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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore the articulated experiences of natural science 

majors who were participating in a living-learning community with a liberal arts curriculum. 

Using the American Association of College and University’s (2002) report, Greater Expectations 

as an organizing framework, this study sought to determine how – if at all – students in this 

learning community were encountering the organizational educational principles consistent with 

classical and contemporary liberal education. The study was a qualitative inquiry that examined 

students’ precollege experiences and beliefs, their current perceptions on their academic 

experiences, and reflections on the meaning of these experiences. 

 The data collected and analyzed in the completion of this study consisted of a series of 19 

individual interviews with students enrolled in both a natural science major and in a living-

learning community (LLC). Analysis of the interview data led the researcher to identify four 

themes: (a) Students attributed intellectual growth to experiences in both the major and the LLC, 

and that the science curriculum was in some ways separated from the liberal arts curriculum; (b) 

Students experienced and defined diversity in meaningful ways; (c) Physical place and social 

space of the LLC contributed significantly to the program; and (d) Students reflected learning 

experiences and outcomes consistent with both classical and contemporary liberal educational 

environments. Ultimately, the students in this study viewed their LLC experiences as meaningful 

supplement to the science major. Further analysis of the findings, as well as conclusions and 

recommendations for both policy and practice, are discussed in the final chapter of the study. 
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CHAPTER I:  

INTRODUCTION 

When high school seniors are in the process of selecting a college, many factors enter 

into that decision. Cost of attendance, quality and quantity of academic and nonacademic 

services, proximity of the school to the student’s home, and institutional profile are but a few of 

the myriad variables to be considered. Of concern to many students is the issue of institutional 

size and orientation; which is “best” – a large university, or a smaller liberal arts college? The 

resources at a university are comparatively vast. However, the selective liberal arts college has 

appeal to many as well. Perceptions of small classes, of academically rigorous programs, of 

faculty members who are primarily engaged in teaching rather than research, and of a student 

body comprised of intellectually curious and engaging young people are all qualities associated 

with the liberal arts college. But why must students forfeit these qualities by choosing to go to a 

large university? Can a university student have a liberal arts college experience? This question 

may be most relevant to the student considering a major in the natural sciences. Certainly there is 

value in small classes and in the close faculty/student mentoring relationships that typify the 

stereotypical liberal arts college experience. But there is also great value in the expansive bench 

and clinical research opportunities often found at large universities. Certainly, the laboratory 

facilities at a research university dwarf those at a small school. How can the aspiring scientist 

ensure the best of both worlds? 

Some institutions have created learning communities, in part as an attempt to provide a 

liberal arts learning environment in a space where one did not exist previously. Learning 
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communities have their philosophical roots in liberal education. John Dewey (1903) was a 

progenitor of the learning community movement; his assertion that learning should be both 

active and collaborative is consistent with both liberal education and with practices common to 

many learning communities. The first twentieth century attempt to implement a contemporary 

learning community was in the 1920s. Alexander Meiklejohn created the Experimental College 

at the University of Wisconsin in order to provide students a rigorous learning environment that 

transcended the disciplines (Abler, 2002).  

A distinction must be made between liberal education and the liberal arts college. The 

Association of American Colleges and Universities defines liberal education as “a philosophy of 

education that empowers individuals, liberates the mind from ignorance, and cultivates social 

responsibility. Characterized by challenging encounters with important issues, and more a way of 

studying than specific content, liberal education can occur at all types of colleges and 

universities” (AAC&U, 2002, p. 4). A liberal education need not be the exclusive domain of the 

liberal arts college, but liberal arts colleges have consistently demonstrated high levels of 

positive educational practices associated with a liberal education (Hersh, 1999; Lang, 1999; 

Pascarella, Wolniak, Cruce, & Blaich, 2004; Seifert, Pascarella, Goodman & Salisbury, 2010).  

Liberal arts colleges are an institution type, typically physically small and philosophically 

grounded in the traditions associated with a liberal education. Natural science majors at liberal 

arts colleges may benefit from these practices in surprising ways; although the facilities at 

research institutions typically far exceed those available to the aspiring scientist at a liberal arts 

college, the personal attention from senior faculty, along with greater autonomy in the research 

setting “often leads to an intense and highly focused research experience in a liberal arts college. 

Those who have had such an experience prize it greatly and consider it to have been highly 
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influential in their development as scientists” (Cech, 1999, p. 208). “These findings make it clear 

that the selective private liberal arts college, perhaps more than any other institution of American 

higher education, exemplifies what has come to be know as best educational practice in 

undergraduate education” (Astin, 1999, p. 92).  

Of course, these practices are not only occurring at liberal arts colleges. One survey 

found that faculty who give personal attention to undergraduate research students as well as give 

students the autonomy to act independently could be found across all institution types (Einarson 

& Clarkberg, 2004). The orientation and priorities of the learning environment appear to have a 

greater influence than the institutional type (AAC&U, 2002). What is still not known are the 

ways in which students experience the liberal arts college environment, and how – if at all – a 

liberal arts college environment is being deliberately recreated for the natural science major at 

other institution types. There is a need for deliberate examination of natural science majors who 

are also enrolled in a self-described liberal educational setting within the context of a larger 

institution.  

Statement of the Problem 

 The 1990 report The Liberal Art of Science: Agenda for Action asserts that “science 

influences every aspect of contemporary American life, yet the United States has been described 

as a nation of scientific illiterates…Of critical concern is education in the natural sciences at the 

undergraduate level” (AAAS, 1990, vii). The report concludes with a series of recommendations 

based on two guiding principles: first, that science should be taught as it is practiced (meaning by 

adherence to a specific and scientific method), and second, that science is seen as a liberal art 

and that natural science instruction should reflect the liberal arts teaching and learning tradition. 

Liberal arts teaching and learning can and does occur across institution types. Colleges and 
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universities advertise that their students receive the benefits of a liberal arts education, and with 

little wonder. A compelling and expanding body of literature has found that many ‘best 

practices’ of American higher education are associated with selective liberal arts colleges (Astin, 

1999). Education in the science disciplines may be particularly shaped by context. As an 

example, Ruscio (1987) found that science education practices at liberal arts colleges frequently 

engaged students more directly in research projects, embraced out-of-field knowledge and 

disciplines, and more frequently employed research primarily as a teaching tool. Science majors 

in liberal arts college environments also benefit from academic ‘cross-training;’ developing skills 

in other disciplines that ultimately shape the scientist’s ability to make meaning of the natural 

world (Cech, 1999).  

A liberal arts college education may not be appropriate for – or available to – every 

student. In an attempt to provide some of the best practices associated with liberal education at 

other institutions, research universities are looking to curricular innovations that create learning 

environments that are conducive to liberal education. Learning communities are among these 

innovations. As an example, The Blount Undergraduate Initiative at The University of Alabama 

is a learning community seeks to provide a liberal educational experience for its students. 

Created in 1999, the Blount Undergraduate Initiative is “is a four-year program that affirms the 

value of a liberal arts education based on classical traditions. Its objective is to instill in 

students the habits of mind that characterize self-reliant thinkers” (BUI, 2012). The program 

consists of a minimum of six courses to be taken over the course of the student’s undergraduate 

career. Students typically enroll in the program prior to starting at The University, and they are 

expected to live in the Blount Living Learning Center for their freshman year. The Blount Living 

Learning Center is a dormitory that also boasts classroom and learning spaces in addition to 
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residence space. Blount scholars live in the dorm for the freshman year and also take the 

freshman Blount course sequence in the dormitory classrooms. These freshman Blount classes 

are known as the foundations courses, and have a theme of origins in the fall semester, and 

possibilities in the spring semester. These courses are frequently described as great books 

courses, in which students read key texts from authors in multiple disciplines. A sample syllabus 

of the fall foundations course is provided in Appendix B. All students in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative experience the same freshman seminar curriculum, despite the variety 

of academic majors and chosen disciplines of students in the program. Because there are no 

limitations on academic major, Blount scholars are enrolled in disciplines from across the 

campus. The foundations Blount courses consist of ‘great books’ courses that span the 

humanities and social and natural sciences. 

After the freshman year, Blount students choose from interdisciplinary seminar courses. 

These special topics courses also call upon multiple disciplines, but are taught by faculty housed 

in a specific discipline rather than by a faculty member whose only affiliation is to the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative. For example, a psychology professor may teach an interdisciplinary 

Blount Seminar in addition to teaching in the department. These seminar courses are taken later 

in a student’s academic program and include 3 - 4 upper-level Blount courses. Additionally, 

students in the program are expected to engage in academic discussions around a central theme, 

chosen each year by the program administration: 

Knowledge develops in dialogue between different and frequently opposed perspectives, 
and that is why the seminars preserve the emphasis on comparison and contrast 
characteristic of the foundations course. Participants in the second year will come 
together at regular intervals -- at least twice during the semester -- to debate and discuss. 
There must therefore be a connecting theme to establish a common basis for shared 
inquiry. Themes preserve the emphasis on foundational concepts and debates of the first 
year foundations course, but deepen the conversation to consider special problems or 
issues that may be of more topical interest. Each year there is at least one theme. By 
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“theme” I mean one of the core problems that defines the history of ideas in the liberal 
arts. (BUI, 2011) 

 
In addition to the coursework and out-of-class discussions, students are expected to complete a 

capstone project as part of the final course in the program, worldviews. This course requires 

students to recall the varied themes presented in the foundations courses, and then integrate those 

themes in the development of a single worldview: the worldviews course asserts that “individual 

beliefs about what is actual, what is possible and what is desirable can be combined into a single 

unified understanding of the world; [and] second, how such a worldview has implications for 

what we should do and how we should live.” (BUI, 2011) The Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

has a demonstrated emphasis on drawing upon multiple sources of knowledge and on critical 

synthesis of that knowledge. The Blount Undergraduate Initiative differs from other 

interdisciplinary programs on campus in several ways because much more of the curricular 

components are universal to all students in the program and because students share living space 

in the freshman year, communities of students grouped into cohorts are more clearly defined. 

Additionally, because all students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative take the same 

foundations courses, every student in the program has a common academic experience with 

every other student in the program. The Blount Undergraduate Initiative also differs from the 

University’s honors program. Though the two are not mutually exclusive (many of the students 

in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative are also enrolled in the Honors College), the students in 

the Honors College have a wealth of seminars from which to choose, but no mandatory common 

courses or programs. Additionally, the Honors Students are housed in much larger dormitories 

that feature a different physical layout from the Blount dormitory; these differences are further 

discussed in Chapter III. 
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Although prior research studies examine the impact of participation in other learning 

communities, virtually no independent analysis of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative is present 

in the extant literature. Approximately 10% of students enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative were majoring in a natural science as of the spring semester of 2012. Many previously 

conducted studies on science education examine aggregated student behaviors. It is also 

important to understand how a liberal education in the natural sciences is experienced, by 

examining the individual student experiences. Although some characteristics of liberal arts 

colleges may not be transferrable to other institutions (the role of scholarly research in the tenure 

and promotion process at flagship universities, for example, is unlikely to change), some 

characteristics have been found to cross institution types. Notably, the number and status of 

interdisciplinary programs that incorporate the natural sciences is on the rise, and has been for at 

least thirty years (Mansilla, 2005; Ruscio, 1987).  

In its 2002 report, Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to 

College, the authors of the report describe the recommended principles and learning outcomes 

associated with a quality college experience, regardless of setting or institution type. The report 

urges that colleges and universities develop intentional learners: students who emerge 

empowered, informed, engaged, and responsible as a result of their college experiences 

(AAC&U, 2002). The report includes a list of organizing educational principles that adhere to 

many traditional and contemporary paradigms associated with a liberal education. The report 

also includes updated and appended objectives for an education that is both liberal and practical. 

These objectives will be achieved in part through “colleges and universities that…value 

themselves as learning communities whose mission is to improve student achievement” 

(AAC&U, 2002, p. 47). In an attempt to better understand how students’ experiences align with 
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these organizing educational principles, the purpose of this study was to examine the lived 

experiences of undergraduate science majors enrolled in a living-learning community, and how 

they made meaning of these experiences. Specifically, this study explored how students majoring 

in a natural science articulated their experiences with out- of-field learning. Additionally, this 

study examined the impact, if any, that participation in a liberal arts learning community had on 

their articulations. To that end, the researcher examined the experiences of currently enrolled 

students at The University of Alabama, all of whom are natural science majors and also enrolled 

in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative.  

 The Blount Initiative is of significant relevance to this study because it overtly claims to 

provide students with a liberal arts experience. Although a great deal of research has been 

published on the value of a liberal education and on its long-term effect on students, there are 

fewer examples in the literature of student perceptions of a liberal education as they are 

experiencing it. Additionally, few empirical studies examine natural science majors’ articulated 

educational experiences with out-of-field coursework, and how those articulations vary across 

learning environments and by academic major. To address these gaps in the literature, this study 

examined the out-of-field experiences of natural science majors who are also enrolled in a 

learning community with a liberal arts focus. This program is of great interest to the researcher; 

the combined living/learning spaces of the Blount program, as well as the curriculum in the 

academic component of the program, appear to have had a significant impact on both currently 

enrolled students and graduates of the program. Additionally, many of the currently enrolled 

students exhibit a very strong affinity for and identity with the program. This study examined the 

articulated experiences of currently enrolled natural science majors in the Blount Initiative, as 

well as their articulations of the curricular components that are fundamental to the program. 
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Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of natural science majors who are 

participating in a living-learning community. A considerable portion of existing learning 

community research focuses on one of three clusters: the historical and philosophical 

underpinnings of learning communities, the design, implementation, and methodology of 

contemporary learning communities, and the measurable student outcomes associated with 

participation in learning communities. Research on learning communities and the student 

experience examine retention (Andrade, 2007; Johnson, 2001; Potts, Schultz, & Foust, 2003), 

degree completion (Pike, Schroeder, & Berry, 1997; Tinto, 1997; Zhao & Kuh, 2004), and co-

curricular behaviors (Inkelas, Vogt, Longerbeam, Owen, & Johnson, 2006). The majority of 

these studies are quantitative in their methodology and many rely on either aggregated survey 

response data (studies that examine extracurricular involvement, for example) or institutional 

reporting (studies that report rates of retention, time to degree completion, or academic 

performance). What has been less frequently examined is how students in these deliberately 

constructed learning communities differ, if at all, in the ways they engage outside learning.  

Several studies cite the correlation between achievement in the natural sciences and attending a 

small college (Brieger, 1999; Cech, 1999; Walker & Schneider, 1996). Many of these studies cite 

longitudinal data or the accomplishments of alumni as markers of success. Fewer studies explore 

the articulations of natural science majors as they are experiencing the curriculum. Additional 

research is needed that explores the relationship between natural science education, learning 

environments and liberal educational objectives.     

In an attempt to learn more about these phenomena, the purpose of this study was to 

explore how natural science majors articulate their experiences with out-of-field coursework. 
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This study examined the impact, if any, that participation in a liberal arts learning community 

had on these articulations. In an attempt to narrow the scope of this study to a manageable and 

meaningful investigation, this research focused on the academic experiences of students all 

enrolled at the same institution and in the same living-learning community at the same time. 

Each of the students in this study is majoring in a natural science and each is also enrolled in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative. The primary intent of this study was to specifically explore the 

articulations of these Blount students’ in- and out-of-classroom learning experiences. In addition 

to students’ articulations on their learning experiences, this study also explored students’ 

articulations of their self-assessed personal and developmental growth as experienced through 

the concurrent Blount and natural science programs in which they were enrolled.  

Research Questions 

 The research questions in this qualitative study were grounded in Greater Expectation’s 

Organizing Educational Principles (AAC&U, 2002). The study sought to answer a central 

research question: How do natural science majors enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

reflect the principles associated with a practical liberal education as described Greater 

Expectations? Specifically, how do natural science majors enrolled in a liberal arts living-

learning community articulate their experiences with out-of-major coursework and co-curricular 

activities? The individual research questions are as follows: 

1. In what ways, if at all, do these articulations reflect the characteristics of a 

classical liberal education (also referred to as the ‘old paradigm’ in this study), as 

defined by the Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations; 
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2. In what ways, if at all, do these articulations reflect a twenty-first century liberal 

education (also referred to as the ‘new paradigm’ in this study), as defined by the 

Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations; 

3. In what ways, if at all, does participation in a learning community (in this study, 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative) affect these articulations; 

4. What are the curricular and academic components of the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative that appear to hold the greatest significance for students enrolled in the 

program; 

5. What are the extracurricular and nonacademic components of the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative that appear to hold the greatest significance for students 

enrolled in the program; 

6. In what ways, if at all, is the experience of the natural science major who is 

enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative like the experience of the natural 

science major at a liberal arts college (as described in extant literature); and 

7. How and why do natural science majors choose to participate in an academic 

program with a liberal arts focus? 

Significance of the Study 

 The Association of American Colleges and Universities 2002 report, Greater Expectations: 

A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College, noted that while 75% of high school 

graduates enroll in some form of postsecondary education, the teaching and learning that many 

experience is inconsistent with what they will need as educated citizens in the twenty-first 

century. The committee recommended that colleges and university seek to help students become 

intentional learners: “Empowered through the mastery of intellectual and practical skills, 
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informed by knowledge about the natural and social worlds and about forms of inquiry basic to 

these studies, [and] responsible for their personal actions and for civic values” (p. xi). The notion 

of intentional learning is consistent with Schneider’s (2004) definition of a liberal education, 

which she describes as “a philosophy of education that empowers individuals, liberates the mind 

from ignorance, and cultivates social responsibility…more a way of studying than specific 

content, liberal education can occur at all types of colleges and universities” (p. 9). Intentional 

learning is also a key component of many deliberately constructed learning communities as well 

(Stassen, 2003). Because both learning communities and liberal education have become 

increasingly prevalent in postsecondary schools, an examination of how students experience 

these phenomena is important for both researchers and practitioners who may be considering 

implementing a learning community, embracing a more liberal educational philosophy, or both.  

 In that same 2004 article, Carol Schneider described the state of liberal education today as 

“at one and the same time prized, despised, revised, and disguised” (p. 6). She defines a liberal 

education as one “which has always been concerned with important educational aims and 

cultivating intellectual and ethical judgment, helping students comprehend and negotiate their 

relationship to the larger world, and preparing graduates for lives of civic responsibility and 

leadership” (Schneider, 2004, p. 7). Schneider further asserts that although the undergirding 

philosophies of a liberal education are highly valued, they are rarely recognized as such. The 

artificial tension between a liberal and practical education are commonplace in rhetoric critical of 

higher education. Critics claim that the classical liberal curriculum should be replaced with more 

career-specific programs. However, campuses are bristling with new and innovative programs, 

many of which are “indisputably re-inventions of a more traditional liberal education” 

(Schneider, 2004, p. 8). These new programs are at the same time liberally and practically 
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oriented in their objective. They are liberally oriented in that many embrace multiple 

perspectives and encourage synthesis between disciplines. They are practically oriented in that 

the philosophical underpinnings and the associated student outcomes align with the skill sets 

graduates are expected to carry into their graduate and professional lives (Harvey & Immerwahr, 

1995). These liberal educational principles have been positively linked to enhanced 

postsecondary education in the natural sciences (Cech, 1999; Tsui, 2008; Walker & Schneider, 

1996).  

 These studies and others frequently credit the learning environment experienced by the 

students, not the institution itself, as being the reason for these enhanced outcomes in science 

education. This study attempted to explore how – if at all – a liberal education (historically 

associated with small institutions) is experienced at a large university through participation in a 

living-learning community.  The Blount Undergraduate Initiative is of particular interest to the 

researcher because of the explicit and implicit objectives of the program. Students in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative have deliberately chosen to engage in an academically rigorous 

program that claims to provide a liberal arts experience. Additionally, natural science majors 

who are also enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative are of great interest to the 

researcher. These students purposefully engage an academic program that is not required by their 

major, and often not immediately linked to their graduate or professional aspirations. By limiting 

the scope of this study to natural science majors who are enrolled at a single institution and are 

also enrolled in a learning community, the researcher attempted to glean specific insights from 

the students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative that allow for a deeper understanding of their 

experiences. 
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Definitions of Terms 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative – A four-year living learning community at The 

University of Alabama that “affirms the value of a liberal arts education based on classical 

traditions.” (BUI, 2012). Students enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative major in 

disciplines across The University; all who complete the program earn a minor in ‘liberal arts’. 

Learning Community – A cohort of students who are deliberately brought together 

(usually through common coursework and often with supplemental activities) for the purposes of 

both deeper learning and enhanced interaction with one another and with faculty (Gabelnick et 

al., 1990). 

Living Learning Community – A learning community that also includes a residential 

component. Students in living learning communities live and study together. Living learning 

communities typically emphasize personal development and civic engagement in addition to 

more traditionally academic objectives (Shapiro & Levine, 1999). 

Liberal Education – A philosophical orientation toward education. A liberal education 

seeks to provide learners with broadly applicable skills and attributes: critical thinking, 

intellectual curiosity, healthy skepticism, and respect for multiple ways of knowing (AAC&U, 

2002). 

Liberal Arts College – “A particular institutional type—often small, often residential—

that facilitates close interaction between faculty and students, and has a strong focus on liberal 

arts disciplines.” (AAC&U, 2002, p. 25). Liberal arts colleges have historically been the primary 

providers of a liberal education as it is defined above, though curricular innovations and 

philosophical reorientations at other institution types are now also attempting to provide similar 

educational experiences for their students. 
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Out-Of-Field experiences – for the purposes of this study, “out-of-field experiences” 

refers to students’ classroom and out-of-class academic experiences that specifically engage 

disciplines outside of the natural sciences. In this study, out-of-field experiences specifically 

included students’ experiences with non-science coursework, Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

coursework, residential experiences associated with the Blount program, and other academic and 

scholarly pursuits. 

Space and Place – part of this study examined students’ experience with the residential 

and academic structures in which they were housed. The fact that the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative is a living learning community is of particular interest to this research. Thus, a 

consideration of physical place and social space proved important. For the purpose of this study, 

place refers to the physical structures on campus; space includes the social and individual 

meaning each student ascribes to that physical location. 

Delimitations 

 This dissertation is delimited to the observed articulated experiences of natural science 

majors at The University of Alabama. These articulations were observed in a formal interview 

setting and obtained with the full consent of the participant. All of the students in this study were 

natural science majors at The University of Alabama and were also enrolled in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative at the time of the interview. The Blount Undergraduate Initiative is a 

living-learning community (LLC) that claims a liberal arts tradition and that is unique to The 

University of Alabama. All of the students interviewed for this study were majoring in a natural 

science (delimited to biology, microbiology or chemistry; one student included in this research 

study was pursuing a major in chemical engineering). The researcher chose The University of 

Alabama as the site of the study because the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, which is a 
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residential learning community with a liberal arts focus, is unique to The University of Alabama. 

The researcher chose to delimit this study to the experiences of natural sciences majors because 

evidence suggests that the liberal arts college environment may be particularly well suited to 

teaching and learning in the natural science disciplines (Cech, 1999). Additionally: 

1. Due to the unique and specific characteristics of the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative, the results of this study may not be applicable to other residential 

learning communities; and 

2. The scope of this study is limited to those students self-identified as natural 

science majors. The results of this study may not be applicable to students 

majoring in other disciplines. 

Limitations 

 The researcher acknowledges the following limitations prior to undertaking this study: 

1. The interview data for this study were collected over a relatively short time and 

only consider the articulations of students currently enrolled in a single living 

learning community. A longitudinal study would allow for the examination of 

students’ individual articulations of their experiences over time, which would 

potentially show how, if at all, these articulations changed; 

2. The students who consent to participate in this study may be not be representative 

of students other learning contexts; the request for an interview made mention of 

the nature of the study and of students’ engagement with out-of-field academics; 

3. Due to cost and time constraints, this study explored the experiences of only 

nineteen students, through an intensive but single interview; 

4. Participants may not have provided complete or truthful answers; and 
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5. Although the researcher attempted to be authentic to the students’ articulations, 

researcher bias can occur. Additionally, the researcher may unwittingly 

misinterpret the articulations shared by the participants. 

Assumptions 

 The researcher also acknowledges the following assumptions regarding this study: 

1. The researcher assumes that the students interviewed in this study gave honest 

and accurate accounts of their perceptions and behaviors; and 

2. The researcher assumes that the data collected yielded sufficient information 

regarding students’ experiences to answer the research question in this study. 

Outline of Dissertation/Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this research was to explore the articulated experiences of natural science 

majors enrolled at a research university, and how those articulations were impacted, if at all, by 

students’ participation in a learning community with a liberal arts focus. Learning communities 

are increasingly common on large university campuses, in part because many studies 

demonstrate that participation in a learning community can yield positive outcomes for both 

students and institutions (Gabelnick et al., 1990; Smith et al., 2003). Additionally, learning 

communities are enjoying increased attention by researchers and practitioners because they are 

philosophically consistent with what is known about teaching and learning, they are supported by 

scholarly research that examines teaching and learning, and they offer pragmatic, cost effective 

curricular innovations (Cross, 1998). Many of these curricular innovations are not new; they 

have their philosophical roots in what is commonly defined as a classical, liberal arts education. 

The liberal arts college was once the principal domain of liberal education, but now a liberal 

educational environment can be found (or at least claimed) across all institution types. This shift 
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has particular significance for education in natural science disciplines, as educational outcomes 

in the natural sciences seem to be enhanced when experienced in an environment consistent with 

liberal educational principles. This study sought to explore the intersection of these three 

phenomena: increased attention on the learning community, on liberal education, and on natural 

science education. Several previous studies have considered the relationship between learning 

communities and liberal education. Many of these studies explore student outcomes: retention, 

graduation rates, and GPA. However, less attention has been directed toward a qualitative 

examination of the articulated experiences of the students who participate in a learning 

community, or on the experiences of natural science majors in these environments.  Therefore, 

the objective of this study was to explore and describe the articulated experiences of natural 

science majors also enrolled in a learning community at a research university. This examination 

utilized the Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations as an organizational 

framework for a classical (old paradigm) and contemporary (new paradigm) liberal education. 

 This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter I introduces the overarching purpose 

and justification for this study. Chapter II provides a review of the literature relevant to the 

study: a history of learning communities in American higher education, the philosophical 

foundations of learning communities, an overview of contemporary learning community 

implementations, a discussion of the commonly observed student outcomes associated with 

learning communities, a discussion of the relationship between learning communities and the 

liberal arts, and concludes with an exploration of the literature examining natural science 

education at liberal arts colleges. Chapter III discusses the methodology used in this study: it 

includes a statement of intent, a review of the methodological approach, why a qualitative design 

was the most appropriate approach for this study, and a discussion of the research questions that 
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were employed in this research. Chapter IV is focused on the data interpretation and analysis, as 

well as providing the results of the study. The results of this study were obtained through an 

examination of each student’s articulations and then by identifying the overarching themes that 

emerged from comprehensive analysis of the interview transcripts and field notes. Chapter V 

concludes this research endeavor and presents a summary evaluation of the findings of this study 

through a reexamination of the research questions presented in Chapter I. Chapter V also 

provides recommendations for practice and future scholarly inquiry. 



 

 

CHAPTER II:  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Barbara Smith (1993) wrote, “It is becoming increasingly clear that effective learning 

environments result from the complex interplay of many factors. The overall setting in which 

students learn makes all the difference, and the settings, like the learners, are increasingly diverse 

and challenging” (p. 32). These diverse settings may vary by institution type, as well as by the 

overall academic culture and learning environment. Learning communities may provide a new 

type of learning environment in a location where it did not exist previously. Specifically, 

structured learning communities may provide students with a learning environment conducive to 

a practical liberal education. This chapter reviews the literature on the history of learning 

communities, the philosophical arguments for learning communities, the variety of ways in 

which learning communities have been defined and classified, the student outcomes associated 

with learning community participation, and the relationship between learning communities and a 

liberal arts education. Chapter II also provides a brief overview of the literature related to natural 

science education in liberal educational environments, and the ways in which students are taught 

and learn in natural science classes.  

An understanding of the historical and philosophical foundations of contemporary 

learning communities is important in situating their current context. Knowledge of how learning 

communities are designed and implemented provides the background necessary for 

understanding how the Blount Undergraduate Initiative – the learning community examined in 



 

21 
 

this study – fits within the continuum of learning communities. A review of the commonly found 

outcomes associated with learning communities also offers insight as to how the model for this 

study is consistent with previously found student outcomes, and how it may differ in meaningful 

ways. The chapter includes a discussion of what is meant by a liberal education and the liberal 

arts, and provides an overview of the student experiences associated with a traditional liberal arts 

college experience. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of the literature related to the 

experience of natural science and mathematics majors at liberal arts colleges. The review of the 

literature provides the context for this study and will aid in the development of appropriate 

research questions. 

A History of Learning Communities in American Higher Education 

The acknowledgement that learning occurs outside of the classroom is not a new idea, but 

recently practitioners have made a more intentional consideration of the social spaces – the 

community – in which learning occurs (Ares, 2004). Early efforts to create a learning community 

sought to bring teachers and learners to an intellectual middle ground, in which learning 

environments included not only the classroom, but also the relationship of the learner to the 

campus and the community. Contemporary learning communities have their roots in Alexander 

Meiklejohn’s Experimental College at the University of Wisconsin; the Experimental College 

enrolled students from 1927 to 1932 (Abler, 2002). The Experimental College was the result of 

the lofty ambitions of its founder. Meiklejohn began his academic career as a professor of 

philosophy, first at Brown University (his alma mater), and then at Amherst College in 

Massachusetts. Meiklejohn was influential and popular among both students and faculty, and 

rose to the presidency of Amherst in 1913.  
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As president of Amherst, Meiklejohn was something of an iconoclast; he sought to 

transform the college student experience from its traditional curriculum to one that would both 

challenge and inspire students in new ways. He did so by inviting young, bold new faculty 

members to Amherst, and by encouraging all faculty members to use pointed, thought-provoking 

discussions as the foundation for teaching, rather than the previously employed model of 

unidirectional lecturing by the faculty followed by a display of rote memorization by the 

students. Among Meiklejohn’s successful innovations at Amherst were the introduction of 

interdisciplinary courses and the implementation of a dedicated freshman year experience. His 

interdisciplinary course Social and Economic Institutions sought to expand students’ worldview, 

and signaled the first attempt at reforming the general education curriculum in the twentieth 

century (Boyer & Levine, 1981). 

 Interdisciplinary themes are common in learning communities, and, like liberal 

educational practices, may hold particular significance for teaching and learning in the natural 

sciences (Ares, 2004). The definition of “interdisciplinary” is contentious, but in the context of 

this research and of many contemporary learning communities, interdisciplinary education is 

characterized by the broad learning objectives sought through the curriculum, and by the method 

of instruction employed, which typically incorporates multiple sources of information to achieve 

these broad learning objectives. More specifically articulated, “a discipline can be conveniently 

defined as any comparatively self-contained and isolated domain of human experience which 

possesses its own community of experts. Interdisciplinarity is best seen as bringing together 

distinctive components of two or more disciplines” (Nissani, 1997, p. 203). Interdisciplinary 

education seeks to answer questions too broad or too complex to be viewed through a single 

disciplinary worldview (Klein, 1990).  
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Meiklejohn earned student support for this interdisciplinary vision but failed to garner 

widespread faculty endorsement and, amid great controversy, was forced to resign his presidency 

in 1923. Following his removal as president of Amherst, Meiklejohn set his sights on a narrower 

but purer goal; to create a college within a college dedicated to a true liberal arts education and to 

the teaching and learning ideals he had begun to implement at Amherst. His 1925 manifesto, A 

New College, foreshadowed the very contemporary argument that higher education had become 

both stratified and insular by discipline, rather than an institution boasting an integrated 

curriculum. In Meiklejohn’s assessment, colleges had become dispensaries of knowledge but 

were no longer cultivating deeper learning among their enrolled students (Meiklejohn & 

Guyotte, 1932). On the subject of teaching and learning, Meiklejohn wrote, “We no longer have, 

if we ever had, instruction in intelligence. We now have instruction in a number of subjects” 

(Meiklejohn, 1925, p. 312). Another of Meiklejohn’s critiques of the higher education system 

was the increasing emphasis placed on content-specific teaching, learning, and thinking. Failing 

to see an institution committed to an instruction in intelligence, Meiklejohn sought to start such 

an independent institution of his own. He had avid supporters of this vision, but struggled to 

secure enough capital to bring an independent New College to fruition (Abler, 2002). 

Glenn Frank, a contemporary of Meiklejohn’s and president of the University of 

Wisconsin, used his position at Wisconsin to bring Meiklejohn to campus. Frank offered 

Meiklejohn an extremely generous salary and virtually unlimited autonomy (which would later 

prove politically unwise and would ultimately contribute to the demise of the program) to bring 

Meiklejohn’s vision to the Wisconsin campus (Abler, 2002). Under Meiklejohn’s direction and 

leadership, this new Experimental College would place students in a single dormitory where they 

would live, work, and study together. Though located within The University of Wisconsin, 
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admission to the Experimental College was by a separate application, and both students and 

faculty were physically and culturally separated from the main campus (Boyer, 1981). 

Experimental College faculty (called ‘advisers’) would come to the dormitory to lead discussions 

and hold classes. Coursework was rigorous and exhaustive, but rarely specific to a single 

discipline. Instead, students would spend a full year studying every aspect of a classical 

civilization, and then another year studying a modern one. This Athens-America Curriculum 

would cover science, politics, economics, philosophy, and literature not as isolated chunks of the 

civilizations studied, but as the component elements which only when viewed together would 

lead to understanding (Meiklejohn, 1932). By removing the traditional barriers between 

departments, the Experimental College was an effort to unify the undergraduate coursework and 

embrace a more classical liberal arts curriculum (Holley, 2009). 

As a learning model, the Experimental College was largely successful, but the radical 

repudiation of traditional academia and Meiklejohn’s staunch refusal to play political games 

meant constant scrutiny and criticism from entrenched faculty. Additionally, the economy in 

Wisconsin in the early years of the Great Depression meant dwindling resources for the 

University and for the Experimental College in particular, which was already laboring under 

great pressure and controversy. In response to the shrinking budget and low enrollment, 

Experimental College faculty members were called upon to teach mainstream courses in addition 

to serving in their primary role as Experimental College advisers and interdisciplinary scholars. 

This diffusion of faculty responsibility led to a diffusion of identity with the Experimental 

College (Abler, 2002). Seeing no way to keep the program intact, Meiklejohn asked the Board of 

Trustees to close enrollment for new Experimental College students in 1931. 
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The Experimental College lasted only five years and graduated just over 300 students 

before closing, but its legacy is intact. As late as 2003, the graduates of the Experimental College 

– all of whom are at least 90 years old – continued to hold annual reunions (Smith et al., 2003). 

Clearly, the community that developed for those students in their college years was a powerful 

one. The Experimental College, through innovations in curriculum and structure, sought to bring 

about a truly integrated learning experience through a connected curriculum that would lead to 

an understanding of the relationships between seemingly distinct disciplines. The Experimental 

College at Wisconsin is therefore an antecedent to the modern learning community not only 

because of the curricular innovations, but also because of the overarching objective of the 

program (Abler, 2002). Meiklejohn’s ideal college experience was not to have students simply 

learn a series of facts or develop a particular skill set for a single profession or career. Instead, 

the Experimental College sought to develop students into lifelong scholars and engaged citizens 

(St. Onge, 2002).  

American educator John Dewey was another pioneer in the development of contemporary 

learning community models. Although much of his writing on education centered on the primary 

and secondary school experience, his philosophies are being revisited by higher education 

scholars today, and many of his original assertions resonate with contemporary learning 

community research (Smith, 2001). Dewey (1903) argued that innovations in teaching methods 

and tools were vital to the creation of a productive learning environment, and that teachers 

should be granted the autonomy to construct classroom learning environments with relative 

impunity. Because of the constraints on teaching imposed by school boards, Dewey felt that the 

best minds would be driven away from education as a profession if the matter of how to teach 

and what to teach was prescribed to educators, rather than evolving out of the broad, mutually 
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agreed upon objective of educating the student. Dewey advocated for individualized learning 

environments, designed by the teacher but influenced by the specific needs of each student, 

which “would foster community and poise the teacher as more of a facilitator within a group of 

learners than merely as an outside authority” (Dewey, 1933, p. 59).  

 For Dewey (1903), teaching was a comprehensive endeavor; teaching and learning 

experiences should include activities outside of the classroom, working with one’s hands, and 

active participation in scientific experiments. He wrote that the best learning environments were 

ones in which students were active participants in teaching and learning, but that often those 

environments were not found in schools, characterized by a dry curriculum which measured 

student learning only by one’s capacity to memorize – not to think. “[In the school] first-hand 

experience is at a discount; in its stead are summaries and formulas of the results of other 

people…The school has literally been dressed out with hand-me-down garments – with 

intellectual suits which other people have worn” (Dewey, 1903, p. 200). Dewey was also a 

pioneer in his attitudes toward co-curricular activities, specifically regarding the value of service 

learning as an educational tool (Giles & Eyler, 1994).  

In the years immediately following Meiklejohn and Dewey’s challenging of traditional 

teaching and learning methods through small programs like the Experimental College and 

through education reform in primary schools, another kind of reform was emerging at Harvard 

University. James Bryant Conant, President of Harvard from 1933 to 1953, advocated for a 

return to a curriculum similar to the earlier Charles Eliot model, which favored fewer general 

education requirements and instead allowed students to design their own curriculum, based on 

their interests and aptitudes at the time (Conant, 1970). Since students chose courses based on 

their own interests, the potential was great for them to choose only those courses in subjects that 
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they felt most confident (Conant himself was a chemist by training – his own coursework as a 

Harvard student was highly disciplinary). So in one way, Conant and Meiklejohn were aligned 

philosophically – both sought to empower students. But whereas Meiklejohn sought to blend the 

disciplines, Conant preferred to keep the (elite) college experience one where discipline-specific 

education was the predominant model. For Conant, primary schools should be large, inclusive 

(he often referred to the ideal high school as comprehensive) institutions which would not only 

provide better learning outcomes but would also be a force for democracy, leveling achievement 

gaps and status inequities (Rury, 2002). Conant also highly valued the role of education as a 

means of teaching civic engagement and responsibility (McInerney, 2008). In General Education 

in a Free Society (1945), Conant and the rest of the Harvard Committee identify the value in a 

comprehensive, general education in both the high schools and in some postsecondary 

educational settings. General Education in a Free Society cited three reasons for expanding 

general education: “The rapid expansion of knowledge, the growth of the educational system, 

and the increasing complexity of society” (Stevens, 2001, p. 184). In an era where a rapidly 

increasing percentage of Americans attended college, Conant and the committee saw great value 

in universal, comprehensive educational experiences across the country. Of course, by placing 

more responsibility for comprehensive education in the high schools and community colleges, 

Conant could also accommodate the specialization and free elective model he favored for elite 

higher education (Conant & Gardner, 1959). 

Today the free elective model has evolved at most institutions; now, most degree 

programs require a delimited set of general (but discipline specific) education requirements: a set 

number of classes in the humanities, the social sciences, the natural sciences, and so on, followed 

by an even more explicitly defined major program of study. As the collective body of knowledge 
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continues to expand, more and more specificity is expected, and therefore reflected in the 

curriculum. The free elective system, which originally sought to give students choice, has now 

become increasingly limited once a student chooses a major. “The academic major and electives, 

with their emphasis on individual interests, are made the centerpiece of collegiate study while 

general education is in shambles” (Boyer & Levine, 1981, p. 32). When the undergraduate 

curriculum is prescribed and discipline-specific, the responsibility for teaching general education 

is left to chance. Indeed, at most institutions, few “general education” courses exist at all. 

Instead, courses are discipline-specific, and responsibility for student development has in many 

cases shifted from classroom exercises to student affairs initiatives, which are rarely more than 

co-curricular at best (Chickering & Kytle, 1999).  The result of an institutional structure built on 

a separation of the disciplines is that student learning can be negatively affected. Manuel Ares at 

the University of California Santa Cruz wrote of his own experiences with the limitations of a 

disciplinary academic model. Ares, a professor of biology, was presented with an exciting and 

extremely relevant opportunity for his students. The engineering department at The University of 

California – Santa Cruz had developed a course that would teach students computer 

programming for use in the life sciences. In Ares’ (2004) opinion, this course would have been 

of tremendous benefit to graduate students in biological sciences, and when he presented the idea 

of the course to his undergraduates, was met with overwhelmingly positive response – initially. 

Once the students discovered that this programming course (which was taught by engineering 

faculty) could not be applied to their biology program of study, most could no longer justify 

taking the course, as doing so would potentially postpone their graduation, as well as add 

considerable tuition expenses (Ares, 2004). Surely, this outcome is not what Conant envisioned 

when advocating for an increase in discipline-specific learning opportunities for academically 
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gifted students. Nor would Meiklejohn want to see students bound to a single discipline in the 

pursuit of greater learning objectives. Clearly, the discipline-specific model of higher education 

has challenges wedding a general education to disciplinary training. The purposes of higher 

education should be to do more for students than to transfer knowledge; the experience of a 

higher education should enable students to create new knowledge and to discover new ways to 

solve problems independently (Schuh, 1999). Reliance on a single discipline is increasingly 

inadequate in solving these problems. 

Holley (2009) identifies two primary rationales for interdisciplinary education: first, that 

interdisciplinary teaching encourages students to look beyond a single school of thought to find 

answers to their questions; and second, that many of the world’s challenges will not be 

understood by viewing them through a simple, single lens. The challenge in creating an 

educational environment that fosters this type of learning is that the traditional structure of higher 

education often discourages interdisciplinary teaching and learning in several ways. First, in 

many higher education environments the curriculum within disciplines is often not well 

“vertically integrated;” teachers and professors sometimes have limited knowledge of the content 

covered in prerequisite courses (Brandt, 1991). As a result, advanced coursework within a 

discipline may not always refer back to prerequisite courses, which may impair learning in some 

settings (Brynhildsen, Dahle, Fallsberg, Rundquist, & Hammar, 2002). Some academic programs 

lack horizontal integration as well; no connections are made between the disciplines. Another 

challenge to an interdisciplinary teaching and learning model is that the physical layout of most 

colleges and universities reinforce this horizontal and vertical separation (Brandt, 1991). 

Introductory courses are taught in one building, and advanced courses may be taught in a space 

far removed from the students’ first exposure to the discipline. Creating interdisciplinary spaces 
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on campus often requires changes to the physical arrangement of an institution; this allows for 

the cultural accommodation required for an interdisciplinary space to emerge (Harris & Holley, 

2008). In discussing the relationship between interdisciplinary learning and learning 

communities, Zhao and Kuh (2004) wrote 

Done well, the interdisciplinary and interactive nature of learning communities 
introduces students to complex, diverse perspectives, as contrasted with expecting 
students to come up with the ‘right’ answer, which is characteristic of traditional 
pedagogical approaches such as the large lecture class. The structure of learning 
communities also promotes critical thinking and contextual learning, skills that are 
increasingly important in an era of information overload. (p. 118) 
 

Learning communities may be a means to create these interactive, interdisciplinary environments 

in spaces where they do not presently exist. Certainly, not all interdisciplinary spaces meet the 

strictest definitions of a learning community, and not all learning communities are 

interdisciplinary. But the philosophical underpinnings of both interdisciplinary education and 

learning community implementation are sufficiently aligned that a discussion of learning 

communities often must also include some consideration of interdisciplinary models (Klein, 

1990). 

The literature on learning communities during the 1940s and 1950s is comparatively 

scant. Perhaps this gap is due to many of the changes in higher education policy and enrollment 

during and immediately after World War II. But a generation after Meiklejohn and Dewey, 

interest in learning communities resurged and has been consistent since. In 1965, Joseph 

Tussman (a student of Meiklejohn’s) created the Experimental College Program at Berkeley in 

the image of the Experimental College at Wisconsin. Tussman advocated passionately for an 

integrated learning community rather than a series of disconnected courses. He argued that 

because departments were more loyal to their academic disciplines than to individual student 

learning, overarching educational objectives such as critical thinking and student moral and 
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social development become lost entirely (Gabelnick et al., 1990). Like Meiklejohn’s 

Experimental College, the Experimental College Program at Berkeley only lasted for five years 

before it too was discontinued as the faculty members became increasingly loyal to their 

disciplines and less committed to the Program (Bisesi, 1982). Similar programs cropped up at 

other institutions in the 1960s and 1970s, many of which were also short-lived (Smith, 2001). 

However, at least one program started in that era is still in existence today and remains a 

significant model of the contemporary learning community.  

Evergreen State College, located in Olympia, Washington, opened in 1971. From its 

inception, Evergreen adopted a coordinated studies approach, in which students are taught to 

integrate themes across disciplines (Smith et al, 2003). Evergreen students are not bound to 

traditional majors; options such as “political ecology” and “environmental design” were offered 

in the first year of the program. Evergreen State College continues to be a significant contributor 

to the body of knowledge on learning communities and is currently the home of the Washington 

Center, which serves as a national directory and resource center for learning community research 

and practice. The Washington Center assists faculty and administrators in developing their own 

learning communities. Ideally, through learning community research, the Center seeks to identify 

“low-cost, high-yield approaches to educational reform, emphasizing better utilization and 

sharing of existing resources through collaboration among member institutions” (About the 

Washington Center, 2011).  

Loyal to their roots, a prominent feature of Evergreen State College and of many other 

nascent learning communities in the 1960s and 1970s was the focus on interdisciplinary teaching 

and learning. On the connection between a liberal education and interdisciplinary study, Holley 

(2009) writes that increased attention to a broad, integrated curriculum “speaks to the original 
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impetus for a liberal arts education: to develop an individual capacity to discover universal ideas 

that give meaning to the world.” (p. 11). Contemporary learning communities, though widely 

varied in structure, frequently have their philosophical foundations in ideas proposed by 

Meiklejohn and Dewey, as well as an appreciation for the value of a liberal education. 

Additionally, the increased interest in interdisciplinary education (whether explicitly labeled as 

such or implicitly achieved through structural and curricular policy innovations) has also shaped 

learning community design. Though the structural orientation of contemporary learning 

communities can be traced back primarily to Meiklejohn and Dewey, the philosophical 

orientation of the contemporary learning community can claim myriad influences. 

Philosophical Foundations for Learning Communities 

The full potential of students will not be developed until the emotional and 
physical aspects of their growth are given as much attention as the cognitive 
dimension. (Miller & Prince, 1976, p. 2) 
 
American higher education has been subjected to seemingly incessant calls for reform. 

Vehement arguments have been raised that the higher education curriculum is at times too 

practical, and at others, too theoretical (Schwab, 1969); that student affairs and academic affairs 

professionals historically found themselves at odds over student development (Brown, Knoll, 

Donaldson, & Ensz, 1975); and that undergraduate educational experiences are too disciplinary 

(Boyer Commission, 1998). Perhaps the most compelling shift in the philosophy of 

undergraduate education in recent years has been from a teaching paradigm to a learning 

paradigm  (Barr & Tagg, 1995). The wealth of outcomes assessment articles and dissertations 

published in recent years (Crimmin, 2008; Finning-Kwoka, 2009; Knight, 2002; Koerner, 2008; 

Mansilla, 2005; Ventola, 2008) is testament to the fact that both higher education scholars and 

policymakers are interested in the effect that the college experience has on students.  
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Higher education can also be a vehicle for social change (Barr & Tagg, 1995). Gabelnick 

(1997) stated that  

The challenge of educating a committed citizenry is to change the societal and university 
paradigm from a strategy of competitiveness to one of collaboration, from a perspective 
of scarcity to one of sufficiency and inclusion, and from a stance that looks for expedient 
solutions to one that engages and commits to a series of values and a way of life. (p. 54) 
 
Learning communities have great promise in this regard; their structure lends itself to 

collaborative education and critical inquiry (Andrade, 2007; Huerta, 2007; Inkelas, 2008). 

 The continued attention given to learning communities may also stem from the findings 

in Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1991, 2005) major work, How College Affects Students. As the 

most widely cited authors on college experience outcomes in the field, Pascarella and Terenzini 

examined thousands of previous studies and synthesized those findings. They discovered that 

among the multitude of factors (preadmission characteristics, family support, curricular 

differences, and others) that impact student development, the environment in which the student 

was situated was consistently a key determinant in many student outcomes (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991). Learning communities, whether residential or not, are deeply concerned with 

creating environments that promote meaningful learning experiences. Pascarella and Terenzini 

(2005) also found a number of positive outcomes associated with collaborative learning, and that 

“[l]earning communities are an attempt to move collaborative learning beyond the classroom and 

into broader aspects of a college student’s life” (p. 109).  

Understanding how college affects students also requires an understanding of how 

individuals, experiences, and outcomes are related. In his 1970 synthesis, Alexander Astin 

recognized that although a large number of studies sought to assess the effect that the college 

experience has on students, the results of these studies were incomplete, since at the time most 

research automatically assumed that student outcomes were tied to the college experience, and 
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not due in part or in whole to other, nonrelated events (Astin, 1970). As a result, Astin argued 

that the effect college has on students has great potential to be overstated when “the investigator 

typically assumes that any observed changes are due to the students’ experiences in college. In 

other words, researchers must be careful to differentiate between “change” and “effect.” Astin 

argued that the causation most researchers were inferring was a dangerous assumption. As shown 

in Figure 1, input (student characteristics) and outputs (student behaviors) are related, but how – 

or even if – the college environment is responsible for this change in the student is unknown. 

 

Figure 1. Astin’s IEO Model of College Impact. The relationship between inputs, environment, 
and outputs. Adapted from The methodology of research on college impact by Alexander W. 
Astin (1970a), p. 225. 
 
Studies that explore the interaction between environment and output (B), but fail to consider 

variations among entering student characteristics (A), as well as potential changes among those 

who do not go to college (C), cannot rightfully attribute changes to the environment. In a 

subsequent (1970) study, Astin argued that because of the diversity in institution type, programs 

and experiences, and student perceptions of those experiences, a methodologically sound study 

must account for the different types of college experiences when attempting to assess output. In 

other words, a student can potentially make developmental progression from the INPUT state to 

the OUTPUT state independent of the ENVIRONMENT variable, Some seemingly important 

college characteristics (such as the selectivity of an institution, or its national ranking as 
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determined by a magazine) have been shown to have little effect on student performance and 

outcomes as compared to students at other institutions, after precollege characteristics are taken 

into consideration (Pascarella, 2006; Pike, 2004). Thus, when attempting to determine the effects 

of the undergraduate experience on student outcomes, it is important to consider both the 

characteristics of the students and the characteristics of the community (Astin, 1993).  

Astin’s (1970, 1993) IEO model is particularly relevant to the study of learning 

communities; the model serves as the framework used for the National Study of Living-Learning 

Programs (NSLLP). The NSLLP is a national, longitudinal outcomes instrument designed to 

assess “how participation in Living-Learning Programs (LLPs) influences academic, social, and 

developmental outcomes for college students. NSLLP is administered annually with both cross-

sectional and longitudinal components.” (NSLLP, 2011). The NSLLP measures the student 

outcomes of residential learning community participants. As previously discussed, numerous 

studies have examined the importance of college student environment on developmental and 

academic outcomes, and the student outcomes associated specifically with learning community 

participation is discussed further in the following section. The role of the institutions’ faculty and 

staff in student academic development is generally clear; when faculty/student interactions are 

more frequent and more positive, student learning outcomes improve (Seifert, Pascarella, 

Goodman, Salisbury, & Blaich, 2010). But on many campuses, admissions officers and student 

affairs professionals are often more responsible for the overall student environment than the 

faculty. Unfortunately, 

One of the ironies of this situation is that the typical student affairs professional knows 
more about student learning than does the typical faculty member. Lest we forget, the 
faculty are the only members of the teaching profession, from kindergarten through 
college, who are not trained to teach their own students. Neither the students they wish 
they had nor the students they do have. (Tinto, 2003, p. 7) 
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Whereas the faculty members were once explicitly responsible for both the intellectual and 

developmental growth of students, responsibility has shifted at many institutions. In loco 

parentis has now become a shared responsibility between academic affairs professionals and 

student affairs professionals (Caple, 1996). If deliberate, direct faculty/student mentoring 

relationships are no longer commonplace, conscious programming initiatives can help to enhance 

student learning and student development (Jones, 1996).  

Successful implementation of many of these initiatives requires a reimagining of what 

learning environments look like. Bound by the design of contemporary higher education, faculty 

and professional staff tend to compartmentalize learning experiences into mutually exclusive 

categories: classroom, extracurricular, social. Students do not view these experiences as 

undifferentiated or disconnected events (Newell, 1999). Other scholars have argued for the value 

of extra- and co-curricular educational experiences (especially residential and service-learning 

experiences) as vital and necessary complements to classroom learning (Hall & Keen, 2008). 

Shared responsibility for academic and nonacademic learning experiences often emerges 

naturally and is more common at smaller colleges, but at larger universities, collaboration 

between in- and out-of-classroom learning facilitators is often contentious, and requires far more 

effort on behalf of faculty and professional staff (Schein, 2005). 

Learning Communities and Tinto’s Call for Educational Reform 

Regardless of the specific structure of a given academic program, Tinto (1997) saw the 

need for colleges to reorganize – through a series of organizational reforms – at the institutional 

level in order to promote the outcomes associated with learning communities. Tinto proposed 

three reforms. First, that students be placed in more connected and collaborative learning 

environments. Since most learning communities have linked courses as part of their structure, 
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students in learning communities will have shared knowledge and shared experiences upon 

which they may construct their own knowledge (Smith, 1993). Collaborative learning has been 

tied to a number of desirable educational outcomes (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1987), and when 

collaborative teaching and learning efforts are made at the classroom level, then all students, 

regardless of whether they are residential, nonresidential, commuter, or even distance education 

students, have the potential to benefit from the collaborative learning environment (Tinto & 

Goodsell, 1993).  

Tinto’s second call for reform encourages restructuring the first year experience. Many 

colleges devote considerable resources to examining first-year student experiences; developing 

strong peer associations is central, and interactive in-and out of classroom experiences during the 

first year can contribute greatly to their development (Wilcox, Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). 

Tinto’s (1997) recommendations go beyond the traditional initiatives enacted at most 

institutions; he argued for “[The reorganization of] the first year of college as a stand-alone 

academic unit with its own administrative and organizational structure and with its own faculty 

and staff whose sole task is to educate new students” (p. 174). In this community, first year 

students would all take a common core curriculum of coursework, taught by faculty whose 

orientation, loyalty, and reward system was geared toward the institutional and first-year student 

objectives, rather than toward an academic department. An organizationally independent, 

deliberately constructed first year program would address both the identified need for 

encouraging socially collaborative learning structures and the call for a more tightly integrated, 

interdisciplinary classroom experience for students.  

Tinto’s (1997) third recommended reform is tied closely to the second; students cannot 

hope to have a connected learning experience unless the faculty are reoriented toward a more 
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integrated structure and environment. Since many tenure and promotion criteria are tied to a 

faculty member’s contribution to his discipline, some reconsideration of incentives (such as the 

role of research in tenure and promotion) must be undertaken in order for any real changes to 

occur (Kuh, Laird, & Umbach, 2004). This change would require a realignment in loyalty for 

many faculty members; one that is less discipline-oriented, and more institution-oriented. The 

benefits to the faculty include the potential for a wider sphere of colleagues, as well as paving the 

way for collaborative research and teaching endeavors. The impromptu collaborations and 

discussions that would undoubtedly result as a byproduct of engage scholars working 

collaboratively with their faculty peers from other disciplines of origin (Tinto, 1997). Reworking 

the concept of what constitutes scholarship may be required of those in the academy, however, as 

the accepted definition of scholarship have typically been rooted in traditional activities and in 

disciplinary, classroom-based experiences. 

Tinto’s (1997) call for reform is a plea to turn more attention to the student experiences 

between courses, and the faculty alignment between disciplines. Meiklejohn (1925), Dewey 

(1903), and their modern counterparts (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Smith et al, 2003; 

Schneider, 2003; Tinto, 1997) recognize that the student experience outside of the classroom has 

great significance. Learning communities acknowledge the significance of these extra- and co-

curricular intellectual and developmental experiences. When structured around an “organizing 

hub”, the interdisciplinary learning community model attempts to make connections across 

disciplines and beyond the walls of the academy (Barab & Landa, 1997). On the implementation 

of learning communities as learning spaces, Tinto (2003) wrote, “there is ample evidence to 

support the contention that their application enhances student learning and persistence and 

enriches faculty professional lives” (p. 6). Of course, Tinto’s (1975) model of student attrition 
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may not apply to all students equally; support from family and significant others may play a 

more significant role in certain populations, and racial and ethnic differences cannot be ignored 

in creating communities (Nora & Rendøn, 1990; Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996).  

Contemporary Learning Community Models 

When campuses begin to implement learning communities, whether they know it 
or not they are embarking on a road that leads to a profound change in culture. 
(About Campus; Shapiro, & Levine, 1999, front cover) 
 
Defining and delimiting a contemporary learning community is an elusive task. Cross 

(1998) defines learning communities along a continuum; the simplest learning communities are 

little more than cohorts of classes, and the most complex learning communities consist of fully 

integrated interdisciplinary and multiyear learning experiences.  Most learning communities 

feature at their core an academic component. “Curricular learning communities are the 

purposeful restructuring of an undergraduate curriculum to thematically link or cluster courses 

and to enroll a common group of students in those courses” (MacGregor & Smith, 2005, p. 2). 

Other learning community classifications have been proposed by Brazzell and Reisser (1999); 

Brown, Knoll, Donaldson, and Ensz (1975); Rowe (1981); and Shapiro and Levine (1999), 

among many others. Many of these classifications include discussion of living-learning 

communities, which add a residential component to the academic structure; students in living 

learning communities enroll in shared coursework and share a common living space. Features of 

typical living learning communities include classes that are taught in residence halls, increased 

emphasis on student/faculty interaction, and one or more courses taken as a cohort by the 

students in the learning community (Schroeder & Mable, 1994). 

Though classification models for learning communities abound (Gabelnick et al., 1990; 

Matthews, & Smith, 1990; Shapiro & Levine, 1999), the predominant classification system 



 

40 
 

categorizes learning communities into several types based on the implementation at the 

institution. Commonly found learning communities include those consisting of little more than 

linked courses. Fewer in number but much more comprehensive are the coordinated studies 

programs, in which students are team-taught by instructors around a central theme (Gabelnick et 

al., 1990). Shapiro and Levine (1999) delimited learning communities to four types: 

Paired/clustered courses, cohorts of student groups, team-taught courses, and residential learning 

communities. Though the Shapiro and Levine model has been cited in subsequent studies 

(Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Zhao & Kuh, 2004;), it is by no means a definitive classification. 

Other typologies are valuable, as the ways in which learning communities have been 

implemented varies widely by institution, and even occasionally at the same institution (Cross, 

1998; Zhao & Kuh, 2004; Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard 2007). For example, Inkelas and 

Weisman (2003) describe three learning communities at a single institution: one specifically 

designed for honors students, one designed for students with an identified talent (such as musical 

or artistic abilities), and one designed specifically to ease the transition to college. Schein (2005) 

directs a learning community at the University of Illinois that includes a significant non-credit 

programming feature, through which students are exposed to a number of cultural and 

community-based enrichment activities each term. Other learning communities are grounded in a 

specific discipline, or professional or research interest (Smith, 2001). 

Another meaningful way to illustrate the array of learning community models is to 

employ a continuum, based on the degree of connectedness between the individual components 

of the community.  In their comprehensive monograph on learning community design, Gabelnick 

et al. (1990) categorize learning communities into one of five types, with increasing degrees of 

integration: 1) linked courses, 2) learning clusters, 3) freshman interest groups (FIGs), 4) 
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federated learning communities, and 5) coordinated studies programs. Many learning 

communities in existence borrow from the features of more than one type, but the Gabelnick et 

al. (1990) classification is useful as a structural model due to its breadth of categorization and the 

frequency with which it has been cited in subsequent studies (Barab & Landa, 1997; Cox, 2004; 

Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Johnson, 2001; Tinto, 1997; Tinto, 2003). 

The first, least intrusive, and easiest to implement of these five categories is the linked 

course community, in which a group of students takes two courses as a linked pair (Gabelnick et 

al., 1990). The faculty members in the two courses collaborate to varying degrees, but the 

classroom instruction is typically not altered for the learning community students. For example, a 

learning community of 20 students may comprise the majority of the total students in a particular 

section of an English composition class, but only a small minority of the students in a large, 

lecture hall course taught in the social or natural sciences. The courses are taught independently, 

but some effort is typically made to coordinate some of the assignments between the courses. 

Linked course learning communities are well suited for community colleges, since no residential 

component is required (Gabelnick et al., 1990). 

The second category of learning community - learning clusters - builds on the linked 

course model. Learning clusters are typically three or more courses, linked together as a common 

cohort; learning clusters are frequently based around a broad central theme (Smith, 1991). The 

topics are deliberately comprehensive enough to include students of varying academic interests. 

Examples cited in Gabelnick et al. (1990) included Law in Nature, Society, and Language, The 

Modern European Experience, and The American Myth of Success (p. 24). As with the linked 

course model, the faculty are not asked to significantly modify their courses from what they 

would teach in a non-cluster section, but they are asked to collaborate with their colleagues who 
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are teaching other courses in the cluster so that they may identify some common themes across 

the subjects. Occasionally there are shared assignments, texts, or activities that may be required 

by two or more of the courses within the cluster. The faculty meet as a group before the term to 

discuss shared assignments and texts and periodically throughout the term to assess the efficacy 

of the cluster. Learning clusters often feature a noncredit or one-credit seminar course, led by a 

faculty member or student graduate of a prior cluster. The purpose of the seminar course is to 

integrate some of the material covered in the other linked courses (Gabelnick et al., 1990). 

The third category of learning community described is the freshman learning community 

(FLC) or freshman interest group (FIG). FIGs typically feature a seminar course designed to tie 

themes together across the courses (Gabelnick et al., 1990). However, whereas learning clusters 

are frequently inclusive of all students and academic programs, FIGs tend to be focused on a 

theme (green living, social networking, cultural icons, and so on) an aspiration (journalism, pre-

medical, pre-law), or a particular facet of the local community or region (i.e., places to go in 

Montreal). The FIG pays particular attention to the freshman year experience. Several studies 

have found evidence that freshman year experiences are particularly significant to student 

development, intellectual growth, and learning outcomes (Ballou, 1984; Koerner, 2008; Macey, 

1993; Tinto, 1993). Students select which FIG to join based on their own interests. Most FIGs 

consist of 15-30 students, and also hold a weekly seminar designed to encourage collaboration 

among the students, discussion about how the classes intersect, and attention to how each course 

relates to the overarching theme in the FIG. These weekly meetings are often informal, and are 

designed to promote friendships, collaboration, and accountability among the students to one 

another and to the group. As with the linked course and learning cluster models, most individual 

classes are not significantly altered for FIG students.  
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The fourth category of learning community is the federated learning community, which is 

also tied to a central theme, but differs considerably in its implementation (Gabelnick et al., 

1990).  In the previously discussed learning community models, all academic courses are still 

situated squarely within traditional disciplines. Federated learning communities require a much 

greater commitment from the faculty and administration because federated learning communities 

require significant departures from traditional academic structures. In a typical federated learning 

community, three academic courses are linked together as a cohort around a central ‘anchor,’ or 

theme. “Racial prejudice and world hunger are two popular anchors in this model because their 

urgency travels easily across disciplines” (Barab & Landa, 1997, p. 55). Additionally, a faculty 

member from outside the disciplines of the other three courses teaches a fourth seminar course 

(Gabelnick et al., 1990). This fourth faculty member is commonly referred to as a master learner; 

he or she participates fully as a student in the other three federated courses. In doing so, the 

seminar instructor and the students all have a shared academic experience, but the faculty 

member has the added knowledge as an expert in his or her own field. As such, the master 

learner is both student (presumably, the master learner will not be an expert in the federated 

disciplines) and facilitator. The federated learning community model has the potential to produce 

“immeasurable” benefits to master Learners, who reported greatly expanded knowledge in other 

disciplines, and renewed interest in their home disciplines through a broader theoretical lens 

(Gabelnick et al., 1990, p. 28). Federated course instructors have the benefit of a colleague – the 

master learner – as a student participant in their courses. The master learner enhances both the 

student experience and the faculty experience. As both student and teacher, the master learner 

adds content knowledge from other disciplines and thus enhances the level of discourse in the 

class. Additionally, the master learner can offer a critique of both the class and of the instructor 
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from a position of impunity and experience. Instructors who have served as master learners 

“consistently report how demanding and illuminating it is not only to be a learner in an 

undergraduate setting again and to frame their own work in the context of different disciplines 

but also to engage in a completely new set of relationships with students” (Gabelnick et al., 

1990, p. 28).  

The fifth type of learning community, the learning community model that is most 

comprehensive, most difficult to implement in college settings, and most consistent with the 

vision of early learning community reformers such as Dewey (1903) and Meiklejohn (1925) is 

the coordinated studies model. Coordinated studies programs typically require total immersion 

from both faculty and staff. Individual courses in composition, natural and social science, and 

even applied subjects such as business are no longer taught as distinct courses (Gabelnick et al., 

1990). Most coordinated studies programs typically enroll 40 to 60 students as a single cohort, 

which is team-taught by three to five faculty members. Coordinated studies students enroll for 

the program as a single “course” – a fifteen or sixteen-hour block – in which faculty members 

either individually or in teams facilitate student learning. These integrated lectures often revolve 

around an overarching theme, but discipline-specific content knowledge is also taught as part of 

the block. A benefit of the coordinated studies model is that all students in the community have 

both a common class experience and a common weekly course schedule. Because all students 

have an identical class schedule and therefore uniform availability every week, significant out of 

class learning experiences become possible. Coordinated studies communities require significant 

faculty effort and administrative support; faculty members in the program typically are only 

responsible for teaching in the community, and students must submit completely to the 

curriculum as defined by the program. Despite these challenges, Coordinated studies programs 
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have generally been very well received at the institutions in which they reside (Tinto & Russo, 

1994; Kuh, Schuh, & Whitt, 1991). Each of these five models varies widely in their structure, but 

all seek to impact the learning experience of the students who participate in them. 

Student Outcomes Associated with Learning Community Participation 

Learning community models have been on the higher education landscape since the 

1930s. However, widespread implementation of learning communities, as well as rigorous 

assessment of the student outcomes associated with learning community participation has only 

recently been conducted on a larger scale (Tinto, 2000). Individual student participation in a 

learning community has been linked to a number of desirable outcomes for both the institution 

and the student, including retention, performance, and engagement (Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; 

Cross, 1998). Tinto and Goodsell (1993) found that even modest learning communities of linked 

courses had positive effects on both retention and satisfaction. Several studies have found 

positive correlations between learning community participation and retention (Andrade, 2007; 

Huerta, 2004; Inkelas et al., 2008; Johnson, 2001). Not only are students in a learning 

community frequently more likely to persist, they are also frequently more likely to demonstrate 

higher levels of academic achievement. Patricia Cross (1998) wrote that learning communities, 

when properly implemented, are consistent with the current understanding of how knowledge is 

constructed and transferred. Students who participated in learning communities at North Seattle 

Community College consistently reported that the learning community enhanced their 

knowledge, confidence, motivation, and intellectual curiosity (Smith, 2001). Positive academic 

performance tied to learning community participation has been found in multiple studies, both 

when qualitative and quantitative methods were employed (Andrade, 2007; Kuh, 2003; Inkelas 

2006; Stassen, 2003).   
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In addition to the relationships observed between learning community participation and 

student performance, enhanced student engagement is also frequently associated with learning 

community participation. Chickering and Gamson (1987) identified seven principles for 

improving undergraduate education: student-faculty contact, cooperation among students, active 

learning, prompt feedback to student, time on task, high expectations, and respect for diversity. 

These best practices were used as the basis for the National Survey of Student Engagement (the 

NSSE), which is a benchmark assessment for evaluating colleges’ influence on a number of 

critical student behaviors and outcomes. As defined as and measured by the NSSE (2011), 

Student engagement represents two critical features of collegiate quality. The first is the 
amount of time and effort students put into their studies and other educationally 
purposeful activities. The second is how the institution deploys its resources and 
organizes the curriculum and other learning opportunities to get students to participate in 
activities that decades of research studies show are linked to student learning. 
(http://nsse.iub.edu/html/about.cfm) 

 
Participation in a learning community has been linked to higher levels of engagement (as 

measured by the NSSE) in a number of studies  (Kuh, 2003; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pascarella et 

al., 2009; Umbach & Kuh, 2006).  

Other studies related to student outcomes that are of value to learning community 

researchers include the finding that faculty and staff interaction is not only tied positively to 

higher student grades, but also to greater student involvement and engagement in academic 

work. Additionally, Light (2001) found that students who report high levels of faculty and staff 

engagement were more likely to pursue advanced degrees in those subjects. This phenomenon is 

discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. Historically, student attitudes, persistence, 

retention, engagement, and achievement have all been positively correlated with a high degree of 

informal student-faculty interaction (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979). Students who spend time 

with faculty outside of the classroom report higher levels of satisfaction with the overall college 
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experience (Pascarella, 1980). This informal student-teacher interaction effect has a positive 

effect on faculty, too. Faculty members who interacted with students outside of the classroom 

perceived their students to be more intellectually engaged than faculty who did not regularly 

interact with students in an informal setting (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979). Though not all 

studies on informal faculty-student interaction have been uniformly positive for students 

(Lamport, 1993), the indirect effects of a strong faculty presence in settings outside the 

classroom may have additional positive effects for the institution as a whole (Schuh, 1999).  

Another potential consequence of learning community participation is that students can 

take ownership not only of their own learning, but of their peers’ learning experiences as well 

(Inkelas et al., 2006). Student participants in learning communities perceive themselves as 

resources for peers’ education and development. This collaborative mindset reflects highly 

desirable learning environments (Leean & Miller, 1981). Upper division learning community 

students can serve as valuable resources to first-year students, even in nonresidential settings 

(Levine & Shapiro, 2000). Additionally, the peer review process common to collaborative 

learning communities creates opportunities for academic and nonacademic benefits: 

By providing students with the opportunity to engage in learning while also engaging 
socially with their peers, the Freshman Interest Groups…were able to address one of the 
continuing problems in the first year of college, namely the need for both academic as 
well as social integration. And they did so in a manner that did not require students to pit 
one need against another. First year students in the Writing Link FIGs were able to 
pursue friendships and learning at the same time. (Tinto & Goodsell, 1993, p. 14) 
 

Learning community students in one study were more likely to ask for help (either from peers or 

from instructors), were more likely to study in groups, and were more likely to engage others in 

discussions outside the classroom on academic subjects than their peers who were not in a 

learning community (St. Onge, 2002). Other outcomes assessments of learning communities 

have found positive effects despite limited investment by the administration. At Murray State 
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University, for example, each student at the university was placed into one of eight communities 

(called colleges). Faculty members were also assigned to one of the eight colleges. Though the 

affiliations for both students and faculty were somewhat loose, positive changes in campus 

culture were observed, such as increased participation in extracurricular activities, intramural 

sports, and student government. The simple act of creating eight subunits, and giving each 

student a sense of belonging to one of those subunits, created a stronger sense of community 

across the entire campus (Geraghty, 1996). 

Of course, not every student experiences learning community participation in the same 

way. The effects of participating in a learning community may not be consistent across all 

student types: female students tend to demonstrate an ability to integrate seemingly unconnected 

learning experiences as well as an appreciation for diversity more frequently than male students 

in the same learning community (Inkelas et al., 2006). The same study found that, regardless of 

gender, African American students were less likely to perceive the racial climate at their 

institution as positive, and were less likely to engage faculty and peers in academic discussions 

(Inkelas et al., 2006). However, African American students in learning communities frequently 

evaluated their residence hall environment positively. Hispanic and African American students 

may experience college very differently from white students; the reasons for their relative 

engagement, retention, and academic success may differ from that of white students, which 

makes dangerous overgeneralization of some findings a real possibility (Rendón, Jalomo, & 

Nora, 2000). Additionally, some evidence suggests that learning communities that are very 

similar in design can still have widely varied effects on student outcomes, even at the same 

institution (Lichtenstein, 2005).  
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Learning communities may unintentionally reify some of the artificial social boundaries 

between student groups. Learning community students may also experience a tension between 

the ideals of the community and of the institution, as well as intolerance for diverse perspectives 

within or outside of the community (Jaffee, 2007). The possibility of these unintended 

consequences must be considered when undertaking learning community research. “Similarly, 

markers of success should not be tied to institutional measures, such as GPAs and retention, but, 

rather, should entail questioning, collaborative development of classroom processes and 

purposes, and respectful dissensus” (Talburt & Boyles, 2005, p. 535).  

Living Learning Communities (LLCs) 

Though effects on educational outcomes have been seen even in nonresidential learning 

communities, the introduction of a residential component to a learning community seems to have 

the potential to offer both additional benefits and additional challenges (Inkelas, Vogt, 

Longerbeam, Owen, & Johnson, 2006).  The residential component of a learning community is 

more than simply the living space of the residents (MacGregor & Smith, 2005). Where one is 

physically situated does not necessarily create a community; social integration is dependent on a 

community, and even very basic learning communities can facilitate social integration (Stassen, 

2003). Physical place can bring together groups of people, but without a universally agreed upon 

context, little meaning is imbued in that place. Creating social space requires far more effort, but 

it is what creates a community (Bourdieu, 1989). 

To acknowledge the importance of social space is not to imply that the physical 

arrangement of a structure cannot also convey meaning to both participants and outsiders. But 

the meaning must be recognized and shared by the members of the community: 

The physical characteristics of a space manifestly do not constitute a code with a single 
meaning if physically similar spaces can convey different, even diametrically opposed, 
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meanings. The point is, rather, that a typified space comes to stand for, and to reinforce, 
generalized expectations about its occupants’ roles. (Edelman, 1978, p. 4) 
 

So, in academic settings, the physical structure of a dormitory (or floor, or wing, or classroom) 

may have different meaning for students at the same institution, depending on the degree to 

which community is created there by the members and the leadership. A freshman-only 

dormitory is not a living learning community unless deliberate efforts are taken to create a 

community, and unless the students living in the dormitory recognize themselves as members of 

the community. Place alone cannot engender a sense of community. Nor does physical 

separation preclude the formation of a community. A sense of belonging to a common group 

may bring two people closer together than physical proximity alone (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992). 

When comparing two very similar learning communities at the same campus, students enrolled 

in the one with a residential component earned slightly higher grades in the first year, and 

reported higher engagement in academic work and self esteem (Rice & Lightsey, 2001). This 

“residential effect” has been linked to observable differences among otherwise similar student 

groups. The residential effect is neither universal nor uncontested; other studies found no 

measurable differences in certain student outcomes between residential learning community 

students and control groups (Ballou, 1984; Lichtenstein, 2005). Additionally, the responsibility 

for creating a community within the living space requires significant institutional commitment; it 

is not the sole responsibility of the housing and residence life staff. Students, faculty, and staff all 

contribute to the university environment, but the primary locus of a living learning community 

should be the classroom, not the residence hall (Kuh, 2007). 

Short-term effects of participating in a LLC may be neither immediately apparent nor 

immediately measurable. One study found no initial differences in writing proficiency, GPA, 

retention, or academic engagement between participants in a living learning community and a 
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control group. But a subsequent survey of these same students did show measurable differences 

in academic engagement and retention over time (Bohl-Fabian, 1997). Another study found that 

students rated their living learning community as a success, even though students’ grades and 

other quantifiable measures were not significantly different from the nonparticipants (Brown et 

al., 1975). Subsequent studies of students who participated in an LLC reported higher levels of 

satisfaction than those who were not LLC participants, but could identify no other meaningful 

differences between the learning community and control groups (Arminio, 1994). Living 

learning communities have the potential to create more cohesive communities than learning 

communities that lack a residential component, but the residential effect can have negative 

consequences as well. LLC’s may actually impede certain types of academic engagement, as 

students may identify more with other students and faculty associated with the learning 

community to the exclusion of the larger institution (Henscheid, 1996). 

Of course, the outcomes associated with participating in a living learning community 

vary considerably. Some learning communities are more effective than others in demonstrating 

effects on retention, engagement, performance, and so on. However, many student outcomes 

appear common to many learning community models. Inkelas and Weisman (2003) conducted an 

analysis of over 2,000 students in three distinct living learning communities, and found that, 

when compared to a control group, students in living learning communities (regardless of 

structure) were more satisfied with their college experience, were more engaged in 

extracurricular activities, were more likely to engage in community service activities, and 

reported more frequent and more positive interactions with faculty. This same study 

demonstrated a link between peer interaction and tolerance for diversity (Inkelas & Weisman, 

2003). Students who participated in living learning communities reported much more frequent 
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and more positive peer interactions among people from diverse backgrounds. Another 

comparative study found that despite the degree of academic integration, thematic cohesion, or 

coordination among different styles of living learning communities, each instance studied proved 

to have tangible and significant benefits on retention and first semester experience for its 

participants (Stassen, 2003). Certainly, these studies are intriguing for the questions they do ask 

and answer. What is far less clear is why participation in a living learning community appears to 

have an impact on students’ experiences. 

When students use their living spaces as learning communities, they report higher 

satisfaction with their living arrangements, and they perceive their college experience to be both 

richer and more intellectual than their non-LLC peers (Johnson, 2001; Magnarella, 1975). Living 

learning communities also allow for more campus partners to contribute to the student 

experience, as both academic affairs and student affairs practitioners have implicit roles in living 

learning communities (Zeller, 1994). This shared responsibility can serve to strengthen 

relationships between campus constituents who might not otherwise collaborate so directly. 

Limitations of and Challenges to the Learning Community 

Of course, learning communities are not unique in their ability to produce positive effects 

on student outcomes, nor have all studies on learning communities been conclusive in their 

findings. For example, problem-based learning (PBL) teaching and learning environments have 

been linked to many of the same educational outcomes associated with learning communities. In 

environments where PBL was employed independent of the presence of learning communities, 

PBL was found to have similar effects; PBL application has been positively correlated with 

enhanced outcomes related to knowledge application (Dochy, Segers, Van den Bossche, & 

Gijbels, 2003), problem solving (Hmelo-Silver, 2004), and test performance (McParland, Noble, 
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& Livingston, 2004). However, in each of these studies, it is unclear whether students actually 

changed their learning styles, or simply adapted their behaviors temporarily in order to meet the 

expectations of the instructor (McParland et al., 2004).  Problem-based learning environments 

are associated with a number of positive student outcomes also associated with learning 

communities, and, thus, learning communities may not be the only means of impacting certain 

learing outcomes (Bohl-Fabian, 1997). PBL has also been shown to correlate strongly with 

academic achievement in mathematics and engineering (Reeves & Laffey, 1999). Perhaps in part 

due to these reportedly enhanced outcomes, PBL has become increasingly common in specific 

disciplines, particularly medical education (Donner & Bickley, 1993), engineering (Reeves & 

Laffey, 1999), and, most relevant to this research, education in the natural sciences (White, 

2001). 

Additionally, not all studies on individual learning communities find significant 

differences in a number of student outcomes. At least one study found no measurable differences 

in student engagement between students who participated in a collaborative learning community 

and those who did not (Bohl-Fabian, 1997). Another critique of learning community structures 

found that students in a freshman learning community were on occasion coddled so much with 

regard to class registration and social interaction that upon completing the program they were 

less capable of independent living than their peers (Talburt & Boyles, 2005). Bloom (1971) 

found that while participation in a learning community did correlate with the successful 

completion of more courses in the freshman year, the study found no differences in the number 

of students who continued into the sophomore year. One challenge to the assessment of learning 

community outcomes is that many of the desired outcomes; “quality-of-education” programs are 
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risky ventures if these programs are held responsible for data-driven success, since objectively 

measurable outcomes are difficult to track” (Schein, 2005, p. 76). 

  Another challenge is that implementing a learning community frequently requires a 

significant commitment from the host institution. Recruiting, training, and retaining faculty 

participation can be difficult and expensive; some faculty members readily buy in to learning 

communities, but some find the programs to be ineffective, cumbersome, or unrewarding, and 

leave the community in a short time (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000). Without strong support from 

central administration, learning communities are crippled and often fail; learning communities 

must occasionally update their offerings in order to stay both relevant and viable (Macey, 1993). 

Another critical factor for a learning community’s success is its ability to exist within the already 

defined academic curricula. If an academic course offered through a learning community does 

not meet a requirement in the general education or major program of study, student enrollment 

suffers (Ares, 2004). Both students and faculty members must embrace the notion that learning 

communities represent a new form of scholarship. Learning communities seek to create teaching 

opportunities and learning environments that are not constrained to traditional pedagogies. Tests, 

research papers, and traditional recitations are not abandoned, but instead are complemented with 

informal discussions, civic and community engagement, and collaborative scholarship with 

peers. All of these innovations require additional effort from faculty, as well as additional 

resources from the host institution (such as instructor release from other responsibilities) (Golde 

& Pribbenow, 2000).  

In conclusion, learning communities are of great interest to researchers and practitioners, 

because “they offer hope of making college a more holistic, integrated learning experience for 

students” (Cross, 1998, p. 4). However, commitment to offering a robust and effective learning 
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community should not be undertaken lightly, as learning communities require significant 

institutional support. Other curricular reforms (such as problem-based learning) may provide 

similar effects on student experiences. Finally, learning community participation may not 

significantly change the student experience in some environments, nor will learning community 

participation necessarily impact different types of students in the same ways. 

Learning Communities and the Liberal Arts 

But the liberal arts college is a different enterprise. It does not assault or extend 
the frontiers of knowledge. It has a different mission. It cultivates human 
understanding. (Tussman, 1969, p. xiii) 

 
Many of the objectives and outcomes associated with learning communities are also 

inherent to the traditional liberal arts experience. This section will outline the history of liberal 

arts education in The United States during the 20th century, describe the curriculum and structure 

of American liberal arts education, list the student outcomes generally associated with a liberal 

education, and conclude with a discussion of learning communities as liberal arts experiences.  

The Yale Report of 1828 is perhaps the oldest and certainly the best-known argument in 

defense of the classical curriculum in America. In the report, the authors of the document and 

members of the Yale Corporation called for continued adherence to a classical curriculum: 

Ancient Greek and Latin, classical mathematics, philosophy, and history (Lane, 1987). “Liberal 

education” is not liberal in the contemporary political context; instead, it is “a philosophy of 

education that empowers individuals, liberates the mind from ignorance, and cultivates social 

responsibility. Characterized by challenging encounters with important issues, and more a way of 

studying than specific content, liberal education can occur at all types of colleges and 

universities” (AAC&U, 2002, p. 45). This definition of liberal education is consistent with the 

objectives outlined in the Yale Report and with the curricular choices of the era. Learners 
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studying under the liberal Yale curriculum were taught rationality, critical reasoning, and healthy 

skepticism though classical texts (Herbst, 2004). The subjects that are typically omitted from this 

classical curriculum include courses in applied sciences and engineering, business, and applied 

agricultural and mechanical disciplines.  

The Yale Report of 1828 has long been the subject of critique; it is often cast as the last 

bulwark of an outdated, egalitarian curriculum – one that perpetuates class distinctions and fails 

to provide its students with a practical education (Lane, 1977; Urofsky, 1965). Lane argues, 

however, that the writers of the report were attempting to impart both civic responsibility and a 

valuable skill set (if not a specific vocation) through the classical curriculum, with the objective 

of teaching those students useful and functional skills: critical thinking, mental acuity, and self 

discipline. Following the Civil War, the rise in popularity of land grant institutions along with a 

national change from an agrarian to an industrial society forced a change in American higher 

education. Liberal arts colleges were first created to educate men for the clergy and for political 

leadership. The Yale Report called for a classical, broadly based education, but with the 

Industrial Revolution came a great need for specialized agricultural and mechanical training – 

“colleges” grew into “universities;” large institutions with broader purpose (Thelin, 2004). 

Additionally, an explosion in the knowledge base in the natural sciences required more 

specialized training and education to become wholly competent in these fields, which led to an 

explosion in the number of universities (Thelin, 2004). By contrast, “a liberal arts education in a 

small residential setting is really about encouraging the student to grapple with some of life’s 

most fundamental questions: What is the meaning of life? What is my purpose in life?” (Astin, 

1999, p. 98). The conflict between the need for a practical education, the lofty but vague 

objectives associated with critical thinking and interdisciplinary learning resulted in widespread 
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criticism of the Yale Report for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. During this time, 

a defense of the classical education was misinterpreted as a defense of maintaining the status quo 

and of denying students academic choice or intellectual freedoms (Pak, 2008). Clinging to the 

tenets in the Yale Report, liberal arts colleges became distinct from universities and from 

agricultural and mechanical schools, and distanced themselves from applied learning. Many still 

do, unable to create a learning environment that is at the same time practical and liberal (Lang, 

1999). 

 Eighty years after the release of the Yale Report, Meiklejohn (1925) and Dewey (1903) 

were among the early advocates for a renewed interest in liberal education. Modern outcomes 

assessment literature continues to validate the inherent worth of a liberal education (Goldenberg, 

2001; Pascarella, et al., 2004; Nussbaum, 1998; Seifert, et al., 2010; Winter & McClelland, 

1978). In his 1999 synthesis, Astin found that, while present to some degree at all institution 

types, the following desirable educational practices were most common at selective liberal arts 

institutions:  

1. Frequent student/faculty interaction; 

2. Frequent student/student interaction; 

3. Generous expenditures on student services; 

4. Strong faculty emphasis on diversity;  

5. Frequent use of interdisciplinary and humanities courses; 

6. Frequent use of courses that emphasize writing; 

7. Frequent use of narrative evaluations; 

8. Infrequent use of multiple choice exams; 

9. Frequent involvement of students in independent research; and  
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10. Frequent involvement of students in faculty research (p. 91-92).  

Astin concludes, “These findings make it clear that the selective private liberal arts college, 

perhaps more than any other institution of American higher education, exemplifies what has 

come to be known as best educational practices in undergraduate education” (Astin, 1999, p. 92).  

Though Astin (1999) found these practices were most commonly practiced at selective 

liberal arts colleges, a liberal arts education is not place bound to a single institution type. The 

Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) makes a distinction between a 

liberal education, which is an educational philosophy that promotes critical thinking, breadth of 

knowledge, and civic and cultural responsibility; and a liberal arts college, which is an institution 

type (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2011). The AAC&U defines a liberal 

arts college as “a particular institutional type – often small, often residential – that facilitates 

close interaction between faculty and students, and has a strong focus on liberal arts disciplines” 

(Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2011). A liberal arts education demands 

that its students ask questions of themselves, of their instructors, and of society. To that end, a 

liberal education is necessarily a broadly based education. Liberally educated citizens are 

familiar with the fundamental tenets of the natural sciences, social sciences, and the humanities. 

Proficiency in a content area or discipline is not necessarily illiberal; however,  “academic 

programs that are heavy in the sciences, research, or professional and vocational training can dull 

the cutting edge of social concern and temper motivation for activist diversions” (Lang, 1999, p. 

137). In an attempt to serve two masters, many colleges and universities have made intentional 

designs to include both a liberal education and a practical curriculum at their institutions 

(Schneider, 2001).  
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Of course, merely claiming a liberal arts tradition does not make it so. Many institutions 

that are considered liberal arts colleges may no longer adhere to a liberal curriculum. Delucchi’s 

(1997) study examined liberal arts colleges’ claims to a liberal curriculum. He compared those 

claims to the propensity of those institutions to grant professional baccalaureate degrees and 

found that almost 70% of institutions that self-identify as liberal arts colleges award the majority 

of their degrees in professional disciplines (engineering, business, education, and so on) rather 

than in liberal arts majors such as the humanities and sciences. Delucchi (1997) hypothesizes that 

this shift away from a four-year liberal arts education (and toward one which relegates any 

liberal arts education to the core curriculum, if it is present at all at these institutions) is 

perceived as necessary by many smaller institutions in order to guarantee their short-term 

survival. These smaller institutions are sometimes forced to cater to the current demands of their 

prospective students; many perceive that the primary function of a higher education is a vehicle 

to a desired career. Liberal arts education relies on high quality teaching (Tsui, 2007). 

Unfortunately, often the most accomplished faculty members are recruited with higher salaries 

and benefits to research universities or to other institutions where specialization is incentivized, 

and teaching load (a value-laden term, to be sure) is reduced as a reward for strong research 

scholarship (Lang, 1999). 

Liberal Arts Colleges, Liberal Education, and the Marketplace 

American higher education is much more ‘illiberal’ than it was fifty years ago; higher 

education institutions have embraced the ‘practical arts’ and confer far fewer degrees in classical 

disciplines; at the same time, the percentage of undergraduate degrees awarded in occupational 

and technical disciplines has increased considerably since 1960 (Brint, Riddle, Turk-Bicakci, & 
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Levy, 2005). This increase has not been equally distributed across all institution types. Brint, 

Riddle, Turk-Bicakci, and Levy (2005) stated that  

We find a particularly strong occupational emphasis in institutions enrolling high 
proportions of students with low test scores and, by implication, from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds. To the extent that these institutions represent the growth 
areas of academe, the practical arts are greatly favored (Brint, Riddle, Turk-Bicakci, & 
Levy, 2005, p. 173) 
 

The same article found that liberal arts degrees are increasingly conferred from elite institutions 

more than from other institution types. This trend indicates that the distribution of liberal arts 

degrees may have strong socioeconomic implications as well. Even after controlling for entering 

characteristics such as test scores, lower-SES students typically choose vocational degrees, and 

high-SES students are more likely to pursue degrees in the liberal arts (Goyette & Mullen, 2006). 

Enrollment in liberal arts colleges dropped from 70% of all undergraduate enrollments a 

century ago to less than 5% of total US higher education enrollment by the end of the twentieth 

century (Hersh, 1997). Paradoxically, at a time when more schools claiming the liberal arts 

tradition, the liberal arts college as a standalone entity may be headed for extinction (Neely, 

1999). One challenge facing liberal arts colleges is that the liberal arts experience is no longer 

claimed exclusively by the liberal arts college. Many universities are luring students away from 

liberal arts colleges with honors programs, scholarships, and other academic programs that 

promise the benefits of a liberal arts education. Neely (1999) offers an illustration of why 

enrollment at liberal arts colleges is in decline:  

Is there a university today that does not have some elite honors college or scholarship 
designation, worth $20,000 or more over four years and granted with some pomposity to 
a select group of eighteen-year-olds four months before they sit down in their first college 
class? ...Merit scholarships alone will not undermine the rich history of the nation’s more 
selective liberal arts colleges, but the issues behind them reflect the risky economics, 
aggressive competition, and eroding purpose that threaten the future of those schools. (p. 
28)  
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At least one objective of the liberal arts curriculum (to teach critical thinking and communication 

skills) is more relevant to the American workplace than ever, as service and knowledge 

economies are in high demand. In an effort to attract and retain more students, research and 

doctoral-granting institution types claim the same liberal arts traditions, but also offer enticing 

vocational and professional degrees (Lang, 1999).  

Despite the need for a liberal education in the twenty-first century knowledge economy, 

the popular opinion of a liberal arts education declined in the latter half of the twentieth century, 

especially among parents and high school students (Hersh, 1997). Detractors often criticize a 

liberal arts education because the explicit curriculum of a liberal arts degree may not appear to be 

directly applicable to a desired job or career. But the skills learned through a liberal arts 

curriculum – critical thinking, argument analysis, strong communication skills – are in fact 

highly applicable to career and workplace environments, and may provide more value to the 

employee and employer than a content-based curriculum in higher education. The tension 

between student expectations and institutional objectives is driven by the reality that “the vast 

majority of college students enroll not in liberal arts programs but in degree programs, whose 

chief purpose is to land them their first job” (Hersh, 1997, p. 187). Students associate their 

undergraduate education strongly with employment prospects. This association leads to the 

expectation that the college curriculum will be a reflection of vocational skills, not life skills 

(DiConti, 2005). The tension between the uncertain career prospects associated with a liberal 

education and external pressure for added marketability of professional and technical degrees has 

forced liberal arts colleges to adapt. In sum, 

Liberal arts colleges also have the problem of sustaining their traditional academic 
character in a competitive environment in which, on the one hand, they have lost the 
exclusivity of their liberal arts franchise and, on the other, more and more of their 
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prospective students insist on undergraduate education that also offers vocational 
substance. (Lang, 1999, p. 137) 
 

Other institution types are trying to replicate the liberal arts college experience through targeted 

academic programming innovations. Learning communities often bring coherence to an 

otherwise disconnected curriculum (Smith et al., 2003). Indeed, learning communities “can help 

forge new visions of liberal education suitable to a broad range of institutions” (Smith et al., 

2003, p. 18). The goal of the learning community should not be to kill off the liberal arts college, 

but rather to allow for the benefits of a liberal arts education to be available to students across all 

institution types. 

Liberal Education and the Learning Community 

Though a handful of learning communities are highly discipline-specific (Reeves & 

Laffey, 1999; Smith, 1993; Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006), one of the 

primary objectives of many learning communities is to create a more integrated, connected 

learning experience for students. Meiklejohn (1925) saw the Experimental College as a means to 

develop intellectually curious, civically engaged graduates. He could see that silos were already 

forming in the academy, and that the various disciplines were becoming increasingly isolated 

from one another. Even as early as 1930, higher education faculty were increasingly under 

pressure to produce research, which reduced the amount of time they had to spend with their 

students (Thelin, 2004). The value of teaching and learning was especially diminished at 

research institutions and large universities, which created an environment where the intellectual 

development of undergraduate students became of secondary importance, and where the 

responsibility for student teaching and learning was largely left to junior faculty or to graduate 

students. Astin (1999) laments, 
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Instead of insisting that all teaching faculty place a high value on working with 
undergraduates, we created dozens of research universities where the only hiring and 
promotion requirement was a scientific or scholarly talent. And instead of effecting a 
balance between scholarly work and working with students, we created hundreds of 
community colleges where scholarship was given virtually no weight. (p. 95) 
 

Additionally, students may not be adequately socialized to explore learning opportunities outside 

of the classroom because, frequently, grades are the only outcomes associated with learning 

(Hart & Smith, 1993). In the late 1980s, Rutgers University implemented a service learning and 

civic engagement component to their undergraduate curriculum under the premise that such 

programs are inclusive of a liberal arts experience. Rather than limit the academic ‘home’ for this 

program to the social sciences, faculty from other departments were also encouraged to 

participate (Barber & Battistoni, 1993). Again, the early influences of Dewey (1903) and 

Meiklejohn (1925) are evident, as both saw learning as an active process (Cross, 1998). “The 

Rutgers program began with an alternative thesis: that educational institutions are learning 

communities, not service agencies, and that the primary justification for service programs has to 

be pedagogical” (Barber & Battistoni, 1993, p. 236). 

 In addition to their potential impact on the role of service learning, the increased 

attention on and implementation of learning communities may contribute to the discussion of the 

value of a liberal education. “The new importance of integrative learning also holds the power to 

bridge – at last – the long-standing cultural divide in which one set of disciplines, the arts and 

sciences, has been regarded as intellectual but not practical, while the professional fields are 

viewed as practical, but, for that very reason, illiberal” (Schneider, 2004, p. 9). Though the two 

aims may seem philosophically at odds, an institution that embraces a liberal education as its 

model need not sacrifice quality programs within disciplines. For example, a rigorous and 

comprehensive computer science major program of study is possible within a liberal arts 
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curriculum, if the coursework is carefully chosen and if the courses outside of the major foster 

strong communication and critical thinking abilities (Walker & Schneider, 1996). Schein (2005) 

directs a residential learning community at a research institution with the goal of providing a 

liberal arts college experience at a research-intensive university. On the challenges and the role 

of learning communities in creating a small, liberal arts college experience at a large institution, 

he wrote,  

At large Research-I schools, working toward a liberal education is problematic: faculty’s 
role in regard to undergraduate interaction and teaching is usually ambiguous; the goals 
of professional education in non-liberal arts curricula sometimes run contrary to the goals 
of liberal education; the large size of the undergraduate population, combined with the 
multiplicity of undergraduates’ educational agendas, present problems in working toward 
the ideals of academic intimacy. Learning communities are designed to address these 
difficulties. (Schein, 2005, p. 75) 
 
Schein’s (2005) article synthesizes the tension between disciplinary education, the liberal 

arts, and the research institution. He also demonstrates how learning communities may be 

employed at the research institution as a means to provide some of the desirable social and 

curricular experiences associated with educational experiences at a liberal arts college. As an 

institution type, research universities may in fact be oriented away from providing undergraduate 

students with meaningful out-of-field or out-of-classroom learning experiences. The learning 

community represents one method of returning those intimate experiences traditionally 

associated with the liberal arts college back to the research university. 

The Student Experience at a Liberal Arts College 

Although the study proposed in this document does not specifically examine students at a 

liberal arts college, a thorough understanding of the environment, climate, and experiences that 

typify a liberal arts education is useful when framing the rationale for the study. Astin’s (1999) 

analysis of the efficacy of a liberal arts education begins with the acknowledgement that treating 
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all liberal arts colleges as a single group presents significant challenges, as they are collectively 

quite different in terms of entering student characteristics, religious affiliation, relative affluence, 

and (perhaps most important of all) selectivity. Selective liberal arts colleges are correlated 

strongly with higher levels of both student development and learning outcomes than less 

selective institutions (Braxton & Nordvall, 1985). These learning outcomes translate to improved 

performance on other measures of learning. For example, students who attended elite liberal arts 

colleges tended to perform better on the Medical College Admissions Test (MCAT) than their 

peers at other institution types, even when controlling for entering characteristics (Fraser & 

Smith, 1989). The same study points out that students at these elite liberal arts colleges were 

rarely given multiple choice exams in college, yet performed better on multiple choice graduate 

school exams than similarly credentialed peers from other institution types. The selective liberal 

arts college experience seems to instill in students the desire for advanced learning. For example, 

selective liberal arts colleges Reed, Carleton, and Swarthmore produced more Ph.D. graduates in 

the natural sciences (per capita,) than do all but the most prolific research institutions (i.e., 

M.I.T., CalTech, Harvey Mudd) (Cech, 1999). Paradoxically, and despite their small size and 

comparatively limited facilities, liberal arts colleges are sending more students to doctoral 

programs in the natural sciences than research institutions (Cech, 1999). The smaller class 

environment and personal attention from faculty members, which is consistent with liberal arts 

education, often leads to meaningful research experiences for the student. And quality 

undergraduate research experiences lead students to pursue graduate study in the discipline 

(Hathaway, Nagda, &Gregerman, 2002).  

A liberal education seeks to guide students in their own knowledge acquisition. At its 

best, it teaches students to form and articulate complex concepts, drawing upon knowledge from 
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multiple disciplines (AAC&U, 2002). Even after controlling for precollege student 

characteristics, many students at liberal arts colleges have exhibited significantly higher levels of 

active learning, intellectual curiosity, and quality interactions with faculty members outside of 

the classroom (Pascarella, Cruce, Wolniak, & Blaich, 2004). This same study further found that 

differences between institution types in reported levels of student engagement are highest in the 

first year, but gains are still significant in subsequent years. Liberal arts colleges may be 

particularly well-suited to encouraging students to actively engage faculty members, as lack of 

student/faculty interaction at some institutions may be due in part to the disincentive faculty 

members have for being accessible to their students. For a new university professor on the tenure 

track, time working with students is time away from what most consider their most pressing 

responsibility – publication. It is easy for faculty members to turn over responsibility for 

providing student development experiences to student affairs professionals. “Mission statements 

may speak to the high value placed on teaching, but every faculty member knows that no amount 

of teaching awards will compensate for a low publication count. For an instructor striving for 

tenure, efforts at interaction with students beyond the classroom must give way to more 

immediate concerns” (Woods, 1999, p. 37). 

Umbach and Kuh (2006) studied liberal arts college students’ experiences with diversity. 

They were quite surprised to discover that despite many of the preexisting conditions at liberal 

arts colleges that preclude diversity (geography, cost, selection factors, and so on), students at 

liberal arts colleges reported significantly higher levels of engagement with peers from diverse 

backgrounds, of institutional learning environments that promoted diversity, and of heightened 

improvement in understanding people from diverse backgrounds. In short, Umbach and Kuh 

(2006) found that the liberal arts colleges they studied were effective in creating meaningful 
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learning environments that then enhanced the diversity experiences and outcomes of the students 

within them. “Students at liberal arts colleges are significantly more likely than are their 

counterparts at other types of institutions to engage in diversity-related activities and to report 

greater gains in understanding people from diverse backgrounds” (Umbach & Kuh, 2006, p. 

183). Their study supports previous findings that diversity among student populations enhances 

academic interaction among different groups (Astin, 1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

Furthermore, students who experience interactions with diverse populations while in college 

demonstrate enhanced outcomes on critical thinking assessments post-interaction (Gurin, 

Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002). The importance of the peer group is difficult to overstate. “Virtually 

without exception, studies indicate that students’ interactions with their peers have clear and 

statistically significant net effects on changes in various dimensions of sociopolitical, civic, 

racial-ethnic, and gender-role attitudes and behaviors” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  

In conclusion, a liberal education (which embraces a broadly-based approach to finding 

answers and to making meaning) is rooted in the classical liberal curriculum. A liberal education 

is often found at liberal arts institutions, but is in no way exclusive to a single institution type. 

However, the liberal arts college environment is also associated with desirable student outcomes. 

Regardless of institution type, providing a liberal education requires that faculty and 

administrators acknowledge that student learning is of higher priority than advancing a research 

agenda or transmitting discipline-specific content knowledge. These findings suggest that further 

examination of the liberal arts education (whether at a liberal arts college or in a learning 

community with a liberal arts orientation) is both necessary and important. 

Can what works in small institutions also work in larger institutions? The (2002) 

AAC&U report Greater Expectations cites the curricular initiatives at Colgate University and 
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Duke University as examples of liberal education in a university setting. New Colgate faculty 

members are expected to engage in interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary scholarship. Tenure 

and promotion decisions are based in part on Colgate faculty member’s alignment with liberal 

educational principles. At Duke University, “Curriculum 2000 provides innovative, inquiry-

based liberal education. Through multiple experiences across courses and semesters, students 

achieve general learning goals. Creative combinations may occur, such as applying quantitative 

skills in a humanities course” (AAC&U, 2002, p. 29). 

Liberal Education and the Natural Sciences 

Historically, the overwhelming majority of financial support for science education has 

been funneled to the research institution.  “Eighty-five percent of federal money for academic 

science goes to one hundred institutions (out of a postsecondary population of over three 

thousand). None of these institutions is a liberal arts college” (Ruscio, 1987). However, it is a 

misconception to view science education and liberal education as incompatible or mutually 

exclusive. “In some quarters it is fashionable to contrast science education and liberal arts 

education. Yet a true liberal arts education, as it was originally defined centuries ago, has always 

included science studies” (Brieger, 1999, p. 1217). Despite the unequal distribution of external 

funding, significant scholarship in the natural sciences takes place at liberal arts colleges. Public 

opinion (and even some students attending liberal arts colleges) may perceive that science 

education at a liberal arts college lacks sufficient rigor necessary to prepare students for graduate 

study in the sciences (Harvey & Immerwahr, 1995). Evidence suggests that a disproportionately 

high percentage of graduate and doctoral students in the natural sciences are graduates of liberal 

arts colleges; although only 8% of students were enrolled in liberal arts colleges between 1991-

1995, that same cohort accounted for 17% of Ph.D. graduates in the natural sciences (Cech, 
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1999; Tidball, 1986). Furthermore, the assertion that science education need not be illiberal is 

not a new one. A 1959 critique of science education in the United States concludes with a series 

of recommendations based on two guiding principles: that science should be taught as it is 

practiced (meaning adherence to a method, with an emphasis on research experiences), and that 

science is a liberal art and science instruction should reflect liberal arts teaching and learning. 

(Wolfe, 1959). A 1990 report by the American Association for the Advancement of Science 

(AAAS) noted the social and cultural context of science education:  

The teaching of science must explore the interplay between science and the intellectual 
and cultural traditions in which it is firmly embedded. Science has a history that can 
demonstrate the relationship between science and the wider world of ideas and can 
illuminate contemporary issues… Liberal education in the sciences must provide students 
with linkages to the real world by exploring the values inherent in science and 
technology, by examining the institutions that set directions for science and technology, 
and by stressing the choices scientists, citizens, and governments make about science in 
human lives. Because those choices increasingly have impacts on a global scale, the 
international context of science and technology should be included. (p. xiv) 
 

Of course, the addition of a meaningful discussion of the social and cultural impacts of science to 

the traditional science curriculum means time away from more typical content areas. However, 

academic rigor and sufficient content knowledge need not be sacrificed in order to accommodate 

a liberal curriculum; a 1996 review of the computer science curriculum at a liberal arts college 

found that “a carefully chosen sequence of courses can provide a rigorous program of 

study…While a liberal arts major may not involve a large number of computer science courses, 

the core areas of the discipline can be carefully and fully covered” (Walker & Schneider, 1996, 

p. 86). This deliberate attempt to structure the science curriculum in order to maximize learning 

outcomes seems particularly important given the rapidly expanding body of scientific 

knowledge. “One challenge we have faced throughout this century is that that for too many of 

our students the study of the humanities never had a real chance to begin” (Breiger, 1999, p. 
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1220). In light of the evolving nature of scientific knowledge, equipping students with the skills 

to be self-directed learners seems particularly relevant. Science education at liberal arts colleges 

is associated with developing at least three independent critical thinking skills and behaviors: 

challenging conventional wisdom, intellectual self-efficacy, and self-directed learning (Tsui, 

2007). 

The relationship between science and medical education warrants specific attention. As 

the body of scientific knowledge expands, medical education requires increasingly more time 

invested (through coursework and postgraduate training) to attain a functional competency in the 

discipline. However, nonscientific skills are also critical; patient satisfaction with one’s 

physician is as much a result of the doctor’s interpersonal skills as his or her clinical skills 

(Buller & Buller, 1987). Science coursework has become dominant in premedical education as 

well, which has the effect of relegating study in other disciplines to secondary status, if not 

forcing it from the curriculum altogether (Brieger, 1999). Premedical and medical education in 

particular has been the subject of attack for being more oriented to the biochemical 

underpinnings of medicine than the humanistic aspects (Fraser & Smith, 1989). Because the 

admissions and curricular emphasis is on scientific knowledge, undergraduate premedical 

education focuses on the basic sciences at the expense of addressing the full range of challenges 

facing medical practitioners (Brieger, 1999). The degree to which nonscientific premedical 

education is marginalized may vary by institution type. Fraser and Smith (1989) surveyed almost 

600 physicians who graduated from one of three liberal arts colleges. Their seemingly conflicting 

findings were that the overwhelming majority of respondents were both very pleased with their 

liberal undergraduate education and yet were dissatisfied with the limited number of courses in 

the arts, humanities, and social sciences that they took as college students. Specifically, 63% of 
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respondents wished that they had taken more coursework in the humanities; only 1.2% wished 

that they had taken fewer humanities courses (Frasier & Smith, 1989).  

Cech (1999) notes that science education in a liberal arts college faces several potential 

disadvantages; first, that expectations placed on students may be too low, due to the profile (not 

the rigor) of the research possible at a liberal arts college with fewer resources than many 

research universities. Second, students may not be exposed to many of the harsher realities of 

scientific research, such as industrial espionage, competition for grants, political liabilities, and 

public scrutiny – realities that must be skillfully addressed in academic science (Cech, 1999). 

Science education at a liberal arts college clearly presents challenges, but there are also ways in 

which teaching and learning science is enhanced at liberal arts environments.  

Ruscio (1987) identified three ways in which science faculty at liberal arts colleges differ 

from faculty at research universities: First, that “research in the selective liberal arts college is 

more individualistic than bureaucratic” (p. 210). Ruscio found that the research interests and 

intellectual curiosity of the researcher, rather than the availability of or access to external funding 

sources primarily drove scientific research at liberal arts colleges. Additionally, by retaining 

relative autonomy, liberal arts faculty had the freedom to cater their endeavors to activities better 

suited to undergraduate research. Of course, the nature of scientific research demands greater 

financial expenditures for equipment and facilities; without these external funding sources, 

science faculty are limited in the type of research in which they can engage. However, as a 

partial unintended consequence of these limitations, research at liberal arts colleges was more 

easily adapted to cultivating undergraduate participation (Ruscio, 1987). 

 Second, Ruscio (1987) asserts that liberal arts college faculty are less “taxonomically 

upstanding;” they are less likely to be so immersed in a subfield of their discipline that they are 
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unaware of neighboring interests. When asked about his professional relationships with other 

scientific departments on campus, one biology professor at a liberal arts college reported, “I 

think if we were all at a big university, we would not be making much of an effort to understand 

one another because we would not need that community…One of the virtues of a small college is 

that you are forced to be aware of other people’s fields” (Ruscio, 1987, p. 214). Despite the 

intellectual ‘branching out’ Ruscio observed, he also noted that liberal arts faculty were still very 

engaged with their home disciplines; liberal arts college faculty attended professional meetings 

with similar frequency to their Research I and Research II counterparts (Ruscio, 1987). Liberal 

arts faculty are still engaged in their home discipline, but education across disciplines makes one 

a better scientist. “Scientists need the same skills as humanists to cut through misleading 

observations and arrive at a defensible interpretation, and intellectual cross-training in the 

humanities exercises the relevant portions of the brain” (Cech, 1999, p. 210). 

Finally, Ruscio (1987) found that at liberal arts colleges, research is valued as a teaching 

tool more than a means of advancing within the faculty ranks. Since participation in scholarly 

research is an important learning activity, liberal arts college faculty must also be engaged in 

research in order to provide the environment (Ruscio, 1987). Although both liberal arts college 

faculty and university faculty engaged in research at similar rates, the motivation for doing so 

was different. Research faculty reported a need to advance knowledge in their discipline; liberal 

arts college faculty more frequently reported that conducting research was employed primarily as 

a means of expanding students’ understanding of and appreciation for multiple ways of learning 

(Ruscio, 1987). Flying in the face of conventional wisdom is the finding that faculty who 

regularly engage undergraduate students in teaching opportunities outside of the classroom do so 

at the expense of their scholarship. “Thus, for example, we find that faculty who work with 
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undergraduates on research projects get more articles published and are more likely to have 

external funding; these research activities appear to bundle together” (Einarson & Clarkberg, 

2004). The result is that faculty at liberal arts colleges have a different motivation for the 

behavior, but provide similar research opportunities for students as do faculty at research 

institutions. In his 1999 study, Cech found that undergraduate students at liberal arts colleges 

were equally likely as their undergraduate counterparts at research universities to have their 

research published in independent peer reviewed journals. He concluded that despite the lack of 

physical resources, students at liberal arts colleges were engaged in meaningful and relevant 

scientific discovery (Cech, 1999). 

As previously noted throughout this chapter, a liberal education is not limited to a small 

liberal arts institution. Many of the student experiences that typify a liberal arts education can be 

found at other institution types. Faculty who are intrinsically motivated to work with students 

will do so, even in the absence of external motivations from the university administration 

(Einarson & Clarkberg, 2004). Critical thinking skills have been linked to collaborative learning 

environments at large, highly disciplinary institutions (Reeves & Laffey, 1999). When free-

response journal writing activities were assigned as part of an introductory chemistry class, 

students reported enhanced comprehension of class topics as well as greater confidence in their 

scientific knowledge acquisition by the end of the term (Malachowski, 1988). With relatively 

little alteration to the course, instruction in the sciences can include acknowledgement of the 

social and political ramifications of scientific discoveries. As an example, Chamany, Allen, and 

Tanner (2008) show how a discussion of sickle cell anemia (SCA) not only has great relevance 

to genetics, evolution, and biochemistry, but also how science can be used (and misused) in 
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policymaking, and how scientists are responsible for their discoveries. Thus, a single lecture on 

SCA might address both the biological and the social: 

Students are often surprised to learn that the SCA allele can follow a recessive, dominant, 
or incomplete dominant inheritance pattern depending on the phenotypic assay (anemia, 
malaria resistance, or solubility, respectively). Reminding students that malaria acts as an 
environmental agent for the selection of the protective SCA allele reminds students that 
the distribution of alleles is not a result of race, but environment. Analyzing data from the 
hemoglobin molecular solubility test addresses the need for a full understanding of the 
genotype–phenotype connection and the need for appropriate nomenclature. This 
biological analysis of the SCA story teaches students to question experimental results and 
interpretations in the face of new knowledge and technologies. (Chamany, Allen, & 
Tanner, 2008, p. 268) 
 

Senior research institutions are frequently the place where significant scientific breakthroughs 

are made. Certainly there are benefits and advantages to being a student of the natural sciences at 

a research university. Compared to the liberal arts college, the research institution frequently 

enjoys larger facilities, up-to-date resources and equipment, and a large and active community of 

research scholars. But some evidence suggests that science education at a liberal arts college also 

offers unique benefits and advantages to students. Specifically, science education at liberal arts 

colleges may engender a greater academic and intellectual curiosity than at research universities. 

Because of the rapidly expanding body of knowledge in the natural sciences, students must 

become active and lifelong learners if they are to remain current in their respective fields. The 

social implications of scientific advancements also demand that natural science majors be taught 

to consider the ethical and societal consequences of their work. A well-designed liberal 

curriculum, whether at a liberal arts college or at another institution type, accounts for these 

realities and provides a natural science education that is at once liberal, practical, and ethical.  

Conclusions 

The history of learning communities has strong roots in the liberal arts tradition and the 

Yale Report of 1828, but contemporary research demonstrates that learning communities and a 
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liberal education have great relevance today as well (Astin, 1993; Cross, 1998; Smith, 1993). 

Alexander Meiklejohn (1925) feared that higher education would become so specialized that the 

fundamental learning objectives: critical thinking, academic curiosity, and engaged citizenship, 

would be lost to the disciplines. Meiklejohn’s vision is consistent with a liberal education, which 

emphasizes intellectual development over content knowledge, as well as with interdisciplinary 

teaching and learning. Interdisciplinary education encourages learners to use and connect 

multiple sources of information to find understanding, and to find answers to complex questions 

that cannot be fully examined through a single theoretical lens (Holley, 2009). Learning 

communities are frequently constructed in both the both liberal arts and the interdisciplinary 

traditions (Gabelnick et al., 1990). 

Learning communities can be implemented on college and university campuses in many 

different forms, ranging from simple cohorts of linked classes to integrated curriculum models 

that radically redefine the traditional classroom structure (Shapiro & Levine, 1999). The student 

developmental and educational outcomes associated with participation in a learning community 

indicate that learning communities frequently enhance a student’s college experience in 

measureable ways (Tinto, 1993, Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Residential learning communities in 

particular have been demonstrated to have measureable effects on those students who participate 

in them  (Stassen, 2003). Many of these positive outcomes are tied to what is commonly defined 

as a liberal education (Schneider, 2004; Smith et al, 2003). 

Boyer’s (1997) Scholarship Reconsidered is a comprehensive analysis of the importance 

different institution types place on the various responsibilities with which higher education 

faculty are charged. While the shift in priority from teaching to learning appears to be across all 

institution types, doctoral-granting and research institutions were found to be the most skewed 
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toward the production of knowledge and away from the transmission of knowledge. Learning 

communities, with their historic and philosophical roots in interdisciplinary and liberal 

education, may prove a useful tool for institutions which seek to meet the classical objectives of 

a liberal education without diluting the need for specialized instruction in the disciplines or 

demanding a comprehensive overhaul of entrenched higher education structure within 

disciplinary silos (Tinto, 1997). 

Despite positive academic outcomes for its graduates, enrollment at liberal arts colleges 

is in decline. More that twice the number of first-time college students enroll at community 

colleges than do at liberal arts colleges (Astin, 1999). If the method of instructional delivery at 

liberal arts colleges is positively associated with improvements in student outcomes, then the 

teaching and learning methods associated with liberal arts colleges should not be limited to them 

(Delucchi, 1997). At larger institutions, learning communities may be one way to recreate the 

traditional liberal arts college experience (Schein, 2005). 

 
Chapter Summary 

 This chapter provided an overview of the literature related to the intersections between 

science education, liberal education, and the learning community. Although there are several 

dissenting arguments, the preponderance of the literature suggests that deliberately constructed 

learning communities may provide a means of enhancing student educational experiences 

(particularly co-and extra-curricular learning experiences).  

Additionally, the literature on liberal education suggests that the student outcomes vital to 

graduates in a 21st century knowledge economy include cognizance of the interconnectedness of 

disciplines, an emphasis on critical thinking and on intellectual curiosity, and an awareness of the 

world beyond the classroom. Liberal education is not the exclusive domain of the liberal arts 
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college, and a liberal education, whether delivered at a liberal arts college or elsewhere, can still 

provide sufficient disciplinary rigor.  

This chapter concludes with an examination of liberal education and the natural sciences. 

Despite several potential challenges to natural science education at smaller institutions 

(comparatively limited resources, diminished institutional profile on the national level, and 

limited exposure to the corporate and grant-driven research landscape), natural science majors at 

liberal arts institutions demonstrate greater propensity to continue working in the field and to 

obtain terminal degrees in natural science disciplines. Additionally, the philosophical orientation 

at liberal arts colleges may be more conducive to undergraduate learning, particularly in the 

natural sciences; research interests are more likely to cross disciplinary borders, and reduced 

emphasis on publication quotas result in research being used primarily as a teaching tool rather 

than a means of securing tenure and promotion.  

When considered as a collective body, this review of the literature suggests that learning 

communities, when implemented at a research university and when designed with a liberal 

educational orientation, may be able to recreate the elements of the learning environment 

typically found at selective liberal arts colleges. The significance of this learning environment 

seems particularly relevant to education in the natural sciences. The following chapter will 

propose an examination of the experiences of natural science majors enrolled in a liberal arts 

learning community at a research institution, and may provide additional understanding of the 

lived experiences of natural science majors enrolled in a learning community with a liberal arts 

objective.
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CHAPTER III: 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Prior research studies on learning environments have found strong connections between 

learning communities and liberal education (Barber & Battistoni, 1993; Huerta, 2004; Inkelas, 

2008; Smith et al, 2003). Schein (2005) wrote,  

residential learning communities can be constructed to approximate the setting of a small, 
liberal arts college…students can get a level of intellectual intensity in their everyday 
lives, both in and out of the classroom, that integrates their academic and personal 
development. (p. 87)  
 

As demonstrated throughout Chapter II, both learning community and liberal arts environments 

frequently emphasize the value of teaching and learning beyond conventional disciplinary 

boundaries. These learning environments may be particularly relevant to education in the natural 

sciences. The purpose of this study was to explore how natural science majors who are enrolled 

in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative articulate their experiences with out-of-field learning.  

Previously conducted studies (as discussed in Chapter II) have found that learning 

community participation results in higher levels of student engagement, student retention, and 

academic performance. These studies, most of which are quantitative in their methodology, focus 

on aggregated student outcomes. However, they do not attempt to explore the individual student 

experience. In contrast, this study will focus on the student experience rather than the outcome.  

“Qualitative researchers are interested in meaning – how people make sense of their lives, 

experiences, and their structures of the world” (Creswell, 2009, p. 145).  When studying the 
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effects of learning communities, individual student perceptions should not be overlooked. Schein 

(2005) stated that  

We take for granted that the qualities of a liberal education are desirable to incorporate 
into undergraduates’ education. We also know that measuring successful outcomes is 
difficult, especially since many of these hoped-for outcomes are set in motion during 
students’ undergraduate years and unveil themselves over lifetimes. (Schein, 2005, p. 76) 
 

Additionally, many learning community research studies have focus on benefits to the institution, 

not to the individual. When studying learning communities as a construct, “markers of success 

should not be tied to institutional measures, such as GPAs and retention, but rather, should entail 

questioning, collaborative development of classroom processes and purposes, and respectful 

dissensus” (Talburt & Boyles, 2005, p. 535). Previously conducted studies seek to measure the 

outcomes associated with learning community participation, but far fewer studies explore the 

lived experiences of students who are members of these communities, or how learning 

community participation affects out-of-field engagement. 

In an attempt to address this gap in the literature, the purpose of this study is to describe 

how, if at all, natural science majors at The University of Alabama who are also enrolled in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative reflect the Organizing Educational Principles for a practical 

liberal education as outlined in Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation 

Goes to College (2002). Of interest to this researcher is how students in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative articulate the role of out-of-field coursework (and specifically their 

experiences as Blount scholars) in making meaning of their individual academic experiences. 

Chapter III presents the research methodology that was used in this study. This chapter also 

contains the research approach, research questions, site description, organizational framework, 

data procedures, researcher positionality, and the proposed timeline for this study.  
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Research Approach 

This study employed a qualitative, interview-based research approach. When using a 

qualitative methodology, there are several procedural approaches available to the researcher: 

case study, ethnography, phenomenology, and grounded theory are some of the more common 

qualitative methods. However, Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) assert that when studying a given 

phenomenon, researchers may choose to adhere to a single methodological orientation or to 

adopt features of several research approaches, based on the nature of the question being asked in 

the research. The objective of this study was to explore how individuals make meaning of their 

experiences as natural science majors. To that end, this study relied on an interview-based 

qualitative research design. Once the research methodology was identified, then the researcher 

decided on appropriate data collection procedures.  

This study was primarily concerned with the individual articulations of students’ 

experience with an academic program, and “[a] study focusing on individual lived experiences 

typically relies on an in-depth interview strategy” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 93). The in-

depth interview approach in this study employed a topical, or guided interview type. Seidman 

(2006) refers to this type of interview as phenomenological interviewing. In a guided, or 

phenomenological interview, the researcher asks open and probing questions related to the 

research questions, but the interviewee is free to interpret the questions and to make meaning 

from them without interference from the researcher. A phenomenological inquiry makes 

meaning from and accepts as truth the lived experiences of the individual, rather than seeking to 

discover an objective, independent reality (Groenewald, 2004). Additionally, phenomenological 

research typically emphasizes depth over breadth of knowledge, and seeks to explore the essence 

of an experience through inductive methods such as in-depth interviews (Seidman, 2006).  
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“The participant’s perspective on the phenomenon of interest should unfold as the participant 

views it (the emic perspective), not as the researcher views it (the etic perspective)” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011, p. 144). Therefore, the data collection and analysis attempted to create an 

accurate account of the participants’ perceptions, rather than the researcher’s. 

Conceptual Framework 

 This study sought to explore how natural science majors enrolled in a liberal arts living-

learning community experience these distinct phenomena. The conceptual framework for this 

study is based on the 2002 report, Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation 

Goes to College. The report commissioned and published by the American Association of 

Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) describes the state of American higher education at the 

beginning of the 21st century and offers a proposal for a new congruence in “The New 

Academy.” The report presents the challenges to quality higher education, a discussion of 

recommended teaching and learning practices, and a list of organizing educational principles that 

reflect a practical liberal education in a contemporary society.  

 The report is largely a call for a reconsideration of liberal and practical education. 

Rapidly expanding college enrollment presents both challenges and opportunities. Challenges to 

traditional higher education structures include a changing student population. Students who now 

enroll in college are diverse in their background, their aspirations, and their levels of preparation. 

Because of this great diversity in the student population, new ways of teaching and learning have 

emerged. The traditional assumptions about higher education, and even the nature of what it 

means to be well educated, are being challenged and expanded. Because of both the changing 

nature of students and the changing needs of an educated citizenry, the panel recommends that 

colleges and universities should seek to offer a “practical liberal” education: one which enables 



 

82 
 

students to become empowered, informed, and responsible learners. Specific objectives of a 

practical liberal education include developing enhanced communication skills, understanding 

multiple ways of meaning-making and the value of both quantitative and qualitative analysis, and 

appreciating the complexity and diversity of contemporary society (AAC&U, 2002). These 

objectives are consistent with many of the ideals associated with a liberal education (Cech, 1999; 

Schneider, 2004). Additionally, the Organizing Educational Principles provide a framework for 

quality teaching and learning practices in the natural sciences. Greater Expectations argues that 

the historical tension between liberal education and practical education is misguided; a liberal 

education is a practical education (AAC&U, 2002). 

 The final chapter of Greater Expectations offers a series of eleven organizing educational 

principles, which are presented as an illustration of how higher education is changing and what a 

contemporary liberal education should strive to impart (see Figure 2). Among these principles is 

an emphasis on making connections between disciplines; applying critical thinking and multi-

disciplinary strategies to solve increasingly complex problems; and the development of 

interpretative and evaluative skills that promote self-directed and intentional learning in college 

and beyond. Specifically, the Organizing Educational Principles are categorized into eleven 

paradigms that define a liberal education, and how those paradigms are transitioning in the face 

of a contemporary liberal education. Because there is an emphasis on the value of out-of-field 

learning experiences, as well as an attempt to reconcile liberal and practical educational 

objectives, the Organizing Educational Principles will serve as the organizing framework that 

guide this inquiry. 
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Old Paradigm Transition New Paradigm 

Focuses on teaching In recognition that what is taught is 
not always what is learned 

ALSO focuses on learning 
 

Emphasizes what an educated 
person should know 

In recognition of the explosion of 
available information 

ALSO emphasizes where to find 
needed information, how to 
evaluate its accuracy, and what 
students can do with their 
knowledge 

Sees the curriculum predominantly 
as a conveyor of well-established 
knowledge 

In recognition of the world’s diverse 
complexity 

ALSO interprets education as 
an informed probing of ideas 
and values 

Emphasizes study in a discipline In recognition of the multi-
disciplinary approach needed to 
understand real world problems 

ALSO seeks connections within 
and across disciplines 

Emphasizes individual work Given the need to work as members 
of teams in the workplace and in 
community life 

ALSO values collaborative work, 
particularly in diverse groups 

Stresses critical thinking 
 

Given the need for civic 
engagement in major policy 
decisions 

ALSO links critical thinking to 
real-life problems, often 
involving contested values 

Promotes objective analysis 
 

In recognition of the need to shape 
the rapid pace of change 

ALSO develops creativity by 
valuing personal experience 

Studies majority Western cultures, 
perspectives, and issues 
 

To respond to the plurality of the 
modern world, worldwide problems, 
and interdependence 

ALSO learns about cultural 
complexity, a range of cultures, 
and global issues 

Values learning for learning’s sake 
 

To acknowledge the new role of 
higher education in U.S. society 

ALSO celebrates practical 
knowledge 
 

Assumes a relatively 
homogeneous group of students 

Given the near-universality of 
college attendance 

Recognizes a diversity of 
students 

Considers higher education in 
isolation from primary and 
secondary education 

Given the need to build an aligned 
system to reach greater 
expectations 

Sees college learning as a part 
of a continuum with, and 
dependent on, the K-12 learning 
environment 

Figure 2. Organizing Educational Principles. Adapted from Greater Expectations: A New Vision 
for Learning as a Nation Goes to College, (2002), The American Association of Colleges and 
Universities, p. 44.  
 

These organizing educational principles serve as the guiding framework for this study’s 

interview protocol, as well as the foundation for the initial coding of the interview transcripts. 

Part of the eventual analysis of the interview data considered: 1) how, if at all, the students’ 

articulations of their experiences reflects old paradigm, transition, or new paradigm principles, 

and 2) how, if at all, participation in a learning community may have affected the shaping of 

these reflections. 
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Intent of Study and Research Questions 

The intent of this study was to explore how natural science majors articulate their 

experiences with out-of-field coursework. Furthermore, this study explored the impact, if any, 

that participation in a liberal arts learning community had on these articulations. 

 The study sought to answer a central research question: How do natural science majors 

enrolled in a liberal arts learning community reflect the principles associated with a classical and 

a practical liberal education as described Greater Expectations? Specifically, how do natural 

science majors articulate their experiences with out-of-major coursework and co-curricular 

activities? The sub-questions are as follows: 

1. In what ways, if at all, do these articulations reflect the characteristics of a 

classical liberal education (also referred to as the ‘old paradigm’ in this study), as 

defined by the Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations; 

2. In what ways, if at all, do these articulations reflect a twenty-first century liberal 

education (also referred to as the ‘new paradigm’ in this study), as defined by the 

Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations; 

3. In what ways, if at all, does participation in a learning community (in this study, 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative) affect these articulations; 

4. What are the curricular and academic components of the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative that appear to hold the greatest significance for students enrolled in the 

program; 

5. What are the extracurricular and nonacademic components of the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative that appear to hold the greatest significance for students 

enrolled in the program; 
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6. In what ways, if at all, is the experience of the natural science major who is 

enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative like the experience of the natural 

science major at a liberal arts college (as described in extant literature); and 

7. How and why do natural science majors choose to participate in an academic 

program with a liberal arts focus? 

Theoretical Assumptions and Methodological Perspective 

 This research study operated under the philosophical and theoretical assumptions 

associated with constructivism. Constructivist assumptions are prevalent in qualitative research 

(KBeckyelis & Dimitriadis, 2005; Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Merriam, 2002). Constructivism 

asserts that truth is relative, based on the perceptions and the experiences of the individual 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008). Knowledge, too, is not absolute, but rather is socially constructed. 

Consequently, multiple perspectives are permissible and legitimate (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

individual’s account of an event is as significant as the event itself; the two are inseparable. As a 

result, human behaviors can only be accurately understood when the motivations behind those 

actions are also examined (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). To that end, this study sought to explore 

not only the behaviors reported by the students, but also the students’ articulated motivation 

behind those behaviors, and perhaps most significantly, the meaning that the students ascribed to 

those behaviors and motivations. The researcher conducted multiple analyses of each interview 

transcript as well as field notes taken during the interviews. Any other sources of potentially 

meaningful data (such as the potential influence of the interview site, as well as the researcher’s 

perceived engagement of the student at the time of the interview) were also included in the data 

analysis.  
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Additionally, the researcher remained mindful throughout the study that the lived 

experiences of the researcher differ from that of those who are the subject of the research. “One’s 

personal biography is often a source, an inspiration, and an initial way of framing a research 

question. In qualitative research genres, the influences of biography are often stated explicitly” 

(Marshall  & Rossman, 2011, p. 61). In this study, the researcher studied at a liberal arts college 

as an undergraduate student, and has for the past nine years worked closely with natural science 

majors at a research university. These experiences undoubtedly influenced the researcher’s 

understanding of the articulated experiences of the students in this study. Sound qualitative 

methods openly acknowledge that the researcher cannot be separated from the research. In order 

to limit researcher bias, the researcher employed several strategies to limit the potential 

distortions that personal background and experiences may have had on the interview analysis. 

Specifically, the researcher employed triangulation (seeking consistencies among and between 

interview participants), audit trails (which provide a transparent and detailed account of how 

interview data were collected and analyzed) and debriefing sessions with members of my 

committee.  

Stake (2006) acknowledges that most qualitative research, though shaped by the 

researcher, should not be done with a predetermined conclusion. Rather, “whoever they are, the 

researchers should seek evidence of the complexities of what the program is and is not, and work 

to prevent the findings’ being read simply as a verdict of “good” or “bad” (Stake, 2006, p. 84). 

This study did not seek to uncover absolute truths. Rather, the research approach dictated that the 

researcher stress “[placing] priority on the phenomena of study and sees both data and analysis 

as created from shared experiences and relationships with participants and other sources of data” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 130). Neither the articulations of the students in this study, nor any 
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conclusions made by the researcher in the analysis of these articulations, are believed to reflect 

any single universal truth. 

Study Context and Location 

The site for this study was The University of Alabama, which was founded in 1831 and is 

located in the western part of the state. The University of Alabama is the flagship public 

institution in the state, and as of Fall 2011 claims an enrollment of over 30,000 students (UA, 

2011). The mission statement of The University of Alabama is “to advance the intellectual and 

social condition of the people of the State through quality programs of teaching, research, and 

service” (UA Mission, 2011). The University of Alabama currently boasts 81 undergraduate 

degree programs and more that one hundred graduate and professional degrees (College majors, 

2011). The University of Alabama was recently recognized by the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching as one of 119 schools to receive the community engagement 

designation for initiatives in both curricular and community engagement (UA, 2010). The 2010 

student population self-identified as 54% female, 13% African American, 3% Hispanic 

American, and 2% Asian American (UA Factbook, 2010). Among all students, nearly one third 

(29%) of students were pursuing a degree in the College of Arts and Sciences (UA, 2011). 

Natural science majors offered in the College of Arts and Sciences include biology, chemistry, 

geology, geography, physics, marine science, and environmental science (CA&S, 2011). The 

2011-2012 published undergraduate tuition rates were $4300/semester for Alabama residents, 

and $10,950/semester for out-of-state students (Cost of Attendance, 2011). 

This study includes interviews with nineteen students enrolled at The University of 

Alabama at the time of the interview. All of the students were enrolled in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative, were pursuing a major in a natural science discipline, and were at least 
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nineteen years of age at the time of the interview. The Blount Undergraduate Initiative’s website 

describes the programas “a four-year program that affirms the value of a liberal arts education 

based on classical traditions. Its objective is to instill in students the habits of mind that 

characterize self-reliant thinkers” (BUI, 2011). The Blount Undergraduate Initiative consists of 

foundations courses in the fall and spring of the freshman year, and additional seminar courses in 

the sophomore and junior years. The program culminates in the senior year with a capstone 

course; the stated objective of which is to integrate all of the prior coursework into the student’s 

development of an individual worldview. 

The researcher chose The University of Alabama as a site location because of its size, 

location, and appropriateness of The Blount Undergraduate Initiative to the research question. 

The objective of the research was to explore how natural science majors enrolled in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative articulate their learning experiences with out-of-field coursework. This 

exploration was conducted through the theoretical lens outlined in the Organizing Educational 

Principles in Greater Expectations, and explored what impact, if any, that their participation in a 

living learning community has on these articulations. The University of Alabama has a large 

undergraduate population, and within that population is a smaller cohort of students enrolled in a 

learning community with a liberal arts orientation. Natural science majors who are concurrently 

enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative are uniquely situated to provide insight as to the 

perceived impact of participation in their learning community. The University of Alabama was 

also chosen as the site for this study because of the suitability of the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative to the research questions. The Blount Undergraduate Initiative is an academic program 

that is unique to The University of Alabama. Engagement with out-of-field coursework is a 
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hallmark objective of a liberal education, and the Blount Undergraduate Initiative has a stated 

objective of providing a liberal arts experience to its participants.  

Data Sources 

The primary data source for this study consisted of individual interviews with nineteen 

undergraduate students, all of whom were natural science majors and were enrolled in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative. Participants were selected based on their ability to best provide insight 

on the subject of this study. Miles and Huberman (1994) identify stratified random and stratified 

purposeful sampling as a legitimate alternative strategy to purely random sampling when 

identifying participants for scholarly inquiry. Additionally, Miles and Huberman (1994) contend, 

“Choices of informants, episodes, and interactions are being driven by a conceptual question, not 

a concern for representativeness” (p. 29). “Furthermore, with small numbers of cases, random 

sampling can deal you a decidedly biased hand” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 27). To that end, 

the researcher first identified all potential participants who meet the selection criteria outlined 

above. With the assistance of the director of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and the Office 

of Institutional Research at The University of Alabama, the researcher identified twenty-three 

potential participants meeting all criteria for inclusion in the study. Given the relatively small 

population of Blount students meeting the necessary characteristics for inclusion in this study, 

the researcher individually contacted all eligible students and invited them to participate. Three 

attempts to contact each participant were made; the first contact was through email. After two 

weeks without a response, a second attempt to reach the potential participant was made by 

sending a second email request and by telephone (if a telephone number is available). If no 

response had been received within two weeks of this second attempt, the researcher made a third 

and final request for an interview by sending another email request and by attempting to contact 
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the potential participant by telephone and email. As students responded, the researcher shared 

with them further details of the study, obtained informed consent, and scheduled the interview at 

a time convenient for the student. Ultimately, nineteen of the twenty-three potential participants 

consented to an interview. The nineteen students included in this study were reflective of the 

total eligible student population with regard to age, class standing, racial/ethnic background, and 

gender. 

Data Collection 

Seidman (2006) describes in-depth interviews as phenomenologically based interviews. 

The strategy consists of three stages of the interview protocol (occasionally but not always 

broken into three separate interviews): a focused life history, the details of the experience, and 

reflection on the meaning. Seidman (2006) suggests allowing approximately ninety minutes per 

interview; this was the target length for the interviews conducted in this study. The interviews 

conducted in this study were structured around the interview protocol outlined in Appendix A. 

All interviews were audio recorded to allow for subsequent transcription. The interviews 

provided insight as to the students’ experiences with their respective undergraduate programs, 

their perceptions of academic disciplines outside of the sciences, and the alignment of these 

perceptions with the Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations. Although many 

of the interview questions were established prior to the first interview, the initial interview 

questions evolved as new themes become apparent through the interview process.  

Sound qualitative design allows for the emergence of complementary or even completely 

new interview questions once in the field; an inflexible interview design may result incomplete 

or even misleading findings.  In addition to an evolution in the specific questions asked, a 

rigorous qualitative research design allows for an evolution in the overarching and “compelling 
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question, the nagging puzzle that presents itself once in the setting” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, 

p. 114). Seidman (2006) charges qualitative researchers to listen to interview participants on 

three levels: first, to the participants’ spoken words; second, to the “inner and outer voice” 

(which is often a reflection of the vocabulary and tone that an interview participant chooses to 

employ); and finally, to the surrounding environment and relative engagement of the participant. 

With the assistance of the dissertation committee, this researcher continually evaluated the 

interview questions throughout the interview phase, as well as reviewing the interview 

techniques employed, and refining them as appropriate throughout the concurrent data collection 

and data analysis phase of this study. 

Of course, the spoken responses to the interview questions are not the only worthy 

sources of data. Elwood and Martin (2000) write of the importance of and potentially 

confounding effects of the physical place in which interviews are situated. Specifically, physical 

places have specific and imbued meaning for occupants; often this meaning is rooted in power 

and identity. For example, a student enrolled in a learning community may respond to a question 

about that community in a very specific way if the interview is conducted in the learning 

community building. That same student may respond to the same questions very differently if 

asked in the interviewer’s office, or in an off-campus or nonacademic setting. The researcher 

addressed the importance of social space and physical place when conducting the interview 

analysis. Additionally, differences between interviewer and participant in social group, race, 

class, gender, and age are all potential obstacles to meaningful interview responses (Seidman, 

2006). The researcher made deliberate efforts to establish a strong rapport with the interview 

participant and to maintain that rapport throughout the study. All interviews were recorded after 

the researcher obtained consent to do so. After each interview, the audio recordings were sent to 
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a third-party transcription service. The audio recordings were checked against the transcripts, and 

when necessary the transcripts were altered in order to more accurately reflect the researcher’s 

understanding of what was said in each interview. 

Data Analysis 

In an attempt to keep this research bounded to the case, the goals of this study and the 

delimitations of its scope were clearly identified in advance and served as a guide throughout the 

data analysis component of this study. Data analysis consisted of reviewing the transcripts of the 

personal interviews in order to discover emergent themes and patterns, as well as reflection on 

any observations or field notes taken during the interviews. Seidman (2006) asserts that 

interview analysis “is not a process researchers do only near the end of the project. Even as 

interviewers question their participants, tentative interpretations may begin to influence the path 

of their questioning” (p. 128). Similarly, Merriam (1998) suggests that data collection and data 

analysis are not sequential activities, but rather occur simultaneously in qualitative research. 

Therefore, the approach employed in this study was to start with an interview and analysis 

protocol based on expected themes, but designed with sufficient flexibility to adjust that protocol 

as data collection and data analysis dictated.  

I utilized an inductive data analysis approach, as articulated by Corbin and Strauss 

(2008); this approach consists of multiple and deliberate readings of interview transcripts so that 

the themes in the interviews are allowed to emerge independent of the research questions. 

Analysis of the interviews conducted with the students provided insight as to how students 

conceptualize and articulate their out-of-major academic experiences, and how those experiences 

align with the Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations. Using the Organizing 

Educational Principles from Greater Expectations, several preliminary themes were identified 
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that the researcher expected to encounter. Marshall and Rossman (2011) assert that all data 

analysis consists of two behaviors: first, data reduction is required in order to distill significant 

themes from hours of interview transcripts. Second, data interpretation is the process whereby 

the researcher seeks to gain an understanding of the significance of those emergent themes. 

Repeated and intensive study of the interview data was required in order to make an authentic 

and meaningful analysis. Through this intensive study, thematic codes emerged. Coding is the 

analysis of primary data (interview transcripts, for example) and identification of emergent 

themes from that data.  Interview coding was ongoing throughout and following the interview 

phase, and development of the coding structure was emergent and concurrent as well (Merriam, 

2002).   

 The initial coding structure was based on the Organizing Educational Principles as set 

forth in Greater Expectations, but some of these initial codes based on the organizing 

educational principles did not ultimately appear in the interview data, and other, unintended 

thematic codes emerged instead. Initial coding strategies included word-by-word, line-by-line, 

and incident to incident coding, as described by Charmaz (2006). Analysis of these initial codes 

lead to a more systematic coding structure. Clustering is a method of coding in which the 

researcher groups the emergent themes in to meaningful categories and systems (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011). Once the data had been organized, the next step in the process of data 

interpretation began. This analysis included “rich, thick description” of participants’ articulations 

and is provided in Chapters IV and V (Merriam, 1998, p. 151).  

Data Security 

The primary data collected in this study was from face-to-face interviews with nineteen 

undergraduate students currently enrolled at The University of Alabama. Other data included the 
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names and contact information of the participants, as well as any and all field notes (either 

written notes or audio recordings taken during or immediately following the interview, which 

served as a record of the researcher’s emotional responses, impressions, and assessment of the 

interview process). Interviews were digitally recorded with a personal recording device and were 

subsequently transcribed. These transcripts were stored in a password-protected folder on the 

researcher’s personal computer (electronic copy) and in a locked filing cabinet (paper copy) in 

the researcher’s private home office. The researcher’s field notes accompany the copy of the 

transcript in the locked cabinet and/or in the password-protected folder on the researcher’s 

computer. In an attempt to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants, the 

researcher used pseudonyms throughout this research study when reporting the individual 

articulations of the students. Twelve months after the successful defense and publication of this 

study, the researcher will securely destroy all personally identifiable information collected in this 

study. 

Researcher Positionality 

The researcher is currently employed at the same institution and in the same college 

where the Blount Undergraduate Initiative is housed. Additionally, the researcher has worked 

closely with many natural science majors and with a number of students and graduates of the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative. Although the researcher has no direct connection to the 

Initiative, the researcher’s professional position at the university may have affected the 

information shared by the interviewees. Some of the interviewees are considering a graduate 

professional program after the completion of their undergraduate studies; the researcher’s 

position at the university involves graduate and professional school admissions. Care was taken 

to ensure that interviewees understood that the researcher has separate roles at the university as 
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both working professional and academic researcher, that the two roles are distinct, and that each 

student’s participation or nonparticipation in this study will in no way affect other relationships 

that he or she may have with the researcher. 

Because of the nature of the researcher’s relationship to the program and to some of the 

students who participated in of this study, the researcher remained conscious of several guiding 

principles in conducting effective qualitative work. Specifically, the researcher attempted to 

build trust with interview participants by explaining the nature of the research, its separateness 

from the researcher’s professional responsibilities at the university, and assurances of anonymity 

of participants’ responses. Establishing a solid rapport with interview participants is important 

when undertaking qualitative research. Marshall and Rossman (2011) identify various types of 

academic armor that potentially distances researcher from participant. These include linguistic 

armor (using esoteric or academic language), physical armor (clothing or affectations which 

connote distance from the participant), and ideological armor (differences in beliefs and their 

relative worth). This academic armor affects researcher positionality. When engaging 

participants in this study, the researcher attempted to limit the potentially distancing effects of 

academic armor through behaviors and interactions with participants. The researcher also 

attempted to remain cognizant of the fact that the researcher’s interpretations of participants’ 

responses may not always accurately reflect their actual meaning. The researcher attempted 

(primarily through a rigorous engagement with and coding of the interview data) to ensure both 

meaningful and authentic representations of participants’ articulated experiences. 

Trustworthiness 

This study explores how students majoring in a natural science articulate their 

experiences with academic subjects outside of their chosen major, and to describe the ways in 
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which participation in a learning community impacts these out-of-major experiences. The 

researcher respected the fact that participants generously donated valuable time when consenting 

to an interview, and did the researcher did not knowingly abuse that generosity. In reporting the 

findings, the researcher used pseudonyms and was deliberate in efforts to balance the exclusion 

of any personally identifying information with the objective of providing comprehensive and 

accurate representations of student responses. Finally, the researcher concluded each interview 

with an invitation for each student to contact the researcher or the chair of this dissertation 

committee directly should unforeseen concerns arise.  

Timeline for the Study 

From the fall of 2010 through the fall of 2011, I conducted background research and a 

review of the literature. In the fall of 2011, I continued my review of the literature and began 

formulating both the research questions for this study as well as the research design. I spent the 

summer and fall of 2011 preparing the first three chapters of this document. Following the 

approval of the dissertation committee, I submitted my research and interview protocol to The 

University of Alabama’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). Upon receipt of IRB approval 

(received in March of 2012), I selected and contacted the interview participants. The researcher 

began concurrently transcribing and coding the interviews as they were conducted throughout the 

spring of 2012. All of the interviews were completed and transcribed by May of 2012. After all 

of the interviews had been coded and analyzed, I continued the process of interpreting the 

analysis. I utilized the spring and summer of 2012 in constructing Chapters Four and Five. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter began with a discussion of the relationships between learning communities, 

education in the natural sciences, and liberal education. A frequent characteristic of both learning 
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communities and liberal education environments is that both typically emphasize the value of 

making connections across and between disciplines. The study outlined in this chapter presents 

an analysis of the articulations of natural science majors and their experiences with out-of-field 

coursework. Of interest to the researcher was how, if at all, these articulations were influenced 

by participation in a liberal arts learning community. The purpose of this study was to explore 

how deliberately structured academic initiatives may influence the ways in which students view 

these learning experiences. The chapter included the research design, the institutional site and 

context for the study, the method of data analysis employed, an acknowledgement of the 

potential challenges to this study and to the data analysis, (including researcher positionality and 

trustworthiness), and the timeline for the completion of this research.  
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CHAPTER IV:  

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of students who were both 

majoring in a natural science and who were enrolled in a living-learning community with a 

liberal arts focus. The researcher sought to determine how, if at all, students enrolled in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative experience a liberal education as described by the Organizing 

Educational Principles in the American Association of Colleges and University’s 2002 National 

Panel Report, Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College. In 

order to understand more about the natural science major’s experiences in a liberal arts learning 

community, the researcher identified the (23) students who met the selection criteria outlined in 

the previous chapter (that each student be nineteen years of age or older, a currently enrolled 

student in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, and have a declared major in a natural science), 

and discussed the experiences of nineteen of these students through a series of single, 90-minute 

interviews.  

The majority of these interviews took place in a conference room on the third floor of an 

academic building located close to one of the two Blount academic buildings. This conference 

room was offered as a possible interview site for all participants; however, each participant was 

also encouraged to suggest an alternate location if more comfortable or convenient for him/her. 

Ultimately, the majority of the students in this study chose this conference room as the interview 

site.  
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This chapter presents the findings of these interviews through individual student 

articulations, as well as through the emergent and overarching themes as identified by the 

researcher. 

Student Demographics 

 At the time institutional data were retrieved from the Blount program’s administrative 

assistant, a total of 217 students were enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. Of these, 

twenty-seven were natural science majors; four of these were ineligible for inclusion in the study 

due to age requirements. Of the twenty-three potential participants, all but four consented to an 

interview. The nineteen students interviewed for this study ranged in age from 19 to 22 years of 

age. All nineteen students were currently enrolled undergraduate students and had a declared 

major in the natural sciences. Nine seniors, three juniors, three sophomores, and four freshman 

consented to an interview. Only three of the nineteen (16%) students in this study were male. 

This number is representative of the population of natural science majors in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative but not representative of the total number of Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative students. Approximately 58% of all currently enrolled Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

students are female. The demographic information provided to the researcher by the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative administration indicated that all students identified themselves as either 

male or female. Age, gender, and major program of study information were supplied by the 

University of Alabama Registrar’s office. Student’s class standing was determined by the 

number of years spent as an undergraduate student, rather than by credit hours earned. The 

following table provides an overview of the self-reported biographic and demographic 

information for each student interviewed in this study. All names are pseudonyms.  

 
 



 

100 
 

Table 1 

Self-reported Demographics of Study Participants 

Student Name Class Standing Major Age Race Gender 
Lindsey Junior Biology 20 White Female 

Michelle  Senior Biology 21 White Female 

Nick  Senior Biology 20 White Male 

Becky  Senior Biology 22 White Female 

Faith  Senior Biology 21 White Female 

Barbara  Senior Biology 20 White Female 

Fallon  Senior Chemistry 21 White Female 

Dana  Junior Biology 20 White Female 

Patricia  Sophomore Microbiology 20 White Female 

LeeAnn  Senior Microbiology 21 White Female 

Cathy  Junior Biology 21 White Female 

Susan  Sophomore Chemistry 19 White Female 

Evan  Senior Biology 22 White Male 

Elle  Freshman Chemistry 19 White Female 

Faye  Sophomore Biology 20 White Female 

Kadin  Freshman Biology 19 Black Male 

Kate  Senior Biology 22 White Female 

Bailey  Freshman Chemical engineering 19 White Female 

Christina  Freshman Chemistry 19 White Female 

 
The following section offers a brief summation of each student’s precollege experiences 

with education, as well as their stated reasons for enrolling in the Initiative. These biographical 

experiences must be honored when analyzing the significance of individual testimonials and 

articulations of each student. The students in this study came from a variety of backgrounds, 

though most grew up in southeastern states, and most described their socioeconomic 

backgrounds as middle class environments. The majority of the students in this study also 

reported growing up in communities where Protestant Christian beliefs were the overwhelmingly 

dominant value system. After a brief overview of each student’s entering characteristics and 
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initial entry into the Blount Undergraduate Initiative is a discussion of the themes that emerged 

from the interview analysis.  

Background Characteristics and Initial Connections: Student and Interview Profiles 

Nineteen students were interviewed as part of this study; their individual profiles are 

presented in this section in the order in which they were interviewed. Following the individual 

profiles in this section is a more extensive treatment of each theme that emerged from the 

interview analysis. 

Lindsey is originally from Auburn, Alabama: a small city located three hours from The 

University of Alabama and home to approximately 50,000 residents. Lindsey began her 

undergraduate academic career with the intention of going to medical school after graduation, 

but through her coursework, she discovered a love for laboratory work and has decided against a 

medical profession. After graduating, Lindsey plans to enter graduate school in biology. Her 

long-term professional goals include earning her Ph.D. in biology and she hopes to ultimately 

lead a research team. Lindsey was first introduced to the Blount Undergraduate Initiative through 

an unsolicited mailing from the program. She and a friend both decided to apply on a whim. 

Michelle is a 21 year-old senior majoring in biology. She is from a large southeastern city 

approximately 200 miles from The University of Alabama. Michelle’s father is head football 

coach for another university, and Michelle’s mother does not work outside the home. Michelle 

attended a very small private high school. She reported that there were only 38 students in her 

graduating class. Michelle only applied to out-of-state colleges because she, like Lindsey, did not 

want to go where the majority of her high school peers were going for college. Michelle chose 

The University of Alabama primarily because she was accepted into Blount; she thought of it as 

a selective honors program, which appealed to her. Also like Lindsey, Michelle loved science 
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classes in high school and entered college with the intention of pursuing a medical degree. Over 

time, her interests changed, and she is now torn between two graduate programs: one in 

secondary science education and one in marketing. 

Nick is a 20 year-old junior majoring in biology. Nick is from a very small town in the 

southern part of the state, approximately 250 miles from The University of Alabama. Nick and 

his family are fans of The University of Alabama, and though Nick considered other schools, 

The University of Alabama was his first choice for college for many years prior to enrolling. 

Nick went to a small public high school and was a solid student with a great love for science and 

math courses in high school. Nick completed the advanced diploma curriculum at his high 

school, but hinted that the curriculum there was not very rigorous. He entered the university as a 

biology major and is deciding between medical school and a Ph.D. program in biology. Nick first 

heard about the Blount Undergraduate Initiative through an unsolicited mailing that he received 

after his acceptance to the university. He was initially attracted to the program because the 

brochure promoted a small, close-knit community; the academic component was of secondary 

significance.  

Becky is a 22-year old, fifth-year senior pursuing a major in biology. She was three 

weeks away from graduating at the time of our interview. Upon graduating, Becky plans to 

enroll in a graduate education program and obtain her teaching certification. She hopes to 

become a seventh grade science teacher. Becky demonstrated an early aptitude for the sciences, 

and her mother is a physician’s assistant; her peers, teachers, and family urged her to consider a 

science major in college and to ultimately pursue a medical degree. Becky came to The 

University of Alabama from a small high school in a small Alabama town. Originally, her “bags 

were packed” and she was prepared to enroll at a nearby competitive liberal arts college. When 
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she was admitted to the Blount program, she decided to attend The University of Alabama 

instead. 

Faith is a 22 year-old senior who is completing a double major in psychology and 

biology. She attended a very large, very prestigious public high school in the Birmingham, 

Alabama area, about 40 miles from The University of Alabama. Faith has been accepted to 

medical school for the upcoming year, but has elected to defer her acceptance to medical school 

after being accepted by the Teach For America program. Faith will start teaching high school 

mathematics shortly after her graduation. Faith’s family places a high value on education. Both 

of Faith’s parents are clinical psychologists, and her older brother is currently enrolled in a Ph.D. 

program in psychology. Faith felt very well prepared for the rigors of college, and had multiple 

acceptances from which to choose. Faith ultimately chose to attend The University of Alabama 

because she wanted the physical resources associated with a large flagship institution, and she 

felt that both the honors and the Blount program at The University of Alabama offered her both 

rigor and a sense of community. Faith is very articulate and quite accomplished in the eyes of 

The University; she will graduate with a 4.0 grade point average in college and has earned 

multiple awards and scholarships during her undergraduate years.  

Barbara is a 20 year-old sophomore pursuing a joint major in marine science and biology. 

In addition to her minor in Blount, she is also earning a minor in the Computer Based Honors 

Program (CBHP), a very rigorous and competitive program. She entered the university with the 

intention of going to medical school after graduation, but is now considering the idea of marine 

biology as a profession. Barbara attended a specialized technology-oriented high school in 

Huntsville, Alabama; her father works for NASA as a computer engineer. Barbara’s high school 

graduating class of 86 meant that she knew the majority of her classmates. She originally 
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intended to enroll at a nearby competitive liberal arts college, but decided that a small liberal arts 

college would be too similar to her high school experience, and she felt the need to expand her 

horizons. She felt that The University of Alabama would provide her with a better opportunity to 

meet new and different people.  

Fallon is a 21 year-old senior majoring in chemistry. Following her graduation, she plans 

to pursue a Ph.D. in biochemistry and has already been accepted by some of the most 

competitive doctoral programs in the country. Fallon is from Orlando, Florida, and chose The 

University of Alabama because of her interest in both the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and in 

the Computer Based Honors Program (CBHP). Fallon stated that she was looking for a challenge 

in college, and that she felt the rigorous honors programs would provide that. Her parents are 

both professionals in STEM fields, and her childhood experiences (“we did a lot of science 

experiments at home”) shaped her ultimate decision to pursue graduate study in chemistry. 

Fallon’s objective since high school was to pursue a Ph.D. in chemistry and ultimately work in a 

research setting. 

 Dana is a 23 year-old junior pursuing a major in biology from a small city in the southern 

part of the state. Her father is an engineer and business owner, and her mother is an allied health 

professional. Dana hopes to attend pharmacy school after completing her degree. She attended a 

very small (40 students in her graduating class), private high school she and planned to attend the 

rival university in the state, but after a campus tour of both schools decided to attend The 

University of Alabama. 

Patricia is a 20 year-old sophomore majoring in microbiology. She is from a suburb of 

Huntsville, Alabama, and her father works for NASA as a videographer. Her mother’s 

professional background is in computer science. Patricia is big sister to her younger brother, 
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whom she describes as her ‘best friend.’ Patricia demonstrated very strong family ties; she is 

very close to, and proud of, the people in her family. Patricia went to a moderately sized public 

high school, which she felt gave her adequate preparation for college. Approximately 300 were 

in her graduating class; she estimates about half of her classmates were planning to go to college. 

Many of her classmates are also at The University of Alabama. Patricia did not plan on attending 

The University of Alabama; though her parents and grandparents are graduates, Patricia wanted 

something different, and ideally out of state. However, a campus visit was very persuasive, and 

despite situational factors that may have led her elsewhere, she decided to enroll at The 

University of Alabama. An older cousin is an alumna of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, and 

encouraged Patricia to apply.  

LeeAnn is a 21 year-old senior pursuing a double major in microbiology and Spanish, 

and a double minor in Blount and CBHP. LeeAnn is from a small suburb of Columbia, South 

Carolina, and attended a large public high school that she felt adequately prepared her for 

college. She reported a positive experience and still stays in contact with her AP biology teacher. 

After graduation from college, LeeAnn hopes to move to Spain, where she will teach English for 

at least one year. Upon returning to the United States, LeeAnn plans to attend medical school. 

Cathy is a 21 year-old junior majoring in biology. She is originally from the same small city in 

which The University of Alabama is located, and knew from a very young age that she would 

one day attend The University of Alabama. She never considered another undergraduate 

institution. Cathy described her high school as small, and offering few advanced placement 

courses. She has strong family ties to the university, and did not apply to any other colleges. 

Cathy chose biology as her major after a positive freshman year experience, and she hopes to 

apply her science knowledge and attend medical school one day. Unlike some of the participants 
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in this study who chose to attend The University of Alabama at least in part due to the appeal of 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative, Cathy chose to apply to the Blount program because a friend in 

high school recommended it as an academic program that was “kind of like an honors program. I 

knew I wanted to do something with honors, so I just did that.”  

Susan is a 20 year-old sophomore currently pursuing a major in chemistry and double 

minor in Blount and mathematics, though at the time of her interview she was contemplating 

switching mathematics to her major and chemistry as her minor. She is from a small college 

town in the lower half of the state, approximately three hours’ drive from The University of 

Alabama. Growing up, Susan received several accolades for her academic accomplishments as a 

high school student, and took advanced classes in high school in addition to being a varsity 

athlete in two sports.  She felt very prepared for the rigors of college. Both of Susan’s parents are 

professionals with terminal degrees; her father is a mathematics professor and her mother is a 

nurse practitioner. After college, Susan hopes to attend graduate school in public health and 

ultimately work as an epidemiologist. In addition to her academic major and Blount, Susan is 

also active in a sorority on campus and plays club sports. 

Evan is a 22 year-old senior majoring in biology. He is from a small city in central 

Alabama. Evan lived in the same house for 18 years before leaving for college, and in his own 

words, he “never looked back.” He attended a small public high school (65 in his graduating 

class) that he felt gave him adequate preparation for college. Evan’s parents had very different 

experiences with formal education; his mother is a nurse and his father dropped out of school in 

the eighth grade. Evan was a very strong student in high school and always planned to attend 

college. His postgraduate plans are uncertain, but he is strongly considering applying to medical 

school. Evan originally planned to attend a private liberal arts college in Georgia, but ultimately 
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decided on The University of Alabama, largely because of the opportunities he saw through 

Blount: 

It just felt like between the Blount program and the small liberal arts feel, I felt like I 
could have both with the large research apparatus of the university with the personal 
attention of Blount. I felt it’d be the best of both worlds.   

 
Elle is a 19 year-old freshman majoring in chemistry. Elle’s birth parents did not attend 

college; she was adopted at age 18, and her adoptive parents are alumni of The University of 

Alabama. Elle plans to major in chemistry and hopes to attend medical school and ultimately 

become a surgeon. She attended a large, competitive public high school in North Carolina and 

did very well academically. Elle originally considered staying in North Carolina for college due 

to the strong academic reputations of several nearby universities, but chose to move to Alabama 

in part due to the nationally ranked medical center close to The University of Alabama. Elle was 

introduced to medicine and the sciences by a medic she met through an after school YMCA 

program she attended in middle school. Elle reported that her birth parents were relatively absent 

from her early life, and she immersed herself in her studies. She is more comfortable with natural 

science disciplines (particularly chemistry and anatomy), but chose to enroll in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative because she saw the program as an opportunity for an additional 

challenge. 

Faye is a 19 year-old sophomore pursuing a major in biology. She is from a small town in 

the northern part of the state and attended a nearby public high school. Faye was the 

valedictorian of her graduating class of 150 students. Faye reported a longstanding love for the 

natural sciences, and hopes to become a physician one day. Faye’s education was very important 

to her and to her parents; both of her parents are attorneys, and her mother is a judge. Her high 

school guidance counselor introduced Faye to the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. Initially, Faye 
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was attracted to the program for some of the nonacademic benefits (such as a nicer dormitory 

and classes in the same building in which she would be living). However, after taking several 

Blount classes, she has found the curriculum to be very beneficial: 

I had never been in a class like [Blount] before where you read books and talk about it 
and talk about the way that the world is affected by stuff like that. And it makes you think 
more and think outside of the box. So even though it was really hard and I had to write a 
lot and read tons of stuff it's made me a better writer… 
 
Kadin was one of three males who consented to an interview, and the only African 

American. Kadin is a 19 year-old freshman majoring in biology. He attended a moderately sized 

public high school in Birmingham, Alabama. Of the 300 in his graduating class, Kadin estimated 

that less than one third of his classmates went to college after graduation. Many of the students in 

his graduating class earned vocational certificates and entered the workforce directly after 

completing high school. Kadin was raised by his mother and his grandmother; his mother is a 

recent college graduate and now works as a nurse. Kadin’s grandmother is retired. Education was 

very important to Kadin and his family, and he performed extremely well in high school. Kadin 

was the valedictorian of his high school, and received acceptances to a number of prestigious 

universities. He was torn between attending Duke and Brown realized that he wanted to stay 

closer to home for his undergraduate education. After a meeting with a member of the 

university’s Board of Trustees, Kadin elected to attend The University of Alabama. During a 

campus tour, a senior Blount student – Fallon, in this study – told Kadin about the Blount 

program, and he applied at the last minute for the program.  

Kate is a 22 year-old senior majoring in biology. She graduated from the university 

shortly after our interview. Kate is from a small town approximately one hour’s drive from the 

university. She attended a very small private Christian high school (40 students in her graduating 

class), and she estimates that approximately half of her classmates went to some form of 
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postsecondary education following graduation from high school. Kate describes her high school 

experiences as just “okay”. Kate’s mother works for an insurance company and her father is an 

attorney. Her parents are divorced, and both remarried and have children with their new families. 

Kate’s mother encouraged her to do well in school; following graduation, she hopes to work for 

a year and ultimately apply to pharmacy school. Kate’s cousin, who is a year older and a recent 

graduate of the program, first recruited her to Blount: “ [My cousin] said it would look really 

good on post-school applications. So that was probably the main thing that got me to do it.” In 

addition to her academic responsibilities, Kate worked part-time in a pharmacy in order to help 

pay for living expenses. 

Bailey is a 19 year-old freshmen majoring in chemical engineering. She attended a very 

large high school near Huntsville, Alabama, just over two hours’ drive from The University of 

Alabama. Both of Bailey’s parents earned engineering degrees in college; her father works at 

NASA, and her mother also worked there until she decided to stay home and raise her family. 

Bailey was a very good student in high school, and felt very well prepared for college. She 

entered college with the intention of going to law school, and felt that the Blount program would 

give her experiences needed for a successful law career. Bailey changed her major from political 

science to engineering immediately before the start of her freshman year. Her postgraduate 

aspirations still include law school; she hopes that her engineering degree will prove valuable to 

her if she goes into environmental law, which is one of her goals. Unlike many of the students in 

this study, Bailey’s interest in the sciences has been a rather recent development, and she views 

her science/engineering curriculum more as a means to an end than because of an inherent 

passion for the discipline. “Blount [offers] the creative writing and critical reading skills that I 
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need for law school. That’s what drew me to it initially…That’s the only reason I found out 

about it.” 

Christina is a 19 year-old freshman majoring in chemistry. In addition to her Blount 

minor, Christina will likely add a second minor in general business to her program of study. She 

is from a moderately small community in Mississippi and attended a large public high school; 

there were 350 students in her graudating class, about half of whom planned to attend college 

after graduation. Christina chose The University of Alabama because she did not want to attend 

college with the same people from high school; she wanted something different. Christina is a 

first-generation college student and is the oldest of four children. Christina chose to enroll in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative because she felt strongly that a liberal arts education was 

important: 

…when I was looking at colleges, I was looking at a lot of liberal arts schools because I 
felt like liberal arts is necessary to having a full round education. So when I heard about 
the Blount program, I decided to apply because I felt like it would make me more of a 
well-rounded person. 

 
Emergent Themes from Analysis of Interviews and Field Notes 

This study is an exploration the articulated experiences of nineteen students in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative majoring in a natural science. The students interviewed in this research 

were fairly consistent in identifying the aspects of their experiences as Blount scholars that held 

the greatest significance for them. Thus, it is with some certainty that inferences made from these 

articulations can be expanded to the greater population of Blount scholars majoring in a natural 

science. Using an inductive data analysis approach, in which I repeatedly reviewed each 

interview transcript and overlaid each review with the field notes taken during the interview, 

several themes appeared from the interview data. The Organizing Educational Principles in 

Greater Expectations provided an initial theoretical anchor and framework. 
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From this initial framework, four primary themes emerged. They include 1) students 

articulate academic and intellectual growth in several key areas; this growth is attributed to 

experiences through both the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and through the natural science 

curriculum; 2) natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative experience diversity 

in several ways, and they perceive these experiences with diversity contribute to their learning; 

3) the physical places and social spaces unique to the program have additional value, and 

complement the curricular components of the program; and 4) typical experiences in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative reflect both old and new paradigm characteristics of the Organizing 

Educational Principles. Each of these four themes will be discussed individually below, and the 

chapter will conclude with a summary of the findings.  

Theme 1  

Students articulate academic and intellectual growth in several key areas; this growth is 

attributed to experiences through both the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and through the 

natural science curriculum. 

The relationship between content knowledge and conceptual knowledge.  Students in 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative perceive that the Blount curriculum is challenging on several 

levels; their science major places different but equally rigorous demands on them. Fallon felt that 

one thing all natural science majors in Blount have in common is that they seek out and enjoy 

intellectual challenges. Nick felt that the natural science coursework he is taking requires more 

of him than other subjects require. He (and several other students) described two different 

skillsets one needs in order to successfully navigate the natural science curriculum. Chemistry 

and physics courses place emphasis on understanding the underlying concepts of a particular 

reaction or mechanism. In contrast, the biology curriculum requires a great deal of memorization 



 

112 
 

in order to do well in the coursework. Students did not view this emphasis on memorization in 

the biology classes as a negative, but rather found that the ability to memorize a great deal of 

information was important to their understanding of advanced scientific concepts across the 

disciplines. Susan found that memorization was critical to her success in chemistry:  

It’s definitely building off of [memorizing facts]. The stuff we learned in Chem 101 and 
102 – I’m using that in organic. I used it in quantitative analysis. I’m using it, and it’s not 
so much just memorizing to memorize it, and then you forget it…in the end you just 
know it because you’ve used it.  
 

When asked to articulate the relationship between memorization and conceptual learning, Nick 

felt that one was necessary for the other: “exactly. The details are necessary, but the concepts are 

the big picture. That’s what you ultimately need to know. Those [details and concepts] are going 

to stick with you.” Elle had a similar reaction when memorization was framed as a less valuable 

skill than conceptual learning: 

See, that’s where people go – I don’t think – biology, most people would say that it's part 
memorization but it's not just about the memorization. It's about having a connection with 
the material that you’re learning so that you actually understand what’s happening… 
 
These scientific details and concepts had application for Blount students in subjects 

outside of the sciences as well. When asked to describe her single most significant class in 

college, Faith chose four. She first mentioned organic chemistry and then human physiology 

because she found these to be the hardest classes she took in college. She also cited to her Blount 

course on the Human Genome Project and her senior Worldviews course, because these two 

Blount classes connected what she was learning in her science coursework and what she was 

learning in her psychology courses. Lindsey describes herself as someone who enjoys pleasure 

reading, but rarely finds that she has the time, since “I’m always reading a textbook or – since I 

am in Blount, some kind of novel on the side. This semester, I’m in a Dante class. So I’m either 

reading microbiology, or I’m reading “The Inferno.” While these new experiences may not have 
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had direct links to students’ personal and professional goals (most of the students in this study 

aspired to some form of natural science or health profession), students could acknowledge the 

value added by the Blount Undergraduate Initiative experience. Elle felt that her experiences in 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative would help her to become a more effective surgeon; when 

asked how her experiences in the program would help her later in life, her first thought was 

related to public speaking. She felt that the Blount coursework would be of value to her when 

presenting at medical conferences. Elle also shared that the Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

encourages multiple competencies across disciplines, and she feels that she is much more 

intellectually curious now than she was prior to enrolling in the program. The Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative courses also rely on and develop different intellectual abilities than 

those employed in science coursework. When asked about the difference between biology 

classes and Blount classes, Nick felt that different skills are needed to do well in each. Nick has 

enjoyed being a student in the Blount program and relishes the small, discussion-based Blount 

courses, where he has found that small community he sought when committing to the program as 

an incoming freshman. For Nick, the value of the Blount classes is in the dialogue between 

students; he felt that his learning was greatly enhanced through classroom discussion in the 

Blount classes. In sharp contrast to the format of his Blount courses, Nick (as did many of the 

students interviewed in this study) found that science classes were very lecture-based, and that 

success in these classes relied heavily on memorization of a high volume of specific content. 

Occasionally, the material presented caused discomfort, as did being forced to 

acknowledge differing viewpoints or to work more independently than was expected in high 

school. Elle reported that some elements of the program were challenging for her. She was 

unpleasantly surprised at the volume of reading and writing required, which takes away from her 
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other studies. Additionally, some of the classroom discussions in her Blount courses have been 

disturbing to her: 

It was kind of saddening for me actually. Out of a class, I believe that has seventeen, two 
of the seventeen people disagreed that pornography, prostitution, and strippers were 
hindering society. So everybody agreed that it was benefitting society for the majority… 
Even the professor, that’s what really got me the most. 

 
Despite these negative experiences, Elle credits the Blount Undergraduate Initiative for 

preparing her for the road ahead; the rigor of the coursework has taught her time management 

and an appreciation for disciplines outside of the sciences. Evan is grateful to the program for the 

benefits he sees through his participation (primarily an enhanced ability to formulate an 

argument, improved interpretative and evaluative skills, and an increase in his intellectual 

curiosity), but was occasionally frustrated at having what he felt was too much latitude on 

assignments: 

I don’t like when teachers say, “Write on whatever you want to. Pick a topic.” I just want 
you to tell me what you need me to write. I’ll write it. It don’t matter if it’s Chilean sea 
bass. I’ll get it done. Just tell me what you want. But that’s not realistic… 
 
Time management. Almost every student interviewed in this research commented on the 

importance of learning time management skills in order to successfully complete both Blount 

and science coursework. This very common revelation still held true even among very 

academically prepared students (LeeAnn, Fallon, others). Dana still struggles with her time 

management skills, but did a good job of summing up how the rigorous demands of Blount 

program have helped her improve: 

You learn [time management] in Blount because of those papers, and you have a 
tendency to wait until the last minute to do that. You learn that that’s not a very good 
idea. I definitely wish I’d gone back and told myself that. That wasn’t something I could 
have figured out on my own. 
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Experiences with natural science learning also demanded extensive discipline and 

effective time management. As a freshman, Christina shared that her extracurricular and 

volunteer involvement has been greatly reduced due to the lack of time she feels is available to 

her. Because the demands on her time are much greater, she is forced to learn to prioritize tasks 

and refuse social and growth opportunities because she feels the lacks the time to participate. 

Other students adapted differently. Kadin was very animated when discussing his new major and 

his professional goals. He is also very methodical, and though he is only in his freshman year he 

has already started researching graduate programs. “I’m big on knowing what I want and 

planning out the steps on how to get there.” This methodical approach is reflected in his 

extracurricular life; in high school, he was involved in very few activities as a freshman, and 

extremely active on campus for his junior and senior years. He is following a similar pattern 

here. Evan also struggled with time management issues early in his academic career, especially 

in the sciences. Over time, he has become confident in taking on additional responsibilities; he 

feels much improved about his time management skills, and credits the Blount curriculum for 

this improvement.  

Ultimately, the majority of the students in this study struggled with time management, 

and while some found that a rigorous curriculum in both the natural sciences and in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative helped them to develop appropriate time management skills and 

discipline, others felt that this discipline came from within, rather than through academic 

experiences. LeeAnn has amassed very impressive undergraduate credentials and managed 

multiple and significant responsibilities as an undergraduate; she describes herself as highly self-

motivated. She stated that her siblings are less academically engaged than she is, and that her 

parents as supportive, but that her family holds her to a different standard than she holds herself: 
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I don’t think either of my parents ever expected me to be as successful as I have been – 
just because they didn’t come from very successful families. My mom didn’t finish 
college. My dad has a degree in biology, but he has a finance company now. So he didn’t 
ever go into what his degree was in. Not to say that they weren’t pushing me, but I was 
always the one who made the expectations of my academic successes.  

 
Michelle also shared her challenges with time management, and that part of our 

conversation also introduced the concept of delayed gratification. Michelle was only weeks away 

from graduating at the time of our interview, and many of her reflections hinted at her imminent 

separation from college life. She seemed eager to explore her postgraduate options, and when 

asked about how she had changed throughout her college years, she cited learning time 

management and adjusting her priorities as the pivotal skills she has learned through college: 

Probably the best example of that is my roommate – for her 21st birthday, she went down 
to New Orleans for the weekend, and I had an organic final the day after we would have 
gotten back. So I couldn’t go. I really wanted to, but I couldn’t do it. I had that final. It 
took priority. I don’t think I would have done that my freshman year.  
 
When asked what the most important lesson learned in college, both LeeAnn and Elle 

specifically mentioned time management, and both gave credit to the Blount program for having 

helped them acquire that skill. Elle was very explicit in her response; she felt that the cumulative 

demands of the Blount program and her natural science major were great, but taught her a 

worthwhile lesson: 

Ooh, that’s tough, the best lesson through Blount. That time is of the essence. I guess 
being a Blount student you kind of learn more than your average how time works into 
play into your life, time management, I guess. Not that the typical college student 
wouldn’t learn time management on their own but I think since Blount is such an 
interdisciplinary course and it pushes to what you can handle pretty much learning time is 
very beneficial. Because at the beginning of the fall semester being a chemistry major 
and doing four hours of chemistry homework you learn to stay up until 2:00 am doing a 
Blount paper. And, then you’d get your paper back and see a C. And you’re like, okay, 
maybe I don’t need to be staying at 4:00 am writing papers. So you sacrifice somewhere 
else.  
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Integrating multiple knowledge sources. The majority of students in this study found 

that their experiences in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative helped them to create connections 

between multiple concepts and ways of viewing the world. Michelle found that while her Blount 

courses frequently tried to pull from multiple disciplines and perspectives, her individual courses 

outside of Blount were mostly self-contained. But at least one Blount course covered multiple 

disciplines and brought in out-of-field learning: 

I took Plague, Pox and Pestilence class, and that’s history, science, [and] writing. Blount 
kind of blends it all together, which makes it interesting. I feel like even though I’ve only 
taken two English and history – just the bare minimum as far as general ed credits, I feel 
like I’ve taken more because of the way the Blount classes are structured.  
 

Becky felt that her varied classroom experiences have been very interconnected; when asked if 

classes in different disciplines were separate learning experiences for her, the response was 

immediate:  

No. When you dissect a sentence in English, it’s almost like dissecting a cell membrane 
of a cell. You have all these different components that you need. I think learning at a 
young age to separate a noun from a verb and to see it in a string…when we learn about 
the cell membrane, it’s kind of the same thing. 
 

Becky and Barbara both felt that the ability to make connections between disciplines was a 

critical and useful skill acquired through the curriculum. Barbara also made a connection 

between the theoretical and the practical. She spoke of the importance of her ability to connect 

what she has learned in the classroom to what she has experienced and “apply things to real-

world situations.” Patricia found that connections between disciplines was also driven by the fact 

that Blount students span multiple majors, and that the Blount living-learning environment is 

conducive to a kind of “cross-pollination” – students whom might never otherwise connect do so 

through the Blount program, and through that connection comes a valuable exchange of ideas 

and perspectives. LeeAnn shared a similar experience; because science majors are often the 
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minority in Blount classes, the classroom discussions were often anchored in non-science 

disciplines.  

Specific content knowledge occasionally spans multiple courses, but when it does, the 

effects are memorable and significant. Faye spoke animatedly about the first time that enzymes 

were introduced as part of the course content in her chemistry, genetics, and psychology courses, 

all in the same semester: 

And I had no idea that all three of those connected together. And it made me remember it 
more because we had talked about it so many times in different classes…I still 
remembered how it was incorporated in everything. If all my classes were like that and 
they were incorporated together, I would learn so much better than instead of just 
learning separately. 

 
After taking a Blount class on the Human Genome Project, Faith chose to declare double major 

in psychology and biology because of her strong interest in the connections between the two 

disciplines, which she saw for the first time through the Blount course. Elle felt making 

connections was perhaps the most critical component of a higher education and beyond: “I think 

life is learning about how things connect with one another.” 

 How these lessons were learned was less clear. Elle saw value in making connections 

between disciplines, but felt that making those connections was the responsibility of the student, 

and not something that should be imbued in the curriculum. Because “there is a computer 

program for everything” that allows the practitioner to arrive at a correct answer without 

knowing the underlying theoretical foundations, Evan felt that skipping over the conceptual 

understanding of many mathematical and scientific concepts did not significantly undermine the 

utility of knowing the concept. Lindsey spoke passionately about the importance of making 

connections across disciplines, but found few opportunities to connect her learning in the 

sciences to disciplinary areas outside of the sciences: “My chemistry and biology very much 
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overlap. But if you’re looking at completely different disciplines, I don’t feel like they do – with 

exception to maybe literature and history.” 

The relationship between the disciplines is rarely an equal one. Students clearly 

gravitated toward their major as a primary identity, and saw other disciplines as an augmentation 

of their science education. Even though her career and postgraduate educational goals are still 

undetermined, Michelle sees herself as a science major first. When asked about her favorite 

courses, she immediately included organic chemistry and invertebrate zoology. She found the 

science curriculum rigorous. She was occasionally disappointed with her grades, but she enjoyed 

both the content of the science courses and the sense of accomplishment in grasping difficult 

concepts. The general education courses had value to her, but they were definitely of secondary 

importance to her. When asked about core curriculum classes, she said: 

There were some classes, that I was like, “Why am I taking this?” You just have to gut it 
out and finish it. For the most part, I’m glad I had them. I don’t exactly see the reason 
why I have to have them as a biology major, but it’s good to have that good balance 
between humanities and science, English and history. It was good to have. They were a 
break from the physics and chemistry and all that. 

 
However, when asked specifically about what part of her education she found most valuable, she 

immediately referenced the interdisciplinary nature of the general education, especially through 

the Blount program. As part of her Worldviews project (the capstone assignment in the Blount 

minor), Michelle was writing an analysis of the importance of a well-rounded education, and 

what kinds of undergraduate experience contribute to the overall preparation of graduates.  

 Not all students may seek out this well-rounded education, and may be able to 

circumvent a broad undergraduate education through the use of prior learning credits offered 

through many high schools. Bailey entered The University of Alabama with a great deal of 

Advanced Placement (AP) credits, which enabled her to bypass most of The University’s general 
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education requirements. She felt that the Blount program gave her the non-science learning 

opportunities that she would have otherwise not had because of her AP credit, but that most of 

her science and engineering classmates are “perfectly happy” to use AP credit and dual 

enrollment opportunities to eliminate taking non-science coursework at the undergraduate level. 

Patricia was very passionate about a number of subjects we discussed in her interview: her 

major, her professional aspirations, her research, her Christian faith, and her love of the arts and 

music were all topics about which she spoke with great enthusiasm. But she found that some of 

her coursework was less engaging, and that the applied courses and Blount courses hold more 

appeal. When asked about her favorite classes, she expressed mixed feelings: 

A lot of the classes I took last year were just the stupid prerequisite classes that I just had 
to get over with like biology one and biology two, chemistry one, chemistry two. [A 
Blount course on the Human Genome Project] is really, really good. It’s talking about the 
ethics of genomics rather than the dry-as-dirt science of it. So I’m learning about where I 
stand in the face of therapeutic genomic or therapeutic cloning and somatic stem cell 
cloning. It’s helping me change and solidify my mindset on beliefs that I thought that I 
had. On a few of them, I still stand where I did before I took the class, but a few of them, 
I’m learning more things. I was ignorant about this before; but now that I know this, I 
feel that this is a little more ethically sound than I thought it was previously. 
 

That Patricia was so dismissive of “stupid prerequisite classes” in the basic sciences suggests that 

her appreciation for foundational knowledge may be limited. Patricia and others were almost 

universally agreed in stressing the importance of exposure to multiple disciplines; however, 

making connections between disciplines was more elusive. Christina concluded our interview 

with the assertion that an interdisciplinary liberal education will not necessarily make her a better 

scientist, but will make her more well-rounded, equip her to be a better citizen, and give her the 

ability to better help others. 

Communication skills as a broadly-applicable learning outcome. The majority of the 

student respondents found that participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative has enhanced 
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their ability to communicate. Barbara sees herself as a scientist, and feels confident that she is 

able to explain advanced concepts to both scientist and non-scientist audiences. Her written and 

oral communication skills have improved. She describes her own writing as very linear and 

scientific, but that her liberal arts education and her Blount courses required her to write about 

multiple subjects, and that even non-science reviewers of her technical papers have commented 

on the readability of her writing. Dana’s first year experience with the Blount curriculum was 

demanding, but very positive. She credits the curriculum with giving her exposure to writers and 

ideas that she would have never otherwise encountered as a biology major. The discussions 

inherent to the Blount classes were at times uncomfortable but were valuable growing 

opportunities. Barbara also feels that her experiences presenting at scientific conferences and 

poster presentations are better because of her experiences in the Blount program. Faith, too, felt 

that she is less impulsive when conversing with others, and that this newfound temperance is a 

sign of her maturation. Faith spoke at length about the value of interaction, and felt that the 

Blount program gave her the unique opportunity to interact with faculty in a way that she did not 

have in other courses. Fallon also made specific assertions on the value of the Blount program 

and to science major: 

I think if I had just been in chemistry, I don’t think I would have learned as much – not 
that I wouldn’t be taking Blount classes or I’d only be taking science classes. But I think 
I’m better at communicating, writing, synthesizing information than I would have been if 
I’d just been a chemistry major. I think the community aspect is a big part of that – that I 
have this Blount community behind me. Without it, it would have been a very different 
experience.  
 

Some students specifically commented that their deliberate exposure (through the Blount 

program) to with those from different backgrounds also enhanced their communication skills. 

Patricia found that her experiences with people not like her created growth opportunities when 

working on collaborative assignments. Science majors may have fewer opportunities for in-class 
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discussion. Dana shared, “…the only classes I have any interaction in are actually my Blount 

classes…” Similarly, Elle was very grateful for the unique opportunities in the Blount dormitory 

to engage others in conversation: “Being or living in the same dormitory as all the people who 

you’re going to class with or at least one class it makes it really easy to communicate with the 

other people in the dorm. And you have like a connection that normal people – if I lived in 

[another dormitory on campus] it wouldn’t have.” Faye, who hopes to become a physician one 

day, feels that interaction with those unlike her will help her relate to her patients. Faith shared a 

similar sentiment; her research experience with at-risk families has made her more aware of 

living environments very different from her own.  Bailey’s experience with developing a “voice” 

through Blount Program has been challenging but positive. She finds that the ability to craft an 

argument is central to success in the Blount coursework, and that the assignments over the course 

of the first year have helped develop her abilities in creative and critical thinking. When asked to 

define these terms, Bailey offered the following: 

I personally think it’s looking at a problem or something and considering all the different 
ways of looking at it. We did an exercise in my honors class where she asked us to 
describe a leaf. We had to break up into groups based on our personality type. We were 
looking at the tree, like “How many more things can we say about a leaf?” But the people 
across the room from us were talking about Canada because that has leaf in their flag. I 
feel like we talk about book leaves. That’s something our group brought up…There are a 
bunch of different ways you can look at one thing. I think that’s critical thinking – 
looking at all the different aspects of the issue or object.   
 
Not all students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative relished the experience of crafting 

oral and written argument. Early in our interview, Kate confessed that she had no love for public 

speaking and debate. Her reticence for these activities made some of her Blount courses very 

demanding, and at times unpleasant. Additionally, field notes taken during the interview suggest 

that Kate may not have been wholly invested in our interview. Many of her answers were shorter 

than those of her peers, and she was frequently looking around the interview room. When asked 
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about some of the Blount seminar courses she took, her answers were vague: “I took an 

archeology class with Dr. King, and I took – Dr. Davey taught it, and I can't remember what it 

was about. It was like mythical something. I forgot what the rest of the title was. We watched a 

few movies in there, and read a few books.” She also described the program as being best suited 

for history and English majors. Clearly, not all students in the program engaged the emphasis on 

discussion with equal enthusiasm. Faith credits her rigorous K-12 education as being very 

helpful to her in college. She is a science major, and plans to become a pediatrician. She enjoyed 

her math and science classes in high school, and stated that she has never enjoyed her English 

coursework. Yet she also identifies herself as a very strong writer: 

[B]eginning in kindergarten and first and second grade…I think the quality of writing 
that I’ve seen compared to students at other schools – I think the average student at the 
school I went to writes better than the average student elsewhere. That’s one of the things 
that I’m really proud of. I know that’s a difficult process to learn. It’s the most 
challenging, I believe. To have that basis, I can see now that I’m really fortunate in that.   
 
Faith chose to enroll in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and knowingly take on a 

rigorous reading and writing curriculum, despite her dislike of expository writing. She stated 

early in our interview that “[h]onestly, I’ve never really liked English classes. I know it’s 

important and it’s an important skill to develop. That’s why I focus on it.”  

The Blount student and innate intellectual curiosity.  The Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative seems to attract intellectually curious students, and also to nurture that curiosity. 

Because biology majors are not required to complete a minor at The University of Alabama, 

most of the students interviewed in this research did not need a minor in order to graduate; being 

a Blount scholar is a completely voluntary endeavor and goes beyond the minimum requirements 

for graduation. Because the program is typically perceived as a demanding one, Blount students 

thus seem to be seeking an additional challenge. Evan, a senior, identified himself as “not a 
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classic Blountee,” yet he credits the program with encouraging him to ask questions and for 

challenging many of his previously held beliefs. On the other end of the curriculum, Kadin, who 

was just completing his freshman year, jokingly lamented that his involvement in the Blount 

program has made him a worse debater; in high school, he never questioned his own beliefs, and 

therefore argued his positions with great passion and confidence. Now, he recognizes that there 

is merit in opinions and beliefs contrary to his own. Kadin also demonstrated a deep appreciation 

for the relationship between learning and academic achievement; he has found that learning and 

good grades are not always united, but the best students are able do both. Most students 

identified themselves as avid readers in their free time, but some, like Elle, were not casual 

readers when starting college, but have become so through the Blount program. 

Other students found that exposure to a broad, liberal education caused significant 

changes in their professional aspirations. Lindsey stated that the best lesson she has learned in 

college is that the process of self-discovery is an important one. Her shift away from pursuit of a 

medical profession is illustrative of this evolution in her thinking. She talked about the family 

and social pressures to continue with medicine, but ultimately chose to pursue what she loves: 

Then through some of the classes I’ve taken, it’s just shifted me completely away from 
[medicine], especially with the two Blount classes I mentioned. Now, I can more see 
myself in a lab setting doing my research, maybe teaching something like that, than 
working with patients at a hospital. I can't see myself doing that anymore, like I used to. 
 

When asked how participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative shaped her experiences as 

a science major, Lindsey credited the program with making her a more critical reader and 

thinker: 

I’m reading a book now called The Selfish Gene by Richard Dawkins. It was written like 
40 years ago. It’s interesting to have the skills to question things he’s saying, or read it 
more like a novel than all text, like this is all fact – even though it may [not] be. It’s hard 
to explain. It’s made me more – I can't think of another word, other than suspicious… 
I’m interpreting it on my own, and connecting it to other things. I always find it really 



 

125 
 

interesting when I can connect two completely different classes and kind of bring that 
knowledge together. I feel like Blount has helped me do that. I feel like some students 
may not be able to.  
 

 Like Lindsey, Becky connected personal ambition and initiative to this notion of 

intellectual curiosity. Her advice to others is that they seek out personal challenges and approach 

the world with healthy skepticism. “Don’t just settle for taking what someone else says. Ask why 

it’s that way, which is what I always did…I think people should ask more questions.” Barbara is 

typical of several Blount students; she is unsure of her post-graduation plans, not because she 

cannot identify an intellectual interest, but because she has so many interests that she has 

difficulty choosing only one. Fallon finds her research to be another creative and intellectually 

stimulating activity: 

[Research is] creative and exploratory in its own way. I have a lot of friends who are 
English majors, and art majors thought Blount. To me, it’s very creative to come up with 
the problems, figure out what questions we’re going to ask. I’ve always liked learning the 
concepts, but I get to actually do something and learn at the same time – and learn 
something that no one else really knows…So that’s appealing to me is that I get to play 
and find my own answers.   

 
Patricia also demonstrated a great love for learning. Her passion for her major (microbiology) 

was evident in our interview, as was her love for outside subjects including the humanities and 

fine arts. Her Blount classes have also forced her to reexamine some of her own beliefs, and she 

has found this process more exciting than threatening. Nick succinctly summed up the most 

important lesson he learned through the Blount program: “Don’t be lazy. You don’t gain 

anything from being lazy.” He found his Blount experience to be very demanding, but very 

valuable. The Blount program challenged him intellectually in ways that he would not have 

challenged himself.  

Like the Blount curriculum, some aspects of the natural science curriculum proved 

challenging for Nick (and others) in similar ways; several students commented on the similarity 
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between the conceptual learning required in Blount and also necessary for chemistry and physics. 

When asked to sum up his experiences with the program, Evan acknowledged that he considered 

quitting the program on several occasions, but ultimately stayed with the program, and now that 

he is done is glad for the experience. He said, “The Blount Undergraduate Initiative taught me 

enough to start asking questions.” 

For at least one student, participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative had an even 

more immediate effect. Kadin enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative well after most 

students; he had just moved into his freshman dormitory on campus when he first heard of the 

program, and applied after classes had already begun. Ironically, that last-minute decision has 

already radically altered Kadin’s educational goals. He entered The University of Alabama as a 

double major in history and political science, but after taking the first Blount course, Kadin 

became very interested in the writings of E.O. Wilson and in sociobiology. He changed his major 

to biology during the fall of his freshman year, and plans to complete a Ph.D. in evolutionary and 

behavioral research.  

Cathy summed up the sentiments of many of the students in this study when asked about 

commonalities among all Blount Undergraduate Initiative students. She replied that both honors 

and Blount students have an innate intellectual curiosity, but that in the Blount curriculum, 

participants are forced to more actively engaged new and occasionally uncomfortable concepts, 

and discuss those concepts openly. When asked to articulate the relationship between the liberal 

arts and the natural sciences, Cathy made no distinction between the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative and a more generalized definition of a liberal education. She felt that the value of a 

liberal education lies in its diversity of content, and in the emphasis on discourse: 

I feel like it’s more than learning about science. I feel like I’m learning about history and 
psychology, and I know a lot about a lot of different stuff. I wouldn’t have known how to 
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debate in a class before I took Blount. I’ve heard that side of an argument. I know how to 
argue something now, where I wouldn’t have done that before.  
 

Theme 2 
 

Natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative experience diversity in 

several ways, and they perceive that these experiences with diversity contribute to their 

learning. 

 The students interviewed in this study came to The University of Alabama with varied 

academic and social experiences. Whether from small towns or large metropolitan areas, each 

student brought a unique perspective to the conversation. All were all specifically asked about 

their experiences with others not like them in some way: peers and faculty from diverse 

backgrounds, the impact of diverse racial/ethnic origins, and the prominence of and tolerance for 

unfamiliar belief systems through their experiences in the Blount program and as natural science 

majors. The issue of diversity, and of appreciation for differences among individuals, emerged as 

a central theme among the interviewed students.  

Differences in geographic background and academic preparation enhanced 

students’ learning. The students interviewed in this research came from a variety of 

backgrounds. Although many were from within the state, several (including Michelle, Fallon, 

LeeAnn, Elle, and Christina) traveled some distance to attend The University of Alabama. 

Fallon’s reasons for leaving Florida in order to attend The University were typical of those who 

were from out of state. Fallon was looking for a change in environment, and the unique 

characteristics of the university (including the Blount program) led her to enroll: 

I think [the Blount program] attracts out-of-state students, so it’s not everyone from 
Orlando or small-town Alabama. It’s a lot of different parts of the country. Everyone 
comes in with their own cultural and social interactions that they’ve had. So they mix 
together, and it is definitely more diverse than what I had in high school.  
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Michelle’s experiences with geographic and academic diversity were very typical among those 

from smaller schools. She lived in a large city prior to attending The University of Alabama, but 

went to a very small high school; she felt that by her junior year in high school, she had 

outgrown her school and was eager to move to a larger institution. Despite her enrollment at an 

exclusive private school, she felt very unprepared academically – especially in the sciences. 

Additionally, her small high school was comparatively homogenous in its student composition. 

Michelle found the Blount program offered a compromise between the small school environment 

with which she was comfortable, and the large university that offered new experiences. Her 

Blount coursework was challenging and engaging, but the science coursework proved so difficult 

that she considered changing majors on several occasions. When asked about the most valuable 

lessons she learned in college, Michelle cited both developing the fortitude to stick with a 

demanding curriculum, and learning to respect and accept others’ ideas: 

Not everybody is like they are in high school. It’s not this catty constant battle for 
popularity. Some people just go with the flow. Others are uptight. It’s just learning how 
to deal with different personalities, learning how to deal with people who don’t 
necessarily agree with me. I think overall, I’ve just matured and become a lot more 
accepting of other ideas.   
 

 Geographic diversity appears to be one of the hallmark influences on Blount students’ 

experiences. Lindsey’s reflections on the importance of geographic diversity were typical: 

A lot of it’s been just where people grew up. Things that I was never – not that I wasn’t 
exposed to, but I didn’t realize it was a thing. My friend from Marbury, which was a 
place I’d never go. Everyone goes to church a couple times a week. I wasn’t raised that 
way. So it was interesting to see different people’s religious backgrounds – even regional 
backgrounds. I knew a girl from Chicago, who’s in Blount; and little things – like they 
would just be different things than things we learned in the south. It’s interesting to see 
regional differences and backgrounds, in addition to things like race, gender, political 
beliefs.  
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Other students cited their communities of origin as underpreparing them for a larger world. Dana 

credits her experiences in Blount as making her more open to diverse opinions and more tolerant 

of others:  

I remember the first time I found out that my friend was a democrat. It just blew me out 
of the water. It’s so sad, but that’s how sheltered my little life was before I came here. I 
just was shocked. I was like, “I guess they’re out there.” It’s so sad to think… I remember 
that because I was shocked. I was like, “Oh, my goodness. This is the real world. I’m no 
longer in my sheltered [private high school].” 

 
Fallon lived out of state prior to enrolling at The University of Alabama, and felt that one of the 

compelling aspects of the Blount program is that it attracts out-of-state students. “Everyone 

comes in with their own cultural and social interactions that they’ve had. So they mix together, 

and it is definitely more diverse than what I had in high school.” She also shared that she felt 

each student’s community of origin was relatively homogenous; by attending a large 

postsecondary school far from home, she had the opportunity to interact with those from 

different places and pre-college experiences. 

Blount students’ experiences with racial and ethnic diversity. The students 

interviewed in this study were almost evenly split between suburban and rural environments, and 

between small and large public and private high schools. When asked about their experiences 

with racial and ethnic diversity, most students narrowed their conceptualization of race and 

ethnicity to black/white distinctions. Most of the white students came from largely white 

communities and white high schools. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the students from smaller 

communities faced a more jarring transition when coming to college. Becky is still making the 

transition: 

I think I still have a hard time interacting with people who come from a different part of 
the world. I don't feel like – at least when I was there – there weren’t even a lot of black 
people. I’m not using that to be racist, but I’m just saying it was mostly white people who 
were in Blount. I think there were three that were black. The deviation gets where there 
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are a lot of sexual preferences that are different in Blount. I think that opened my eyes the 
most, coming from a very religious family. You have to sometimes step back and say, 
‘Maybe my family is wrong.’ 
 
The Blount program is a very racially homogenous one. Becky, who at the time of her 

interview had been in the program for almost four years, remembers only about three African 

American students from a total population of approximately 250 students in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative (as stated in Chapter III, the University’s African American student 

population comprises approximately 13% of the total, or about 4,000 students university-wide). 

Perhaps as a result, few of the students in this study shared many meaningful experiences with 

students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Christina is a rare exception. To date, 

Christina has found the Blount program to be a rewarding and liberating experience with regard 

to her experiences with diversity. She described herself as being closed-minded prior to college, 

and that the discussions in her Blount classes have enabled her to expand her understanding of 

and respect for difference. As an example, she shared that her best friend (a suitemate in the 

Blount dorm) is Muslim and from Switzerland.  She said, “Before I came to college, to be 

honest, I probably would not have talked to a Muslim. I was so prejudiced, I guess. I came to 

college, and I realized that it really doesn’t matter what you believe.” When pressed, Christina 

felt that it is the Blount program, and not the larger university environment that contributed most 

to her newfound appreciation for difference.  

Barbara (who identifies herself as white) attended a large high school in which she was 

the racial minority, and she claimed a large number of African American high school friends: 

“Here, I maybe have two or three friends who are black – not for not wanting to be friends with 

black people. More of not really meeting any. And there’s not a lot in science majors, either.” 

Elle’s primary exposure to non-white students has been through volunteer tutoring at a nearby 
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low-income elementary school, but she made a connection between her volunteering and her 

exposure to other kinds of diversity through the Blount program: 

…it's an all black school so it's very different from what I grew up in considering I went 
to all white schools my whole life. And so it's a great experience for me, not only to 
experience what I’m learning in Blount, how to take into account different worldwide 
views and put it into my own life but also share the worldwide views that I have with 
them because it's crazy what some of them will say and what some of them think at even 
age seven.  

 
For many, racial and ethnic diversity took a back seat to philosophical and religious 

diversity. Cathy was hasty to assert that she readily connected with people from all backgrounds 

in her classes.  Fallon felt that racial and ethnic differences were de-emphasized and instead the 

discourse in her Blount coursework focused more on the ideological diversity:  

I think for Blount it’s become more that we’re not different in race or gender or major – 
it’s more we’re different in our background and perspectives. It’s not as much a focus on 
the differences that we are from different places and have different backgrounds, but 
everyone’s perspective is equally important and it all helps us synthesize information 
together.    

 
Kadin was the only African American student interviewed as part of this research. He attended 

an urban high school in which the majority of his classmates were also African American.  He 

spent few words discussing the impact of racial and ethnic diversity in the Blount program, but 

did make an effective metaphor between racial diversity in the United States, and disciplinary 

diversity at the American university: 

We know that biologically, too. It’s like a university campus. You’re separated. You 
might interact, but if we were really truly the American melting pot, there would be no 
race distinctions because everyone would blend together. There would probably be some 
American race where each person is equally a race of another. Honestly, we don’t see 
that. We see the distinctions because there’s not a lot of interracial marriage. That’s how 
it is in a university campus. There’s not discipline interaction. A lot of disciplines don’t 
work together to solve this one problem. They work in their own disciplines. When you 
bridge that gap and create that melting pot, it provides a great thing. 
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The students in this research celebrated their experiences with and appreciation for 

diversity of many types. Barbara stated that she has experienced more diversity than she 

expected through the program: “It’s been neat to meet people who think a lot differently than I 

do. That’s helped me become more open-minded about lots of different things.” When asked 

what all Blount students have in common, she again referenced the diversity of students’ 

worldviews, and added that Blount students all have a willingness to discuss those worldviews 

with others in a way that respects the beliefs of all involved. Despite Barbara’s (and others’) 

assertions, the Blount Undergraduate Initiative is still very racially homogenous, and the 

experiences with diversity that most students described in this study reflects only a small portion 

of the racial, ethnic, cultural, gender identity, and socioeconomic diversity found outside of the 

program and outside of the university. 

Religious, spiritual, and philosophical diversity. Overwhelmingly, the students in this 

study felt that the religious and philosophical diversity among the students in the Blount program 

was the primary catalyst that drove both in- and out-of class learning and personal growth.  The 

students in this research also professed a variety of religious and spiritual views. Predictably at a 

southeastern school, many claimed a Christian background and orientation. Some discussed how 

their religious and spiritual views have changed as a result of being in college; Lindsey 

specifically cited her involvement in the Blount program as having a significant effect on her 

spiritual views as well as those of a peer: 

One of my very good friends has been religious his entire life, and through Blount he 
actually just shifted his entire set of views. He used to be very conservative, and through 
Blount he’s met different people. He grew up in a small town where it was very 
conservative religious. Now he’s very liberal. He’s president of College Democrats now. 
It’s nice to be exposed to stuff like that. 
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Nick’s experiences with the Blount environment were typical of the group. He found the Blount 

community (both in and out of the classroom) as an ideologically safe space in which people 

could more easily share their personal values. Unwavering dismissal of any single viewpoint was 

rare, and discouraged. Instead, Nick found the Blount community to be a social space in which 

moderation and tolerance for other belief systems were more prevalent than outside of the Blount 

community. Bailey has found that for her, the diversity of personalities and priorities of the 

students in Blount made for occasionally uncomfortable interactions. Overall, however, she feels 

that the diversity of opinions to which she has been exposed through her non-science coursework 

have made her a better, and more ethical scientist. In contrast, the science coursework rarely 

addressed social issues directly, though a When asked to explore the connections between liberal 

arts and engineering curricula, she offered the following insights on the differences between 

what is possible in science and what is ethical: 

I think there are a lot of things engineering can do, and will be doing, especially in the 
biology or chemical realm in the future in the next 25 years.  I’m not sure if they should 
being doing everything. I feel like maybe that’s something someone with a liberal arts 
background might be able to – that’s the thing. Do you decide for the world? 
 

The tension between scientific assumptions and religious beliefs did emerge indirectly for some. 

Becky found that the Blount courses helped her to reconcile the potentially conflicting spiritual 

and scientific sides of her intellect. She was offered a scholarship at a missionary school, but 

instead chose to attend The University of Alabama in order to pursue a science degree. Blount 

helped her to connect these passions: “I loved that about my first year in Blount. It helped me 

personally solidify – okay, you can be a scientist and be religious at the same time if you put 

things together.”  Others noted the practical utility of appreciation for diversity. Elle reported that 

she is a much more avid reader of unfamiliar ideas than she was at the beginning of her freshman 
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year, and that the classroom discussions have made her more able to connect with people 

different from herself, which is a skill she feels will help her greatly as a physician. 

Becky still struggles with connecting to those different from her. She did feel that the 

forced interaction (especially during her freshman year) has helped her to appreciate differences 

among her peers: 

I think I still have a hard time interacting with people who come from a different part of 
the world…The deviation gets where there are a lot of sexual preferences that are 
different in Blount. I think that opened my eyes the most, coming from a very religious 
family. You have to sometimes step back and say, ‘Maybe my family is wrong.’ 

  
Because many of the participants in this study considered themselves to be from small, 

conservative towns, the religious and spiritual diversity found in the Blount dormitory was often 

shocking at first. Of course, not all students demonstrated the same degree of tolerance for 

opposing beliefs. Elle, Faith and Cathy reported very little change in their own spiritual and 

religious views, but did state that their beliefs had been challenged though exposure to 

competing values. But most students reflected positively on those initially unsettling 

experiences. Barbara met people through the Blount program that showed her new ways of 

thinking about religion, spirituality, and race: 

Lots of different religious beliefs – I had never met anyone who considered themselves as 
Hindu or Buddhist. But I’ve met a lot here who aren’t Asian or Indian, but they’re 
Buddhist or Hindu. It’s cool. I’m like whatever. If that’s what you want to believe, that’s 
cool. It’s been neat to meet people who think a lot differently than I do. 

 
Patricia offered an example of how her Blount seminar on the Human Genome Project helped 

her reconcile her conservative Christian background and her passion for biology. Her community 

of origin led her to believe that all embryonic stem cell research is immoral. Through her Blount 

class, she now has a greater appreciate for the work done by stem cell researchers, and yet still 

retains her core value system. As “the only Christian” in her Blount seminar course, she has been 
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exposed not only to the facts behind stem cell research, but also to a non-theistic yet still ethical 

consideration of the work stem cell researchers conduct.  

Patricia feels that her college experience has strengthened her Christian beliefs rather 

than tearing them down; the introduction of new viewpoints has helped her to refine her own 

values. As a scientist and a Christian, Evan feels comfortable integrating these two parts of his 

intellect at college, but has more difficulty at home. He said, “I grew up completely committed to 

Christianity. My mom says evolution did not happen – like macroevolution did not happen. 

Okay. I don’t know what to say…” Like Evan, Michelle came to college with a very strong 

belief system based on her Christian upbringing. She attended a small Christian high school and 

spoke of the “tunnel vision to a very Christian mentality” she had coming in to college. Meeting 

people not like her has made her more aware of religious and spiritual otherness. She said, “I’ve 

learned that not everybody who’s not a Christian is the devil. I know that sounds like an obvious 

thing, but when you’re in that environment for ten years, you get brainwashed into believing 

that.” For Michelle, Evan, and others, the college environment and specifically the Blount 

environment has made them more tolerant of multiple spiritual and religious orientations. Most 

students found that this newfound tolerance for unfamiliar religious and spiritual beliefs 

enhanced their understanding of science. Patricia shared that “there’s usually a huge gap between 

science and religion – or a head butt.” However, after taking the Human Genome Project class (a 

Blount seminar course), Patricia felt much more confident in her own potential dual role as a 

both a scientist and as a Christian taught from an early age that genetic research is immoral. She 

was able to apply her new understanding (through Blount coursework and discussion) to expand 

and enhance her scientific knowledge. 



 

136 
 

 For Kadin, the Blount Undergraduate Initiative curriculum exposed him to a different 

kind of diversity; a diversity of intellectual voices. Kadin specifically credits his Blount 

experience for this evolution in his thinking: 

I would say I think it’s a lot more Blount that has [opened me up to new ways of 
thinking] than college in general because – I mean, I love biology. Don’t get me wrong. 
But you don’t talk about things like this. You don’t have discussions along these lines in 
biology class...That’s what I love about Blount. It offers people of all majors – it’s not 
just philosophy majors who get to discuss things and talk about things and debate bit 
questions. It’s everyone no matter what major you are. It’s not just political questions or 
things like that…We have science, humanities, social science – just a broad range of 
topics. I think Blount is what really opened me up and made me a lot more considerate of 
other ideas than my own – more so than college in general. 
 

Faith asserted that the diversity of voices in the Blount courses were what made those courses 

interdisciplinary experiences. Because of the diverse student population in each Blount class, and 

because of the multiple perspectives that each student brings to the discussion, Blount seminars 

by definition exposed students to diverse perspectives. In her advanced science classes, almost 

all of the students were majoring in that discipline; in the advanced Blount classes, the students’ 

majors spanned the campus. Because the students in the advanced Blount classes were also 

presumably advanced in their respective majors, each could contribute to the dialog in a unique 

and specific way. 

 Ultimately, the students in this study articulated a great appreciation for their experiences 

with diversity, and felt that the Blount Undergraduate Initiative exposed them to very diverse and 

rich array of people and belief systems. However, their experiences with diversity, while clearly 

meaningful to the participants, also reflect a lack of diversity on some axes. For example, of the 

nineteen students interviewed in this study, only one was African-American, and only three were 

male. Additionally, none of the students in this study had lived for a significant period outside of 

the southeastern United States. While the students in this study did experience meaningful 
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interactions with others different from them in critical ways, they also failed to acknowledge the 

sameness of their members. Nonetheless, their appreciation for others within this somewhat 

narrow context may lead to increased appreciation for difference in other settings and contexts. 

Theme 3 

The physical places and social spaces unique to the Blount Undergraduate Initiative have 

a significant effect on the Blount student experience, and in some ways complement the 

curricular components of the program. 

 The Blount Undergraduate Initiative is a residential learning community, and the 

residential aspect and academic buildings connected with the program seem to hold considerable 

significance for the vast majority of the students interviewed in this research. The primary 

structures exclusive to the program include the Blount dormitory, in which almost all Blount 

freshmen must reside. The Blount dorm also boasts several classrooms, a lobby/common area, 

office space for Blount faculty in residence, and study spaces for students. The Blount program 

also has exclusive use of two academic buildings, both of which are located on the center of 

campus and are accessible by Blount students at any time during the day or night. Each of the 

academic buildings also has common study spaces, classrooms (in which most of the upper-level 

Blount seminars are taught), office space for Blount program faculty and administrators, and a 

computer lab. The Blount dormitory is most utilized by first year students; both freshman and 

upperclassmen Blount students spend considerable time in (and identify with) the two academic 

buildings. 

The significance of the Blount dormitory and lobby.  With few exceptions, Blount 

students are required to live in the Blount dormitory for their freshman year. The resident 

assistants (RAs) in the Blount dormitory are typically upperclassmen students also enrolled in 
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the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, and Blount RAs commonly mentor the younger students in 

the program. The first floor of the Blount dormitory includes a large lobby, several common 

areas with couches, chairs, and multimedia equipment, and four classrooms that are frequently 

used after hours for group and individual study. The freshman Blount seminars are taught in the 

classrooms located on the first floor of the Blount dormitory. The residential spaces are on the 

second, third, and fourth floors of the dormitory. Most of the students living in the Blount 

dormitory are freshmen in the program; some of the dorm rooms are also reserved for continuing 

Blount students who choose to remain living in the Blount dormitory after the freshman year. 

The dorm rooms themselves feature a more traditional layout. Two students share a single dorm 

room, and a shared bathroom connects each pair of rooms for the four students in the ‘suite’ (see 

Figure 3). The physical layout of the Blount dormitory suites requires each Blount student to 

share his or her personal space with another person, rather than having a smaller but private 

room, which is common among the newest apartment-style dormitories on campus (see Figure 

4).  
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 Figure 3. Typical layout of the Blount dormitory suites. Taken from housing.ua.edu. 

 
 
Figure 4. Typical layout of newer apartment-style dormitories at The University of Alabama. 
Taken from housing.ua.edu. 
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The physical layout of the Blount dormitory encourages – even forces – interaction 

among peers. Limited privacy of the shared rooms meant that roommates quickly learned 

collaboration cooperation, and compromise; when that proved impossible, then a roommate 

moved out. Many found this living environment to be valuable but challenging. Michelle 

enjoyed a great deal of privacy at home, and was required to share her personal space for the first 

time. Patricia noted that the close proximity of others, along with thin walls, made for a lively, 

noisy environment. Several students felt that sharing a room was a negative aspect of the 

program when considering whether or not to enroll at all. Barbara was somewhat uncomfortable 

sharing a room, and found some of her neighbors to be “odd”, but she still recognized the 

benefits of being forced to interact with others and to overcome the initial discomfort of sharing 

her personal space.  

Because many of the residents are also her classmates, Christina found it easy to identify 

and seek out peers that become study partners or impromptu tutors. The classrooms on the first 

floor have been particularly helpful as both solitary and group study spaces. The physical layout 

of the dorm rooms has also had unintended benefits; because the Blount dorms lack the privacy 

of more popular apartment-style dorms, Christina has been forced to interact more with others, 

and they with her. The lobby of the dormitory is the social hub for Blount freshmen.  She said, 

“We sit in the lobby all the time, and there’s always somebody in the lobby. You sit there and 

bounce ideas and talk about the presidential election. You just talk about what’s going on in the 

world.” As a science major, Christina is in the minority, but discussions in the Blount lobby do 

include topics in the natural sciences, albeit in very limited ways. Overall, the students in this 

study who lived in the dormitory expressed the belief that their living environment contributed to 

their social and academic experiences, both in Blount classes and overall.  
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The physical layout of the Blount dorm forces social interaction. Because she had little privacy 

in her room, Susan found that she spent most of her time in the hallways or in the common areas 

of the dorm. As a result, she became friends with other Blount students in the dorm, even though 

she never had a class with them.  

The shared experiences of the rigorous freshman classes, along with the individual 

circumstances that brought each student to the Blount program, were a sufficient catalyst for new 

relationships to form. The residential aspect of the Blount program seemed to have particular 

significance for Becky: 

You’d be like any other freshman on campus. That’s what's good about Blount because 
you’re learning about everything. You’re learning Virginia Wolfe, EO Wilson, Socrates 
and everything. Then you have your final senior class, which is your big senior project. 
And you’re with the same people you were with your freshmen year. You’re not with a 
whole new batch of people. I think if you didn’t live in Blount your first year, it would be 
like any other college class or honors class. You see them just 50 minutes a day. You’re 
not as willing to open up. In the Blount classes, you know every single person you’re in 
class with. It takes your shyness away in talking. Whether you’re talking in this 
classroom about this topic, or you’re talking out in the Blount lobby, it’s the same people 
you’re talking with.   
 

Faye lived in the Blount dormitory during her freshman year and shared that in her experience, 

the upperclassmen in the dorm were as influential to her development and integration as her 

fellow freshmen. Faye was the first student to emphatically stress the importance of both vertical 

and horizontal peer integration. Having social interactions with upperclassmen gave Faye the 

opportunity to model desirable behavior and learn what to expect in the coming years. Her 

experiences in the Blount dorm also exposed her to people different from herself – people that 

she felt she would not have met if living in one of the more traditional dormitories on campus. 

Because the Blount student population is comprised of diverse – and sometimes eclectic – 

students who would otherwise never interact, living in the Blount dorm has given Faye an 

additional social circle as well as a tolerance for people different from herself.  She stated, “I 
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guess being in Blount has helped me to not judge people and get to know people and talk to 

them. So it's helped me make more friends.” She framed this experience in contrast to her 

sorority life, in which the girls are all very similar and the community is more intolerant of 

outsiders and of diversity in behavior, appearance, and beliefs. 

Susan, Cathy, and Elle also compared their relationships with students in Blount to their 

friendships with the girls in their respective sororities. Their sorority sisters were people very 

much like themselves; their sisters were people they might have met socially even had it not been 

for the sorority. But their friends in Blount were different, because without the Blount program 

they would have likely never spoken. Friendships made in the dorm were based on physical 

proximity and shared academic experiences, rather than the social, socioeconomic, or cultural 

similarities found in the sorority. Barbara felt that has been the social component of the Blount 

program provided opportunities for interacting with peers she might not otherwise meet: 

I’ve always been interested in reading and writing and liberal arts things. That was one of 
the main things that drew me in. It would be something different that I wouldn’t actually 
be doing unless I was in Blount. I would also get to meet a lot of people who were not 
science majors, which most of my friends in CBHP are science majors, and most of my 
friends in Blount aren’t. It’s cool to see both sides of what the university does. 
 

Susan felt that her dormitory experience in her freshman year gave her the opportunity to meet 

different people and be confronted with unfamiliar perspectives that she would have otherwise 

never had. Susan’s peer group in Blount is very different from her sorority sisters and most of 

her classmates in science classes. She shared that for her, the value in the Blount program is the 

exposure to diversity of perspectives and to people with whom you live and learn. Even people 

with discordant and even antithetical perspectives would collaborate openly in the Blount dorm: 

And you have such a broad variety of people in Blount. I know there are a bunch of 
fraternity and sorority people, and then you have people who are in a sense anti-fraternity 
and sorority here. But yet we’re still friends, even though they don’t approve of the idea 
of the Greek system. You have people who are just – you wouldn’t probably normally 
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talk to on any other occasion…Living with them, they were really close friends. Blount is 
also not just an academic thing. It’s also a social group in a sense. 

 
The academic buildings have also contributed to her experiences as a Blount student; having 

exclusive access to academic buildings that are both beautiful and geographically central gives 

Susan and others a sense of pride in the program; the fact that the buildings have been reserved 

just for Blount students sends a message that the students and the program itself are valued. Like 

most, Susan uses the Blount academic buildings as both study and social spaces. For many 

Blount students no longer living in the dorms, the Blount academic buildings replace the dorm 

lobby as the physical anchor point to the program. 

Elle was preparing to move out of the Blount dorm at the time of our interview. She was 

anxious about the transition, because after a year in the Blount program she feels that she has 

begun to develop her own identity in an environment that celebrates individuality. She stated, “I 

am an ordinary, typical person by my outside appearance, but being in the Blount program I’m 

called to be un-ordinary.”  

Living in the dormitory had an effect on participants’ academic experiences as well as 

their social interactions. Lindsey found that the dorm complemented her classroom learning, 

since everyone in the dorm had taken least one class in common. She stated, “You could just 

walk over to your neighbor’s door and say, ‘Hey, what do you think about Plato?’ or something 

like that. So you can get different ideas in your own space.” Becky felt that her residential 

experience as a freshman in the Blount dorm gave her the confidence and freedom to speak up 

more in class. Perhaps because so few Blount students are natural science majors, none of the 

students specifically provided evidence that the Blount dormitory was a space conducive for 

study and discussions limited to the natural sciences. Instead, the Blount dormitory was more 

often a place for these students to discuss and debate loftier and broader themes: religion, 
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spirituality, and political and philosophical debate were more common topics of conversation in 

the dormitory. LeeAnn’s assessment of the living spaces was typical of many students; she felt 

that the residential community was particularly beneficial, and a hallmark of the program. “The 

dorm was one thing that attracted me to the program initially – just to be constantly around 

people that were at the same mindset about valuing education, different opinions, and ideas. The 

lobby – having a place to hang out in the dorm, I definitely took advantage of that.” 

Fallon lived in the Blount dormitory for all four years of college. She was very visible in 

the dorm; Fallon has been a mentor to Blount students younger than her, and even organized 

tours of the Blount dormitory for prospective students. Her longitudinal experience living in the 

Blount dorm gave her unique insights on the educational value of the combined living/learning 

space. She felt that as freshman, Blount students living in the dormitory identify very strongly 

with the program and are very cohesive as a group. As each student advances in his or her 

discipline, the group cohesion dissipates; students begin to identify more with their major 

departments and less with the Blount program. However, the initial combined living/learning 

experience has a lasting effect. Fallon is extremely accomplished in her field (biochemistry) 

already and has been accepted into several competitive graduate programs in chemistry. But 

when asked about the most important lesson she learned in college, she cited her residential 

Blount experiences.  

I think it’s the environment that was created because of the living and classes together. I 
think the academic portion – [Blount classes] are rigorous classes. There is a lot of 
discussion. I think it’s mostly the different perspectives and things that I’ve been 
introduced to because of Blount that have been the most significant.   

 
Students describe the rigor of the Blount curriculum as demanding, even for very accomplished 

undergraduates. For Fallon and others, the residential effect of the Blount program is that 

intellectual and academic collaboration are encouraged and perhaps even required for many 
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students in the program. Fallon is choosing where to attend graduate school based in part on how 

well the department works with others. The lessons learned in the freshman year of the Blount 

program – cooperating with and learning from others – benefits students in multiple contexts. 

The significance of Oliver-Bernard and Tuomey Halls.  Oliver-Bernard and Tuomey 

Hall are the two academic buildings exclusive to the Blount program. Most of the Blount 

seminars are taught in “OB” or Tuomey, and open study spaces are abundant in the buildings. 

Most of the students in this research used Tuomey and OB as their primary places for study. 

Nick’s assessment was typical of students’ stated uses for the Blount academic buildings: 

It’s far better than the library…I prefer to go there and be around people that I know and 
are possibly studying the same thing I am. You go there and you bounce idea off them if 
you don’t understand something. They can help you better understand it. It’s a good thing 
to have. You can't do that going to the library. 
 

Susan also stressed the significance of the Blount academic buildings as both social and 

academic centers. She compared the Blount buildings to her sorority house; both the sorority 

house and the Blount buildings safe and comfortable environments where one is likely to 

encounter like-minded peers. Even students who described themselves as less connected to the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative through the dorms (Evan, Cathy, Kate, and others) still utilized 

the academic buildings. Kate never set foot in the Blount dorm after her freshman year, but was 

in OB or Tuomey every day she was on campus during the fall and spring semesters. Most of the 

students in this study who live off campus (the majority of the upperclassmen) utilize the Blount 

academic buildings as an on-campus base – students are free to leave books and personal items 

in the common areas, and no one reported that their belongings were disturbed, even when left 

for days at a time. 

 The two buildings have developed distinct purposes; OB is more of a social space and 

what Fallon describes as “a hangout between classes.” Michelle used OB for casual studying or 
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as a place to read quietly. Tuomey Hall is (unofficially) reserved for more serious study and 

intense preparation, and even assumes an almost residential significance for many students in the 

program. LeeAnn identified Tuomey Hall as a primary study and social space for herself and for 

many of her peers in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative:  

OB and Tuomey have been my study partners since I discovered them. I don’t think I 
really took advantage my freshmen year, but come sophomore year, all my friends in 
Blount – my very, very good friends – we started living in the second floor of Tuomey, 
and made homes there with blankets and socks and food. I’ve slept a night or two in 
Tuomey. Those definitely became places where we did a lot of our studying, but also 
hung out.   

 
The two Blount academic buildings appear to have considerable social, academic, and 

interpersonal significance for the majority of the students in this study. These buildings serve as 

both personal and community sanctuaries on campus, and are even used on occasion as an 

extension of a student’s living space. Because the buildings are only made available to Blount 

students, and because students report using the buildings in similar ways to the dormitory, the 

academic buildings may serve to extend the sense of community among Blount students after 

they leave the Blount dormitory in the freshman year. The space and place of the Blount program 

has also contributed to LeeAnn’s undergraduate experience. The lobby of the Blount dormitory 

served as a hub for peer interaction, and in later years the two academic buildings were havens, 

both academic and social: 

OB and Toumey have been my study partners since I discovered them. I don’t think I 
really took advantage my freshmen year, but come sophomore year, all my friends in 
Blount – my very, very good friends – we started living in the second floor of Toumey, 
and made homes there with blankets and socks and food. I’ve slept a night or two in 
Toumey. Those definitely became places where we did a lot of our studying, but also 
hung out.   
 
Fallon’s participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative is unique among the 

participants in this study, as she is the only student who has lived in the Blount dormitory for all 
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four of her undergraduate years. All students are required to live in the Blount dormitory for the 

freshman year, and most move out, either to off-campus housing or into another dorm after the 

first year. Fallon chose to stay, preferring to be with a community she knew, rather than starting 

over in a more spacious and private – but unfamiliar – community. Fallon is a senior, and her 

roommate this year is a freshman who just joined the Blount program midyear. When asked to 

describe the significance of the Blount dormitory to the overall program, she was quite 

passionate: 

I think it’s the best thing they could have done for Blount was put everyone in the same 
building. I think it builds the community, which makes the classes a lot more – not easier. 
They’re rigorous. There’s a lot of reading and writing, especially for a lot of people 
coming out of high school that were at the top of their class in high school, and now 
they’re just in the middle. They’re not necessarily the smartest or whatever. I think it’s 
good that everyone is working together. There’s a lot of talking about the books and “I 
didn’t understand this. Can you help me?” And writing papers is always interesting 
because the night before the paper’s due, there’s a whole group of freshmen sitting 
around writing together, and up until 3 a.m. trying to get things done. I found all the 
people I’m still friends with today from freshmen year are other Blount students or 
people I met as friends of Blount students because we live together and took classes 
together. We were just together all the time, so it made us a lot closer.   

 
Fallon identifies the Blount community as her home base, both academically and socially. She 

found that both the dormitory and the two Blount academic buildings were good spaces for study 

and for meeting with friends. In fact, one of Fallon’s few regrets when reflecting back on her 

college years is that she did not make more friends outside of the Blount community. 

Outlier experiences: Students who lived outside of the Blount dormitory. Three 

students in this research – Dana, Cathy, and Kadin – were members of the Blount program but 

had atypical freshman-year residential experiences. Dana lived on the fourth floor of the Blount 

dorm during her freshman year, but none of her suitemates was a student in the Blount program. 

Cathy grew up and lived very close to The University of Alabama prior to her enrollment; her 

family still lives nearby. She lives with her parents and commutes to school. Kadin applied for 
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the Blount program in the first few days of his freshman year, after he had moved into another 

dorm. He elected not to move into the Blount dorm. Each of these students had unique 

perspectives on the residential aspects of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. 

 Because of lower enrollment in the Blount program in recent years as well as an 

increased university-wide demand for student housing, the top floor of the Blount dormitory has 

been opened to freshmen not enrolled in the Blount academic program. None of the students in 

this study expressed concern about this small population of outsiders, and their presence did not 

seem to impact the cohesiveness of the Blount group. As a freshman, Dana lived in the Blount 

dormitory but on the floor with the non-Blount residents. When describing her Blount 

experience, she stated that for her, it was not a living-learning experience. The classes were 

conveniently located and the dormitory was nice, but she never fully identified with the Blount 

community: 

I don’t really consider myself a Blountee as many of the Blount people do. I feel like 
that’s partially because I didn’t have roommates in Blount, and I didn’t spend a lot of 
time downstairs with the other Blount people. I never really just identified as one of 
them. That sounds really bad. I have nothing against them. My friends that I spend time 
with – they’re also science majors. So I guess I consider myself as a science major than a 
Blount person. 

 
Dana described the Blount Undergraduate Initiative as a beneficial accessory to her science 

education, rather than as an integrated and complementary aspect of her education. 

 Like Dana, Cathy did not have the traditional Blount residential experience. She lived at 

home with her parents and commuted to school. Cathy recognized that not living in the dorm had 

consequences. She stated, “I just feel like I wasn’t as close to some people. The people that lived 

in Blount were roommates, and I feel like they’re still roommates now. They made really good 

friendships.”  Cathy also utilized the academic buildings less than many of her peers, and – also 

like Dana – made few connections between her Blount coursework and her science major. Cathy 
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uses the academic buildings to study, and has made a few friends through her participation in the 

Blount program, but her articulations of the impact of the program itself were limited when 

compared to other students in this study. She joined the program as a freshman because it was 

described to her as an honors program, and remained in the program because she found the 

coursework interesting. However, Cathy feels that the main benefit of the Blount program for her 

is that she has learned to write better papers. Cathy describes the program as an academic one; 

she expressed comparatively few instances of the social, philosophical, and interpersonal 

learning experiences described by many students who lived in the dorm. Additionally, Cathy 

shared fewer meaningful experiences with diversity or with critical thinking activities than did 

many of her peers. 

Evan describes himself as an atypical “Blountee.” He lived in the dorm for his freshman 

year, but his sense of otherness was apparent in his interview. He rarely spent time in the 

common spaces during his freshman year, and he has few remaining friendships from the Blount 

dormitory. Although he describes himself as something of an outsider, his freshman year 

experience was still positive: 

Most people in Blount are the same as the nerdy liberal arts type. I wasn’t that coming 
out of high school. I didn’t read much. I was homecoming king. I played baseball. I was 
the popular kid in high school. I didn’t really fit in that well with Blount people. [But] I 
liked all of them. I was intrigued by everyone. I was really ready to hear, and that’s what 
I loved about it so much – everybody’s different outlooks and different quirks and how 
different their lives were. 

 
After moving out of the dorm and into an off-campus apartment for his sophomore through 

senior years, Evan had little connection with the Blount dormitory but was in the Blount 

academic buildings very frequently. He described one of the buildings as his on-campus office; 

this was a place where he not only worked and studied but also a place that provided a home 

base for his on-campus life. Unlike many of his peers, however, Evan did not see the academic 
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buildings as social spaces. He, more than any other participant in this study, kept his academic 

and his personal lives distinct. 

Because he applied so late for the program, Kadin did not live in the Blount dormitory 

during his freshman year. Instead, he lived in an apartment-style honors dormitory with three 

other students. He and his roommates frequently engage in discourse about their classes, 

philosophy, ethics, and politics. He describes his dorm life using language very similar to those 

used by students living in the Blount dorm. But when asked about the Blount dorm and the 

supporting academic buildings, he referred to his fellow Blount residents as others: 

Besides that, those buildings…I think it’s great for them. I think it fosters what they’re 
trying to teach – that interdisciplinary approach to things, and people from all different 
disciplines interacting with each other. I think that’s how it should be done… 
 

Additionally, when asked what all Blount students have in common, he demurred, saying, “It’s 

probably hard for me to answer this question because I’m out of the dorm. The only Blount 

people I interact with are my classmates.” Because of his physical separation, he demonstrated 

some social separateness from the Blount community (as did the other students in this research 

who did not live in the Blount dormitory).  

Interestingly, Kadin seems to have had many of the most significant learning experiences 

typical of a transformative educational environment, despite not living in the Blount dorm. The 

Blount coursework has had a profound effect on Kadin; he has completely changed his major 

and his professional aspirations after taking a Blount class in which he was introduced to 

Consilience: the concept that all disciplines examine human nature, and that only when 

considered together can greater understanding be achieved. Kadin has fully embraced this 

concept and hopes to use his science education as the lens through which he approaches 

sociobiological research. He and his roommates in the honors dormitory debate the relative 
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merits of the disciplines and the nature of their connectedness, even though his roommates are 

not in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and are not (at least formally) exposed to the same 

texts. Kadin is still having meaningful out-of-classroom discussions with his peers in the dorm, 

even though his roommates have not had the same Blount coursework that Kadin has 

experienced. For Kadin, not living in the Blount dormitory has not in any way impeded his out-

of-class engagement with the academic and intellectual struggles that emerge through his Blount 

coursework.    

Theme 4 

Natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative articulated experiences 

that are characteristic of both classical and contemporary liberal education. 

 Using the Organizing Educational Principles (AAC&U, 2002) as a theoretical frame, this 

research sought to explore how natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

experience characteristics of classical and contemporary liberal education.  

Perceptions of the relationship between teaching and learning change over time. In 

most of the interviews in this study, students nearing the end of their undergraduate years 

differed from underclassmen in the ways in which they articulated their experiences. Some of 

these differences may be attributed to the new language that students acquire during the 

undergraduate years (Astin, 1999; Kuh, 2003). For example, differences in how students 

articulate and define “liberal education” may differ by academic level; seniors may be exposed to 

a definition of liberal education and other academic language during their undergraduate years, 

and therefore may describe their own experiences differently from freshman who have not been 

exposed to the same rhetoric. Even when taking into consideration these probabilities, there were 

considerable differences in perception and expression between younger and older students. 
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Each of the students in this research was asked specifically to describe and explain his or 

her experiences with the differences between what is explicitly taught in the classroom, and how 

the student makes meaning from these teachings. Upperclassmen typically described teaching 

and learning as connected, but often found that learning may have only tangential connections to 

what is expressly covered by lesson plans and exams. Faith (a senior) was quick to contrast 

teaching and learning. In her experience, “a lot of what’s taught in Blount is the process of what 

we do, not necessarily the information.” Fallon (a senior) acknowledged that much of classroom 

learning – especially in the sciences – is limited to rote memorization and factual knowledge, 

“but [that knowledge] had to come from years and years of research.” Fallon also felt that her 

chemistry classes covered far more content than she was expected to retain, and that part of her 

job as the learner was to determine which parts of the content being presented were most 

significant. Kate, nearing the end of her senior year, described a great difference in the 

relationship between teaching and learning in science classes, where the process was fairly 

straightforward transmission of factual knowledge, and in her non-science and Blount classes, in 

which deeper learning was achieved through an indirect and almost accidental process of 

classroom and out-of-class engagement with big ideas. Dana (a junior) felt that as a budding 

scientist, content knowledge was more important to her than conceptual understanding, yet she 

admitted that a great deal of her own personal development could be attributed to classroom 

experiences. Evan (a senior), also valued content knowledge, yet also grudgingly admitted the 

importance of having a conceptual understanding of the underlying principles taught by his 

science professors. Lindsey, a junior, was representative of most upperclassmen: 

I feel like what is taught is what’s told to you. What is learned is your 
interpretation…how you see it, and how you take it in, would be how you learn it. 
Everyone’s interpretation of things could be completely different. It might be completely 
different than what you were even told. But the way you learn it is how you internalize it. 
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In contrast, freshman and sophomores were more likely to describe the relationship 

between teaching and learning as cause-and-effect processes. When asked about the differences 

between teaching and learning, Faye, a sophomore, limited her conceptualization of teaching to 

the transmission of content. Learning differed by the individual based on the intellectual capacity 

and preparation the learner. Faye was beginning to recognize that she needed both conceptual 

and content knowledge in order to be successful in her classes. Susan, also at the end of her 

sophomore year, framed the relationship between the two by limiting ‘teaching’ to the specific 

content transmitted by the teacher, and defining ‘learning’ as the content retained after the test. 

Kadin also framed his description of the difference between teaching and learning to the 

individual learning styles employed by the student, and Bailey tied learning outcomes to course 

syllabi, rather than viewing the relationship between teaching and learning as more elastic. 

Christina felt that all of her classes (with the exception of her Blount Foundations class) focused 

exclusively on the transmission of content knowledge and not on learning to arrive at 

independent conclusions.  

Connections between science and non-science disciplines: The relationship between 

the major and the degree. Of great interest to the researcher is how natural science majors in 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative engage and connect out-of-field learning to their primary 

disciplines. Each student in the Blount program voluntarily chose to enroll in a program with the 

express objective of providing an interdisciplinary education. Unsurprisingly, then, almost all 

students demonstrated an appreciation for the value of an interconnected education. Some 

students experienced this type of learning more than others. When asked directly, Michelle found 

that she made few connections between her science and non-science coursework. Often, 

institutions reify this separateness; Michelle described the various disciplines on campus as 
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‘black boxes’: compartmentalized and separate. The disciplines were nonetheless connected in a 

larger context; the objective of each discipline is to gain a better understanding of the outside 

world: 

I think [interdisciplinary education is about] blurring that line a little bit and seeing that 
end goal for every discipline is the same…. I think just understanding the world around 
us. I think with science, you’re always looking at the genetics and the evolutionary 
background. You get into evolution, and you start looking at human history and 
understanding where we came from. Mathematics is trying to understand that this plus 
this makes this. Chemistry is the same way. If you get hydrogen and oxygen, you’re 
going to get water. I understand that everything pieces itself together. It’s this intricately 
woven story. What discipline you're in is basically just ‘are you looking at it through this 
lens that’s pointing this way?’ 
 

Becky felt that science and non-science faculty members were far less likely to connect the 

disciplines than the current generation of college students. She hopes to become a science 

teacher, and firmly believes that effective teaching requires interdisciplinary thinking. She stated, 

“[In my teaching], I look at ways to pull from every different angle to explain something better 

to someone. If you’re an English major, but I’m trying to explain to you something in science, I 

might use something in English to help you explain it.”  

LeeAnn had a different perspective, and one more typical of the students (and particularly 

the older students) in this study. She is a very accomplished student and very bright, but she 

recognizes that her aptitude and intellect may not be typical. When asked about the importance 

connecting science and non-science coursework, LeeAnn described her experiences as one of the 

only natural science majors in a Blount course on the Human Genome Project:  

I guess I never really thought about what it could be like for someone that didn’t 
understand what DNA was or how having different DNA from someone else could make 
you different. I understand that happens at the DNA and protein level, and that could 
affect the way that a protein was expressed. For someone who didn’t understand all that 
background, how are they going to take this at surface level and be able to understand 
and make an informed medical decision…I was very happy that there were a few science 
majors in there. Everyone had different perspectives on things, so that was good to 
understand.  
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LeeAnn saw value in multiple perspectives and, like Michelle, felt that the various disciplines 

could be seen as working in concert toward a greater understanding. When asked about the 

course that has had the biggest impact on her, Barbara immediately cited two: organic chemistry, 

and a Blount seminar. The course material was very different, but both classes had a similar 

effect; the organic chemistry class led her to alter her professional goals and change her major to 

marine biology, and the Blount class led her to refine her personal identity and worldview.  

 Making connections across disciplines may be more difficult for natural science majors 

because of the content-driven classroom experiences and the indisputability of much of the 

science. Elle was the first freshman interviewed for this research, and some of her articulations 

were somewhat anomalous from older students. When asked to define interdisciplinary education 

and the liberal arts, Elle’s original articulations were far removed from those shared by other 

students, and different from more traditionally accepted definitions outlined previously in this 

document. When asked about ‘interdisciplinary education,’ she spoke about the self-discipline 

one needs in order to successfully balance challenging course loads along with nonacademic 

responsibilities. Similarly, she confused the liberal arts with the fine arts disciplines. She felt that 

a strong emphasis on the performing arts and a relatively small number of science majors were 

factors that defined liberal educational environments. For Elle, the liberal arts and the performing 

arts were essentially the same. Clearly, her articulated conceptualization differs from the more 

universally accepted definitions of liberal education.  

Upperclassmen also struggled on occasion to articulate the connections between science 

and non-science disciplines. Fallon is a vocal and staunch advocate for interdisciplinary 

education, but her advocacy is for building more connections between individual science 

disciplines (chemistry, biology, and engineering) than between science and non-science 
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disciplines. Cathy found few opportunities to connect her learning in science classes to learning 

in other disciplines; she described her non-science and Blount courses as ways to develop writing 

and debating proficiency. She feels that these proficiencies will be useful later in life, but very 

separate proficiencies from the scientific learning needed for professional school. Evan and 

Susan also felt that their non-science education was a well-intentioned requirement but had little 

impact on their understanding of math and science. Nick also typified many students’ 

experiences connecting science and non-science coursework. For them, content knowledge 

acquired through science coursework occasionally enhances understanding in non-science 

coursework, but the reverse is rarely experienced. Dana, Cathy, and Kadin all described non-

science coursework as supplemental to their primary objective as students - mastery in a single 

science discipline. Other students were like Elle – she expressed a passion for multiple subjects 

(history, chemistry, and Latin), but saw these interests as distinct or even competing, rather than 

part of an integrated whole. 

Liberal education and the natural sciences. Science majors are somewhat rare in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative; perhaps in part due to the misconception that liberal education 

is limited to the arts and humanities. The students in this research gave varied – and sometimes 

conflicting – conceptualizations of a liberal arts education. This lack of consensus illustrates one 

of the challenges facing liberal education; it is difficult to experience a phenomenon when the 

very definition of that phenomenon is unclear. Overwhelmingly, the students in this study felt 

that they had received or were experienced a “liberal arts education” through the curriculum, but 

often these definitions were very narrow, and occasionally even conflicted with some of the 

Organizing Educational Principles. Students seem to believe that a liberal education is desirable, 

yet they cannot articulate a definition. Evan was unable to offer a definition of ‘liberal education’ 
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when asked to do so. When presented with a classical definition, however, he enthusiastically 

embraced that definition and claimed it as reflective of his Blount education. Evan’s reflections 

on the outcomes of his Blount experiences are consistent with those of others in this study: 

I feel like that’s pretty much exactly what Blount did. I think it did a lot to better – it 
taught me enough to start asking questions and start, I don’t want to say liberating my 
mind. I wasn’t asking a lot of these questions, a lot of the religious questions. What does 
life really mean? What do I want to do? Social issues – I wasn’t really worried about that 
stuff before Blount, but it’s important… 
 

Similarly, Lindsey shared that she was very grateful for the learning she acquired as a science 

major and through the Blount program. She found both programs rigorous and challenging. She 

credits her in- and out-of-classroom experiences in Blount as fundamental to the development of 

her personal values, and she has become a more critical and naturally inquisitive person. When 

asked to define liberal education, she instead attempted to define the Blount program, which she 

struggled to do. Lindsey conflated the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and a liberal educational 

environment, but defining liberal education remains cloudy for her. Nick’s definition of liberal 

education was tied to his Blount experience as well, and also similarly vague: 

When I say liberal [education], I think I’m not sure how I’d define it. Being in Blount, I 
don’t know how I’d define it particularly. Liberal arts is a broad range of non-specialized 
[subjects] relating to possibly literature and different things. Even politics and religion 
and of course worldviews. I’d say that’s what liberal arts means to me. 

 
Nick and Becky shared almost identical perspectives on the role of the liberal arts for natural 

science majors. Both felt that their liberal education through Blount enhanced the value of the 

natural science major, because their broadly-based liberal education forces them to consider the 

social, historic, economic, and philosophical contexts of what they are learning as budding 

scientists. A liberal education was very important to Becky when choosing a college – she 

enrolled at The University of Alabama solely because of the Blount program. To Becky, a liberal 
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education is rooted in the achievement of multiple competencies. “I know a lot about biology… 

But I know some about other things, too. I think that’s what makes a good person.” 

 Susan describes a liberal arts education as one that promotes – primarily through fine arts 

disciplines – the formulation and expression of ideas. She drew few connections between her 

math and science coursework and her non-science and Blount experiences. For her, participation 

in Blount has been rewarding and enjoyable, but separate from her primary academic interest in 

mathematics and science. For Susan, the rewards of being in the program include a sense of 

belonging to a diverse and interesting community, learning an appreciation for difference, and 

the convergence of academic and nonacademic learning opportunities. When asked about the 

role of a liberal education and critical thinking in her own education, Patricia showed 

considerable interest. She defined critical thinking as the action of forming one’s own answers, 

and saw critical thinking as a product of an interdisciplinary education. Furthermore, she asserted 

a balanced and well-rounded education may allow the learner to achieve insights and to make 

connections years after one’s formal education. Patricia described herself as extremely 

extroverted, and felt that the most important lessons learned are often the product of 

interpersonal relationships. She identifies strongly with the sciences, but sees each of her diverse 

interests (music, art, spirituality, athletics) as contributing to her total personhood: 

I would just consider myself another mosaic piece that fits into one of the most colorful 
mosaics you’ve ever seen in your life. Everybody is so different. We have commonalities 
and similarities, but everybody has different aspects of personalities that just makes them 
[unique]. I guess I would call myself a typical Blount student in that I’m different from 
everyone else, just like everyone else is different. 
    
Perhaps because the students in this study had all chosen a natural science major, their 

perceptions of a liberal educational curriculum were frequently limited to non-science 

disciplines. Barbara described the liberal arts disciplines as “a midway point between humanities, 
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literature and English”; only after the researcher pointed out that some of the most important 

Blount texts were scientific in nature (E.O. Wilson’s Convergence is prominently featured in the 

freshman ‘Foundations’ class, for example) did Barbara concede that the sciences could be listed 

among the liberal arts disciplines. Other delimitations of the liberal arts were even narrower. 

Patricia felt that liberal arts disciplines were limited to the fine and performing arts. Cathy 

limited her definition of the liberal arts to fine arts disciplines as well, though she later expanded 

her definition to include the more social and behavioral aspects of natural science disciplines. 

Additionally, Cathy was not surprised to find that there were few science majors in Blount, as 

she saw the necessary skill sets for science majors (primarily memorization) as separate from the 

educational goals in Blount (writing papers and crafting an argument). When asked to articulate 

what all natural science majors have in common, LeeAnn’s response was typical; she categorized 

science majors as goal-oriented, grade-focused, and most interested in what was directly in front 

of them. In contrast, she felt that a commonality among all Blount students was in some ways the 

opposite; Blount students tend to be interested in making connections, are “more able to place 

[specific knowledge within] the big picture,” and demonstrate an openness to multiple opinions 

and interests 

Many students framed their definition of liberal education as an interdisciplinary 

education, exclusive of the natural sciences. History, literature, philosophy, religion, and foreign 

languages were all cited as liberal arts disciplines. The students only included the natural 

sciences after prodding or additional questions from the researcher. Faith describes her 

experiences with her science coursework as being significantly different from the teaching and 

learning approach required in non-science courses, which created a sense of separateness 

between the disciplines. However, some of her Blount coursework served as a bridge between 
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the disciplines, and even introduced new ways of conceptualizing previously familiar concepts, 

such as genetics: 

Then another one was my Blount classes – the one that Dr. Caldwell teaches on human 
genomics, which gave me a real basis…basically it was the first time I realized that 
psychology and biology really connected well…I have a better understanding of how 
genes and the environment interact and how everything interacts and the societal 
implications of that. Then also, even in my science classes, I have a better understanding 
of that, too…I think it will help me a lot. Making connections, but also it’s not like – I 
talk about genes and the environment, this co-interaction that people don’t really 
understand. Mainly because our introductory biology classes don’t teach it like that. 
 

  Fallon’s integration of the natural sciences as part of a liberal education reflects her 

strong connection to the objectives of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative She defined the liberal 

arts as a collection of disciplines (including the natural sciences) that when studied together 

allow the learner to integrate knowledge across multiple perspectives. Through her 

undergraduate research, she sees the value of collaborative work and the ways in which diverse 

perspectives and experiences contribute to reaching common objectives, and has been frustrated 

when collaborative and integrative efforts break down. Finding a graduate program with an 

emphasis on integrative and collaborative research is central to her choice for next year: 

I don’t think the culture [here] is quite there, so it’s very difficult to be interdisciplinary. 
With visiting grad schools, I have found that some other schools are better at it – that 
some of them are much more cohesive in trying to work. Even here, the chemistry 
department is very separate from chemical engineering, and we do a lot of the same sort 
of thing…. I just went to Georgia Tech this weekend. Rather than having a chemistry 
building, they have a quad that’s four different buildings. Chemistry professors are 
scattered throughout. It’s more based on what they do research on than their actual 
discipline and department. There’s an institute for life and biological sciences. So they 
have the biochemists and the biological engineers and some of the chemical engineers 
and some materials people that do something related to biology in one building. So for 
them, the lab is not  “I’m a chemistry professor. My lab is next to a chemistry professor.” 
It’s “I might be next to an engineers,” so they talk to each other and work together. 
 
Many students struggled with the concepts of liberal education as a construct, or believed 

it to be something very different from more widely accepted definitions. For example, Faye did 
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not make a distinction between the liberal arts and the fine/performing arts. She felt that the 

Blount program was a liberal arts program, but only because of the piano in the dorm lobby and 

the personal interests of a large number of Blount students. When asked about her critical 

thinking development, she described her experiences in both Blount classes and chemistry 

classes as fostering her critical thinking skills; for Faye, critical thinking is the ability to make 

connections across disciplines, and to learn to understand concepts rather than simply 

memorizing facts. Interestingly, Faye found that a liberal education was essential to her 

understanding chemistry, which requires students to understand the theoretical underpinnings of 

how chemical reactions work, rather than simply memorize a series of outputs. She credited her 

experiences in the Blount program with making her a better scientist: 

I would just read the chemistry book and I wouldn’t actually think about what things do. I 
would just read my notes…and the first test I made a C and I was like this is not 
happening. This cannot happen. And once we got into more stuff in Blount I realized that 
I didn’t just need to read…I had to actually read and think about what it meant. And I’ve 
kind of applied that now with my other science classes because, obviously, just reading is 
not going to help you memorize. And memorizing facts is not going to be enough to 
make good on tests because you have to know what things mean and apply them because 
that’s how it is in organic [chemistry]. You can’t just know what reactions do when it's a 
certain compound because the teacher will give you a different looking compound on a 
test and you’ll have to know all kinds of things like that, so… 
 

Faye also reported making connections between other academic courses. She found it interesting 

that broad themes would occasionally emerge in several seemingly unrelated classes at the same 

time. She limits her definition of ‘liberal arts education’ to theater and dance, but she still 

describes aspects of her undergraduate education as a liberal education. In summary, the students 

in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative may be experiencing a contemporary liberal education, 

even if they are unable to articulate a definition of it. 

 Other students were much more capable of conceptualizing their experiences in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative as part of a liberal educational experience. When asked how he 
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defines a liberal arts education, Kadin gave a near-textbook definition. He felt that a liberal arts 

curriculum embraces knowledge from multiple disciplines, and that liberally educated thinkers 

can answer questions using multiple ways of knowing. He valued this type of education very 

highly. He stated, “Once again, [liberal education] opens your mind. Once you open your mind, 

so many things are available to you. It opens doors you didn’t even know where there.” Despite 

his high praise for a liberal arts curriculum, Kadin also argued passionately for a specialization – 

a major – in addition to a broadly based general education. Kadin is already beginning to identify 

himself as a science major, and feels that his Blount education will serve as a complement to his 

science learning. When asked to share his understanding of the relationship between liberal 

education and science education, Kadin chose a fitting metaphor from vertebrate anatomy: 

It’s like human eyesight different from a dog’s eyesight. They can only see a certain 
range of colors. But we can see a wider range of colors. It’s like gaining that eyesight. 
You see the full spectrum…I think that’s kind of analogous to how Blount is to the 
education that you already have. It supplements it and you see things in a wide array and 
it opens up possibilities for you.   
 
For many of the students in this research, the Blount Undergraduate Initiative was 

perceived as an accessory to students’ primary academic goals, rather than contributing directly 

to them. Dana was very clear in compartmentalizing her academic and nonacademic identities: 

Dana: I don’t actually know if I know any of the other science majors in Blount 
honestly. That’s true because a lot of the people I have met in Blount are 
[interdisciplinary majors] or English or something that goes hand in hand with Blount, 
and not something different like science. I think that’s why that has separated me. It’s not 
my main focus. It’s kind of my – I had a really good word for it earlier.  
 
Interviewer: It’s a supplement.  
 
Dana: Yes, my supplement.  

 
Although there was some variation among students by class standing and academic performance, 

most students in this study identified more strongly with their respective science disciplines than 
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as members of an exclusive liberal arts learning community. Perhaps because the natural 

sciences took on greater significance for these students than non-science disciplines, integration 

between science and non-science disciplines was frequently weak, or absent. Several students 

used the word, “supplement” to describe the role of their non-science education. When asked 

directly, all of the students (with the exception of Patricia), stated that they thought of themselves 

first as science majors; other on-campus identities (Blount student, member of a 

fraternity/sorority, etc.) had significance as well, but the natural science major was most 

significant and foremost. Even Kadin, who only recently changed his major to biology from 

political science, quickly became very connected to the natural sciences. He stated, “I think 

definitely the way my mind works is definitely a scientist’s approach”. Paradoxically, students in 

this study champion the value of liberal education (and its emphasis on interconnected learning) 

while at the same time prioritize their science discipline above all others.  

 This unequal relationship between the core curriculum, the general education, and the 

chosen major should not be seen as a failing of either the Blount Undergraduate Initiative or of 

any institutional objectives associated with a broadly-based liberal education. The students in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative choose this interdisciplinary program over other institutional 

offerings, including the option for a major in interdisciplinary studies. Integration between the 

coursework in and out of the major can be expected to diminish over time as students specialize 

in their given fields. However, the potential benefits of a broadly based liberal education that 

draws upon and attempts to integrate learning from multiple disciplines may persist, even after 

more deliberate efforts to connect them through coursework are no longer explicit in the 

curriculum. 
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Summary of Findings and Emergent Themes 

The purpose of this study was to explore the ways in which natural science majors 

enrolled in a liberal arts learning community articulate their experiences with out-of-field 

coursework. Through a series of intensive, ninety-minute interviews, the nineteen students in this 

study provided an array of meaningful insights on their experiences as natural science majors and 

as students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. After a careful review of the interview data 

and field notes taken during each interview, the following four themes emerged: 1) students 

articulate academic and intellectual growth in several key areas; this growth is attributed to 

experiences through both the Blount Undergraduate Initiative and through the natural science 

curriculum; 1) experiences with diversity in and out of the classroom yield significant learning 

outcomes; 3) the physical places and social spaces of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

contribute to academic learning and student development; and 4) natural science majors in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative articulate academic and nonacademic experiences that are in 

several ways reflective of both classical and contemporary liberal education. 

The students in this study were almost unanimous in their assessment of both their natural 

science majors and their Blount Undergraduate Initiative curricula as academically rigorous and 

intellectually challenging programs. Because enrollment in the Blount program is voluntary, 

natural science majors in Blount voluntarily seek out academically demanding experiences. 

However, the expectations of natural science faculty and the expectations of Blount faculty were 

quite different. Success in natural science coursework was often dependent on memorization and 

application, and rarely relied on out-of-field knowledge. Success in the Blount courses frequently 

required integrating concepts from multiple disciplines, and required conceptual understanding 

and the ability to formulate cogent arguments. These expectations were quite different, but the 



 

165 
 

students in this research did not value one type of learning over another. Natural science majors 

in the Blount program saw value in rote memorization and accepting as fact the information 

presented, especially in science coursework. Blount courses often expected the opposite; class 

discussion and assignments in Blount courses frequently required that students acknowledge 

multiple perspectives and viewpoints. The classes differed in their expectations, but both 

curricula were perceived as demanding. Most students struggled with the volume and high 

expectations placed upon them by their science faculty and the instructors of the Blount courses; 

every student in this research mentioned time management as a challenge. Despite the great 

demands placed upon them through the major and the Blount program, the vast majority of the 

students in this research expressed both pride in their academic accomplishments and a greater 

appreciation for out-of-field learning.  

Natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative experience diversity in a 

number of ways. Students in the Blount program and in science majors are predominantly white 

(only one African American student – Kadin – was in the total population of Blount students 

majoring in a natural science), but students were diverse in their economic and geographic 

backgrounds, and in their religious and spiritual beliefs. Whether they were from very small or 

very large communities of origin, the students in this study sought out the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative in part because of its purposefully low enrollment. Many students specifically linked 

their understanding of liberal education as being part of a small, intimate environment in which 

dissenting opinions are openly shared and discussed. Although most of the students in this 

research were from communities in the southeastern United States and were therefore very 

similar in many ways, the students perceived geographic and socioeconomic diversity among 

their peers in Blount, and that diversity contributed to the dialog students described in the 
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dormitories and classrooms. Religious, spiritual, and philosophical diversity also played a 

significant role in the learning outcomes of the students. Natural science majors rarely engage 

these issues in their major coursework, so the Blount Undergraduate Initiative became an 

important facet of these students’ education; an appreciation for diversity led some natural 

science majors in this study to consider the social, economic, and ethical consequences of 

scientific innovation and discovery. 

A third theme to emerge from an analysis of the research data was that the physical 

places and social spaces of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative have specific meaning for 

participants. Because almost all students in the Blount program live in the same dormitory as 

freshmen, and because the dormitory is specifically designed to promote interaction with peers, 

natural science majors in Blount frequently reported making connections with others whom they 

would likely never interact otherwise. Out-of-class and after-hours engagements with peers 

(often resulting from impromptu collaborations on Blount assignments) were powerful and 

frequent experiences through which students found greater appreciation for dissenting opinions 

as well as respect for the value of non-science disciplines in achieving higher learning outcomes. 

The design of the Blount dormitory includes large meeting areas, an open lobby, and classrooms 

that are accessible at all hours. Students saw these spaces as intertwined; they were both social 

and intellectual spaces, often at the same time. After the freshman year, few of the students in 

this study spent significant time in the dormitory, but the academic buildings were mainstay 

locations and were also used for both social and academic purposes. More than just convenient 

locations, the Blount academic buildings were havens, and became the academic “homes” for 

Blount students living off campus. Often, these spaces provided an opportunity for 

upperclassmen Blount students to reconnect with former classmates and dormitory residents 
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from the freshman year. Natural science majors in Blount frequently have very few Blount peers 

in their (science) major coursework, and therefore may be particularly dependent on the Blount 

academic buildings in order to remain personally connected to the program. 

A final theme that emerged from the research data was that natural science majors in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative articulate experiences that are reflective of both classical and 

contemporary liberal education. Students in this study were asked specifically to articulate their 

understanding of the relationship between teaching and learning. These articulations frequently 

varied by academic year. Freshman and sophomores were more likely to describe the 

relationship as linear, especially in the sciences. For several students in this study, teaching was 

defined by the expectations of the teacher, and learning could be measured by the degree to 

which the learner met those specific expectations. Older natural science majors in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative offered a more nuanced definition; they also frequently described 

teaching as the expectations set forth by the teacher. But for many juniors and seniors, learning 

was more frequently tied to a skill set – especially in the natural sciences. Students also 

articulated a tension between the (natural science) major and the overall undergraduate degree; to 

become competent in the sciences requires one skillset, but to become an informed and engaged 

member of an educated society requires a very different set of experiences. Students varied by 

class standing in how they perceived this tension. Many underclassmen saw the two as coexistent 

and equal parts of their undergraduate experience; upperclassmen were more likely to view their 

liberal education through Blount as very valuable, but supplemental to their primary (natural 

science) education. 
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Chapter Summary 

 The nineteen participants interviewed for this research each shared unique and 

meaningful experiences as students in both a natural science major and as participants in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative. The relationship between the natural sciences and liberal 

education for these students varies by individual and (to a lesser degree) by class standing, but 

when considered as a single source, several overarching themes emerged from the interview 

transcripts and field notes. Students perceive that the natural science curriculum and the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative curriculum are each quite rigorous, but in different ways. Additionally, 

students’ exposure to geographic, socioeconomic, philosophical, and religious diversity greatly 

enhances their understanding of the world. The physical places and social spaces unique to the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative have specific and powerful significance for the students in the 

program. Finally, natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative exhibit learning 

experiences and outcomes consistent with both classical and contemporary liberal education. The 

final chapter will also answer the research questions, consider implications for policy and 

practice, suggest recommendations for future research, and provide concluding remarks.  
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CHAPTER V: 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Liberal education in the twenty-first century is not only experiencing renewed attention; 

it is also being reconsidered and redefined in order to meet contemporary educational objectives 

(Schneider, 2004; Smith, 2001). This redefinition is evident in recent scholarly examinations of 

higher education, such as the AAC&U (2002) report, Greater Expectations. The report 

challenges colleges and universities to provide an education that is both liberal and practical 

through curricular innovations that emphasize learning over teaching, seek connections across 

disciplines, and reward both practical and conceptual knowledge. A practical liberal education 

also encourages learners to consider the greater social and ethical implications of concrete 

knowledge. The importance of a practical liberal education seems to have particular significance 

for natural science majors; the social and ethical consequences of scientific discoveries are rarely 

considered in science classrooms at a time when scientific advancements can have profound 

social implications (Chamany, Allen, & Tanner, 2008).  

In an attempt to understand more about natural science education that is described as both 

liberal and practical, the purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of natural science 

majors who are enrolled in a liberal arts learning community. This study sought to answer a 

central question: How do natural science majors enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

reflect the principles associated with a practical liberal education? In order to answer the central 

question, this study asked seven research questions that explore the ways in which natural 
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science majors enrolled in a liberal arts living-learning community articulate their experiences 

with major coursework, out-of-major coursework, and co-curricular activities. These research 

questions were grounded in the Organizing Educational Principles set forth in Greater 

Expectations. The Organizing Educational Principles are divided into former (or old paradigm) 

characteristics that describe a classical liberal education, and future (or new paradigm) principles 

reflective of the needs of twenty-first century learners. This chapter revisits the individual 

research questions and offers a discussion of the findings for each question. Additionally, this 

chapter provides recommendations for policy and practice, recommendations for future research, 

and the researcher’s concluding remarks and insights gained from the results of this study. 

Findings 

The seven research questions below provided a framework for this research and also 

assisted in delimiting the scope of the study. Each research question will be addressed 

individually in the following section, and a comprehensive analysis of the findings is offered at 

the end of this chapter. 

Research Question One 

In what ways, if at all, do the articulations of natural science majors enrolled in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative reflect the characteristics of a classical liberal education (also 

referred to as the ‘old paradigm’ in this study), as defined by the Organizing Educational 

Principles in Greater Expectations? 

Greater Expectations describes eleven educational principles consistent with traditional 

or old paradigm education. These include 1) an emphasis on teaching; 2) an emphasis on 

universally-significant knowledge; 3) the curriculum as a tool for dispensing content knowledge; 

4) emphasis on discipline-specific instruction; 5) individual accomplishments that are valued 
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over collaborative efforts; 6) an emphasis on critical thinking; 7) stress on abstract, objective 

analysis; 8) an overemphasis on Western cultures; 9) a curriculum that highlights abstract, 

theoretical knowledge; 10) the assumption that the majority of college students have similar 

educational and sociocultural backgrounds; and 11) an institutional culture that views higher 

education as distinct from primary and secondary educational institutions. Individual student 

articulations varied, but the majority of students shared experiences that were highly reflective of 

old paradigm liberal education, particularly in their science classes.  

Most students expressed that their classroom experiences – particularly in the sciences – 

were heavily focused on teaching over learning, and on the transmission of discipline-specific, 

immutable content knowledge. Additionally, most of the natural science coursework placed an 

emphasis on individual accomplishments and objective analysis. Even science laboratory 

settings, in which students were often required to work together, still assessed learning outcomes 

and progress using individual rather than group metrics. Students were occasionally able to 

connect learning from one (science) discipline to a different science discipline (chemistry 

frequently augments knowledge in biology, for example), but students rarely had opportunity to 

apply learning in non-science disciplines to their major coursework. Additionally, individual 

student backgrounds, prior learning experiences, and cultural and social uniqueness were not 

given any consideration in the science classroom. Most knowledge was in the form of specific 

and incontestable facts transmitted directly from instructor to student, at which point it became 

incumbent on the student to learn and memorize the information. This type of teaching and 

learning was particularly true in biology courses; mastery of chemistry and physics required 

more conceptual understanding, though the underlying principles were equally uncontestable. 

Although these educational principles are framed in Greater Expectations as being outdated and 
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suboptimal, the students in this research did not view them as such, even when asked to compare 

those learning experiences to the contemporary or new paradigm educational principles as 

experienced in Blount seminars and in other non-science coursework (as described in Research 

Question Two, below).  When pressed, students did not view learning experiences in science 

classes as outmoded or negative. Rather, they viewed many of the guiding educational principles 

associated with the old paradigm as essential for natural science education. The role of 

memorization for many of the students in this study is illustrative of the importance of many old 

paradigm principles in natural science education. For many of the students in this research, 

complex understanding of scientific concepts begins in one class with rote memorization of 

baseline knowledge, and becomes solidified through the application of that baseline knowledge 

in a later class. Instead of expressing resentment for being forced to memorize that which could 

easily be referenced in a textbook or website, the students in this study saw the importance of 

immediate access to content knowledge in making meaning from advanced scientific concepts. 

Although content knowledge is important to understanding, so too are integrated approaches to 

science teaching that incorporate historical and social contexts (Chamany, Allen, & Tanner, 

2008). The National Science Education Standards acknowledge the importance of content 

knowledge in the sciences but also charge teachers to “encourage and model the skills of 

scientific inquiry, as well as the curiosity, openness to new ideas and data, and skepticism that 

characterize science.” (National Academy of Science, 1996, p. 32). 

Research Question Two 

In what ways, if at all, do these articulations reflect a twenty-first century liberal 

education (also referred to as the ‘new paradigm’ in this study), as defined by the Organizing 

Educational Principles in Greater Expectations?  
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Greater Expectations presents eleven contemporary (or ‘new paradigm) educational 

principles that are evolved from the traditional or old paradigm principles listed above. These 

contemporary principles include 1) a focus on learning; 2) an emphasis on knowledge evaluation 

and not just on acquisition; 3) the curriculum as a tool for presenting multiple perspectives; 4) 

Emphasis on the interconnectedness of the disciplines; 5) collaborative accomplishments that are 

valued over individual efforts; 6) an emphasis on real-world application; 7) stress on the value of 

individual experiences and creativity; 8) an acknowledgement that the twenty-first century global 

community draws upon multiple cultures; 9) a curriculum that embraces practical knowledge; 

10) the assumption that college students come from diverse educational and sociocultural 

backgrounds; and 11) an appreciation for the relationship between K-12 and postsecondary 

education. Students’ articulations of their experiences were highly reflective of many of these 

new paradigm principles. However, as with Research Question One, these experiences were not 

evident across all disciplines. Students’ articulations of new paradigm education were typically 

limited to non-science coursework. 

The Blount foundations and seminar courses demanded that students challenge many of 

their preconceived notions and integrate both prior learning experiences as well as the shared 

experiences of others in formulating an argument. Students in this study stated that the Blount 

courses they took were effective at emphasizing learning above teaching, in making connections 

between various non-science disciplines, and in placing great value on the diversity of individual 

experiences and belief systems that contribute to a deeper understanding of complex questions 

and issues. These emphases were less frequently seen in science coursework. Additionally, the 

Blount curriculum forced many students to reconsider their own previously held beliefs and 

values. Several students reported a significant change in their personal philosophies as a result of 
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their exposure to unfamiliar ideas through classical and modern texts, and the subsequent 

discussions of those texts in the classroom and the dorm. Many students saw the Blount 

curriculum (and, to a lesser extent, the general education requirements) as an opportunity to 

encounter controversial and new ideas. However, students rarely expressed having these 

opportunities through their science courses, at least at the undergraduate level. 

Other, less evident characteristics of new paradigm principles include an emphasis on 

collaborative work, a connection between theoretical and practical knowledge, and an 

appreciation for college education and K-12 education as parts of a connected whole. The natural 

science majors in this study reported very little experience with collaborative or group 

assessments, though many of their educational and developmental outcomes could be tied to 

informal discussions and interactions both in and out of the classroom. Even those students who 

were highly involved in laboratory research or in specialized honors programs only had limited 

experience working directly with others as part of a team. These students recognized the value of 

their individual efforts as part of a greater and interconnected collaboration, but the research 

process itself was still often a solitary pursuit.  

Students who had a demonstrated and longstanding research experience were also better 

able to articulate the connections between theoretical and practical knowledge, but the belief of 

many students was that their science coursework would only have practical applicability in the 

future (many were planning to attend graduate or professional school, where strong knowledge 

of the sciences would be fundamental). At the same time, the lessons learned in Blount and in 

non-science classes held personal significance for the students in developing a personal 

worldview, but they felt that those same classes held little practical utility for a career or 

profession in the sciences. 
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Research Question Three 

In what ways, if at all, does participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative affect 

these articulations?  

Students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative demonstrate an array of academic and 

nonacademic occurrences that are reflective of both old and new paradigm Organizing 

Educational Principles. One significant finding is that these occurrences appear to be discipline-

specific; students experience a more traditional liberal education through the natural science 

curricula, and a more contemporary liberal education through the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative. The students in this research were almost universal in their enthusiastic support for the 

program; their advocacy for the program may have an influence on their perceptions of the 

program as a liberal educational experience as well as on the value of liberal education as a 

desirable objective. As an example, few students could give an accurate and robust definition of 

‘liberal education,’ but those same students argued that they had experienced a liberal education 

through the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, and that their experiences were positive ones. 

A qualitative study such as this one does not attempt to discover causality; the 

articulations of the students interviewed for this research were not studied longitudinally in an 

attempt to track their personal development and understanding of their experiences as Blount 

scholars over time. Additionally, this research did not seek to compare natural science majors 

enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative to a similar group of students not enrolled in the 

program. Therefore, attempts to assess the “Blount effect,” if one exists at all, can only be very 

limited. However, because the majority of student’s articulations about the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative indicate that participation in the program had a significant effect in 

several ways; they felt that participation in Blount enhanced their cultural awareness, provided a 
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safe environment conducive to academic and personal growth, encouraged healthy skepticism 

and intellectual curiosity, and promoted out-of-classroom learning that connected abstract 

learning to real-world scenarios. Though most students in this study made clear distinctions 

between their learning outcomes in Blount coursework and in their science coursework, many of 

the learning outcomes students attributed to their participation in Blount are also central to the 

learning outcomes and skills crucial for the next generation of scientists (Hofstein & Lunetta, 

2003; National Academy of Sciences, 1996). 

Research Question Four 

What are the curricular and academic components of the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative that appear to hold the greatest significance for students enrolled in the program? 

The classroom experiences of natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative are impactful to those students in several ways. Perhaps the most significant finding in 

this area is that the classroom experiences in science courses and the classroom experiences in 

Blount courses were described very differently, yet the students in this study value them both 

equally and see the experiences as separate but complementary learning environments. Both the 

Blount curriculum and the natural science curriculum were described as challenging and 

rigorous. However, the content of the coursework and the expected learning outcomes were quite 

distinct. The classroom experiences within the Blount Undergraduate Initiative that consistently 

held the greatest significance for participants included 1) the texts assigned in the two freshman 

seminar courses; 2) the high expectations placed on students’ writing assignments; and 3) the 

vigorous and occasionally heated debates that took place in the safe space of the classroom.   

The extensive reading list for the freshman seminar courses in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative includes historically significant texts from authors including St. Augustine, Descartes, 
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Faulkner, Freud, Shakespeare, and E.O. Wilson (Wilson, an evolutionary biologist, is a staple 

author in the Blount curriculum and his writings were particularly significant to some of the 

students in this study). The reading demands in the freshman courses are high, and many 

students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative do not complete the freshman year sequence and 

therefore are no longer enrolled in the program. The students in this study cited the depth and 

breadth of reading in the freshman courses as their primary exposure to new – and occasionally 

threatening – beliefs and ideas. Several students cited The Communist Manifesto as an example; 

without knowing anything about the text, they had hostile feelings toward both the work and the 

author. After reading at least some of the book, students gained an appreciation for the 

perspective, even if they did not adopt as their own any of the assertions in the text. Additionally, 

these foundational texts raised important philosophical and ethical dilemmas that students, 

because of their individual social and educational precollege experiences, had never considered. 

The Blount Undergraduate Initiative is not a traditional “great books” course sequence in many 

ways, but the students in this study greatly prized their exposure to some of the most significant 

authors of the classical and contemporary world. 

Students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative are not only expected to read a great deal 

of historically significant works from multiple disciplines. They are also expected to write 

extensively and critically about their engagement with these works. Blount courses frequently 

have weekly writing assignments due, and many students cited the demanding writing 

assignments as both a hardship and as a central benefit to the Blount experience. Many of the 

Blount writing assignments are position papers; in order to earn a good grade on a Blount paper, 

students must write carefully constructed arguments that take into consideration the reading 

assignments related to the paper as well as the perspectives of dissenting authors and the class 
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discussions leading to the written assignment. The students in this research felt that writing 

proficiency and the ability to formulate and articulate a well-crafted argument is a hallmark 

characteristic of a Blount scholar. 

Students also cited the importance of discussion and debate as a significant learning 

experience in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. Many of the reading assignments (The 

Communist Manifesto is but one example) challenge traditional worldviews and previously 

unexamined beliefs. Students in the program are required to formulate written position 

statements on the works assigned. Although the writing assignments are individual, students 

reported that in the days leading up to a due date, the Blount dormitory was alive with frequent 

discussions and heated debate over the relative merit of competing ideas. The classroom 

environment was also a frequent space for discussion and debate; very few Blount courses 

feature a traditional lecture format, but instead require all students to participate in vigorous 

discussions. These ongoing discussions typically last for the entirety of the term, and not only 

expose Blount students to a diversity of perspectives and beliefs, but also require that each 

student learn to be an effective and persuasive communicator. The students in this study felt that 

strong oral and written communication skills were not only a hallmark trait of the Blount 

program, but also very valuable skills for the practical and professional world. 

Although the students in this study found that the communication skills acquired through 

the Blount program were important, they found them to be rarely applicable to their study of the 

sciences. Students reported very few experiences or assessments in their science coursework that 

featured the learning expectations or outcomes in Blount courses. Students valued both science 

and non-science learning outcomes, but described them as distinct. Several students felt that the 

pronounced difference between science coursework and Blount coursework was a partial 
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explanation for why there are so few natural science majors in the Blount program. Additionally, 

many natural science majors are frequently very driven and may be more focused on their major 

than on any out-of-field or overarching learning objectives. 

Research Question Five 

What are the extracurricular and nonacademic components of the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative that appear to hold the greatest significance for students enrolled in the program? 

In a living-learning community, the lines between curricular, co-curricular, and 

extracurricular experiences are frequently blurred. For the students in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative, learning opportunities abound outside of the classroom. The nonacademic and 

extracurricular components of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative that appear to hold the 

greatest significance for students in the program are 1) the freshman year residential experience; 

2) the academic buildings as intellectual and social havens; and 3) the exposure to and tolerance 

for new and diverse beliefs, lifestyles, and perspectives held by others in the program. 

The combined living-learning environment in the freshman year held particular 

significance for the students living in the Blount dormitory. The students who lived in the dorm 

reported a sense of belonging to something greater than themselves. For some students, their 

identity as a member of the Blount community was very strong. For others, being a student in 

Blount was one of several meaningful affiliations. But almost all of the students living in the 

dormitory found that they made personal connections with peers that they would likely never 

otherwise meet. Students in Blount vary widely in their academic achievement and program of 

study. They also vary widely in their political, religious, and philosophical orientation. One trait 

common to all Blount students regardless of major is that each student in the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative made a choice to enroll in a voluntary academic program that 
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encourages intellectual discourse. As a result, the students in this study found that the dormitory 

was a common ground for students to meet, engage the texts that all of the students in the dorm 

were reading at the same time, and discuss the larger social, political, and philosophical issues 

that those texts invoked. Blount students in the freshman year all have something significant in 

common with all other residents in the dorm; by sharing a common academic program, they 

discovered other commonalities. 

The relationships built in the dormitory frequently carried over to the Blount academic 

building. It is important to distinguish these relationships from friendships; the students in this 

study shared examples of frequent interactions with peers in the Blount program but these peers 

were people with whom they never socialized outside of the Blount contexts. These peers were 

often former classmates or suitemates who shared a common academic experience and were now 

more akin to professional colleagues. The academic buildings unique to the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative provide the only common space for upperclassmen Blount students who 

are pursuing different majors. Students no longer living in the Blount dormitory frequently relied 

on the two academic buildings as on-campus bases, whether for academic purposes, social 

interaction, or something in between. The two academic buildings have even developed different 

cultures; Tuomey Hall is a space for more serious study and intellectually rigorous discourse, 

and Oliver-Bernard typically features a more relaxed and social space for casual conversation 

and meeting with friends between classes. These spaces are very important to students in the 

program, and serve as a residual residential component of the living-learning community once 

the student no longer lives in the dormitory. 

The third extracurricular component most frequently cited as critical to the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative experience is a byproduct of the first two. Specifically, students 
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described the Blount dorms and academic buildings as safe spaces for sharing oneself, and they 

placed great significance on the exposure to diverse and unfamiliar perspectives held by other 

students in the program. Several students reported meeting people who embraced alternative 

lifestyles, religious/spiritual beliefs, and even unfamiliar political affiliations for the first time 

through the Blount program. These meetings led to greater understanding of and appreciation for 

the differentness among individuals. Because the culture of the program celebrates differing 

worldviews and requires intellectual debate in a safe and tolerant environment, students in the 

program are more likely to discuss personal experiences and beliefs. Many students in this 

research stated that the single most significant experience in college has been their exposure to 

diversity through the Blount Undergraduate Initiative.  

Research Question Six 

In what ways, if at all, is the experience of the natural science major enrolled in the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative like the experience of the natural science major at a liberal arts 

college (as described in extant literature)? 

Chapter II of this study examines the student experience at liberal arts colleges as they 

are described in previously published research studies. These studies highlight several distinct 

features of natural science education at liberal arts colleges. First, that natural science majors at 

liberal arts colleges display a high propensity for graduate or professional school, and are more 

likely than their peers at other institution types to be engaged in meaningful research activities as 

undergraduates (Cech, 1999; Fraser & Smith, 1989). Of the nineteen students interviewed for 

this research, more than half reported having a meaningful research opportunity, and several 

others expressed great interest in working in a laboratory research setting prior to graduation. 

Additionally, eighteen of the nineteen students expressed very deliberate intentions to pursue 
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graduate study after completion of the undergraduate degree; the single exception (Michelle) was 

torn between a graduate program in secondary science education and a potentially lucrative 

internship at another university. The majority of the students in this study – regardless of their 

precollege academic experiences and their undergraduate academic performance – aspired to 

attend competitive natural sciences graduate programs or health professional schools.  

Another characteristic typical of the liberal arts college experience is that students at 

liberal arts colleges report more frequent and more meaningful engagement with peers from 

diverse backgrounds (Umbach & Kuh, 2006). As described earlier in this research, Blount 

students interviewed in this study reported frequent and very meaningful engagement with 

diversity. Although students’ engagement with diversity was typically limited to philosophical 

and belief-based differences, rather than racial, ethnic, and gender diversity, their articulations of 

these experiences describe meaningful and occasionally life-changing revelations about 

themselves in relationship to the outside world. It is important to acknowledge that the students 

in this study had the opportunity to encounter and interact with an equally diverse or even more 

diverse peer group outside of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative; the Blount student population 

is more racially homogenous than the overall student population at The University of Alabama. 

However, the physical proximity of others and of otherness does not always result in meaningful 

interaction with others. When asked to describe their experiences with diversity, the students in 

this research framed those experiences within the context of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. 

Participation in the Blount program and living in the Blount spaces provided an environment 

conducive to social and intellectual engagement with others.  

A third characteristic of natural science education at liberal arts colleges is that liberal 

arts colleges frequently attempt to instill at least three behaviors associated with critical thinking; 
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these behaviors include challenging conventional wisdom, developing intellectual self-efficacy, 

and becoming self-directed learners (Tsui, 2007). In her examination of critical thinking at 

liberal arts colleges, Tsui (2007) writes, “Because critical thinking is a complex skill, any 

attempt to offer a full and definitive definition of it would be futile. Like other complex 

constructs, CT is easier for one to recognize than to define” (p. 200). The students in this study 

had similar difficulty defining critical thinking, but they did demonstrate behaviors consistent 

with those outlined by Tsui. Certainly, the students interviewed for this research demonstrated a 

tendency to challenge traditional beliefs and opinions – “thinking outside the box” was a 

common refrain in the interview transcripts. However, this challenging of conventional wisdom 

was limited to non-science disciplines. Again, there seems to be a disconnect between the natural 

science disciplines and the ideals associated with a practical liberal education. Even if students 

did not consciously make connections between the disciplines, the students in this study did 

report exposure to a rigorous non-science curriculum, and that exposure alone may be reflective 

of the liberal arts college:  

A liberal arts education encourages scientists to improve their ‘competitive edge’ by 
cross-training in the humanities or arts. Such academic cross training develops a 
student’s ability to collect and organize facts, to analyze them and weigh their value, 
and to articulate an argument, and it may develop these skills more effectively than 
writing yet another lab report. (Cech, 1999, p. 210) 
 

The roles and responsibilities of faculty members also vary by institution type (Einarson 

& Clarkberg, 2004; Rusico, 1987). Studies that are more focused on faculty behaviors highlight 

some of the differences in science education at liberal arts colleges that result from a difference 

in faculty orientation at liberal arts colleges rather than the student orientation. For example, 

Ruscio (1987) found that science faculty at liberal arts colleges were more likely to pursue 

research studies of personal interest rather than those that were most lucrative or publishable; 
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that they were more likely to engage undergraduate students in research as a teaching tool; and 

that the were more likely to be generalists within their chosen field than to specialize. These 

traits of natural science faculty members at liberal arts colleges may have an impact on the 

students at these colleges, but may be more difficult to implement such a significant change in 

faculty orientation at other institution types, and natural science faculty members may actually 

choose where to work, based on the alignment of their own research interests with the culture 

and expectations of the institution type. 

Research Question Seven 

How and why do natural science majors choose to participate in an academic program 

with a liberal arts focus? 

The students in this study came from a wide variety of academic, geographic, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. So too were their reasons for enrolling in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative widely varied. Many (typically these were the most academically accomplished 

students in the group) chose to participate in the program because they identified with the values 

associated with traditional liberal arts education: critical thinking and inquiry, proficiency in 

written and oral communication, and drawing upon multiple sources of knowledge to address 

life’s greatest questions. Others were drawn to the program for more immediate and tangible 

benefits: early course registration times and a smaller, more accessible community. A number of 

the students in this study enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative without fully 

understanding what the program was. Yet all of them voluntarily remained enrolled in the 

program, and all felt that their participation in the Blount community, through coursework and 

out-of-classroom experiences, added value to their science degrees. The degree to which students 

integrated their science and non-science learning varied by each student, but the overwhelming 
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majority of the students in this study enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative because 

they are academically curious and they believe that a broadly based interdisciplinary education 

would enhance their understanding of and appreciation for the natural sciences. For most of the 

students in this study, and particularly those close to graduation, the content and skills learned 

through the science curriculum has great significance for their graduate and professional 

ambitions. However, the Blount curriculum also has significance; the consensus of the students 

in this research is that participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative cultivates specific 

skills: intellectual curiosity, appreciation for diversity, and critical engagement with different 

sources of knowledge. Natural science majors in this study chose to enroll and chose to remain 

enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative because the students perceived that these skills 

would better prepare them for life after college. 

Conclusions 

 The AAC&U (2002) report Greater Expectations sets forth a series of organizing 

educational principles that describe the undergraduate education necessary for the twenty-first 

century. Although all facets of higher education leadership may not universally agree upon these 

Organizing Educational Principles, they do provide an organizing framework for the analysis of  

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. Rather than utilizing the Organizing Educational Principles 

as a tool for assessing the effectiveness of the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, the Principles 

were instead utilized solely as a conceptual perspective for describing an education that is both 

liberal and practical. A practical liberal education should prepare students to be intentional, 

lifelong learners; celebrate both conceptual understanding and practical application; and 

encourage students to collaboratively draw upon multiple sources of knowledge in order to 

address complex problems. This study sought to explore a central research question: Using the 
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Organizing Educational Principles set forth in Greater Expectations as a theoretical frame, how, 

if at all, do the experiences of natural science majors enrolled in a liberal arts living-learning 

community reflect the principles associated with a practical liberal education? After developing a 

series of probing, open-ended questions designed to explore this question, the researcher 

conducted interviews with nineteen natural science majors enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative. An analysis of interview transcripts and field notes taken during the interviews led the 

researcher to come to the following conclusions. 

Through their participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative, the students in this 

study experienced a new paradigm liberal education as defined by Greater Expectations. Natural 

science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative described educational and intellectual 

engagement through the Blount curriculum that emphasized several educational objectives 

consistent with new paradigm liberal education; the Blount Undergraduate Initiative valued 

learning over teaching, required integration of multiple experiences and multiple perspectives, 

rewarded the interconnectedness of disciplinary knowledge, and celebrated the diversity of 

individuals. Most students found this learning environment to be personally rewarding and 

academically challenging. Students felt that the competencies achieved through participation in 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative would be valuable to them personally and professionally. 

However, few students articulated direct connections between Blount learning objectives and 

their educational experiences in the natural sciences. 

Natural science education is more consistent with old paradigm liberal education; old 

paradigm teaching and learning styles may be more appropriate for natural science education. 

The students interviewed in this study described their learning objectives within natural science 

coursework as consisting largely of rote memorization and discipline-specific practical and 
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conceptual knowledge. Students did not perceive these teaching and learning objectives as less 

important or less intellectually challenging than the requirements in their Blount coursework. 

Rather, they expressed the belief that the acquisition of vast amounts of unchallenged factual 

knowledge was fundamental to competency in the science disciplines. 

Learning outcomes in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative in the natural sciences are 

rarely integrated, and the Blount program supplements the science major, rather than 

complements it. Although some of the students in this study described their science and non-

science education as parts of an interconnected whole, many of their articulations evoked a 

different relationship. Freshman and sophomore students frequently described more overlap 

between themes in their major and non-major coursework, but as students progressed through the 

curriculum and took more advanced and specialized science coursework, the integration between 

major and out-of-field coursework diminished. Natural science education at The University of 

Alabama relies on old paradigm methods of teaching and learning, and emphasizes content 

knowledge over multidisciplinary, integrative learning outcomes. Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative coursework considers multiple perspectives and encourages students to reach their own 

conclusions. In the early years, students reported more overlap and connectedness between 

science and non-science learning. But as they specialized within the science major, non-science 

coursework and learning became more disconnected. Figure 5, below, depicts this 

disconnectedness between science and non-science education over time. 
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Figure 5. The widening gap between science and non-science educational experiences over the 
undergraduate years. 

 
The residential spaces and academic buildings exclusive to a learning community 

encourage out-of-class engagement and learning in ways that traditional academic structures do 

not; these spaces also contribute greatly to students’ sense of identity with the community even 

after they have moved off campus. The students in this study consistently cited the importance of 

the residential component of the Blount program in the freshman year. Having classmates that 

were also fellow residents created both a sense of belonging and community for the residents in 

the program. Living in the same building with classmates also engaged in the same intellectual 

exercises promoted out-of-class discussion and interaction. In contrast, those who did not live in 

the Blount dormitory for the freshman year typically reflected a diminished integration with the 

curricular and community aspects of the program. Upperclassmen Blount students reported an 

ongoing physical connection to the program after the freshman year through the use of the two 

academic buildings exclusive to the Blount Undergraduate Initiative. These spaces may be a way 

for students living off campus to remain connected to the institution beyond the classroom, and 
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thereby encourage students’ engagement in other academic and nonacademic programs offered 

through the community or through the university. 

The degree to which a research university can mirror the curricular and cultural aspects 

of natural science education at a liberal arts college may be limited by the differences in 

institutional organization and mission. Students in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative 

experience some characteristics typical of those at liberal arts colleges, but not all of them. The 

living-learning community may not be able to fully recreate a liberal arts college experience. The 

students in this study expressed an appreciation for the critical thinking skills and broad 

intellectual curiosity nurtured through the Blount program. Students also cited their experiences 

in the Blount program as enhancing their appreciation for the natural sciences as part of an 

interconnected network of disciplines, even though this interconnectedness was rarely 

experienced in the classroom. Some characteristics of natural science education at liberal arts 

colleges are difficult to recreate at large universities. For example, the degree to which 

interdisciplinary activities are possible may be limited at large institutions due to space 

constraints, institutional pressures, and other factors. The students in this study Participation in 

the Blount Undergraduate Initiative significantly augmented natural science majors’ curriculum; 

it did not transform it.  

Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

A thorough review of the research questions as well as subsequent conclusions drawn 

from the results of this study leads the researcher to suggest the following recommendations for 

practitioners and policymakers. 

Administrators should recognize the living-learning community and liberal educational 

environments as value added programs, and should allocate resources to these programs 
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accordingly. The students in this study were nearly universal in their enthusiastic support for the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative as a rigorous and meaningful learning experience. These 

students also demonstrated substantial academic and intellectual growth in their undergraduate 

years, and attributed much of that growth to their experiences through the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative. Program administrators should carefully consider how to best implement, support, and 

promote similar learning environments. 

Universities should actively promote the benefits of liberal educational environments to 

natural science majors.  The natural science majors in this study benefitted from their 

participation in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative in ways that non-science majors may not. 

Specifically, the learning expectations and didactic approaches in science coursework appear to 

be very different from those in Blount coursework. Additionally, natural science majors may 

have fewer opportunities to engage and interact with peers from non-science disciplines, due to 

the large number of science and engineering courses required for those majors. Some of the 

students in this study bypassed many of the non-science general education requirements by 

taking Advanced Placement or dual enrollment courses prior to entering college. Therefore, the 

impact of a practical and liberal education curriculum that encourages multiple sources of 

knowledge and celebrates the importance of diversity may be of particular significance for 

students majoring in a natural science. Natural science majors do not naturally gravitate to the 

Blount Undergraduate Initiative (natural science majors comprise less than 10% of the total 

population), yet the natural science major appears to benefit greatly from such a program. In 

addition to encouraging interdisciplinary or out-of-field learning opportunities, natural science 

faculty members should examine folding some of these interdisciplinary and broad learning 

objectives into the science curriculum; additionally, the science departments should identify 
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those general education courses of particular benefit to natural science majors, and encourage 

science majors to take these courses as electives where appropriate. 

Program administrators should clearly and operationally define the intended learning 

outcomes associated with learning communities and with liberal educational environments, and 

should communicate these intended outcomes to students and faculty. Even though the majority 

of the students interviewed in this study were enthusiastic supporters of the program in which 

they were participating, they had difficulty articulating exactly what the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative entailed and what the learning objectives sought to impart to the students in the 

program. Though defining concepts such as liberal education and critical thinking can be elusive, 

it is important to communicate at least a rudimentary definition of the learning objectives in the 

program, and to ensure that students are able to articulate these definitions. These 

communications should start in the classroom in the freshman year and in subsequent seminar 

courses. Part of the capstone course in the senior year should include a deliberate reexamination 

of the intended learning objectives and students’ self-assessment of their development in these 

areas during the undergraduate years. 

The physical places and social spaces unique to this learning community are central to 

the overall learning community experience for these students. Learning community 

administrators should consider the relative merits of adding a residential component to new or 

existing programs.  Natural science majors in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative described the 

residential component of the program as a significant enhancement to the program. Sharing a 

living space with classmates, having access to classrooms in the residence hall, and using the two 

academic buildings as social and intellectual destinations proved valuable and solidifying 

opportunities. The students in this study who did not live in the dormitory described their 
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experiences differently than those who did live in residence; these ‘outsiders’ still reported 

significant academic and intellectual growth through the program, but a diminished sense of 

belonging. Policymakers seeking to implement a learning community should consider the 

relative benefits of providing residential as well as curricular learning communities. Residential 

learning communities require greater institutional commitment, but offer significant advantages 

to both students and institutions that nonresidential learning communities do not, including 

enhanced development of critical thinking skills and greater student interaction with peers and 

faculty (Inkelas, Vogt, Longerbeam, Owen, & Johnson, 2006). 

Program administrators should seek curricular innovations and enhancements that 

promote interdisciplinary learning throughout all four undergraduate years. These 

enhancements can range from simple, cost effective freshman and senior seminars, to much more 

comprehensive learning environments that rely on faculty collaboration from multiple 

disciplines. Because the students in this study described a gradual separation over time between 

the connectedness of major coursework and out-of-field coursework, faculty and administrators 

should seek learning activities and assignments that encourage integrated learning, even in 

advanced courses within the discipline. As referenced earlier in this research, Chamany, Allen, 

and Tanner (2008) describe a biology lecture on sickle cell anemia that addresses both scientific 

and sociocultural issues. Several students in this study provided examples of Blount coursework 

taken in their final year that enabled them to incorporate (science) disciplinary learning, but these 

examples were relatively infrequent and students described the integration between disciplines as 

almost accidental rather than intentional. Program designers should strengthen the connections 

between disciplines throughout the undergraduate program by incorporating multidisciplinary 

lectures like the one described above in junior and senior level science courses. If science faculty 
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members do not feel qualified to present these lectures, then a collaborative and reciprocal 

arrangement with humanities and social science faculty should be encouraged.  

Even in the absence of a formal learning community structure, university administrators 

should consider the significance of residential and nonacademic spaces as learning 

environments. The students in this study all expressed an appreciation for the impact that the 

academic buildings exclusive to the Blount Undergraduate Initiative had on their experiences in 

the program. Because this institution has recently constructed the majority of the new 

dormitories in a configuration that gives students more privacy (and potentially greater chances 

for social and intellectual isolation), consideration should be given to how academic buildings 

and dormitories can also be deliberately constructed learning environments. 

Finally, university administrators should consider the differences in how students 

perceive interactions with diversity, and make deliberate efforts to expand students’ 

understanding of the multiple conceptualizations of diversity.  Because students in this study 

defined diversity in very specific ways, they may have unwittingly categorized these experiences 

as being more inclusive of an outside world than they actually are. Students should be 

encouraged to see diversity as not only among traditional-aged, southeastern, university students. 

Although students’ experiences with diversity did expand their appreciation for others, they 

defined that diversity very narrowly. University administrators should continue to create 

opportunities for students to engage the concept of diversity more broadly than just by those with 

whom students share the campus.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Although the findings of this study do provide additional insight and knowledge of the 

experiences of natural science majors enrolled in a liberal education community, several 
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important questions are still unanswered, and the findings of this study suggest several additional 

entry points for scholarly inquiry. The researcher makes the following recommendations for 

future research: 

1. This research examined a small subset of students at a large institution. A future study 

might examine the experiences of students enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative in comparison to a similar group of students also enrolled at the same institution 

but not enrolled in the Blount program. This study explored the articulations of Blount 

students at The University of Alabama; what is not known is how these articulations 

differ for students at The University of Alabama who are not enrolled in Blount. 

2. Because this research study focused exclusively on the articulations of Blount students 

that are also natural science majors, few conclusions can be expanded to a larger and 

more diverse student body. A future study that focuses on the articulations of non-science 

majors would provide insight not only on the similarities and differences between 

students enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative who are pursuing different 

majors, but would also shed light on the relative alignment of disciplines with the 

Organizing Educational Principles outlined in Greater Expectations. 

3. A future study should examine the experiences of natural science majors enrolled at a 

traditional liberal arts college. As addressed several times in this study, liberal education 

is not limited to the liberal arts college. However, previous studies indicate that natural 

science education at liberal arts colleges does feature a number of unique qualities (Astin, 

1999; Cech, 1999; Harvey & Immerwahr, 1995; Umbach & Kuh, 2006). An examination 

of natural science majors at liberal arts colleges through the theoretical lens of the 
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Organizing Educational Principles in Greater Expectations would shed additional light 

on these unique qualities, and potentially on their transferability to other institution types. 

4. The researcher recommends that a similar study be conducted at another university that 

also offers a living-learning community featuring similar curricular objectives. The 

features, student outcomes, and perceptions of students in the Blount Undergraduate 

Initiative may be unique to the program, inconsistent with of other learning communities, 

or influenced by other forces not examined by this research. A study conducted at a 

similar large institution also offering a living learning community would yield additional 

insight as to the specific features and components of each program that are unique, and 

which components are transferrable. 

5. An additional recommendation for future study would be for an examination of Blount 

faculty members’ engagement with the curriculum and with their perceptions on the 

nature of interdisciplinary, practical liberal education. This study attempts to provide 

insight on how students engage with classical and contemporary liberal education. An 

exploration of the same issue but from the perspective of the instructor rather than of the 

learner may illuminate consistencies and inconsistencies between learning objectives and 

learning outcomes. 

6. This study utilized an organizational framework that focused on students’ academic 

experiences. An examination of a similar student population but grounded in a student 

development or student affairs framework may provide a different perspective of STEM 

students’ experiences in learning communities. For example, utilizing the Biglan’s (1973) 

model of characterizing academic disciplines as pure or applied based on the subject 
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matter may shed light on the relationship between the disciplines and the students who 

study them. 

7. A final recommendation would be to examine students’ reflections on their experiences 

as members of a similar community several years after graduation from the program. The 

students in this research were reflecting on their experiences as they were occurring. A 

study that examined the longer term impact of participation in a learning community, as 

well as the changes, if any, in how former participants articulated those experiences may 

demonstrate the long-term significance of learning community participation as well as 

show how, if at all, learning community participation impacts adult behaviors and 

attidudes. 

Concluding Remarks 

 The purpose of this study was to contribute to the understanding of how natural science 

majors engage with and integrate out-of-field learning experiences. Specifically, this study 

examined the impact that participation in a residential learning community had on natural 

science majors and their engagement with out-of-field coursework, as well as with 

comprehensive learning objectives. Using the Association of American Colleges and 

Universities’ (2002) national panel report, Greater Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a 

Nation Goes to College as a framework for conceptualizing classical and contemporary liberal 

education, this study sought to explore how students internalize and articulate their 

undergraduate experiences as part of a practical liberal education. Through the utilization of a 

qualitative, interview-based design and subsequent analysis of interview transcripts and field 

notes, the researcher identified a series of conclusions. 
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 This study found that natural science majors enrolled in a liberal arts learning community 

do articulate a number of positive educational behaviors associated with both classical and 

practical liberal education. Science majors frequently described their liberal educational 

curriculum as extremely valuable in making them more aware of social and philosophical 

considerations. This liberal education was supplemental to their primary learning objective of 

knowledge acquisition in the major. The physical structures associated with the learning 

community, as well as the social and interpersonal significance of these structures, were 

perceived as valuable and important components of the learning community. The students in this 

study who were closer to graduating were more discipline-specific and reported less 

interconnectedness between their science and non-science coursework than those in their 

freshman year. This finding suggests that curricular enhancements should include more 

consistent and deliberate attempts to connect learning in the sciences to learning in other 

disciplines.  Finally, this study found that not all desirable characteristics of a given learning 

environment are transferrable to other institutional contexts. The objective of this study was to 

contribute to the understanding of the complex relationship between practical liberal education 

and natural science education. Additionally, this study seeks to further explore the potential of 

learning communities in providing a natural science education that is both practical and liberal in 

its orientation. 

Through this study, the researcher gained some insights as to the ways in which natural 

science majors enrolled in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative perceive and make meaning from 

their experiences in two distinct academic programs: a major rooted in the sciences, and a minor 

rooted in the humanities and liberal arts. While the natural science curriculum and the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative complement one another in several ways, significant differences 
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emerged in how students perceive the academic, intellectual, and interpersonal experiences in 

each. Natural science students are underrepresented in this learning community, but seem to 

describe their experiences positively and perceive that their participation in a liberal arts learning 

community is both rewarding and challenging. Ultimately, programs such as the Blount 

Undergraduate Initiative, an example of a contemporary liberal educational environment, appear 

to add value to the undergraduate degree, especially for students majoring in the sciences. 

Advances in the natural sciences and technical professions will mean that the next generation of 

scientists will face unprecedented opportunities and abilities, but will also face serious 

challenges: the unintended consequences of technological advancements and the unanticipated 

social and cultural changes as a result of expanding scientific knowledge. Solving these 

challenges will likely require drawing upon multiple sources of knowledge. Fallon is a 

graduating senior preparing to begin her Ph.D. studies in chemistry. She described her evolving 

understanding of liberal education as the integration of multiple ways of knowing: 

Traditionally, I would have thought of [liberal education] as English and history and non-
science things…I think with Blount, it’s more about integrating the information and 
learning the discussion and the synthesis of information. I think the liberal arts is the 
synthesis of all the different fields together. I think that’s my feeling of what our liberal 
arts program is. It’s not the same everywhere, but I think that’s what it’s trying to be – the 
synthesis of everything.  

 
In Greater Expectations, The Association of American Colleges and Universities envisions 

twenty-first century liberal education as a synthesis of the classical and the practical curriculum.  

Residential learning communities like the Blount Undergraduate Initiative may contribute to the 

realization of that vision. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
Interview Date: ________________________________ 

Time: ________________________________________ 

Place: ________________________________________ 

Reviewed and obtained signature on informed consent form (circle one)?   Yes    No 
 
Interviewee name: ___________________________  Class Standing ________________ 
 
Gender: _________________     Age: __________Race: ___________________ 

Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today.  
 
Identifying questions 
 

1. Where are you from? Did you come a long way to attend UA, or did you grow up close 
by? 

2. Growing up, what were your favorite classes in school? 
3. What is your undergraduate major? 
4. What led to your choice to attend The University of Alabama? What other schools did 

you consider? 
5. How did you choose your major? What about it was compelling? 
6. What have been some of your most important extracurricular activities? Are you in a 

fraternity/sorority? 
7. When do you plan to graduate from The University? 
8. What are your plans after graduation?  

 
Academic/intellectual engagement 
 

1. Tell me about a course you took that had a big impact on you. Why was it significant? 
2. Do you read much, other that what is assigned? What are some of your favorite books? 
3. Have you participated in a research setting while in college? If so, what did you like and 

not like about it? 
4. What has been your favorite NON-science course? 
5. What do you think of the university’s general education requirements? If you could, how 

would you alter the core curriculum? 
6. If you could go back in time and talk to yourself on the first day of your freshman year, 

what advice would you give?  
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7. How has your personal philosophy changed since you started college? Your values, your 
beliefs, your priorities? 

 
Questions based on Greater Expectations 
 

1. How would you describe the difference between what is taught in the Blount 
Undergraduate Initiative, and what is learned? 

2. Which skill is more important to you: learning the content, or learning how to evaluate 
the validity of what is taught? 

3. At most colleges, the curriculum is divided into disciplines: history, English, math, 
philosophy. Do you see these disciplines as unrelated, or are the disciplines somehow 
connected? If so, how? What role has your Blount experience had in shaping your 
answer? 

4. What does “interdisciplinary” mean to you? What do you think about the idea of 
“interdisciplinary” coursework? How is the Blount Undergraduate Initiative an 
interdisciplinary program? 

5. What has been the best lesson you’ve learned in college? As part of Blount? 
6. How would you say that a liberal arts curriculum is provided through the program? How 

has college been different for you as a result of being in Blount? 
7. What effect do the living spaces – the Blount dorm and the two academic buildings, have 

on the experience of being in Blount? 
8. What has been your experience with group class assignments? What do you think of 

group vs. individual assessments that affect your grade? 
9. What has been your experience working with students not like you? Not just race/gender, 

but people who have different values, priorities, and experiences prior to coming to 
college? 

 
Overarching questions: 
 

1. What do all Blount students have in common? 
2. Why did you choose to enroll in the Blount Undergraduate Initiative?  
3. The Blount Undergraduate Initiative is described in its promotional literature as 

providing a liberal arts curriculum. How important was this to you in choosing to enroll 
in the program? 

4. For you, what has been the most important feature of the Blount Undergraduate 
Initiative? 

5. Define “critical thinking” for me. Do you believe that critical thinking was specifically 
taught as part of your college coursework? Through out-of-classroom experiences? If so, 
in what ways? 

6. What are some things that every well-educated person should know? 
7. How do you define “well educated”? 
8. This study is in part looking at liberal arts education and the value of a liberal arts 

learning environment. How would you define the “liberal arts”? Would you describe your 
own college experience to this point as a liberal arts education? 

9. Do you consider yourself a scientist? How has participation in Blount shaped that 
perception?
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE SYLLABUS 

BUI 101-102 Grading Policies 
 
Attendance:   Foundations Course:  Of course, you are expected to attend every class.  You 
will be allowed three absences.  If you miss more than three classes, your grade for the course 
will drop 5 points for each class missed after the third absence.  No excuses will be accepted. 
 
Convocation:  You are expected to attend every convocation.  If you miss more than one 
convocation, your grade for the convocation portion of this course will be a failure. 
 
Grading Distribution:        
Papers 1 & 2  10% each 
(length:  no more than 4 pages) 
Papers 3 & 4  15% each 
(no more than 6 pages) 
Final Exam  20% 
Participation   15% 
Journals or   
  Reaction papers 15% 
               100% 
 
Participation Expectations:  You must participate regularly, relevantly and thoughtfully.  If you 
do so, you will receive the full 15% credit for participation.  This does not mean that you have to 
say something every class.  But you do have to make your presence known in a meaningful way 
every week. 
 
Reaction Papers/Quizzes 
You may be required to keep a journal of your reactions to the assigned readings.  Or you may be 
asked, at the beginning of class, to answer a question about those readings.  In each case your 
grade on those assignments will depend upon the quality and accuracy of your response to the 
reading.  If you miss a quiz or fail to hand in a reaction paper when required, then your grade for 
that assignment will be a failure. 
Formal Essays 
You will write four papers during the course of the semester.       
Paper Rewrites 
In special cases, and only at the instructor’s discretion, you may be allowed to rewrite one paper.  
If you are permitted a rewrite, the version receiving the highest grade will be the one to count in 
your final evaluation.  But the instructor is under no obligation to permit a rewrite. 
Late Paper Policy 
You are expected to turn in your papers at the beginning of class on the day those papers are due.  
Any late paper will be penalized a letter grade for each day late (weekend days count too).  After 
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four days, the late paper will receive an “F.”  You will not be permitted to rewrite a paper that 
has been awarded an “F” for lateness. 
Comprehensive Final Exam 
Your final examination will be a comprehensive examination consisting of an essay or a series of 
essays based upon questions given to you at the time of the final exam. 
               
Plagiarism and Other Forms of Academic Misconduct 
The work a student hands in for marking must be his   or her own work.  While students will be 
strongly encouraged to work together, to review each other's work, and to give each other all 
possible assistance, the University expects that no student will directly copy another student's 
work or borrow material from secondary sources (including material taken from the internet) 
without  acknowledgement.  Note that you must acknowledge sources, even if you translate the 
information into your own words. This point applies especially to seminar notes. The penalties 
for plagiarism are heavy:  
If you are found guilty of plagiarism or other forms of academic misconduct, you will be 
dismissed from the Blount program. 
 
Fall 2009 
 BUI 101 Freshman Foundations Course Syllabus   
BUI 101-001 – TR 2:00 – 3:15 Hargis, Shrode 
BUI 101-002 – TR 12:30 – 1:45 Burke, John 
BUI 101-003 – TR  12:30 – 1:45 Schwab, Stephen 
BUI 101-004 – TR -3:30 – 4:45 Keene, Deborah  
BUI 101-005 – TR 11:00 – 12:15 Borrelli, Stephen  
BUI 101-006 – TR 11:00 – 12:15 Davis, Sara 
BUI 101-007 – TR 11:00 – 12:15 DeWitt, David 
All sections of BUI 101 meet in the Living-Learning Center 
 
BUI 100 Convocation—Ordinarily, the second and fourth Mondays of each month, 4-5:15 p.m. 
in 30 ten Hoor, unless otherwise announced.  The dates:  8/24, 9/14, 9/28, 10/12, 10/26, 
11/9,11/23.  Only one absence is allowed. 
 
The Foundations Course, like the Blount program itself, affirms the value of a liberal arts 
education.  It invites students to join faculty in the liberal arts tradition of exploring the 
intellectual and cultural heritage of Western civilization, and of developing the critical 
perspectives necessary to a broad understanding of the world in all of its diversity.  The emphasis 
is on discussion and debate, and on the connections between and historical continuities among 
the classic disciplines. 
 
The Subject of the Fall Seminar: "Origins" 
 
As far as we know, humans are the only species with the mental capacity to ask questions about 
origins.  Where do we come from as individuals, as spirits, as a species, as a planet, as a solar 
system.  This semester we explore the different ways the disciplines have grappled with the 
question of "origins." 
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Rules of the Road: The Method of Shared Inquiry in the Seminar 
 
1. Only those who have read the selection may take part in discussion.  Participants who have not 
read the selection cannot support their views with evidence from the text or make sound 
judgments about what others say about the work.  It is therefore very important that keep up 
with, if not ahead, of the assigned readings, so that you can participate fully in the seminar. 
 
2. Discussion is restricted primarily to the selection everyone has read.  When the selection is the 
main focus of discussion, everyone can determine whether facts are accurately recalled and 
views adequately supported. 
 
3. All opinions should be supported with evidence from the selection.  The point of the 
discussion is to come to a better understanding of the reading or other material being considered. 
 
4. We will not move on to new questions until we have explored the old ones, and until the group 
has had a chance to consider follow-up points and questions.  The aim of the course is not to beat 
the clock, or to march relentlessly through the material.  The schedule is important, but it is not 
sacrosanct.  We will not always reach consensus or agreement, and that is not our goal.  Rather, 
it is to see, as a group, that our questions have been thoroughly examined. 
 
 
Required Books Available for Purchase 
 
Augustine, The Confessions. 
Brent, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. 
Cavalli-Sforza, The Great Human Diaspora 
Chatwin, B. In Patagonia. 
Descartes, R. Discourse on Method 
Faulkner, W. Go Down, Moses 
Freud, S.  Civilization and Its Discontents 
Shakespeare, W. The Tempest 
Wilson, E. O.  In Search of Nature. 
 
A course-packet, hereafter known as CP, contains the other readings, including poetry selections, 
and will also be available at the bookstore but only at the University Supply Store.  Students are 
required to obtain copies.   
 
SCHEDULE  Fall 2009 
Week One 
  
Introduction to Themes:  Origins  
 
August 20, Thursday—Introduction to Course.  Reading:  Augustine, The Confessions (Book I), 
3-23 
 
Week Two 
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                        Origins of Knowledge and Self 
 
August 25,  Tuesday—Readings:  E. O. Wilson, “The Serpent,” pp. 5-30 in In Search of Nature 
(ISN).  Augustine, The Confessions (Books II-III), 24-51 
 
August 27:  Thursday—Reading:  Augustine (Books IV-VI), 52-110 
   
Week Three 
 
September 1, Tuesday—Readings: Augustine (Book VII), 111-32 
Robert Frost, "Into My Own" (poem in CP) 
     
September 3, Thursday—Reading:  Augustine (Books VIII-X), 133-220 
  
                      Origins of the Natural World 
 
Week Four 
  
September  8, Tuesday—Reading:  Bible, Genesis (CP, 2-10) 
     (First paper due at beginning of class) 
 
September 10, Thursday—Readings:  Bible, Genesis.  Gamow, “The Great Expansion” (CP, 12-
23).  Neil deGrasse Tyson, “In Defense of the Big Bang” (CP) 
           
Week Five 
 
September 15, Tuesday—Reading:  Galileo, “Letter to the Grandduchess Christina” (CP, 24-45).   
 
September 17, Thursday—Readings: Darwin and Wallace, "On the tendency of species to form 
varieties; and on the perpetuation of varieties and species by natural means of selection" (CP, 46-
55) 
     
 
Week Six 
 
September 22, Tuesday—Readings:  Wilson, “Altruism and Aggression,” In Search of Nature, 
73-94.  Cavalli-Sforza, “Portraits from the Past,” 27-48 
 
September 24, Thursday—Reading:  Cavalli-Sforza, “One Hundred Thousand Years,” 49-73.  
“The Last Ten Thousand Years,” 126-63 
    
Week Seven 
 
September 29, Tuesday—Reading:  Edelman, G. "Bright Air, Brilliant Fire:  On the Matter of the 
Mind" (CP, 56-60) 
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 (Second paper due at beginning of class) 
 
October 1, Thursday—Readings:  Robert Lowell, "My Last Afternoon with Uncle Devereux 
Winslow" (poem in CP).  William Butler Yeats, "The Wild Swans at Coole" (poem in CP) 
 
Week Eight 
 
         Origins of Human Understanding: 
                    
October 6, Tuesday—Reading:  Descartes, Discourse on Method  (all except Part V, 23-33)  
Note:  Mid-term grades due this week. 
 
October 8-9—Mid-Semester Study Break 
 
Week Nine 
 
October 13, Tuesday—Reading: Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 10-63. 
 
October 15, Thursday—Reading:  Freud, 64-end. 
                     
Week Ten 
 
October 20, Tuesday—Reading:  Shakespeare, The Tempest 
 
October 22, Thursday—Readings:  The Tempest.    Langston Hughes, "Theme for English B" 
(poem in CP), and Jarrell, R. "Thinking of the Lost World" (poem in CP) 
                      
 
Week Eleven 
 
October 27, Tuesday—Reading: Wilson, “The Bird of Paradise,” ISN, 127-35 
              (Third paper due at the beginning of class) 
 
  Origins of Social Reality 
 
October 29, Thursday—Reading:  Faulkner, W. "The Bear," from Go Down, Moses, 183-243 
                      
Week Twelve 
 
November 3, Tuesday—Reading: Faulkner, “The Bear,” 243-315 
 
November 5, Thursday—Readings: Benedict, Ruth, from Patterns of Culture. 1-20, 45-57. (CP, 
67-77, 89-95) 
 
Week Thirteen 
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November 10, Tuesday—Reading:  Benedict R., cont’d., and Wilson, “Culture as a Biological 
Product,” ISN, 107-26  
  
November 12, Thursday—Reading: Chatwin, In Patagonia, 1-106 
 
Week Fourteen 
 
November 17, Tuesday—Reading:  Chatwin, 107-99.   
 
November 19, Thursday—Readings:  Gwendolyn Brooks, "To the Diaspora" (poem in CP).  
Cavalli-Sforza, “Tower of Babel,” 164-202  
 
Week Fifteen 
 
November 24, Tuesday—Reading:  Cavalli-Sforza, “Cultural Legacies,” 203-26.  (Fourth paper 
due at the beginning of class)                                
 
November 25-27, Thanksgiving Break 
               
Week Sixteen 
December 1, Tuesday—Readings:  DuBois, W.E.B. "Double Consciousness," from The Souls of 
Black Folks (CP, 61-66).  Brent, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 3-107    
 
December 3, Thursday—Reading:  Brent, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 107-210 
 
                             FINAL EXAM SCHEDULE  
 
              The final examination is comprehensive.  
Final exam for BUI 101—005, 006, 007, Wed., Dec. 9, 8-10:30 a.m. 
Final exam for BUI 101—002, 003, Fri., Dec. 11, 11:30 a.m.-2:00 p.m. 
Final exam for BUI 101—001 Tues., Dec. 8, 8-10:30 a.m. 
Final exam for BUI 101—004 Tues., Dec. 8, 7-9:30 p.m. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes.   
1.  We expect our students to develop intellectual breadth and dexterity through study of the 
liberal arts. 
2.  We expect our students to develop and improve their critical reading and writing skills. 
3.  We expect our students to acquire problem solving skills, and the ability to analyze and do 
research using data across the disciplines of the College of Arts and Sciences. 
4.  We expect our students to become effective at debate and discussion in their classes and 
outside them. 
5.  We expect our freshmen to live together and develop a sense of community from their shared 
academic experience in the program. 
 
     See related material on the Blount Undergraduate Initiative Web page, accessible through the 
University of Alabama’s web site:  www.ua.edu 
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APPENDIX C 

COLLABORATIVE INSTITUTIONAL TRAINING INITIATIVE (CITI) 

COMPLETION REPORT 
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APPENDIX D 

APPROVAL LETTERS FROM INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 

INITIAL AND REVISED PROTOCOLS 
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APPENDIX E 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA INSTITUTIONAL 

REVIEW BOARD APPLICATION 

INITIAL AND REVISED APPLICATIONS 
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