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Editor’s Note

The Power of Small: Reflections on Community, Connection, and the Heart of Educational
Research

I first attended the Northern Rocky Mountain Educational Research Association conference as a
graduate student at the University of Utah. Since that first year, every time I walked into the
Northern Rocky Mountain Educational Research Association conference, I was reminded why I
first fell in love with this community. It’s not the size of the crowd or the prestige of the venue—
it’s the people. I see familiar faces from past conferences, mentors who once guided me, and new
scholars stepping nervously but proudly into their first presentations. Conversations start easily,
friendships form quickly, and ideas are shared freely.

There’s something unique about a small conference like NRMERA's. It’s the kind of gathering
where you don’t get lost in the shuffle. You get heard. You sit across from colleagues and talk—
not just about data or theory, but about classrooms, students, and the challenges we all share.
You receive thoughtful feedback that helps your research grow, and encouragement that helps
you grow. In a world where academic life can feel increasingly fragmented and impersonal, that
sense of belonging matters more than ever.

Our journal, Educational Research: Theory and Practice, is an extension of that same spirit.
Like the conference, it’s built on care—care for ideas, care for rigor, and care for the people
behind the manuscripts. I’ve often thought that one of the greatest strengths of small journals is
how personally invested everyone is. Our reviewers don’t just critique; they mentor. Our authors
don’t just publish; they contribute to a shared conversation that keeps our field moving forward.

I’ve seen early-career scholars get their start here, supported by editors and reviewers who take
the time to teach through feedback. I’ve seen seasoned researchers try out new ideas precisely
because they know they’ll be met with curiosity rather than judgment. That’s what small journals
and small conferences do—they create the conditions where genuine learning and collaboration
can thrive.

As my tenure as editor ends and my career is nearing a close, I invite you to think about the role
that small plays in your own professional journey. Maybe it was a conversation at a NRMERA
session that shaped a new line of inquiry, or a review from this journal that made your work
stronger. Maybe it was just the feeling of being part of something human in a field that can
sometimes feel too big.

For me, NRMERA and Educational Research: Theory and Practice remind me that educational
research is, at its core, relational work. We learn best together, in communities that listen,
challenge, and care. That’s the power of small—and it’s what makes this association, and this
journal, so deeply meaningful.



I am happy to announce that William Cain (University of Wyoming) and Leslie Grant
(University of Colorado, Colorado Springs) will take the reigns as co-editors of £R: TP beginning
with the next issue. I am confident that they will continue to create a scholarly environment
conducive to learning and collaboration.

Thank you for the opportunity to serve the NRMERA community.
— Christopher A. Was, Ph.D.

Editor, Educational Research: Theory and Practice
Northern Rocky Mountain Educational Research Association
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Abstract: Declining enrollment in higher education is of major concern. Existing literature tends
to focus on enrollment management with little attention paid to how or why students are retained.
The researchers believe that stay interviews—structured conversations designed to understand
why individuals remain in their current roles (Vignesh & Babu, 2014)—may enable institutions to
effectively highlight and/or enhance student satisfaction, which may lead to increased enrollment.
Preliminary results of this study suggest that affordability, campus community, and academic
support are key factors influencing retention. This study explores the potential of adapting stay
interviews—a strategy used in corporate sectors—to undergraduate settings, particularly in a
rural state college.
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Due to falling birth rates, the number of college-age people is estimated to drop over 15%
from 2025 to 2029 and continue to decline after that (Copley & Douthett, 2020), insinuating that
higher education is facing an enrollment cliff (Copley & Douthett, 2020). Stay interviews are
considered an important step in retaining employees in the business world (Vignesh & Babu,
2014), with Robeano (2017) discussing that stay interviews can unearth unknown problems and
fix them, helping to keep staff from leaving. As the opposite of an exit interview, stay interviews
involve asking current employees why they stay and what would improve their work conditions.

In higher education, student retention has been a long-standing challenge, particularly for
rural institutions that often lack the resources and appeal of urban or flagship universities. Existing
strategies to combat declining enrollment largely focus on recruitment rather than retention.
However, understanding why students choose to remain at an institution provides equally, if not
more, valuable insights. Adaptation of stay interviews into a student retention strategy may be one
pathway to addressing this issue.

We hypothesize that, by modifying stay interviews to focus on the experiences and needs
of students, meaningful data about retention can be obtained. This includes examining specific
factors such as financial support, campus environment, and academic opportunities. The study
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seeks to explore whether such adaptations can provide actionable insights for improving retention
at a rural state college. By modifying the original format—traditionally used for employees—to
address student-specific challenges, the research aims to identify areas for institutional
improvement and enhance the student experience.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The corporate origins of stay interviews illustrate their usefulness in identifying and mitigating
employee dissatisfaction. Vignesh and Babu (2014) emphasized that stay interviews provide a
proactive approach to retaining employees by uncovering latent dissatisfaction and areas for
improvement. Robeano (2017) argued that these interviews could act as a feedback loop to
improve organizational policies and practices, providing insights into what employees value in
their roles and what might encourage them to stay (Warren et al., 2024; Kaye & Jordan-Evans,
2015; Vignesh & Babu, 2012). It has been hypothesized that focusing on the reasons employees
choose to stay, rather than why they leave, organizations can proactively address potential issues
and improve employee satisfaction (Vignesh & Babu, 2012; Loft & Jensen, 2020).

The practice of conducting stay interviews involves structured discussions between leaders
and staff to identify specific actions that can enhance employee engagement. This approach is
particularly beneficial in sectors facing workforce challenges, such as nursing, where it helps in
developing targeted interventions to promote retention (Wang et al., 2023).

While stay interviews offer valuable insights, they require careful implementation to be

effective. Organizations must be prepared to act on the feedback received and address any concerns
raised by employees. Additionally, stay interviews should be tailored to the specific context of the
organization to ensure they capture relevant information (Ambrose et al., 2005). This approach
helps in creating a supportive work environment that fosters long-term employee commitment.
In the realm of higher education, parallels can be drawn. A decline in college enrollment has partly
been attributed to a decrease in the U.S. college-age population, often referred to as a demographic
storm or enrollment cliff. This is primarily due to a significant drop in birth rates following the
2008 financial crisis, which has not rebounded with economic recover. As a result, the college-age
population is expected to continue declining by 1-2% per year after 2029, creating long-term
challenges for institutions reliant on tuition revenue (Pavlov & Katsamakas, 2020; Copley, 2020;
Harvey-Smith, 2019). Pratt et al. (2019) found that first-generation students often face significant
barriers, including lack of academic preparedness and financial insecurity.

These factors often erode their confidence and sense of belonging, leading to lower
retention rates. Accordingly, economic recessions have impacted college enrollment with the most
recent downturn reducing full-time college enrollment by approximately 14% and impacting
women more than men (Li, 2023). While it would appear that economic recessions have had a
greater impact on females, men have been disproportionately affected by the decline in college
enrollment, particularly at four-year institutions. Over the past decade, men’s enrollment has
decreased by 1.2 million from its peak in 2011, while the decline for women is much smaller at
0.2 million (Sutton, 2024). It was further found by Schanzenbach & Turner (2022) that the
COVID-19 pandemic led to a 9.5% drop in community college enrollment between 2019 and 2020,
with significant declines in programs requiring hands-on learning, such as assembly, repair, and
maintenance skills.

This decline in enrollment has forced institutions to reconsider their strategies. Traditional
solutions like reducing faculty or expanding facilities may offer short-term financial relief, but are
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insufficient for long-term viability (Pavlov & Katsamakas, 2020) And, while institutions are
encouraged to reimagine strategic enrollment management to address these challenges, plans such
as adding sports teams has not been shown to be beneficial as research by Le Crom et al. (2009)
on NCAA student-athletes suggested that retention is not significantly influenced by sports
participation alone but rather by broader support systems.

Several theories of student engagement, such as Tinto’s (1975) model of student retention,
highlight the importance of academic and social integration in fostering student
commitment to an institution. Adapting stay interviews to identify gaps in these areas could
provide actionable insights for improving the college experience.

METHODS

A short survey of 12 questions was distributed to the undergraduate face-to-face population
of a rural state college via email. All results were collected anonymously via PsychData and coded
for key words in context (KWIC). All survey questions were based on those distributed by the
Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) regarding employee retention. Of 641
students, 100 replied for a 15.6% response rate.

SURVEY DESIGN

The survey included questions adapted to address key areas of student satisfaction and retention.
These included:

1. What motivates you to attend this college?

2. What aspects of your college experience are most satisfying?

3. What changes would make attending this college more fulfilling?
4. What challenges have you faced while attending this institution?
5. What factors might lead you to consider transferring?

The survey questions were slightly modified from their original SHRM format to reflect the unique
needs and experiences of students. For example, questions about workplace conditions were
reframed to address academic and social environments.

DATA ANALYSIS

Responses were analyzed using the KWIC method, categorizing key themes such as
affordability, campus facilities, academic programs, and social support systems. Demographic data
were also considered to identify trends among specific student subgroups

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Among the 100 respondents, 55% identified as female and 45% as male. Students ranged
in age from 18 to 24. Academic standing was distributed with 30% first-year, 25% sophomores,
20% juniors, and 25% seniors. Roughly 35% identified as first-generation students, and 20%
reported participation in intercollegiate athletics. These demographics provide important context
for interpreting the findings.

LIMITATIONS
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While the survey provided valuable insights, its response rate of 15.6% limits the
generalizability of findings. Additionally, self-reported data may be influenced by social
desirability bias. Another limitation lies in the adaptation of the SHRM questions, which may not
fully capture all aspects of the student experience.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

KEY FINDINGS

Overall, most participants answered that they were attending the college the next academic
year, granted they were not already graduating. The stay interviews with revealed
multidimensional perspectives on why students persist, what they value, and what challenges
threaten their retention. Their voices underscore the importance of both tangible supports (such as
affordability and scholarships) and intangible factors (such as sense of belonging, faculty
engagement, and motivation). Analysis of their responses identified five recurring themes: sense
of community, academic and faculty support, affordability and financial considerations, campus
life and resources, and factors that may tempt departure.

SENSE OF COMMUNITY

Students consistently highlighted the relationships they formed on campus as central to

their decision to remain enrolled. Peer interactions, especially, emerged as critical to retention.
One student reflected, “Seeing peers and professional staff keeps me going” (senior, non-athlete).
Another echoed, “Friends and scholarships keep me here” (junior, non-athlete). The relational
aspect of campus life fostered a sense of connection that countered feelings of isolation.
For some, the small size of the institution was a distinct advantage: “I like the small class sizes
and one-on-one with professors” (junior, student-athlete). This environment allowed them to feel
recognized as individuals rather than anonymous faces. Yet, for others, the intimacy of the campus
was insufficient to outweigh other limitations: “It feels like there isn’t enough to do here.
Sometimes the small size makes it boring” (sophomore, student-athlete).

Even when frustrations were present, students returned to the idea that relationships
tethered them to the college. One explained, “Even when I think about transferring, I remember
the people who ve supported me here, and that makes me stay” (senior, student-athlete). These
responses highlight how belonging operates as both a protective factor against attrition and a
motivator for persistence.

ACADEMIC AND FACULTY SUPPORT

Faculty engagement was repeatedly identified as a source of encouragement. A student-
athlete noted, “Becoming a better educator and learning more through my professors is what
excites me about coming to class” (junior, student-athlete). Positive interactions with instructors
fostered a sense of purpose and growth.

However, concerns about faculty availability and administrative decisions also surfaced.
One student voiced frustration: “The lack of professors in the Kinesiology department is
discouraging” (sophomore, student-athlete). Another added, “How the college handles things—
like trying to get their way instead of listening to students—makes me feel unheard” (senior,
student-athlete).

Students’ comments suggest that while faculty presence and mentorship can strongly
reinforce persistence, perceived neglect or lack of responsiveness can be equally demotivating. A
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non-athlete reflected this tension: “Some professors really care about my learning, and others just
seem checked out. It’s hard to know which I'll get” (sophomore). These differences underscore
the unevenness of academic support across departments and instructors.

AFFORDABILITY AND FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS

Finances were the most frequently cited determinant of persistence. Students described
affordability and scholarships as essential: “It’s cheap and I'm almost done with my degree”
(junior, student-athlete). Another reinforced, “Affordability and how close I am to graduation
keeps me here” (senior, student-athlete).

Scholarships were repeatedly described as both anchors and potential temptations. One
student explained, “Scholarship opportunities and hopefully finishing my degree keep me here”
(sophomore, student-athlete). In contrast, others acknowledged that financial incentives could
easily pull them away: “A better scholarship offer might tempt me to leave” (freshman, student-
athlete).

For some, financial pressure was compounded by limited institutional support. One non-
athlete stated bluntly, “They can leave me alone unless I ask for help. I just need more
scholarships, not check-ins” (sophomore). These perspectives suggest that retention efforts
grounded in financial stability—emergency grants, consistent scholarship offerings, and
transparent tuition policies—may be particularly impactful.

CAMPUS LIFE AND RESOURCES

Students’ perceptions of campus life varied widely, ranging from appreciation of the
physical environment to dissatisfaction with limited activities and resources. A sophomore shared,
“[ like (redacted) campus the most” (non-athlete), while another emphasized the need for more:
“More on-campus activities to attend would make college more satisfying” (sophomore, student-
athlete).

Concerns about food services were voiced repeatedly: “Better food would improve my
experience” (freshman, student-athlete). Similarly, course scheduling was described as a barrier:
“Class scheduling for a more streamlined degree plan would help a lot” (freshman, student-
athlete).

These insights illustrate that even seemingly peripheral elements—food, recreation, course
availability—can meaningfully shape student satisfaction. A senior summarized the issue: “It’s
not just about classes. When the day-to-day feels frustrating, you start to wonder if it’s worth
staying” (non-athlete).

FACTORS THAT MAY TEMPT DEPARTURE

When asked directly what might cause them to leave, students pointed to both internal and
external pressures. Some expressed absolute commitment: “/ don’t plan on leaving until 1
graduate” (sophomore, non-athlete). Others acknowledged vulnerabilities: “If the cost went up,
or they dropped classes I need, I would consider leaving” (junior, student-athlete).

Geographic isolation was another concern: “The location of the college in relation to how
far it is from where I live makes it hard” (sophomore, student-athlete). Employment opportunities
also weighed heavily: “A job offering that will pay my way out of college could make me leave”
(senior, non-athlete).

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965
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One student’s frustration captured the fragility of persistence: “Literally anything. Actually
listen to student concerns and do something about them. If they don’t, I'll find another place that
will” (junior, student-athlete).

The student voices captured through these interviews illustrate that retention is deeply
relational and multifactorial. Community, affordability, and faculty engagement emerged as the
most consistent protective factors. At the same time, dissatisfaction with resources, geographic
location, financial strain, and administrative practices presented risks for attrition.

Importantly, the interviews revealed the emotional dimension of student persistence.
Words like “supported,” “discouraged,” “motivated,” and “frustrated” appeared frequently,
highlighting the ways in which students experience retention as more than a rational calculation—
it is also a reflection of whether they feel valued, empowered, and heard.

SUMMARY

The student voices captured through these interviews illustrate that retention is deeply
relational and multifactorial. Community, affordability, and faculty engagement emerged as the
most consistent protective factors. At the same time, dissatisfaction with resources, geographic
location, financial strain, and administrative practices presented risks for attrition.

Importantly, the interviews revealed the emotional dimension of student persistence.
Words like “supported,” “discouraged,” “motivated,” and “frustrated” appeared frequently,
highlighting the ways in which students experience retention as more than a rational calculation—
it is also a reflection of whether they feel valued, empowered, and heard.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

These findings align with broader research on rural higher education. For instance, Pratt et
al. (2019) noted that financial support and a sense of belonging are critical for first-generation
students, a demographic that often overlaps with rural college populations. Similarly, Tinto’s
(1975) retention model underscores the significance of social and academic integration, both of
which were reflected in student feedback.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RETENTION STRATEGIES

The results suggest that targeted investments in campus facilities, academic support, and
social engagement could significantly enhance student satisfaction and retention. For example:
- Upgrading residence halls and dining options could improve the overall campus experience.
- Expanding tutoring and mental health services may address academic and personal challenges.
- Organizing more campus events could foster a greater sense of community.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study's limitations include its reliance on self-reported data and the relatively low
response rate. Future research could expand the sample size and explore the applicability of stay
interviews across diverse educational contexts. Additionally, longitudinal studies could examine
how changes based on stay interview feedback influence retention rates over time.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed:
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1. Enhance Affordability: Continue offering competitive scholarships and
explore additional financial aid options to alleviate student concerns about rising
costs.

2. Improve Campus Facilities: Prioritize renovations to residence halls, expand
parking availability and expand dinning services.

3. Expand Academic Support: Increase access to tutoring, academic advising, and
counseling  services to  address  student needs  proactively.

4. Foster Social Connections: Develop a comprehensive schedule of on-campus
events, clubs, and activities to strengthen the campus community.

5. Leverage Student Feedback: Conduct regular stay interviews or surveys to
maintain an ongoing dialogue with students and address emerging concerns.
As institutions of higher learning continue to vie for enrollment and retention,

understanding why students select and remain at a college is paramount. Declining enrollment in
higher education often leads to staff reductions or, in extreme cases, the

1. closure of colleges. By adopting innovative approaches like stay interviews,
colleges can better address student needs, enhance satisfaction, and ultimately
improve retention rates.

EDUCATIONAL IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY

As institutions of higher learning continue to vie for enrollment and retention,
understanding why students select and remain at a college is paramount. Declining enrollment in
higher education often leads to staff reductions or, in extreme cases, the closure of colleges. By
adopting innovative approaches like stay interviews, colleges can better address student needs,
enhance satisfaction, and ultimately improve retention rates.

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates the potential of stay interviews as a tool for understanding and
improving student retention in higher education. By focusing on the reasons students choose to
stay, rather than solely on why they leave, institutions can develop more targeted strategies to
foster satisfaction and success. Findings from this study highlight that retention is shaped not only
by financial support and academic resources, but also by the quality of faculty-student
relationships, the cultivation of a sense of community, and responsiveness to students’ lived
experiences.

Importantly, student voices pointed to the power of small but meaningful interventions—
such as improved communication, efficient course scheduling, and addressing campus-life
frustrations—that can have a disproportionate effect on satisfaction and persistence. Universities
can differentiate their efforts by institutionalizing stay interviews as a regular practice, ensuring
that student feedback is not only collected but acted upon in ways that affirm identity and
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belonging. By embedding student voice into decision-making, higher education can move beyond
common retention strategies toward a responsive, student-centered model that creates
environments where students feel heard, supported, and valued.

While further research is needed to validate these findings across diverse settings, the
preliminary results underscore the value of integrating corporate retention strategies into academic
contexts in ways that are relational, responsive, and rooted in the authentic experiences of students.

REFERENCES

Ambrose, S.A., Huston, T.A., & Norman, M.K. (2005). A Qualitative Method for
Assessing Faculty Satisfaction. Research in Higher Education, 46, 803-830.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-004-6226-6

Copley, P., & Douthett, E. (2020). The enrollment cliff, mega-universities, COVID-19,
and the changing landscape of US colleges. The CPA Journal, 90(9), 22-27.
https://www.cpajournal.com/2020/10/05/the-enrollment-cliff-mega-universities-
covid-19-and-the-changing-landscape-of-u-s-colleges/

Kaye, B., & Jordan-Evans, S. (2015). Hello stay interviews, goodbye talent loss: A
manager's playbook. Berret-Koehler Publishers.

Harvey-Smith, A. B. (2019). Re-Imagining Strategic Enrollment Management in Higher
Education. HETS Online Journal, 10(1), 198-217.
https://doi.org/10.55420/2693.9193.v10.n1.306

Le Crom, C. L., Warren, B. J., Clark, H. T., Marolla, J., & Gerber, P. (2009). Factors
contributing to student-athlete retention. Journal of Issues in Intercollegiate
Athletics, 2(1), 14-24. http://Wwww.csri-
jiia.org/old/documents/publications/research articles/2009/JIIA_ 2009 2 Crom P
ublish%20Copy1.0.pdf.

Li, H. (2023). Economic recession and full-time college enrollment. Frontiers in
Business, Economics and Management, 9(3), 59-62.
https://doi.org/10.54097/fbem.v9i3.9502

Loft, M. 1., & Jensen, C. S. (2020). What makes experienced nurses stay in their
position? A qualitative interview study. Journal of Nursing Management, 28(6),
1305-1316. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13082

Pavlov, O.V., & Katsamakas, E. (2020) Will colleges survive the storm of declining
enrollments? A computational model. PLoS ONE 15(8),
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0236872

Pratt, I. S., Harwood, H. B., Cavazos, J. T., & Ditzfeld, C. P. (2019). Should I stay or
should I go? Retention in first-generation college students. Journal of College
Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 21(1), 105-118.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1521025117690868

Robeano, K. (2017). "Stay interviews" to improve retention. Nursing Management, 48(9),
7-8.
https://journals.lww.com/nursingmanagement/citation/2017/09000/ stay intervie
ws__to_improve retention.4.aspx

Schanzenbach, D., & Turner, S. (2022). Limited supply and lagging enrollment:
Production technologies and enrollment changes at community colleges during
the pandemic. Journal of Public Economics, 212. https://doi.org/10.3386/w29639

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Ryan, K., Kouba, V., & Wells, L.

Sutton, H. (2024). Fewer young men are enrolling in college. Dean and Provost, 25(6), 8-
8. https://doi.org/10.1002/dap.31313

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: A theoretical synthesis of recent
research. Review of Educational Research, 45(1), 89-125.
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089

Vignesh, A. P., & Babu, M. S. (2014). Stay Interviews: A missing facet of employee
retention strategy. Paripex Indian Journal of Research, 3(1), 121-125.
https://www.worldwidejournals.com/paripex/recent_issues_pdf/2014/January/Jan
uary 2014 1389889343 5b59f 37.pdf

Wang, A., Devine, C., Hamilton, L., & Layton, M. (2023). Do not wait until it is too late:
Using stay interviews to engage and retain nursing staff. Nursing
Leadership, 36(1), 46-56. https://doi.org/10.12927/cjnl.2023.27124

Warren, N., Gale, L., Rettew, S., Peterson, C., Sorensen, S., & Glassman, E. L. (2024).
Peer-led stay interviews to connect employees and develop retention
strategies. Nursing, 54(6), 58—60.
https://doi.org/10.1097/01. NURSE.0001007632.74395.¢ee

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



PN =

OO UT W =

Ryan, K., Kouba, V., & Wells, L. 10

APPENDIX

Collegiate Stay Interview
Are you 19 years of age or older?
Are you a student-athlete?
How many semesters have you attended _‘?
Do you plan on attending _ next year? If no, why not?
What do you look forward to when coming to campus each day?
What do you like most or least about attending college here?
What keeps you attending college here?
If you could change something about attending college here, what would that be?

What would make attending _ more satisfying?

. What motivates (or demotivates) you?

. What can _ do to best support you”

. What might tempt you to leave

SHRM Stay Interview

What do you look forward to when you come to work each day?
What do you like most or least about working here?

What keeps you working here?

If you could change something about your job, what would that be?
What would make your job more satisfying?

How do you like to be recognized?

What talents are not being used in your current role?

What would you like to learn here?

What motivates (or demotivates) you?

10 What can I do to best support you?

11.

12.

What can I do more of or less of as your manager?
What might tempt you to leave?
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Labeling Learning Disabilities: A Qualitative Analysis of
Former Special Education Students’ Perceptions of Their
Educational Experiences
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Abstract: Students who receive special education services are identified as having one of the 13
disabilities categories recognized by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. This
identification allows for services such as educational, social-emotional, and/or behavioral
supports. However, labeling students with a disability can also have detrimental effects on
students. The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of college students with
previous individualized education programs (IEP) for learning disabilities (LD) and/or attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). This study utilized semi-structured interviews and basic
qualitative methods to capture the experiences of five current college students at a public, regional
university in the northeastern United States who had an IEP during their K-12 experience for LD
and/or ADHD. Four themes emerged: (a) “A Random Sticker,” (b) “I've Always Hated School,”
(c) “They Thought I Was an Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I Would Never Be Normal.” Based on the
findings, three recommendations are offered: (1) combat others’ negative perceptions, (2) support
self-perceptions of students with disabilities, (3) clarify special education services for students, (4)
collect data from multiple sources and perspectives, and (5) implement policy-level changes.

Key Words: learning Disabilities, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, labeling theory,
student voice

INTRODUCTION

Students in special education are identified as having one of the 13 disability categories recognized
by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and are provided an Individualized
Education Program (IEP). This process of categorization or “labeling” a student with a disability
can have both positive and detrimental effects on the student. Positive outcomes of being labeled
with a disability include gaining access to special education services that can support educational,
social-emotional, and behavioral outcomes. However, labeling can also influence the perceptions
of both the student and the individuals around them, such as teachers and other service providers.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Brian W. Ernest, Childhood Education
and Care Department, Salem State University, 352 Lafayette Street, Salem, MA 01970. Email:
bernest@salemstate.edu
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According to Becker’s (1963) classic labeling theory, labeling signals that the individual is
different from the majority members of society, which can create a discriminatory effect for the
labelers and, in turn, affect the self-image of the labeled. Various researchers have explored how
this labeling affects special education students. Shifrer (2013a) found that teachers and parents
held lower educational expectations for students labeled with Learning Disabilities (LD) as
compared to similarly achieving students who were not labeled with disabilities. Franz and
colleagues’ (2023) multilevel meta-analysis representing over 8,000 participants concluded that
disability labels can “exacerbate negative academic evaluations, behavioral evaluations,
evaluations of personality, and overall assessments of the child” (p. 16).

To expand our understanding of the effects of labeling on special education students, the
researchers of this qualitative study seek to understand how five college students who previously
had IEPs understand and make meaning of their experiences. Although there are 13 disability
categories defined in IDEA, which are used for educational purposes, this research focuses on the
experiences of individuals who had IEPs for LD, which falls under the Specific Learning Disability
category (SLD), and/or Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), which falls under the
Other Health Impairment category (OHI). ADHD and LD are the two most frequently diagnosed
neurodevelopmental disorders among children and often co-occur (Zablotsky & Alford, 2020). For
the purposes of this study, we will use disability names such as LD and/or ADHD to align with
how our participants self-identified. The research question guiding this study is: How do college
students with previous IEPs for LD and/or ADHD perceive their experiences in K-12 education?

This study aims to document the voices and perceptions of the participants regarding
supportive and stigmatizing practices in special education. Through the process of investigating
the perceptions of former special education students, we hope to further reveal what the labels LD
and/or ADHD mean to those receiving special education services, how their experiences have
shaped them, and how they make sense of the world of education. The findings from the study can
also provide a longitudinal dimension to Labeling Theory by highlighting how the effects of
labeling can persist beyond students’ K-12 experience by influencing their self-perceptions and
future educational opportunities.

While prior research explored how labeling affects students’ academic and social
experiences (e.g., Shifrer, 2013a), this study adds both longitudinal and qualitative perspectives
by centering the voices of college students reflecting on their K-12 experiences. By exploring
participants’ retrospective accounts, this study provides insight into how the effects of labeling
influence not only their K—12 experiences but also persist into young adulthood, shaping their self-
concept, academic engagement, and sense of belonging. Moreover, in-depth semi-structured
interviews allow for the nuanced ways in which each participant makes meaning of their
experience of being labeled in their K-12 school experience, providing insight that is not captured
in quantitative research.

POSITIONALITY OF THE AUTHORS

The authors include a graduate student and a professor from the Special Education department at
aregional university in the Northeastern United States. Both authors have experience working with
students with LD and/or ADHD as teacher educators. The first author of the study has firsthand
experience with being a student with LD and ADHD and has had both positive and negative special
education-related experiences.

LITERATURE REVIEW
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STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

Students with LD consist of a heterogeneous group of students whose school-based
challenges are primarily in “understanding or using language, spoken or written, which may
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical
calculations” (IDEA, 2004, § 1400). According to the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), 7.3 million students ages 3 to 21 received IDEA services in 2021-2022, which represents
15% of all public school students and the largest category of students served under IDEA (NCES,
2023). However, the federal definition of LD has been widely critiqued, including by the National
Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) (Hallahan et al., 2019). Learning disabilities
may exist side-by-side with other disorders and occur across cultures, races, and languages,
resulting in difficulties when identifying, assessing, or instructing students with learning
disabilities due to cultural differences (Gartland, 2018).

Beyond school-based challenges, the label of LD can affect how others perceive students’
academic, behavioral, and social abilities and potential. Prior research links LD labeling to shifts
in teachers’ expectations, peer perceptions, and the kinds of instructional opportunities students
are offered, with implications later in life for engagement and identity development (e.g., Becker,
1963; Link & Phelan, 2001; Shifrer, 2013a, 2013Db).

Students with LD often face academic and social challenges, encounter difficulties related
to the identification process, and experience biased perceptions from others. These experiences are
central to the present study’s focus on how students with LD labels perceive their K-12 educational
experiences.

STUDENTS WITH ATTENTION-DEFICIT/HYPERACTIVITY DISORDER

ADHD is a developmental disability characterized by an ongoing pattern of inattention,
hyperactivity, and/or impulsivity (National Institute of Mental Health [NIMH], n.d.). Students with
ADHD may receive special education services through an IEP under the Other Health Impairment
disability category. As with LD, the presence of an ADHD label can alter adult and peer
interpretations of behavior, shaping classroom responses, disciplinary encounters, and access to
supports—factors that can influence students’ sense of belonging, competence, and “fit” at school
(e.g., Link & Phelan, 2001; Shifrer, 2013a).

OHI represents 15% of all special education students (NCES, 2023). However, due to the
differences in the ways students are assessed for OHI across the United States, it is difficult to
determine how many students are receiving services specifically for ADHD. The last recorded
estimation of students with ADHD comes from Forness & Kavale in 2001 with the estimation
being that 40% of students receiving special education services under OHI may have ADHD
(Briesch et al., 2023).

WHY CONSIDER LD AND ADHD TOGETHER

Both LD and ADHD are neurologically based difficulties that impact a student’s ability to
perform specific academic skills (Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder [CHADD], 2017). Some organizations, such as The Foundation for People With Learning
Disabilities (FPWLD), refer to ADHD as a “learning difficulty” because ADHD impacts learning
similarly to LD (FPWLD, 2024). Children with ADHD and LD often receive the same special
education services and accommodations, as both disabilities affect a student’s ability to learn in
similar ways (CHADD, 2017). Previous research also indicates that LD and ADHD share multiple
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neuropsychological factors, such as processing speed, inattention, and working memory, which
can ultimately impact academic outcomes (Pham & Riviere, 2015). Moreover, the behavioral
manifestations of ADHD are described in IDEA’s definition of LD, such as an impaired ability to
complete academic-related tasks such as doing math calculations, reading, writing, thinking,
speaking, listening, and understanding or in using language, spoken, or written (CHADD, 2017,
para. 5). LD and ADHD are also both associated with increased risk for a variety of psychosocial,
emotional, and behavioral issues (Wasserstein et al., 2017).

ADHD is more similar to LD than it is to other disabilities it is grouped with under the OHI
category. Unlike disorders such as hemophilia, lead poisoning, leukemia, epilepsy, and other
related health conditions that are listed under OHI, ADHD does not directly affect one's overall
physical health.

Moreover, co-occurrence of LD and ADHD is common, with some estimates indicating
31% to 45% of students with LD may also have ADHD (DuPaul et al., 2013). Additionally, the
prevalence of comorbid LD and ADHD is on the rise with estimates up to 75% “higher over the
past decade relative to previous estimates” (DuPaul et al., 2013, p. 45).

Most centrally for this study, labeling mechanisms are label-general: the visible presence
of a special education label, whether LD or ADHD, can shift expectations, gatekeep opportunities,
and become internalized by students over time (Becker, 1963; Link & Phelan, 2001; Shifrer,
2013a). Because the research question targets students’ perceptions of being labeled and of how
services were experienced, analyzing LD and ADHD together offers a view of how labeling
processes operate in real schools, avoids an artificial separation created by identification and
administrative practices, and reflects the lived reality that students’ identities and supports rarely
map cleanly onto a single category.

Due to the complexities of identifying students as having LD and/or ADHD, the similar
impacts these two disabilities have on students, and the shared experience of labeling dynamics,
the current study will include the perceptions of students with former IEPs.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: LABELING THEORY

Becker’s (1963) classic labeling theory asserts that labels affect the perceptions of both
society and the individual being labeled. \In 1996, labeling theory was redefined by Scheff as a
theory that “ultimately predicts that labeled persons will perceive themselves and behave in
accordance with the symbols of the label and others’ altered perceptions” (Shifrer, 2013a, p. 463-
464). Labels act as social signals that can trigger stigma and status loss, which in turn reshape
expectations and interactions; over time, labeled individuals may internalize others’ altered
perceptions, adjusting their identities to align with the label (Becker, 1963; Scheff, 1966/1999;
Link & Phelan, 2001). In schools, this pathway manifests when disability labels influence how
teachers, peers, and families interpret the same behaviors and performances, often lowering
expectations or narrowing perceived futures (Shifrer, 2013a, 2013b). Repeated interactions along
these lines can foster self-doubt, avoidance, or resignation.

PSYCHOLOGICAL AND ACADEMIC IMPACTS OF LEARNING DISABILITY LABEL

Labels such as LD and ADHD affect the self-perceptions of students and the perceptions
of those around them such as educators, parents, and other students. Despite the label being placed
on these students to ensure they receive equitable treatment, labels have been shown to “adversely

affect educational expectations and academic outcomes” (Daley & Rappolt-Schlichtmann, 2018,
p. 200).
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PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACTS OF LEARNING DISABILITY LABEL. The labels assigned to children
with learning disabilities affect their self-esteem (Savaria & Sinclair, 2011). Ingesson (2007) found
that the first six years after the initial creation of their learning disability label was the lowest
period of their self-esteem with it steadily increasing afterwards. In a 20-year longitudinal study
(Goldberg et al., 2003), participants struggled the most in childhood, citing stress from academic
failure and frustration, self-doubt, fear of social humiliation, issues with self-esteem, social and
familial relationships, and bullying (Goldberg et al., 2003). Savaria and Sinclair (2011) found that
students with LD felt their label harmed both their self-esteem and academic achievement. Even
when performing on par with typically achieving peers, students with LD reported persistent
emotional distress and negative self-perceptions (Orly & Margalit, 2014). Moreover, students with
LD are at increased risk of peer rejection, which can lead to social isolation, loneliness, diminished
hope, reduced academic effort, and poorer mental health outcomes (Atanga et al., 2019; Bruefach
& Reynolds, 2022; Orly & Margalit, 2014).

ACADEMIC IMPACT OF LEARNING DISABILITY LABEL. Although the LD label grants access to
needed services, it also carries social stigma. Labeling Theory holds that diagnostic tags reshape
others’ expectations and lead to differential treatment (Haft et al., 2022). Proponents argue that
categorical 1identification helps match students to evidence-based supports (Hebbeler
& Spiker, 2016), but categories are usually assigned via standardized tests and IQ-
achievement-discrepancy formulas that overlook sociocultural context. Longitudinal analyses
show that labeled students, despite similar achievement, are steered toward less rigorous
coursework, indicating that the label itself can narrow opportunity and shape self-concept
(Shifrer, Callahan, & Muller, 2013a). Follow-up work urges schools to retain supportive services
while actively countering the negative expectations the label can trigger (Shifrer et al., 2013b).

SYNTHESIS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PRESENT STUDY

Across these strands, a coherent picture emerges. Disability labels, including LD and
ADHD, reshape how school is experienced by students with these labels by altering expectations
and interactions. These signals can be internalized, with consequences for belonging, motivation,
and identity. Because LD and ADHD frequently travel through the same institutional pathways
(e.g., IEP/504 processes, accommodations) and because labeling mechanisms are
category-general, considering them together provides a realistic lens on how labeling unfolds in
everyday school life.

The present study extends this literature by analyzing retrospective narratives from college
students who previously had IEPs for LD and/or ADHD, sharing their stories about how labeling
and services were experienced over time.

METHODS
This basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) used semi-structured, individual
interviews to explore how five college students who had IEPs for either LD or ADHD made
meaning of their K-12 school experience. The study was approved by an institutional review board

at a regional university in the Northeastern United States.

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT
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Inclusion criteria for participants included (a) being a currently enrolled undergraduate college
student, (b) self-identifying as having an IEP in their K-12 school experience, and (c) self-
identifying as having LD and/or ADHD. Exclusion criteria included (a) having a 504 plan in K-12
experiences instead of an IEP and (b) self-identifying as having a primary disability other than LD
and/or ADHD (e.g., Autism). These exclusion criteria were selected to help ensure the participants
had similar school experiences with special education identification and implementation.

Participant recruitment was completed in three stages. First, the researchers announced the
opportunity to participate in the research study in college classes. As the second author is a special
education faculty member, he was able to include the announcement in his own classes and classes
taught by fellow education faculty. Second, the research recruitment flyer was posted on campus.
Third, participants were recruited through snowball sampling, which involved asking participants
to recommend individuals who may be appropriate for the study (Patton, 2014). To protect
confidentiality during snowball sampling, current participants were asked to provide the
researchers' contact information to potential participants, rather than sharing potential participants'
identifying information with the researchers without their consent.

Identified potential participants were sent a recruitment email with an informed consent
document attached. The informed consent document detailed the purpose of the study, the potential
risks associated with participation (e.g., emotional reactions to questions being asked about their
school experiences), protocols to enhance anonymity (e.g., pseudonyms), and the participants’
right to withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason, and without consequence.

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Five participants were recruited and participated in the study. Each of the five participants
attended public schools during their K-12 education, three in urban districts, one in a rural district,
and one in a suburban district. Four of the participants remained in inclusive classrooms, receiving
occasional pull-out services, while one participant, Tulip, was in a substantially separate classroom
from second to fifth grade. Tulip then moved to an inclusive classroom with occasional pull-out
services. See Table 1 for participant demographics.

TABLE 1
PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS
Participant ~ Gender Identity Age  Year in College Disability Category for IEP

Tulip Female 21 Senior ADHD and LD
Orchid Male 21 Senior LD
Wallflower Nonbinary 20 Junior ADHD
Wisteria Female 21 Junior ADHD
Carnation Nonbinary 19 Freshman ADHD
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The sample size of 5 participants aligns with qualitative research standards that prioritize
depth over breadth (Mirriam &Tisdell, 2016). Data saturation was achieved with five
participants, as evidenced by a lack of new themes emerging from the interviews.

DATA COLLECTION

The lead researcher interviewed each participant individually via online audio and video
platform (i.e., Zoom) using a semi-structured interview protocol. Each interview lasted between
20 and 40 minutes. Since the aim of the study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of
the participants, interviews were selected as the data collection method because they “[allow] us
to enter into the other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2014, p. 426).

The semi-structured interview protocol included five demographic questions (e.g., gender
identity, current age) and ten interview questions with potential follow-up probes (e.g., “How did
you feel about receiving the LD or ADHD label?” Potential follow-up probes to this question
included, “Do you feel the label accurately describes you? and, “Was there anything you would
change about the process of receiving the label?”). To help ensure that participants were able to
share any information they felt was relevant, the final question of the protocol was, “Is there
anything you would like to say about your experience being a student with a learning disability
label that I haven’t asked you?”

As the nature of the interviews is retrospective, there is a potential for recall bias. To help
mitigate this, the semi-structured interview explicitly included follow-up probes to clarify
participants’ memories of educational experiences. Additionally, member checks were completed
to confirm the accuracy of the researcher’s interpretation of the participants’ memories.

DATA ANALYSIS

Each interview was transcribed and then coded in a three-step process using Dedoose, a
cloud-based application for analyzing qualitative and mixed methods data, including interview
transcripts. Initial coding was completed with In Vivo codes, which are codes taken directly from
the participants’ language to “keep the data rooted in the participant’s own language” (Saldaiia,
2013, p. 7). A second cycle of coding was completed to identify codes that share characteristics
and group them into categories. A third and final cycle of coding was completed to identify
themes, which Saldafia (2013) defined as “an outcome of coding, categorization, or analytic
reflection” (p. 14, emphasis in original).

The researcher employed various strategies to ensure validity and reliability, including peer
review, audit trails, and member checks (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 259). The researcher
conducted peer reviews with their coauthor, focusing on study methods, coding cycles, and theme
development. Specifically, the lead author would initially code the interview transcripts and then
meet with the second author to review coding for clarity and consistency. This process also allowed
for discussions about how initial codes may fit together as categories. These discussions happened
for each interview in the initial coding, once for the second cycle, and once for the final cycle of
coding. Audit trails documenting interpretive decisions and methods were maintained through
memoing within the Dedoose software application.

After the third cycle of coding was complete and peer reviewed by the researchers, member
checks were requested with each of the participants via email. Three of the participants agreed to
participate in member checks, while two participants did not respond to the requests. The three
participants who completed member checks reported that they were “represented accurately”
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(Wallflower), “felt represented” (Tulip), and that the researcher “captured my words perfectly”
(Wisteria).

RESULTS

Participants identified four themes related to making meaning of their K-12 school
experiences as students with LD and/or ADHD. These themes are named using In Vivo codes to
more accurately capture the participants' experiences and perspectives: (a) “A Random Sticker,”
(b) “I’ve Always Hated School,” (¢) “They Thought I Was an Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I
Would Never Be Normal.”

“A RANDOM STICKER”
The first theme, “A Random Sticker,” captures the complicated relationship participants
had with their disability label. Orchid provided the In Vivo code for this theme, explaining:

I got put on the IEP even though I didn't know what it was. Nobody explained it to me. So,
it's just like, hey... I'm just going to put like a random sticker on you and then you can't
really peel it off. And then you're just kind of stuck with it.

Participants felt the label of a disability did not clearly or wholly describe who they were
as a person and student. Wallflower summarized this feeling by saying the label “accurately
described a piece of the picture, but that wasn’t the whole picture.” Tulip echoed this sentiment,
expressing frustration that the IEP team was “just looking at me on a paper and looking at test
scores...when in reality I'm so much more than an IEP.” Tulip’s dissatisfaction with the label and
feeling unseen by educators is consistent with previous literature that discusses how when students
with LD perceive that educators have low expectations of them or their capabilities, it can lead to
altered self-perceptions (Savaria & Sinclair, 2011; Shifrer et al., 2013).

Despite these frustrations, participants also identified that the disability label resulted in
beneficial supports. Carnation noted how having an IEP-required accommodation for extended
time made it “a formal thing I don't have to have anxiety over asking for it. They just have to give
it to me, which was great." Wisteria identified that some of the special educators she had as
teachers “literally turned out to be some of my favorite teachers...they were so awesome and so
nice to me.” These interactions with educators align with findings in previous literature that
highlight how supportive experiences with educators can lead to students flourishing compared to
non-supportive experiences, which can lead to increased anxiety and difficulty in receiving needed
accommodations (Lightfoot et al., 2018).

This relationship is further complicated by participants being identified and labeled at ages
where they do not fully understand the services and accommodations they receive. Tulip described
this by saying:

As a kid, I was...constantly wanting to get rid of my accommodations. [Now] I wish I had
them later in my life. Because I don't [have accommodations] anymore. I fought so hard to
get off of [the accommodations]. And then once I was off of it, I realized actually how
much I miss being on them.
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DiSCUSSION

Given the issues relative to overly high illuminance and cool blue temperature lighting
utilized in previous classroom lighting research (Mott et al., 2012; 2014), the current study sought
to evaluate a similar lighting system with a spectral array enriched with cool blue-cyan wavelength
yet containing a visually appealing lower CCT level (as measured in degrees of Kelvin) and an
associated lower illuminance level (as measured in 1x). In prior research, the CCT levels for the
blue enriched lighting were measured at 6500 Kelvin. The high Kelvin levels can lead to up to a
5% higher illuminance output (Li et al., 2021). Although very cool blue CCT (6500 K) and high
illuminance (1000 Ix) lighting may have positive effects on learning, especially for sleep-restricted
young adults (Grant et al., 2021), numerous studies have defined the cognitive benefits for these
specifications (see the systematic and comprehensive review of lighting effects on cognition by
Siraji et al., 2022). Despite these benefits, there are negative effects associated with very cool blue
and high illuminance lighting. A main concern is that the associated flicker from blue CCT (6500
K and higher) and high illuminance (600-1000 Ix) fluorescent lighting similar to that used in the
Mott et al. studies has been found to be non-visually detected by the human retina. The negative
effects from lighting with these specifications include sensory responses associated with visual
fatigue, eyestrain and reduced visual performance especially over time (Grant et al.).

For the current study, it is important to reemphasize here: 1) the CCT for Intervention and
Control classrooms was cool (5000 K) but given the blue-to-cyan wavelength (440-520 nm), there
were equivalent CCT levels between the intervention and control rooms. Additionally, the
illuminance levels for control and intervention classrooms were both in the normal 500 lux range.
Given the statistically significant results in the current study for student performance on the
practice ACT and the control of extraneous variables, including learner differences, evidence for
the intervention lighting impacting students’ melatonin suppression and cognitive performance
indicates that the blue-to-cyan wavelength lighting has similar effects to what has been shown with
blue and high illuminance lighting. The benefit, and an important difference, is that the blue-to-
cyan CCT lighting used in the present study does not contain negative non-visual effects cited
above.

“I’VE ALWAYS HATED SCHOOL”

The second theme, “I’ve Always Hated School,” reflects participants' negative experiences
and feelings toward school, often stemming from their disabilities, IEPs, and accommodations.
Carnation provided the In Vivo code for this theme, stating:

I've never liked school like I've always hated it...for someone who's disabled it's
more stressful because it's all about executive functioning and sitting for long
periods of time and not moving or not having control about when or who you can
talk to.

Participants specifically connected their dislike of school to their IEPs. Tulip stated, “I
don't think I had a very positive relationship with school because of my IEP. I just felt like I was
never good enough and then I was always going to be behind.” Tulip’s feelings of self-doubt and
ongoing emotional distress in connection with the LD label are consistent with previous research
where other students with LD have reported similar negative experiences (Orly & Margalit, 2014;
Savaria & Sinclair, 2011). This was echoed by Carnation, who described feeling ignored during
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IEP meetings stating, “I'd be in like a room with like all my teachers all my like special Ed teachers,
my therapist, my parents and I felt like no one cared about what I was saying.” Carnation’s desire
to play a more integral role in the IEP process aligns with previous research where former
education students reported wanting more involvement in the process (Savaria & Sinclair, 2011).

Other participants connected their dislike of school to the services or accommodations they
were (or were not) receiving. Wisteria described how services such as small group intervention
made her feel “excluded, you know, like being pulled out of class to, like, go to separate teachers
or be in separate groups.” Carnation voiced his disappointment with a lack of support, and
therefore a lack of efficacy, with his accommodations:

From an outside perspective, you're like ‘Oh my God, once I get accommodations
everything will be fine, and everything will be fixed.” And I'm, like, literally not going to be
disabled anymore. And you get them, and no one helps you or tells you ‘Hey, here's how you can
apply these.” You still have to advocate for yourself every single day to get those accommodations
that they're legally supposed to give you.

“THEY THOUGHT I WAS AN ALIEN”

The third theme, “They Thought I was an Alien,” highlights the social challenges
participants faced with school staff and peers, including struggles to make friends, bullying, and
missing out on typical adolescent experiences. Carnation described feeling socially isolated from
his peers and provided the In Vivo code for this theme by saying, “I was bullied. My whole life
kids called me weird. They thought I was an alien.”

Orchid described her disability label as “alienating and isolating” and noted how she was
aware of the “little things that I missed out on” that her peers were experiencing. Wallflower
echoed this yearning for typical social experiences by saying, “I think that the social aspect is
really what I was missing. Like, people would hang out with their friends. I never did that.”
Carnation also described being “sectioned off from, like, the normal kids.” The social isolation felt
by the three participants is consistent with previous literature, which notes children with LD are at
a greater risk for isolation due to peer rejection, which can affect their self-perceptions (Orly &
Margalit, 2014; Savaria & Sinclair, 2011).

Sadly, participants also felt socially isolated from the adults in the school building.
Wallflower recalled having a teacher that “just didn't like [students with disabilities].” Tulip voiced
her frustration with teachers by saying:

I experienced a lot of teachers who didn't care to teach me because they wanted to
just teach the people who understood them; understood the material...I did
understand the material. I just needed you to phrase it in a different way. I need you
to repeat yourself. Or just talk to me.

Carnation described this social isolation as feeling not heard nor protected by the adults on his IEP
team, saying, “I felt like no one cared about what I was saying even though everyone was
discussing my disability and my mental health...I'm the only person who has my back”. Wallflower
and Carnation’s experiences align with previous research, which highlights how a lack of teacher
preparation and supportive experiences with educators can lead to students having difficulty
accessing their accommodations (Ferri et al., 2001; Lightfoot et al., 2018).

“I THOUGHT I WoULD NEVER BE NORMAL”
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The fourth theme, “I Thought I Would Never be Normal,” explores the impact of disability labels
on the participants' self-esteem and how being labeled and treated differently affected their self-
worth and their perception of their abilities. All five participants discussed negative impacts on
their self-esteem. Tulip identified the In Vivo code for this theme, saying:

I was extremely negative about myself. Looking back, I'm honestly scared that I
was ever at that point. Obviously, I was a depressed child. I did have anxious
tendencies, but I was so low on myself because I thought I would never be normal.

Wisteria echoed forming a negative self-concept by comparing herself to peers, stating that
she did not “want to use the word like dumb or stupid because I hate those words...but I fe[lt] like
maybe I wasn't, like, as smart or quick or whatever as other students.” Carnation also made sense
of his self-concept by comparing himself to peers without disabilities saying, “there are things that
normal people do that I will never be able to do. Like ever.” Orchid also described feeling envious
of their classmates' ability to complete assignments without struggle, saying, “It did feel a little bit
like, oh wow I can’t be at the same level as everyone else.” These negative impacts on self-esteem
that all participants described align with prior research, where students with LD have described
feeling that their disability label negatively influenced their self-esteem and self-perceptions
(Savaria & Sinclair, 2011).

DiSCUSSION

The purpose of the study was to understand how former students with IEPs for LD and/or
ADHD made meaning of their K-12 educational experiences. A basic qualitative approach was
used to analyze interviews with five participants. Four themes emerged: (a) “A Random Sticker,”
(b) “I’ve Always Hated School,” (c) “They Thought I Was an Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I Would
Never Be Normal.” These themes map directly onto the mechanisms uncovered in the literature
review: labeling as social marking; lowered expectations and constrained opportunities; peer and
adult interactions that undermine belonging; and limited voice in understanding and using services.
This alignment underscores the practical importance of countering negative perceptions, building
student agency and self-advocacy, and making supports both effective and dignified in their
everyday delivery.

The challenges described by participants offer insight into changes educational
professionals can implement to support current and future special education students with IEPs for
LD and/or ADHD. Participants' varied experiences in inclusive classroom settings, aside from one
participant who was in a sub-separate classroom from second to fifth grade, with three from urban
districts, one in a rural district, and one in a suburban district reveal patterns in how inclusive
classrooms and pull-out programs were conducted and how their practices shaped the themes
highlighted in the study. Themes such as “I’ve Always Hated School” and “They Thought I Was
an Alien” depict the social and physical isolation participants felt during pull-out services and in
inclusive classrooms. These findings highlight the changes that educators can implement to
improve how support services are delivered.

These discoveries also support and confirm Labeling Theory by demonstrating how labels
for LD and/or ADHD can shape how the students are treated by others and how they see
themselves. The theme, “I Thought I Would Never Be Normal,” reveals the internalized stigma
theorized by Scheff (1996) where labeled students begin to perceive themselves and act in line
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with others' perceptions of them (Shifrer, 2013). This internalized stigma further supports the
changes educators can make to support labeled students' self-perceptions.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

These themes highlight the vital role of combating negative perceptions of special
education students, supporting special education students’ self-perceptions, clarifying special
education services for students, collecting data from multiple sources and perspectives, and policy-
level changes.

RECOMMENDATION 1: COMBATTING OTHERS’ NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS. The themes “T’ve Always
Hated School” and “They Thought I Was an Alien” emphasize the need for educators, parents, and
peers to work together in overcoming negative stereotypes and perceptions of students with
disabilities. Both themes illustrate the harm caused by such perceptions, which often result in
social isolation, bullying, and differential treatment. The negative impact these perceptions have
on students’ academic and social lives highlights the necessity for targeted interventions that foster
more inclusive and accepting attitudes. Research supports the idea that classroom-based
interventions, such as classroom discussions, organized games, buddy reads, and peer tutoring, can
significantly improve the way students with disabilities are perceived by their peers (Novak &
Bartelheim, 2012). Research also supports the implementation of pilot programs to teach educators
universal design principles and strategies, which have been proven to increase educators'
knowledge about challenges facing students with disabilities, student engagement, and self-
sufficiency (Lightfoot et al., 2018). Moreover, encouraging open conversations about disabilities
at home can help reinforce these positive perceptions outside of school.

RECOMMENDATION 2: SUPPORTING SELF-PERCEPTIONS. The theme “I Thought I Would Never Be
Normal” emphasizes the importance of nurturing positive self-perceptions in students with
disabilities. Many of the participants expressed a deep desire to fit in with their peers and to be
viewed as “normal.” This yearning for normalcy contributed to feelings of low self-worth,
isolation, and frustration. Schools must work towards eliminating the notion of a “normal” or
“ideal” student and, instead, create environments where diversity in learning abilities is not only
accepted but celebrated. Social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, which promote caring
relationships and responsive teaching, have been shown to “promote inclusion and respect for
individual educational needs, while ensuring a sense of belonging and reducing experiences of
humiliation and failure” (Cavioni et al., 2017). By fostering an inclusive atmosphere, educators
can help students with LD and/or ADHD feel valued and capable, reducing the detrimental effects
of labels on their self-esteem.

RECOMMENDATION 3: CLARIFYING SPECIAL EDUCATION SERVICES. The theme "A Random
Sticker" underscores the importance of ensuring that special education students fully understand
their disability label and the services they receive. Several participants expressed confusion or
frustration over their IEPs, with some feeling that their disability label did not accurately reflect
their full potential. This highlights the need for schools to provide clear, developmentally
appropriate explanations of disability labels and related services. Research also suggests that
service providers educate students on how to access accommodations and connect them with
different service personnel (Lightfoot et al., 2018). Students must be empowered to understand
and advocate for their educational needs. This also extends to parents, who play a key role in
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guiding their child’s educational journey. Providing parents with the tools and information
necessary to support their child’s advocacy can ensure that services are used effectively.

RECOMMENDATION 4: COLLECTING DATA FROM MULTIPLE SOURCES AND PERSPECTIVES. Each
of the themes identified in the study highlights the unique perspectives of the participants and
underscores the need to collect additional data, such as parent and teacher perspectives, IEP
documents, and other relevant sources, when conducting future studies to facilitate a deeper
understanding of the participants’ experiences. This can provide researchers with a greater
understanding of the participants’ lived experiences, validate findings, identify any relevant
patterns or service gaps, and detect systematic issues within the education system. Researchers can
then offer specific actionable practice recommendations to educators and parents in efforts to
rectify any barriers.

RECOMMENDATION 5: POLICY-LEVEL CHANGES. These findings also suggest implications for
educational policy. As participants frequently cited feelings of exclusion from the IEP process, a
revision of IDEA’s guidelines to ensure more meaningful student participation may be warranted.
Although IDEA already encourages student participation, especially related to transition planning,
earlier and more developmentally appropriate involvement would foster a more inclusive process.
Moreover, this enhanced involvement may also improve students’ understanding of IEP services
and supports (bolstering recommendation 3), and foster greater self-advocacy. To this end,
policymakers might consider requiring pre-service and in-service training that explicitly addresses
the long-term social-emotional impact of labels and emphasizes student-centered planning.

LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This study presents valuable insights into the experiences of students with learning
disabilities (LD) and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) during their K-12 education.
However, as with all research, there are limitations to this study.

First, the study's reliance on a small sample size limits the generalizability of the findings.
The experiences and narratives provided, while insightful, may not capture the full range of
perspectives within this population. To address this limitation, future research should aim to
include a larger and more diverse sample of participants. Expanding the participant pool will help
to generate a more comprehensive understanding of the issues at hand and enhance the robustness
of the findings.

Second, this study focuses on the retrospective accounts of college students regarding their
K-12 educational experiences. As a result, the data reflect past experiences rather than the current
state of K-12 education. It is recommended that future research involve direct interviews with
current K-12 students. This approach will provide a real-time assessment of their experiences and
challenges, offering insights into whether and how issues persist or evolve.

Lastly, the study exclusively involves participants with LD or ADHD. While this focus
provides valuable insights into these specific conditions, it does not account for the experiences of
students with other types of disabilities. To build a more inclusive understanding, future research
should include participants with a broader range of disabilities, such as autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) or physical disabilities.

CONCLUSIONS
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Each of the themes identified in this study illustrates the need for systemic changes to better
support students with IEPs for LD and/or ADHD. Every student, regardless of their label, deserves
an educational experience where they feel included, valued, and capable. The four themes
identified: (a) “A Random Sticker,” (b) “I’ve Always Hated School,” (c) “They Thought I was an
Alien,” and (d) “I Thought I Would Never Be Normal,” describe how the LD and/or ADHD label
affects students throughout their K-12 experiences through complex feelings surrounding the label,
negative school experiences, self-doubt, social stigma, and altered self-perceptions. These altered
perceptions also further confirm Labeling Theory by revealing how others’ treatment of labeled
students can influence their self-perceptions.

Unlike much of the existing research that focuses on short-term academic outcomes or
others’ perceptions of students with disabilities, this study adds a longitudinal perspective by
analyzing retrospective accounts from college students reflecting on their K—12 experiences.
Participants’ narratives reveal how the psychological and social impacts of labeling can persist
well beyond school, shaping their educational identities into adulthood.

The findings from this study suggest that by combating negative perceptions, supporting
students' self-perceptions, ensuring clarity around special education services, collecting data from
multiple sources and perspectives, and implementing policy-level changes, educators can
significantly improve the academic and social experiences of students with disabilities. At the
policy level, revisions to IDEA should mandate age-appropriate student participation in IEP
development, not just during transition years. Additionally, teacher licensure and professional
development should include explicit training in disability awareness, stigma reduction, and
inclusive decision-making practices.

This study also highlights several areas for future research. Given the small sample size
and retrospective design, future studies should include larger and more diverse participant groups
to strengthen generalizability. Interviewing current K—12 students would provide a real-time
perspective on labeling and special education practices, while including students with other
disabilities (e.g., autism, emotional and behavioral disorders, or physical disabilities) would offer
a broader view of how labels function across disability categories. Future research might also
examine the impact of student-led IEP meetings or the long-term effects of early self-advocacy
training.

While we cannot change the past struggles faced by the participants, their stories offer
valuable lessons that can help shape more effective educational practices for future generations.
By implementing the specific recommendations suggested here and amplifying student voice
throughout the IEP process, educators and policymakers can ensure that disability labels are used
to provide support, not impose limitations.
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Abstract: The goal of the current study was to look at the viewpoints of secondary school
Agricultural Science teachers with regard to the challenges they encounter when implementing
the curriculum in their classrooms. Instructional resources and Continuous Professional
Development (CPD) programme workshops need to be provided to successfully teach the
curriculum. Using the qualitative descriptive research design, twelve teachers were purposively
selected to participate in the interviews. Purposive sampling technique was used in this study to
choose the participants. The findings of the study divulged that the main challenges faced by
Agricultural Science teachers in implementing the curriculum in the study area, include a
deficiency of instructional resources such as school textbooks, according to 75% (9 out of 12) of
the respondents. The study also discovered that 83% (10 out of 12 of the participants had not
attended any CPD programme workshops in Agricultural Science since their appointment at their
schools. This study recommends that sufficient and relevant instructional resources should be
made available to Agricultural Science teachers and be supported in terms of regular CPD
programme workshops to keep them abreast with regard to the current Agricultural Science
related issues. These targeted measures will help the subject teachers to successfully implement
the curriculum and thus enhance learners’ performance.

Key Words: Agricultural Science teachers; challenges; curriculum implementation; secondary
schools

INTRODUCTION

Agricultural Science is a practical subject that is already being taught in Namibia's basic education
system. The approach to teaching Agricultural Science in Namibian schools (both public and
private) is based on learning by doing; where learners can participate in practical farming activities
that help in effectively developing their necessary skills in the field. The main aim of offering
Agriculture Science in secondary schools in Namibia is to make certain that learners become aware
of the basic principles of agricultural production systems in the country. Thus, the agricultural
science curriculum offered in secondary schools in Namibia broadly places emphasis on
cultivating learners' scientific knowledge, skills, and attitudes associated to sustainable agriculture.
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pmashebe@gmail.com




Mashebe, P., Abah, J., & Nyambe. J. 27

It puts emphasis on the interrelationship between science, technology, society, and the
environment, inspiring practical applications and learner-centered education. The curriculum was
put together around themes such as general agriculture, soil science, crop science, animal science,
and agricultural economics and extension. This is important for sustainable food production, job
creation, as well as improving livelihoods of the communities.

However, the aspect of instructing Agricultural Science in secondary schools in the study
area is facing some challenges, as the teachers cannot deliver effective classroom instructions.
Teaching Agricultural Science requires the consciousness of basic principles, problem-solving
abilities, explaining complicated thoughts as well as observational knowhow (Darko et al., 2015).
It is important to understand that successful implementation of a curriculum in the classroom
would requires concerted efforts from school leadership, teachers, learners as well as parents
(Cheplogoi, 2014). According to Cheplogoi (2014), to ensure successful implementation of the
curriculum in the classroom, it is important to have acceptable teaching and learning resources,
skilled teachers, and ongoing Continuous Professional Development (CPD) programmes
necessary to support the teachers who are the implementers of the curriculum in the classroom.
Additionally, the school leadership should ensure that there is adequate teaching and learning
resources such as textbooks, laboratory equipment, as well as other essential instructional materials
that are necessary to implement the curriculum in the classroom (Okogu, 2011). According to
Okogu, (2011), curriculum implementation implicates the learners, teacher, teaching-learning
resources, instruction approaches, predicted competences, and results. It is not just about
supporting teachers and providing the teaching and learning resources, but it also have to do with
the methods, techniques teaching approaches used, as well as the expected outcomes of the subject
In spite of this, the lack of ability to make available any of these necessities presents a challenge
to the instructional process, that have the potential to impend the quality as well as the level of
agricultural skills and knowledge acquired by learners (Kyule et al. 2016).For that reason , it is
important to make certain that all the conditions are met to enable successful curriculum execution
as well as make sure that learners gain the sought after skills and knowledge (Kyule et al. 2016).
With sufficient teaching and learning resources, competent teachers, as well as appropriate
instruction approaches, putting into practice the curriculum can be fruitful, as well as the preferred
results can be realised.

To effectively carry out a curriculum in the classroom, learners ought to engage in vigorous
learning (Kyule et al. 2016). This contention is maintained by (Konyango & Asienyo, 2015;
Waiganjo et al., 2014 and Waiganjo, Wambugu, Ngesa, & Cheplogoi, 2014). According to the
authors, vigorous learning is a teaching method that gets learners drawn in in their learning as well
as aids them to think about how they learn in the classroom. It signifies the importance of getting
learners involved in the learning process as well as creating a place that makes them reason with
awareness. It is important for learners to be paying attention as well as to think about their thoughts
for vigorous learning to work well. To set up an ideal environment for vigorous learning, learners
must be allowed gain access to all basic agriculture learning resources. These resources, as outlined
by Mwiria (2002) include a sustainable school garden, libraries, laboratories, textbooks,
workrooms, spacious classrooms, as well as relevant equipment such as machinery, hand tools,
inputs, and farming tools. Research conducted by Makori and Onderi (2013) pointed out that a
sizeable library, filled with up-to-date agriculture textbooks as well as other reference materials,
contributes significantly to the academic success of learners in the subject. With regards to the
school garden, it should be easily reached as well as of appropriate dimension to accommodate all
learners during practical activities or demonstration work. In addition, it can function as a model
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garden that the community within the school will benefit from in terms of skills and food security
(Nyang’au, Kibett, & Ngesa, 2011).

The modern instructional resources that are necessary to implement the curriculum in this
specific school subject in the study area are not enough, with many schools lacking important
garden tools, laboratory equipment as well as machines considered necessary to carry out practical
exercises. This shortage of instructional resources in schools leads more heavy to the utilization of
theory over practical application in the instructional process of the subject in the classroom,
presenting a significant challenge in the performance of learners. To address the shortage as well
as improve skill development in learners, it is very important for teachers to be provided with the
necessary Agricultural Science tools, equipment, as well as resources for successful
implementation of the curriculum in classrooms context (Oluoch, 1982; Shiundu & Omulando,
1992). Lack of instructional resources significantly presents some challenge in the instructional
process of vocational school subjects like Agricultural Science in classrooms situation (Mupa &
Chinooneka, 2015). Therefore, to teach Agricultural Science effectively in the classroom, teachers
must have a thorough comprehension of curriculum implementation, teaching approaches as well
as the subject content (Joerger, 2002). On the other hand, in the study area, it is not known whether
or not, these stated skills represent the challenges the teachers are facing in implementing the
curriculum in their instructional process, as there was no such preceding research work done in the
region.

Thus, the main objective of the current enquiry was to determine the challenges faced by
Agricultural Science teachers in the study area when implementing the curriculum.

The ambition of the senior secondary Agricultural Science curriculum in Namibia is to
afford learners with precise basic skills and knowledge in Agricultural Science and make them to
turn out to be agricultural scientists, which is important for the country.

Therefore, the determination of this study is to accomplish two main research objectives associated
with the implementation of the Agricultural Science curriculum in the study area. These objectives
are as follows:

1. To explore the challenges that secondary school Agricultural Science teachers
faced with when implementing the curriculum in the study area.

2. To recommend the applicable instructional methods as well as resources for
teachers in the study area to successfully implement the curriculum.

This study is crucial for an inclusive and effective plan for implementing the Agricultural
Science curriculum in Namibia as well as assessment of the practical skills gaps of Agricultural
Science teachers. The results of the study availed evidence-based data on the challenges faced by
Agricultural Science teachers in the study area. The data is crucial for identifying and addressing
the Agricultural Science teachers’ curriculum implementation challenges in the Zambezi Region
and other places with similar challenges.

SIGNIFICANT STATEMENT

In 2007, after the introduction of the newly revised BEC in Namibia, there seem to be a
dearth of instructional resources that are very important for teachers to implement Agricultural
Science curriculum in the study area. However, the pointers of such dearth of instructional
resources can easily be realised by investigating the challenges faced by Agricultural Science
teachers in implementing the subject curriculum, since teachers are the one who are directly

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Mashebe, P., Abah, J., & Nyambe. J. 29

involved in the implementation of the curriculum in classrooms, hence the need to for this current
study. According to Clifford-Swan, et al., (2021) and Okongo, et al., (2015) provision of
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) workshops and adequate instructional resources can
to a greater extent help to effectively improve teachers’ instructional abilities in their classrooms.
The current study contributes the Namibian viewpoint to the corpus of literature in the subject area
with regard to the challenges Agricultural Science teachers encounter in the implementation of the
curriculum.

STUDY AREA

The current study was conducted in the Zambezi region in the North-eastern part of
Namibia. The researchers developed some interests in surveying the challenges faced by
Agricultural Science teachers in the study area with regard to the implementation of the
curriculum. The researchers’ interest in carrying out the current study emanated from unrestricted
and informal discussions with several groups of Agricultural Science teachers during regional
seminars and workshops. The desire was to establish from the teachers the challenges they
encounter in implementing the curriculum, and subsequently to offer the appropriate
recommendations to the regional education office with regard to the interventions needed to
support the teachers in implementing the curriculum.

METHODS

PARTICIPANTS

The purposive sampling technique was applied in choosing the participants for this study.
Purposive sampling encompasses the premeditated selection of individuals who can proffer
distinctive as well as important data that cannot be obtained from any other sources (Maxwell,
1996). Twelve (12) teachers were selected from the identified schools within the parameters of the
study area. Participants were selected based on the following three conditions:

1. The teacher should have a minimum of three years of uninterrupted instructional
experience in the study area, which is well thought-out to be the minimum number
of years for a teacher to be considered experienced in Namibia.

2. The teacher should willingly accept to participate in the study.

3. The teacher should be presently offering Agricultural Science at the secondary level
in the study area.

Teachers who meet these conditions are acknowledged to have an important understanding
of the challenges faced while implementing the curriculum in the classroom and hence, could make
available the relevant information to address the research objective.

RESEARCH INSTRUMENT AND DATA COLLECTION

A research instrument is a tool used by a researcher to collect data from participants of a study
(Titus, 2019). According to Moyo (2017), data collection instruments are a key component of the
research process, helping as the initial tools for analysing data to address specific research
questions or objectives. This study applied a semi-structured interview guide to pull together the
necessary data. The instrument used comprises open-ended exploratory items that provide
flexibility while still following a predetermined outline for structure (Titus, 2019). The
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Agricultural Science teachers were interviewed encounter-to-encounter in each participant’s
private office with no interruptions as well as each interview session was fully recorded to ensure
an accurate capture of all details. All the participants took part in the study through interviews
schedule and provided willingly exhaustively qualitative data regarding the challenges they faced
while implementing the curriculum in their classrooms.

DATA ANALYSIS

This study used the reflexive thematic analysis method to analyse the data. Reflexive
thematic analysis recognises the subjectiveness of the analysis process, and that codes and themes
are actively generated by the researcher. In this method, the coding process is less structured and
more organic than in applied thematic analysis (Gale at al., 2013; Smith & Firth, 2011). According
to Ayton (2023), meaning is self-evident and somehow within the data waiting to be revealed, and
that the researcher is a neutral conduit for the revelation of said meaning. The major steps involved
in this reflexive thematic analysis include familiarization with data, coding, generating initial
themes, developing and reviewing themes, refining, defining, and naming themes, and writing up
(Ayton, 2023). These were carefully and meticulously followed to analyse and interpret the data
gathered in this study.

Themes and sub-themes were generated to provide important insights into the research
findings. This process facilitated the interpretation of the data into sound meanings that were
associated with the research objectives of the study.

RESEARCH ETHICS

To maintain ethical standards, we first sought as well as obtained permission from the
Zambezi Regional Education office to conduct the study. We further sought as well as obtained
permission from the schools where participants were chosen. The participants were informed
regarding the ambition of the current study; this was necessary to allow the participants to develop
the calmness they deserve while taking part in the study. The researcher also assured the privacy
of the participants and did not record their real names or the names of their schools during the data
collection process. To watch over their privacy, the participants were assigned codes ranging from
P1 to P12, and schools were assigned codes ranging from S1 to S4. Furthermore, the participants
were notified to the best of their abilities that their participation in the study was merely voluntary,
with no bearing consequences should they wish to withdraw from participating in the study.

RESULTS

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PARTICIPANTS

The findings of the current study revealed that 75% (9 out of 12) of the participants have
more than 3 years and only 25% (3 out of 120 have less than 3 years of teaching experience (Figure
1). The study results are similar to those of Soetan et al., (2021), in their assessment of instructional
resources for teaching Agricultural Science in secondary schools in Oyo State. The authors
revealed that 70% (8 out of 12) of participants have a substantial number of years of teaching
experience in Agricultural Science. For that reason, the results of the current study indicate that
the participants in the current study have the vast consistency teaching experience in Agricultural
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Teaching Experience

m Lessthan 3 Years = More than 3 Years

Figure 1. Distribution of Participants by Years of Teaching Experience

Science and, hence, teaching experience may not be regarded as a challenge to their
implementation of the curriculum in their classroom. Teachers who are experienced in their
instructional undertakings provide supplementary aids to their schools because of enhanced learner
academic results in their subjects (Kini & Podolskey, 2016). Therefore, it is important to note that
teachers who have consistent years of instructional experience in the same subject over the years
have the ability to improve in the instructional processes of the subject than those with varied,
inconsistent subject teaching (Kini & Podolskey, 2016). The findings of the current study,
therefore, suggest that the Ministry of Education Art and Culture (MoEAC) should devise
strategies and plans that will help to continuously provide the CPD programmes necessary to retain
the experienced teachers in the system for improved quality of teaching and enhanced learner
performance in the study area. The findings of the current study further suggest that experienced
teachers are important when integrated with novice teachers in the system in order to balance the
performance of the learners in the subject.

Participants for this study were asked about their post-secondary academic qualifications
in the field of Agricultural Science education. The results showed that the majority (67%) (8 out
of 12) held a Basic Education Teacher Diploma (BETD), while 17% (2 out of 12) had a Bachelor's
Degree in Education. Additionally, 8% (1 out of 12) possessed an Advanced Certificate in
Education (ACE) and a Higher Education Diploma (HED) respectively. None of the participants
had a Master's degree in Education (MED) and/or other qualifications related to agriculture, such
as the National Diploma in Agriculture (NDA) or the Bachelor of Science in Agriculture (BSc).
The BETD is the minimum post-secondary qualification required for Agricultural Science teachers
in Namibia. This qualification is necessary for teaching Agricultural Science from senior primary
to junior secondary levels in Namibia. Therefore, it is important to understand that all the
participants are currently teaching from grades 8 to 10 in their schools.
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Figure 2. Shows the Post-Secondary Qualifications of the Participants

SPECIFIC SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE GAINED FROM POST-SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL
QUALIFICATION

Participants in the current study were probed with the question: “Can you elaborate on how
your post-secondary educational qualifications have prepared you to effectively teach the
Agricultural Science curriculum?” The study divulged that 75% (9 out of 12) of the participants
achieved important skills as well as knowledge from their post-secondary education. Only 8% (1
out of 12) of the participants felt that their post-secondary educational qualification did not
satisfactorily cover the practical component of the subject. However, 17% (2 out of 12) of the
participants did not achieve the needed skills and knowledge for teaching Agricultural Science, as
they did not study agriculture during their tertiary education. Despite this, they were still required
by the school leadership to teach the subject at their schools. The following are some of the
excerpts from some of the participants:

It did not provide me with much practical groundwork, as it was too theoretical. I
expected a more hands-on approach to training so that [ would feel confident when
teaching at the junior secondary school (P1). The qualification prepared me because
I received training at the university, followed by considerable practical work,
qualifying me to teach Agriculture (P2). It is reasonable to say that my tertiary
education has prepared me well for my role as an Agricultural Science teacher. I
was taught all the basic competencies as well as practical skills necessary for the
subject during my time in college. My post-secondary education has empowered
me to do extremely well in my teaching career (P4) and (P7).

From the participants' responses, some teachers in the study area lack the definite skills as
well as knowledge to teach Agricultural Science in their classrooms. As a result, the educational
qualifications that are not related to Agricultural Science which 17% (2 out of 12) of participates
in the study area indicated, contributed significantly to some challenges teachers faced in the
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implementation of the curriculum. According to Chiaha et al. (2014), an Agricultural Science
teacher is someone trained in pedagogical, practical, and theoretical aspects of Agriculture as well
as responsible for communicating the subject content, skills, and attitudes to learners. Therefore,
to attain the purposefulness of teaching Agricultural Science in schools, applicable instructional
undertaking of the curriculum by the subject teachers is necessary (Ebere et al., 2020).

CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CURRICULUM

Participants were further asked, “What specific challenges do you encounter when implementing
the Agricultural Science curriculum in your teaching?” The findings of the current study revealed
that 75% (9 out of 12) of the participants pointed out that the main challenges in implementing the
curriculum include the lack of practical teaching resources, the lack of fencing of the school
gardens, and a shortage of textbooks. Here are some of the responses from the participants.

We are facing some challenges related to a lack of practical teaching resources.
To be more specific, there is a shortage of textbooks at our school. Only the
teacher has access to the textbooks, while the rest of the learners do not have any
textbooks. This is a major challenge at our school (P2). I encounter a specific
challenge at my school due to the shortage of required equipment for carrying out
practical activities with my learners. It is of the essence to observe that some
practical undertakings should be carried out inside the classroom and do not
require learners to go outside the classroom (P3). One of the main challenges I
encounter when trying to implement hands-on activities at my school, particularly
in the school garden, is the lack of fencing (P4).

The responses from the participants give emphasis to the need to provide teachers with important
teaching and learning resources, such as textbooks, practical materials, and equipment, to
effectively implement the curriculum both in the classroom and outside the classroom.
Furthermore, the responses underscore the importance of securing the school garden with a fence
to protect the plantation from stray domestic animals such as goats and cattle. In a recent study,
Moses et al. (2024) emphasized that for a school to function well, it needs to have enough teaching
and learning resources as well as equipment to effectively implement the curriculum. In this regard,
the authors put forward that resources such as textbooks and equipment necessary for
implementing the curriculum should be provided by the MoEAC. This would make things easier
for the instructional process as well as enlightening the academic achievement of learners,
especially in practical subjects like Agricultural Science (Moses et al., 2024).

The participants were asked to outline the indispensable instructional resources for
delivering high-quality Agricultural Science education in their classrooms. The findings of the
study have shown that 75% (9 out of 12) of participants highlighted the necessity for educational
materials comprising textbooks, posters as well as charts. Katshuna and Shikalepo (2023), in the
study on the “challenges facing the implementation of the new school curriculum in Namibian
secondary schools” established that teachers struggle to teach a class of fifty learners using only
one textbook, which causes the aspect of making visuals challenging as well as time-consuming.
Furthermore, 25% (3 out of 12) articulated a necessity for Agricultural Science tools such as
spades, digging forks, and rakes to enable hands-on activities in their school garden environments.
Here are a number of the retorts from the participants on the question.
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To successfully teach Agricultural Science in my classroom, I need textbooks,
posters, and charts. These teaching and learning resources are important for
learners to see the actual visuals as well as drawings so that they can easily
remember what they have learnt (P2). At our school, we only have one textbook
and one booklet for the teacher, and we use the booklet to write notes on the
chalkboard during lessons, which is challenging and time consuming.
Unfortunately, we do not have materials like charts at our school (P3). In this
regard, we require different instructional materials in our school (P7).

It is important to have teaching resources such as textbooks, posters, charts, teacher’s
booklets, and gardening tools, including spades, digging forks, and rakes, to effectively teach
Agricultural Science in secondary schools. Ogbuoka and Ajibo (2023) noted that sufficient
facilities, as well as equipment like garden tools, tractors, modern laboratories, and computers are
necessary for teaching Agricultural Science in secondary schools. Kiguthi et al,. (2019), in their
study on “Teaching /Learning Resources and the Execution of Agriculture Curriculum in
Kakamega Central Sub-County, Kenya” made known that insufficient instructional resources
constrain effective education in Agriculture, resulting in creating a situation whereby teachers will
have challenges in carrying out practical undertakings in their classrooms. According to Kiguthi
etal,. (2019), practical subjects such as Agricultural Science should be taught in secondary schools
with the necessary instructional resources readily available. According to Mmapake and Kgaladi
(2022), instructional resources contribute significantly to enabling the fruitful implementation of
the curriculum in the classroom by teachers. In the field of Agricultural Sciences, important
instructional resources include Agricultural Sciences laboratories, small livestock units, teachers’
practical manuals, textbooks, and school gardens, all of which are helpful in delivering effective
theoretical and practical instruction in the classroom. However, paucity of these instructional
resources presents a considerable challenge to teachers offering Agriculture in secondary school
in the study area. This has implications for the effective implementation of the curriculum in the
classroom setting, especially in subjects such as Agricultural Sciences, where practical skills
transfer is important (Mmapake & Kgaladi, 2022). In a related study, Nevenglosky et al. (2019)
pointed out that curriculum implementation in secondary schools involves delivering the
curriculum through adequate teaching and learning resources and instructional practices, which
must be associated with the curriculum and tailored to the individual needs of the learners to ensure
dependability.

PREFERRED TEACHING METHODS

The participants were probed to indicate their preferred methods of instructing Agricultural
Science in their classrooms, and why. The results revealed that 75% (9 out of 12) of the participants
preferred the demonstration or practical method, while 25% (3 out of 12) denoted a preference for
both demonstration as well as traditional lecture-based methods. Furthermore, the current study
uncovered that 5% (1 out of 12) of the participants favoured the traditional lecture-based methods.
The following are some of the extracts from the participants’ responses:

I strongly believe in using demonstration methods in my teaching, since this
method actively engages learners in the learning process and allows them to get
hands-on experience (P1). I find that the combination of demonstration and
traditional lecture-based methods works best for teaching Agricultural Science in

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Mashebe, P., Abah, J., & Nyambe. J. 35

my classroom. For example, when teaching a topic like the digestive system of a
ruminant animal, demonstrating how to dissect it provides tangible evidence of the
system's components, and following up with lecturing helps reinforce the learning
(P2). Using the demonstration method furnishes learners with practical skills and
nurtures their individuality in the learning process (P3). I believe that practical
demonstration is important to fill out the theory component of the curriculum in
Agricultural Science (P6). I prefer traditional lecture-based methods because my
school is poorly resourced, making it difficult to carry out practical activities (P8).

Based on the retorts of the participants, it is clear that the practical demonstration method is the
preferred instructional method used in their teaching of the subject in the study area. This is likely,
as Agricultural Science as a school relies very much on hands-on experience for effective learning.
The findings of the current study agree with the findings by Bett et al., (2021) in their study on the
“Influence of Teaching Experience on Use of Practical Methods among Secondary School
Agriculture Teachers in Bureti Sub County, Kenya”. The authors revealed that making use of
collaborative instructional methods, which include the demonstration method, yields a
considerably greater impact on learners’ academic performance compared to traditional lecture-
based methods. According to Bett et al., (2021), the discipline of agriculture put emphasis on the
importance of gaining practical knowledge, skills, as well as attitudes that are important for the
realisation of agricultural production in all components. The authors further emphasize that
experimental learning is an important component of agriculture, where individual learners earn
through hands-on experience. Therefore, when teaching Agricultural Science content to learners,
especially the topics that are focused on practical application, the most effective methods to be
applied would involve demonstration and discussion methods respectively (Daluba, 2013).

CPD PROGRAMME WORKSHOPS

Additionally, participants were questioned, “How often do you attend workshops to enhance your
teaching skills, and how has this affected your teaching methodology?” The findings of the current
enquiry uncovered that 83% (10 out of 12) of the participants indicated that they had never attended
any CPD programme workshops in Agricultural Science since their appointment at their respective
schools, while only 17% (2 out of 12) indicated that they had attended a CPD programme
workshop once since joining their respective schools as Agricultural Science teachers. The
following excerpts depict the responses provided by the participants:

From my observation and understanding, there have been no CPD
programme workshops for Agricultural Science for several years (P1). I cannot
remember attending a workshop for quite a long time, possibly more than 10 years.
This lack of workshops creates a challenge because sometimes I need assistance
but have no way to ask for it (P4). In 2024, no workshop for Agricultural Science
teachers was conducted, and it is evident that there have been very few workshops
in the past years (P7). In 2023, one workshop was organized; however, the lack of
workshops is a serious issue in the Zambezi region (P8).

It is worth noting that participants of the current study expressed that no Agricultural Science CPD

programme workshops have been conducted for several years in the study area. This has created a
knowledge gap for teachers, as they have not had the chance to update their understanding of the
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Agricultural Science curriculum requirements as well as keeping up with the demand of subject
matter. The lack of support in staying updated on current issues related to the content demand of
the curriculum is hindering Agricultural Science teachers from providing effective instruction in
their classrooms. The findings of the current study suggest that Agricultural Science teachers need
continuous CPD programme workshops. According to Ikeoji et al., (2007), a consistent schedule
of seminars, workshops, and symposia should be continuously provided to teachers with the
purpose of allowing them to remain abreast of the latest developmental issues related to what they
are teaching in their classrooms, so that they become skilled at communicating these
developmental issues to learners. The authors further stressed that this proactive approach will
significantly contribute to improving the instructional implementation of the subject teaching in
their classrooms.

IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

It is important to understand that the findings of the current study revealed that Agricultural
Science teachers in secondary schools need instructional resources and CPD workshops to
capacitate them to effectively implement the curriculum in their classrooms. Arguably, the current
dearth of instructional resources and absence of CPD workshops may make it challenging for the
Agricultural Science teachers to implement the curriculum in their classrooms. Therefore, the
provision of the necessary instructional resources and carrying out targeted CPD workshops in the
subject area will capacitate the teachers to implement the curriculum in their classrooms
effectively. However, taking into account the demand of the newly revised BEC in Namibia, future
studies should survey the provision of instructional resources as well as the CPD programme
countrywide. This will prompt the MoEAC to provide essential instructional resources and CPD
workshops in addressing the dearth of these indispensable components for the implementation of
the curriculum throughout the country.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The current study unmasked the challenges that Agricultural Science teachers encounter in
implementing the subject curriculum in the Zambezi Region of Namibia. The findings revealed
that a dearth of practical instructional resources, a shortage of relevant schoolbooks, a deficiency
of garden tools and fencing materials for the school garden, and the absence of CPD workshops in
Agricultural Science. These have serious undesirable impacts on the effectiveness of the
instructional process of a practical-based subject such as Agricultural Science. Therefore, the
current study recommends the need for the Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture to provide
adequate instructional resources as well as targeted CPD workshops for the teachers teaching
Agricultural Science in the study area. This is significant for the effective implementation of the
new BEC in Namibia, which underscores the aspects of best practices in content, practical
application, and pedagogy. Furthermore, investigation of the challenges related to practical skills
as well as instructional resource gaps of teachers in other parts of the country is highly
recommended. This is important in order to develop a comprehensive plan for nationwide
effectiveness in implementing the Agricultural Science subject curriculum in secondary schools.
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Abstract: This study analyzed student’s college readiness in high enrolled first-year courses at a
prominent midwestern community college located in an urban/suburban area. This exploratory
research consists of a survey with quantitative and qualitative components. The demographics of
the community college are predominantly students from a marginalized background, including
financial and ethnically non-mainstream. This research is significant to understand and reduce
Ds, Es (Fail), Withdraws, and Incompletes rates in gateway courses. The first courses students
take in higher education are impactful for the way students perceive themselves and abilities. The
purpose of this research is to learn how to increase success in core general education courses and
increase retention and completion. The main research question explores how students perceive
their academic readiness and institutional support through a survey. The researchers thematically
organized the student responses. The findings indicate the need for institutional support services
to be better communicated, particularly on conveying the significance of institutionalized
structural support and student time management skills. Specifically, students identified time
management and the role of instructors in their perceptions of their success or failure.

Key Words: college readiness, gateway courses, community college

INTRODUCTION

The first courses at an institute of higher learning can dramatically influence a student’s
trajectory. Those beginning general education courses in higher education are crucial to a student’s
development and completion of a degree. It is in these required classes that students develop well
balanced skills, abilities, and knowledge (college readiness) to be successful. Students also build
their confidence to take additional courses and complete their degree. According to Chen (2016),
two-thirds of community college students need remedial courses. Further, passing rates of remedial
courses are less than half (Chen, 2016). Unfortunately, this is consistent with the passing rates at
our higher education institution. One can reasonably assume, that if they do poorly or do not pass,
they are less likely to register for additional courses or complete a degree. Alarmingly, Sanabria
et., al. (2020 June) contends that, “a substantial number of students struggle with remedial
coursework and fail to realize the intended benefits” (p.1). This research examines student
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perceptions of their college readiness who are enrolled in gateway courses at a community college.
For this study, as our base, we use the American College Testing (ACT) definition of college
readiness, which is defined, “as the acquisition of the knowledge and skills a student needs to
enroll and succeed in credit-bearing first-year courses at a postsecondary institution (such as a 2-
or 4-year college, trade school, or technical school) without the need for remediation” (ACT,
2023).

The study takes place at a prominent community college in the midwestern United States.
The student population is mainly comprised of high need students who rely on financial assistance
with 65% receiving financial aid (Institutional Research and Business Intelligence, 2023). This
topic is relevant to our college because we want to expand dual enrollment, create partnerships
with secondary schools and understand the needs of entry level students to foster academic success
in higher education. This research provides insight on decreasing the Ds, Es, Withdraws, and
Incompletes rates and its recommendations can lead to greater retention and college readiness.
Further our research findings could provide other higher education institutions suggestions on how
they can research and/or improve student outcomes.

Our community college is unique in the nation in that we are also part of the P-14 school
system. It is one of the few community colleges which shares a School Board with the neighboring
P-12 school district. This makes our relationship with the local school district intricately
connected, thereby reinforcing the significance of structuring a successful student environment in
the first two years of higher education.

This exploratory research relates to our priority initiatives at the college — student success
lowering the DEWI rates (defined as Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes), retention, serving
historically underrepresented and underserved student populations and our growing high school
population (2022-2024, Institutional Strategic Plan). The first Institutional Strategic Plan priority
number 1 states, to “...increase enrollment and improve college readiness especially for
underrepresented and historically underserved student populations.” This fits to the purpose of this
research. The rationale of this study is to develop tools to increase retention rates in gateway
general education courses, particularly for historically underrepresented and high need populations
at our college.

Our Institutional Strategic Plan priority number 2 has two sub-goals, “Goal 1: Increase the
percentage of first-time, full-time students who earn 24+ credits in their first year from 52% to
60% and increase the rate of part-time students who earn 15+ credits in their first year from 10%
to 25%; Goal 2 Decrease the percentage of Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes (DEWI) rates in
college-level gateway courses by 15% across all student populations” (Strategic Plan, 2022-2024).
These institutional strategic goals are the driving force behind this research. Our research focused
on entry-level core academic courses to identify and better understand perspectives of newly
enrolled students. We believe student retention in these courses can significantly impact student
resilience towards degree completion.

Our community college is within a metropolitan area and is home to one of the largest
Middle Eastern and North African counties in the United States. At our higher education
institution, approximately 65% of our student body are categorized as racially marginalized, with
68% of non-dual enrollment students receiving some form of financial aid. This is supported in
the self-reporting descriptive data from the survey administered to students.

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF PARTICIPANTS
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Financially 60.7% of students stated they receive financial aid, 21.4% pay themselves and
9.4% family pays tuition, about 8% stated other. This indicates that most of our students receive
aid. About 66% of participants are female, 34% male and 1% binary and 3% not disclosing. Racial
descriptions are a bit more complicated. 14% are African American or Black, 3% Asian, 35%
declared themselves white, 35% stated Middle East or North African and 13% 2 or more/some
other race. The category of Middle East or North African is new to our higher educational
institution. Previously, in the absence of the term, students of Middle East or North African
heritage often stated white. Since our college is situated in a predominately Arab American county,
it is possible that the percent of Middle East or North African is higher that is represented in the
description.

When asked if their parents attended college 47% noted yes with 52% stated no. Our
students commute from the local metropolitan area, with 34% of students attending college full-
time, and 66% attending part-time. In our study, the average student age is 23 years old, with 52%
of respondents reporting their parents have not attended college. We believe our diverse population
has specific needs that can be addressed by interventions which can improve student success.

This research gaged student perspectives on their knowledge of campus resources and their
overall college readiness. From this data, our interest was to determine effective research-based
practices to decrease, Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates at our higher education institution.
Our main research question is, how do students perceive their academic readiness and institutional
support? Our theoretical foundation is based on reflective practice data-driven instruction, and
honoring student perspectives on their college readiness.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our theoretical foundation incorporates a student empowerment model that values student
perspectives. We interpret this empowerment with our theoretical lens that emphasizes students’
ability to determine their needs to improve their academic success. Further our theoretical frame
includes the importance of data-driven instruction. This means that we support our ideas with data
from our institution. It is through data and research-based findings that we are informed to make
effective decisions. For example, we explored the topic of rates of Ds, Es, Withdraws, and
Incompletes because the information from our institution indicates a need. Our theoretical structure
uses the ACT (2013 & 2013, February) college readiness definition as our working concept. The
researchers are comprised of two faculty from different academic areas (Computer Science and
Pre-Education) and an administrative project manager from Vice President of Academic Affairs.

WHY COLLEGE READINESS MATTERS

Increasing the number of Americans obtaining a post-secondary degree has been a national
priority for over a quarter century. President Obama set a goal in 2009, that by 2020, the U.S.
would have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world, which would require a 50%
increase nationwide (U.S. White House, 2009). Nevertheless, achieving this has proven
challenging. While the U.S. once led the world in degree completion, the U.S. is currently tied for
11" among 25-34-year-olds among the group of 38 countries in the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). The U.S.
Census Bureau reported in 2022 that 37% of the U.S. population age 25 and older earned a
bachelor’s degree or higher., up from 30% in 2011 (Schaeffeer, 2022). Kurlaender, et. al., (2019)
also cite an educational gap where college attainment has not kept up with the rise in education
expectations and college entry.
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A major reason for this goal is that degree completion is tied directly to career earnings
and the potential for economic prosperity. A 2021 report from the Georgetown University Center
on Education and the Workforce (CEW) (Carnevale, et. al., 2021) found that the lifetime earnings
of full-time workers with a high school diploma are $1.6 million, while those with an associate
degree earn $2 million (25% more than those with a high school diploma), those with a bachelor’s
degree earn $2.8 million (75% more than those with a high school diploma), and those with a
master’s degree earn $3.2 million. The report highlighted that while increased educational
obtainment equates to greater lifetime earnings for most, it does not guarantee it for all with
variances a result of area of study, occupation, gender, race/ethnicity, and location. In additional
to lifetime earnings gaps, employment data also indicates that the unemployment rate is lower for
bachelor’s degree graduates than those without and that this gap widen since the coronavirus
pandemic (Schaeffeer, 2022). These opportunities are a significant reason 61.4% of recent high
school graduates (2023) enrolled in post-secondary education (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2024).

College readiness has been a major initiative among academic institutions and researchers
to improve student success and degree completion. A lack of college readiness can further result
in students incurring financial debt while not completing their degree. Data from the National
Student Clearinghouse (2023) found that only 62% of students who began a degree or certificate
program did not finish their program within six years. According to the National Student
Clearinghouse, (2023), the degree completion rate for this group was highest among students who
started at four-year, private, nonprofit schools (78.3%), and lowest among those who started at
two-year public institutions (42.2%).

College readiness is a particularly important research topic since the Michigan Reconnect
program offered by the State where this study population is from provides tuition-free educational
to residents only pays for developmental courses offered through a corequisite model (State of
Michigan, 2024). This opportunity resulted in community colleges eliminating most purely
developmental courses to assist the college readiness of incoming students. This is a dramatic
shift from 2019-2020 national trends when 65% of first-year undergraduate students took a
remedial course in math and 42% did so in reading or writing (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2022). Additionally, 2022-2023 data from the MISchoolData, the State of Michigan’s
official data source, indicates 70% of students in the state did not meet the SAT mathematics
benchmark and 47% did not meet the SAT reading and writing benchmark (MISchoolData, 2024).
As gateway subject matters in college, these results are concerning.

COLLEGE READINESS: COLLEGE PREPARATION

Since 1959, ACT has collected and reported data on students’ academic readiness for
college. A February 2013 ACT report titled Readiness Matters: The Impact of College Readiness
on College Persistence and Degree Completion found that “being better prepared academically
for college improves a student’s chances of completing a college degree, using multiple measures
of college readiness better informs the likelihood of a student persisting and succeeding in college,
college readiness reduces gaps in persistence and degree completion among racial/ethnic and
family income groups [and] early monitoring of readiness is associated with increased college
success” (p.1). These findings are relevant to the development of general education courses at a
community college.

A research review by Kurlaender, et. al, (2019) titled Improving College Readiness: A
Research Summary and Implications for Practice examined four factors key to education
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attainment: aspirations and beliefs, academic preparation, college information, and college
navigation and resilience. With respect to academic preparation, research review finds that high
achieving students, as well as those with access to a more rigorous course of study in high school,
have better postsecondary and labor market outcomes compared to their counterparts (Adelman,
1999, 2006; Kurlaender & Howell, 2012; Long, et. al., 2012).

Furthermore, Long, et. al., (2012) argue that dual enrollment programs are also becoming
more common in high schools to make for a more seamless transition to university. This is
particularly noteworthy as the student population of the community college in this study is a part
of a P-14 system and consists of a significant percentage of dual enrollment students, the highest
in the state. Additionally, the authors argue that “...college readiness, which multiple scholars and
organizations have attempted to define and has been attributed with strengthening the links
between K-12 and higher education” (p.299).

Kurlaender, et. al., (2019) also cite evidence that educational pathways are not always

seamless and that students in need of remedial, or developmental, coursework not only incur
greater financial cost, but are less likely to complete a college degree than those who do not
(Bettinger, et. al, 2013). This is consistent with the State of Michigan Reconnect program’s view
of development and corequisite courses previously described.
Kurlaender, et. al., (2019) further cite research that indicates access to more rigorous courses in
high school is “unequally distributed, with schools serving primarily low-income students often
having fewer advanced curricular offerings than schools serving a more affluent student
population” (p.8). Additionally, “students who enroll in rigorous coursework are often motivated
and encouraged by social networks (e.g., peers, guidance counselors) to enroll in them” (p.9).
These findings are further reinforced by students themselves in the study Student Perceptions of
College Readiness (Arizona School Counselors Association, nd) in which students reported a need
to increase the rigor of their course work, and to begin to transition towards a collegiate
environment.

Numerous researchers go beyond past academic rigor and success and cite a gap in the

communication to students and educations on the full range of what is needed for students to be
college ready (Conley, 2008). Leeds and Mokher (2020) cite research indicating “students in low-
performing high schools and first-generation college students are particularly unaware of how the
knowledge and skills needed to graduate from high school differ from those needed in college
(Boser & Burd, 2009; National Commission on the High School Senior Year, 2001).
Conley shares a view of college readiness through four facets: key cognitive strategies, key content
knowledge, academic behaviors, and contextual skills and knowledge. This is consistent with the
2013 ACT report on college readiness that found multiple measures of college readiness better
informs the likelihood of a student persisting and succeeding in college. These findings have
resulted in the development of numerous college readiness assessment tools used by researchers
and educational institutions (Oregon GearUp, 2024).

COLLEGE READINESS: FIRST YEAR COLLEGE EXPERIENCE

Research has shown that student success in first year gateway courses results in greater
persistence and retention (Flanders, 2017). However, this is complicated by the factors described
previously, namely, shortfalls in equal and sufficient K-12 academic preparation and rigor to be
college ready, evidence that developmental courses are not always beneficial, and an increasing
percentage of the population seeking a post-secondary credential for lower unemployment and
greater economic prosperity.
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Among the initiatives this has led to in post-secondary educational institutions is the
development First Year Experience (FYE) programs. FYE programs may include a variety of
opportunities to assist new students, including summer bridge programs, first year orientations,
first year seminars, mentoring, career services, learning communities, proactive advising and
counseling, early alert systems, and social support systems. Alamuddin and Bender (2018)
summarized the benefits and challenges of FYE programs for community college students:

Students who enter two-year programs stand to benefit from targeted
supports early during their postsecondary trajectories at a given institution.
Irrespective of prior academic preparation, these students have disproportionately
low retention and credentialing rates and tend to face significant challenges to
degree completion. First-year experience programs and activities are explicitly
designed to retain students, as well as improve learning and program completion -
goals that are well-aligned with the needs of the two-year sector. However, the same
conditions that negatively impact achievement, retention, and graduation among
two-year students may pose obstacles for engaging them in traditional first-year
programming or services in ways similar to the more traditional four-year students
for whom these programs were originally developed. Part-time enrollment and/or
distance learning, off-campus residence and employment, and significant family
and work obligations complicate an institution’s ability to reach two-year students
with the same level of scale and intensity required to observe institution-wide
impacts. Additionally, the transfer- and or career-focused mission of two-year
institutions, along with the shorter nature of their students’ intended academic
program, create unique needs and opportunities for first-year programming that are
simply absent from the four-year space. Paragraph 3.

A study by Caldwell et al., (2021) is noteworthy and related to FYE initiatives. Their study

examined what colleges do to make themselves student ready, including meeting the needs of
students academically, social-emotionally, and financially. This study collected data from a small
sample of students, faculty, staff and administrators at the same midwestern community college as
this study. Caldwell et al., (2021) cited a goal that their research “assist post-secondary institutions
in increasing the number of students who obtain degrees or certificates by considering how to best
support students by carefully considering the themes of support and community, and finding
solutions to disconnects that impact students” (p.37).
Caldwell, et al., (2021) found that “everyone interviewed referenced efforts of the college to
provide support in a variety of ways” (p.31). Examples included students feedback of support
from counseling staff; a 2019 HLC accreditation review finding of the college providing resources
related to housing, food pantries, shelters, and human services; a heavily utilized food pantry;
clubs, organizations, intramural athletics; full-time faculty desires to build personal and academic
relationships with their students; social-emotional support from faculty and staff; and regular
financial aid assistance sessions.

Nevertheless, Caldwell, et al., (2021) found a “disconnect between supports offered by the
college and supports students had knowledge of and used” (p. 37). One example cited was that
only 91 students were involved in sports teams sponsored by the college in 2019 out of 13,000
students. An additional challenge cited was the high percentage of courses taught by part-time
faculty who are not consistently on campus, more transient in nature, less flexible than full-time
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faculty with providing additional supports, and who less clearly communicated “efforts to convey
to students that they are cared about as individuals within the larger campus community” (p. 33).
Caldwell, et al., (2021) indicated, “while there is evidence of effort by the college to develop a
supportive atmosphere on the campus, there is also evidence that the students are not actively
participating in the formal organizations sponsored by the college” (p. 34).

STUDENT VOICE

This research is based on the belief that students can assess and determine their needs. We
believe that students can reflect on their surrounds and determine what they need to improve
academic success. Embedded in reflective practice, our founding principles are that we are
equipped to self-assess and know our strengths and weaknesses. Borrowing from teacher reflective
practice, Dewey (1933), we argue that reflection is the basis of knowledge. We believe students
have the capacity to reflect on themselves to determine factors that will lead to success. Whether
it is listening to grade school children to support mindfulness (Alessandro, et al., 2022) or social
work students’ readiness to practice (Joubert, 2021) the underlying foundation is to listen to
students. The premise is that student perceptions matter. This research delves into student
persecutions on their college readiness skills and understanding of institutional supports.

RESEARCH DESIGN

This exploratory study sought to understand student perceptions through a questionnaire
on college readiness in high enrolled entry-level first-year courses at a midwestern community
college. The main research question is, how do students perceive their academic readiness and
institutional support? This study seeks to understand student perceptions of their academic
readiness and awareness of support structures through a questionnaire._The survey questions
revolved around students delving into their own abilities and the services offered by the college.
The questions probed into whether participants were knowledgeable of the services and whether
they used them. For example, one category dealt with course structure & support, asking students
if they were aware of college areas that provided support, such as the Writing Center, instructor
office hours, advisement, assisted learning, counseling, and student clubs. Further, we asked
participants on a sliding scale how often they used these support services, from frequently,
sometimes, rarely, and never.

The Institutional Review Board at our college approved this research which administered
a questionnaire (Appendix A) to 3,013 students enrolled in entry-level, general education courses.
This survey was created using the Oregon GearUp (2024) and Southern Utah University (2023)
assessments tools as a model. The main criteria for selecting students were based on classes
comprised of the highest enrollment in the general education categories. These classes have
multiple sections, and all the course sections received the survey. This means instructors were not
selected or eliminated based on their full time or adjunct status. The vast majority surveyed had
adjunct instructors with 129 of the 224 course sections surveyed taught by adjuncts. In the course
structure, a diversity of modalities is represented, including Live Without the Drive, in-person,
hybrid, and asynchronous.

A secondary source of data, Tableau, from the college determined the Ds, Es, Withdraws,
and Incompletes rates in first year gateway courses. This data included, the listing of courses
designated as core general education, course level (100), number of courses, number of students
per class, and student profile (race, gender, declared majors, and financial status). Tableau served
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as a discussion piece for the researchers to determine which of the core courses were included in
this study. Thereafter, we accessed Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates for the Winter, 23
semester for courses which completed the questionnaire.

DATA COLLECTION

This exploratory study consists of a survey (Appendix A) with quantitative and qualitative
components that consisted of administering in April 2023, the questionnaire to 224 sections, which
had a participation rate of 135 sections responding. The survey was sent to all course sections of a
given subject by a representative from our Institutional Research Department. All students in those
course sections were requested to complete the survey. Whether they completed the survey or not
was their decision. Out of a possible 3,013 students 206 (6.84%) agreed to participate in this online
survey. According to Krejecie & Morgan (1970), as stated in Johnson & Christensen (2008), for a
potential sample of 3000, to be statistically relevant we would need approximately 341
participants. We fell short of that criterion. Although the participant rate is not statistically relevant,
our findings can add to discussions on understanding how students perceive their college readiness
in general education classes. The core category of English had the largest response rate at 7.41%
and Math had the lowest at 1.16% responders. Unfortunately, that Math course also has one of the
highest Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates, comprising 60% in Winter 2023.

The high enrollment gateway courses chosen were English, Mathematics, Biology,
Humanities, Psychology, Speech, and Computer Information Systems (Computer Literacy). Each
course satisfies a general education and an institutional learning outcome at the college. We
believe student success in these entry-level, general education gateway courses can greatly
determine whether students persist in their higher education journey. These are 100-level required
courses that are part of the seven Michigan Transfer Agreement (MTA) categories that students at
our higher educational institution complete in their first year. Specifically, the following courses
were selected for their high enrollment: English 131 (category 1), Speech 131 (category 2), Math
110 (although not MTA; it is a pre-requisite to category 3), Psychology 131 (category 4),
Humanities 101 (category 5), Biology 131 with lab (category 6), and Computer Information
Science 101 (category 7). After determining the highest enrolled required core courses, then we
sent the questionnaire to all course sections. For example, in Winter, 2023 English 131 offered 56
course sections, from those 38 sections submitted responses. From a total of 864 possible ENG
131 participants 64 (7.41%) agreed to participate.

The data was systematically collected over a two-week timeframe near the end of the
Winter 2023 semester, with email reminders sent to students requesting both their participation in
the study, and completion of the questionnaire. Participation was voluntary. There was no reward
incentive to encourage participation. Thereafter, student response data was thematically organized
into an Excel sheet. Our research component of the college administered the student survey in the
last week of March through the first week in April 2023. The survey was collectively developed
and analyzed by the three researchers who represent faculty and an administrator representative
from Academic Affairs. In addition, as stated previously, researchers modeled this student
perception survey on the Student Assessment of their Learning Gains, our institutional faculty
course evaluation, and Southern Utah University student readiness survey.

DATA ANALYSIS

Although none of the students were in classes of the faculty conducting the research, the
institutions research department collected the data to prevent the possibility of faculty conflict of
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interest overseeing data collection from students. As a result, the institutional research
department presented the data collected to the faculty. Student responses were managed in Excel
and systematically analyzed to identify common trends. According to Creswell (2013), an
effective means of analysis is to compile data thematically and analyze for emerging themes.
Further the student responses were systematically searched and illustrated in word clouds
consisting of 4 letters or more. This served to highlight key words students used to answer each
question.

LIMITATIONS

Although we feel confident about our research study and that it has contributed to ongoing
discussions to reduce Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates at our institution there are
limitations. The selection of the top enrolled courses has limited who was surveyed. This means
there are other courses with a lower enrollment rate that could have informed this study. Further,
as discussed earlier, the participation rate (6.84%) is under the statistically relevant criteria.
Although the number is not statistically relevant, we argue the data still contributes to interesting
discussions surrounding first year general education courses.

Another limitation is our focus on student perceptions. We did not include faculty voices.
Data is often strengthened through triangulation. Similarly, another limitation is that
questionnaires are comprised of self-reported data. This causes limitations (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). There is also a challenge in understanding the response as they relate to course modality.
For example, we did not have enough of a sample size in each of the modalities (hybrid,
asynchronous, Live Without the Drive, and in person) to determine if modality played a role in
student perspectives. Our intention is to start a discussion that moves forward concerns related to
high Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates.

FINDINGS

The main research question delves into how students perceive their academic readiness and
are aware of and use institutional supports. This question assumes that first-year college students
can determine their college readiness. In our findings from the student self-reported responses, the
main themes to emerge are their stated need for time management skills, the important role of
instructors, the awareness and usage of institutionalized support structures, and the value of higher
education.

TIME MANAGEMENT

Time management emerged as a prominent theme. From the survey, question-17 stated,
describe an academic skill that would have made you more successful. Of the 119 responses, 85
(about 71%) highlight time management explicitly stating, “Creating time for studying,”
“Discipline. I’'m poor with mitigating distractions,” “An academic skill that would have made me
more successful is procrastinating less because that leads me to push assignments to the last
minute.” “Better time management,” and “Not procrastinating.” Further, the responses where
systematically organized into a word cloud of the most used words with 4 or more letters. This is
depicted in the word cloud below.
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Figure 1. Time Management Word Cloud Five

In response to question 17 students further highlighted the importance in, “not be[ing] a
procrastinator” and “Being more proactive with my assignments and my time. Procrastination
can still lead to success, but it is accompanied by so much angst and anxiety.” Time
management and not procrastinating where key take aways that students focused on. Other
participants implicitly implied the importance of time management by stating, “Studying as early
as you can, because assignments are always closer than you think.” These responses indicate the
need to have greater time management skills built into early courses and offered by institutional
structures. As faculty and administrators, we need to incentivize students attending these
institutional workshops.

In responses to a needed academic skill that would have made them more successful,
comments from students mentioned being overwhelmed, needing to work and that a “life
balance” was a challenge. For example, one student commented, “An academic skill that would
have made me successful is if [ was to take my time doing my work and not rush my work due to
things I have going on in life.” This seems to go beyond time management with an emphasis on
forging through multiple challenges, like employment. Similarly, additional responses included,
“Being able to fall asleep” and “Being able to do my schoolwork during the day when [I’m]
more awake.” Student responses disproportionately stated time management as a needed
academic skill to make them more successful, but these responses also indicate a general sense of
being overwhelmed by the multiple demands that are in their lives.

Other skills needed for success pertained to studying or working more (20 participants)
and the importance of note taking (10 participants). Interestingly, writing (6 participants), and
better organization (4 participants) were not leading responses. There were responses
highlighting mental health issues, where a student expressed, they would have been more
successful if they were “not depressed,” another mentioned the need to be “smarter.” This may
indicate a call for assistance and an institutional need to promote counselor and mental health
services that are available at the college.

As illustrated in Table 1, we focused on the above self-awareness & motivation
components, asking yes/no statements such as, “I know my academic strengths, I know what I
want to out of my first year of college, If I don’t understand something in class, I typically feel
comfortable asking my teacher a question.” The above participant responses illustrate students’
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TABLE 1. Self-Awareness & Motivation

Response
Statement Yes No
Writing essays and papers is relatively easy for me 63.59% 36.41%
I have a stem to complete assignments 70.39% 29.61%
I am usually good at prioritizing my time to get my 66.99% 33.01%
studying done
I have a strategy to complete tasks I find boring 58.5% 41.5%
I know my academic strengths 84.5% 15.5%

I can identify academic supports I need to be successful 76.96% 23.04%

I see many benefits in going to college 93.01% 6.99%

belief in their strengths and the benefits of college. This also mirrors the values of our community.
As stated previously, our students are primarily of Middle Eastern North African heritage where
education is prized as a means of upward mobility.

According to Tablel students feel they are good at managing their time (67%) agreed to
the question “I am usually good at prioritizing my time to get my studying done.” This may be
explained by students having multiple responsibilities and being able to manage that time. Our
students often work and have family responsivities. Again, this can be attributed to their cultural
expectations and commitment to the family. For example, although an assignment may have been
submitted late, that student may have been managing their time. There might have been other
priorities.

According to Table 1 76% of students can identify academic supports they need to be
successful. Two of the researchers are also faculty at this institution and this information is not
surprising. We argue that our students are self-aware of their abilities and need for support services,
but that their lack of seeking supportive may be relates to timing. The supportive services may not
be scheduled times when they are available.

INSTRUCTORS ROLE

Another significant finding is the important role instructors play in leading a course.
Ninety-five of the total (205) number of participants responded to question 28, describe a
specific support service that could have made you more successful. Twenty-nine (almost1/3) of
the 95 participants noted that a teacher made the difference, whether this was negative or
positive. For example, participant responses included the following, “The teacher [needs] to be
flexible” and “...have the instructor post a video,” *“...have the instructor explain the
assignments in detail.” Another participant commented to reach out to an instructor when needed
stating, “I don’t really have trouble in the class and if I do need assistance, I’ll just ask my
professor during class or office hours.” These responses indicate the reliance on an instructor for
student success. Similarly, Figure 2. Instructors Role Word Cloud indicates that the four or more
most used words relates to the instructor, teacher, and/or professor.

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Casale, C., Maier, D., & Piche, D. 52

online
|ab|earn|ng

versdiPClass &Sntelrt

teacherhe|p
writingmake
successful

Figure 2. Instructors Role Word Cloud

This indicates an emphasis on instructor driven support for student academic success.
These comments on the instructor indicate that their perception of success is linked to the
instructor. Conveying the weight of an instructor’s role to instructors may lead to their greater
involvement in student outreach.

INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURAL SUPPORT

The findings lean toward providing institutionalized structural support possibly in different
modalities (in person and online) and that this varies depending on the course. There were 19
participants that suggested other non-instructor assistance, specifically 5 participants stated the
Learning Lab/Center, 6 mentioned the Writing Center, 3 identified an advisor or counselors, and
5 other participants referred to tutoring or help. This indicates an awareness to seek outside
assistance to resolve classroom academic challenges.

A student comment that related to resources was intriguing. They stated, “While I’'m not
an unsuccessful student, resources that align with students [whose] lives resemble mine would
make a difference.” This was the only response of its kind but suggests the importance of making
content relevant to the lives of students. It could also imply that attaining resources may be a
challenge. On the survey, there were no specific questions on resources, but this response could
inform future research to include a question pertaining to resources, including Online Educational
Resources.

It can be determined from the survey that students, when aware of institutional support
services, were not using those available supports. Academic advising (course planning) was the
most used support service at 34.8%, but only 11.8% used it frequently. Interestingly 15.6% of
participants stated using office hours with 22.9% stating this was frequent. This is particularly
interesting because students viewed the role of an instructor as significant. As a higher education
institution, we should delve into this further to understand how we can encourage students to attend
instructor’s office hours.

A question on the survey asked about student frequency in using institutional support
services. Overall, student use of support services was low: office hours 15%, learning lab/tutors
9%, writing center 9%, academic advising 34%, counseling 15%, and assisted learning services
4%. The findings indicate that students were unaware of many student services offered by the
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institution. Therefore, there is a need to better communicate the support services available to
students.

VALUE OF HIGHER EDUCATION

A significant and unexpected finding is that 93% of students reported seeing many benefits
to attending college. This indicates the community values emphasize the interconnection between
higher education and success. In addition, the researchers found a discrepancy in student
perceptions of their expected final course grade and their actual final grade. For example, 53% of
SPC-131 students, 53% of BIO-131 students, 50% of MATH-110 students, 43% of ENG-131
students, 35% of CIS-100 students, 34% of PSY-131 students, and 15% of HUM-101 students
believed their final course grade would be higher than it was. The discrepancies among the courses
cannot be explained in our data. Recommendations for future research related to this include
examination of student engagement in the college Learning Management System’s grading
component, consistency of use of the LMS, course learning outcomes, and course materials.
Further, research could also delve into similar topics with the role of instructor’s usage of the
Learning Management System.

DISCUSSION POINTS AND NEXT STEPS

Although these findings are insightful to understanding student perspectives on their needs
surrounding college readiness support, it is too general to make recommendations outside our
higher education institution. That noted, this exploratory study can inform and guide future
research that can look more closely at each subject area to determine the needs of students in
specific courses. For example, there may be different support services for students in gateway
English and Math courses.

Similarly, we see this study as a base to promote a detailed research case study that includes
student Focus Group Discussions and faculty interviews. For example, the difference in grade
expectation and final grade was concerning. Approximately 50% of students surveyed believed
their final grade was higher than it was. As an institution, we can highlight these findings in our
faculty meeting to promote more updating of grades. Having faculty update their grades 48 hours
after an assignment due date may lead students to have a better understanding of their position in
the class. Further research, possibly a case study of students in a specific course could elaborate
this data to determine a course of action. Delving deeper into this, recommendations for future
research may examine institutional means of communicating support services and the influence of
course modality on student transparency and success.

In addition, questionnaire response rates were disproportionately high in sections surveyed
being delivered asynchronously. 62% of the total responses were from asynchronously delivered
courses, whereas sections delivered entirely in-person accounted for 17% of total responses. This
may indicate a need to have a paper survey to increase in person participation. This may also
indicate that students who take an online class are more self-aware of managing their time. That
may be the reason why they took an online course. These findings may also be interconnected with
a need to offer varied support services in different modalities.

From this exploratory research there is a need to expand the hours and modality of support
services. This is a suggestion that could be generalized to other institutions. We need to meet
students where they are and this includes offering support services that fit into their schedules. For
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example, we need to offer online, evening, and weekend times for various instructional supports
(academic advisement, writing/math support...).

According to Bailey et., al, (2005) there is a negative relationship “between individual
success and institutional size” (p.30). Bailey et., al, (2005) argues this is due to a more
“personalized atmosphere and services that would seem to be more likely at a smaller institution”
(p. 30). Since our college is more than double the size of what Bailey et., al, (2005) consider small,
we might consider how our institution can promote a personalized learning environment. This
research serves to highlight concerns in the core required courses at a higher educational institution
to ensure future success. In contrast, it would be interesting to study if non-required courses with
similar core skills have higher success rates. That could explore how personalized courses (such
as English for pre-elementary teachers) compares to a comparable English class.

This research is a beginning study that focused on student perceptions of their college
readiness skills and awareness of institutional support services. In this regard, a more expansive
study might include the personalization of curriculum as a means of increasing success rates.
Further research could also delve into success stories and learning from student successes. On that
note, it could, also, take the approach of delving into why students are successful. Similarly,
longitudinal research would affirm which support services have the most impact on student
retention and success over time and connected to program completion. In reflecting on the findings
and localizing these to our institution, there is a need to explore time management skills. There has
been a culture shift toward prioritizing the needs of students. Previously courses schedules were
designed by the college and students needed to fit college into their life. Now, students are using
their registration power to determine course modality. This is illustrated by our asynchronous
online courses filling before in person courses. Research on the effects of course modality on
student success can be an extended topic, particularly as it relates to time management. Similarly,
research could explore, relationships between historically underrepresented and underserved
student populations, success rates and student and faculty perceptions of college readiness.
Although, our focus was on student perceptions, equally interesting would be a study on faculty
perceptions of student readiness.

CONCLUSION

The findings provide insight into what students think matters in their educational experiences. The
purpose for this study is to inform concerns about high Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates
and seek to successfully implement our Institutional Strategic Plan. These issues are intricately
connected to equity and are relevant across 2 and 4 year higher educational institutions. This type
of study should be encouraged at higher educational institutions. It is our intention to highlight
issues in the hopes that we may engage in difficult discussions and create interventions that will
improve student success. Consistent with the literature, creating strategies need, “early monitoring
and intervention” to resolve issues when they are “still solvable” (ACT 2013, p. 25). Micro studies
on different early monitoring techniques are relevant in understanding which are most effective at
increasing student success. The goal is to retain students beyond their first year and support them
to complete their degree through support services.

This study is significant for contributing to discussions surrounding decreasing Ds, Es, Withdraws,
and Incompletes rates at our higher education institution. Further, we argue, that it adds to the
importance of studying how students perform in gateway core course. These general education
courses are critical to a student academic trajectory and can be modifications can be made in
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instructional or/and course structure to promote student success. In this regard, we argue that we
can improve student outcomes by learning about their perceptions on their college readiness.

In summary, this research is relevant to understanding how faculty and administration can increase
student success with the overarching purpose to determine ways to decrease the Ds, Es, Withdraws,
and Incompletes rates at our higher educational institution. Specifically, from this exploration, the
findings indicate that time management training and the need to emphasize institutionalized
support services will lower these rates. The research’s theoretical premise values student feedback.
The application of this theory is to trust student ideas. Further, from this study, it was determined
that, in practice, administration and faculty need multiple communication methods to inform
students of the support resources at our higher education institution. Similarly, student time
management skills need to be intentionally taught and interwoven into beginning level courses.
Another implication is to listen to our students and more effectively incorporate these services in
our courses, particularly general education required courses.
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Appendix A

Please reflect on your Winter 2023 experience at Henry Ford College andanswer the following questions
accordingly.

Writing essays and papers is relatively easy for me.
Yes
No

I have a system to complete assignments.
Yes
No

I am usually good at prioritizing my time to get my studying done.
Yes
No

I have a strategy to complete tasks I find boring.
Yes
No

I have a system for taking notes.
Yes
No

I know my academic strengths.
Yes
No

I can identify academic supports I need to be successful.
Yes
No

If I don't understand something in class, I typically feel comfortable asking myteacher a question.
Yes
No

I know what I want to get out of my first year of college.
Yes
No

I see many benefits in going to college.
Yes
No

I know how to change my major.
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.
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I know how to lookup program requirements
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.

I understand the impact of dropping a class.
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.

I know what Never Attended (NA) means.
I feel comfortable.
I may need assistance.

I need assistance.
I don't know.

I know the academic dishonesty policy at HFC.
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.

Describe an academic skill that would have made you more successful.

I made use of the following support services. (check all that apply)
Advising

Assisted Learning

Counseling

Learning Lab/ Tutors

Student Clubs

Teacher office hours

Writing Center

Other support service, please specify below

How frequently do you use Advising services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use Assisted Learning services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use Counseling services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently
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How frequently do you use the Learning Lab or Tutoring Services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you participate in or interact with student clubs?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use your teachers office hours?

Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use the Writing Center?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

You selected Other Support Service. Please tell us how frequently you useother support service.
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

Select the grade you expect to receive in course from the drop down list below.
Describe a specific support service that could have made you more successful in Course. Please explain.

How could HFC have improved your learning experience in this course?We would like to get to know
more about you. Select your race from the list below.

American Indian or Alaska Native

Asian

Black or African American

Middle Eastern or North African

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White

Some other race

Two or more races

Select your gender.

Male

Female

Non-binary / third gender
Prefer not to say

Did your parents attend college?
Yes
No

How are you paying for college? (check all that apply)
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I receive Financial Aid.

I pay for college myself.

My family/family member pays my tuition.
I am participating in Dual Enrollment.
Other, please specify below
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Four Squares to a Plan of Care: A Novel Approach to
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Abstract: Background and Purpose. Clinical reasoning development related to neurologic
physical therapist practice in entry-level physical therapist students is essential to ensure optimal
patient outcomes. Constructivist teaching methods, such as mind, concept, or argument mapping,
may enable students in their reasoning processes. Case Description. Students were instructed on
using a graphic organizer tool that integrated mind, concept, and argument mapping, designed to
improve clinical reasoning and knowledge retention. The instrument was incorporated as a
component of Movement Disorders, a course designed to transition students from basic
neurological sciences to clinical science coursework. Outcomes. In this case study of one cohort
(n=20), students rated the usefulness of mind maps on a five-point Likert scale with the question
“The use of mind maps as a tool to integrate information presented throughout the semester was
helpful” as part of an instructor-developed course evaluation. The mean score was 4.2 (SD=0.7).
Discussion. This case study demonstrates one possible way to incorporate graphic organizers
along with mind or concept mapping into a clinical reasoning tool within a physical therapy
program. The students in one DPT cohort found this tool helpful for their learning.

Key Words: Mind-mapping, physical therapy education, clinical reasoning.

Neurologic physical therapist practice is complex due to the need to incorporate multiple
sources of information from the patient, environment, and task. This complexity requires the
physical therapist to have a systematic method of clinical reasoning that comprises their
professional knowledge and psychomotor skills, reflection in and on action, and the ability to
manage the complex process (I. Edwards et al., 2004; Quintana et al., 2004). As entry-level
physical therapist students gain knowledge of patient conditions and the clinical reasoning process
in neurologic physical therapy practice in the didactic classroom, they are often challenged with
managing the reasoning process. More specifically, physical therapist students are challenged with
organizing information in a way that helps them create linkages from their prior and developing
knowledge base to the patient's condition, evaluation, examination, and intervention so that they
can choose the most appropriate tests and measures and intervention techniques (Gilliland &
Wainwright, 2017; Rothstein et al., 2003). Therefore, the purpose of this case study is to describe
a methodology called “Four Squares to a Plan of Care (42POC)”, an instructor developed tool,
that teaches students to reason clinically for neurologic physical therapist practice that employs
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the concepts of concept mapping, mind mapping, and argument mapping using established clinical
reasoning models.

LITERATURE REVIEW

There were three constructs considered within the formulation of this teaching
methodology. The first concept is clinical reasoning and the clinical reasoning strategies utilized
within neurologic physical therapist practice (Bello-Haas, 2002; Resnik & Allen, 2007). Secondly,
the socially mediated nature of clinical reasoning and how methods like social constructivism may
support learning clinical reasoning processes are also discussed (Mahn, 1999). The third construct
discussed is concept mapping, mind mapping, and argument mapping (Davies, 2011), and how
each provides structure to the reasoning process. Each of these will be discussed subsequently.

CLINICAL REASONING

PT students and practitioners must develop the capability to exercise clinical reasoning, a
broad construct that encompasses multiple dimensions and has multiple definitional constructs.
The physical therapy literature defines clinical reasoning as the cognitive processes and knowledge
to formulate clinical decisions (Gilliland & Wainwright, 2017; Huhn et al., 2019). Other
definitions of the clinical reasoning construct may also encompass the process of reaching clinical
decisions based upon collected data, the cognitive process of deliberation about an appropriate
course of action within a specified clinical context, the process of reflecting on the action and in
action during the diagnostic process, and the strategies utilized with conditional or narrative
reasoning that encompasses management of patient care based upon the physical therapist’s
knowledge, patient goals, patient belief systems, and professional judgment (Smith, 2018).

Within neurologic clinical practice, these definitions translate into practice. However,
some reasoning systems utilize the International Classification of Function and Disability Model
(World Health Organization, 1980, 2010) to frame diagnostic reasoning and the concepts of
prevention, restoration, or compensation (Bello-Haas, 2002) when considering interventions for
patient care.

CONSTRUCTIVISM AND GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS

Because of the complex nature of how clinical reasoning has been constructed in
neurologic physical therapy practice, specific educational methods may be more suited to teach
physical therapist students the process of reasoning through a clinical problem. One way to think
about teaching this process is to consider that clinical reasoning is a socially mediated process that
requires interaction between previous information from lived experience or previous didactic
details, new information from the patient and/or classroom, and data management (Quintana et al.,
2004; Rothstein et al., 2003). Therefore, social constructivism, which constructs learning between
the learner's experiences and the patient or patient case and derives data from these individual
perspectives (Mahn, 1999) is an ideal framework when teaching clinical reasoning. Further
fostered by the framework is an understanding of how knowledge, provided at an appropriate time,
permits learners to progress from initial, limited engagement in complex modes of problem-
solving into different ways of thinking that allow more complex problem-solving (Mahn, 1999;
Smith, 2018; Verenikina, 2003) which is required as learners develop expertise in clinical
reasoning.
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By using a social constructivist approach with learners, learners may progress in their
ability to connect new knowledge to prior knowledge, justify their reasons for clinical decisions
and the interventions they chose, and better manage the process of clinical reasoning by ensuring
that the person, task, and environment are represented in their thought process. These elements of
clinical reasoning are described in Commission on Accreditation in Physical Therapy Education
(CAPTE) 7B (Accreditation Handbook, n.d.) and, therefore, are essential for programs to consider
teaching methods that help students gain mastery before entry into full-time clinical experiences.

Constructivist methods that incorporate graphic organizers, like mind maps, have
demonstrated the potential to improve student learning, however, also may contribute to decreased
depth of understanding (Colliot & Jamet, 2021). Graphic organizers have further been described
as tools that help students scaffold material presented into one image (Colliot & Jamet, 2021).
Graphic organizers may employ mind mapping, concept mapping, or argument mapping and may
be ideal for learners to develop their reasoning abilities using andragogical techniques (Record,
2015). These methods are ideal because they make the student recall information, perform
elaborative reasoning, and reflect on the rationales for their choices (Davies, 2011), all skills
required for clinical reasoning.

Mind mapping is an instructional method that allows learners to diagram their knowledge
using information from several sources (S. Edwards & Cooper, 2010), which has shown promise
in physical therapist education. However, the evidence is limited (Zipp et al., 2009, 2015). Mind
mapping allows learners to create associations between information (Davies, 2011). This skill is
needed when students clinically reason because they must associate subjective data with objective
data to formulate diagnostic hypotheses (Rothstein et al., 2003). Argument mapping involves
students making conjectures and defending them with support (Davies, 2011). The ability to
defend a rationale is necessary for clinical reasoning because, in doing so, the student has to apply
evidence and knowledge to the reasoning process to substantiate their clinical decision-making.
Finally, concept mapping assists students in understanding the relationship or association between
concepts (Davies, 2011). This mapping type can help students clinically reason when they have to
understand the impact of multiple systems on the condition or conditions. When these mapping
types are combined, they allow the student to construct their knowledge to support their reasoning
process by increasing their ability to retrieve information and use it situationally, skills essential
for the classroom, clinic, and licensure exam.

CASE DESCRIPTION

The 42POC tool was developed by these authors in part to help students struggling to pass
their comprehensive exam. One author, at the time of development, was a novice at mapping
instruction while the other was an expert. After the original tool was used to help students prepare
for the comprehensive exam, the tool was modified by these authors into a version that could be
used throughout the curriculum. The overall goal for the 42POC was to develop a tool that students
could use throughout their time in the program. Further, this tool would ideally be usable in both
clinical and didactic environments and would help students prepare for the licensure exam as well.
The tool was developed so that learners could organize information into four different areas
pertinent to clinical reasoning: common subjective/past medical history, expected clinical
presentation, relevant objective tests and measures, and evidence-based interventions. Students
then have the autonomy to incorporate mind or concept maps into the four areas throughout the
organizational process of clinical reasoning and may use a variety of strategies to accomplish this
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task. In Figure 1, which uses the Mind-Meister web-based platform (MeisterLabs, n.d.) within the
42POC model, the instructor has placed a description of the different types of stroke syndromes
in the expected clinical presentation box, has efficiently organized medications in the medical
history box, and has used the Bello Haas reasoning framework (Bello-Haas, 2002) to describe
interventions that could be performed. Overall, the instructor-developed version of 42POC offers
learners structure through the set boxes (subjective, expected presentation, tests/measures,
interventions) but also autonomy because they can choose how to present data in the squares on
the tool.

STUDENT INSTRUCTION IN LEARNING TOOL

Students enrolled in a two credit, ten week, Movement Disorders course within an entry-
level doctor of physical therapy program were instructed to integrate information taught
throughout the semester and in previous neurologic coursework into a cohesive learning tool,
42POC (Figure 1). Students were instructed how to use the 42POC tool by the course instructor,
who was one of the tool designers. The students and instructor then used time in class to review
the material taught throughout the course to fill in the tool. Maps were created for topics such as
stroke, Parkinson Disease, brain injury, and vestibular diagnoses. This was done to help students
review for their final exam and to prepare them to integrate this material into the neurologic clinical
coursework that follows in the curriculum. To these writers' knowledge, these students had
minimal background knowledge in how to use graphic organizers or mind map type tools.
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Importantly, students in the Movement Disorders class only completed components of the
map because the Movement Disorder course is focused on pathology and clinical presentation of
different neurologic diagnoses and conditions. Basic motor learning principles were also reviewed
in this course. Therefore, students in this class completed the past medical history box, the expected
presentation box, some of the relevant tests and measures, and interventions related to motor
learning methodology. The tool was designed such that it could then be used in neurologic clinical
coursework to review previously learned material expediently and add additional diagnosis
specific tests and measures and interventions fluidly.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Students completing the course were given an anonymized, instructor-created course
evaluation tool that contained two questions pertinent to mind mapping. These questions were a
five point Likert scale question: The use of mind maps as a tool to integrate information presented
throughout the semester was helpful and a qualitative question; please list one thing that helped
facilitate your learning in this course. Before data analysis, retrospective IRB approval was
received (IRB#19-0141). The quantitative question was analyzed using descriptive statistics, and
the qualitative question was analyzed using a thematic analysis approach, where data were initially
coded into small representative units, these units were collapsed into axial codes, and then themes
were developed. Each researcher independently coded the data and then met for a peer debriefing
session to ensure coding accuracy and ensure the trustworthiness of the theme derived from student
comments.

OUTCOMES

Twenty out of twenty-nine students enrolled in the Movement Disorders class within an
entry-level doctor of physical therapy program completed the course evaluation. This class
consisted of thirteen males and sixteen females. Demographic data cannot be further differentiated
due to the anonymized nature of data collection. The mean score for the mind map question was
4.24 (SD=.70) (Between Strongly Agree and Agree). Qualitative data analysis revealed a
consistent theme of Mind maps helping facilitate learning. Thirteen different student statements
support this theme. For example, student one stated, “The mind maps were excellent, I laminated
mine to keep and re-use for boards exams and comps.” Providing further support, Student two
stated, “Mind maps helped consolidate the information regarding different pathologies.” This
theme was further supported by student three when they said, “I really liked the mind maps, [I]
just had to be prepared ahead of time to discuss. Finally, this was supported by student 4, when
they relayed, with an asterisk, “mind maps are helpful but are not my typical learning style.”
During peer debriefing, researchers agreed 100% on the theme developed.

DISCUSSION
The results of this case study indicate that most students within the neurologic curriculum
found the use of 42POC helpful. This feeling of helpfulness is essential because when individuals
feel a tool is helpful, it may intrinsically motivate them toward learning. Research demonstrates
that when learners are intrinsically motivated to engage in a learning task, they are likelier to
continue the behavior (Cook & Artino, 2016). The 42POC diagram offers learners autonomy in
diagramming information and a supportive environment to assimilate complex information, which
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also supports internalized motivation (Cook & Artino, 2016). Providing autonomy with external
support may help scaffold the learning task in a way that promotes learning, thereby aiding faculty
to support students' learning process.

Faculty in physical therapy programs are challenged with helping students from diverse
backgrounds integrate and consolidate large amounts of information for exams and clinical
practice. Tools like 42POC help students scaffold associating and consolidating their knowledge
from multiple sources, primarily supported by the Student two statement. It is well documented
that adults learn best when they can scaffold information with previously learned factual
knowledge and previous life experience (D’Antoni & Zipp, 2006; Forrest & Peterson, 2006).
While 42POC does not intrinsically request students to use previous life experience, it does give
students a guidepost reference to associate new clinically-based learning with classroom-based
learning. For example, a student with clinical experience might be able to apply interventions and
special tests noted in their document for a patient with a middle cerebral artery stroke. The tool
can help remind students of best practices and differential diagnosis while also helping them
solidify classroom knowledge.

SUGGESTIONS FOR OPTIMAL IMPLEMENTATION

In this case study, 42POC was successfully incorporated into a course that transitions
entry-level DPT students from basic science neurologic coursework to clinical neurologic
coursework, which was helpful and easily integrated by students. However, some suggestions
would make implementing this tool more efficient and valuable. For this model to be used
appropriately within a curriculum, faculty must understand how curricular knowledge is imparted
within their program. Once a faculty member understands how information is scaffolded, faculty
from different professional backgrounds, such as musculoskeletal and cardiopulmonary, can use
this tool. For example, in musculoskeletal, a similar approach can be taken. If a student wanted
to create a 42POC for the shoulder, the student could begin in the top left box by making a diagram
that conveys common subjective complaints or historical presentation (e.g., a 40-year-old or older
person with diabetes may be predisposed to adhesive capsulitis). The bottom left box could contain
findings expected for different orthopedic diagnoses with similar presentations, such as rotator
cuff tear or impingement syndrome. The top right box can include differential diagnosis and related
clinical practice guidelines, and the bottom right box can consist of evidence-based interventions.

Further, faculty and clinical instructors can teach students how to reason between the
boxes. For example, frequently, clinicians consider medical comorbidities, such as arthritis and
hypertension, along with previous physical activity levels when prescribing dosage and activity
type (walking vs biking) to a patient. They also may consider their balance score (e.g., Berg
Balance Test score) or endurance test (e.g., six minute walk test score). This diagram offers faculty
a way to help students start to reason in the classroom and provides a framework easily translatable
to the clinic.

CAPTE REQUIREMENTS

Finally, developing 42POC as an assignment may serve as consistent programmatic
evidence that items 7b and 7d are being partially fulfilled. Item 7b requires programs to include
evidence of clinical reasoning and evidence-based practice. Item 7d6 requires programs to provide
evidence that students can complete all evaluation components, including subjective, systems
review, special tests, and item 7d11 plan of care development (Accreditation Handbook, n.d.).
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This study has limitations. The sample group in this case study is limited to one cohort
over one semester and, therefore does not offer any insight into how effective 42POC is at
knowledge retention or the development of clinical reasoning skills. Further, the results cannot be
applied to a broader group of students based on the results of this one case study. Finally, the
ability of faculty from different professional backgrounds (e.g. musculoskeletal, neurologic,
cardiopulm) to integrate this across a curriculum has not yet been assessed and warrants
investigation.

CONCLUSIONS

The 42POC tool allows faculty to incorporate mind and concept mapping into a basic
clinical reasoning framework. Overall, students found this tool helpful. Further, it offers faculty a
device that may provide evidence of CAPTE compliance with information scaffolding of
knowledge, clinical reasoning, and plan of care development. Further research is needed to
establish the efficacy of this learning tool.
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