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Abstract  

This study examined effects of credited peer-led discussion courses on undergraduate student 

success. The discussion courses, led by near-peers (i.e., other undergraduate students who 

recently completed the lecture course successfully), supplemented larger lecture courses and 

incorporated collaborative learning design elements. The study examined student success 

through a mixed-methods approach to academic performance, persistence, and personal growth. 

It found that discussion participants academically outperformed non-participants, and found 

more persistence for participants as compared to non-participants. Non-graded final reflection 

writings for discussion participants found eleven themes: Engaging in learning; enhancing 

personal accountability; developing transferrable skills; developing social capital; self-discovery; 

developing self-efficacy; expanding content knowledge or understanding; increasing interest in 

content; benefiting from interactions with a more knowledgeable peer; lowering affective filters; 

and learning collaboratively. This study made five key findings: discussion course participation 

was associated with increased parent-course performance (p = .012); direct peers learned from 

each other; participation in the discussion course resulted in transferrable skills development; 

discussion participation increased student accountability; and peer-led discussions lowered 

student affective filters. This study has implications for college administrators, curriculum 

designers, and faculty who are developing innovative approaches for promoting post-secondary 

student success. 
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Chapter 1. Student Success, the Prerequisite to Opportunity 

In 2009, to a joint session of congress, President Obama stated, “a good education is no 

longer just a pathway to opportunity – it is a prerequisite” (Obama, February 24, 2009).American 

colleges and universities invest time and energy into post-secondary student success to assist 

student attainment of this prerequisite; yet, many students never reach degree completion. 

Despite increased efforts by college leaders to increase student success and retention (Tinto, 

2006a), the overall graduation rate in 2012 for students in the 2006 cohort was 59%.This rate 

means that of those students entering an undergraduate degree for the first time in 2006, only 

59% had graduated within six years, which calculates to be 150%, of the expected graduation 

time (Kena et al., 2015a, p. 235). Efforts to support student success call for innovation to address 

entering student readiness levels and the changing needs of students. The goals of these 

innovative efforts are to increase retention and, ultimately, increase degree completion rates 

among undergraduate students across the United States. To that end, innovation begins by 

examining more closely some of the smaller milestones that lead to degree completion. 

Tracing pathways to degree completion for undergraduate students begins with tracking 

first to second year retention in post-secondary institutions. Most students who drop out or stop 

out of college do so during or after their first year (Tinto, 2012, p. 14). American College Testing 

[ACT](2014) tracks student retention rates and has found that first to second year retention rates 

at four-year colleges, nationally, did not increase during the period from 1993 to 2014, despite 

increases in retention efforts (Tinto, 2006b, p. 2).Semester-to-semester retention and graduation 

rates are clear signs of student success, but they are not the only indicators. 

In addition to first-to-second year retention, college student performance is an indicator 

of overall student success. Performance includes both academic performance, often measured by 
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grades on exams, GPAs, and course completion, as well as social performance indicators, often 

measured by the development of life skills, social connections with peers, and involvement in 

student groups and activities. The concept of success in college is frequently simplified to mean 

academic success, typically measured solely by GPAs. Cuseo (2014) argued for a more holistic 

view of student success to capture the multifaceted and complex construct of success. A more 

holistic view of student success includes student retention, degree attainment, academic 

achievement, intellectual attainment, and student advancement. A holistic view of student 

success can also include emotional, social, ethical, physical, and spiritual development. The 

Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) report (Volume 32, Number 5) listed 

traditional definitions of student success as well, but continues to include student satisfaction and 

personal development (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2011, p. 8).Student success is a 

holistic phenomenon, which embraces the multiple dimensions of personal development and the 

multiple goals of higher education (Cuseo, 2014, p. 2; Kuh et al., 2011, p. 8-11). 

College Readiness 

College readiness is a set of skills and knowledge that each student needs to establish to 

achieve student success at the post-secondary level. Readiness includes content knowledge, 

cognitive strategies, awareness skills, study skill attainment, attitudes and even academic 

behaviors and expectations (Conley, 2005; Tierney & Duncheon, 2015, pp. 6-11). Tierney and 

Duncheon (2015) summed these considerations into three categories: cognitive academic 

considerations, non-cognitive academic considerations, and campus integration considerations. 

Each of these considerations contributes to the overall picture of readiness. Cognitive academic 

considerations include cognitive skills and content knowledge, where such things demonstrate 

readiness as mastery of foundational concepts in core academic areas including reading, writing, 
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math, the ability for critical thought, and the ability to employ metacognitive functions. Non-

cognitive academic considerations include mindsets and behaviors and are exemplified by the 

willingness to seek help, be intrinsically motivated, display self-efficacy, and to persist in the 

face of challenges. Campus integration considerations include college knowledge such as 

procedural knowledge and the expectations that accompany higher education and relationships, 

both to oneself and to others (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015, pp. 9-10). 

Just as student success is often simplified to a single construct, college readiness has been 

oversimplified and narrowed in the literature. Narrowing the definition of college readiness to 

include only academic preparedness has led to an overestimation of the number of students who 

are ready for college. Barnes and Slate (2005) reported an increase in college academic readiness 

rates in reading and math for three demographic groups: blacks, Hispanics, and whites, between 

2006 and 2009. They found that in the three-year period under study, student readiness increased 

from 31% to 39%, demonstrating that students are graduating from high school more 

academically prepared, a component of college-readiness (Barnes & Slate, 2014). However, 

these researchers encouraged additional research that looks at a broadened definition of college 

readiness to help us understand a more complete picture of the situation of college readiness 

(Barnes & Slate, 2014, p. 76).  Conley (2010) listed college readiness considerations similar to 

Tierney and Duncheon’s (2015) list, but lists them as four categories instead of three: 

1. Key cognitive strategies (Conley, 2010, p. 32). This construct aligns with the 

“cognitive skills” component of Tierney and Duncheon’s (2015, p. 8) “cognitive 

academic factors.”  
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2. Key content knowledge (Conley, 2010, p. 35).  This construct aligns with the 

“content knowledge” component of Tierney and Duncheon’s (2015, p. 8) 

“cognitive academic factors.”  

3. Academic behaviors (Conley, 2010, p. 39). This construct aligns with Tierney and 

Duncheon’s (2015, pp. 8-9) “non-cognitive academic factors.” 

4. Contextual skills; and Awareness/college knowledge (Tierney & Duncheon, 

2015a, p. 40). This construct aligns with Tierney and Duncheon’s (2015, p. 9-10) 

“campus integration factors.” 

Despite evidence for the existence and importance of each of the four considerations, 

most policy makers and educational leaders focus solely on one area, key content knowledge or 

academic preparedness, when discussing college readiness (Conley, 2010). The other key areas 

have all been overshadowed and underemphasized (2010, p. 22). 

Some researchers have broadened the definition of college readiness by adding specific 

skills as indicators of readiness. For example, Barnes (2010) included self-regulatory critical-

thinking, self-efficacy, and self-regulation as critical components of college readiness. Hensley, 

Shaulskiy, Zircher, and Sanders (2015) built on this broadened concept of college readiness with 

a study that added a student’s resiliency skills, an area of concern often reported for millennials.  

Resiliency skills include abilities to learn from experiences, accept costs of academic 

engagement, adjust one’s view of effort, and embrace supportive relationships (Hensley et al., 

2015). Conley (2008) said,  

College readiness can be defined as the level of preparation a student needs to enroll and 

succeed—without remediation—in a credit-bearing general education course at a post-
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secondary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfer to a baccalaureate 

program (p. 2). 

Traditionally, cognitive academic consideration readiness has been measured through 

high school course selection (i.e., rigor), high school GPA, high school class rank, and 

standardized tests such as the Accuplacer, Compass, ACT and the Scholastic Achievement Test 

(SAT). Studies conducted by ACT show that only 28% of those high-school graduates who took 

the ACT in 2015 met or exceeded the academic benchmarks set for college-readiness (ACT, 

2015). Proficiency is defined by the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) as a 

level between basic and advanced where an individual has “demonstrated competency over 

challenging subject matter” (Aud et al., 2012, p. 62). NAEP, similarly to ACT, found that the 

percentage of 2009 graduating seniors meeting or exceeding the proficient level was 38% in 

reading and 26% in math (Kena et al., 2015b).  These are measures of cognitive academic 

considerations, not non-cognitive academic considerations or campus integration considerations.  

In addition to cognitive academic considerations, non-cognitive academic considerations 

and integration considerations of college readiness are important to the larger picture of college 

success; however, they are much more difficult to assess. Non-cognitive academic considerations 

include mindsets (how a student sees and defines himself and his school experience) and 

behaviors (i.e., integration considerations include college knowledge and relationships to self and 

others) (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015). These concepts, mindsets, and behaviors, are multifaceted. 

Tinto (1993) suggested that only 15 to 25% of college dropouts are in poor academic standing. 

The remaining 75 to 85% of college dropouts leave due to non-cognitive considerations such as 

financial concerns, poor social integration, or unhappiness with the institutional environment 

(Tinto, 1993). Although Tierney and Duncheon (2015) stressed the importance of these non-
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cognitive and integration considerations; they offered no samples of practices, nor did they 

suggest potential solutions to address the dearth of methods for assessing these components of 

college readiness. 

Other studies have explored self-reliance and motivational non-cognitive considerations 

found to be important for students to succeed in college. Grit, for example, is a relatively new 

concept that is gaining traction in the college persistence literature. Hoffmann (2014) suggested 

that assessment of non-cognitive academic considerations such as grit, may be a partial answer to 

how these components of college readiness could be answered (p. 1). Duckworth and Quinn 

(2009) developed a scale by which the non-cognitive consideration of grit can be measured. Grit 

is a character component that is receiving increasing attention in higher education and which is 

defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & 

Kelly, 2007, p. 1,087) and which is described as entailing “the capacity to sustain both effort and 

interest in projects that take months or even longer to complete” (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009, 

p. 166).  

Challenges to Remediation 

According to ACT (2015), only 28% of students entering college are academically 

prepared. For that reason, remediation strategies have become more prevalent in colleges and 

universities as they respond to an increased need to bolster academic skills among incoming 

freshmen. Foci on remediation, tutoring, mentoring and other forms of mediation are parts of 

first-year experience programs. As cited in Kena et al. (2015a, p. 184) the US Department of 

Education found that 60% to 70% of high-school graduates between 1990 and 2013 applied to 

degree-granting institutions of higher education (p. 184). Additionally, 88% of eighth-graders in 

2006 reported plans to continue into post-secondary studies (Kirst & Venezia, 2006a, p. 2).  Yet, 
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only 28% of 2015 graduates who took the ACT were identified as academically prepared for 

post-secondary studies (ACT, 2015, p. 4). As cognitive academic preparedness is only one 

component of readiness, the 28% who have attained cognitive academic preparedness may or 

may not be college ready in the areas of non-cognitive academic considerations and integration 

considerations. Consequently, colleges and universities have experienced an increased demand 

for remediation in the forms of remedial courses, supplemental instruction (SI), mentoring, and 

tutoring (Bettinger, Boatman, & Long, 2013).  

Current remediation structures are working for many students. Without considering 

cognitive non-academic readiness and institutional readiness, ACT benchmarks in 2015 

indicated that 72% of students who took the exam were not academically prepared for post-

secondary studies (ACT, 2015). Yet, with a national six-year graduation rate of 59% for four-

year institutions (Kena et al., 2015a, p. 234), current remediation efforts supported that 

percentage of underprepared post-secondary students. Bettinger and Long (2009) tracked 28,000 

students found that remediation had a positive impact on the persistence and completion rates for 

underprepared students (p. 760). They attributed some of this success to the ability of 

remediation to provide instruction at the appropriate levels, tracking students of concern, and the 

ability to provide additional support through the form of tutoring (p. 739). They also suggested 

that without developmental coursework offerings, underprepared students tended to drop out at a 

higher rate (p. 760). Current remedial efforts support many of today’s underprepared post-

secondary learners, but we have not yet reached 100% graduation rates. 

Placement of students into remedial coursework may not lead to success for all students.  

Some studies show poor results for students who enroll in remedial coursework. Adelman (2004) 

found that most students who enroll in remedial or developmental coursework do not reach 
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degree attainment. Adelman (2004) found that 70% of academically underprepared students in 

the entering class of 1992 who began in remedial reading did not obtain a higher education 

degree within 200% of degree-completion time of eight years (Adelman, 2004, p. 94). A study 

on community-college students who intended to transfer to four-year institutions found that 

developmental coursework decreased their likelihood for persistence (Crisp & Delgado, 2014).  

Remediation is costly for individuals and institutions. According to recent studies, 

remediation costs $1.9 to $2.4 billion per year for two-year colleges across the nation and 

another $435 to $543 million at four-year institutions (Roueche & Waiwaiole, 2009).In addition, 

students must pay more tuition for high-school-level coursework (Boatman, 2012, p. 2). 

Although these remedial courses may be credited and aid in improving a student’s GPA, most 

remedial courses do not count toward post-secondary degree attainment, thereby lengthening 

time to degree (Boatman, 2012, p. 4). Understandably, the cost of remedial coursework is a 

primary driver for innovation and many institutions are seeking low-cost ways of offering 

remedial options to underprepared learners (Boatman, 2012, p. 8). In some cases, these 

innovations give students opportunities to concurrently gain academic preparedness at the same 

time as they advance towards degree completion, by gaining credit for their work (Zachry 

Rutschow & Schneider, 2012, p. 15). However, it is often the case that these remedial courses 

address only the area of cognitive academic performance. As remediation is not a solution for all, 

part of the process of developing innovations begins in understanding why students are 

withdrawing. 

 Students withdraw from college courses and programs for a variety of reasons, but there 

are some consistent noteworthy trends. Tinto (1993) found that only 25% of college departure is 

due to poor academic standing, which led him to develop a theory of student departure (p. 49). 
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Tinto’s (1993) interactionalist theory of individual departure includes family background, skills, 

abilities, and prior schooling, that all feed into academic and social systems that exist at the 

institution. These academic and social systems subsequently result in social integration and 

academic integration, or lack thereof, in an institution. According to Tinto (1993), lack of social 

and academic integration results in student departure. Results of subsequent studies have shown 

that the reasons for departure are even more varied and Braxton (2000) argued that a clear model 

of student departure needs to reflect all these reasons. He suggested that such a model should 

include economic reasons, organizational reasons (such as institutional size and resources, and 

psychological reasons alongside powerful social forces. 

Strategies to Promote Student Success 

 Social capital and student success. Integrating social considerations with academic 

considerations facilitates readiness and promotes student success. Social capital is defined as the 

advantages or access to information gained through social connections (Tierney & Duncheon, 

2015, pp. 94-97). Coleman (1988) described social capital as something that exists due to one’s 

network with others, not a trait that resides within the individual. This concept is important in 

understanding the role that social relationships play in college readiness and success. This social 

capital is useful for the access to potential resources that it provides (Tierney & Duncheon, 

2015). Coleman (1988) identified two forms of social capital: information potential and 

appropriable social organizations. Information channels, or “information potential” as referred to 

by Tierney and Duncheon (2015, p. 96), is access, through one’s social networks, to knowledge 

about how higher education works, such as knowledge about application processes, financial aid, 

and available support services (p. 104). First-generation students who do not have access to 

information potential in their social networks need to locate it through new networks that allow 
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for interactions with educated individuals who possess this form of college-going knowledge 

(Tierney & Duncheon, 2015). Appropriable social organizations are organizations that provide 

unintended benefits supplementary to the intended benefit of the organization (Coleman, 1988). 

Many tutoring programs, using peer tutors/mentors, may result in not only the sharing of content 

knowledge, but also the unintended sharing of knowledge about how college works. 

 Peer discussion and student success. M. K. Smith et al. (2009) showed that, even in 

contexts where no students knew the correct answer, discussion with peers resulted in enhanced 

understanding and performance (M. K. Smith et al., 2009, p. 124). Rivard and Straw (2000) 

showed that peer discussion was a key mechanism for knowledge-sharing, concept clarification 

and the formulation and testing of hypotheses. In their (2009) study, 48% of students incorrectly 

answered a question and 52% correctly answered a question, but, after discussing the question 

with a peer, 67% of students correctly answered it. The students were then given an isomorphic 

question (i.e., a question that applied similar concepts) and asked to respond individually; 63% 

of students answered correctly. Results indicated that learning had occurred in the discussions 

following the first question that the students were then able to apply on the isomorphic question. 

After the students had answered the isomorphic question, they received answers to both 

questions (p. 123). 

Problem Statement 

Many new students arrive on college campuses underprepared socially, emotionally and 

academically (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015, p. 4). First-generation college students reportedly 

lack parental support for navigating their college experiences (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015, p. 

91). As the pool of traditional-aged college students shrinks in Wisconsin and other states, many 

universities are accepting students who would not have been accepted in the past (Kiley, 2013). 
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In most cases, student success is not a direct pipeline, but rather a winding path that Kuh (2007) 

illustrated through twists and turns and the inclusion of multiple considerations that 

synergistically contribute to student success. The journey begins for students with pre-college 

experiences and continues with college experience such as student behaviors, institutional 

conditions, and outside influences (p. 11). 

As students enter post-secondary programs, the task of preparing new students for student 

success at the post-secondary level falls to the institutions. Traditionally, remedial education was 

a solution to leveling the academic playing field and aiding in the attainment of student success 

for academically underprepared post-secondary learners. However, remedial education has failed 

to achieve universal student success for post-secondary students and has even been accused of 

being a diversion (Brothen & Wambach, 2012; Calcagno & Long, 2008; Martorell, McFarlin Jr, 

& Xue, 2014; Scott-Clayton & Rodriguez, 2014). Thus, institutions of higher education have 

continued to innovate to find the most effective ways to help post-secondary students who enroll 

to achieve student success. Some of these innovations include the utilization of new measures for 

assessing readiness, offering accelerated remedial courses, developing computer-assisted 

learning offerings, and developing high school partnerships. (Brothen & Wambach, 2012; Center 

for Community College Student Engagement, 2016; Martorell et al., 2014). 

 Most of the research addressing college readiness focuses on the redesign of high-school 

and college-level curricula, assessment, and the inclusion of additional, non-contextual, support 

programs to address the needs of underprepared students entering college (Bettinger & Long, 

2009; Cline, Bissell, Hafner, & Katz, 2007; Conley, McGaughy, Kirtner, van der Valk, & 

Martinez-Wenzl, 2010; Kirst & Venezia, 2006b; Long, Iatarola, & Conger, 2009). Although 
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many of these programs have shown evidence of success by some measures, a contextualized 

support program may have greater effect. 

Purpose Statement 

  This study aimed to measure and describe the effect that small, credited, add-on 

contextualized supportive peer-led discussion groups had on student success in one course. A 

contextualized support course (a.k.a. child course) was defined as a course that was an extension 

of a core course (a.k.a. parent course). The curriculum of the child course was predicated on that 

of the parent course. 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to examine indicators of student success 

after participation in a peer-led, credited, add-on Reading in the Disciplines (RID) discussion 

course. Student success was operationally defined by comparing GPAs of RID parent-course 

students with non-RID parent course students, along with institutional retention into the 

successive semester. Additionally, the study sought to examine relationships among RID course 

participation and student-reported personal growth. Markers for perceived personal growth 

included engagement in discussions, a sense of personal accountability, transferrable skill 

development, and development of social capital. Perceived personal growth was measured 

through the assessment of participants’ end-of-course essays reflecting on their RID experiences 

and its contribution to their personal development. 

Research Question  

Through a mixed-methods approach, the following main research question was 

addressed: What effect does a credited, add-on, pass-fail, peer-led team-learning discussion 

course have on student success at the post-secondary level? 

The following ancillary questions were addressed:  
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1. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with parent 

course GPA? 

2. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with successive 

semester institutional retention? 

3. What course elements and perceived personal growth elements can be found to 

explain the association between student success and participation in RID? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was grounded on Vygotsky’s theory of social development (1978). Drawing 

upon the tenets of social learning theory and the construct of collaborative learning, this study 

aimed to explain the potential relationship between student academic success and participation in 

RID discussion courses. Although most of Vygotsky’s work was conducted in the area of child 

development, and most of his research was conducted with children, the concepts of social 

learning and collaborative learning are applicable to use in a study conducted on college 

students. 

Empirical studies have supported the use of sociocultural theory (a.k.a. social 

development theory) in higher education contexts. Wass, Harland, and Mercer (2011), found 

that, in an undergraduate context, conversation with peers contributed to growth in critical 

thinking ability through scaffolding, a breakdown of functions into stages of learning within a 

learner’s cognitive growth zone (Daniels, 2016; Hammond, 2001; Wells, 1999). The Vygotskian 

theoretical perspective has also been applied to teacher education programs (Manning & Payne, 

1993; van Huizen, van Oers, & Wubbels, 2005) and post-secondary course design (Harland, 

2003). The Vygotskian concept of scaffolding was also used to develop the ability to utilize 
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increasingly complex literary structures with Aboriginal adults returning to higher education 

(Rose, Chivizhe, McKnight, & Smith, 2003).  

The social origins of learning. According to Vygotsky, there is a social origin for higher 

mental functioning. In Vygotsky’s view, the development of mental processes can only be 

understood thoroughly through an understanding of the social and cultural seeds from which they 

derived (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, in tracing cognitive development of a subject, the 

researcher must, against her intuition, begin the search external to the research subject. He 

explained the social dimensions of learning as follows:  

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social 

level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (inter-psychological) and 

then inside the child (intra-psychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to 

logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as 

actual relationships between individuals. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).  

 This quotation from Vygotsky illustrates how his theoretical framework can be applied to 

research with college students because social learning is not confined to childhood (Atkisson, 

O'Brien, & Mesoudi, 2012). Whiten et al. (2016) and Custance et al. (2006) both demonstrated 

that social learning is a construct that follows people throughout their lives, well into adulthood.  

For learning to shift from the initial inter-psychological stage to the secondary intra-

psychological stage, internalization must occur. Vygotsky (1981) said, “The very mechanism 

underlying higher mental functions is a copy from social interaction. All higher mental functions 

are internalized social relationships” (1981, p. 164). Vygotsky extended his ideas of the social 

nature to include cognitive development at the intra-psychological stage, designating it “quasi-

social” (1981, p, 164). Wertsch (1981) explained that Vygotsky was not suggesting that mere 
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social interaction results in increases in cognitive functioning, but, rather, that it is through the 

internalization of the functions of social interaction, especially speech, that a child makes 

progress in cognition. Thus, cognitive development for adults follows in situations where 

participation mandates involvement in academic peer discussion followed by individual 

reflective writing (i.e., internalization). 

The zone of proximal development and the more knowledgeable other. An integral 

component of Vygotsky’s theoretical framework is the concept that an individual’s ability for 

cognitive growth is dependent upon that individual’s current cognitive development, or Zone of 

Actual Development (ZAD) and an individual’s zone of proximal development (ZPD).  ZPD was 

defined as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent 

problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 

under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86). The ZPD is 

understood to be the immediate future mental achievement level that is possible for a given 

individual through adult guidance or advanced peer collaboration, the idea of a teacher, parent, 

or more advanced peer - the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO)(Vygotsky, 1978). It is within 

the past 20 years that an increasing number of researchers have come to identify the positive 

influence of the MKO on the cognitive growth of the learner through the MKO’s ability to 

provide the learner with necessary scaffolding, a breakdown of functions into stages of learning 

within the learner’s ZPD (Daniels, 2016; Hammond, 2001; Wells, 1999). 

Sociocultural Theory and Collaborative Learning. Collaborative learning is rooted in 

Vygotskian theory. Doolittle (1997) discussed how Vygotskian theory, in relation to the function 

of the ZPD, provides a strong foundation for the use of cooperative and collaborative learning 

strategies in college classrooms. Both cooperative and collaborative learning strategies are rooted 
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in social constructivism. Cooperative learning is considered a more prescriptive format (Oxford, 

1997) and collaborative learning is considered as more rooted in “theoretical, political, and 

philosophical issues such as the nature of knowledge as a social construction and the role of 

authority in the classroom” (Matthews, Cooper, Davidson, & Hawkes, 1995, p. 40). Bruffee 

(1993) defined collaborative learning in contrast to the idea that knowledge is a transferable 

entity. He defined it, instead, in line with constructivist theory, stating:  

Collaborative learning assumes instead that knowledge is a consensus among members of 

a community of knowledgeable peers – something that people construct by talking 

together and reaching agreement…Collaborative learning is a re-acculturative process 

that helps students become members of the knowledge communities whose common 

property is different from the common property of knowledge communities they already 

belong to” (Bruffee, 1993, p. 3) 

Collaboration is central to Vygotskian theory. Vygotsky stated, “What the child is able to 

do in collaboration today [he or she] will be able to do independently tomorrow” (in Rieber & 

Carton, 1987, p. 211). It is through the social vehicle of cooperation and collaboration, with a 

more knowledgeable other, within a learner’s ZPD, that cognitive growth occurs (Vygotsky, 

1978). Similarly, Slavin (1996) posited that individuals with similar developmental levels are 

likely to be operating within each other’s zones of proximal development. In addition, 

knowledge communities that work cooperatively and collaboratively applaud the use of 

Vygotskian mediatory tools including discussion, debate, and disagreement, as pedagogical 

devices that function in a social setting to promote cognitive development (Slavin, 1991). 

Five key terms for collaborative learning grounded in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory 

(1978) are:  
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• Learning & knowledge communities; 

• Situated recognition; 

• Scaffolding; 

• Zone of proximal development (ZPD); 

• Acculturation; and  

• Reflective inquiry (Oxford, 1997, p. 444).  

Learning communities and situated recognition both refer to the context that exists when 

learning occurs. And, as clarified by Oxford in her discussion of collaborative learning, 

“Learning occurs while people participate in the sociocultural activities of their learning 

community, transforming their understanding and responsibilities as they participate” (p. 448). 

These constructs tie in nicely with the foundation of Vygotsky’s social learning theory, that we 

are all dependent on social interactions with others for cognitive growth to occur (Doolittle, 

1997). Scaffolding and ZPD are Vygotskian constructs (Wertsch & Tulviste, 1992). ZPD refers 

to a learner’s potential cognitive growth zone, which becomes reachable by proper scaffolding, a 

breakdown of functions into stages of learning (Daniels, 2016; Hammond, 2001; Wells, 1999).  

With both collaborative learning and social constructivist theories, including Vygotskian theory, 

the emphasis is not on the completion of a project, but rather on the learning process that occurs 

in a meaningful situation (Oxford, 1997). It is through this process that an individual becomes 

acculturated, a process of indoctrinating a member of a learning community into a new learning 

culture “through the modeling and coaching of the teacher and many others” (p. 448). Oxford 

also discusses how ideas are shaped through reflective inquiry with others, including peers and 

other more advanced individuals (Oxford, 1997) and an assumption is also made that Vygotsky’s 

work has shown that reflective inquiry can also be seen simply as internalized social dialogue 
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(Bruffee, 1984). The more advanced individuals discussed by Oxford (1997) are the ones who 

help the learner to negotiate and create meaning, providing the scaffolding needed for that 

learner to advance within their growth zone (ZPD) (p. 449). This idea of a more advanced 

individual helping to negotiate meaning is analogous to Vygotsky’s more knowledgeable other 

(MKO). 

Integrating collaborative learning with the tenets of Vygotsky’s theory illustrates how 

important it is for learners, in this case college students, to have opportunities to engage in 

learning, guided by a more knowledgeable other, and to participate in meaningful discussions 

with others to deeply embrace the content material. RID provides these opportunities for students 

by extending the traditional, sit-and-get learning classroom to a small group, engaging, 

discussion-based learning environment.  

This study used Vygotsky’s sociocultural (a.k.a. social development) theory to explain 

how students experienced academic success as a result of participating in RID discussion groups. 

In RID discussion courses, peer consultants led the sessions, creating a collaborative social and 

academic environment, sharing content knowledge, and modeling effective learning strategies. 

These peer consultants, like the rest of the group, were undergraduates who took the course that 

they were leading during their undergraduate studies and who were hand selected by the parent 

course instructor because they have the following qualities: leadership ability, successful study 

habits, and an excellent understanding of course content. These qualities, especially the recent 

successful completion of parent course content, put them in positions to lead their peers and 

engage them in positive learning experiences. As students participated in discussion groups that 

aligned with the parent course, they had the opportunity to get feedback from peers and 

classmates, and to reflect upon the learning that occurs in a more meaningful way. Vygotsky 
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posited that reflection is a critical part of the learning process (Wertsch, 1981, p. 157). Hence, it 

is through the process of discussion and disagreement, integral components of the RID 

curriculum, that students can experience cognitive growth and success in the class. This 

cognitive advancement can be demonstrated through RID’s weekly post-discussion reflective 

writings. 

Significance of Study 

 The present study carries both practical and theoretical significance. Practically, results of 

this study can inform institutions, researchers, and practitioners of a fiscally sustainable approach 

for the promotion of student success at the post-secondary level. This study can also guide 

practitioners in designing add-on support for courses through the utilization of regular meetings 

with more advanced peers. Theoretically, this study fills a gap in the literature by contributing to 

the understanding of practical classroom applications of the Vygotskian concepts of ZAD, ZPD, 

internalization, mediation, and the MKO. 

Summary  

 A record-high percentage of high school graduates are attending university directly after 

high school completion. However, research is showing that many of these students are coming 

into their post-secondary studies socially, emotionally, or academically underprepared. In 

attempts to redress the situation, many institutions of higher education have increased remedial 

offerings and academic support services. Institutions have also continued to pursue innovative 

programs and interventions designed to bring underprepared students up to college readiness 

levels to promote their post-secondary student success, with student success defined as a holistic 

phenomenon involving academic achievement, institutional retention, and personal growth. This 

study looked at one of these innovative solutions: a credited, add-on, pass-fail, peer-led team-
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learning discussion course in the context of collaborative learning and Vygotsky’s (1978) 

sociocultural theory and examined the effects of this intervention on student success at the post-

secondary level. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to measure the effect that participation in 

peer-led, credited, add-on Reading in the Disciplines (RID) discussion courses have on student 

success. This review of literature will begin by relating Vygotskian theory to RID. This is 

followed by a review of student demographics, followed by reviews on literature on post-

secondary student support, tutoring, active learning, and writing. 

Vygotskian Theory & Reading in the Disciplines 

Relatively recent translations and re-publications of Vygotsky’s work (Wertsch & 

Tulviste, 1992) have increased interest in his work and social-development theory. According to 

Moll (1992), Vygotsky’s work addresses many of the current issues in the field of education. 

Wertsch and Tulviste (1992) said that Vygotsky’s theoretical approach describes the social 

nature of higher cognitive development (Wertsch & Tulviste, 1992, p. 548).  

Vygotsky was interested in the genetic foundations of human development. In his short 

life span, he identified four genetic domains of human development: evolution (i.e., 

phylogenesis), cultural development, individual development (i.e., ontogenesis), and very rapid 

psychological change as a result of a learning session (i.e., microgenesis) (Wertsch & Tulviste, 

1992). Shabani, Khatib, and Ebadi (2010) said that educational research focuses on ontogenesis 

and microgenesis in its examination of individual cognitive development (Shabani, Khatib, & 

Ebadi, 2010). According to Wertsch (1981), “Vygotsky proposed that higher psychological 

processes carried out by individuals are direct reflections of social processes in which the 

individual participated at an earlier stage of ontogenesis” (Wertsch, 1981, p. 146).  

An integral component of Vygotsky’s theoretical framework is the concept that an 

individual’s ability for cognitive growth is dependent upon that individual’s current cognitive 
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development, or Zone of Actual Development (ZAD) and that individual’s zone of proximal 

development (ZPD). ZPD is “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined 

by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86). 

The ZPD is understood to be the immediate future mental achievement level that is possible for a 

given individual through adult guidance or advanced peer collaboration, the idea of a teacher, 

parent, or more advanced peer, called a more knowledgeable other (MKO)(Vygotsky, 1978). 

Many researchers have come to identify the positive influence of the MKO on the cognitive 

growth of learners through MKOs scaffolding, or breakdown of functions into stages of learning 

within learners’ ZPD (Daniels, 2016; Hammond, 2001; Wells, 1999). 

Vygotsky emphasized the need for a revisiting of the concept of imitation and its relation 

to an individual’s ZAD and ZPD. Imitation is not seen as simple parroting, but rather as a more 

cognitively developed function where successful imitation is available only to individuals with 

an actual developmental level that defines the newly introduced action as accessible in that 

individual’s ZPD. Vygotsky stated, “a person can imitate only that which is within her 

developmental level” (1978, p. 88). He also explained that a new function that appears to be 

obtained through pure imitation is likely a reflection of the child’s current ZAD, where a new 

function is only able to present itself once built upon a previously obtained function (Wertsch, 

1981). Vygotsky explained that the most developed stage of a function is preceded by earlier 

stages that are necessarily traversed, even by a prodigy; one cannot skip to the most developed 

stage (Wertsch, 1981). 

Cognitive Development and Mediation. Mediated learning, a central element to 

understanding Vygotsky’s standing on cognitive development, can be explained in contrast to 
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direct learning. Direct learning occurs when an individual interacts directly with the 

environment, whereas mediated learning occurs when a MKO places themselves between the 

individual and the environment, thereby amplifying, simplifying, or modifying the experience 

(Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995). 

Mediation is considered an integral concept in understanding Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory in the sense that advances in cognition in the human mind occur through mediation 

(Lantolf, 2000). Vygotsky presented higher cognitive functions as a direct result of mediated 

activity (Vygotsky, 1978). Humans use physical and symbolic tools, created by human cultures, 

to create a mediated relationship between the human self and the world. According to Lantolf, 

these tools are vast and include both concrete and abstract objects such as pencils, paper, 

numbers, art, computers, and language, and it is through interaction with these tools that 

cognitive activity is altered (2000). Vygotsky himself, classified these tools into three categories: 

material tools, symbolic tools, and other humans (Kozulin, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978). 

Mediation through the tool of the other human takes two forms. The first form is a 

reflection on the observation that children are able to contemplate an alternative viewpoint as a 

result of direct arguments with other children (Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995). It is through this 

argument/discussion that new ideas are introduced and explored. The second form is that where 

the other human is in the role of negotiating meaning (Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995). The 

example given here is that of a child gesturing for an object, where the other human reacts in a 

given way to that gesture, thereby assigning meaning to the child’s movement (Kozulin & 

Presseisen, 1995). 
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Post-Secondary Institutions, Readiness, and Student Success 

Post-secondary education in the United States has changed greatly since the opening of 

its first institution of higher education, Harvard University, in 1636. Institutions of higher 

education began as centers for religious training, focusing on training elite white male religious 

(Christian) leaders. In the United States today, you will find a variety of institutions offering 

thousands of different majors. Kena et al. (2015a) reported that in the 2013-2014 academic year, 

there were 4,294 institutions of higher education registered with first-year undergraduate 

students and that these institutions had a total enrollment of 17.5 million students (Kena et al., 

2015a, p 194) with diverse ethnicities, religions, readiness, and socioeconomic status (Kena et 

al., 2015a, pp. 196-199). 

Diversity in college readiness creates challenges and ethical responsibilities for those 

running institutions of higher education. Under-preparation creates challenges to post-secondary 

success for many students (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015). Increasing numbers of first-generation 

college students are often finding that they lack the knowledge needed to successfully navigate 

the college experience and creating the connections that will provide that knowledge often 

becomes integral to their post-secondary success (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015). Byrd and 

MacDonald (2005) reported on another study that showed that even students who are not placed 

into developmental coursework often lack knowledge concerning class preparation, attendance, 

the utilization of course materials, and important skills such as peer collaboration (Byrd & 

MacDonald, 2005, p. 24). Academically, ACT reported that of those students who took the ACT 

in 2015, only 28% reached academic readiness benchmarks in all four subject areas (ACT, 

2015). Adding to this challenge is increasing acceptance rates resulting from a shrinking pool of 

applicants, which leads to the acceptance of many of these less prepared students (Kiley, 2013). 
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Byrd and MacDonald (2005) surveyed eight first-generation, non-traditional students (i.e., 

identified as younger than 25 years old) who were transferring to four-year institutions from 

community colleges. The goal of the survey was to identify considerations that contributed to 

student success (p. 23). In this survey, the data indicated a need for non-cognitive academic 

readiness, such as time-management skills, goal-setting ability, self-advocacy, and an internal 

locus of control as integral components of student success that are often lacking (p. 28). 

To promote student success for these often-underprepared students, higher education 

institutions are continuing to innovate ways to enhance student support services (Center for 

Community College Student Engagement, 2016). Incorporating peer-leadership, low-stress 

discussion groups, increased time-on-task, reflection, higher-order thinking, academic 

contextualization, and the development of social capital have all shown promise in promoting 

post-secondary student success. Bloom (1984) introduced the challenge of finding group 

techniques that are as effective as individual tutoring, an activity which results in participants 

performing 2-sigma (i.e., 95%) higher on assessments of knowledge acquisition. In his research, 

he identifies many characteristics including peer tutoring, higher-order questioning, peer-group 

influence, time-on-task, and engagement as considerations which contribute to the 2-sigma 

increase; he identified these as additive features (Bloom, 1984, p. 6). To that end, innovative 

support services which allow for the inclusion and additive effects of successful practices are 

likely to produce the greatest effect. 

Research on the implementation of innovative support strategies in post-secondary 

education is plentiful (citations).  One innovative support service that incorporates many of these 

strategies, and which was at the center of this study, is Reading in the Disciplines (RID).  

Participation in RID discussion courses is identified as promoting student success. Thus, the 
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purpose of this mixed-methods study was to measure the effect that participation in these peer-

led, credited, add-on RID discussion courses has on student success, where student success is 

defined through course performance (GPA comparison between RID and non-RID parent course 

students) and institutional retention into the next semester. Additionally, the relationship between 

reported personal growth, including an exploration of how participation affected student 

perceptions of transferable skills development, will be explored and described. Figure 1 

illustrates topics in this review of the literature. 

Figure 1. Literature Map 

 

Figure 1 is an illustration of the literature topics discussed in this review of the literature on post-

secondary support services and their enhancement of student success. This illustration shows how 

participation in contextualized peer-led discussion groups that promote engagement through active 

reading, discussion, and reflective writing and which develop social capital ultimately contribute 

to student success (i.e., GPA, retention, & personal growth).  

Demographics 

The student demographic landscape of post-secondary education is changing (Richards & 

Velasquez, 2014) and is necessitating a shift in the way that institutions of higher education offer 
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student support. More adult students returning to school, and traditional-aged students are 

becoming more diverse. At Northern Midwestern University (NMU), the student data system 

defined non-traditional students as 24 years old or older, or having a child; the ratio of non-

traditional to traditional students for the spring 2016 semester was 82.3% to 17.7%. Ethnic 

diversity also increased: the number of racially diverse students nationally increased by 12.15% 

to 30.62%; Asian American students alone tripled in number (DeBard, 2004, p. 33). During that 

same time, the percentage of enrolled female students increased 4.67% to 56.12% (DeBard, 

2004). DeBard (2004) found that 75% of incoming first-year students at four-year institutions 

indicating intent to pursue advanced degrees after completing their bachelor’s (p.  33). NMU has 

followed the national trend in increasing US minority-group enrollment: 6.2% of the student 

body in fall 2009, increased to 13% in fall 2015. With these changes in student body 

demographics, the paradigm is shifting in the way we offer student support, and understanding 

how to begin making these changes starts by taking a closer look at the student population. 

 Millennials. The most recent generation to enter college, millennials (born between 1982 

and 2002), have unique characteristics (DeBard, 2004). At NMU, this group comprised 82.3% of 

the student body. In addition to being raised alongside technology, these students also had levels 

of parental involvement and support in extra-curricular activities that was not as common in 

previous generations (Coomes & DeBard, 2004). According to DeBard (2004), this generation 

has been sheltered and treated as special by parents. They also tend to be confident in their 

abilities, conventional in their values, respectful of authority, team-oriented, high-achieving, and 

pressured to perform (DeBard, 2004, pp. 35-38). 

Murray (1997) claimed that millennials also have unique educational expectations. This 

generation tends to desire instructors who are invested and interested in their academic successes 
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(Murray, 1997).When it comes to learning preferences, millennials place value in engagement 

and in active learning environments, and the threat of disengagement in lecture-format classes is 

real (Wilson, 2004b). Millennials are frequently described as team-players; this likely arose 

partially from an increase in cooperative and collaborative learning environments that these 

students experienced in their K12 education. According to Wilson, “This could bode well for 

their willingness and ability to work with peers in college classrooms to enhance learning” 

(Wilson, 2004b, p. 61). 

First-generation Students (FGS). FGS are defined as students whose parents did not 

complete a university degree. Atherton (2014) identifies FGS as a disadvantaged group and 

states that these students face unique challenges and obstacles. FGS typically score lower on 

standardized tests, have lower GPAs, and have the tendency to enroll in less rigorous high school 

courses (Atherton, 2014). Additionally, students who are designated FGS have a higher 

likelihood of coming from a lower socioeconomic status and of being an ethnic minority 

(Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013). Adding to the obstacles found for FGS, Cushman (2007) found 

that this group had a lower sense of self-efficacy (Cushman, 2007, p. 45). Another study, by 

Atherton (2014), however, found that although FGS had high confidence in their abilities overall, 

their confidence did not translate into high academic performance. He attributed this to a 

disconnect resulting from a lack of social capital – or access to people, friends and family, who 

could contribute to the student’s understanding of what is needed to achieve student success at 

the post-secondary level. Atherton (2014) stated, “The negative effects of social capital on first-

generation student preparedness are [sic] a key issue that needs to be addressed by colleges to 

ensure first-generation students’ success” (p. 828). The literature is inconclusive concerning FGS 

sense of self-efficacy, but results do show lower academic performance.  
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Post-Secondary Student Support  

Post-secondary student support is aimed at promoting student success and needs to 

include a multitude of elements shown to promote student success. Promotion of student success 

begins by addressing all areas of readiness - cognitive academic considerations, non-cognitive 

academic considerations, and campus integration considerations. Kuh et al. (2011) identified 

many variables in the pre- and during-college experience that affect student engagement and 

success and, ultimately, post-college outcomes. They divided these variables into two 

subcategories: student behaviors and institutional conditions. Student behaviors included: non-

cognitive academic considerations such as study habits, peer collaboration, interaction with 

faculty, time on task, and motivation. Institutional conditions included: first year experience, 

academic support, campus environment, peer support, and teaching and learning approaches; all 

items which provide sources for addressing all three areas of readiness. Each of these acts as an 

important consideration when developing student success initiatives. As institutions innovate to 

promote student success through manipulation of post-secondary engagement variables and 

institutional conditions, successful interventions and teaching methods are being identified. 

However, money often acts as a limiting consideration (Kuh et al., 2011, p. 19).  

Tutoring 

Bloom (1984) showed that individual (i.e., one-to-one) tutoring or small group (i.e., one-

to-three) tutoring (Fryer, 2014) were the most effective intervention for student success. Fryer 

(2014) found that small-group tutoring resulted in a 200% gain over peers. Both Fryer (2014, p. 

1404) and Bloom (1984, p. 4) expressed concern over limitations, despite successes, of providing 

individual and small-group tutoring. Tinto (1997) stated, “The college classroom lies at the 

center of the educational activity structure of institutions of higher education; the educational 
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encounters that occur therein are a major feature of student educational experience” (p. 599). 

However, the current, traditional, college format is one with large numbers of students passively 

receiving information.  Many researchers have emphasized the motivational and academic 

importance and impact of students perceiving personally active involvement and control in their 

educations (Kirschenbaum & Perri, 1982; Perry, Hladkyj, Pekrun, & Pelletier, 2001; Perry, 

Hladkyj, Pekrun, Clifton, & Chipperfield, 2005; Stupnisky, Renaud, Daniels, Haynes, & Perry, 

2008). Lidren, Meier, and Brigham (1991) focused their innovation on a system that would allow 

active student engagement through larger peer-led tutorials. These larger group peer-tutorials 

with student peer tutor ratios of 20:1 and 21:1 were effective in promoting the academic 

performance of post-secondary students, when compared to students in the same course who did 

not receive tutoring (Lidren et al., 1991). Tinto (1997) summarized many studies on the effect of 

active student involvement in the college experience, stating that the greater the student’s 

involvement, the higher the likelihood of persistence, skill development, and knowledge 

acquisition (p. 600). 

Topping (1996a) described an historical shift in the definition of tutoring (p. 322). He 

reported that the history of tutoring dates back to the ancient Greeks where tutoring was defined 

as, “more able students helping less able students to learn in co-operative working pairs or small 

groups carefully organized by a professional teacher” (p. 322). That definition has changed from 

seeing the tutor acting as a surrogate teacher to the following definition, “People from similar 

social groupings who are not professional teachers helping each other to learn and learning 

themselves by teaching” (Topping, 1996, p. 322).  

Peer Tutoring. Topping (1996) defined a tutor as coming from similar social groupings 

and not a professional (1996, p. 322). A common type is a peer tutor. One form, the personalized 
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system of instruction (PSI), also individual peer tutoring, or one-to-one peer tutoring, has been 

shown to be effective (Topping, 1996). Its effectiveness is demonstrated by the 2-sigma problem, 

which refers to the dilemma, presented by Bloom (1984), where the most effective instructional 

model, students who receive PSI, is also the costliest instructional model (Mazer, 2012). In his 

research, Bloom demonstrated that students receiving PSI achieved results, which are two 

standard deviations above those who were not tutored, and one standard deviation above those 

who experience mastery learning, where conventional classrooms incorporate formative 

assessments and corrective feedback mechanisms (Bloom, 1984). Peer-assisted writing can take 

the form of one-on-one peer consultations or peer-tutor-led ‘writing across the curriculum’ 

programs (Holladay, 1990). Another form of peer tutoring is cross-year small-group tutoring 

format (Topping, 1996). One well-known and popular, cross-year small-group tutoring construct 

is supplemental instruction (SI) that originated at the University of Missouri at Kansas City 

(UMKC) in 1975, and is currently utilized in 229 institutions of higher education in the United 

States as a non-credited form of peer support for the physical sciences (University of Missouri - 

Kansas City, 2016). In SI programs, regular (i.e., two to three per week), optional, non-credited, 

peer-led support sessions were offered for specific classes (Arendale, 1994). Many features of 

the SI program differentiate it from other forms of group tutoring. These include the connection 

to specific courses, the active involvement of the SI leaders (lecture attendance, office hours, two 

to three weekly support sessions), the focus on student interaction, and the focus on difficult 

courses. The focus on difficult courses is unique as many support programs target high-risk 

students, thereby averting the stigma that can be associated with academic support services (p. 

12).  
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Peer tutoring is a common form of academic support in post-secondary education due to 

its fiscal sustainability. Additionally, peer tutoring may have the added benefit of acting as a 

source of validation and self-efficacy building (Topping, 1996). Reduced funding, when coupled 

with growing numbers of underprepared students enrolling in post-secondary studies (ACT, 

2014), results in a return to increased class sizes and lecture-style delivery of lessons. This has 

led to increasing interest and focus on peer tutoring (Topping, 1996). Hence, there is an 

increasing call for remediation in varying forms of financially feasible academic assistance. In a 

survey focusing on increasing student retention, 93 colleges reported on programs utilizing peers 

as resources (Lee, 1988). One surprising finding from this survey was that program expense did 

not affect program success. The expensive programs did not result in increased retention. 

Inexpensive peer programs were, overall, more successful in student retention than was 

implementation of full remedial courses (Lee, 1988).  

Additional research conducted (Bachman, 2013) showed that those students undergoing 

some form of remedial assistance, including tutoring, at the post-secondary levels experienced 

negative to positive shifts in attitude towards remediation (Bachman, 2013, p. 25). These shifts 

are attributable to four overriding considerations: 

• Acceptance and linking one’s lack of university preparation with a need for 

remediation;  

• Experiencing remediation in the student’s zone of proximal development thereby 

contributing to learner growth; 

• Realization that others also need remediation; and  

• Positive interactions with caring leaders, tutors and teachers (Bachman, 2013, 

pp. 18-25).  
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With academic support services, these positive interactions include constructive academic 

feedback, an important consideration in enhancing student success (Wilson, 2004b). All of these 

results of academic and social support speak to the broadened definition of student success and 

its inclusion of student satisfaction and personal development (Kuh et al., 2011).  

In addition to the effect that tutoring has on retention and the realization of student 

success as it pertains to student satisfaction, Collings, Swanson, and Watkins (2014) documented 

that the well-being of students and their academic and social integration were positively affected 

by varying forms of peer interactions, including mentoring and tutoring (Collings, Swanson, & 

Watkins, 2014, p. 927). Fassinger (1995) found that the emotional climate of a class affected 

student participation. Based on that finding, she suggested that peer-based academic activities, 

such as learning partners and study groups, that create positive learning environments may result 

in boosted confidence and a sense of self-efficacy, which, in turn, will result in increased class 

participation (p. 94). Piaget (1997) was also a staunch supporter of peers as the ideal learning 

partners; he felt that the asymmetry of power that exists between adult-child partners is not ideal, 

as children often do not question the adult and no cognitive restructuring is born. Piaget stated, 

“criticism is born of discussion and discussion is only possible among equals; cooperation alone 

will therefore accomplish what intellectual constraint [a result of a child’s belief in the adult 

partner’s omniscience] failed to bring about” (Piaget, 1997, p. 402). 

Additional research has shown that even at-risk students are positively affected by peer 

interaction and tutoring. Reinheimer and McKenzie (2011) found that participation in tutoring in 

the first year of college for undeclared students enhanced persistence, degree completion, and 

GPA performance. Rendon (1994) used her own and her students’ voices to demonstrate how her 

first-generation, ethnic minority, and nontraditional students, students who often struggle with 
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college success, simply needed external validation, either interpersonally or academically, from 

faculty and peers to develop a belief in their own abilities to succeed. Similarly, House and 

Wohlt (1991) found that academically underprepared minority students who participated in 

tutoring had significant increases in college persistence. These findings were most significant 

among Latino and African American students (p. 138).  

Adjustment is another key component to student success, academic performance, and 

retention. Permzadian and Credé (2016) suggested that there is value in viewing all first-year 

students as underprepared for post-secondary experiences (p. 305). There are many 

considerations affecting adjustment, but peer relationships actually facilitate adjustment to higher 

education (Goguen, Hiester, & Nordstrom, 2010; Swenson, Nordstrom, & Hiester, 2008; Tinto, 

1997). Credé and Niehorster’s (2012) findings further emphasized the importance of adjustment 

in preparing students for higher education. Their findings showed that student adjustment to 

college was a predictor of both performance and retention. For retention, they reported the 

strongest predictive links between retention and institutional attachment and retention and social 

adjustment (p. 145). For academic performance, the strongest predictive consideration was the 

level of academic adjustment (p. 147).  Adjustment plays a role in both academic performance 

and retention. Thus, experiences that involve peers provide valuable academic input, and that 

added to student coping tools will likely result in both increased retention and academic 

performance.  

Peer-led Group Tutoring. With many students coming to college needing varying forms 

of academic and social support, the PSI model of peer tutoring is not feasible for most 

institutions of higher education (Cooper, 2010). Lidren et al. (1991) gave quantitative evidence 
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to support assumptions that students receiving tutoring in group formats are receiving quality 

instruction close to that provided by the PSI model. 

Whitman (1988) identified five different forms of peer teaching. In three of those forms, 

the peer teachers are slightly more advanced than those they teach. This form of peer instructor is 

a “near-peer” (p. 5). The near-peer form of peer instruction can come in the form of the 

traditional tutor, as counselors, or as undergraduate teaching assistants. In the other two forms of 

peer teaching, the participants are direct or “co-peers” (p. 6). These two forms include 

partnerships and work groups (p. 14). 

Research on small discussion groups led by advanced students is minimal and much of it 

is dated. However, these studies showed promise in the format of advanced-peer led discussion 

groups (Lidren et al., 1991). Their results showed that participants in these peer-led discussion 

groups read more, spent increased time-on-task, advanced their critical thinking skills, accepted 

increased responsibility for their learning, and demonstrated increased resourcefulness in 

approaching problems (Lidren et al., 1991). In a study with medical students, peer-led team 

discussion was shown to be as academically effective as teacher-centered approaches, with the 

added benefit of increased skills of analysis (Kibble, Hansen, & Nelson, 2006). In a study by 

Trowbridge (1970), peer-led supplemental discussion groups surpassed conventional instructor-

led discussion groups in both academic performance and development of self-concept. 

Additional research results by Webb and Grib (1967) demonstrated that students preferred 

advanced-peer discussion leaders, finding them more approachable, thereby decreasing student’s 

affective filters, a second language acquisition concept that refers to a filter that blocks 

knowledge acquisition when a student is too far outside of their comfort zone (Krashen, 1982).  

Krashen stated, “The Affective Filter Hypothesis implies that our pedagogical goals should not 
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only include comprehensible input, but also creating a situation that encourages a low filter” 

(Krashen, 1982, p. 31). Webb and Grib (1967) also showed increased academic performance in 

the advanced-peer-led discussion groups over instructor-led discussion groups, perhaps due to 

the student engagement resulting from the increased affective environment. One participant of 

Webb and Grib’s study on the effectiveness of peer-led discussion groups stated,  

This discussion method certainly reveals the responsibility that each individual has for 

his own learning experience. For myself, I found this to be a real impetus for getting 

very interested in this course. I knew that I would get out only what I put into it. 

Through discussion, one gained understanding and not just a memorized answer. Many 

ideas were clarified, and new insights were gained (Webb & Grib, 1967, p. 78). 

Social aspects of peer-led group tutoring. Peer discussion groups led by peer-mentors 

allow for the enhancement of social integration, information potential and involvement in 

appropriable social organizations. Tinto (1993) introduced his model of individual departure 

which argues that individual student departure often has very little to do with academic 

performance or with pre-enrollment experiences. Instead, voluntary institutional departure 

mostly depends on the type and quality of interactions that occur after the student has entered the 

institution (p. 116). Tinto explained,  

Interactive experiences which further one’s social and intellectual integration are seen to 

enhance the likelihood that the individual will persist within the institution until degree 

completion, because of the impact integrative experiences have upon the continued 

reformulation of individual goals and commitments (p. 116). 

Of particular import are the interactions that happen between peers. In his focus on student-

student interaction, Tinto stated, “the greater the contact among students, the more likely 
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individuals are to establish social and intellectual membership in the social communities of the 

college and therefore the more likely they are to remain in college” (p. 118). 

Peer instruction can be a method of providing an affective learning environment. In the 

peer teaching form of the undergraduate teaching assistant who leads small discussion groups 

that supplement the larger lecture, the peer instructors were recently successful in the course for 

which they now lead discussion. These near-peers “supplement large lecture courses with small 

discussion groups” (p. 5) and these near-peers are often seen as more approachable and less 

intimidating (Beach, 1974, p. 195; de Menezes & Premnath, 2016, p. 160; Goldschmid & 

Goldschmid, 1976, p. 15; Williams & Fowler, 2014, p. 143). Increased student participation is 

one of the results seen through the affective environment of peer-led discussion (Phillips & 

Powers, 1979). Additionally, African-American students, a group often seen as at-risk for 

attrition, is strongly affected by peer instruction (Shook & Keup, 2012, p. 7). Hawkins (1980) 

explains this phenomenon by stating: 

A peer, unlike a teacher, is still living in the undergraduate experience. Thus, tutor and 

tutee are more likely to see each other as equals and to create an open, communicative 

atmosphere, even though the peer tutor is a more advanced student (p. 66). 

Time on task in peer-led group tutoring. Time on task, a concept often linked with 

engagement, clearly enhances post-secondary student success. Chickering and Gamson (1987) 

listed time on task as one of their seven principles for good practice in undergraduate education 

along with student-faculty contact, cooperation among students, active learning, prompt 

feedback, high expectations, and a solid respect for diverse talents. In explaining the importance 

of the concept, they stated, “Time plus energy equals learning. There is no substitute for time on 

task” (p. 4). Berliner (1991) stated that time on task is a more complex concept than engagement 
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and goes on to define it as the amount of engaged time that a learner invests in mastery of a 

desired learning outcome. Kuh placed weight on the importance of time on task by stating, 

“nothing substitutes for time on task” (Kuh, 2003, p. 28). Kuh listed time on task as one of the 

ten considerations (2011). In Bloom’s (1984) 2-sigma problem, time on task is a feature of 

individual tutoring that is given credit for the positive effects of individual tutoring, where those 

receiving individual tutoring perform two standard deviations higher than those who only 

participate in the conventional lectures (p. 4). Bloom (1984) also reported that students receiving 

individual tutoring are on task and engaged 90% of the time, compared to 75% for mastery 

classes and 65% for conventional classes (Bloom, 1984).  

Time on task often presents a challenge for millennial students. Kuh (2003) found that 

millennial students spend an average of six hours per week on high school out-of-class studying.  

Although these college-bound millennials expect to increase this in college, the result is a 

doubling, far short of the recommended one- to two- or three-times-inside class to time outside 

of class studying ratio recommended for success in post-secondary education (Kuh, 2003). 

According to Wilson (2004), millennials have the attributes of being high achievers who feel 

pressured to perform, but “… there is a disconnect between aspirations and efforts” (Wilson, 

2004b, p. 63).  

Peer-led Discussion 

 Peer interaction facilitates learning. McKeachie (2002) said that the most effective 

method of teaching may be “students teaching other students” (p. 188). He stressed that the 

ability to work collaboratively is not only effective, it is a highly valued skill in the working 

world. Studies on peer learning have shown that this form of learning leads to cognitive gain in 

addition to increased interpersonal skills (Johnson & Johnson, 1987; Miller & Groccia, 1997). 
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Studies focusing on peer-led discussions have shown that this pedagogical technique leads to 

positive gains. Students participating in peer-led discussions without lecture attendance perform 

as well academically on content exams as students who attend lecture (Gruber & Weitman, 

1962). This peer-led discussion group of students also demonstrate both immediate and delayed 

effects of superior content curiosity, determination to seek out information, and increased general 

interest in the educational content (p. 15). In addition, students in peer-led discussion groups 

express decreased apprehension in the expression of personal opinions and in the asking of 

content-related questions (Webb & Grib, 1967). Webb and Grib (1967) also report that peer-led 

discussions result in increased student enthusiasm, engagement, and content clarity, due to the 

presentation of the content through student language as opposed to instructor language.  

The social construction of knowledge explains the gains seen in peer-based interactions.  

Social interactions aid knowledge construction (Driver, Asoko, Leach, Scott, & Mortimer, 1994, 

p. 11). Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory stated that individuals model successful 

behaviors that they observe (p. 5) and Vygotskian (1978) theory explains that all learning occurs 

through social interactions which later become internalized.  

Active and Collaborative Learning 

Active learning is important to cognitive development. Active learning is a pedagogical 

technique that involves the engagement of the learner in the learning process, and it is contrasted 

with passive activities such as listening to a lecture (Prince, 2004). Learning is meant to be an 

active, not passive, experience (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). As Chickering and Gamson 

(1987) pointed out “Learning is not a spectator sport” (p. 4). They go on to explain that it is the 

interaction with content promoting cognitive development, stating, “They must talk about what 
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they are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences, apply it to their daily lives” 

(Chickering & Gamson, 1987, p. 4). 

Research has supported the connection between student engagement and positive 

collegiate outcomes. Research by Ruhl et al. (1987) showed that a simple addition of an active 

learning technique, periodic lecture breaks, where students turn to a neighbor to discuss and 

clarify notes, led to increased student retention and performance on summative exams. Carini, 

Kuh, and Klein (2006) connected student engagement, resulting from active learning, and 

academic performance (p. 23). In many studies, this link has been established specifically 

between engagement and student grades (Astin 1977, 1993; Pike, Schroeder & Berry 1997; 

Tross, Harper Osher & Kneidinger 2000), and in other studies between engagement and 

cognitive gain (Anaya 1996; Astin 1993; Baxter Magolda 1992; Kuh 1993, 1995; Pascarella, 

Seifert, & Blaich 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini 2005). This finding ties in with the structure of 

collaborative learning theory as engagement is a key component of collaborative learning. 

Collaborative learning, a form of active learning, is a contemporary teaching method that 

is frequently recognized as promoting student success (Marušić & Sliško, 2012; McKeachie, 

2002). Collaborative learning (Prince, 2004), which is a similar pedagogical approach to 

cooperative learning, is an instructional model where students conduct group work aimed at a 

common goal (p.1). The exact difference between cooperative and collaborative learning is a 

topic of debate, with some researchers using the terms interchangeably (Barkley, Cross, & 

Major, 2014), some researchers seeing cooperative learning as a form of collaborative learning 

(Cuseo, 1992), and others insisting upon differentiating the two approaches (Bruffee, 1993).  

When the two approaches are differentiated, collaborative learning is defined as less structured 

(Millis, & Cottell, 1998) and cooperative learning is seen as working within the traditional 
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instructional system and traditional roles of authority (Flannery, 1994). Collaborative learning 

uses peers as mediators of development and learning (Wertsch, 1981) and often results in 

increased time on task and increased motivation, due to the elements of play that exist in 

collaborative learning (Marušić & Sliško, 2012). Johnson and Johnson (1987) said that 

collaboration often leads to differences of opinion, which, in the Vygotskian perspective, hastens 

cognitive development through recognizing differing perspective. About discussions that occur 

with collaborative learning techniques, McKeachie (2002) stated, “discussion methods are 

superior to lectures in student retention of information after the end of a course; transfer of 

knowledge to new situations; development of problem solving, thinking, or attitude change; and 

motivation for further learning” (McKeachie, 2002, pp. 52-53). Wilson (2004a) said that the 

team-oriented nature of millennials seemed a natural fit with active learning strategies such as 

collaborative and cooperative learning (p. 62). Marušić and Sliško pointed out that to enhance 

the success of these collaborative learning experiences, the activity leader must maintain an acute 

awareness of the learners and their zones of actual development (ZAD) and zones of proximal 

development (ZPD) (2012). One way to enhance active learning is by employing discussion as a 

pedagogical process. 

Vygotsky stressed the importance of cognitive dissonance that arises from disagreements 

in the role of cognitive development, and that cognitive dissonance arises through discussion 

(Wertsch, 1979). Hence, it can be said that discussion, debate, and reflection are integral 

components of cognitive growth (Wertsch, 1979). Through these mediatory functions, peer 

interlocutors negotiate meaning and develop an increased awareness of alternative viewpoints 

(Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995). Piaget’s research demonstrated the genetic tie that exists between 

a child’s argumentation and that child’s reflections (Wertsch, 1979). It follows that these higher 
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mental functions appear, initially, in the collective lives of children through discussion, 

disagreement, and argumentation; and, only later are they able to be internalized and developed 

into reflection (Wertsch, 1979). Vygotsky quoted Piaget in saying, “Reflection can be viewed as 

internal argumentation” (Wertsch, 1979, p. 157). This research suggests that it is through the 

process of discussion and disagreement, integral components of the RID curriculum, that one can 

transform learning from inter-psychological to intra-psychological stages. This cognitive 

advancement can be demonstrated through RID’s weekly post-reading and post-discussion 

reflective writings. Discussion is an important collaborative learning and pedagogical tool for 

cognitive development. Liu (2014) demonstrated the development of extended perspectives and 

strategic knowledge through peer-led discussions in a teacher education program (p. 5). The 

students in this teacher education program study utilized discussion of educational news as part 

of the education program and, as a result, broadened their perspectives and developed content 

knowledge through exposure to multiple viewpoints (p. 6). A 2009 study found that peer 

discussion, even when incorporated into traditional lectures, improves student performance – 

often better than professor explanations (M. K. Smith et al., 2009). In this study, it was found 

that peer discussion enhanced understanding and performance (and enhanced student 

communicative and metacognitive skills), even in cases where no participants initially knew the 

correct answer (M. K. Smith et al., 2009). Mazur (2009), a Harvard professor of physics who 

stated that he was frustrated by the performance of his class, flipped his lecture class into a 

collaborative model with time devoted to peer discussions and interactions. Mazur, (2009) said, 

“Instead of teaching by telling, I am teaching by questioning” (p. 51). For cognitive development 

students need time to process, disagree, and debate. Building on the idea that discussion is 

important for development, Rivard & Straw (2000) showed that talk and writing are 
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complimentary; it is a combination of discussion and writing that resulted in the largest student 

cognitive gains and long-term retention (p. 588). 

Writing is an important component of collaborative learning that Bruffee (1993) said was 

central to the collaborative learning process (p. 53). Bruffee (1993) explained that it is a 

collaborative process of “displaced conversation among peers in which we construct knowledge” 

(p. 54) not a solitary act. 

Collaborative Learning Outcomes  

Collaborative learning, a form of active learning, results in multiple positive educational 

outcomes. The core of collaborative learning is that learners work in groups as opposed to 

individually and that learning occurs through interactions (Prince, 2004). Barkley, Cross, and 

Major (2014), talked about collaborative learning, explaining, “it has its home in social 

constructivism,” where knowledge is socially constructed through the consensus of a group of 

individuals who belong to a knowledge community. Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1998a; 

1998b) have looked extensively at the empirical research on group-learning and have found that 

collaborative/cooperative approaches consistently results in increased academic achievement, 

enhanced interpersonal exchanges, increased self-esteem, and the development of increased 

perceptions of social support. Springer, Stanne, and Donovan (1999) also reported on the 

positive outcomes of collaborative/cooperative learning, and their findings support that of 

Johnson, Johnson, and Smith in the areas of increased academic performance. Additional 

positive outcomes were reported in the areas of student attitudes and decreased student attrition 

from academic programs (p. 38). Beach (1974) found that self-directed small-group collaborative 

study resulted in: 



 
 

54 

… such educational outcomes as interest in reading material related to the course and its 

assignments, quantity and quality of study invested in the courses, increased communicative 

and interpersonal skills, sense of responsibility for one’s own growth and learning, greater 

enthusiasm for the small-group experience, improvement in critical thinking, greater 

awareness of applications in study material, and lasting curiosity aroused by the learning 

(p. 187). 

Writing and Reflection 

Rivard & Straw (2000) showed that writing assists in the cognitive processing of material 

and that students who engaged in analytical writing were able to develop raw ideas into ideas 

with advanced coherency and structure (p. 586). Their research supported the idea that writing 

allows for a “depth of processing” through the utilization of a variety of cognitive strategies for 

the processing and encoding of information (p. 586).  These cognitive strategies vary depending 

upon the writing task, where some tasks ask the writer to focus on concepts in isolation (e.g., 

defining & listing) and others require a synthesis of information (e.g., concept analysis, & 

compare/contrast) (p. 568). Marzano (1991) stressed that writing that demands the restructuring 

and reorganization of knowledge results in advances in higher-order thinking and the potential 

ability to effectively respond to more complex situations. Newell, (1986) showed that the 

purpose for writing is important and that explaining through writing is more effective in 

knowledge formation than is less cognitively demanding tasks of direct note-taking or the use of 

study questions. Bretzing & Kulhavy (1979) found that note-taking while reading, when used in 

more cognitively demanding forms of paraphrasing and summarizing, as opposed to verbatim 

copying, was related to superior academic performance.  
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Goody (as cited in Rivard & Straw, 2000) explained that writing allows for a more 

rigorous examination of a topic, including abstract thought, contains more explicit information, 

objectivity and detail (p. 568). Halliday (2003) clarified how written language differs from 

verbal language,  

Writing puts language in chains; it freezes it, so that it becomes a thing to be reflected on. 

Hence it changes the ways that language is used for meaning with [sic]. Writing deprived 

language of the power to intuit, to make indefinitely many connections in different 

directions at once, to explore (by tolerating them) contradictions, to represent experience 

as fluid and indeterminate. It is therefore destructive of one fundamental human potential: 

to think on your toes, as we put it. But, secondly, in destroying this potential it creates 

another one: that of structuring, categorizing, disciplinizing [sic]. It creates a new kind of 

knowledge: scientific knowledge; and new way of learning, called education (Halliday, 

2003, p. 132). 

Writing can be a reflective process that aids in the development of critical thinking and 

the enhancement of learning (Quitadamo & Kurtz, 2007). Reflection, an intentional effort to 

synthesize, articulate, and codify key lessons learned through experience, is a critical contributor 

to learning (Di Stefano, Gino, Pisano, & Staats, 2014). Di Stefano et al (2014) found that 

students who performed a task and then reflected in writing on the task outperformed students 

who repeatedly performed the task (additional experience) (p. 26). Rivard and Straw (2000) 

showed how writing, coupled with peer discussion, is a powerful tool for reflection that leads to 

knowledge retention and the honing of rudimentary ideas.  
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Summary 

Post-secondary education in the United States has gone through many changes since its 

beginnings. Student demographics are changing and student support needs are changing as well. 

Along with those changes comes a call for innovation to meet the support needs of the current 

student body. These innovations need to promote cognitive development through a social 

experience that promotes active learning, collaboration, and engagement. The literature shows 

that one way that engagement is enhanced is through the use of reflective writing. 

Peer-led group tutoring in the classroom offers an ideal model of support that promotes 

student success. The classroom is the ideal location for this support as it is at the core of the 

institutional experience. Through peer-led group tutoring models within the classroom, a 

sustainable and effective model is possible. Peer-led group tutoring helps to build social capital, 

a particularly important element for first-generation students. Peer-led group tutoring also 

enhances cognitive development through increased time-on-task and active student engagement.  

Additionally, discussions and reflective writings allow for cognitive processing of new material, 

allowing students to grow within their respective Zones of Proximal Development (ZPD).  
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Chapter 3. Method 

This study used a mixed-methods approach to assess post-secondary student success for 

learners opting into an add-on, peer-led, credited discussion group for a given parent course. 

There were multiple points of data collection and assessment that occurred within the course. 

Measures of assessment for student success included course GPA and successive semester 

retention determined through Student Information System (SIS) data. Additionally, personal 

growth was determined by examining an end-of-semester essay completed by students enrolled 

in RID. Academic performance was measured by GPAs. Retention was measured using 

successive-semester enrollments. Personal development was assessed through self-reported 

discoveries and skill attainment on end-of-semester essays. 

Research Questions 

This study examined the effect that Reading in the Disciplines (RID) participation had on 

student success. RID is a context-rich intervention method that is designed to foster student 

performance and personal development. The following research question was addressed: What 

effect does a credited, add-on, pass-fail, peer-led team-learning discussion course have on 

student success at the post-secondary level? 

The following ancillary questions were addressed:  

1. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with parent 

course GPA? 

2. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with successive 

semester institutional retention? 

3. What course elements and perceived personal growth elements can be found to 

explain the association between student success and participation in RID? 
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RID participation. The decision to participate in RID was the independent variable 

analyzed in the study. Participants who choose to enroll in RID were coded as 1. Participants 

who choose not to enroll in RID or who do not successfully complete RID were coded as 0.  

GPA and retention. The dependent variables measured in the study were GPA in the 

served parent course and successive semester retention, measured by whether the student 

enrolled in NMU in the following semester.  

Research Hypotheses 

The goal of RID is to foster student success as measured through indicators such as GPA, 

retention and personal growth. This increase in student success is accomplished by enhancing 

students’ cognitive development within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) through 

access to a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) who provides scaffolding and mediation. I 

predicted that through exposure to a collaborative learning environment with the presence of a 

MKO, who provides content knowledge within a learner’s ZPD, cognitive academic 

development, as indicated by GPA performance, would be enhanced. RID also provides regular 

academic and social contact with peers, both peer leaders and peer participants, in an informal 

supportive discussion environment. Through this RID context of increased peer engagement, it 

was hypothesized that successive semester retention would increase. I predicted that this 

increased exposure to peers in a social and academic environment would lead to personal growth 

considerations that positively affect student performance. Therefore, I hypothesized that students 

participating in RID discussions would display increased student success in academic 

achievement in the parent course, increased institutional retention, and that participants would 

express personal growth from having participated in RID. 
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Reading in the Disciplines (RID) 

RID is a unique support course offered through the tutoring center at NMU. These 

discussion courses are offered to select courses, hereafter referred to as “parent courses,” at 

NMU that are defined by having heavy reading requirements. The parent courses with optional 

RID discussion group offerings tend to stay relatively consistent from year to year. Parent 

courses are further defined as courses that the tutoring center selects for credited support services 

through the RID program. Parent courses provide content for the add-on RID child courses. All 

students in the select parent courses were eligible to add the optional RID discussion course.  

Traditionally, the parent courses have been social science courses with heavy reading 

components. The disciplines where these courses have been offered are limited to 100 or 200 

level courses in history, religious studies, art, philosophy, psychology, and sociology. Courses 

led by faculty who are receptive to working with the tutoring center in facilitating RID 

discussion course enrollment and collaborating with peer consultants are offered the opportunity 

to offer RID add-on offerings each semester.  

Given the increased interest in RID courses across disciplines at NMU, new RID courses 

emerge upon professor request. For example, in Spring 2016, a pilot RID course was also offered 

to an introductory biology course upon request by the head biology advisor. RID courses were 

offered in ten departments across campus – art, biology, geography, history, philosophy, political 

science, psychology, religious studies, and sociology. Each semester, approximately 90 to 150 

students at NMU enrolled in a RID section.  

All RID courses were one-credit pass-fail discussion courses that were led by peer 

consultants. The discussion courses focused on parent-course readings and lecture materials. The 

peer consultants, like the enrolled students, were all undergraduates. The peer consultants were 
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selected by the instructor of the parent course. In addition to being faculty-selected, all peer 

consultants had successfully completed the course that they led, by the professor for which they 

led, with an A or A-. New peer consultants were paid $10/hour and returning consultants were 

offered $11/hour. Consultants are paid for one hour of preparation time each week in addition to 

being paid for in-class time. Each consultant made on average, $300-$350 per semester for each 

RID course that they led.  

RID courses were consistent across disciplines. Learners in RID courses met weekly 

from Week three through Week 15, for a total of 13 sessions. Each meeting was 50 minutes long 

and consisted of discussions on parent-course material. Learners were assigned a one-page 

writing assignment per week with the specific writing prompt decided by the peer consultant. To 

receive a pass in the course, a learner must have attended 10 of the 13 sessions and submitted 10 

of the 13 assigned writings (Appendix A). 

Participants 

Population. The population for this study included all students enrolled at one northern 

Midwestern university (NMU) who were in a course that had the RID add-on discussion option 

(N = 1,342). All members of the population had the option to enroll in RID courses.  

 Sample. A convenience sample included 89 students who enrolled in and completed a 

parent course and 19 accompanying discussion sections. Students who withdrew from the RID 

course or who received a mark of incomplete in their course were removed from the sample. The 

19 discussion sections offered during Spring 2016 were paired with 16 different parent courses in 

the disciplines of art, biology, history, philosophy, psychology, religious studies and sociology. 

The sample also included all students who did not enroll (N = 1,342) as a control group for the 

first two ancillary research questions. Students who enrolled in RID but who did not complete 
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course requirements required for passing a RID discussion section and/or the parent course were 

removed from the sample (n = 8). The parent-course GPAs and successive semester retention 

data for RID participants in the intervention group and non-RID participants in the control group 

were compared to see if statistically significant differences existed between the two groups in 

course GPAs and next-semester retention. 

The demographics of RID participants were distinct from the general student population. 

As RID courses were offered for mainly 100-level courses, RID participants tend to be in their 

first or second year. Additionally, females tended to enroll at a higher rate than males. Also, at-

risk students are often encouraged to enroll by advisors due to the extra support that RID offers 

for the parent course. This distinctness of participants was also true of the Spring 2016 RID 

population. RID students primarily identified as female (66.3%). Participants also primarily 

identified as freshman (53.9%) or sophomore (23.6%). Approximately 16% identified as having 

junior-class standing and 4.5% identified as having senior-class standing. Two participants 

identified themselves as being undergraduate-special students, a designation given to non-

degree-seeking students. One participant identified as a foreign student. Of the remaining 88 

non-foreign-student course participants, 12 identified as members of racial or ethnic minority 

groups; the remaining 76 identified as White. One participant self-identified as a veteran; 47 

participants identified as first-generation college students; 19 participants were designated low-

income; two participants were non-traditional students, identified as over 24 years old or having 

children. As two participants were designated as non-traditional, the other 87 participants ranged 

in age from 17 to 24, and were classified as millennials. In the spring 2016 semester, there were 

19 participants, 21.4%, who were on academic probation. The composite institutional GPA for 

all 89 participants was 2.70. Table 1 shows the demographic comparison of spring 2016 RID 
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participants with the total campus population as demographic data was not available for the 

control group in that term. 

Table 1. RID Participant Demographics 
 University  RID  

Male 46.0% 33.7% 

Female 54.0% 66.3.0% 

Freshman 19.9% 53.9% 

Sophomore 19.2% 23.6% 

Junior 21.2% 15.7% 

Senior 33.3% 4.5% 

Undergraduate Special 1.7% 2.3% 

Foreign 1.6% 1.1% 

US Minority 11.5% 13.5% 

Veteran 3.3% 1.1% 

First Generation 46.1% 52.8% 

Low Income 18.5% 21.4% 

Non-Traditional 7.7% 2.3% 

Traditional (Millennials) 92.3% 97.7% 

On Academic Probation 8.7% 21.4% 

Composite ACT 22.76 21.35 

Average Composite University GPA 3.09 2.70 

 

Table1 also shows demographics and pre-course academic measures for the general 

student population enrolled in Spring 2016. Some discrepancies between the populations were 

expected, such as the higher percentage of freshman enrolled, due to the nature of 100- and 200- 

level courses that comprised most of the RID parent courses. Some of the discrepancies, 

however, were surprising. One discrepancy was the low number of nontraditional participants, 

which may be explained by the added time required to fit these classes into schedules that may 

be filled with other obligations. Another unexpected discrepancy was the high number of 

participants who were on academic probation.  
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One comparison in Table 1 pertains to academic preparedness as measured by ACT 

scores. Of the 89 RID participants used in the data set, there were 23 with ACT composite scores 

above the university average of 22, 10 at the average ACT score of 22, and 41 below the 

average. The remaining 15 participants did not take the ACT placement exam before this study.  

Measures 

  Three constructs were measured in this study. GPAs for RID and non-RID participants 

were gathered and compared. Successive semester institutional retention data were gathered and 

compared. Finally, data were gathered from a final RID-participant essay to explore the 

relationship that exists between perceived personal growth and RID course participation and to 

explore how that growth might have been related to student success 

 Student success. The dependent variable was student success as measured by two 

elements of academic success. The first element was parent-course GPA, and the second was 

retention. The following numerical equivalents were assigned to letter grades: 

A = 4.0;  

A- = 3.67  

B+ = 3.33;  

B = 3.0;  

B- = 2.67;  

C+ = 2.33;  

C = 2.0;  

C- = 1.67;  

D+ = 1.33;  

D = 1.0;  
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D- = 0.67;  

F = 0).  

Retention was measured by fall 2016 enrollment. In September 2016, the student information 

system was checked for enrollment status. Participants were either enrolled for fall 2016 

enrollment or not enrolled for fall 2016.In the case where a participant had graduated, their 

retention status was not included in the data. 

RID participation. Participation in RID was the independent variable analyzed in this 

study. Participants who chose to enroll in one RID child course were compared with parent-

course participants who chose not to enroll in RID. 

 RID ungraded final reflective writings were collected by the peer leaders and analyzed by 

the principle researcher. The required final writing (Appendix A) was a form of program 

assessment that asked RID participants to reflect on their growth as a reader, a writer, and as a 

student of their subject. The final writing is an ungraded requirement for completion of all RID 

courses and was completed only by RID participants. The essays were completed as a final 

writing assignment for RID and submissions are made directly to D2L drop-boxes or are 

submitted by email to the RID leader during the last week of classes. These essays were used to 

measure self-perceived growth in the following areas: engagement in learning; personal 

accountability; transferrable skill development, including social skills; the development of social 

capital. As the essays were analyzed, eleven themes relating to personal growth were identified. 

There were three direct prompts given. These three prompts were: 

1) How has participating in RID helped to improve your understanding of the parent-course 

material? In what specific ways has working collaboratively with the group and group 
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leader improved your retention of the course material? In what specific ways has writing 

about what you have read improved your retention of the course material? 

2) How has RID improved the way you think and write about the parent course? 

3) How might you apply the discoveries you’ve made about yourself as a reader and learner 

to your work in other courses or disciplines? 

Procedures 

Institutional review-board approval was obtained from both NMU, the data collection 

site, and from Edgewood College, the sponsoring institution (Appendix B). 

Participant recruitment. Selection for participation in RID courses was by choice. An 

option to join RID was open to all students enrolled in parent courses that had RID discussion 

courses as an option. In spring 2016, there were 1,518 students in parent courses. The following 

steps and corresponding timeline were followed to recruit participants. 

• All parent courses that had optional RID sections were visited in week one by RID 

undergraduate student leaders and parent course students were encouraged to join RID 

add-on discussion courses. At these presentations, RID leaders explained the discussion 

course, encouraged enrollment and answered questions.  

• On the day of the presentation, a follow-up email was sent to the students by the 

academic staff member listed as the instructor of record. In this email, the instructor of 

record reminds them of the offering, the course requirements, and the day, time, and 

location of their RID group offering. 

• The following week, week two of the semester, a reminder email was sent from the 

instructor of record. In this email, the instructor of record reminded them of the offering, 

the course requirements, and the day, time, and location of their RID group offering. 
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• Students interested in opting into RID attended at the day and time provided in the 

follow-up emails. At this session, they filled in paperwork to add the RID credit. The 

paperwork was collected by the undergraduate student leader and submitted to the 

instructor of record. 

Additional recruitment information. Participants were not provided handouts or 

additional information about RID, apart from leader pitches and follow-up emails. In cases 

where leaders were unavailable for parent course lectures due to scheduling conflicts, a 

representative was sent in their places. In some cases, parent course professors included RID 

information in their syllabi or on their online D2L sites. This was not uniform, nor was it 

required for course participation in the program. 

Of the 1,518 students enrolled in served parent courses in Spring 2016, 96 participants 

completed the add form and signed the contract (Appendix C) required to enroll in the optional 

one-credit RID discussion course attached to their respective parent courses. There were 40 

discussion sections offered at the beginning of the spring 2016 semester. Many of these offerings 

were different time options serving the same parent course. Of these 40 offered sections, 19 

sections made. A RID discussion section makes when the requisite minimum of four RID 

participants add the course. Occasionally exceptions are made for groups of three. The remaining 

24 RID sections that did not make were cancelled for the spring 2016 semester (see Table 2). 

One student was enrolled into two RID sections, serving two independent parent courses, leading 

to two independent parent course GPAs. Of the 97 enrolled participants, 89 completed both the 

RID course requirements, including adequate attendance and reflective writing submissions, and 

parent course requirements. Thus, the quantitative data for GPAs for RID participants includes 

89 data points. Qualitatively, a participant enrolled in two RID sections for different parent 
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courses wrote two independent essays, resulting in 86 data specimens for content analysis 

(96.6%).  

 Appendix C shows RID forms. The add form shows student agreement to fulfill course 

requirements and also contains information on the definition of learning communities. The 

contract defines course expectations. Students signed and returned the bottom portion and retain 

the top portion for their reference. Table 2 shows which RID sections were offered in Spring 

2016. 

  



 
 

68 

Table 2. RID Sections 
Parent Course Parent 

Course 
Instructor 

# of RID 
Sections 
Initially 
Offered 

# of RID 
Sections 

Cancelled** 

# of RID 
Sections 

Made 

# of Enrolled 
Students in 

the RID(s) per 
Parent Course 

# of Enrolled 
Students Who 

Completed RID 
Requirements 

Art 181 H 2 1 1 5 4 

Art 283 B 2 0 2 12 (4 and 8) 12 

Biology 130 B 1 0 1 5 5 

Biology 160 B 1 1 0 - - 

Geog.113 O 2 2 0 - - 

History 101 E 2 1 1 4 3 

History 102 B 2 2 0 - - 

History 102 R 2 2 0 - - 

History 176 H 2 0 2 6 (3 and 3) 5 

History 176  W 2 1 1 5 5 

History 177 K 2 1 1 6 6 

History 206 H 2 1 1 4 4 

History 257 L 2 1 1 4 4 

History 280 P 2 1 1 4 4 

Phil. 100 H 1 0 1 4 4 

Phil. 100 Z 2 2 0 - - 

Phil. 102 W 2 2 0 - - 

Psych. 110 A 2 0 2 10 (4 and 6) 9 

Psych. 110  N 2 1 1 12 10 

Psych. 260 P 1 0 1 6 6 

Religious Studies 100 W 2 1 1 6 6 

Sociology  D 2 1 1 4 4 

Total 97* *91 

 
*Note: One student was enrolled in both RID for Psych. 110 with Prof. N and in RID for Religious Studies 100  

 

Table 2 shows which RID sections were offered in spring 2016.Column 4 shows the number of 

sections that did not make (i.e., were cancelled due to low enrollment). Columns 5 and 6 show 

the number of sections that made (n = 19) and the enrollment numbers for each of those sections. 

The table also shows that in Spring 2016, 16 parent courses and instructors were served by 19 

RID sections.  
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Informed Consent. All 97 participants who initially enrolled in the RID program signed 

consent forms which stated their acceptance of their data being utilized in the study and which 

stated their right to withdraw from the study at any time. These consent forms were collected in 

the first three weeks of the RID courses. In some cases, student absences required frequent visits 

to RID course sections to obtain signatures from all RID course participants. Students in the 

parent course, who opted out of RID, were not required to sign a consent form; approval for this 

procedure was obtained through the institutional IRB process.  

Data collection. Data collection began in September 2016 and May 2016, when all 

required final writings were collected from participants, who wrote these required final writings 

as a RID course requirement in the last two weeks of the spring semester. The writing prompt 

asked participants to reflect on the RID experience and how it improved their understanding of 

material, affected their growth as readers, writers, and students, and how it contributed to self-

discovery and personal skill development. In June 2016, GPA data for the parent courses were 

collected through the student information system. GPA data were isolated from parent-course 

performance. The letter grades assigned in the parent course, by the parent course professors, 

were recorded and converted to their numerical equivalents. All participants, regardless of RID 

status, were held to the same grading standard. Parent-course professors were not informed of 

student RID participation status. In September 2016, institutional retention data were collected. 

Data were collected through the student information system. Institutional retention was 

determined by looking at whether participants was enrolled in classes for the next semester. 

Required final writings were an important component of the data collection. These essays 

allowed for the collection of more information concerning the contribution of student 
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engagement to the promotion of student success. Additionally, these data showed development 

and utilization of social capital and social skills through participation in RID.  

Data Analysis 

Three steps to analysis were followed to address the main research question and three 

ancillary questions grounding this study. 

The main research question was: What effect does a credited, add-on, pass-fail, peer-led 

team-learning discussion course have on student success at the post-secondary level?  

(1) To what degree does participation in a RID course raise parent course GPA?  

This first question was addressed quantitatively by making a parent course GPA comparison 

for those to opt into, and successfully complete, RID credited discussion courses (N = 89) 

and those who opt out of RID for the parent course (N = 1,342). This comparison was made 

using an independent samples t-test.  

(2) To what degree does participation in a RID course contribute to successive semester 

institutional retention? 

This second question was addressed quantitatively by making a successive semester 

institutional retention comparison for those to opt into, and successfully complete, RID 

credited discussion courses (N = 89) and those who opt out of RID (N = 1,342). This 

comparison was made using a Chi-square test.  

(3) What course elements and perceived personal growth elements can be found to explain the 

association between student success and participation in RID? 

This third question was addressed through a qualitative content analysis (Berelson, 1952) of 

themes on an ungraded final reflection writing in a RID course (Appendix D). The frequency of 

themes in the required final writings were calculated and were used to describe the experience 
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for RID program participants. Themes initially included engagement in learning, personal 

accountability, transferrable skill development, and the development of social capital. Through 

content analysis (Berelson, 1952) by a mixture of a priori and emergent coding (Stemler, 2001), 

a list of initial themes was expanded as new quantifiable themes emerged that addressed areas 

of personal growth experienced through participation in the RID program.  

 To qualitatively analyze the essays, Rourke and Anderson’s (2004) five 

recommendations for content analysis were used. Rourke and Anderson’s protocol steps were: 

• Identifying purpose; 

• Identifying behaviors that represent the construct; 

• Reviewing the categories and indicators; 

• Holding preliminary tryouts; 

• Developing guidelines for administration, scoring, and interpretation of the coding 

scheme (p. 8)  

They provided a framework for developing a tool for analyzing data. In this study, purpose and 

identifying behaviors were identified through the defining of content analysis themes. Next, an 

initial read-through of 86 essays provided additional emerging themes and preliminary tryouts, 

which were then defined and reflected upon by the primary researcher to define purpose and 

identifying behaviors and sub-themes. Scoring and interpretation of the coding scheme were not 

a part of the analysis as this content analysis involved simple tracking of the number of times a 

theme emerged and the creation of a database of RID student language that expressed those 

themes.  
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Reliability & Validity 

 Data were not controlled for response bias. Reliability and content validity were 

addressed with Rourke and Anderson’s (2004) recommendations. Those recommendations 

include identifying purpose, identifying key behaviors, reviewing indicators, having initial 

tryouts, and the development of guidelines for the content analysis procedure. Additionally, 

another researcher independently analyzed essays.  

Summary 

This was a mixed-methods study of RID course participation and student success. In the 

quantitative phase, the independent variable was decisions to join RID and dependent variables 

were GPA performance and successive-semester institutional retention. It was hypothesized that 

participation in RID would positively affect parent-course GPAs and institutional retention. It 

was also hypothesized that participants would self-report personal growth through RID course 

participation. The study sample included 89 successful RID course completers in 19 different 

RID sections, drawn from a population that also included 1,342 parent-course participants who 

opted out of RID offerings. Both groups were used in the data analysis. PA comparisons for the 

two groups were made with a t-test, and institutional retention comparisons were made through a 

chi-squared test. The question of personal growth was addressed through qualitative content 

analysis (Berelson, 1952) by a mixture of a priori and emergent coding. 
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 Chapter 4. Results 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to examine an optional peer-led seminar-

style discussion course of parent-course material and its effect on student success, measured by 

course GPA and retention. The quantitative phase analyzed demographic, academic 

achievement, and retention data; the qualitative phase analyzed reported perceptions on a 

required final reflection essay by participants in RID peer discussion groups. This study 

addressed the following main research question: What effect does a credited, add-on, pass-fail, 

peer-led team-learning discussion course have on student success at the post-secondary level? 

The following ancillary questions were addressed:  

1. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with parent 

course GPA? 

2. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with successive 

semester institutional retention? 

3. What course elements and perceived personal growth elements can be found to 

explain the association between student success and participation in RID? 

The independent variable was participation in and experiences with the RID program. The 

dependent variables were parent-course performance grades and successive semester institutional 

retention. Essays were analyzed utilizing content analysis, where themes and frequencies of 

responses were noted, to assist in identifying experiences with the peer-led discussion groups 

that might help to explain the association between student success and participation in RID. 

Excerpts and quotations were selected based on their fit with the category theme.  

 This study was conducted in the spring 2016 semester at a public, four-year institution in 

the Midwestern United States. The institution has an approximate student population of 9,000, 
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with approximately 8,600 at the undergraduate level and 400 at the graduate level. The sample 

was drawn from students enrolled in served parent courses in the disciplines of art, biology, 

geography, history, philosophy, psychology, religious studies, and sociology. Two groups were 

compared in the areas of GPA performance and institutional persistence. The RID group 

consisted of participants in parent courses who opted into one add-on, credited RID discussion 

section, and completed RID and received a grade in the parent course (n = 89). The non-RID 

group consisted of participants in the parent courses who opted out of the add-on, credited RID 

discussion section, but received grades in parent courses (N = 1,342). The data set was drawn 

from institutional data in the student information system. The variables included in the data set 

were parent-course performance grades and successive semester enrollment and institutional 

retention.  

 In addition, RID participants completed an ungraded final reflection writing. The purpose 

of this essay was to allow students the opportunity to reflect on their RID experiences and their 

academic and personal growth that may have occurred through participation. The essay was 

written as an out-of-class final writing assignment in the last week of the spring semester. Of the 

89 participants who were included in the intervention sample, 86 completed the required final 

writing.  

Quantitative Results 

Parent-Course Academic Performance. The first ancillary research question asked 

about differences between RID and non-RID participants parent-course GPAs. An independent 

samples t-test was conducted to compare parent course GPAs for RID and non-RID participants. 

Table 3 displays results of t-test of differences in parent-course performance grades for RID and 

non-RID participants.   



 
 

75 

Table 3. T-test of Differences in Parent-course Grades 
 RID  Non-RID     

 M SD M SD t P df 
Course GPA 3.06 .80 2.83 1.07 -2.55 .012* 110 

 
Note: p-values reflect significance between the groups when p < .05. 
 

Table 3 shows that RID participants (M = 3.06, SD = 0.80) had significantly higher 

course GPAs than non-RID participants (M = 2.83, SD = 1.07). The p-value for the correlation 

between course GPA and RID participation was .012. This result does not indicate that 

participation in RID was associated with higher GPAs, but it does suggest that there may be 

something happening in the RID small-group discussion courses that contributes to higher GPAs. 

Institutional Successive Semester Retention. The second ancillary research question 

asked whether there was a difference between RID and non-RID participants in their successive 

semester institutional retention. A chi-square (χ2) test for association was conducted to compare 

successive semester institutional retention for RID and non-RID participants. Table 4 displays 

results of a chi-square (χ2) test of association for successive-semester retention for RID and non-

RID participants.  

Table 4. Chi-square Results for Parent-course Participation & Institutional Retention 
 Tenure Status 

 RID  Non-RID 

Retained 83 (93%)  1173 (87%) 

Withdrew 6 (7%)  169 (13%) 

Note: χ2 = 2.663, df = 1, p = 1.03. Numbers in parentheses indicate column percentages.  

Table 4 displays the results of the chi-square test for association for successive semester 

retention between the RID and non-RID groups. The chi-square test for independence with Yates 

continuity correction indicated no significant associations between enrollment in RID and 

successive semester retention. 
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Demographic Mean Comparisons. Data were examined for differences in academic 

success based on demographic characteristics and participation in RID. Table 5 shows the 

breakdown of means for parent-course performance by demographic categories. 

Table 5. Means for Parent-course Performance by Demographics 
Variable RID Parent  SD Non-RID Parent  SD Diff.  p-value 

All 3.06 (n = 89) .80 2.83 (n = 1342) 1.07 +0.23 .012*** 

US Minorities 2.74 (n = 13) .98 2.51 (n = 205) 1.17 +0.23 .49 

Low Income 3.02 (n = 19) .73 2.61 (n = 268) 1.20 +0.41 .035*** 

ACT < .22 2.88 (n = 41) .79 2.60 (n = 434) 1.03 +0.28 .088 

ACT >22 3.39 (n = 33) .79 3.01 (n = 687) 1.04 +0.38 .036*** 

Traditional* 3.06 (n = 87) .81 2.83 (n = 1317) 1.07 +0.23 .013*** 

Non-Traditional 3.00 (n = 2) .95 2.83 (n = 25) 1.13 +0.17 .83 

First Generation 2.91 (n = 47) .81 2.78 (n = 673) 1.09 +0.13 .31 

Non-First 

Generation 
3.23 (n = 42) .77 2.88 (n = 669) 1.05 +0.35 .034*** 

Academic 

Probation 
2.49 (n = 19) .82 2.01 (n = 136) 1.17 +0.48 .082 

Good Standing** 3.21 (n = 70) .73 2.92 (n = 1206) 1.02 +0.29 .002*** 

With Disabilities 3.37 (n = 9) .74 2.82 (n = 61) 1.08 +0.55 .14 

 
Note: p-values reflect significance between the groups when p < .05. 
* no children, not married, & age 17-23; ** GPA > 2.0; ***statistically significant 

 

Table 5 displays the results of the demographic breakdown of means for parent-course 

performance. Six demographic groups were found to have statistically significant differences in 

GPAs in parent courses. The remaining demographic groups, while not found statistically 

significant, suggest some important trends to consider for practical consideration and for future 

research. The trends suggest that RID participation positively contributes to stronger academic 
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performance for all demographic groups. It is noteworthy that the trends are strongest for two 

demographic groups: students on academic probation and students with disabilities.  

Data were analyzed for differences in academic success, in terms of successive semester 

institutional retention, based on demographic characteristics and participation in RID. Table 6 

shows retention ratios and percentages for RID and non-RID participants in successive 

semesters. 

Table 6. Retention by Demographic Category 
Demographic Variable RID retention ratio Non-RID retention ratio % Difference 

All 94.4% (84/89) 88.4% (1186/1342) +6.0% 

US Minorities 100% (13/13) 82.0% (168/205) +18.0% 

Low Income 94.7% (18/19) 85.5% (229/268) +9.2% 

ACT < 22 92.7% (38/41) 83.6% (363/434) +9.1% 

ACT > 22 97.0% (32/33) 90.7% (623/687) +6.3% 

Traditional Students * 95.4% (83/87) 88.4% (1164/1317) +7.0% 

Non-Traditional Students 50% (1/2) 88.0% (22/25) -38% 

First Generation 93.6% (44/47) 87.4% (588/673) +6.2% 

Non-First Generation 95.2% (40/42) 89.4% (598/669) +5.8% 

Students on Academic 

Probation 
79.0% (15/19) 64.7% (88/136) +14.3% 

Students in Good 

Standing* 
98.6% (69/70) 91.1% (1098/1206) +7.5% 

Students with Disabilities 100% (9/9) 93.5% (57/61) +6.5% 

* no children, not married, & age 17-23; ** GPA > 2.0 
 

Table 6 displays the results of the demographic breakdown of successive semester retention 

rates ratios and percentages. Although not found statistically significant, demographic retention 

rates did show variation and suggest some important trends for practical consideration and for 

future research. The trends suggest that RID participation may have elements that contribute to 

stronger institutional successive-semester retention for almost all demographic groups. The 
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trends are strongest for two demographic groups: students on academic probation and US 

Minorities. 

Qualitative Results 

The third ancillary research question asked about participants’ experiences in the RID 

discussion groups. Each participant who was enrolled in RID responded to an essay question in 

which they shared their personal experiences in their RID discussion group. The essays 

illuminated elements of the course that reportedly contributed to participants’ perceived learning 

and personal growth. The required final essays for RID participants were analyzed for content in 

the RID program that potentially contributed to RID participants’ academic success. In total, 

there were 86 final essays submitted by the 89 participants in the sample (96. 6%).Three 

participants successfully completed RID and received final grades in their parent courses, but did 

not submit final essays. Frequency of themes in final writings were calculated to analyze 

personal experiences, learning, and growth among RID-program participants. 

Prior to data analysis, four themes were derived from this study’ theoretical framework: 

• Engagement in learning;  

• Personal accountability;  

• Transferrable skill development; and  

• Development of social capital. 

Through content analysis (Berelson, 1952) by a mixture of a priori and emergent coding 

(Stemler, 2001), the list of initial themes was expanded as new quantifiable themes emerged that 

addressed areas of personal growth experienced through participation in a RID program. The 

final list of themes included the initial four themes as well as self-discovery, development of 

self-efficacy, expanded content knowledge or understanding, increased content interest, the 
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effect of an expert, (more knowledgeable other, MKO), lowered affective filters, and the 

collaborative learning considerations that include engagement with a knowledge community, 

scaffolding, presenting content within a learner’s zone of proximal development (ZPD), 

acculturation, and reflective inquiry. To that end, eleven themes were identified through the 

content analysis process, and sub-themes were designated in two themes. (Table 7). 

As themes were identified, previously coded essays were reviewed to look for statements 

that reflected any of the emerging themes. In total, eleven themes were identified in the content-

analysis process of the RID-course-required final essay (n = 86). These themes reflected how 

RID reportedly contributed to RID participants’ positive learning experiences and student 

success.  Table 7 lists frequency of themes and subthemes that were identified through content 

analysis of 86 ungraded final course writings. 
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Table 7. Frequency of Themes & Subthemes in Final Course Writings 

Theme Statements  Essays  %  

Engaging in learning 396 86 100% 

Enhancing personal accountability 76 49 57.0% 

Developing transferrable skills 

. Cognitive 

. Interpersonal 

. Intrapersonal 

309 

250 

53 

148 

85 

79 

35 

71 

98.8% 

91.9% 

40.7% 

82.6% 

Developing social capital 314 85 98.8% 

Self-discovery 147 70 81.4% 

Developing self-efficacy 51 29 33.7% 

Expanding content knowledge/understanding 386 86 100% 

Increasing interest in content 50 31 36.1% 

Benefiting from interaction with a more knowledgeable peer  282 84 97.7% 

Lowering affective filters 46 33 38.4% 

Learning collaboratively 

. Acculturation 

. Knowledge community 

. Reflective inquiry 

. Scaffolding 

. Zone of proximal development 

604 

250 

312 

168 

153 

137 

86 

80 

86 

77 

70 

70 

100% 

93.0% 

100% 

89.5% 

81.4% 

81.4% 

 

Table 7 displays the themes and their frequencies from the content analysis of the 86 

ungraded RID final course writings.  These results highlight elements of the RID experience that 

may have contributed to RID participant student success.  

Engaging in learning. Engagement in learning is often used as a measuring stick for 

successful classroom instruction. Engagement is broadly defined as “energy in action, the 

connection between person and activity” (Russell, Ainley, & Frydenberg, 2005, p. 

1).Engagement can be further explained through the variety of forms in which it exists. These 

forms include: emotional engagement, which is represented by positive feelings towards an 

activity; behavioral engagement, which is represented by cooperation and activity-appropriate 
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behavior; and cognitive engagement, which involved a learner’s cognitive processing of the 

activity (Fredricks, 2014). Some indicators of engagement include attendance, time on task, 

persistence, working, managing resources, use of higher-order thinking, willingness to 

participate, submission of work, following instructor directions, participation in activities, 

sustained involvement, positive emotions towards activities, challenging task selection, self-

initiated action, intense effort, enthusiasm, and curiosity (Chapman, 2003). 

There were 396 references to engagement found in the RID student essays. Every participant 

mentioned engagement in learning as part of their experience with the RID discussion course. 

One participant stated,  

It [RID] made me rethink about the material I had just covered in class, helping with my 

retention. However, this review was different from normal lecture. Instead of simply 

absorbing the information, I was able to discuss and analyze the information, making 

deeper, more meaningful connections between topics.”. 

Another participant discussed how the required weekly writing assignments were the 

impetus for enhanced engagement with course content, as follows: “Writing for the coarse [sic] 

material, made me not only re-listen to the lectures, online, but to also look up extra information 

to help me guide into the material and learn more of art history.” Another participant wrote about 

how the course became more engaging as time passed and the peer participants became more 

comfortable with each other, commenting, “Near the end though more often than not the group 

discussions were lengthy, had us asking each other questions, and expressing opinions on the 

subject matter.” Yet another participant commented,  

Because of the interactive learning techniques, I have gotten a much better understanding of 

psychology. When we learned about split brain patients for example we were asked to go 
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find more information about the procedure and write about it. This is where I separated 

myself from the just listening to the lecture. In the lectures, we get almost a broad overview 

of the material and then expected to learn more on your own. This class forced me to go 

more in depth and the outcome was quite substantial as my grade went up by two letter 

grades. 

Table 8 highlights ten quotations that characterize ways that participation in RID reportedly 

contributed to participants’ engagement in learning: 

Table 8. Statements Demonstrating Engagement 
# Statement  

1 The discussions were on the best way to take tests, study, and remember the material. As we got 

further in though the discussions changed to be about the form of the art, it's composition, the 

context surrounding it, and our opinions on what we liked and didn't like about pieces. That would 

lead to us discussing the why of why we had that opinion. Then we could reference different pieces, 

make connections between them, get a better understanding of them, and in the end, perform better 

on test because of our increased knowledge. 

 

2 It was fun to be able to be listening in class and make connections to the writing assignment we did. 

For example, writing a diary in the perspective of the puritan children made me understand the life 

of the puritans more clearly. 

 

3 During the two exams in the course this class was helped for looking over study guides to discuss 

definitions and their chronology to one another, which outside of the class would have been a little 

trickier. As a group, we would go over each term, define it, provide page numbers for each other, 

etc. We also used the whiteboard to put those terms in chronological order, since that is what he was 

expecting on the exam. 

 

4 Also, this class has made me ask more questions beyond the parent-course material. In the parent-

course there usually isn't much time to ask particular questions about the cultures, so in the 

discussion class it is nice to look up this information or bounce ideas off one another. For example, 

we watched a video about certain rituals and festivals in Indian culture that celebrate Hindu beliefs, 

such as Holi. 
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# Statement  

5 I really loved discussing things that happened in class in the group, the discussion was very helpful 

for me because if something did not make sense to me in the readings we could talk about in the 

group and everyone was really nice and. helped explain things and if no one really knew the leader 

was often very knowledgeable. For example, I didn't really understand the term interbeing. Our 

leader explained what it meant, and then the group added what they thought it meant and we 

discussed it. And to help better understand it we wrote an assignment about it. I really feel like I 

would have been lost in the class without this group.  

 

6 Writing a paper every week was helpful because it made me research an artwork and put the 

information that I found on the web or online in my own words. This helped because while reading 

the textbook if I didn't understand what they were saying about a specific time period or artwork I 

would reword the textbook into my own words so I could understand it. 

 

 

Table 8 displays example statements from content analysis on the theme of engagement in 

learning.  These six excerpts are a sample of the 396 statements from the 86 final writings that 

contained comments that demonstrated an engagement in learning through the RID experience.  

Enhancing personal accountability. Personal accountability refers to an understanding that 

individuals are responsible for their own actions. At the college-level, many instructional 

environments are structured to be passive. With personal accountability, a learner is driven to 

make further strides to actively enhance their learning (Schoof, 2010).  

 A total of 76 statements regarding the enhancement of personal accountability were made 

by 49 participants (57%). One of the students explained how the RID discussion course and 

required assignments for the course motivated her to make progress in the parent course. She 

commented, “I was looking in the textbook and actually reading the material because I had to 

write the weekly papers. Without those weekly papers, I believe I would have never opened the 

book.” Another student commented on how the required discussion assignments helped her to 

commit to taking personal accountability for her learning. This student stated, “Also group 
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discussion helped me to retain the information better because I had to present it to the group and 

repeat it.” Another RID participant appreciated the opportunity to select topics to explore in a 

deeper way. This type of flexibility in learning led her to fill learning gaps and to grow 

intellectually. This student said, “Writing about what I read also greatly improved my retention 

of the course material because the assignments also gave me another chance to study. When 

choosing what I wanted to write about, I was able to pick pieces of art that I did not quite have a 

grasp on and that I felt I could study more.” Table 9 lists participants’ statements that were found 

to show enhancement of personal accountability.  
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Table 9. Statements Demonstrating Enhancing Personal Accountability 
# Statement  

1 But, I found you really get out of the group what you put into it. 

2 With a writing assignment due every week, this forced me to actually read through the chapters. 

This used to be a huge issue for me and this course made me learn how to do so effectively. Writing 

about what I read allowed me to re-process what I had gone over and gave me the opportunity to 

better retain that information. 

 

3 The weekly writing assignments made sure that my studying goals are met every week, regardless of 

circumstances and that made a big difference, because now I do not need to cram all of the studying 

in one night, now I am more confident in my knowledge of the material than if I was left to my own 

means. 

 

4 Having an assignment for RID encouraged me to write more legible notes and to write down 

information even if I didn't understand it initially. Later I would then research the terms I wasn't 

familiar with so that I fully understood the course material so I could then retain the information 

better. 

5 The actual class did not require the student complete a weekly assignment or any mandatory review 

activity so having this extra program helped me in my studies by requiring me to review my notes 

and study more in-depth for the class. 

 

6 Every week our group leader gave us an assignment that forced us to read either over the lab, or a 

chapter/section in the book. Normally I would look over the material due to a lack of time and time 

management issues. By forcing me to look over the material, I was more prepared for tests and 

focused on what the weekly material was on. 

 

 

Table 9 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of enhancing 

personal accountability. These six excerpts are a sample of 76 statements from 49 final writings 

that contained comments that reportedly demonstrated participants’ enhancement of personal 

accountability through their RID experiences.  

 Developing transferrable skills. Transferable skills are a necessity in life and higher 

education often touts its ability to aid learner development of these skills (Kemp & Seagraves, 
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1995).Transferable skills benefit students throughout their higher education careers, but also 

benefit them once they leave higher education and join the workforce (Fallows & Steven, 2000). 

Transferable skills can be categorized into many subgroupings, some of which include: cognitive 

skills, which encompass communication skills (verbal and written); interpersonal or people skills 

(the ability to work well with others); and intrapersonal skills which encompass skills with 

problem solving, self-management, assertiveness, and self-direction (Kemp & Seagraves, 1995; 

Pellegrino & Hilton, 2013).  

 There were 250 statements made by 79 (92%) participants that were categorized as 

expressing growth in cognitive skills. There were 53 statements made by 35 (41%) unique RID 

participants that demonstrated growth in interpersonal skills. In addition, 71 (83%) essays 

referred to intrapersonal skill development in 148 individual statements. There were 16 

statements made by 14 unique participants that demonstrated all three forms of transferable skill 

development. Table 10 lists expressions from the RID participants’ final writings that reportedly 

demonstrated participants’ transferable-skill development, by category of transferable skill.  

Table 10. Statements Demonstrating Developing Transferable Skills 
# Transferable Skill Statement 

1 Cognitive  Reading in the Disciplines has also helped me write better in the field of 

biology through practice. 

 

2 Cognitive  I was a very poor reader in high school, but during Reading ln the 

Discipline, I improve so much; such as reading faster, reading bigger 

words, and spelling those words as well. 

 

3 Interpersonal  I also had improved my collaborative skills in a group setting with my 

peers. 

   

4 Interpersonal  I also worked a bit on my people skills in the group. I was able to talk 

more and not be as shy. I was also able to speak my mind and not be 
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# Transferable Skill Statement 

afraid. I really feel like that will help with my major since I cannot be 

afraid to just talk.to people in my field of work. 

 

5 Interpersonal  During this course, I’ve learned how to better discuss with others in a 

small group setting. Even in my normal classes over the past nine months 

I’ve learned how to talk to people that I’ve never met about things that I’ve 

never learned. 

 

6 Intrapersonal  This course teaches one strong point that is even included in the name! 

Discipline, discipline! I have found this is one of the greatest skills a 

college student can acquire. I am going to apply these skills to the 

classroom next semester and am going to achieve my goal of getting 

straight "A"s!!!!!! 

 

7 Intrapersonal  Moving forward into my last semester as a Pointer this fall, it is my plan to 

get informed of what is expected of me earlier. This is actually the 

problem I have been victim of before, not knowing what is required of me 

in advance and actually waiting till the last minute to even look and see 

what the requirements for a paper even are. 

 

8 Cognitive + 

Interpersonal + 

Intrapersonal  

The main thing I've learned in this course is that I work really well when 

collaborating with small groups and I actually understand the material 

better when discussing with others. This has inspired me to form some 

study groups with people in classes so we can hopefully bounce ideas off 

each other and better understand the material. I'm also trying now to just 

have casual conversations with friends about certain material to ensure I 

understand it and can discuss it using correct terminology. I also realized 

that writing about concepts and being forced to discuss them helps me 

better understand the material. 

 

 Table 10 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of 

developing transferable skills.  These eight excerpts are a sample of the 250 statements from 79 

final writings that contained comments that demonstrated the development of transferable skills 

through their RID experiences. 
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Developing social capital. Social capital is a construct that exists outside individuals, in 

their social networks (Tierney & Duncheon, 2015).Through connections with other individuals, 

social capital is a means of accumulating information, skills, knowledge, and opportunities, all of 

which are important constructs for college students (p. 95-96) who need specific information on 

how the college works (e.g. adding classes, dropping classes, making appeals). Social capital is 

particularly pertinent to first-generation college students for whom it may be deficient in their 

family structures (p. 94). 

 In the final RID essays, 85 participants (98.8%) made a total of 314 statements that 

expressed a development of social capital in their RID experiences. One participant commented 

on how the group leader was an excellent source of knowledge and information due to the leader 

having successfully completed the course. This participant went on to state that that expertise did 

not only reside in the group leader and that many time, thinking together with peers resulted in a 

response to their query. This participant stated,  

Having a group leader who has already taken the course and helps keep discussion on 

track only improved my understanding about the subject matter since she could answer 

our questions for the most part and suggested a lot of good habits and strategies that I 

know work since she passed the course in the past with an A. Even if she didn't know the 

answer to one of our questions, the rest of us would think about it together and usually 

come up with an answer. 

 Participants wrote about how they benefited from bringing questions that arose in class or 

independent study time to the group for discussion. Table 11 lists expressions from the RID 

participants’ final writings that reportedly demonstrated their development of social capital. 
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Table 11. Statements Demonstrating Development of Social Capital 
# Statement  

1 Our professor covered World War Two in about 15 minutes. In the discussion group, we spent a lot 

longer talking about it. We talked about some of the impacts that we are still feeling today. This 

helped me have a better understanding of how events in Europe had a big effect on the Middle East, 

it also helped me have a better understanding of why we are fighting a war in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

Syria. 

 

2 One part of this course that I noticed and believed to help me the most was the collaborative 

discussions we had throughout the semester. This made it easy to get multiple views and opinions on 

specific theories and ideas. With this extra information, retaining what I was hearing and trying to 

learn was easier because I had other opinions and ideas to base my thoughts off of. 

3 I enjoyed the collaboration in a smaller group because it is easier to ask questions and get answers, 

as well as bounce ideas off of other students 

 

4 Sometimes I would struggle and the group would help me to find the answer, sometimes someone 

else would struggle and I would be able to help. Together we found our strengths and weaknesses 

and worked to improve on the weak spots, while not forgetting to shine in our strong spots. 

5 I was able to go over any questions I may have had with the group leader and was also able to have 

a nice discussion with the other members of the group. 

 

6 I also liked how at the beginning of each session our group leader asked if anyone had any 

questions, and usually we did, so he then answered them and made sure we understood what he was 

saying. 

 

7 By discussing with a group, especially about history, I came to understand someone else's 

perspective on different topics. This was especially apparent when we would discuss the writing 

prompts for the test. By discussing the material with my group with the guidance of my group 

leader, I was really able to have a deeper understanding. of the material, to the point where I could 

reason and explain with it, rather than just memorize it for a test. 

 

8 I also enjoyed the RID program. because of my peers. I was surrounded by some of the most 

intelligent, engaged students who helped me understand the information better than any professor 

could help me. My peers made our weekly discussions active and thoughtful. By listening to 

everyone else's' opinions and intellect, and contributing my own ideas, we could all learn more 

deeply about the content which I thought was very beneficial. 
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# Statement  

9 The discussion group was a good chance for us as students to bring together questions we had about 

particular topics in class with solutions or answers. It was incredibly helpful that our group had a 

mixture of students from our professor’s section 2 and section 4 classes. 

 

Table 11 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of 

development of social capital.  These nine excerpts are a sample of the 314 statements from 85 

final writings that contained comments that demonstrated the development of social capital 

through their RID experiences.  

Self-Discovery. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, self-discovery is “the act or 

process of gaining knowledge or understanding of your abilities, character, and feelings.” Yair 

(2008) identified three situations in which self-discovery occurs. The first is in intense academic 

challenges. The second is advice from a more knowledgeable person during the excitement that 

results from intense academic challenges. The third situation is what Yair (2008) referred to as 

“second chance opportunities” (p. 93).These opportunities allow individuals to re-evaluate their 

identities through success.  

In the RID final essays, 70 (81.4%) participants made 147 statements that were identified 

under the theme of self-discovery. Many of the self-discoveries related to the conditions that 

each learner responded to the most positively, and which led to an optimization of learning. 

Many learned that they benefited from good study habits. One participant commented, “I also 

learned that it helps to take notes as you are reading.” Another participant mentioned the 

discovery that, even when things do not go as planned, the experience is not a waste. This 

participant wrote, “I also learned that even though something might not turn out how I thought it 

can still benefit me and I can grow as a student because of it.” Table 12 lists expressions found in 

RID participants’ final writings that demonstrated self-discovery. 
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Table 12. Statements Demonstrating Self-discovery 
# Statement 

1 Since I discovered that I am able to retain more information than I thought possible I can go into 

new courses and study for their tests and exams with more confidence and motivation. 

 

2 Other discoveries I have made about myself is the way that I read. The best way for me to read 

about lengthy topics is to find a comfy spot I can stay for extended hours. Location doesn't matter 

the most, but, it helps to have a great set of music to listen to while reading. Using what I have 

learned about my reading and studying skills in this class, I plan on also using them for future Art 

History classes. 

 

3 One other thing I learned is also that talking about any material helps. It helps to not just know facts, 

but also actually understand what you're talking about in ways that you can apply the material 

learned, not just retain and regurgitate it. 

 

4 I have also learned that I am a very fast reader and that means that I don't retain as much as someone 

who reads slow because I'm reading at a faster pace. I have learned to slow down and this will help 

me in any class that requires me to memorize or know mass amounts of content for an exam. 

 

5 Instead of focusing on one side of an argument in history, whether that be a war for independence, 

expansion of territory, or the relevance of a particular document (or set of documents), Reading in 

the Disciplines has helped me to discover and utilize a more critical and, more importantly, a more 

personal approach to reading and studying historical documents. 

 

6 This class helped me discover that I actually can get through a 11-page reading if I set out enough 

time in my schedule for it. 

 

7 I will be able to apply the discoveries I have made about myself as a reader and learner to my other 

courses. Like I stated above, being able to read though and do these writing assignments have really 

helped me stay on task, not fall behind, and understand the material much better. I believe if I do 

this with all my classes I will be able to maintain a great grade like I did for my psychology class. 

 

8 Reading in the Disciplines has improved the way I think and write about psychology because it 

helped me realize that in order to understand and retain the information I am learning, I need to be 

able to effectively explain a concept to someone who does not understand it. For example, if I am 

reading a chapter on why we age I can fully understand the concepts but only at the surface level, it 

is once I analyze and think of real world examples in order to teach the concept to somebody do I 
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# Statement 

really feel that I have a full grasp of what the book is getting at. I found that if I can teach/explain a 

concept, I will retain that information for a very long time. I also found I can further improve my 

retention if I write down what I am trying to explain, this is similar to how teaching someone else a 

concept helps me learn, these papers made me analyze the subject matter in a way that I was not 

used to. 

 

 Table 12 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of self-

discovery.  These eight excerpts are a sample of the 147 statements from 70 final writings that 

contained comments that demonstrated self-discovery through their RID experiences.  

Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is a predictor of coping behavior in challenging situations 

(Bandura, 1977). According to Bandura (1977), through the development of self-efficacy, 

defensive behaviors decrease in situations that are perceived to be threatening, but are 

objectively non-threatening. Feelings of self-efficacy are derived from four main sources, 

“performance accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and physiological 

states” (p. 195). Performance accomplishments refer to experiences of personal mastery, where 

repeated successes raise feelings of efficacy. This form of self-efficacy development is the 

strongest and least prone to weakening in the face of additional setbacks (Bandura, 1977). It was 

found that the feelings of self-efficacy developed through performance accomplishments were, in 

many cases, generalizable and able to be applied to similar situations (p. 195). Vicarious 

experience also results in self-efficacy and occurs when individuals observe others performing a 

threatening act without negative consequences (p. 197). Verbal persuasion refers to when 

individuals are convinced through conversation that they can successfully cope with situations 

perceived to be threatening (p. 198). Physiological states refer to an individual’s level of 

emotional arousal. When an individual is feeling stressed or anxious, feelings of self-efficacy 

decrease. By establishing emotional control and desensitization to threatening stimuli, an 
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individual’s sense of ability in controlling stressful situations increases, resulting in a rise in self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1977, p. 199).  

Of the 86 RID participants who completed final essays, 29 (33.7%) participants mentioned 

developing feelings of self-efficacy during the RID experience. These 29 participants made a 

total of 51 statements pertaining to this construct. RID participants used the word confidence in 

describing effects that their RID experiences had on their feelings of self-efficacy. One 

participants wrote about how increased confidence in discussing art during the RID course would 

be something that could be applied outside of the institution. This participant wrote, “Also, if I 

ever end up at that cocktail party that the professor is always talking about, I feel confident now 

that I could hold my own in a conversation.” Some students indicated an increase in comfort in 

performing academic tasks. One participant wrote about how having repeated discussions in the 

RID course helped to desensitize her to her previous fear of having academic conversations. She 

wrote, “Having RID helped me get comfortable in talking freely and openly about artwork.” 

Table 13 lists expressions from the RID participants’ final writings that demonstrated self-

efficacy. 

  



 
 

94 

Table 13. Statements Demonstrating Development of Self-efficacy 
# Statement 

1 This course has bettered me as a student and a person. 

2 I felt more confident in my studies when discussing the material in RID because it was purely based 

on my notes guided by someone who can confirm or deny your research on a personal basis. 

 

3 This gave me plenty more confidence when walking into a test because I knew what to expect and I 

had already "written the test" for some of the art works I would be quizzed on. 

 

4 I still have to take Developmental Psychology, and after taking Reading in the Disciplines I feel a 

lot more confident about it. I know it will be a challenge, but I will just apply what I have learned 

through Reading in the Disciplines. 

 

5 Before this class I never thought I would be capable of achieving higher than C grades on college 

exams, however the skills that this class has taught me that I am more than capable. 

 

6 Being in Reading in The Disciplines helped me grasp the ideas and topics that were discussed in 

class better and also helped me become more confident in the lectures. Before when I be sitting in 

the lectures I would dread being called on or being asked to explain something in class. I wasn't 

confident in my knowledge of the subjects and I hated speaking in front of others, but the Reading 

in the Disciplines course conditioned me into feeling more comfortable with sharing my ideas and 

speaking up class. 

 

Table 13 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of 

development of self-efficacy.  These six excerpts are a sample of the 51 statements from 29 final 

writings that contained comments that demonstrated their development of self-efficacy through 

RID experiences.  

Expanding content knowledge or understanding. Content knowledge or understanding is 

self-descriptive. It refers to subject-matter content knowledge and an individual’s development 

of a relationship to that content knowledge. This objective can be broken down into levels of 

complexity according to Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). Enhanced content knowledge or 

understanding in this situation refers to a relationship, as a result of participation in RID, 
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developing between the individual and the content, which falls onto any level of Bloom’s 

Taxonomy. 

 All 86 RID essays (100%) mentioned an increase in content knowledge or understanding 

as a result of RID participation. Participants mentioned increases in content knowledge or 

understanding a total of 386 times. Participants referred to Bloom’s lower-level understanding, 

retention. One participant wrote, “Also group discussion helped me to retain the information 

better because I had to present it to the group and repeat it.” Another participant referred to a 

higher-level relationship with the content knowledge, but also mentioned increased retention by 

stating, “In the parent course I understand what the professor is lecturing about, but in RID I get 

to take that understanding to the next level and the group leader helps us retain that 

understanding so we are ready for upcoming tests.”  Participants mentioned higher-level 

relationships that developed with content knowledge in using the word apply to refer to their 

relationships. One participant said, “One other thing I learned is also that talking about any 

material helps. It helps to not just know facts, but also actually understand what you're talking 

about in ways that you can apply the material learned, not just retain and regurgitate it.” Another 

participant also wrote about the application of the content knowledge, writing,  

When we had to write a whole page on a certain topic, which made me really dive into the 

meaning behind whatever was assigned. Going through each sentence and really thinking 

about what it means and connecting it to real life made things easier to learn because I found 

why they are important. There have been classes I took in the past that I always thought to 

myself “how does this apply to real life" and I could not find the answer. 

Table 14 lists expressions from the RID participant final writings that demonstrated increased 

content knowledge or understanding. 
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Table 14. Statements Demonstrating Expansion of Content Knowledge 
# Statement 

1 Working with my group members and leader helped me retain the course material better because we 

discussed ways to succeed in the class, such as how to take notes more efficiently and how to study 

for tests effectively. 

 

2 The writing prompts were also very useful in teaching the parent course material. When he asked us 

to pick our favorite park and then explain why we thought it was a romantic or realist park, the 

concept really stuck with me. I was applying a topic from the course to my real life, and that is what 

made it stick with me and enhance my comprehension. 

 

3 Each week we had a helpful supplemental prompt to write about that would help us better 

understand the parent course content. The topics didn't test us on our knowledge like the high school 

AP exam, the prompts made us apply what we already knew to relatable situations so we retained 

the material better. 

 

4 I found that with the professor’s teaching style, and participating in the daughter course, I was able 

to think a lot more critically of the world around me. The main course allows for deep thought on 

certain subjects, but the sessions were not as in depth or diverse as the daughter course got. 

 

5 When we had gotten to the study guides we were able to work with each other and come to a 

consensus on the answers. We all would review interesting ideas or arguments that were given in the 

readings that we had throughout the course and would share what our thoughts were on it. It would 

bring up some questions and get each individual thinking about the lecture and reading to repeat and 

ingrain the information in our heads. 

 

6 Working in groups forced me to communicate with others about the material which I have found to 

help me retain twice as much material than to just read it. One example of this is when we partnered 

up in groups of two and were asked to read a portion of the chapter and present it to the rest of the 

class. In doing so I retained all of the information I presented and had a killer score on the next 

exam. 

 

Table 14 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of expansion 

of content knowledge or understanding.  These six excerpts are a sample of the 386 statements 
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from 86 final writings that contained comments that demonstrated the expansion of content 

knowledge or understanding through the RID experience.  

Increasing interest in content. Content interest has an established relationship with student 

learning. Dewey (1913) made a distinction between knowledge gained through effort and 

knowledge gained through interest, stating that effort-gained knowledge is mechanical and that it 

lacks in worth. Thus, there is some scholarly belief that content interest enhances knowledge and 

promotes the pursuit of further learning (Dewey, 1913).  

 For this theme, 31 participants (36.1%) made 50 written statements that mentioned an 

increase in content interest. Many of the statements simply expressed an increased interest in the 

subject. One participant stated, “RID has sparked an interest and helped me to better understand 

art.” Another RID participant said, “I have a new appreciation for art.” Other students expressed 

a larger change that resulted as an increased interest. One RID participant changed her major due 

to her enhanced interest in the subject. That participant stated, 

As for discoveries I've made about myself, I feel like this class challenged me to be a more 

educated and worldly person. I actually just changed my major to Business Administration 

with an emphasis in Marketing. Marketing and Advertising use art to promote products. I 

feel like now that I have some knowledge of art through the ages, I can use that information 

by applying it to my future marketing classes as well as my future career. 

Table 15 lists expressions from RID participants’ final writings that demonstrated increases in 

content interest. 
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Table 15. Statements Demonstrating Increasing Interest in Content 
# Statement  

1 RID has helped me better understand the passion and knowledge behind plant biology. 

 

2 Reading in the Disciplines has forced me to get involved in the material, which sparked a love for 

learning more about history. I was never interested in history, but when I sit down for an hour every 

week and talk about a part of our history, it is hard not to enjoy learning more about it. 

 

3 The course has improved the way I think and write about history by taking the boredom out of it. It's 

a lot more interesting when discussing history with your peers than in a lecture setting. 

 

4 I got a better understanding of the material and that made psychology so much more interesting than 

if I were to just read the information and then regurgitate it back on an exam. Understanding makes 

any subject so much more interesting. 

 

5 The Reading in the Disciplines course has also opened to my eyes to the interesting world of 

religious studies. In fact, I am considering a minor in religious studies because I have fallen in love 

with the material. 

 

Table 15 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of increased 

interest in course content.  These five excerpts are a sample of the 50 statements from 31 final 

writings that contained comments that demonstrated the development of content interest through 

their RID experiences.  

Benefiting from interaction with a more knowledgeable peer. The opportunity to interact 

with a more knowledgeable other (MKO) is imperative to cognitive growth. The MKO is an 

individual with more knowledge, or a different knowledge set, than the learner on a given topic 

(Doolittle, 1997). MKOs can be teachers, but they can also be peers (p. 3). In the theoretical 

perspective of sociocultural learning, the MKO plays a critical role in providing scaffolding, the 

breakdown of a task or concept into manageable parts. Interaction with MKOs in learners’ zones 

of proximal development (ZPD) aids learners’ cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978). MKO is 
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a construct that is built into the RID program because group leaders have recently taken the 

course with the same instructor, be approved by the instructor, and have received at least an A- 

in the course.  

Interaction with MKOs was represented in the final writings, where 84 (97.7%) papers 

mentioned MKOs as part of their RID experiences. One participant said, “The group leader also 

presents some material that we didn't have time to cover in lecture but then was on the exams. 

this was the most helpful for me.” Another participant wrote, 

Also, our group leader was very helpful. If we did not see something or understand 

something she would explain it for us or help us. She was a very helpful leader and did a 

very good job at making sure we covered all the materials. With doing this she made sure 

we knew everything from class and bettered our outcome of the class. 

However, within RID it is not always leaders who act as MKOs. In many cases, the MKO was 

one of the direct peer students enrolled in the RID discussion. A RID participant wrote about 

how the role of MKO switched between the members of the group. This participant even spoke 

of how he sometimes played the role of MKO for the group by stating, “Discussing the materials 

with others also helped to answer any questions about the readings that I had, and I was able to 

help others understand the materials better and sometimes answer their questions.” One 

participant reflected the experience of peers acting as the MKO by writing, “It also helped that 

we had a group doing different artworks or focusing on different subjects because we got to 

cover many things in an hours’ time.” Another participant also spoke of how his peers acted as 

the MKO by writing: 

While working in a group you are able to talk about a concept that you don't understand 

and someone in the group can help clarify the concept for you. If you don't know 
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something or know an event someone in the group can help you learn that concept. I do 

know of a few times when I thought I knew what the reading was talking about but I 

interpreted the reading wrong and someone in the group clarified the reading for me. My 

fellow classmates were able to talk to me and clarify some of the topics I didn't 

understand. This is all because we worked together as a group. 

Table 16 lists expressions from RID participants’ final writings that reported benefits that RID 

participants gained from working with MKOs. 

Table 16. Statements Demonstrating Benefits from Peer Interaction 
# Statement  

1 I also enjoyed the RID program. because of my peers. I was surrounded by some of the most 

intelligent, engaged students who helped me understand the information better than any professor 

could help me. My peers made our weekly discussions active and thoughtful. By listening to 

everyone else's' opinions and intellect, and contributing my own ideas, we could all learn more 

deeply about the content which I thought was very beneficial. 

 

2 Writing a psych paper is different than writing an English paper or for any other class. You have to 

be concise and without adding "fluffy" information. It was difficult to do at first, but my group 

leader was able to give me back useful information on things I should and shouldn't do when writing 

it. 

 

3 I found that attending RID sessions allowed me to talk about how I was understanding the material, 

whether it was correct or incorrect. I found that if I was not understanding a concept, having another 

classmate explain it in a different way I may have not thought about before was of great help. Also, 

having fellow students explain a concept I may not be understanding at all also helped. 

 

4 Participating in reading in the disciplines has helped me understand what is being said in class. Also, 

if I had any questions either my other class mates would help answer it or our group leader would 

try to help and answer the question. One way that really helped me was that as a group, yes 

sometimes it was difficult to talk but when we talked and all shared something we usually could 

understand the material and can reflect on what the others in the group have said. 
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# Statement  

5 I loved that our RID class size was small and that our group leader has taken the course before with 

the same professor, so there was always valuable information at each session that would benefit all 

of us. 

 

6 I was able to discuss these questions with my peers who often struggled with the same concepts that 

I did. We discussed it and the other students were able to give me insight as to how they studied, or 

mechanisms they used to remember certain things like the life cycles of bacteria and fungi. Being 

able to get a second opinion on how to conquer difficult tasks like studying those life cycles and 

studying for the common plant exam was really helpful. 

 

7 Our group leader was also really good at explaining things in laymen’s terms, so if there was 

something I did not understand she would basically dumb it down and sometimes go into great 

detail about it, so it was very helpful. 

Table 16 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of benefit 

gained from working with a more knowledgeable peer.  These seven excerpts are a sample of the 

282 statements from 84 final writings that contained comments that illustrated a benefit gained 

from interaction with a more knowledgeable other through the Reading in the Disciplines (RID) 

experience.  

Lowering affective filters. The affective environment is important for knowledge 

acquisition.  Krashen’s (1981) Second-Language Acquisition theory, included the concept of an 

“affective filer” (p. 10). He developed this concept into an affective filter hypothesis ( p. 29), 

which stated that affective conditions affect language acquisition. These affective conditions can 

raise a filter which blocks input. The concept of an affective filter has been applied to studies 

outside of second language acquisition and has shown that states that anxiety-producing 

situations raise filters that block input, consequently creating barriers to student success 

(Onwuegbuzie, 1999; Pennington, 1996). 
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 RID is structured consciously to create an affective, low-anxiety, environment that 

promotes knowledge acquisition. Many considerations contribute to RID’s low-anxiety 

environment, including:  

• Optional enrollment; 

• Small group sizes (in spring 2016, group sizes ranged from three to 12 participants); 

• Undergraduate peer leaders;  

• Absence of the professor; and  

• Pass/fail grading. 

As each student has differing levels of anxiety and differing responses to affective 

conditions, this theme was not as common as the others. Out of the 86 final writings, 33 (38.4%) 

unique participants made 46 mentions were coded as affective conditions of their RID 

experiences that positively affected their experiences. Many of these remarks stated that 

participants were reportedly able to ask questions that they would have felt intimidated to ask in 

a larger lecture. One such statement said, “The fact that it is a small group makes it easy to 

participate and ask small questions I normally would not have in lecture.” Participants mentioned 

that the peer leader was less threatening than an instructor. For example, one participant wrote, 

“Our leader’s role was more of a fellow student that helped us further understand what we 

learned instead of an intimidating professor.” Table 17 lists expressions from RID participants’ 

final writings that reported lowering of affective filters. 
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Table 17. Statements Demonstrating Lowering Affective Filters 
# Statement 

1 Another reason I enjoyed the small group discussion is that it made it easier for me to ask the 

questions I was too afraid to ask in class. I tend to not ask questions in class because of a fear of 

public speaking. I feel very comfortable talking in a small group and getting more opinions and 

feedback from other people. 

 

2 I will have more confidence because I was able to discuss the material in RID without getting 

"looked" at for being ‘wrong.’ 

 

3 Working in more of a laidback setting has also allowed me ask questions more comfortably with my 

group leader which helps me gain a greater understanding of what we are talking about. In a large 

lecture hall, I don't feel comfortable asking questions but in a small group setting I feel like I can ask 

small questions to clear up any misunderstanding I may have on course material. 

 

4 Because the group leader was another Stevens Point student, it felt much more relaxed and easier to 

discuss. 

 

5 Getting to personally know some of my classmates made me more comfortable in the classroom, 

and gave me the opportunity to setup study groups and bounce ideas and questions off of people I 

knew personally. This led to me feeling more comfortable participating and asking questions in 

class. 

 

6 In this environment, there is never a dumb question and participating in conversations with your 

peers is greatly encouraged. In some classes, it could be viewed as weird if you were the kid to 

always asking questions and participating, but that is not the case at all in this class which actually 

has the exact opposite approach to class conversations. 

 

7 It is easier to discuss with someone who is also taking the same course and not already an expert on 

it like a professor, it was a change of pace. 

 

Table 17 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of the 

lowering of affective filters.  These seven excerpts are a sample of the 46 statements from 33 

final writings that contained comments that illustrated the contribution of an affective 
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environment towards the lowering of affective filters in the Reading in the Disciplines (RID) 

program.  

Learning collaboratively. Collaborative learning is in active learning method that studies 

indicate lead to higher achievement and increased student interest (Goodsell, 1992). In the 

collaborative learning environment, learners work together in groups towards the achievement of 

a common academic goal (Gokhale, 1995). Collaborative learning comes in varying forms such 

as writing groups, discussion groups, supplemental instruction, and learning communities (B. L. 

Smith & MacGregor, 1992). Although collaborative learning comes in many forms, one 

consistency is that “collaborative learning reforms classroom learning by changing students from 

passive recipients of information given by an expert teacher to active agents in the construction 

of knowledge” (Goodsell, 1992). 

The roots of collaborative learning can be found in the theoretical frameworks of Piaget and 

Vygotsky (MacGregor, 1992). Oxford (1997) identified five key components of collaborative 

learning: knowledge communities, scaffolding, ZPD, acculturation, and reflective inquiry. 

Bruffee (1993) also discussed the roles of the Vygotskian concepts of the zone of proximal 

development, knowledge communities, re-acculturation, and the more knowledgeable other in 

the collaborative learning community. In focusing on differing breadths of Vygotskian ZPD for 

individuals versus breadths of ZPD in collaborative classrooms, Bruffee (1993) stated, 

But in a heterogeneous group that includes diverse experience, talent, and ability, people’s 

‘zones of proximal development’ overlap. The distance between what the group as a whole 

already knows and what its members as a whole can’t make sense of for love nor money – 

the area of what as a whole they can learn next – is likely to be fairly broad. As a result, I 



 
 

105 

may be ready to understand a good deal more as a member of a working group than I would 

be ready to understand by myself alone (p. 39) 

Bruffee further discussed how learners in collaborative groups can complement individual 

strengths and weaknesses.  

 In the collaborative learning structure of RID, are knowledge communities, scaffolding, 

ZPD, acculturation, and reflective inquiry.  

 A total of 604 unique statements made by all 86 RID participants (100%), as follows:  

• 312 statements made by 86 RID participants reflected the element of learning 

community; 

• 137 statements made by 70 RID participants reflected the element of learners’ ZPDs; 

• 153 statements made by 70 RID participants reflected the collaborative learning element 

of scaffolding; 

• 250 statements made by 80 RID participants reflected the collaborative learning element 

of acculturation;  

• 168 statements by 77 RID participants mentioned reflective inquiry  

 In appropriate cases, statements were coded for more than one collaborative learning element.  

Table 18 lists expressions from RID participants’ final writings that reported collaborative 

learning elements. 

Table 18. Statements Demonstrating Collaborative Learning Elements 
# Element* Statement 

1 S, ZPD & KC  Reading in the Discipline improved the way I think about Art because of 

the in-depth discussion we had that broke down all of the topics previously 

taught in class. 

2 S & ZPD Participating in the Reading in the Disciplines course has helped me 

understand the material from Art 283 by breaking it down even further. 
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# Element* Statement 

3 S, ZPD & KC  While working in a group you are able to talk about a concept that you 

don't understand and someone in the group can help clarify the concept for 

you. If you don't know something or know an event someone in the group 

can help you learn that concept. I do know of a few times when I thought I 

knew what the reading was talking about but I interpreted the reading 

wrong and someone in the group clarified the reading for me. My fellow 

classmates were able to talk to me and clarify some of the topics I didn't 

understand. This is all because we worked together as a group. 

4 S & ZPD Before this class psychology was a big and scary thing, but now I see that 

even though it is a huge science field that each term and concept can be 

broken down and I even see that some terms and concepts are the same 

thing or the opposite of each other. Because of this I am able to enjoy 

psychology much more than I have in the past. 

5 A & KC It has also helped improve my study skills. I learned new techniques from 

other students in the group and applied those to how I study for this class. 

6 A & KC Working in a group has helped me learn from other students. How others' 

take notes, study and read the textbook. 

7 S, ZPD & KC Our group leader was also really good at explaining things in laymen’s 

terms, so if there was something I did not understand she would basically 

dumb it down and sometimes go into great detail about it, so it was very 

helpful. 

8 RI  It also helped me retain information with the assignments some of them 

really made me think and get a deeper meaning on the psychology topic we 

were discussing in class. 

9 RI, S, ZPD, & KC And having a leader is really nice because then we can be guided in the 

right direction with someone of more experience. For example, by 

discussing scaffolding and providing examples of where we have 

experienced it in life, has really helped me with identifying the concept in 

real life, rather than just understanding the concept. 

10 RI I think the writings helped a lot too, because, depending on the question, it 

forced me to really dig deep into what we were currently learning.  

11 RI  Writing for the coarse material, made me not only re-listen to the lectures, 

online, but to also look up extra information to help me guide into the 

material and learn more of art history 

 
* A = acculturation KC = knowledge community; RI = reflective inquiry; S = scaffolding; ZPD = zone of proximal development 
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Table 18 displays example statements from the content analysis on the theme of 

collaborative learning elements.  These eleven excerpts are a sample of the 604 statements from 

86 final writings that contained comments that illustrated the experience of collaborative learning 

through the Reading in the Disciplines (RID) program. 

Summary 

This mixed-methods study aimed to examine an optional peer-led seminar-style 

discussion course (RID) on student success. In quantitative analyses, it found statistical 

significance in an independent t-test of RID discussion-course participation and parent-course 

performance. Although statistical significance was not found with a chi-squared test for between 

successive semester retention and RID participation, data did suggest a trend between these two 

variables that warrants further discussion and exploration.  

In qualitative content analyses of 86 RID participants’ essays found four beginning 

themes and seven emergent themes. Participants’ statements indicated that RID participation was 

engaging and integrating. Many of the participants’ statements were found to reflect components 

of collaborative learning and social learning theory.   
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Chapter 5. Conclusions 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to examine optional credited peer-led 

seminar-style discussion courses of parent-course material and their effect on student success, 

measured by course GPA and retention. In addition, content analyses of discussion-course 

participants’ essays identified themes that showed relationships between discussion course 

participation and student success. The main research question was: What effect does a credited, 

add-on, pass-fail, peer-led team-learning discussion course have on student success at the post-

secondary level? Three ancillary questions were:  

1. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with parent 

course GPA? 

2. To what extent is participation in a RID discussion course associated with successive 

semester institutional retention? 

3. What course elements and perceived personal growth elements can be found to 

explain the association between student success and participation in RID? 

This study produced five key findings. The first key finding was that RID participation was 

positively associated with parent-course performance. The second key finding was that the 

knowledge and experiences shared by RID participants in small-group discussions showed that 

peers learned from one another. The third key finding was that RID participants showed 

transferrable skill development from RID participation. The fourth key finding was that RID 

participation showed signs of student accountability. The fifth key finding was that RID course 

participation showed lowering of student affective filters. The following sections draw 

conclusions from these findings.  
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Increased parent-course performance. Participants in RID discussion sections 

outperformed students who did not opt into the RID discussion course (p = 0.01). That RID 

participants showed higher academic performance in the parent-course was a particularly 

surprising finding due to the disproportionate percentage of participants on academic probation, 

participants identified as having weak academic performance, who opted into the RID discussion 

course (21.4%) in the spring 2016 semester versus the percentage of students on probation who 

opted out of the RID discussion course (10.1%).  

In their final essays, RID participants reported reasons why the RID program contributed to 

their academic growth and improvement in their parent courses. Many RID participants said that 

their understanding of content grew because of their participation in RID. This finding was 

noteworthy in relation to student success. RID participants reported that they became more 

academically engaged in small-group discussions in their RID sections.  

 Student statements indicated engagement, defined as active interactions with course 

content. Student engagement has been found to result in the development of essential 

foundational skills that contribute to college performance and to successful integration into life 

post-college. As stated by Shulman (2002), the habit of engagement in school results in an 

increased capacity for continued learning and development after college.  

Other social RID course components identified in content analyses that enhanced academic 

performance of RID participants were: interactions with more knowledgeable peers and social 

capital built in small groups. These are components of the campus integration factors of college 

readiness, which Tierney and Duncheon (2015) identified as “college knowledge” and 

“relationship to self and others” (p. 8). As peer leaders had taken the served course successfully 

with a minimum of an A- in the course with the same professor, these leaders had the potential to 
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provide this college knowledge and to guide their group members in successful habits for this 

class and this professor. As reported by Tierney and Duncheon (2015) , students often attain 

knowledge of how college works from their peers, a form of social capital that was associated 

with increased GPAs for first-generation participants This college knowledge assists with college 

performance and is a form of social capital that results from interaction with a more 

knowledgeable individual. In addition, 41% of students indicated on final writings that they had 

developed interpersonal skills through the RID experience and 83% indicated a better 

understanding of self. These are all integral steps towards a full definition of being college ready, 

a pre-requisite of college success. 

Increased parent-course performance – connection to theory. Social learning theory can 

help to explain why our data shows that, in the parent course, RID participants academically 

outperformed those students who opted out of the RID discussion group add-on. Vygotsky 

(1978) invented the term zone of proximal development (ZPD) to describe the cognitive level 

that is just above an individual’s current cognitive level. It is the potential growth zone of that 

individual and it can become an individual’s future cognitive level through interaction with 

individuals who are slightly more advanced (i.e., the more knowledgeable other, MKO). 

Through the RID collaborative group discussion experience, students are not only engaged with 

their academics, they are also given interaction experiences with peers. Learners are not passive 

as they might be in a larger lecture experience, but are contributing actively to the group 

discussion of the parent course material; they are participating in a collaborative learning 

experience. As each individual brings their unique experiences and knowledge to the academic 

discussion, each peer has the potential to act as the more knowledgeable other, allowing for 
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cognitive gain within RID participants’ ZPDs. Bruffee (1993) explained why experiences with 

collaborative learning and RID discussion groups contribute to cognitive growth, as follows: 

In a heterogeneous group that includes diverse experience, talent, and ability, people’s 

“zones of proximal development” overlap. The distance between what the group as a whole 

already knows and what its members as a whole can’t make sense of for love nor money – 

the area of what as a whole they can learn next – is likely to be fairly broad. As a result, I 

may be ready to understand a good deal more as a member of a working group than I would 

be ready to understand by myself alone (p. 39). 

RID discussion courses are, by design, heterogeneous working groups, like those described by 

Bruffee, that allow students the opportunity to learn from each other. Chickering and Gamson 

(1987) summed up the cognitive gain that is observed with collaborative pedagogy: 

Learning is enhanced when it is more like a team effort than a solo race. Good learning, like 

good work, is collaborative and social, not competitive and isolated. Working with others 

often increases involvement in learning. Sharing one’s own ideas and responding to others’ 

reactions improves thinking and deepens understanding (p. 4). 

 Content analyses found that the RID course small-group collaborative design was favored 

by traditional-age, millennial participants. Millennials tend to prefer instructors who are invested 

and interested in their academic successes (Murray, 1997), who place value in engagement and 

who promote active learning environments, and they tend to be threatened by disengagement in 

lecture-format classes (Wilson, 2004). RID discussion courses are small group active learning 

environments that promote student engagement through collaborative group learning design. 

RID meetings are discussion sessions that require participant contributions from all members.  

RID courses also require weekly reflective writing, an important component of both engagement 
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and reflection. Bruffee (1993) stated, “Writing is not ancillary to teaching with collaborative 

learning, as it is to traditional teaching. It is central” (p. 53). As seen by Bruffee (1993), and as 

used in the RID context, writing is “…a collaborative process, a displaced conversation among 

peers in which we construct knowledge” (p. 54). He explained that students are only able to write 

about that which they are able to talk about, and have talked about, with members of their 

knowledge communities (Bruffee, 1993, pp. 57-68). A marriage of reading along with discussion 

and reflective writing is part of what makes RID such a successful design, and promotes gains 

that accompany collaborative-learning pedagogy. In addition to the engagement that occurs 

through RID course design, RID groups promote student success and integration through 

intimacy established in small groups where leaders both know student names and actively invest 

in the successes of each participant. 

Learning from Peers. Content analyses found that RID participation frequently involved 

learning from co-peers. A distinction is often made in the literature between direct peers and 

near-peers. Near-peers are students in the same level designation (i.e., undergraduates in RID) 

who are advanced in the course sequences. In RID, near-peers were used as the discussion 

leaders, de facto instructors. In this model, it is expected that the near-peer, a student who has 

successfully completed the course for which the discussion course is offered, will act in the role 

of discussion leader, providing information and instruction that will lead to the cognitive 

development of RID participants. One finding was that RID participants frequently identified 

their co-peers as sources of knowledge and scaffolding, a characteristic found in traditional-age, 

so-called millennial participants. An example of this was stated in the following student excerpt, 

“Reading in the Disciplines has also improved my understanding of the course material by 

allowing me to see the material from another point of view. Instead of only thinking of the 
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material from the professor’s perspective, I can now build upon that perspective with the 

perspectives of my classmates and instructor.” Another student stated, 

By participating in RID, it really helped improve the way I think and write about history.  

First of all, it really helps me think more in depth because there were other people within my 

class with different inputs and outputs. Having different voices talk about a topic can help me 

understand a lot better. This can also make topics more clear if other people are discussing 

what they are thinking about while reading the documents or listening to the lectures. 

Millennials are described as having characteristics that help to illuminate the phenomenon of 

direct-peer learning. Millennials are frequently described as team-players; this likely arose 

partially from an increase in cooperative and collaborative learning environments that these 

students experienced in their K12 education (Wilson, 2004). According to Wilson, “This could 

bode well for their willingness and ability to work with peers in college classrooms to enhance 

learning” (Wilson, 2004b, p. 61). 

Learning from Direct Peers – connection to theory. Social constructivism and 

collaborative learning theory can help to explain why our data shows that students learn from 

direct peers. The core of collaborative learning is that learners work in groups as opposed to 

individually and that learning occurs through interactions (Prince, 2004). These collaborative 

groups form learning communities (Bruffee, 1993, p. 3), where the learning communities 

contribute to the construction of knowledge that results from “interaction and negotiation with 

others” (Knorr-Cetina, 2013, p. 13). In RID, each direct peer participant brings a different 

experience set and knowledge set. Hence, depending on context and discussion topic, each 

participant has the opportunity to act as the more knowledgeable individual within a given 

discussion. This unique set of knowledge, experiences, and opinions defines the social capital 
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that exists in these groups, particularly in the area of information potential, or access to 

information from peers that is available to those participating in RID.  

Transferrable Skill Development. Content analyses data show found that RID participation 

resulted in reported transferrable-skill development in three areas: cognitive, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal. The most common area of skill development mentioned by RID participants was 

cognitive skills. The second most common was intrapersonal growth. Mentions of interpersonal 

growth were the least common, but often the most direct. In participants’ statements reflecting 

interpersonal growth in their RID final writing, they mentioned increased comfort or interest in 

working with others on their academics. These included statements such as, “I also got better in 

participating in-group discussions.” Another student commented, “It also helped me gain critical 

small group discussion skills, like knowing how to talk and listen to other people.” 

As 97.7% of RID participants fall into the millennial generation, the findings on transferrable 

skill development carry special significance. When students come to college underprepared, 

there are additional challenges that need overcoming to achieve student success. Hensley, 

Shaulskiy, Zircher, and Sanders (2015) identified resiliency as an area of concern for millennials.  

Resiliency skills include the acceptance of the costs of academic engagement, an adjustment in 

the individual’s view of effort, and an embracing of supportive relationships (Hensley et al., 

2015). As put by Conley (2008). Many of these skills are formed during the RID experience, 

including an increased acceptance of the cost of engagement (time and effort), adjustments in the 

levels of effort, and the acceptance of supportive relationships. Additionally, enrollment in RID 

itself is an expression of the resiliency skill of embracing supportive relationships. 

Transferrable skill development – connection to theory. Social cognitive theory and 

collaborative learning theory can help to explain why our data shows that RID participants 
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expressed the development of transferrable skills during the RID experience connect to re-

acculturation (Bruffee, pp. 116-120) Transferrable skill development is linked to the concept of 

the more knowledgeable other. RID discussion courses have a set curriculum with clear 

expectations. Through those expectations and modeling by the near-peer (a more knowledgeable 

other) and by more advance direct peers, transferrable skills have a fertile environment for 

development. Additionally, through content analysis of student essays, a surprising find was that 

many of the transferrable skill development statements were co-coded as re-acculturation 

statements. Re-acculturation, or acculturation into a new community, is a collaborative learning 

concept that refers to the developmental changes that occur as one becomes part of a community. 

For the purpose of this study, this was simply defined as “the group’s way becomes my way.” 

The academic skills, habits, and expectations of the RID curriculum, RID leader, and RID peer 

participants set the “way” for this community and through practice and the Vygotskian idea of 

imitation, RID participants developed cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skills that 

represented the group culture. As stated by Bruffee (1993): 

…the way our students talked and wrote, and even the way they behaved in class, did not 

involve ‘errors’ at all. They talked, wrote, and behaved in a manner that was perfectly 

correct and acceptable within the community they were currently members of. The way 

they talked, wrote, and behaved was ‘incorrect’ and unacceptable, we found ourselves 

saying, only in a community that they were not – or were not yet – members of. The 

community that the students were not yet members of and were asking to join by virtue of 

committing themselves to attend college was of course the (to them) alien community of 

the ‘literate’ and the ‘college educated.’ In a word, us. (p. 17) 
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Student accountability. RID participants stated that participation in the peer-led discussion 

course resulted in an increased sense of accountability, or following through with course 

obligations. In many of the statements, students used such indicator phrases as “made me” or 

“forced me.” One participant said, “In terms of the weekly assignments, they were very useful 

because it made me sit down and write about what we had just learned in class or how to apply 

what we had just learned to something.” Another participant said, 

Also, with having to write papers every week regarding the information presented to us 

forced me to truly understand what I was talking about. It's one thing reading about 

something and saying you understand it, but it's an entirely different thing when you have 

to explain yourself in a paper. Your ideas need to be clearer and you have to have a better 

grasp on the material to be able to present it in your own words.  

Some participants also discussed how their desire to contribute to group discussions ensured that 

they did not fall behind on parent class readings. In statements related to student accountability, 

participants commented that additional discussion courses encouraged and enhanced their ability 

to keep up with parent course content. 

Student accountability – connection to theory. Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), 

social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), and collaborative learning tenets (Bruffee, 1984) all 

contributed to the understanding of the development of student accountability in RID discussion 

courses. In the collaborative learning environment, learners became part of a knowledge 

community. Part of this experience included the concept of acculturation, where members of the 

knowledge community shared a common language and shared special characteristics and habits 

that identified them as members of that community (Bruffee, 1993, p. 3). The RID course had a 

set syllabus and set expectations, as does any course. As students observed the successful 
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participation of other members of the knowledge community, they modeled their behavior after 

that ideal. This modeling is explained through Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory.  

Lowered Affective Filters. Research shows that classroom climate is critical to student 

development (Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, & Norman, 2010, pp. 153-187). In their final 

essays, RID participants discussed the reasons why the RID program lowered affective filters 

and created a productive classroom climate. Some participants commented on how the presence 

of a peer-leader put them at ease. One participant captured this in a statement, “My leader was 

very knowledgeable in philosophy and for the most part could answer most of our questions 

which was nice. She never made us feel bad if we didn't know what something was saying, or if 

we didn't know the answer to a question.” Another participant commented, “Working in more of 

a laidback setting has also allowed me ask questions more comfortably with my group leader 

which helps me gain a greater understanding of what we are talking about.” 

Other participants commented on the smaller class size being less intimidating than the larger 

lecture experience. One participant stated, “Being part of a small group I noticed myself opening 

up more. In the parent-course, the class size is big and intimidating to the point that I do not want 

to share my ideas on the topics being discussed.” Many participants commented on how the 

lecture environment was not conducive to getting questions answered, but the RID environment 

was. One participant stated this by saying, “Reading in the Disciplines also took me out of the 

lecture environment and into an environment where I felt more inclined to ask questions and 

state opinions.” Another participant commented, “In a large lecture hall I don't feel comfortable 

asking questions but in a small group setting I feel like I can ask small questions to clear up any 

misunderstanding I may have on course material.” Yet another participant stated, 
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I usually feel like an idiot speaking up in class because I feel like I either say the wrong 

thing or don't understand the material enough to ask questions and with the Reading in 

the Disciplines course, the professor gave us the information in class that we needed and 

then we talked about it in our RID sessions like we would any topic among friends. 

Lowered Affective Filters – connection to theory. Through the lens of collaborative 

learning theory, the design of RID helps to explain the lowered affective filters. RID groups are 

small, absent of faculty, and collaborative. In these collaborative environments, students work 

together to advance learning in a supportive group atmosphere. In the correct environment, 

students open up, share more, take-more risks, and enhance learning (Hanson, 1981). The 

required atmosphere for this is one that is “rewarding, cooperative and work oriented” (Hanson, 

1981, p. 98).  

 This study exposed some key findings that could benefit institutions of higher education 

in enhancing student success on their campuses. First, this study implied that active learning is 

key to student performance and student growth. Active learning is important as many campuses 

still employ large-population lecture formats without supplementation with smaller active 

learning environments.  

Additionally, this study implied that peers can play a key role in each other’s cognitive 

development and in the affective environments in which learning takes place. Students not only 

learn from peers who are formally recognized as more advanced (near-peers or cross-level 

peers), but also from direct peers (i.e., co-peers or same-level peers). These peers provide the 

opportunity for discussion in a learner’s attainable growth zone and provide the potential for the 

breakdown of concepts (i.e., scaffolding) that makes the information more accessible. These 
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peers, due to their standing, also lower learner anxiety, which prompts increased discussion, 

question-making, and participation (a.k.a., active learning). 

This study also implied that membership in knowledge communities results in the 

development of cognitive skills, interpersonal skills, and intrapersonal skills. Through RID 

course expectations, the RID structure of collaborative learning, and through modeling, an 

element of social learning theory, students develop skills. These are skills that are not only 

relevant and valuable in higher education, but also in the world that they will join after they leave 

higher education. These skills include the ability to work with others more effectively 

(interpersonal skills) and, also, to recognize the value of working together with others. This 

interdependence is a key element of Chickering’s (1987) theory of identity development and is 

even a key element of Covey’s (1989) seven habits of highly effective people. Cognitive skills 

including study skills, reading ability, and processing skills are also enhanced. These skills are 

important throughout higher education and remain important after graduation. Finally, 

intrapersonal skills or self-discovery that occurred as a result of RID participation are paramount 

in all learning that occurs thereafter. Because, through an understanding of oneself, time is 

valued and used effectively in a manner that best fits learners who have begun to develop the 

tools to meta-cognitively evaluate their learning and their learning methods for best fit. 

Recommendations 

 Institutions of higher education should employ peers in roles that employ their ability to 

enhance student success. The findings from this study show that participation in credited peer-

discussion courses resulted in increased student success in terms of academic performance. The 

findings also showed a trend in increased institutional persistence. These peer-led discussion 

courses allowed for more active student participation than the traditional lecture format, which is 
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important due to the make-up of the college-going population, where the majority of current 

students of higher education were millennials. Millennials are a group that thrives in active 

learning environments and that struggles in passive environments that do not require 

engagement. As these findings showed that the regular use of peers in credited active-learning 

course environments that supplement core academic courses may enhance undergraduate student 

success, there are follow-up recommendations for the use of these collaborative peer 

environments in the undergraduate experience. Peer-led credited discussion courses that 

supplement core university courses, and that are based on collaborative learning design, may 

provide institutions with a fiscally sustainable pedagogical support that enhances undergraduate 

student success. It is recommended that institutions re-evaluate the role of both direct and 

advanced peers in enhancing student success and then make the practical changes necessary to 

employ peers in these roles. 

 Analyzing the interconnectedness of the themes led to a deeper understanding of how 

engagement, collaboration, and peer leadership enhanced the learning experience of students in 

the RID course. It became clear that the character, personality, and collaborative teaching and 

discussion styles of peer-leaders had an impact on students’ experiences. In some of the RID 

contexts, it seems that the peer-leaders were more authoritative and a bit more teacher-centered 

in their teaching style. The class appeared, through student description, to resemble a traditional 

classroom with a central authority figure. The reflective writings from these students produced 

fewer statements of growth and fewer expressions reflecting membership in a knowledge 

community. On the opposite end, some of the RID contexts had peer-leaders who played the role 

of peer learner, offering questions, but allowed peer members the opportunity to discuss and 

construct consensus. These RID peer-leaders had learners that expressed a greater extent of 



 
 

121 

personal growth, feelings of membership in a knowledge community, and individual satisfaction 

with the RID program. As certain conditions are required for the realization of the objectives of 

collaborative learning, it is important to carefully select peer- leaders and to intentionally train 

them in the most effective collaborative teaching techniques. Hence, as the quality of peer 

leadership affects the experience of the learners, and likely the outcomes, it is important to 

carefully consider the skills, personalities, and training of the peer leaders. 

 The findings and the design of this study suggest that further research could help to 

clarify the role that these peer-led discussion courses have on student success. One area for 

further exploration is identifying which factors of the RID experience contribute to the observed 

effect. This study compared two groups, those who voluntarily enrolled in RID discussion 

groups and those who did not, without controls for such variables as varying parent course 

professors, varying disciplines, peer-leader variation, differences in group size, and varying 

meeting timing and locations. Another suggestion is to replicate the study in a semester where 

RID-course enrollment is stratified to represent an entire student population. A final 

recommendation would be to revise the final writing prompt to include the opportunity for a less-

structured response that opens the door for constructive input. 

Limitations 

 This study had the following four limitations. First, the study design did not control for 

variables within discussion sections. Second, in this study, participants self-selected to enroll in 

the RID course, which was heavily promoted by academic advisors for students on probation, a 

source of response bias. Third, small group sizes for each individual RID course section also 

skewed data were a source of response bias. Fourth, there were no controls for observer and 
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response bias by the researcher, as an active member in design, delivery, and evaluation of the 

NMU RID program.  

Student departure occurs for a variety of reasons, including social and academic 

integration considerations, financial considerations, organizational considerations, and 

psychological considerations (Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 1993). The Reading in the Disciplines (RID) 

program, as it is currently structured, is unable to address financial considerations and some of 

the organizational considerations that influence a student’s decision to depart from an institution. 

Additionally, although I attempted to remain neutral, my intimacy with the program created bias 

in interpreting results gathered. 

Summary 

Academic achievement, persistence, and personal growth are key elements of student 

success at the post-secondary level. To enhance these outcomes, this study suggested that use of 

peers in a collaborative learning format provides a fiscally sustainable method. The purpose of 

this study was to look at the effect of credited peer-led supplementary discussion courses on 

student success. The results clearly showed increased academic performance. In addition, the 

persistence trend suggests that there are elements within the RID discussion course structure that 

results in increased persistence.  

 RID participants’ writings also hinted at why there were increases in student success 

with RID participation. Many RID discussion participants hinted that they actively engaged with 

their learning, as opposed to the passive structure often encountered in lectures. Additionally, 

participants said that they learned from their peers, both their near-peers (cross-level peers) who 

led the course and their co-peers (same-level peers). Many RID participants also commented that 

they experienced increased accountability for coursework. This increased accountability helped 
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the participants to keep up with parent course material. Another finding was that RID 

participants developed transferrable skills, including cognitive skills, interpersonal skills, and 

intrapersonal skills. An overlap was found with the development of these skills and the 

collaborative learning concept of acculturation, or adapting the way of the group. One key 

finding was the lowering of affective filters in the RID discussion course. RID participants 

expressed a decreased level of anxiety in the RID discussion course. Many students indicated 

that this was due to the small class size and others indicated that it was partly due to the group 

demographics, where only peers were present.  

 This study examined effects of one credited peer-led discussion course on undergraduate 

student success. The discussion course was led by near-peer undergraduate students who 

successfully completed a course that supplemented larger lecture courses and incorporated 

collaborative-learning design elements. There were five key findings: discussion course 

participation was associated with increased parent-course performance; direct peers learned from 

each other; participation in the discussion course resulted in transferrable skills development; 

discussion participation increased student accountability; and peer-led discussions lowered 

student affective filters.  

 This study has implications for college administrators, curriculum designers, and faculty 

developing innovative approaches for promoting post-secondary student success. Peer-led small 

group discussion sections are especially recommended for students whose millennial 

characteristics and college readiness stand to most benefit from these alternatives to traditional 

remediation.  
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Appendix A 

Essay Prompt 

THE READING IN THE DISCIPLINES EXPERIENCE 
Required Final Writing 

 
Due: 13 May 2016 

 
Content: Your final writing assignment for Reading in the Disciplines is to reflect upon your experience as 

a learner in the Reading in the Disciplines program. Please address all of the following questions 

in your essay. Be sure to include specific detail when discussing readings, assignments, and group 

activities. As you consider the following questions, please keep in mind that your task is not to 

comment on personalities – of the group, your group leader, and/or your professor – but on your 

own growth as a reader, a writer, and as a student of your subject. 

 

1. How has participating in Reading in the Disciplines helped to improve your understanding of the parent-

course materials? In what specific ways has working collaboratively with the group and group leader 

improved your retention of the course material? In what specific ways has writing about what you have 

read improved your retention of the course material? 

 

2. How has Reading in the Disciplines improved the way you think and write about the parent course? 

 

3. How might you apply the discoveries you’ve made about yourself as a reader and learner to your work in 

other courses or disciplines? 

 

Format: Your final writing should be two pages (approximately 500 words) in length, typed and double-

spaced. Please use a standard 12-point font and margins (Word default: 1.25 inches left and right; 

1-inch top and bottom). 

 

Be sure to include the following information at the top of the page: 

  Your name 

  RID Meeting Time  

  RID course/Parent-course  

  RID leader/Professor  

 

Please be sure to proofread your papers before turning them in! 

Take care to check spelling, even after using a spelling and grammar check tool. 

Watch for errors like definitely vs. defiantly, you’re vs. your, etc. 
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Appendix B 

Approvals 
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Appendix C 

Forms 
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Appendix D 

Final Essays Data 

 

Theme Statements  Essays  %  

Engaging in learning 396 86 100% 

Enhancing personal accountability 76 49 57.0% 

Developing transferrable skills 250 79 91.9% 

Developing social capital 314 85 98.8% 

Self-discovery 147 70 81.4% 

Developing self-efficacy 51 29 33.7% 

Expanding content knowledge/understanding 386 86 100% 

Increasing interest in content 50 31 36.1% 

Benefiting from interaction with a more knowledgeable peer  282 84 97.7% 

Lowering affective filters 46 33 38.4% 

Learning collaboratively 604 86 100% 
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