time students – 

more than four out of every 10 American undergraduates. Another 5 million students of 

all ages attend community college for noncredit courses" (Shaffer, 2008, p.1). Their 

flexible admissions policies generally require only a GED or a high school diploma, 

bringing large groups of underprepared or high-risk students to college. These two-year 

institutions help to provide post-secondary education to students whose resources and 

college options are scarce. Community colleges do not require high standards for 

admission; although they do have standards and requisite skills and competencies 

required to enroll in credit bearing or college level courses (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). 

According to the Special 20th Anniversary Edition of the Community College Week, 

"Public two-year institutions have struggled for decades to remediate students. They have 

succeeded at times, but mostly those institutions have failed" (Pulley, 2008). As part of 

their mission, community colleges seek ways to best educate these students in order to 

prepare an economically sound workforce (McCabe, 2003).   

In City Community College (BCCC), remedial needs are extensive. Sixty-five 

percent of first-time college students need remediation in each of the fundamental areas 

(mathematics, English and reading (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). According to a report 

published by the Community College Research Center (1999), nearly 60% of students 

enrolled in a community college must take at least one remedial course. For more than a 

decade, developmental education programs have been under scrutiny. Less than 50% of 

high school graduates take college preparation courses (Gaither, 1999). The Maryland 

Higher Education Commission in 1996 started conducting a study of remediation in 

Maryland public institutions. Low test scores in elementary and secondary education and 
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low graduation rates at the post-secondary level had public officials questioning the 

funding spent on remedial instruction. In addition, the general public had the 

misconception that remediation at any college was a repeat of skills that should have been 

learned in high school. In fact, "Over 50 percent of students entering all postsecondary 

education institutions will take remedial courses, many in several subject areas" (Kirst & 

Venezia, 2004, p.1). 

Towson University, for example, began offering free tuition to students who 

graduated in the top 10 percent of their high school class. After discovering that finishing 

in the top decile doesn't guarantee academic preparedness, the university began paying 

for scholarship winners to acquire basic skills at BCCC prior to enrolling at Towson 

(Pulley, 2008, p. 10). 

In recent years, community colleges have become an alternative choice for many 

students seeking post-secondary education, who have not planned to attend college while 

in high school. Shaffer (2008) stated: 

With relatively little fanfare, community colleges have emerged in the last 

40 years as an increasingly dynamic and important part of the 

postsecondary education system in the United States. They enroll some 6.2 

million full- and part-time students—more than four out of every 10 

American undergraduates. Another 5 million students of all ages attend 

community college for noncredit courses. (p. 1)  

Their flexible admissions policies generally require only a GED or a high school 

diploma, bringing large groups of underprepared or high-risk students to college. These 

two-year institutions help to provide post-secondary education to students whose 

resources and college options are scarce. According to the Special 20th Anniversary 

Edition of the Community College Week, "Public two-year institutions have struggled for 

decades to remediate students. They have succeeded at times, but mostly those 

institutions have failed" (Pulley, 2008, p. 6). As part of their mission, community colleges 
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seek ways to best educate these students in order to prepare an economically sound 

workforce (McCabe, 2003).  

As K-12 schools, community colleges and 4-year institutions continue to operate 

in silos, students attending community colleges may continue to confront roadblocks to 

success in higher education Tinto (1993, 2008). However, community colleges are 

leading in our nation's quest for training our workforce (Kane & Rouse, 1999). High 

school students need access to information to include academic preparation and the 

college application process to be successful in college. Therefore, the open access policy 

is not enough for entering community college students; successful transitioning with 

strategies that facilitate successful outcomes is imperative for all students entering 

college (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). Policies of admissions and enrollment at community 

colleges are simultaneously both positive and negative. Students entering can have 

immediate access with little to no preparation when entering. They can complete an 

application and enroll all in the same day, sometimes a day or so before the semester 

begins. This is the reality of open admissions, but it provides many challenges for the 

student in need of remediation and the faculty and staff who have to serve this population 

of community college students, as described in Kirst and Venezia (2004). For diverse 

groups of students aspiring to earn bachelor's degrees, community college is their entry 

into higher education through a transfer program. However, many have less confidence 

and academic skills, which can impact their success (Conway, 2010; Kane & Rouse, 

1999).  

Kane and Rouse (1999) acknowledged that, initially, two years at community 

college or freshman and sophomore year was a mirror image of college courses taken at 

4-year colleges and universities. As the years have passed there is more vocational 

training, and students opt to enroll in terminal programs or settle for an Associate's 

degree when discouraged or lacking the motivation to persist and earn the bachelor's 

degree (Astin, 1984, 1999; Kirst & Venezia, 2004). Additionally, remediation is a 
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primary role at the community college level, as policy makers move to discontinue 

remedial education at the 4-year college level. They are viewed as the experts in 

developmental education and remediation. However, critics of community colleges often 

view them negatively, because less than one-half of students who enter a two-year 

college ever earn any degree (Kane & Rouse, 1999). According to Tinto (1993, 2008), 

community college students have a higher dropout rate than 4-year colleges and 

universities, which can be attributed to the make-up of the colleges being primarily 

commuter institutions, which makes it more difficult for students to be involved and 

immersed in the academic and social life of the campus. Overall, the result is often poorer 

academic outcomes for students enrolled in community colleges. 

Developmental Education Through Learning Communities 

"Successful programs begin with a well-defined mission statement and a set of 

program goals addressing specific areas" (Casazza & Silverman, 1996, p. 72). The 

mission of the developmental education program should be consistent with the overall 

mission of the institution. There are a variety of organizational structures for 

developmental programs. They are typically decentralized, being housed in various 

academic departments; for example, developmental writing is in the English Department, 

and developmental mathematics in Mathematics. There are, however, some centralized 

programs that are housed inside a college, such as a College of Undergraduate Education 

or the former General College at the University of Minnesota. Two-year colleges more 

often have decentralized programs, with a report by Boylan, Bonham, and Bliss (1994) 

stating mandatory placement in remedial courses contributes to greater attrition rates. 

Implementing learning communities has been found to improve the performance of 

students in need of remediation. Tinto (1998, 2008) found that learning communities 

contributed positively towards retention of developmental participants. The preliminary 

results of a study conducted by Tinto and colleague Cathy Engstrom at Syracuse 
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University on developmental coursework (termed basic skills courses by that study's 

researchers) and learning communities found positive academic outcomes. A four-year 

study included 19 campuses, 13 of which were 2-year colleges. The end result was that 

students performed better and felt better about their ability to be successful.  

Approximately 2,209,079 developmental students are served annually by 

American colleges and universities" (Boylan, 1995, p. 1). Moreover, good developmental 

programs are aligned with the regular education curriculum and regularly assessed 

(Boylan, 1999). A limited, but growing, number of institutions are pursuing different 

ways of addressing the educational needs of students potentially at risk of failure. 

Initiatives to retain students have reported greater returns than in the past (A Project of 

the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy, 2001). 

Oversized lecture halls, inconsistent feedback, and objective tests do not reflect 

the best practices in pedagogy. A meaningful link is needed between teaching and 

learning—a paradigm shift from familiar ways of instructing students to a method where 

students are less isolated and more involved in their learning process (Smith, 1983). 

Learning communities are one of a few initiatives which boast positive outcomes. (Tinto, 

1998) research found that developmental students' academic success and attitudes about 

learning improved as a result of their participation in learning communities. According to 

Tinto, Goodsell-Love, and Russo (1993), students' deep learning, achievement, and 

persistence were enhanced by their involvement in collaborative learning environments, 

also referred to as learning communities. These positive results were found to be the case 

in environments where students deliberately registered as participants, or added the 

courses, because they registered late and it was their only choice. In addition, learning 

communities represent the majority of collaboration that occurs between students, their 

peers, and faculty members on two-year college campuses (Bloom & Sommo, 2005; 

Gabelnick, Macgregor, Matthews & Smith, 1990). 
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Since their inception in the late 1920s, learning communities have had numerous 

names and instructional designs. Although learning community is the preferred term, 

other terms throughout the literature include learning clusters, triads, federated learning 

communities, and coordinated or integrated studies (O'Banion, 1997). The underlying 

body of research on learning communities by Gabelnick et al. (1990) states that the 

concept is the reason for the majority of collaboration occurring between students, their 

peers, and faculty members.  

This shared knowledge seeks to create a level of cohesiveness among diverse 

peers within a campus environment that is established in the learning community 

concept. Peers are more likely to get to know one another as a result of shared experience 

(Tinto, 1998). According to Chickering and Reisser (1993), "Perhaps the closest 

facsimile to residence hall communities for commuter students is involvement in a 

learning community" (p. 414). Learning communities in the simplest form couple two 

courses around a thematic area and register a cohort of students, with an average of 

twenty-five in a small learning group (Gabelnick et al., 1990).  

There are several variations of learning communities (Gabelnick et al., 1990; 

Strassen, 2003). One is a loosely linked program where courses from various disciplines 

connect around a central theme. A foundational study by McCarthy, Meier, and Rinderer 

(1985) determined college students' perception of their own behaviors necessary for 

academic success, such as writing apprehension and locus of control, can influence 

outcomes. The purpose of their research was to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of psychological variables associated with college students' writing 

outcomes. Two of these psychological variables are writing apprehension and locus of 

control, which are two dependent variables in this study. Both Bandura (1997) and 

English composition researchers, such as Flower and Hayes (1981), have studied the 

variables related to this study. The former studied anxiety, which is general intense 

uneasiness, while this study focuses on writing apprehension, which is specific 
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uneasiness or distress in anticipation of writing. Bandura (1997) further described 

academic or scholastic anxiety as egregious worry about unmet goals, uncontrollable 

worries about tomorrow or the future. He suggested that this type of performance arousal, 

often seen with mathematics, can be conquered by self-regulatory skills which he called 

self-efficacy and this trait is positively related to locus of control.  

Developmental Learning 

The construct of developmental learning views learning as an evolving process; 

therefore using an eclectic approach taking into consideration a variety of disciplines. 

The idea is that individuals mature, grow, and develop from exposure. The belief is that 

learning is the result of human, natural, and behavioral sciences (Hashway, 1998). All 

academic programs must be deeply rooted in fundamental skills. Often, developmental 

students display a lack of interest in their studies and appear insecure about their own 

academic abilities. Curriculum is developed to either remediate or enrich and must hold 

true to the process of human growth and development, which emphasizes the need to 

strive for independent learning.  

Locus of Control 

Locus of control when measured assesses an individual's beliefs about certain 

behaviors that they have some control over and effects desired outcomes (Bandura, 

1997). Similar to Astin's (1984) landmark developmental theory, it focuses on students' 

choices and overall effort, including both quantity and quality. Actually, it is a student's 

involvement or their engagement in the collegiate environment. This is a theory that 

developmental faculty can use to create Freshmen Year Experience (FYE) courses, which 

help to facilitate student learning. A foundational study by Lefcourt (1982) described 

students' behavior as learned helplessness. More recent trends associated with 

developmental students focus more on the locus of control construct. As well, the above 
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referenced research can be used as teachers and administrators develop learning 

communities for selected community college cohorts. Fazey and Fazey (2001) conducted 

a study that required faculty to address through their teaching methods any deficiencies 

college students may have which could have a negative influence on their academic 

outcomes. Surprisingly, in this study, there were no statistically significant differences in 

writing apprehension based on age and gender. In terms of this study, the desired 

behavior is viewed in terms of a shift from external to internal locus of control. Other 

researchers have found similar results in writing apprehension. Therefore, gender and age 

are provided as only descriptive analyses in this study. 

Writing Apprehension 

Many foundational studies conducted on the undergraduate population have 

reported a relationship between students' beliefs about their writing and actual 

achievement in writing (Pajares, 2003). According to Hacket and Betz (1989), students' 

thoughts and beliefs about their ability—in this case, writing—was a better predictor of 

success. Therefore, faculty's influence is very important to help establish students' 

confidence and improved competence. It is faculty members' support of students and their 

ability to be a positive influence for the student that facilitates successful outcomes. 

These links between locus of control, writing apprehension, and the impact of learning 

communities will form part of the foundation for this research. 

Flower and Hayes (1981), in a classic study, stated that college students who 

believe in their knowledge base and skill set have begun to develop a sense of self-

efficacy, and are more likely to use adaptive strategies to overcome anxiety and low 

motivation, while achieving their academic pursuits and ultimately their professional 

goals. Psychologists suggest that writers take active control of their lives, learn to manage 

their time and prioritize (Bandura, 1997). Similarly, Flower and Hayes (1981) stated that 

advising students to accept responsibility for the quality of their writing assignments 
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parallels psychologists' suggestions that their clients present internal control over 

themselves to enhance quality of life, which will later in this study be defined as internal 

locus of control. These are both academic and life-long skills. However, Flower and 

Hayes (1981) reported a relationship between students' locus of control and writing. 

Bandura (1997) also described individuals experiencing anxiety as obsessed with 

the need to fulfill their academic demands; they are hard on themselves and take full 

responsibility for their success or failure, which is essentially internal locus of control. In 

1985, McCarthy et al. reported on a landmark study conducted at Southern Illinois 

University (SIU). The university has two campuses, Carbondale and Edwardsville. They 

conducted two studies. Their initial research assessed 137 freshmen students enrolled in 

English in the fall; the second study was a population of 60 students in the spring. Many 

of the students in the sample were basic writing students. Basic writing at SIU is a 

remedial or developmental course, designed for students who need extra support with 

writing skills that can lead to success in subsequent English courses or other courses that 

require writing. The English curriculum at SIU is designed so students are registered for 

the developmental course and the required general education English course in 

consecutive semesters with the same instructor, referred to by educators as "looping." 

Courses are paced and sequenced to provide more assistance for those enrolled. Since a 

large number of the students were taking basic writing, this means during class they had 

opportunities to draft, edit and revise, and discuss their writing with instructors and peers. 

All participants were administered a measure created by the researchers called The Self-

Assessment of Writing (1985) that required them to express feelings about writing. Also, 

Rotter's (1966) Generalized Expectancies of Internal Versus External Control of 

Reinforcement measure was used. The researchers reported that of these two measures, 

anxiety was significantly related to writing performance, but no significant relationship 

with locus of control was found.  
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Meir, McCarthy and Schmeck (1984) conducted a study at Southern Illinois 

University with freshmen who were taking remedial writing, required freshman writing, 

or honors writing courses. More than half of the participants (54%) were in a remedial 

course. High efficacy expectations were positively related to good writing performance. 

Participants with an internal locus of control were better at estimating their writing skills 

than participants who scored more external, although participants in all groups were more 

likely than not to overestimate their overall outcomes. In a similar study, the lower 

students' scores were on anxiety or writing apprehension measure, the greater their 

writing outcomes. The researchers recommended that further study should be conducted 

to examine the effects of students' overestimating ability on outcomes (Meir et al., 1984). 

While the McCarthy et al. (1985) study is similar to this research, little is known about 

the details of the actual research design and the interventions are vaguely mentioned.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the sparse body of knowledge in 

developmental education and the success of developmental writing students. The goal 

was to increase the knowledge base about developmental writing students at a two-year 

college and their engagement in a learning community. This study examined the effect of 

a learning community intervention for students attending a community college. 

Specifically, the study included an experimental component to examine through pre- and 

post-test measures the pedagogical implications and strategies to determine if there was 

an improvement in locus of control and writing apprehension. The study was to 

determine if three groups of community college students enrolled in a variation of two 

courses would achieve positive academic outcomes after a semester of participation in the 

learning community. One group was involved in a loosely linked learning community, 

i.e., co-enrolled in a college success course (CSS 110) and developmental English writing 
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(ENGL 81). A second group was enrolled only in ENGL 81 and a third group was 

enrolled only in CSS 110. Details of these class assignments are included in Chapter III. 

Astin's (1993) inputs, environment, and outcomes assessment model is a 

framework designed to study the overall development of college students. First, inputs 

can be described as the demographics of the individual student when entering college. 

Second, the environment refers to the entire campus setting that each student is exposed 

to daily, which includes peers, faculty, staff, and program policies. Lastly, outcomes are 

determined by the growth and/or development in the student after interactions and 

experiences (Astin, 1993).  

For this quasi-experimental study, the inputs are the pre-test measures of the 

dependent variables for students identified as developmental writers. In the context of a 

community college, the environment is a learning community project consisting of three 

treatment groups as defined by two linked courses, a developmental English course, and a 

first-year college success course. The outputs are the students' positive change in beliefs 

on the post-test surveys of the Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale 

and the Writing Apprehension Measure. 

Statement of the Problem 

This research considered the experience of developmental students enrolled in one 

of three treatment groups: a loosely-linked learning community consisting of two courses 

(CSS 110, College Success Seminar/ Freshman Year Experience course, and ENGL 81, 

Developmental English, the second in a sequence of three developmental courses), CSS 

110 alone, or ENGL 81 alone. CSS 110 provides students tools to empower themselves to 

become active learners. The goal of this course is to help students rid themselves of 

"learned helplessness" and become internally motivated to succeed and to develop a 

sense of self-efficacy. Instructors teach students to set goals and transfer specific 

strategies to content-based curriculum. Students enrolled must develop a belief system 
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that supports hard work and the belief that patience can pay off. The course seeks to 

develop a positive attitude as a key to success.  

In the study, underprepared college students were enrolled in a Composition 

Skills 1 course-ENGL 81, which is the second course in a sequence of three 

developmental writing courses. Students are placed in this course based on their 

ACCUPLACER Test (college computerized placement exam) scores. The other course is 

called the College Success Seminar. "CSS 110 provides an opportunity for students to 

learn and apply strategies shown to promote success in college and in life" (Baltimore 

City Community College Catalog, 1996-1998, p.117).  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Because of the exploratory nature of this study, the hypotheses are stated in null 

form. Using ANCOVA to analyze the data, the following questions were answered. 

Research Question 1. Is there a statistically significant difference between the 

scores on a measure of writing apprehension of two treatment groups of developmental 

students compared to developmental students in a loosely-linked learning community at a 

two-year college? 

Hypothesis 1: After controlling for initial level of writing apprehension, there is 

no statistically significant difference in level of writing apprehension by treatment group 

at the end of the treatment. 

Research Question 2. Is there a statistically significant difference between the 

scores on a measure of locus of control of two treatment groups of developmental 

students compared to developmental students in a loosely-linked learning community at a 

two-year college? 

Hypothesis 2: After controlling for initial level of locus of control, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the level of locus of control by treatment group at the 

end of the treatment. 
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Summary 

This chapter established the purpose of this quasi-experimental study. A brief 

overview of the literature on this topic helps to create the position that it is a fundamental 

issue in need of more complex solutions. A statement of the problem with research 

questions introduces the contextual framework and the theory, which Chapter II covers 

more thoroughly, discusses underprepared students in developmental education, 

specifically those in community colleges. The current and subsequent chapters each 

build, separately and collectively, on the need for more research in these areas. The 

methodology for this study is presented in Chapter III. Chapter IV presents the results of 

the data analysis. Chapter V includes the conclusions and recommendations for further 

study. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a review of the literature relevant to this study. In 

particular, literature, concepts about developmental education, research theories, and 

learning communities, and their effect on writing apprehension and locus of control, are 

reviewed and summarized. 

Developmental Education 

Developmental education is a field of practice and research within higher 

education with theoretical underpinnings in developmental psychology and learning 

theory. Education estimates from the National Center for Education Statistics (2004) 

indicate that over 29% of college students attending 2-year colleges and 19% of students 

at 4-year colleges lack fundamental skills to be successful in college. Developmental 

Mathematics has the highest enrollment in developmental education, ranging from 15% 

to 22% at any given college. "The most basic concept in developmental education is that 

students are complete human beings. Their attitudes towards learning, their motivation, 

their self-concepts, and their confidence have as much or more to do with their success in 

college as do their academic skills" (Boylan, 2002, p. 25).  

Developmental education and remediation are often used interchangeably and 

more recently referred to by some practitioners as transition courses, but the former is a 

far more complex notion involving a combination of theoretical approaches drawn from 

cognitive and developmental psychology (Boylan, 1995). Thus, it is important to note 

that developmental education is not the same as remediation. Developmental education is 

a more comprehensive approach to serving students borrowing from the foundational 

tenets of cognitive and developmental psychology (Chickering, 1969; Erickson, 1968; 

Kohlberg, 1975; Perry, 1970). Remedial coursework, on the other hand, is skills-based 

assistance in one or more areas. Developmental education provides a range of services to 
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educate the whole student both personally and academically. According to Boylan 

(1995), "these services may include counseling, advising, tutoring, topical workshops, 

individualized instruction, and courses to enhance study skills and strategies, promote 

critical thinking, or introduce students to the rewards and expectations of college" (p. 2). 

Developmental education programming includes tutorial services, foundation courses in 

mathematics, reading and writing, and other learning supports. Boylan's decades of 

research in developmental education are based on the assumption that this field is very 

complex, includes a range of services, and borrows from a variety of disciplines.  

Although the field of developmental education grew from the fields of 

developmental psychology and learning theory, Clowes (1992) contended that it has 

sparse underpinnings of theoretical framing. Most practitioners come from multiple 

backgrounds and use their diverse academic and professional experiences to provide an 

eclectic approach to the practice. It is often stated that theory is adapted to justify, but not 

provide, prior planned and informed practice (Smith, 2001, 2006). This study can help to 

improve practice by contributing to the research base. Theory application in the field of 

developmental education in the broadest sense is a paradigm shift. "The reality is that 

most education programs are frequently defined by local contexts such as legislation, 

politics, test scores and other external factors of placement" (Lundell & Collins, 1999, p. 

11).  

Theory related to developmental education is relatively nonexistent in the 

professional practice. In instances where this relationship does appear, it is more likely 

accidental than deliberate. Boylan's (1999) research further added that courses in 

developmental education have received little attention from researchers, mostly due to 

stigma. As a result, effective tools to work with the population are relatively bleak. 

Theories to support the complexities of the profession are tremendously underdeveloped.  
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History 

The term remedial remains widely used in the literature in spite of the negative 

connotation, because it needs no explanation when discussed within the higher education 

profession or among constituent groups, such as legislators and the media. There has 

been an evolution of terms used to describe students entering college underprepared. 

Prior to the 1960s, remediation was the term used for students in need of academic 

supports, while throughout this same decade the same language was used for the funded 

programs associated with equal rights legislation. Gradually, the term compensatory was 

introduced, which by definition means to compensate or make up for lacking skills 

(Rouche & Rouche, 1999). Remedial implies academic limitations in need of fixing, an 

approach borrowing from the tenets of the medical model. Educators in academic 

services who subscribe to this model of service delivery focus on fixing the student rather 

than adjusting or creating academic policies and practices that meet the needs of students 

where they are. Intentional and intense quality of academic service should be the 

standard. Remedial and compensatory are labels that cast a stigma on anyone associated 

with or using the services. These terms place separation between students enrolled in 

courses termed developmental opposed to their peers enrolled in regular credit courses 

(Clowes, 1980). 

Developmental education is the contemporary term used to describe specialized 

courses and academic services for a special population of students that can be described 

as functioning at lower levels in reading, writing, and mathematics. This term came of 

use in the field in the late 1970s through the influence of college student personnel 

administration. With this new term came a transformation of the field's outlook, 

becoming more comprehensive. The term developmental encompasses the whole student 

including the in-class and out-of-class experiences that impact the academic experiences 

of the student. A developmental approach focuses on meeting students where they are by 

focusing on learning as well as personal issues. Moreover, this approach looks at 
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students' strengths and finds ways to use them to improve upon their needs (Clowes, 

1980).  

There is not a standard of widely accepted theory to govern the design of said 

programs. "Theory is used after the fact to justify practice as often as it is used to plan 

practice; there is no way to distinguish the two possibilities" (Clowes, 1992, p. 475). 

Theory has been a challenge for practitioners, being a field mostly governed by 

professional experiences. Clowes (1992) furthered enlightened practitioners in the field 

of developmental education by offering an overview that held up the notion that the 

framework for the field is still lacking. It is rare to find support from the top down or 

chief academic and student affairs officers in higher education that would include a 

conceptual framework that aligns with the mission of the institution. If that ideal were to 

occur it is believed that successful learning outcomes would be promoted. The practice in 

developmental education has been to take an eclectic approach.  

Components of Developmental Education 

Keimig (1983) in this classic research identified critical components of an 

effective developmental program and found that a comprehensive program was one that 

served a diverse student population. She proposed a four-level hierarchy for learning 

improvement programs. Level one included a stand-alone basic skills course; level two 

added individualized assistance, such as tutoring; level three was more comprehensive to 

include services for the complex needs of a heterogeneous learning environment. Finally, 

level four programs were established from the top down and had buy-in and adequate 

resources, which made them a fully acceptable part of the institutional mission. Each 

level increased with complexity in methods to impact students' learning and program 

design and evaluation. The needs and mission of the institution are what influences the 

scope of the currently proposed project.  
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The current study is an example of a level three program, integrating components 

of levels one and two, and including course-related support services, such as the College 

Success Seminar. The intent of the current study was to determine how the behaviors 

were changed or what were the outcomes resulting from the intervention. Level three 

programs encourage application of content skills, which is a practice of learning 

community-linked courses. This aspect of Keimig's (1983) research emphasized the 

complexity of the course and necessity for reinforcement to obtain mastery, while 

working towards full institutional support which would have full inclusion of 

comprehensive academic supports throughout the curriculum.  

Research on Developmental Education 

Literature addresses numerous characteristics about college students, but very few 

empirical studies are conducted to understand the profile of remedial community college 

students. According to Saxon and Boylan (1999) limitations with regard to timeliness and 

methodology were found with research on community colleges and developmental 

education. Strehlow (1996) reported a study at Wilmar Community College in Minnesota 

which was conducted to evaluate the success of the developmental writing program. The 

study examined entering freshman in 1992-93 who completed the Academic Skills 

Assessment Program (ASAP) testing. These students were tracked through Spring 

Quarter, 1994. Grades in the for-credit freshman composition course for students who 

completed a developmental writing course were compared to those of students who had 

not completed developmental writing, hereafter referred to as completers and non-

completers respectively. Completers were students earning a "C" or above. There were 

231 participants in the study. Using a Mann-Whitney U test, Strehlow found that 

completers had a significantly higher GPA. Eighty-two percent of the participants passed 

developmental English. It was found that completers' academic performance was better 

than non-completers subsequent to taking developmental writing. Completers earned a 
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2.0, in comparison to non-completers earning a 1.0. In addition, completers had a 

significantly higher number of credits earned compared to credits attempted, compared to 

non-completers. Although this study does take into effect students' success in the writing 

course, it does not provide data about students' overall feelings about writing or locus of 

control beliefs. 

A large university in Minnesota with two campuses, one in St. Paul and the other 

in Minneapolis, up until 2007 had a developmental education program on the 

Minneapolis campus that was a feeder for both campuses' degree programs. During the 

time of the college's existence many studies were conducted with the intention of 

periodically updating the research. In fall 1992, the campus began offering students the 

option of registering for college courses in learning communities, which they called 

packaged courses. They were registered for three or four linked courses, which included a 

science or economics course; a composition course; a college success or first-year 

seminar course; and some, not all, were registered for developmental math. The study 

began in 1992 and concluded in 1994. There were three groups totaling 304 participants, 

the first being the control group and consisting of 117 participants, all co-registered for 

courses in two of the three learning communities available on campus. The experimental 

group consisted of 80 participants registered for the same courses with the same faculty, 

but not co-registered for other packaged courses. There was an additional randomly 

selected baseline group consisting of 107 participants who were not enrolled in any 

particular program. The experimental group, which was the students enrolled in the 

learning community, earned significantly higher mean grade point averages (2.73) 

compared to students in the control group (2.36). The participants in the learning 

community were predicted to demonstrate higher academic achievement, because faculty 

help the students apply the strategies learned in the success seminar to the content area. 

Pre- and post-surveys were administered to participants in the study to assess their 

perceived change. The results demonstrated that students in the experimental group 
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valued the study strategies they acquired, were aware of the campus resources, and were 

more connected to their peers, faculty, and academic support personnel (Wilcox, delMas, 

Stewart, Johnson & Ghere, 1997). That study is very similar to this present study, but this 

study was conducted at a community college where the need for additional research on 

developmental education at two-year colleges is made evident in the literature.  

Slark (1989) found that 45% of remedial writing students who participated in the 

learning assessment retention consortium (LARC) at community colleges in California in 

Fall 1986 and Fall 1987 had completed the required freshman writing course by Spring 

1988. In addition, nearly half or up to 47% of these students held a grade point average 

between 2.0 and 2.9. This rate would likely have been even higher if there had been a 

mechanism to track students who transferred to other colleges. The response rate for this 

research was excellent at 95%, which included 2,012 respondents who participated in a 

follow-up study at one of the 17 participating campuses. Although this study was 

conducted more than 20 years ago, it had a large sample, which many studies in this 

remedial and developmental education area do not; as well, it provided useful 

information on the academic performance for this population. 

Higbee and Dwinell (1997) looked at the cohort of admitted freshmen in 

Developmental Studies at the University of Georgia in the Fall of 1986 and Fall of 1987, 

when the university was experiencing drastic programmatic changes. The cohort 

participated in a follow-up survey conducted in 1997 to determine the graduation rates, 

satisfaction, and benefits of participation in developmental education as provided using 

self-report data on questionnaires that were mailed to respondents. The students whose 

placement scores required them to take developmental reading and developmental math 

were split in their responses (ranging from 15-19%) on their perceived benefits and level 

of satisfaction. Students who were placed in developmental English responded favorably 

about the benefits of that course. The majority (63%) of the students who took 

Developmental English considered learning how to write essays the most valuable aspect 
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of the class. Moreover, they believed the course provided basic skills that facilitated their 

success in related general education courses. The major limitation of this study was the 

low 6% response rate. Although the sample size was small, these findings inform the 

current research. This research idea was extrapolated from the pedagogical implications 

for further study as identified by developmental students at University of Georgia. 

Although this follow-up study assessed respondents' feelings about the course, there is no 

data on their feeling about writing prior to taking the course.  

"Even the most gifted students have relative weaknesses and may seek assistance 

through services like supplemental instruction. Developmental education programs can 

enhance educational opportunities for all students" (Higbee & Dwinell, 1997, p. 6). 

Academic support services help colleges provide opportunities and interventions to 

promote success by increasing access. However, there has always been a stigma attached 

to remediation and developmental education in higher education comparable to the shame 

evoked in K-12 special education. Regardless of the need and potential benefits acquired 

after using academic support services, most students try to avoid being associated with 

any such programs. 

Summary of Developmental Education 

Deficiencies in fundamental skills are just one of many reasons that students fail 

to do well in college. Research and practice in the field include assessment and 

placement, critical thinking, developmental math, developmental reading, and 

developmental English/writing. Sometimes reading and writing courses are combined. 

There may be learning assistance in advising or tutorial programs, and student retention 

services offered. Developmental education is both academic and programmatic, which 

means it is both separately and collectively the in- and out-of-class experiences. It also 

has the distinction of serving the most diverse population of students on any given 
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campus, due to the assumption that these programs provide access to the under-prepared 

students, who are often minorities.  

Community colleges must work to improve the success of developmental 

education students by modeling appropriate academic strategies to increase involvement 

and by motivating their students to seek the gratification associated with acquiring goals 

due to hard work and accomplishing satisfaction of increased knowledge by facilitating 

high internal locus of control. Since the 1970s, there has been a steady increase in the 

number of students entering college in need of academic supports in reading, English, or 

mathematics and the trend leads most to believe it will be an issue of concern for a while. 

According to McCabe and Day (1998), nearly 50% of the students entering community 

colleges a decade ago were required to take some developmental education course in at 

least one discipline before being allowed to enroll in a credit bearing course. "Preparation 

for college is a growing and persistent issue, particularly for recent high school 

graduates" (McCabe & Day, 1998, p. 32). There are occasions where students need 

assistance in more than one of these courses. Stratton (1998) maintained that 19% of high 

school graduates enter college without taking college preparatory courses during high 

school. In addition, the fastest growing populations of college entrants are adult learners. 

A large number of this student population graduated many years ago, sometimes 20 years 

prior to matriculating, when college preparation programs were not an option in many 

secondary schools. Campuses have not done very well justifying the necessity for and 

benefits associated with remedial services. Evaluations to assess remedial activities and 

their impact on student retention and graduation rates are needed, yet scarce. 

Theoretical Foundations 

There are three main purposes supporting student development theory as a 

necessary component of this study. It helps to explain characteristics of the learners at the 

community college; it also helps the researcher to predict possible outcomes: and it will 
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eventually help student affairs professionals and academic support personnel to influence 

the academic environment. The practice of developmental education is on the cusp of 

given theories and interdisciplinary perspectives. It spans the terrains of student 

development, cognitive development, and cultural theories. The goal is to improve the 

fundamental skills that help foster success for community college students enrolled in 

developmental courses by facilitating positive outcomes that last a lifetime. This section 

provides an overview of developmental theories that can be interpreted as an eclectic 

approach that informs understanding of the experience of developmental students. 

Tinto's (1987, 1993) Theory of Retention 

Tinto's (1987, 1993) model of college student attrition suggests that students' 

successful transitions to college are influenced by social and academic integration into 

college life. Separation, transition, and incorporation are the three stages in his theory. 

This theory recognized that diverse groups of students may have more difficulty 

successfully transitioning in higher education. First-year students begin to sever their 

connections with former environments, including old friends and some family members, 

in order to adjust to a new role. They begin to adopt new belief systems as college 

students. The transition stage bridges the gap between values left behind and the new 

ones needed to successfully integrate and become a part of the campus community. The 

incorporation stage requires immersion in both the academic and social sides of campus 

life. Decisions to withdraw are more a function of what occurs after entry than of what 

precedes it (Tinto, 1987, 1993). The attributes of the person and environment are 

essential. "Student departure may then serve as a barometer of the social and intellectual 

health of institutional life as much as of the experiences of students in the institution" 

(Tinto, 1993, p. 5). Tinto's (1993) research on academic and social integration is similar 

to the academic course curriculum in the college success seminar and holistic learning 

community. Tinto's model supports the focus of this study, which includes making the 
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social and academic transition to college using an orientation course that teaches 

motivational skills, English remediation that is a course teaching writing skills, with 

combined efforts of a learning community to foster academic and social interaction in a 

new and often challenging environment. This study focuses on the practice of a loosely 

linked learning community that helps integrate relationships with faculty and peers, 

providing support and building community. The learning community pairs a 

developmental writing course with a college success seminar; both courses, as well as the 

learning community, emphasize essential skills for a lifetime. Each treatment group 

introduces lifetime learning strategies, such as fundamental writing, to increase 

confidence; the orientation seminar teaches students to manage skills like time, 

motivation, and feelings of self control. This study examines students' behavioral 

outcomes in writing apprehension, and locus of control to determine any effects. 

Adults as Learners (Knowles, 1988) 

College students should be aware that an integral part of their future success must 

include the establishment of relationships with peers and faculty. "Key features of 

cooperative learning are very consistent with the basic tenets of adult learning theory, 

which Knowles terms 'andragogy'" (Brookfield, 1986, p. 91). Andragogy is the term used 

to give meaning to the way adults learn in contrast to the term pedagogy, used primarily 

in referring to how children acquire knowledge. Knowles (1988) developed a classic 

theory that is focused on adult learners and deviates from the norms set and based on 

child development. His tenets include: adults are more independent learners; they enter 

the classroom with a wealth of experience to draw from; the instruction for adults should 

relate to their daily life experiences and be easily applicable; and adults are more 

internally motivated than children. Adults learn best through instructional methods that 

are active with experiential techniques involving discussion and problem solving which 

allow them to draw on their backlog of personal and professional experiences (Knowles, 
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1988). The college experience has to make personal meaning for adult learners both 

socially and academically. The policies that focus on developmental students should 

require academic support systems that clearly link these programs to positive academic 

outcomes (self-efficacy) for students (Bandura, 1996; Horn, 1997).  

Bandura's (1997) Social Learning Theory  

"The acquisition process can be accelerated by transmitting the rule structure of 

the skill through modeling and then refining and perfecting it experientially" (Bandura, 

1997, p. 372). Learning by trial and error is rarely as efficient as modeling behavior. 

Social learning theory is described as the way humans pattern themselves by the observed 

actions of others. These actions often need to be direct and explicit to facilitate 

development and address the academic needs for students experiencing writing 

apprehension and the pitfalls associated with an external locus of control. "Those who 

feel powerless to alter detrimental life conditions accept things as they are. Those who 

have a resilient sense of collective efficacy find ways to improve their living conditions 

in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles" (Bandura, 1997, p. 145). Self-

regulation of thoughts and behavior is essential for personal well-being and control of 

daily living situations, which include demands of college for those embarking upon that 

academic experience. Bandura (1997) stated that success is persistence over a period of 

time. Multiple challenges in college or any other environment are less a matter of concern 

than the student's belief in his/her ability to handle these challenges effectively. 

Developmental writing students are exposed to the fundamental English skills to prepare 

them for college level coursework. However, knowledge without the skills to apply 

desired behavior is self-defeating. According to Bandura (1997), college students who 

believe in their knowledge base and skill set are more likely to use adaptive strategies to 

overcome anxiety and low motivation, while achieving their academic pursuits and 

ultimately their professional goals. Locus of Control or self-regulating behavior also 
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contributes to choices that college students make outside of the classroom. "The more 

strongly people believe that they can meet challenging standards, the more they intensify 

their efforts" (Bandura, 1997, p. 129). The College Success Seminar (CSS 110), the 

Developmental Writing course (DVWR), and CSS 110 linked with DVWR provide 

students with the foundation knowledge coupled with the capacity to help facilitate 

students' involvement in their academics.  

Astin's (1985) Involvement Theory 

Astin's (1985) involvement theory which is "concerned more with behavior 

mechanisms or processes that facilitate student development" (p. 143) provides another 

conceptual framework for this study and is particularly useful in examining the 

experience of students at community colleges. Students attending community colleges are 

less likely to persist through graduation due to lack of campus housing, largely 

disproportionate numbers of part-time students and faculty, and students' general lack of 

college readiness. Astin stated, "The most consistent finding - reported in virtually every 

longitudinal study of student development - is that students' chances of dropping out are 

substantially greater at two year college than at four year college" (p. 146). The impact of 

commuting and underpreparedness are not the only contributors to these negative 

outcomes. The lack of involvement of the student and faculty because of competing 

priorities outside of the campus also affects students' ability to become engaged inside 

and outside of class. Encouraging more involvement with their peers through these 

loosely-linked courses may be a way to promote students' success. 

Learning Communities and Linked Courses 

Learning communities in the simplest form couple two courses around a thematic 

area and register a cohort of students, on average twenty-five, in a small learning group. 

Alexander Meiklejohn, the originator of learning communities, established the University 
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of Wisconsin's Experimental College in 1927. The foundation of the content was 

humanities based. The faculty facilitated discussion groups on both Greek and American 

literature that students were assigned to read and reflect on faculty mentoring. This initial 

attempt at learning communities continued for six years, and is the basis for 

contemporary learning communities (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, & Smith, 1990). 

Academic advising was a key element of learning communities shaping the college 

experience for many underprepared students (Shapiro & Levine, 1999). The overall 

objective is sharing opinions and values while discussing the content to academically 

develop and motivate students. The goals are shared knowledge and shared knowing. 

Student participants have been known to increase academic achievement, motivation, and 

self-concept. "Learning communities provide a coherent academic structure that enables 

the institution to align its various actions for student success" (Tinto, 2000, p. 7). 

There are several versions of learning communities (Gabelnick et al., 1990). One 

of the methods is a loosely linked course where courses from various disciplines connect 

around a central theme. This shared knowledge seeks to create a level of cohesiveness 

among diverse peers within a campus community. Often the content area or skills course 

is linked to a freshman orientation course, with the same students jointly assigned. The 

courses are taught so that there is content overlap as well as reinforcement of new 

knowledge. In addition, peers are more likely to get to know one another due to the 

shared experience (Tinto, 1998). 

A limited, but growing, number of institutions are pursuing differing ways of 

addressing the educational needs of students at risk of failure. In 1993, Tinto, Goodsell-

Love, and Russo conducted a study of 20-30 students enrolled in the same course. The 

out-of-class contact fostering social and academic supports is the nature of learning 

communities. It was found these students demonstrated a 25% increase in knowledge, 

recall, and satisfaction above those who did not participate in the intervention. Learning 
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communities are one of a few initiatives that boast positive learning outcomes (Tinto, 

2003).  

A population of students who could benefit from participating in a learning 

community is those who enter college in need of academic support or developmental 

instruction (Hill, 1985; Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews & Smith, 1990, Tinto, 2003). 

Nonresidential colleges serving large numbers of commuter students and part-time 

students who typically work while in college are likely to begin their programs by linking 

two courses, one of which is developmental in character and the other, focused on content 

or a field of study (Tinto, 1998). Another alternative could link a developmental advising 

course for first-year or exploratory students, also referred to as undecided or open majors.  

In the early 1990s, LaGuardia Community College, a large very diverse 

metropolitan institution, was the site of a comprehensive foundational study conducted by 

Tinto, Goodsell-Love and Russo (1993). This program was a partnership between 

Academic Affairs and Student Affairs. Faculty worked with professional staff and both 

served as counselors or mentors for students. The focus of the program was collaborative. 

The learning community was called the "New Student House." There were six basic 

courses in the program including two basic reading and writing courses, a speech course, 

and a freshman year experience course. Students were assigned based on their 

developmental needs as measured by an assessment. The research measures were both 

quantitative and qualitative. The first was a case study and the second a survey, requiring 

respondents to answer two questions: (1) Does the program make a difference? (2) If so, 

how? The assessments were conducted separately to understand first year students' 

experiences and overall thoughts about learning. They were administered to students in 

the learning community and other freshmen in similar courses outside the learning 

community. These surveys were conducted at the beginning and end of the semester. The 

first survey asked demographic information, including academic goals, self-concept, 

learning styles, and educational beliefs. Measures of students' behaviors in and outside of 
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the classroom were derived from an adapted version of Pace's College Student 

Experience Questionnaire and customized to fit the target population. The original 

version was designed to work with undergraduates at four-year institutions, but can be 

modified to work with special populations. Students were asked questions about their 

academic behaviors in the current academic year that promoted or detracted from 

academic success (Pace, 1990, 1995). 

The subsequent fall, researchers obtained unobtrusive data on total credits earned, 

grade point average, and persistence. The qualitative survey was conducted to understand 

students' feelings about the learning community and overall experience as freshmen. A 

purposeful sample of a diverse population of students (n=287) was selected. The results 

found that the learning communities built supportive peer groups to smooth the transition, 

foster group study, and increase involvement, learning, and persistence. The students in 

the learning community had greater persistence and a higher pass rate, with the exception 

of one class. Additionally, the students in the learning community earned more As and Bs 

than the control group and the general population on campus (Pace, 1990, 1995). 

Another study examining learning communities was conducted at City University 

of New York (CUNY), Hunter College, a very large comprehensive teaching research 

institution (Pereira & Cobb, 1990; Smoke & Haas, 1995). Developmental students were 

selected to participate in the study after they expressed concern about being behind in the 

number of academic credits earned. These students were placed in a history content 

course that was paired with a Developmental Reading or Writing course. Students placed 

in Developmental Reading and Writing were co-enrolled in a history course. Data 

analysis demonstrated that 90% of the students in the learning community passed the 

CUNY Writing Assessment Test (WAT), while non-participants had a pass rate ranging 

from 40% to 75%.  
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Locus of Control and Motivation 

The concepts of internal and external locus of control are a central theme in 

applied psychology (Rotter, 1966). Locus of control is a distinct part of personality that 

determines whether people possess either internal or external personal traits. These 

beliefs are based on individuals' personal actions towards success and whether it is 

controllable or based on the actions of others, and therefore out of one's control (Weiner, 

1980). Students with more internal locus of control believe that their success is based on 

personal efforts and skill, so are viewed much more favorably than students who have an 

external locus of control and believe that destiny is based on fate or guided by luck. The 

purpose of academic support interventions is to foster the belief in students that their 

behavior or effort does have a direct impact on their success or failure. According to 

Bandura (1997), students with internal locus of control demonstrated a smoother 

transition to college life, academically and socially. They believed success is based on 

personal ability and effort, enjoyment of learning and effective study. These students 

believed in themselves and had high expectations and were therefore more motivated.  

Students more externally driven were less apt to persist in higher education, as 

demonstrated by course failure, course withdrawals, and overall drop-out rates. Bloom 

(1985) found that careers and interests so vastly different as high achieving athletes, 

scholars, or artists have the common thread of persistence over time, self-discipline, and 

willingness to delay gratification to reach their goals. They share a desire to 

overwhelmingly succeed. Intrinsic motivation is the desire to perform a behavior for its 

own sake and to be effective. Extrinsic motivation is a desire to perform a behavior due 

to promised rewards or threats of punishment (Bandura, 1997). The more challenging 

circumstances encouraged the highly motivated to persevere (Findley & Cooper, 1983). 

Locus of control is essentially whether actions have an effect on outcomes. Locus of 

control is an outgrowth of Rotter's (1966, 1975, 1990) classic conceptual framework. The 

constructs of motivation and locus of control are closely connected. Students with high 
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internal motivation believe that their success is based on effort and skill. Conversely, 

students with an external locus of control believe that their success is destined or 

predetermined (Bandura, 1997). The basis for Rotter's (1974) instrument subsequent to 

his initial research was to confirm the notion that successful college students are highly 

motivated and possess an internal locus of control. As a result, the Adult Nowicki 

Strickland Internal External Control Scale was developed (Rotter, 1974). Students with 

external locus of control experience greater anxiety, because their belief is that external 

factors or luck control their destiny (Rotter, 1966). Essentially, locus of control is 

determined by an individual's belief in whether their destiny is within or outside of their 

control. 

Similarly, motivation is often referred to as either intrinsic or extrinsic. Because 

academic strategies can be taught, both are crucial elements in the success of all students, 

and in particular the developmental education population addressed in this study 

(Dollinger, 2000; Elder & Paul, 2003; Ray, 2003). Intrinsic motivation is defined as 

personal action that is inward, opposed to extrinsic motivation that relies on rewards and 

punishment or the actions of others (Mayer, 1998). Motivation in an academic context is 

the longing to accomplish goals meeting a quality standard. Highly motivated 

developmental education students with an internal locus of control will make the wise 

choice to study and put forth the necessary effort to be successful in college (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005). However, students with an external locus of control will not take the 

risk to study, believing that success is based on luck and not personal and purposeful 

involvement (Weiner, 1980). Rouche and Rouche (1999) observed, "It is possible that by 

deciding not to invest any of their 'selves' in what happens, these students will not 

identify with academics; furthermore, they will decide not to try" (p. 20). There are 

motivation skills and independent learning strategies that are essential qualities for 

developmental education students to possess. These students are impressionable and 

capable of learning the strategies to be successful in college, such as class attendance, 



 

 34 

assignment completion, and time management (Moore & Jensen, 2003; Ray, 2003). The 

most successful developmental education students exhibit behaviors such as motivation, 

class attendance, hard work, and regular use of academic support services. These 

behaviors are predictors of desired outcomes (Moore, 2006, 2007; Moore, Jensen, Hatch, 

Duranczyk, Staats, & Koch, 2003). Learners must be independent―often referred to as 

autonomous learners. Bandura (1997) described motivation as a system of self-regulatory 

mechanisms or motivational sources of behavior.  

Motivation is closely related to goal acquisition. Activating self-evaluation 

processes through cognitive comparison encompasses two factors: (1) a personal 

standard; and (2) knowledge of one's performance level. Simply adopting a goal and 

having no knowledge of one's progress towards achieving that goal or being without a 

goal to measure progress lacks all possibility of motivational impact. Goals motivate by 

enlisting self-evaluative involvement in the select activity and are measured by personal 

standards compared to perceived performances. Without the prospect of self-satisfaction 

from personal accomplishments, discontent would eventually take its toll on self-

motivation (Bandura & Cervone, 1983; Bandura & Jourden, 1991). Understanding why a 

student is in college will explain his or her interest and/or desire to learn. Often, success 

in an area increases one's desire to learn and further motivates. Knowledge and academic 

strategies are important, but carrying out the task is essential. Motivation is the act of 

completing one's daily tasks (Knowles, 1988). Direction is given to actions by creating 

self-incentives to persist in those efforts until performance matches the desired goal. 

Under ideal circumstances, when there are unmet goals, efforts are intensified and grow 

even stronger to equal the intensity of the desire (Bandura, 1997). To paraphrase Mayer 

(1998), motivation is a purpose-driven power within an individual to act on a particular 

goal or task and the individual's decision to persist or retreat in difficult situations.  

Astin (1985) suggested that educators become more student-centered by assessing 

how motivated or engaged the student is in the learning process. His involvement theory 



 

 35 

encourages practitioners to focus on getting students more involved in their education, 

which is an observable behavior. Developmental education students who demonstrate 

motivational skills may continue to have some academic difficulties, because they lack 

the cultural capital to succeed in academe (Aragon & Kose, 2007; Wells & Frankenburg, 

2007). These students' value of education is thwarted prior to entering college due to 

unsuccessful learning experiences, including little instruction on successful learning 

techniques combined with low expectations (Bandura, 1997). Faculty and learning 

assistance personnel can intervene to help motivate developmental education students 

whose perception of remedial coursework is discouraging, because of the inherent 

stigma. Promoting students' use of faculty office hours, tutorial services, and study 

groups can help facilitate success (Tinto, 1987). Moreover, the goal is to dissuade 

students from reliance on tangible rewards or extrinsic motivation (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005). 

Goleman (1994) conducted a classic 40-year longitudinal study that followed the 

lives of 1,528 highly intelligent children in California, who experienced varying degrees 

of success. The study concluded that the most successful students had greater levels of 

ambition, energy, and persistence. Adolescence through adulthood, these individuals 

were more involved in hobbies, sports, and organizations (Goleman, 1994). Bandura 

(1977) stated motivation is the belief in one's ability to conquer any given problem or 

task, expressly in an educational environment. Students' successful academic experiences 

increase motivation. Developmental students may have limited successes to draw from in 

a collegiate sense. An integral part of motivation is students' conscious choices to 

persevere and be successful, inherent qualities to undertake academic challenges of 

varying degrees. The amount of effort expended is directly related to motivation and the 

performance is most related to time spent on tasks (Grant & Dweck, 2003; Walters, 1998; 

Weiner, 1990). 
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Motivation is found to be the single most important variable to academic success 

for developmental education students (Moore, 2004). Ray, Garavalia, and Murdock 

(2003) stated "Motivation is important because it affects students' willingness to approach 

academic tasks, invest the required time and effort and maintain enough effort to 

complete academic tasks on schedule" (p. 8). Moore (2007) has developed a model that 

suggests academic interventions which influence students' behaviors, such as learning 

communities, paired courses, or mentor programs, are most likely to influence success in 

college.  

Motivation is a general construct that encompasses a system of self-

regulatory mechanisms. Attempts to explain the motivational sources of 

behavior must specify the determinants and intervening mechanisms that 

govern the three main features of motivation: selection, activation, and 

sustained direction of behavior toward certain goals. (Bandura, 1997, p. 

228)  

After much research to understand, inform, and operationalize this variable, this 

researcher formed a definition that is a synthesis of Rotter's original interpretation (1966) 

and Hoad's etymological dictionary (1986). The foundation of this term refers to one's 

beliefs about where control exists and beliefs about on whom responsibility should rest 

for events that take place in individual's lives. Rotter's research views locus of control in 

two ways, either internally or externally. The former, internal locus of control, which is 

the preferred way, views people with this style as believing they control their own 

destiny. External locus of control is least preferred, particularly by educators, because 

students have difficulty learning from previous experience and blame the "other," 

believing that studying harder will not improve their academic success because faculty 

dislike them. Students with internal locus of control are adept at making decisions that 

are goal specific (Rotter, 1966). Similarly, motivation as used in this study refers to one's 
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ability to act or perform with valor and purpose on the most complex tasks in the most 

challenging situations and an expectation to persist and be successful at all things. 

Dr. Skip Downing, noted educator, author, and international speaker on student 

success, was the opening keynote speaker at the 2007 College Reading and Learning 

Association's (CRLA) Annual Conference. Downing (2008) is the author of the textbook 

On Course, used in many freshman year experience courses. Downing's message to this 

audience of faculty and academic support services personnel included ways to engage 

and motivate their college students, particularly marginalized students or students in 

developmental education. He stated that motivation is something that has to come from 

the inside. In other words, it must be intrinsic and not extrinsic. It should be noted that 

while motivation is not a variable in this study, it is so influenced by locus of control that 

this area of research is included here to help understand the complexity of locus of 

control, which is so important in developmental education. 

In the 1990s, a motivation study was conducted at North Carolina State 

University, a large comprehensive land grant institution (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). The 

survey was designed to establish the relationship between motivation and intervention of 

supplemental instruction (SI) for students in a university chemistry course. In a controlled 

study, a survey was administered to 142 students during the first week of the semester. 

Motivation was measured by using intrinsic and extrinsic motivational variables. This 

study found that although SI and both individual and group tutorial services had 

advantages, on their own these benefits were minimal. A combination of intentional and 

well coordinated academic services provided the greatest benefit for students at every 

motivational level (Gattis, 2002). Students identified with strengths in motivation still 

require academic interventions as part of the solution for academic success. Thus, 

Pintrich and DeGroot (1990) found students must have the willingness and ability to be 

successful in the classroom.  
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Grant and Dweck (2003) conducted longitudinal studies on motivation. Their 

study investigated types of goals. It was found that students with learner goals that were 

more internally motivated had more successful coping skills, which is a necessity in 

college. Students who believe that ability was greater than effort were not as successful. 

They found that helping students understand that academic success is internal and based 

on effort is something they can control. 

Writing Apprehension 

Between 1990 and 1996, the Exxon Education Foundation provided a grant to the 

National Center of Developmental Education to provide a greater understanding of 

underprepared students and successful academic interventions. Prior to this study there 

was little information available describing this population. To conduct this study, 

information was obtained from about 5,000 students, attending 116 colleges (Gerlaugh, 

Thompson, Boylan, & Davis, 2007). A finding of the study was that nearly 91% of 

students who passed developmental writing were successful in credit-bearing freshman 

English composition (Boylan & Bonham, 1992). In another more historical research 

study, The Empirical Development of An Instrument to Measure Writing Apprehension, 

Daly and Miller (1975) researched the initial anxiety towards communication, 

specifically writing. The quantitative study was administered to 164 undergraduate 

students enrolled in basic composition and speech communication courses at West 

Virginia University. Students were selected from the speech communication course 

because it was hypothesized that students seeking to avoid writing-intensive courses 

would select this option. Although this study supports the need for interventions to help 

alleviate writing apprehension, the majority of students (91.46%) scored moderate to high 

apprehensiveness. The researchers reported their results as exploratory and said the data 

was their attempt to begin understanding students' beliefs about their writing.  
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Since the 1970s, community colleges have recognized the writing limitations of 

many college freshmen. Some administrators and faculty have implemented programs for 

writing across the curriculum as an alternative to developmental education. Study results 

of these programs have found an increase in students' engagement in the learning 

environment and improvement in learning outcomes.  

Hughes-Wiener and Martin's 1989 study of Minnesota Community 

Colleges found a pattern suggesting that WAC (writing across curriculum) 

instruction may improve students' mastery of course objectives and that 

students with more writing experiences have a more positive attitude 

toward writing and a better comprehension of subject material. (Williams, 

1989, p. 1)  

Students of low and high academic ability may experience apprehension about writing, 

and, moreover, experience task difficulty as perfectionists (Weiner, 1980). Teachers who 

provide positive, consistent feedback, introduce effective writing strategies, and foster a 

favorable learning environment can improve effort and success and may decrease fear of 

writing. This is true in the K-12 setting where some of these studies have been done, as 

well as higher education (Faigley, Witte, & Daily, 1981, 1984; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). 

According to Pajares and Johnson (1994), students' thoughts about their writing skills are 

the best predictor of academic success as measured by pre-tests on writing apprehension.  

A foundational study conducted by Faigley and Lester (1981) administered the 

Writing Apprehension measure to college students to analyze competence in writing 

performance. The study observed 110 undergraduates at a large southwestern institution. 

Out of 161 in the cohort, half scored low and the other half scored high apprehension on 

this measure. The question was whether the two groups would perform differently on 

tests of writing-related skills and different types of writing tasks. The writing samples 

required subjects to demonstrate two skills: (1) writing about personal experiences and 

(2) writing a position paper eliminating any mention of personal experiences. The results 
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of the study found scores on writing-related skills were lower for college students with 

high apprehension. The subjects with high writing apprehension wrote much shorter and 

less sophisticated pieces. Also, college students with a score high in apprehension 

preferred writing in anonymity, excluding personal experiences. In fact, the results were 

better when subjects' writing tasks took an objective stance. Although Faigley and 

Lester's study suggests that more creative instructional methods should be used for high 

apprehension writers, there is a problem understanding how writing apprehension 

impacts writing performance. This study will look at writing apprehension to determine if 

the instructional interventions impact students' personal beliefs about writing. 

Faigley, Daly, and Witte (1981) conducted a foundational study examining the 

academic performance and writing competency of college students. The study used two 

types of essays to determine if there was any difference in the way students achieved who 

were identified as either high or low writing apprehensive as assessed by their 

performance on the Writing Apprehension Measure (Daly & Miller, 1975). The 

researchers selected 55 high and 55 low apprehensive writers at a large Southwestern 

university. These were 110 undergraduates registered for beginning composition. The 

participants completed eight measures to determine what they knew about writing, which 

included four measures developed by Educational Testing Services, three developed by 

McGraw-Hill Writing and the last a paragraph comprehension sub-test of the McGraw-

Hill Reading Test. There was a significant difference between the high and low writing-

apprehensive college students. With the exception of just two measures, the high writing-

apprehensive scores were lower on tests of writing-related skills, including usage and 

formal writing. Also, writing performance was hampered, with highly anxious writers 

writing shorter and less sophisticated, articulated, and developed pieces. There was no 

distinct difference between high-apprehensive and low-apprehensive writers when 

writing or arguing an objective point of view, opposed to the results of significant effects 

when required to write personal narratives. The results suggested that various types of 
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essays should be required when measuring performance (Faigley, 1981). Although this 

study is measuring students' beliefs about their writing, their thoughts about their writing 

can be positively or negatively influenced, resulting from their in-class experiences. 

Academic Achievement 

The decision to provide academic interventions can be either proactive and based 

on the characteristics of the incoming students, or reactive and result in providing support 

after students are unsuccessful their first semester. Petrie (1999) conducted a longitudinal 

study at a Canadian community college with 681 underprepared students. The students 

were on academic probation and required to take a semester-long study skills course. This 

study supported the benefits of study skills courses, because it was revealed that students 

completing the course earned higher first- and second-semester grades.  

Southard and Clay (2004) conducted research at a community college in 

northwest Florida on the effectiveness of developmental writing. The study was based on 

previous research conducted at two community colleges and two universities (Glau & 

Ransdel, 1996; Ragland, 1997; Stein, 1982; Weissman et al., 1997). Developmental 

courses were required based on placement test scores. The researchers examined the 

transcripts of 929 students. There was no significant difference in the grades of the 

developmental students in comparison to non-developmental students. However, the 

developmental students passed the credit-bearing English composition with fewer 

attempts and at a higher rate than their counterparts. Although the study supported the 

need for quality academic supports for developmental students, there were also causes for 

concern. Students who passed the placement test may actually have needed some 

remediation because the passers failed English composition at a rate of 37%. This 

indicates that students who were required to remediate pass regular English at a higher 

rate than those who passed placement and were, therefore, exempt from remediation. The 

researchers reported that assessments to place students in developmental courses are not 



 

 42 

completely accurate. Therefore, effective academic interventions may be necessary for all 

college students, not only those identified as developmental (Southard & Clay, 2004).  

Albin, Benten, and Khramtsova (1996) conducted a writing study at a university 

in the Midwest. There were 224 students in the study, and 84% were females. They found 

that interest in the topic and knowledge was most important. In this study they defined 

knowledge in two ways. They looked at topic knowledge and discourse knowledge. The 

latter is defined specifically as what writers know about writing. They suggest that 

competence increases confidence in writing, and therefore increases the likelihood of 

success.  

The homogeneity of student populations, particularly at community colleges, 

suggests that they may all enter with academic deficiencies in at least one basic skill. 

Clearly there may be students who should be placed in developmental education but slip 

between the cracks and are not identified. According to Rouche and Rouche (1999), 

students are identified for developmental education placement in a variety of ways 

including low scores on the SAT or ACT, low high school GPA, self-selection by some 

returning students or adult learners, and faculty referrals. Another widely used college 

admissions policy or very valuable tool for first semester course registration is scores on 

placement tests required of most entering students (Rouche & Rouche, 1999). In 1993, 

Boylan, Saxon, Bonham and Parks reported only a 7% use of psychological testing for 

placement. For example, instruments such as Sedlacek's noncognitive variables to 

augment the academic measures and predict academic success for nontraditional first-

year students can supplement admissions and course placement decisions (Sedlacek & 

Adams-Gaston, 1992). In spite of the multiple measures and interventions, there are still 

students who fall through the cracks and are not identified until they encounter failure, as 

evidenced by attrition rates after the first year or even worse, the first semester (Rouche 

& Rouche, 1999).  
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This study is useful in helping to shed light on the fact that placement in 

developmental English is important for students underprepared in this basic skill, but it is 

not always sufficient in and of itself to remediate the academic skills of all students. The 

study presented here offered the variable of a learning community that co-enrolls students 

in developmental writing and a college success seminar/academic preparation course to 

determine if this intervention would influence students' outcomes, as it relates to writing 

apprehension and locus of control. The belief is that successful in-class experiences will 

translate into persistence which lead to successful academic outcomes. The ultimate goal 

was to improve the success of developmental students through increased retention 

initiatives. "If learning skills programs could be implemented more widely, there would 

be a significant reduction of attrition rates" (Johnson, 1989, p. 226). 

Summary 

This chapter offered a review of the literature as a basis for the study. The erratic 

usage of theory and the standard practice to take an eclectic approach to theory 

application was included. In addition, this notion was coupled with a profile of 

underprepared students and the developmental education programs that serve them. A 

description of learning communities and loosely linked courses, locus of control, writing 

apprehension and success in the academic learning environment at a 2-year college 

provided the conceptual framework to help establish the direction of data collection to 

obtain results that inform practice. In addition, pertinent research regarding the needs of 

remedial students, particularly those with writing deficiencies, and exploring locus of 

control was reviewed. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents a detailed description of the methodology used in this study. 

In particular, the purpose, research hypotheses, study design, institutional context, 

measures, sample, data collection, and analyses are reviewed. 

"Nationally, 42% of first-year students at community colleges enroll in at least 

one developmental course" (Parsad & Lewis, 2000, p. 4). Without some type of 

intervention, only 10% of community college developmental students are likely to earn a 

degree (Boylan, 1999). Numerous interventions have been promoted in higher education 

to reduce feelings of isolation and promote environmental factors that positively 

influence academic success (Astin, 1993; Smith, 1989; Tinto, 1989, 1995). This study 

examined the treatment effect of a loosely linked pair of courses on two constructs shown 

to contribute to student success.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the sparse body of knowledge in 

developmental education and the success of developmental writing students. The goal 

was to increase the knowledge base about developmental writing students at a two-year 

college and their engagement in a learning community. This study examined the effect of 

a learning community intervention for students attending a community college. 

Specifically, the study included an experimental component to determine through pre- 

and post-test measures the pedagogical implications and strategies to determine if there 

was an improvement in locus of control and writing apprehension. The study was to 

determine if three groups of community college students enrolled in a variation of two 

courses would achieve positive academic outcomes after a semester of participation in the 

learning community. Two conceptual frameworks were used in the study. The first, 
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Astin's (1993) Inputs, Environments, and Outcomes (I-E-O) model of assessment, is used 

as a philosophical guide. The second is Bandura's (1997) social cognitive theory. 

Conceptual Framework 

Developmental Education includes individual and institutional activities, and 

addresses students' academic backgrounds, educational needs, and demographics. Other 

terms to describe developmental are special, remedial, basic skills, and 

underpreparedness. "Much of the published literature in developmental education lacks a 

theoretical base through which the motives and goals of seemingly disparate practices 

might be understood as constituting a unified core of disciplines (Lundell & Collins, 

1999, p. 4). Since developmental education pulls from tenets of multiple disciplines, it is 

difficult to pinpoint theory; therefore, practitioners adopt a pragmatic approach. Astin's 

(1993) Input-Environment-Outcome model was appropriate to address this quasi-

experimental study.  

This research must be interpreted with caution, understanding that the results on 

the larger population may or may not be relevant. The participants were volunteers; 

therefore, were not randomly assigned. The literature states there is not a comprehensive 

developmental theory that covers developmental education (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; 

Higbee, Dwinell, & Thomas, 2002). The I-E-O model was selected to provide a 

philosophical framework for this study. It was used to help mitigate the problem of 

nonrandom assignments, such as participants' personal characteristic of being assessed 

and subsequently identified as developmental. The pretest results (inputs) in this quasi-

experimental study's in-class treatments or interventions (environment) and the outputs 

were the results on the posttests (Astin & Sax, 1998). In this study there were three 

environments: (1) students in ENGL 81 only, (2) students in CSS 110 only, and 

(3) students in both, which in this study was the learning community. The conceptual 

framework for this study as it relates to the experience within the learning community 
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was based on the efficacy research of Bandura (1997), who stated that people are capable 

of managing their beliefs and actions. His theory explained how individuals acquire and 

maintain certain behavior patterns, while providing the basis for interventions. They must 

become skilled at handling and influencing obstacles, including academics with self-

assuredness and competence. Perceived academic capability and inability to control 

negative thoughts, accompanied by increased academic anxiety, are within humans' 

control. Participation in the learning community may lessen any writing apprehension 

and move respondents to present an internal locus of control. Efficacy beliefs predict 

situational issues like academic performance and proneness to anxiety, such as writing 

apprehension. Achievement of self-regulated learning requires both will and skill 

(Blumenfeld & Marx, 1997; McCombs & Marzano, 1990). For this reason, education 

should help students to be aware of their own thinking, to be strategic, and to direct their 

motivation towards valuable rewards. The intent is for college students to become 

independent learners (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994, 2001).  

This study examined the outcomes of community college students in a learning 

community, which co-enrolled them in two courses. They included a developmental 

English course ((ENGL 81), a college success seminar (CSS 110) and students co-

enrolled in ENGL 81 and CSS 110, termed a learning community. The participants' 

personal beliefs (self-efficacy) about locus of control and writing apprehension were 

assessed. Students pursuing additional education at two-year schools are sometimes 

doing it for more than the cost benefit or tuition savings. Many students at two-year 

colleges attend because their sense of self or belief in writing skills is diminished. 

Therefore, this study sought to measure the locus of control and writing apprehension of 

this population (Inman & Mayes, 1999). The framework used to organize the study and 

develop a logical arrangement for the instruments used in the experimental study was 

Astin's (1993) I-E-O assessment model. However, Bandura's (1997) social cognitive 
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theory is the best conceptual fit for the participants' experience in the learning 

community. 

Study Design 

The study was a quasi-experimental, causal comparative design (Borg & Gall, 

1989). The causal comparative method considers cause-and-effect relationships between 

variables by comparing participants in the study with a comparison group of those with 

similar academic deficiencies. By eliminating extraneous variables or controlling for 

select student characteristics, change in the dependent variables can be correlated to the 

treatment applied.  

This study included three treatment groups. The treatments involved students 

enrolled in either one or both of the following two courses: CSS 110 (College Success 

Seminar) and ENG 81 (Developmental Writing) courses. Group 1, referred to as the 

Learning Community Cohort, consisted of students who were co-enrolled in CSS 110 and 

ENGL 81. Group 2, referred to as the College Success Cohort, was comprised of students 

enrolled only in CSS 110. Group 3, referred to as the Developmental Writing Cohort, 

consisted of students enrolled only in ENGL 81. 

CSS 110 is a one-semester 3-credit hour/15 week course that satisfied the 

college's 1-credit hour/15-week orientation course requirement. It meets 3 hours per 

week, with 2 hours of lecture and 1 hour of a small group seminar or discussion session. 

The course receives regular grades (A, B, C, D, and F). This orientation to college course 

teaches strategies for creating success in college and in life. Topics include life skills, 

including stress reduction, self-esteem, and academic study skills. Students in CSS 110 

are provided direct instruction on the behavior, knowledge, and skills associated with 

outcomes of successful college students. In addition, the text for the course is designed to 

facilitate students' beliefs concerning their capabilities to learn and effectively employ the 

skills and knowledge necessary to attain the valued outcomes. The primary academic 
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goal is for students to learn to create coherent, grammatically correct essays that include 

paragraphs with solid structure, coherence, and readability.  

English 81 is the second in a sequence of three noncredit/remedial writing courses 

of one semester each. The course requires 45 hours of lecture and 30 hours of laboratory 

for tutoring, editing assistance, and reinforcement of class topics. The course is graded 

Satisfactory (S) or Unsatisfactory (U). The ENGL 81 course teaches fundamentals in 

composition writing, including grammar and comprehension skills. Students are required 

to register for the course as a result of their score on the sentence skills battery of the 

placement test.  

It is important to note that all participants volunteered rather than being randomly 

assigned to the treatment groups. Participants self-selected or chose to enroll in these 

courses rather than being placed into any of the groups. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Because of the exploratory nature of this study, the hypotheses are stated in null 

form. Using ANCOVA to analyze the data, the following questions were answered. 

Research Question 1. Is there a statistically significant difference between the 

scores on a measure of writing apprehension of two treatment groups of developmental 

students compared to developmental students in a loosely-linked learning community at a 

two-year college? 

Hypothesis 1: After controlling for initial level of writing apprehension, there is 

no statistically significant difference in level of writing apprehension by treatment group 

at the end of the treatment. 

Research Question 2. Is there a statistically significant difference between the 

scores on a measure of locus of control of two treatment groups of developmental 

students compared to developmental students in a loosely-linked learning community at a 

two-year college? 
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Hypothesis 2: After controlling for initial level of locus of control, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the level of locus of control by treatment group at the 

end of the treatment. 

A significance level of <.05 (p-value) was set to analyze the data.  

Institutional Context 

The setting was an urban community college in Maryland, with 5,926 full-time 

and part-time students enrolled Fall 1997, 75% females and 25% males (CCC Data Book, 

1998). It should be noted that the actual name of the institution has been omitted and 

pseudonyms are being used. Twenty four percent of city residents seeking a post-

secondary education during this time period chose to attend City Community College. 

This population is among the most financially disadvantaged in the state. According to 

the State Higher Education Commission (1998), in the distribution of total financial aid 

received by State Community Colleges in 1997 when the data were collected, CCC 

received 14% of the funding, only second to Midwest County College (MWCC), which 

received 18%. Moreover, CCC enrolled the largest number of Pell Grant recipients at 

21% and MWCC ranked second at 16%. In the early 1990s, the success of first-time, full-

time enrolled freshmen who graduated, transferred to a four-year institution, or were 

retained at least four years after entering college was an average of only 35%, which was 

consistently among the lowest in the state. The only other community colleges in the state 

of Maryland reporting comparable or lower success rates during that period were Far 

Northwest, Far Northeast, and Metro Capital counties (CCC Data Book, 1999, 1997). 

CCC received 29% of the market share of city residents who attended state institutions in 

1997. Of the total unique head count of 5,155 City residents who enrolled in CCC for the 

Fall 1997 semester, 4,456 were identified as African American and 699 were identified in 

one of the other racial and ethnic groups. According to the State Higher Education 

Commission, "Among all state colleges, CCC enrolled 39% of the City's African 
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Americans, but only 12% of all others. Among state 2-year colleges, CCC enrolled 80% 

of the city's African Americans, but only 31% of all others" (CCC Data Book, 1999, p. 

23).  

During this same time, City Community College (CCC) had an increase of 

remedial needs at the institution. According to the Office of Institutional Research at 

CCC, between Fall 1990 and Fall 1998, remedial course enrollment on campus more than 

doubled, rising from 18% to 37% of all college enrollment (CCC Data Book, 1999). This 

study allowed those with an interest in higher education's successes and needs regarding 

remediation a snapshot in time to provide perspective on the community college 

developmental education program trajectory. 

Sample 

This study employed an existing data set. All three treatment groups were 

comprised of students enrolled in some combination of CSS 110 and ENGL 81 in Fall 

1997. Students self-selected to enroll in CSS 110 in lieu of the one-credit required 

orientation course, known as Pre 100 "Preparation for Academic Achievement." One 

section each of CSS 110 and ENGL 81 were paired courses. Therefore, if a student 

registered for either course in the pilot section he/she was co-enrolled in the two courses, 

and was therefore a participant in the learning community project. Students in English 81 

are required to take the course based on their placement test score. As noted earlier, 

English 81 is the second of a sequence of three remedial or developmental English 

courses. Students could have placed in English 80, which is the first in the sequence, and 

successfully completed that course prior to enrollment in English 81. All first-time full- 

or part-time students must register for an orientation course, so the population in the 

study is mostly first-semester students. However, some second-semester students who are 

either repeating the course or were unable to register for the course their first semester 

due to schedule conflicts or sections being full could be in this orientation course. The 
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study in Fall 1997 used students in ENGL 81, entitled Composition Skills, a 

developmental writing course, which had a total of 25 sections with 627 students 

enrolled. Fourteen sections were in the study initially with a potential for 221 students 

eligible to complete the study. However, only 13 sections actually completed the study. 

The 14
th

 section had no students complete the post-test, because the faculty member 

forgot to administer the posttest to that entire section of English 81. In addition, there 

were 9 sections of a first-year experience or orientation course entitled College Success 

Seminar (CSS 110), a 3-credit orientation course. All nine sections participated in the 

study with the potential for 147 student participants. There were 3 sections of ENGL 81 

and CSS 110 linked learning communities established to allow students to co-enroll in 

the paired courses. There could potentially be 45 students in this treatment group. 

Measures 

Students in all groups were administered a pre-test and post-test to measure two 

of the dependent variables, writing apprehension and locus of control. The Writing 

Apprehension Measure (WAM) (Miller & Daly, 1975) and the Adult Nowicki Strickland 

Internal External Control Scale (ANS-IE) (Nowicki & Duke, 1974) were used in this 

study. Other information such as demographics of gender and age are independent 

variables provided through institutional data.  

Locus of Control 

The Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale (ANS-IE) 

(Nowicki, Stephen, Duke, & Marshall, 1974) measures locus of control (see Appendix 

A). On this instrument, locus of control is defined as the extent to which individuals 

believe one of two extremes: that they control their destiny by their own behavior or that 

their destiny is controlled by fate, chance, or luck. Those who believe circumstances are 

within their control have an internal locus of control, and those who believe things are 
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outside of their control possess an external locus of control (Nowicki, 1972). This scale is 

an outgrowth of social learning theory measuring expectancies (Bandura, 1996). 

Expectancy is the subjective probability that a given behavior will lead to a particular 

outcome or reinforcement (Rotter, 1989). The instrument replicates a very popular scale 

designed by Rotter and associates (Rotter, 1990). However, that instrument has been 

criticized for its lack of generalizability across age groups, particularly with children and 

non-college trained adults (Nowicki, 1972).  

The ANS-IE is written at the fifth grade reading level to more readily conform to 

children, while still being appropriate for adults. Specifically, there are two forms, one 

for children and one for adults. The validity and reliability were addressed and the scores 

have the psychometric characteristics necessary for this research (Cronbach, Gleser, 

Rajaratnam, & Nanda, 1972). There is considerable evidence to support the instrument's 

reliability and construct validity (Nowicki, 1972). This scale can be administered in a 

one-to-one or group setting and the scale has moderate split-halves reliability from .74 to 

.86 and .63 to .76 test re-test reliability. On the basis of social learning theory and other 

empirical results, the scale is supported by construct and convergent validity (Nowicki, 

1972; Wehmeyer, 1993). Sample ANS-IE items include:  

 Do you believe that most problems will solve themselves if you just don't 

fool with them? 

 Are some people just born lucky? 

 Are most other people your age stronger than you are? 

 Do you think that people can get their own way if they just keep trying? 

 Do you feel that when good things happen they happen because you work 

hard? 

 Are you the kind of person who believes that planning ahead makes things 

turn out better? 
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The adult form of the ANS-IE is a nominal data forced-choice (yes or no) 40-item 

instrument with scores ranging from 0 to 40. "The assessment yields a final score based 

on the number of items answered in the external direction: the higher the score, the more 

external the person's orientation" (Dixon, Marsh, & Craven, 2002, p. 5). The scoring 

procedures to be followed for the ANS-IE are as follows. There were 40 statements; the 

respondent was to choose a yes or a no response. The respondent's score is derived from 

adding the number of items that were scored correctly. Twenty-five of those 40 

statements were correct if the respondent said yes; 15 of the statements were correct if the 

respondent answered no. The respondent's score is computed by adding together the 

number of correct Yes responses with the number of correct No responses. A higher 

score, therefore, indicates more external locus of control. The reliability for this sample 

appears in Chapter IV. 

Writing Apprehension 

Writing apprehension was assessed by the Writing Apprehension Measure (see 

Appendix B) (WAM) (Miller & Daly, 1975) that was developed to determine the 

constructs of anxiety, writing apprehension, or fear about writing that measurably affect 

behavior patterns, which includes the process of writing until completion. Specifically, 

the WAM measures respondents' beliefs about their ability to create well-developed 

thoughts that are grammatically correct (Miller & Daly, 1975). In comparison, the same 

researchers also developed the Writing Apprehension Scale (WAS) (Daly & Miller, 

1975) that measures performance on standardized writing tests and is widely used for 

measuring apprehension when composing on the computer. The literature also refers to 

the Writing Apprehension Test (WAT) and the Writing Apprehension Questionnaire 

(WAQ), the latter not to be confused with Rose's (1984) Writing Attitude Questionnaire. 

All are essentially the same. There are minor distinctions between them: the WAT is a 6-

Point Likert scale to respondents settling on a neutral position and has been used with 
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English as a Second Language (ESL) population; the WAQ looks at other subscales like 

time management (Bline, Lowe, Meixner, Nouri, & Pearce, 2001; Faris, Golen, & Lynch, 

1999; Miller & Daly, 1975; Phinney, 1991); the Writing Apprehension Measure (Miller 

& Daly, 1975) predicts behavior and emotions of persons in various writing situations. 

Individuals may become anxious when asked to perform a writing task on the job or in 

the classroom. The WAM used in this study helps to identify the propensity for certain 

individuals to perform poorly in environments that require writing. These individuals will 

tend to avoid written communication for fear of failure.  

Miller and Daly's (1975) WAM is a 26-item self-report survey. Respondents use a 

5-point Likert-scale (1=Strongly agree; 5=Strongly disagree). Each item addresses 

writing avoidance, personal attitudes, and emotions that are felt during the actual writing 

process. The instrument attempts to capture the anxiety associated with the actual 

composition of a written message. It seeks to determine any anxiety or substandard 

performance in settings where writing is an integral part. Individuals whose background 

has included failure with writing tasks, such as poor grades, may be conditioned to such 

an anxiety. Subsequently, they could be found to have below average attendance or 

incomplete assignments in environments where writing is necessary. Moreover, the result 

appears to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Those who experience writing anxiety generally 

perform poorly because of minimal writing practice or avoidance of opportunities that 

would offer the needed experience. The instrument measures the predisposition towards 

anxiety with writing. The items explore academic and professional settings where writing 

is required. Sample items include: 

 I avoid writing. 

 I have no fear of my writing being evaluated. 

 I look forward to writing down my ideas. 

 I like to write my ideas down. 

 I'm nervous about writing. 
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 Writing is a lot of fun. 

Scores range from 26, indicating a high level of writing apprehension, to 130, 

indicating the lowest level of writing apprehension (Miller & Daly, 1974). The WAM 

contains 26 statements to which the subject needs to respond. The scale used ranges from 

1 to 5; strongly agree is a 1 and strongly disagree is a 5. The 26 statements are divided 

into two groups of 13. One set is positively stated; the other negatively. However, the 

same rating scale is used for both. The individual score is computed using an established 

mean of 78 plus the score on the positive section, minus the score on the negative section. 

The scores can range from 26 to 59, indicating a high level of anxiety; from 60 to 96, 

indicating a modest level; and 97 to 130, indicating a low level of anxiety. 

The original version of the WAM was a 63-item Likert-scale instrument (strongly 

agree to strongly disagree), with the same response options as the measure uses in its 

final 26 items. One hundred sixty-four undergraduates completed the first format at West 

Virginia University in Spring 1974. Participation was voluntary. Respondents were from 

a variety of majors, but were all enrolled in basic communication and composition 

courses. The validity and reliability were addressed and the scores have the psychometric 

characteristics necessary for the research (Cronbach et al., 1972). An oblique factor 

analysis was conducted, and as a result of this further research the 26 items retained in 

the instrument formed the initial measure. It was found to have loadings above .60. The 

26-item instrument has a split-halves reliability of .94. The instrument scores "1-5, 

polarity reflected so high scores indicate high apprehension and yielded a mean score of 

79.28 with a standard deviation of 18.86" (Miller & Daly, 1975, p. 4). To establish odd-

even reliability for the instrument, 141 students who were enrolled during Summer 1974 

in a basic educational psychology course and the basic composition and communication 

courses named in the previously mentioned study were given the instrument. This 

instrument can be administered to individuals or in a group setting. The respondents 



 

 56 

scored .93 for odd-even reliability with 71.87 for an obtained mean and 18.15 standard 

deviation. These scores demonstrated predictive validity (Miller & Daly, 1975).  

The two measures used in the study, the Writing Apprehension Measure and the 

Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale, are widely used instruments 

with acceptable reliability and validity. However, inherent problems cannot be 

overlooked. The WAM is lacking in generalizability and relationships to other more 

specific variables and with other personality measures. In addition, the WAM measures 

success in general college level composition courses, but does not allow for behavioral 

predictions such as the success of remedial writing courses once students' apprehension is 

assessed. According to Miller and Daly (1975), "for example, we would suspect that 

there would be numerous stylistic and content differences between high and low anxious 

writers in their writing" (p. 9). A limitation of the ANS-IE is the instrument's potential 

bias against groups such as women, minorities, and those of lower socio-economic status. 

The aforementioned presents problems in obtaining the significant relationship between 

the results and academic achievement (Nowicki, 1972). 

Validity 

The two instruments used in this study, the WAM and the ANS-IE, were judged 

by a number of researchers named earlier to be valid for use with this student population. 

The review of the literature indicates that the instruments may be somewhat biased 

against women and minorities, who because of their cultural expectations, may rate 

themselves as more anxious and externally motivated based on cultural expectations. This 

may be important for this study since its population is made up of 75% female and 86% 

African American.  
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Reliability 

Cronbach alphas were computed to determine the reliability of the Writing 

Apprehension Measure (WAM) and the Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External 

Control Scale (ANS-IE) for this population. Cronbach alpha measures inter-item 

reliability and consistency of the survey instrument. It is used when no pretest-posttest 

reliability measures are available. Cronbach alphas were computed for the total on the 

WAM and the ANS-IE on both the pretests and the posttests. According to Gall, Gall and 

Borg (2003), 

If a scale has a high alpha coefficient [typically, .60 or higher, with the 

highest possible coefficient being 1.00], it means that individuals who 

respond in a certain way to one item on the scale are likely to respond in 

the same way to the other items on that scale. (p. 196)  

According to Daly and Miller (1975), they obtained a split-half reliability of .94 

and a test-retest reliability of .92 on the WAM. This researcher computed a Cronbach 

alpha across all participants of .64 on the pretest and .70 on the posttest. Gall, Gall, and 

Borg (2003) would call those inter-item reliabilities modest. This researcher also 

computed a correlation between the total pretest score and the total posttest score, which 

was .66. This is an approximation of a test-retest reliability coefficient over the period of 

the course. 

The authors of the ANS-IE indicated that split-half reliabilities ranged from .74 to 

.86; they felt that the test has satisfactory internal consistency. They also computed a test-

retest reliability over a six-week period on the ANS-IE, which was .83. This researcher 

computed Cronbach alphas on the total pretest and posttest scores on the ANS-IE. The 

Cronbach alpha on the pretest was .58 and on the posttest, it was .63, indicating that it 

had low to modest reliability.  
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Procedures 

Data for this study were collected in Fall 1997. Instructors for all 23 sections of 

ENGL 81 were invited to participate in the study and 14 participated. However, data from 

only 13 sections could be used, because the posttest was not administered in one of the 

sections. All nine sections of CSS 110 participated. The ANS-IE and WAM were 

administered as pre-tests during the first two weeks of the semester. The same form for 

each assessment was administered again during the last two weeks of the semester as the 

post-tests. This research was conducted under informed consent. Participants in the 

Learning Community Cohort and Developmental Writing Cohort received the 

assessments in the ENGL 81 course. Students in the College Skills Success received the 

assessments in the CSS course. The instructors administered the two measures by asking 

students to read the brief instructions and respond to each item by recording the 

appropriate response. Both instruments were administered using paper and pencil format. 

The participants were informed that their results would be part of a study, but that their 

identity would remain confidential. Since the measures were administered during class 

time there was no promise of incentives. The overall response rates for the 13 

participating sections of ENGL 81, all 9 sections of CSS 110 and the learning community 

are reported in Chapter IV.  

Developmental English 81-Composition Skill 1 

The English (ENGL 81) Composition Skill 1 teaches students effective essay 

writing skills. It was the second in a sequence of three developmental courses. Students 

were placed in this required course based on the results of their Accuplacer placement 

test score. All faculty members use the same departmentally developed syllabus (see 

Appendix C). The course focuses on the basics of developing logical and grammatically 

correct paragraphs and over the semester creating coherent essays. The course meets 3 

hours per week for lecture and 2 hours per week for required lab. During lecture the 
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faculty members teach the foundation of writing and allow time for students to apply 

written standard English skills taught in the classroom in a writers' workshop format 

where peers share and review one another's work, which is typical in most English 

writing courses. The instructor's role in this environment is to guide students through the 

peer evaluation process and to assure that students are paired heterogeneously. The lab 

sessions provide time for regularly scheduled review with tutors. The increased amount 

of contact hours in the lecture along with the required lab have to do with the pedagogical 

implications for developmental students and acceptable practice that beginning and low 

level writers need as much practice in writing as possible. Students are required to 

compose their work on a computer and are offered technology assistance by lab monitors 

if they need assistance in developing their computer literacy skills. Two required texts for 

the class are: We Are America by Anna Joy and Writing with Confidence by Alan 

Meyers. The various class activities to reinforce written language besides formal essays 

include free writing, journaling, quizzes and exams on course content. 

The College Success Seminar-Orientation Course 

The College Success Seminar (CSS 110) teaches techniques that help to facilitate 

students' successes and personal ideals of dreaming, excelling and managing stressful life 

situations. The course fulfilled an Orientation requirement. It is a course taught from an 

eclectic orientation combining best practices in personal effectiveness with the tenets of 

business, education, psychology and athletics' tenets. The instructors participated in 

required faculty training and used a departmental syllabus (see Appendix D) and textbook 

On Course by Skip Downing is used in all sections of the class. Students are required to 

complete weekly journals to improve writing, engage in class activities and group 

discussions, which help them focus and stay "On Course." The primary course is to 

maximize control over your life by the choices students make and to be open-minded and 

willing to try new things for better results. Another objective is to discover the best 
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methods that fit for their individual learning style. The pedagogical practices are designed 

to foster success in college and beyond. The curriculum encourages students to set goals, 

both academic and career related, and by being critical thinkers and using creative 

problem solving strategies that seek only positive outcomes, avoiding the victim persona 

and accepting direction and support from faculty. As a result of applying new strategies 

learned in the course, the desired outcome is that students will learn to utilize time 

management strategies and other academic strategies to succeed in college, in careers and 

in life overall. 

Learning Community 

The learning community in the simplest form consisted of students co-enrolled in 

the Developmental English (ENGL 81) and the College Success Seminar (CSS110) 

course. This is known as a loosely linked learning community. 

It is important to note that Astin's (1993) model, which calls for pre-college 

experiences, was adapted and not true inputs according to the original intent and design 

of his model. Again, this research is used as a philosophical framework. The inputs for 

this study included the pre-test scores from the two measurements. The variables for the 

inputs were scores on the Writing Apprehension Measure (Miller & Daly, 1975) and the 

Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale (Nowicki & Duke, 1974).The 

environment variables were the treatment groups and the varying experiences they 

provided students. These include the involvement in the learning community, with 

enhanced peer and faculty interactions, use of campus resources like tutoring, since it was 

an integral part of the developmental writing course, and the additional time engaged in 

academic discussion with faculty and peers, a goal of the college success course. Lastly, 

the outputs for this study included the post-test scores from the two measurements. The 

outcome variables were scores on the Writing Apprehension Measure (Miller & Daly, 
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1975) and the Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale (Nowicki & 

Duke, 1974).  

Data Analysis 

Quasi-experimental designs have independent variables that are under the control 

of the experimenter. However, the design is less formal with fewer restrictions to be 

considered a true experimental design. Generally in quasi-experimental designs, one does 

not have enough control over the situation to randomly assign subjects. Correlation 

coefficients were computed for the three groups in the study on each of the instruments 

used, to determine the strength of a relationship between the pretest and the posttest. The 

final analysis involved using analysis of covariance to look for post-test score differences 

between the three groups on the two instruments, controlling for pre-test scores. 

Summary 

This chapter outlined the methods for the researcher's study. First, a conceptual 

framework was identified that was acceptable for explaining the participants' experiences 

within the learning community to influence writing apprehension and locus of control. A 

second conceptual framework was identified for the experimental study to control the 

inputs, which are the respondents' pre-test scores on the ANS-IE and the WAM, to 

determine if the experiences influenced the outcomes. The purpose, hypothesis, and study 

design were included. This chapter presents the institutional context, with facts and 

figures from the time period when the data were collected. Three treatment groups were 

identified. Next, the existing data set was presented, with proposed statistical methods, 

and analysis.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

As stated in Chapter I, the purpose of this study was to contribute to the sparse 

body of knowledge in developmental education and the success of developmental writing 

students. The goal was to increase the knowledge base about developmental writing 

students at a two-year college and their engagement in a learning community. This study 

examined the effect of a learning community intervention for students attending a 

community college. Specifically, the study included an experimental component to 

examine through pre- and post-test measures the pedagogical implications and strategies 

to determine if there was an improvement in locus of control and writing apprehension. 

The study was to determine if three groups of community college students enrolled in a 

variation of two courses would achieve positive academic outcomes after a semester of 

participation in the learning community. This researcher's desire was to gain a deeper 

understanding of developmental students at a community college. Two research questions 

were developed to determine the impact of developmental education intervention 

programming on the writing apprehension and locus of control of community college 

students in an urban community college. The results of this study should contribute to the 

sparse body of knowledge in developmental education and examine the pedagogical 

implications and strategies to improve the success of developmental writing students.  

This chapter begins with a demographic overview of the participants. The results 

of the statistical analysis of ANCOVA are presented followed by a series of post hoc 

dependent t-tests. The data from question one were analyzed to determine the degree of 

writing apprehension by treatment group. Question two data were analyzed to determine 

if there is a difference in the level of locus of control by treatment group. The chapter 

concludes with a summary of the findings for this study. 
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On many community college campuses remedial coursework is required for over 

40% of the campus population (Kane & Rouse, 1999; Tinto, 1998). With less than 50% 

of high school students taking college preparation courses, only the most highly selective 

institutions have the option of denying access to students with remedial needs (Gaither, 

1999). A learning community is a developmental approach to enhance or foster success in 

educational environments. This method of academic intervention can promote positive 

outcomes for potentially at-risk college students. For students in this study, it is a method 

used to provide additional academic support. In the simplest form, learning communities 

are paired courses focused on a particular subject or theme; the students are registered for 

courses as a cohort in a small learning group (Gabelnick et al., 1990). The two linked 

courses in this study are the developmental English course (ENGL 81) and the College 

Success Seminar (CSS 110).  

Participants 

In order to be included in the study, 627 community college students met the 

following criteria: (a) students enrolled in a developmental English course (ENGL 81); 

(b) students enrolled in an orientation course, entitled the College Success Seminar (CSS 

110); and (c) students enrolled in both the developmental English and college orientation 

course. The co-enrolled courses are called a learning community. The study was designed 

to determine if these three groups of community college students enrolled in either one or 

both of the two specified courses would achieve positive academic outcomes.  

In Fall 1997, 25 sections of developmental English (ENGL 81) were offered; 

students from 13 of those sections were used in the study. Nine sections of the College 

Success Seminar (CSS 110) were offered that same semester and students from all 9 

sections participated. The co-enrolled course had 3 sections and all sections participated. 

There were 627 students eligible to participate in the study. The number of 

eligible participants was reduced when one instructor forgot to administer the posttest to 



 

 64 

230 participants. Of the remaining 397 eligible students, 29 students' records were 

missing so many sections that they could not be used. This reduced the total number of 

records potentially available to 368. There was a very low response rate based on various 

reasons. The number of subjects was further reduced by such factors as students opting 

out of participating in the testing, withdrawing from the courses, failing to fully complete 

the survey or failing to write legibly, so that their surveys could not be coded. A large 

number of students did not complete both the pre- and posttest versions of either 

instrument and were not used in the analysis. A total of 131 student participants 

completed both the pretest and posttest surveys of the Writing Apprehension Measure 

(39.8%); 126 completed testing for the Locus of Control Inventory (38.3%) and 

constitute the sample for those analyses. A core group of 110 completed both measures 

(see Table 1). 

 

Table 1  
 
Respondents and Non-Respondents in WAM and ANS-IE for the Three Groups 
 

Treatment Learning 

Community** 

Eng 81 

only 

CSS 110 

only 

Total 

Population in 

participating sections 

45 221 147 368 

WAM Completed 

both pre-post 

16 75 40 131 

WAM non-

respondent* 

29 146 107 237 

WAM Response rate 35.6% 33.9% 27.2% 35.6% 

ANS-IE Completed 

both pre- & -post 

15 72 39 126 

ANS-IE non-

respondent* 

30 149 108 242 

ANS-IE Response 

rate 

33.3% 32.6% 26.5% 34.2% 

* completed only one of the pre- or post test, unusable response, did not participate 

**Learning community population is computed using average number of students in CSS 110 section 

     n=15) 
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Demographics 

Included here is information on the participants' age, gender, full-time or part-

time enrollment, credits earned, and GPA for the group of respondents used for each 

instrument in the study. This information was obtained from the college student records 

of those enrolled in English 81, the college success seminar, CSS110, or those enrolled in 

the two linked courses. In all cases the WAM and ANS-IE samples were nearly identical 

and they are quite similar to those of the non-respondents. 
 
Table 2 
 
Age of Participants and Non-Participants 
 

 WAM ANS-IE Non-Respondents 

Age Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

15-19 

20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

50-54 

55-59 

60+ 

Total 

47 

38 

16 

10 

8 

4 

4 

1 

1 

2 

131 

36.7 

29.0 

12.1 

7.5 

6.1 

3.0 

2.7 

1.0 

.6 

1.3 

100.0 

44 

37 

15 

9 

9 

4 

4 

1 

1 

2 

126 

36.7 

29.0 

12.1 

7.5 

6.1 

3.0 

2.7 

1.0 

.6 

1.3 

100.0 

113 

125 

46 

26 

25 

9 

9 

4 

2 

4 

363 

31.1 

34.5 

12.6 

7.2 

6.9 

2.5 

2.5 

1.1 

.6 

1.1 

100.0 

The data in Table 2 indicate that about 66% of the three groups were between 15 

and 24. About 20% more were between 25 and 34, that these students had delayed their 

entrance into post-secondary education. About 10% enrolled were between age 35 and 

44. The mean age for each group is: WAM – 22.5; ANS-IE – 22.1; non-respondents – 

23.6. 

The gender of students in the study and non-respondents is displayed in Table 3. 

About two and one-half times more females than males were enrolled. 
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Table 3 
 
Gender of Participants and Non-Participants 
 

 WAM ANS-IE Non-Respondents 

Gender Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

Male 

Female 

Total 

38 

93 

131 

28.4 

71.6 

100.0 

36 

90 

126 

28.4 

71.6 

100.0 

108 

255 

363 

29.8 

70.2 

100.0 

In terms of student enrollment, twice as many students in the study were enrolled 

as full-time students than as part-time. This was also true of the non-respondents. These 

numbers are displayed in Table 4. 

 

Table 4 
 
Students Enrolled Full-Time or Part-Time 
 

 WAM ANS-IE Non-Respondents 

Status Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

Full-Time 

Part-Time 

Total 

90 

41 

131 

68.9 

31.1 

100.0 

87 

39 

126 

68.9 

31.1 

100.0 

248 

115 

363 

68.3 

31.7 

100.0 

As shown in Table 5, 92% of the students had recently begun their college 

education and therefore had only earned about 10 credits.  

 

Table 5 

 

Credits Earned 

 

 WAM ANS-IE Non-Respondents 

Credits Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

0-10 

11-20 

21-30 

31-40 

41-50 

51-60 

Total 

120 

6 

2 

1 

1 

1 

131 

92.2 

4.1 

1.4 

.8 

.8 

.7 

100.0 

116 

5 

1 

1 

1 

2 

126 

92.2 

4.1 

1.4 

.8 

.8 

.7 

100.0 

334 

15 

6 

3 

2 

3 

363 

92.0 

4.1 

1.7 

.8 

.6 

.8 

100.0 
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The data in Table 6 show that only 3% of the students had a GPA between 0.00 

and 0.99. About 7% had a GPA between 1.00 and 1.99. Six percent had a GPA between 

2.00 and 2.99; 10% were between 3.00 and 3.99. The vast majority of the students, 74%, 

did not have any GPAs yet since they had not been enrolled in enough courses to earn a 

GPA. The non-respondents had a somewhat higher GPA than the WAM or ANS-IE 

groups, particularly for GPAs between 3.50 and 3.99. 

 

Table 6 

 

Grade Point Average 

 

 WAM ANS-IE Non-Respondents 

GPA Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

     0 – 0.49 

0.50 – 0.99 

1.00 – 1.49 

1.50 – 1.99 

2.00 – 2.49 

2.50 – 2.99 

3.00 – 3.49 

3.50 – 3.99 

Missing  

Total 

1 

3 

5 

4 

5 

3 

7 

6 

97 

131 

.6 

2.4 

3.7 

3.2 

3.8 

2.2 

5.3 

4.6 

74.2 

100.0 

1 

3 

5 

5 

5 

3 

5 

6 

93 

126 

.6 

2.4 

3.7 

3.2 

3.8 

2.2 

5.3 

4.6 

74.2 

100.0 

2 

2 

10 

18 

10 

15 

9 

40 

253 

363 

.6 

1.2 

4.8 

4.6 

3.1 

4.1 

2.5 

11.0 

69.7 

100.0 

Results of the Study 

The means and standard deviations for the three groups on which data were 

collected both before and during the research period on the Writing Apprehension Test 

are displayed in Table 7. The WAM mean score on the pre-test for the learning 

community was 59.63, and on the post-test it was 54.25. It should be noted that the 

number of participants was below the desired number of 30 for accurate statistical 

analysis. In the study skills group, the same pattern is evident; the mean on the pretest is 

62.97 and on the posttest it is 60.38. The same is true for students who took 
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developmental English. Their pre-test mean score was 67.11 and the lower posttest score 

was 65.48. All treatment groups appeared to have modestly higher writing apprehension 

after the courses than when they started the courses. Lower scores on the WAM mean 

higher levels of writing apprehension. The direction of this effect is of interest and is 

discussed in Chapter V. 

 

Table 7 

 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Three Groups on the WAM 

 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean S.D. 

Learning Community      

Pretest 16 32 84 59.63 15.58 

Posttest 16 29 76 54.25 12.69 

Study Skills      

Pretest 40 30 103 62.97 15.88 

Posttest 40 28 93 60.38 16.64 

English Only      

Pretest 75 26 95 67.11 15.24 

Posttest 75 26 97 65.48 14.95 

Totals      

Pretest 131 26 103 64.93 15.60 

Posttest 131 26 97 62.55 15.63 

Hypothesis 1: After controlling for initial level of writing apprehension, there is 

no statistically significant difference in level of writing apprehension by treatment group 

at the end of the treatment. 

Assumptions 

The researcher checked to be sure that there were no discrepancies or violations 

prior to moving forward with the analysis using ANCOVA. The first set of assumptions 
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required in ANCOVA is that the covariate was measured before the dependent variable at 

a point when the covariate is a reliable measure.  

Results of the Analysis of Covariance for the WAM 

Table 8 displays the analysis of covariance for the three groups on the Writing 

Apprehension Test. The data show that there were no statistically significant differences 

across the three groups at the end of the courses after controlling for their pre-course 

level of writing apprehension. The conclusion is failure to reject null Hypothesis 1.  

 

Table 8 

 

Analysis of Covariance for the WAM 

 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean  

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Posttest Covariates Pretest 13541.13 1 13541.13 105.61 .000 

 Main Effects Group 544.30 2 272.15 2.12 .124 

 Model 15476.47 3 5158.82 40.23 .000 

 Residual 16283.96 127 128.22   

 Total 544292.00 131    

Post Hoc Analysis for the WAM 

The researcher wanted to be sure that there were no statistically significant 

differences between the three groups on the Writing Apprehension Test. Therefore, 

following the analysis of co-variance, she did post hoc dependent t-tests on the changes 

in the mean scores from pretest to posttest. In Tables 9 through 11, the researcher 

documented the fact that in all cases, there were declines in mean scores between the 

pretest and posttest and none of the declines were statistically significant. Therefore, it 

can be stated with confidence that the students who took both the pretest and posttest on 

the Writing Apprehension Test had a modestly lower mean score on the posttest than on 

the pretest, indicating a higher level of writing apprehension. 
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Table 9 

 

Dependent t-tests Between the Pretest and Posttest for Learning Community on the WAM 

 

Group N Mean S.D. t df 2-tail sig. 

Pretest 16 59.63 15.78    

    2.15 15 .058 

Posttest 16 54.25 12.69    

 

Table 10 

 

Dependent t-tests Between the Pretest and Posttest for Study Skills on the WAM 

 

Group N Mean S.D. t df 2-tail sig. 

Pretest 40 62.97 15.88    

    1.30 39 .202 

Posttest 40 60.38 16.64    

 

Table 11 

 

Dependent t-tests Between the Pretest and Posttest for English Only on the WAM 

 

Group N Mean S.D. t df 2-tail sig. 

Pretest 75 67.11 15.24    

    1.11 74 .272 

Posttest 75 65.48 14.98    

Means and standard deviations for the locus of control are shown in Table 12 for 

the three groups on which data were collected both before and during the research period 

on the Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale. The number of 

participants with pretest and posttest scores is about equal to the number who took the 

WAM although they are a slightly different sample of participants. The learning 

community group was smaller than the number of 30, which is desired for statistical 

strength. Results involving the learning community group should be interpreted with 

caution. Lower scores reflect an internal locus of control and higher scores reflect an 

external locus of control. It should be noted that on English only the mean declined from 

pretest to posttest. 
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Table 12 

 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Three Groups on the ANS-IE 

 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean S.D. 

Learning Community      

Pretest 15 7 17 10.20 3.52 

Posttest 15 6 18 10.90 4.12 

Study Skills      

Pretest 39 8 19 11.00 4.00 

Posttest 39 5 18 11.22 4.33 

English Only      

Pretest 72 9 25 14.17 4.12 

Posttest 72 10 27 14.07 4.14 

Totals      

Pretest 126 8 21 12.87 4.36 

Posttest 126 7 22 12.99 4.38 

Hypothesis 2: After controlling for initial level of locus of control, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the level of locus of control by treatment group at the 

end of the treatment. 

Assumptions 

The researcher checked to be sure that there were no discrepancies or violations 

prior to moving forward with the analysis using ANCOVA. The first set of assumptions 

required in ANCOVA is that the covariate was measured before the dependent variable at 

a point when the covariate is a reliable measure.  
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Results of the Analysis of Covariance for the ANS-IE 

Table 13 displays the analysis of covariance for the three groups on the locus of 

control. The data indicate that there were no statistically significant differences across the 

three groups at the end of the courses after controlling for their pre-course beliefs. The 

conclusion is failure to reject null Hypothesis 2.  

 

Table 13 

 

Analysis of Covariance for the ANS-IE 

 

 Sum of 

Squares 

 

df 

Mean  

Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

Posttest Covariates Pretest 281.65 1 281.65 20.47 .000 

 Main Effects Group 22.91 2 11.46 .83 .439 

 Model 434.62 3 144.87 10.53 .000 

 Residual 963.16 122 13.76   

 Total 1397.78 125 19.15   

Post Hoc Analysis for the ANS-IE 

Because of the results of the post hoc analysis done on the WAM, the researcher 

decided to repeat this process on the ANS-IE to be certain that there were no statistically 

significant differences between the three groups on the Locus of Control Inventory. She 

did post hoc dependent t-tests on the changes in the mean scores from pretest to posttest. 

In Tables 14 through 16, the researcher documented the fact that in two cases, there were 

gains in scores between the pretest and posttest and none of the gains were statistically 

significant. In one case, English only, there was a decline from pretest to posttest. The 

students in the study were more alike when they entered than different. They did not 

show significant change after the study. Therefore, the students in the learning 

community and study skills groups who took both the pretest and posttest on the Adult 



 

 73 

Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale had no meaningful change. For 

English only, the students had a minimal shift towards an internal locus of control. None 

of these show any significant change.  

 

Table 14 

 

Dependent t-tests Between the Pretest and Posttest for Learning Community on  

 

the ANS-IE 

 

Group N Mean S.D. t Df 2-tail sig. 

Pretest 15 10.20 3.52    

    -7.93 14 .448 

Posttest 15 10.90 4.12    

 

Table 15 

 

Dependent t-tests Between the Pretest and Posttest for Study Skills on the ANS-IE 

 

Group N Mean S.D. t Df 2-tail sig. 

Pretest 39 11.00 4.00    

    -.22 38 .827 

Posttest 39 11.22 4.33    

 

Table 16 

 

Dependent t-tests Between the Pretest and Posttest for English Only on the ANS-IE 

 

Group N Mean S.D. t df 2-tail sig. 

Pretest 72 14.17 4.12    

    .17 71 .868 

Posttest 72 14.06 4.14    

These analyses show no significant differences in either writing apprehension or 

locus of control by treatment group after controlling for pre-test levels of each. Changes 

during the semester were more similar than different in each group.  

Descriptive observations from the population in this study suggest that 

developmental students enrolled in learning communities and first-year orientation 

courses have a slightly more external locus of control at the end of the courses than at the 
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beginning, although the gain was not statistically significantly different among the three 

groups. All treatment groups appeared to have slightly more writing apprehension after 

the courses than when they started. Again, with the understanding that the findings of this 

study are limited, it is important to point out that developmental students with writing 

apprehension, who are enrolled in developmental writing courses in this study, appear to 

show no significant change subsequent to the intervention.  

The instruments used to assess the change were a writing apprehension measure 

and locus of control inventory. It should be noted that self-report data using post- then 

pre-test method has inherent bias, which is inevitable. However, quantifiable outcomes 

are still captured with more accuracy using pre-test then post-test, the method used in this 

study (Colosi & Dunifor, 2006).  

Summary 

Chapter IV described the research conducted and analyzed to answer the two 

research questions on developmental college students' writing apprehension and locus of 

control of developmental students at a two-year college. Interpreted in the chapter were 

the results of the at-risk college student scores on the pretest and posttest inventories. The 

analysis of covariance and results of dependent t-tests indicated that there was no 

statistical significance in the posttest results for the three groups after controlling for the 

pretest score. Chapter V includes conclusions based on the findings and suggestions of 

areas that may warrant further exploration. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of this quantitative research study on 

developmental students at a community college. The purpose of this study was to 

contribute to the sparse body of knowledge in developmental education and the success 

of developmental writing students. The goal was to increase the knowledge base about 

developmental writing students at a two-year college and their engagement in a learning 

community. This study examined the effect of a learning community intervention for 

students attending a community college. Specifically, the study included an experimental 

component to determine through pre- and post-test measures the pedagogical implications 

and strategies to determine if there was an improvement in locus of control and writing 

apprehension. The study was to determine if three groups of community college students 

enrolled in a variation of two courses would achieve positive academic outcomes after a 

semester of participation in the learning community. In the simplest form, learning 

communities are paired courses focused on a particular subject or theme. Two research 

questions were developed to determine the impact of developmental education 

intervention programming on the writing apprehension and locus of control of 

community college students in an urban community college. The data from question one 

were analyzed to determine the degree of writing apprehension by treatment group. 

Question two data were analyzed to determine if there is a difference in the level of locus 

of control by treatment group. The reader is cautioned that the sample may not be 

representative of the population of students who enroll in developmental courses and that 

the small sample size in the paired courses makes conclusions tentative. One group was 

involved in a loosely-linked learning community (i.e., co-enrolled in a college success 

course (CSS 110) and developmental English writing (ENGL 81). A second group was 
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enrolled only in ENGL 81 and a third group was enrolled in CSS 110 only. Specifically, 

this research used existing data with a total of 131 student participants who completed 

both the pretest and posttest surveys of the Writing Apprehension Measure as well as 126 

students who completed testing for the Locus of Control Inventory. This study used a 

quasi-experimental research method employing analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) (a 

significance level of <.05 was set to analyze the data) using the existing data set. Post hoc 

analysis was done using independent t-tests. The analysis supported the findings of the 

ANCOVA of no statistically significant differences in the means between pretest and 

posttest. 

This chapter presents an overview of the study to include: research questions, 

hypotheses, statement of the problem, and study design. The summary of the findings 

includes a discussion in relationship to the previous research and theory, theory and 

practical implications, limitations, and recommendations for further research. Finally, the 

chapter ends with the conclusions.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The following research questions were used to frame this study:  

Research Question 1. Is there a statistically significant difference between the 

scores on a measure of writing apprehension of two treatment groups of developmental 

students compared to developmental students in a loosely-linked learning community at a 

two-year college? 

Hypothesis 1: After controlling for initial level of writing apprehension, there is 

no statistically significant difference in level of writing apprehension by treatment group 

at the end of the treatment. 

Research Question 2. Is there a statistically significant difference between the 

scores on a measure of locus of control of two treatment groups of developmental 
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students compared to developmental students in a loosely-linked learning community at a 

two-year college? 

Hypothesis 2: After controlling for initial level of locus of control, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the level of locus of control by treatment group at the 

end of the treatment. 

Statement of the Problem 

All community colleges offer some form of developmental education or remedial, 

which was the basis of their inception. Montgomery County has been widely known as 

having one of the best public school districts in not only the state, but also the nation. 

Administrators in the system agreed that the community college in Montgomery County 

has changed to meet the needs of a growing underprepared student population (Kirst & 

Venezia, 2004). Kirst and Venezia reported that for students attending Montgomery 

County Public Schools, entering college Fall 2001, 40% needed English remediation, 

63% math remediation and 30% reading remediation. Similarly, students entering 

Baltimore County Public Schools have needed developmental coursework in English and 

math at 44% and reading at 40%. Likewise, such interventions at 4-year institutions in 

comparison are about 80% (Lewis, Farris, & Greene, 1996). Over 60% of students 

attending community colleges take remedial courses compared to 20% of students 

attending doctoral-granting 4-year institutions (Lewis, Farris, & Greene, 1996). 

Hodgekinson (1985) pointed out over 25 years ago in a landmark study that with 

the exception of the few elite institutions, most colleges do not have the luxury of 

limiting their student body exclusively to fully prepared applicants. To do so would too 

often result in a negative impact on projected enrollments. Most public institutions have 

to admit students with academic deficiencies, because they are committed to training and 

contributing to a literate workforce within their state. Developmental education is needed 

in all types of institutions.  
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For over a decade, however, developmental education programs have been under 

attack. In 1996, the Maryland Higher Education Commission conducted a study of 

remediation in Maryland public institutions. Low test scores in elementary and secondary 

education and low graduation rates at the post-secondary level had public officials 

questioning the funding spent on remedial instruction. In addition, the general public had 

the misconception that remediation at any college was a repeat of skills that should have 

been learned in high school. In fact, less than 50% of high school graduates take college 

preparation courses (Gaither, 1999). Therefore, community college students taking 

developmental courses were less likely to be retained and outcomes were traditionally 

modest. This study provided a lens to examine the potential positive outcomes for 

community college students taking developmental English and a College Success 

Seminar.  

Study Design 

The study was a quasi-experimental, causal comparative design (Borg & Gall, 

1989). The causal comparative method considers cause-and-effect relationships between 

variables by comparing participants in the study with a comparison group of those with 

similar academic deficiencies. By eliminating extraneous variables or controlling for 

select student characteristics, change in the dependent variables can be correlated to the 

treatment applied. 

This study of writing apprehension and locus of control included three treatment 

groups. The treatments involved students enrolled in either one or both of the following 

two courses: CSS 110 (College Success Seminar) and ENG 81 (Developmental Writing) 

courses. Group 1, referred to as the Learning Community Cohort, consisted of students 

who were co-enrolled in CSS 110 and ENGL 81.  
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Summary of the Findings 

This section summarizes and discusses the major findings in relation to the 

literature and elements of the conceptual framework by research question. The findings 

are reported by hypothesis. The reader is cautioned that the moderate reliability of 

measures for this population, small group of usable responders, and small sample size in 

one treatment group make these interpretations tentative. 

Hypothesis 1: After controlling for initial level of writing apprehension, there is 

no statistically significant difference in level of writing apprehension by treatment 

group at the end of the treatment. 

The analysis of covariance failed to reject null Hypothesis 1. The data indicate 

that there were no statistically significant differences across the three groups at the end of 

the semester after controlling for their pre-course level of writing apprehension. The 

changes in each group were more alike than they were different. Students in all three 

groups had a modestly higher level of writing apprehension at the end of the semester 

than they did at the beginning of the semester.  

The findings of the analysis of covariance were confirmed when the researcher 

did independent t-tests across the three groups. The results indicated that in all cases there 

were no statistically significant differences. It must be noted that the scores on the 

posttest were lower, which can be attributed to response shift bias, which often affects 

outcomes when self-report measures are used. The intervention increases the knowledge 

of the participants and therefore impacts responses. 

Colosi and Dunifon (2006) define response shift bias as a change in the 

respondent metric for answering questions from the pretest to the post-test. In terms of 

the respondents, research suggests that prior to exposure to a new academic program or 

service, participants may overestimate their competence or level of self-knowledge, but 

after the treatment their responses reflect a change (Moore & Tananis, 2009). It can occur 

either consciously or subconsciously (Paulhus, 1984).  
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Fox's (1980) historical study had two opposite findings. Fox found that writing 

apprehension was (1) reduced in both the treatment and experimental groups, and (2) at a 

faster rate in the experimental group. According to Fox (1980), structured and intense 

instructional methods and academic support provided a decrease in writing apprehension. 

The decrease was evident, but the means were not statistically significant. Fox's study 

recommended that a longer treatment in future studies would likely provide more striking 

results. Fox's findings are not consistent with the results of this study, but the belief is 

that it would be more closely aligned to the Fox (1980) study if the academic supports 

could continue or be prolonged into the subsequent semester.  

In this study, the first major finding suggests that there is no statistical 

significance between the pretest and posttest means for the writing apprehensions 

measure. There were modest changes for the three groups of students in the study 

enrolled in developmental education classes at the community college. The mean scores 

on the posttest are lower than the mean scores on the pretest. This suggests an area for 

further research. Overall, the treatment had little or no effect on the students who 

participated in the study. The findings of this study reveal that the participants were made 

more aware of their writing apprehension. Although this study was limited by the number 

of participants, within the confines of this study it is possible that students may have 

improved in their writing skills, but their apprehension towards writing may have stayed 

the same or declined.  

Hypothesis 2: After controlling for initial level of locus of control, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the level of locus of control by treatment 

group at the end of the treatment. 

The analysis of covariance failed to reject null Hypothesis 2. There is no 

statistically significant difference in the means by treatment group in posttest levels of 

locus of control after controlling for pretest levels. The mean scores for two of the three 

groups indicate that the posttest scores were modestly higher than the pretest scores, 
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leading the researcher to conclude that the level of external locus of control was modestly 

higher than at the beginning of the treatment.  

The findings of the analysis of covariance were confirmed when the researcher 

again performed independent t-tests across the three groups. The results indicate that 

there were no statistically significant differences in the means of the three groups. Results 

should be interpreted with caution. Lower scores reflect an internal locus of control and 

higher scores reflect an external locus of control. It may be cautiously inferred that 

developmental students with lower level writing skills have difficulty moving from 

externally driven motivators to internal, probably due to their lack of confidence in their 

ability. The more improved or better the content knowledge the greater sense of self and 

feelings of competency are internalized. That increased knowledge leaves less to chance 

and luck, and fosters greater self-control. In this study, the analyses were the result of 

self-report data, which should be interpreted with caution as to students' feelings about 

their writing ability having an effect on their beliefs in their control over situations and 

circumstances in the academic setting. 

Hansemark (1998) found that achievement and internal locus of control increased 

for participants in their treatment groups as a result of involvement in an entrepreneurial 

program, which involved participants who were under-achieving students, identified as a 

mostly minority group population. The population in the study likewise describes the 

treatment group in this researcher's study. The entrepreneurship program has been found, 

similar to the learning community, to teach the characteristics of locus of control. Also, 

like this researcher's study, the Hansemark study (1998) was designed to influence 

student engagement to learn and succeed in and outside the classroom environment. The 

entrepreneurial program teaches transferable skills, such as relationship building, which 

are tenets of involvement in the learning community. There were higher gains on their 

posttests than their pretests. This study's findings are in direct contrast to Hansemark's 

results after a pretest and posttest study of developmental students. The quasi-
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experimental study found modest changes in writing apprehension and locus of control. 

Essentially locus of control is determined by an individual's belief in whether their 

destiny is within or outside of their control. In the Hansemark study participants were not 

made aware of the purpose and desire for change in their personal characteristics as a 

result of participation. The objective was to influence or promote a positive change or an 

shift to a more internal locus of control, which is unlike the participants' knowledge of 

desired outcomes in this researcher's study. 

Interpretations in Light of Previous Research and Theory 

Developmental education and remediation are often used interchangeably, but the 

former is a far more complex notion involving a combination of theoretical approaches 

drawn from cognitive and developmental psychology (Boylan, 1995). Thus, it is 

important to note that developmental education is not the same as remediation. 

Developmental education is a more comprehensive approach to serving students, 

borrowing from the tenets of cognitive and developmental psychology (Chickering, 1969; 

Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Erickson, 1968; Kohlberg, 1975; Perry, 1970). Remedial 

coursework, on the other hand, is skills-based assistance in one or more areas. 

Developmental education provides a range of services to educate the whole student both 

personally and academically. According to Boylan (1995), "These services may include 

counseling, advising, tutoring, topical workshops, individualized instruction, and courses 

to enhance study skills and strategies, promote critical thinking, or introduce students to 

the rewards and expectations of college" (p. 2). Developmental education programming 

includes tutorial services, foundation courses in mathematics, reading and writing, and 

other learning supports. Boylan's decades of research in developmental education are 

based on the assumption that this field is very complex, includes a range of services, and 

borrows from a variety of disciplines. A large university in Minnesota used to register 

developmental students for learning communities, which they termed package courses 
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that included 3-4 linked courses. The Minnesota study had a larger sample size than this 

study, which was three groups totaling 304 participants. The results of the Minnesota 

study demonstrated that students in the experimental group valued the study strategies 

they acquired, were aware of the campus resources, and were more connected to their 

peers, faculty, and academic support personnel (Wilcox, delMas, Stewart, Johnson, & 

Ghere, 1997). The message for this study may be that loosely linked learning 

communities have little to no impact on students' beliefs about their writing and locus of 

control (i.e., the greater impact is personal effort on creating success). The findings could 

potentially be significant if a more tightly knit learning community was established to 

support developmental students at two-year colleges, where commuting and other 

personal factors that serve as competing priorities heavily impact the potential for these 

students to experience successful outcomes. Enhanced supports and consistent 

encouragement from peers and faculty could improve students' feelings about their ability 

to succeed and their anxiety about writing. 

Theory and Practical Implications 

The experience of this study supports the need for a comprehensive body of 

theory and more research regarding the experience of developmental students. "No 

common theoretical framework or groups of core assumptions have emerged to inform 

the work of developmental educators…Historically researchers and practitioners have 

taken an eclectic approach and borrowed theories across disciplines to inform and guide" 

(Chung, 2005, p. 4). Astin (1985) suggested that educators become more student-centered 

by assessing how motivated or engaged the student is in the learning process. His 

involvement theory encourages practitioners to focus on getting students more involved 

in their education, which is an observable behavior. Developmental education students 

who demonstrate motivational skills may continue to have some academic difficulties, 

because they lack the cultural capital to succeed in academe (Aragon & Kose, 2007; 
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Wells, 2008). These students' value of education is thwarted prior to entering college due 

to unsuccessful learning experiences, including little instruction on successful learning 

techniques combined with faculty's low expectations (Bandura, 1997). Faculty and 

learning assistance personnel can intervene to help motivate developmental education 

students whose perception of remedial coursework is discouraging, because of the 

inherent stigma. Promoting usage of faculty office hours for extra support, usage of 

tutorial services and study groups can help facilitate success (Tinto, 1987). Community 

colleges must work to improve the success of developmental education students by 

modeling appropriate academic strategies to increase student involvement and 

motivation. The idea is to avoid reliance on tangible rewards or extrinsic motivation, yet 

seek the gratification associated with acquiring goals and accomplishing satisfaction of 

increased knowledge, while clearly articulating the value in acquiring a high internal 

locus of control. In this study it was found that the additional faculty intervention and 

academic supports that are student-centered had no or minimal impact on the writing 

apprehension or locus of control on a sample of developmental college students. The 

analysis concludes that there was no statistical significance in the pretest or the posttest 

results for the three groups on either test. There is the possibility that it makes no 

difference whether students are enrolled in a learning community. 

Limitations 

The major limitations of the study were the small sample size in the learning 

community, the loss of responses from the number of potentially eligible participants and 

the duration of the study, which was one semester. The greatest losses in both writing 

apprehension shift to increased external locus of control was found in the learning 

community group. There are also important questions about the validity and reliability of 

the instruments. This was a quantitative study using instruments with forced-choice 

options; the personal stories and experiences of individuals were not available. In 
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addition, lack of knowledge about respondents' pre-college variables, such as success in 

high school, is a limitation.  

One of the most widely used quasi-experimental designs in educational research 

is the nonequivalent control-group design. The distinctive qualities of this design are that 

the pretest and posttest are administered to nonrandom assigned groups. The experiment 

could be a cause, but not the sole cause of any change in behavior. The nonrandom 

assignment is mitigated because the researcher in the analysis can control for the initial 

differences between the groups at the beginning of the study (Borg & Gall, 1989). The 

ANCOVA on the posttest means is used to test the statistical significance between 

treatment group means in this nonequivalent control group design. The limitations are 

partially eliminated, because the independent variable, which is the instructional method 

used in both CSS 110 and ENGL 81, is the most experimentally manipulable, which 

further helps to mitigate any flaws in the design and helps validate the results. However, 

the majority of students at the community college have developmental placements in one 

or more disciplines. Moreover, the institution from which these data were obtained has 

the unfortunate distinction of being the college with the largest number of developmental 

students in the state. In 1997, nearly 80% of their students required remediation in 

English.  

The fact that respondents were aware of being assessed at each point of the 

process makes the probability of errors in the responses a potential limitation (Borg & 

Gall, 1989). Additionally, students' reasons or aspirations for coming to college or taking 

these particular courses are unknown. Volunteer sample groups tend to be higher in need 

in terms of achievement, more often female, and more anxious than non-volunteers (Borg 

& Gall, 1989). Another limitation is the volunteer effect of using the sections for faculty 

who agreed to participate in the study. According to Borg and Gall (1989), considerable 

research has been conducted by Rosenthal and Rosnow (1991) on volunteer samples. 

Although the faculty participants were not randomly selected, the conclusion may 
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warrant maximum confidence in them over non-volunteers, because of likely participant 

characteristics, such as education, sociability, and commitment to the project. 

The possible limitations to the ANS-IE that it is based on Rotter's instrument and 

both instruments were normed originally using all White respondents (Rotter, 1989). 

History dictates that minority groups often engage in submissive behavior, due to past 

treatments to which they were subjected and the influences of decisions passed down by 

powerful rulers, so decisions were outside of their control (Helms, 1990). The results lead 

to minority groups responding more externally. Also, gender bias suggests that females 

may tend to respond more externally, providing socially desirable responses to be 

consistent with cultural expectations (Roh, 1999), when in fact they may behave more 

internally (Strickland & Nowicki, 1973; Strickland, 1989).  

The limitations for the WAM are that the instrument does not provide users with 

greater understanding of behaviors and does not establish a profile to predict 

ramifications with users' scores that would provide direction for useful treatments related 

to the test results. In short, it appears that the test is better at predicting overall 

apprehension but less useful in identifying specific variables when one may exhibit 

anxiety where there would be slightly different patterns in behavior between high and 

low apprehension scorers (Miller & Daly, 1975). The students in this study fit this 

analysis. The students were presumed to have higher levels of writing apprehension 

based on the known demographics of the overall population at the community college, 

and due to developmental writing (ENGL 81) participants. The college students in the 

study demonstrated a learned helplessness or presented externally driven traits as mean 

scores on both the pre and posttests for both measures concluded. In fact, after the 

treatment there were losses and very minimal gains in most cases.  
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Recommendations for Further Research 

Developmental educators aim to facilitate a decrease the amount of time it takes 

for these students to successfully complete their required remediation and increase the 

percentage of successful students at two year colleges in developmental programs. Also, 

developmental educators want to be instrumental in having students successfully 

complete for credit coursework that the remedial courses were designed to prepare the 

students for. It is one step at a time—retention through graduation. It has been noted that 

the findings of this study were limited by the small sample size and the limited number of 

participants from the number potentially available to participate in the study, as initially 

anticipated. Therefore, it is recommended that this study be replicated with a larger 

population that is more representative of the community college. What is known about 

learning communities is that they create a safe and nurturing environment where students 

can build relationships with faculty and peers; as a result students are encouraged to study 

hard and use the resources of the college, which can impact student beliefs and outcomes. 

Developmental education students write more slowly than the general population of 

students. The reduced writing speed is further inhibited by their fear of error, which 

results in fewer lines written per hour. These students are more concerned about the 

mechanics than the content which in comparison to their peers decreases speed even 

more (Fox, 1986). Implications for research would include having developmental 

students with writing apprehension in three treatment groups with different output—the 

first, composing by hand; the second, composing on the computer; the third, dictating 

their compositions to a scribe—to determine which academic intervention has a greater 

impact on the group. Maslow's (1954) foundational research states that students who are 

motivated will rise to the occasion by demonstrating their best. The characteristic of 

learned helplessness permeates developmental writing classrooms (Fox, 1980). 

According to Miller and Daly (1975), students have to overcome their fear of mechanical 

errors, which is the fundamental or mechanical skill set, prior to overcoming their writing 



 

 88 

apprehension. Comprehensive academic services that provide college students with the 

fundamental skills that they are lacking early on in their college experience can provide 

the fundamental skills to facilitate students' motivation to write due to bolstered 

confidence in their ability and their product, by that meaning writing assignments. 

Each campus must determine interventions based on their demographics, one size 

fits all is not an option. Regular assessment and evaluation is necessary to capture any 

changes. That should be with the understanding that the population on most community 

college campuses will be largely based on the local education agency or district that 

surrounds them. Schools are not all equal, and they each have a profile, just as the local 

education agency LEA or school district, and as well the community colleges' profiles 

may be largely based on that. Therefore, the interventions should be determined based on 

the campus profile. As a result of this researcher's professional experiences the list of 15 

recommendations follows, which exceeds the findings from this study. These are areas 

for further study on the topic of developmental college students attending community 

colleges: 

1. A qualitative study should be conducted to explore the perceptions of 

college students taking developmental courses and their experiences with 

these courses and how they felt the courses improved select outcomes 

including their self esteem. This type of study would provide an intimate 

voice for the students to describe their feelings.  

2. A mixed methods study using survey research design and interviews to 

examine if there is a difference between the race, gender, second language 

speakers/International students and socioeconomic status, age and full or 

part-time status of students taking multiple developmental courses at a 

community college. 

3. A study to compare the self assessment of developmental education 

students' belief about their writing apprehension in comparison to the 
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general population. In this study students have self-reported on their 

beliefs of their writing apprehension. Once students become aware of their 

personal academic needs, it is possible that students' responses would be 

more realistic after reflection and learning more about themselves. 

Consider comparing developmental education students to the general 

population of students to determine if the general population is better or 

worse about assessing their writing apprehension. 

4. A study to compare the self assessment of developmental education 

students' belief about their locus of control in comparison to the general 

population. In this study students have self-reported on their beliefs about 

their ability to control their personal and academic experiences or 

outcomes. Once students become aware of their personal academic needs, 

it is possible that students' responses would be more realistic after 

reflection and learning more about themselves. Consider comparing 

developmental education students to the general population of students to 

determine if the general population to determine which group is more 

internally and externally driven, and what impact, if any the interventions 

have on each group. 

5. Following a semester of involvement in any developmental course 

stressing knowledge about them, it appears that students were somewhat 

confident about their own ability, as demonstrated through the posttest. 

Once students become aware of their personal academic needs, it is 

possible that it translates to being more realistic. A study to compare the 

self assessment of developmental education students' beliefs about their 

locus of control in comparison to the general population should be done. 

In this study they have self-reported on their beliefs of their locus of 

control. Similar to the results of the Writing Apprehension Measure, the 



 

 90 

data appear to suggest that while there were no significant differences in 

either group for pre-test and post-test scores. It must be noted that the 

scores on the pos-test were lower, which can be attributed to response shift 

bias, which often affects outcomes when self-report measures are used. 

The intervention increases the knowledge of the participants and therefore 

impacts responses. Consider comparing developmental education students 

to the general population of students to determine if the general population 

is better or worse at assessing their locus of control. 

6. A study on faculty expectations of their developmental education students 

to determine if their beliefs have any influence on college students' 

feelings of empowerment and having more confidence in themselves after 

a semester of academic interventions, primarily provided by the faculty 

member being assessed. 

7. A continuation of the study for a longer period of time (longitudinal) 

measuring writing apprehension and locus of control using a pre- and 

posttest analysis of developmental students. A study for one semester was 

likely too short of a timeframe to measure any change based on the 

intervention. However, after the pretest, provide students with the results 

of their surveys, so they can have a goal to work towards. Additionally, it 

is suggested that the college make available more intense academic 

support services to include more than two courses loosely linked. For 

example, create a learning community with block scheduling for up to four 

courses, more hours of tutoring, and study skills workshops with academic 

coaching. These services should be required and monitored for at least two 

semesters or until developmental placements are satisfied and to determine 

if there are gains in writing apprehension and locus of control in the post-

test analysis. 
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8. On-line self-paced tutorial options and practice tests and assignments that 

allow students to work on deficient skills at any time, while providing 

immediate feedback and adaptive exercises that are individualized, based 

on each student's needs. 

9. Require faculty of developmental students to have specialized training and 

experience working with this population, that is, MEd/MA, EdD/PhD in 

Developmental Studies or a related field and demonstrate commitment to 

serving this population. 

10. Require individualized academic coaching by Learning Specialists 

(Masters' level professionals) and trained peer mentors to work on 

developing students' personal and academic skills, including internal locus 

of control and strengthening English writing skills. 

11. In future studies, if using the Astin's IEO model as it was originally 

intended, it is important to have more demographic information (Inputs) at 

the onset, i.e., SAT and ACT codes, as well as students' intent for 

attending school (e.g., taking a course for professional development, 

matriculating to pursue an Associate's degree or commitment to pursuing a 

Bachelor's degree so therefore, enrolling in a transfer program). 

12. Design and implement a more structured learning community that is 

centered around a thematic area, such as students' career goals and 

interests, which would give students a basis for establishing networks 

building friendships. In addition, students would be more vested in 

achieving successful outcomes. 

13. Students in low performing K-12 schools need opportunities for more 

academic rigor. The more exposure and experiences students have to 

Advanced Placement, Honors and International Baccalaureate Programs, 

the more college-ready they become. Students must be advised and 
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encouraged to take courses beyond the required course load. If their  

community school is not offering higher level courses, then using 

vouchers to attend other schools, taking these course on-line, or parallel 

enrollment in the community colleges to take more academically 

demanding courses should be a priority and this positively impacts scores 

on college entrance exams.  

14. Students entering open access institutions may have undiagnosed hidden 

disabilities, and could be inappropriately placed in developmental studies, 

when they may actually need to be referred to Disability Support Services. 

15. Decentralized developmental education may need to be re-evaluated, in 

favor of an academic unit that houses Developmental Math, Writing and 

Reading opposed to three separate and disconnected units, as well as, 

decentralized academic support services of centralized academic support 

units that are student-centered, such as Academic Advising, Tutoring, 

Career Counseling, Counseling Center, etc. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the sparse body of knowledge in 

developmental education and the success of developmental writing students. The goal 

was to increase the knowledge base about developmental writing students at a two-year 

college and their engagement in a learning community. This study examined the effect of 

a learning community intervention for students attending a community college. 

Specifically, the study included an experimental component to determine through pre- 

and post-test measures to examine the pedagogical implications and strategies to 

determine if there was an improvement in locus of control and writing apprehension. The 

study was to determine if three groups of community college students enrolled in a 

variation of two courses would achieve positive academic outcomes after a semester of 
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participation in the learning community. The variables measured were writing 

apprehension and locus of control, which are two dependent variables in this study. This 

study found no different effect of the three treatment groups on these dependent variables 

after controlling for pre-test levels. Flower and Hayes (1981) stated that advising students 

to accept responsibility for the quality of their writing assignments parallels 

psychologists' suggestions that their clients present internal control over themselves to 

enhance quality of life. These are both academic and life-long skills. However, Flower 

and Hayes (1981) reported a relationship between individuals' locus of control and 

writing. This study viewed both variables separately, so does not support the claims of 

Flower and Hayes' (1981) research.  

The findings of the current study have informed this researcher on the magnitude 

of the issues surrounding developmental education at the community college level and 

have shed light on those that have benefitted from its curriculum. According to Boylan, 

Bonham, and Bliss (1992), students identified as having the greatest need in English 

remediation and associated academic support services benefit the most from the 

interventions and have the most successful individualized outcomes. Structured learning 

environments provide the most benefit to the students needing the most remediation. This 

study was limited to short-term results. Although there may not be evidence of statistical 

significance within this group, college students with developmental needs who are 

exposed to early interventions have a great chance of moving to college-level credit-

bearing courses and acquiring successful life skills, transferring to four-year colleges and 

often realizing success through graduation (Boylan, Bonham, & Bliss, 1992; Moss & 

Yeaton, 2006; Pusser & Levin, 2007). 

Finally, it is the hope of this researcher that community colleges will continue to 

be the hallmark and the leaders in the area of developmental curriculum design and the 

pinnacle of facilitating success for students needing that extra edge. This would be this 

researcher's vision for the future of developmental education at the community college. 
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Developmental education is highly demanded, but least researched, because practitioners 

are staff, often overworked with little time to do research. Demands to improve retention 

through graduation are increasingly putting developmental education in the forefront. My 

recommendation is that it be required at the administrative policy level down through the 

academic department level to the college support services in order to make a serious 

impact on the overall future direction of developmental education and specifically the 

two-year colleges. The ongoing change in pedagogy offers many possibilities for 

community colleges and those students that benefit most from enrolling in developmental 

courses, particularly English and specialized orientation or college success courses. We 

must be supportive and deliberate when working with our college students with 

developmental placements and explain the time and effort it takes to be successful. 

"Developmental education students should be warned that their success will depend 

largely on their motivation and willingness to work hard. If students are not motivated 

enough to work hard, they probably will not succeed" (Moore, 2004, p. 122).  



 

 95 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

 

Adult Nowicki Strickland Internal External Control Scale 



 

 96 

 



 

 97 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

 

Writing Apprehension Measure 



 

 98 

 

 



 

 99 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

 

Composition Skills 1 
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CSS 110 Course Syllabus 
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