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The Impact of the Individual Learning Plan 

In recent years, Sinclair Community College’s Student Services Division has instituted a number of programs aimed at increasing student success.  One attempt at increasing student success that focuses on students who are at-risk for non-persistence is the Individual Learning Plan (ILP).  The ILP program was implemented in Summer 2003 to assist students in developing career goals and choosing majors, researching ways to finance education, identify resources that can be of assistance, and assisting students in registering for and staying in classes.  At the heart of the ILP program are special counseling and assessment efforts that identify a student’s learning style, study skill needs, personality type, and potential academic success barriers and then help the student develop a plan that will move them along in their college education.  For students who qualify, it is hoped this program will be beneficial to those who participate, particularly in terms of increased academic success and retention.

In order to qualify for the ILP program, students must meet one of the following criteria:

1- Test into 3 DEV courses below the 100 level based on COMPASS/ACCUPLACER scores.

2- Currently be undecided about a major

3- Work 40 or more hours a week 

4- Have an income below the poverty level (based on the same criteria that is used to determine eligibility for Pell grants).

Students who meet any one of these criteria are strongly encouraged to participate in the ILP program.  Note that #3 and #4 are based on self-report responses on the COMPASS/ ACCUPLACER placement tests.  

At the request of Student Services, IPR conducted a study to determine whether the ILP process has an impact on student success and retention.  Working with Student Success Planning Services, students who had participated in the full ILP process were identified and compared with students who had qualified for the ILP process, but had not participated.

Methods

Students Success Services provided a list of students who had participated in the ILP process, and a similar list of students who had qualified but had chosen not to participate.  Summer 2003 and Fall 2003 were selected as the initial terms that would be used in the study.  Students with start terms of Summer 2003 or Fall 2003 were included in the study, while students who were not first-time, first-term students were excluded from further analysis.  Based on this criteria, a total of 496 students were initially included in the study, 263 ILP students and 233 non-ILP students with start terms of Summer 2003 or Fall 2003.  Since the study was designed to address the effectiveness of the ILP program as a whole, only ILP students who had completed the initial placement test and assessments (Learning and Study Skills Inventory, Myers Briggs Type Indicator), and had at least two appointments with an ILP counselor were included in the study.  

The initial study design called for a straightforward comparison between students in the ILP group and students in the non-ILP group in the following five areas:

1- term GPA 

2- ratio of classes completed to classes attempted

3- percent of classes completed successfully (grade of A, B, C, or P)

4- percent of classes with a grade of W

5- first- to second-term retention

Since the ILP process is designed to improve academic performance and retention, a comparison of ILP and non-ILP students in these five outcome areas should give an indication of whether or not the ILP process is having the impact it was designed to make.  

However, when straightforward comparisons of the 263 ILP students and 233 non-ILP students were performed, it was discovered that the two groups differed substantially in their numeric, reading, and writing placement scores.  Specifically, the ILP group had statistically significantly lower placement scores in all three areas.  This posed a problem for the analysis – since the non-ILP group had higher placement scores, reflecting a higher level of college preparation, they would be expected to have higher GPAs, complete more classes successfully, and have fewer Ws, since they had a higher level of academic preparation at the time they arrived at Sinclair.  Had the analysis proceeded as planned, the ILP group would have had poorer academic performance in comparison to their non-ILP peers, but this would likely be due to the differences in level of academic preparation prior to coming to Sinclair, and not due to the influence of the ILP process.

Students Services counselors have noted anecdotally that many students who qualify for the ILP process but who have higher COMPASS/ACCUPLACER scores often choose not to participate.  For example, a student who is an “undecided” major or who works more than 40 hours a week may qualify for the ILP program, yet choose not to participate because their high COMPASS/ACCUPLACER scores indicate that they are academically prepared for college level courses.  Based on these observations from the Student Services counselors, it is no surprise that non-ILP students had higher placement scores.

For these reasons, the study design was modified to incorporate a “matched-pairs” design.  Programming in Microsoft Excel was used to match students into pairs based on their placement scores.  In other words, students with similar numeric, reading, and writing placement scores were placed into pairs.  Unfortunately, in using this process there were some students who did not have a suitable match.  Matches were found for 310 of the 496 students, providing 155 matched pairs of students with similar placement scores.  While this lowered the number of students in the study, it did allow for comparisons to be made between the groups without the results being skewed by unequal levels of college preparation.

Results

Once the matching had taken place, ILP and non-ILP students had essentially the same placement scores, as can be seen in the following table (as it turned out, all students who were matched and included in the analysis had taken the COMPASS placement test, and none had taken ACCUPLACER).

Mean placement scores – ILP and non-ILP students after matching

	
	Mean numeric placement test score
	Mean reading placement test score
	Mean writing placement test score

	ILP students (n = 155)
	46.15
	77.49
	57.60

	Non-ILP students (n = 155)
	46.45
	80.01
	57.95


After the matching process, the ILP and non-ILP groups did not differ in terms of level of academic preparation as indicated by placement test scores.  However, there were some demographic differences between the ILP and non-ILP students in the matched pairs.  These differences are summarized in the table that follows.

Demographic differences between ILP and non-ILP students

	
	ILP students (n = 155)
	Non-ILP students (n = 155)

	Percent male***
	34.8%
	56.1%

	Ever attended DEV***
	85.8%
	69.7%

	Percent ALH division***
	23.9%
	10.3%

	Division code of ‘ND’ (PI and CD students)***
	2.6%
	12.3%

	Percent whose self-report of income level qualified them for a Pell grant
	31.0%
	22.6%

	Percent who actually qualified to receive a Pell grant* 
	41.9%
	30.3%

	
	
	

	Mean age at start term*
	21.95
	20.25

	Credits attempted first term*
	9.44
	10.59


* statistically significant at the p < .05 level

**  statistically significant at the p < .01 level

*** statistically significant at the p < .001 level
The ILP group had a lower percent of males compared to the non-ILP group.  It appears that males are less likely to participate in the ILP process than females (as will be noted later, they also appear to be less likely to register once they have completed the ILP process).  In addition, the ILP group had a higher percent of students who had enrolled in DEV courses and a higher percent of students in the ALH division.  The ILP group had a lower percent of students with a division code of ‘ND’ (Personal Interest and Career Development students).  The ILP group had a higher mean age at their start term, and attempted fewer credits their first term.

The ILP group was also more likely to be in poverty, as indicated by criteria for Pell grants.  Based on the self-report of income and number of people in their household (taken at placement testing), more ILP students were in poverty compared to non-ILP students.  When actual qualification for Pell grants is considered, both groups have a higher percent in poverty, although the ILP group still had a higher percent of students in poverty than the non-ILP group.  The analysis of students who qualified for Pell grants leads to two conclusions.  First, students in poverty appear to be more likely to participate in the ILP process, which is encouraging, since the ILP is designed to assist students who are at-risk due to poverty.  Second, based on self-report, both ILP and non-ILP students underestimate whether or not they qualify for a Pell grant.

The main purpose of the study is to compare ILP and non-ILP students on several outcomes to see if participation in the ILP process leads to improved academic performance.   Results of comparisons of ILP and non-ILP students in the five outcome areas studied are presented in the table that follows.

Comparing academic success of ILP and non-ILP students

	
	ILP students

(n = 155)
	Non-ILP students

(n = 155)
	All first-time degree- and certificate-seeking students Fall 2003

(n = 2,897)

	First term GPA
	2.6586
	2.4451
	2.5147

	Ratio of classes completed to classes attempted*
	.7896
	.6956
	.7463

	Percent of classes completed successfully (grade of A, B, C or P)*
	75.81%
	65.51%
	71.22%

	Percent of classes with a grade of W
	7.47%
	9.98%
	9.36%

	First- to second-term retention
	77.4%
	74.2%
	73.0%


* statistically significant difference between ILP and non-ILP at the p < .05 level – note that statistical comparisons include only the ILP and non-ILP groups
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In each area, the ILP students outperformed the non-ILP students, although the differences were only statistically significant in two areas: ratio of classes completed to classes attempted, and percent of classes completed with a grade of A, B, C, or P.  In other words, ILP students completed more of the classes that they attempted than non-ILP students, and were successful in a higher percent of their classes than non-ILP students.  While there was not a statistically significant difference for first- to second-term retention, it is worth noting that the retention rate for both groups was similar to the 73.0% Fall 2003 to Winter 2004 retention rate for all new degree-and certificate-seeking students in Fall 2003.

ILP students who were not transcripted

The analyses above involve ILP and non-ILP students who were transcripted for Summer 2003 or Fall 2003.  However, there were also a number of students who engaged in the initial ILP screening and counseling process, but were never transcripted, due to either never registering or due to withdrawing from all of their classes without record.  At the request of Student Services, students who had participated in the ILP but who were not transcripted for a term were examined in an attempt to determine what students are at risk for completing the ILP but not registering.  There were 81 of these students, 33 of which dropped all of their courses and were never transcripted (22 of these students were deregistered from all of their classes due to non-payment), and 48 of which have no term-related information in the system (and therefore never registered).  The table below displays a profile of these students who went through the ILP process but who were not transcripted for Summer or Fall term.   

Characteristics of ILP students who were not transcripted

	Percent male
	54.3%

	Percent minority
	44.5%

	Percent that has ever received financial aid
	0.0%

	Percent seeking an associate’s degree for the job market
	39.2%

	Percent seeking an associate’s degree to transfer
	20.3%


There are some interesting characteristics of students who complete the initial ILP process but are not transcripted.  While the overwhelming majority of those who complete the ILP process are female, a little more than half of these students who completed the ILP and were not transcripted were male.  A little less than half of these students were minority students.  None of these students had ever received financial aid.  Finally, while it could reasonably be expected that many of these students that didn’t follow through after completing the ILP would be Personal Interest students, this doesn’t appear to be the case, since almost 60% indicated that their educational intent was to earn an associate’s degree.  Unfortunately, because these students did not get farther along in the registration process, there is only a limited amount of information available for them.   

Conclusions

The ILP process has only been used at Sinclair for a few months.  Since the ILP process has only just begun to be utilized, it would be premature to make any final judgments on the effectiveness of the ILP process based on results from only Summer and Fall terms.  In assessing the results of the present study, it should be kept in mind that a summative evaluation of the ILP program should not be made based on performance in these early months of the program.  While these results provide a benchmark, additional research in future terms will more clearly assess the impact of the ILP process.

However, some trends can be seen in the data from these first few months that the ILP process has been utilized.  While the difference in first- to second-term retention for ILP and non-ILP students was not statistically significant, there was a statistically significant difference that favored the ILP group in terms of the number of classes attempted compared to the number of classes completed and the percent of classes that are completed with an A, B, C, or P.  Based on these early results, a student’s academic success in their first term does appear to be increased by participation in the ILP process.  It appears that the ILP process is influential in enabling students to complete more of the credits they attempt, and leads to higher rates of grades A, B, C, or P.  Previous research indicates that success in the first quarter is associated with increased success in subsequent terms.   In other words, “success breeds success”.  Based on this previous research, there are reasons to believe that increasing academic success for these ILP students in their first term will have beneficial effects on their performance in subsequent terms.

Student Success Services recently conducted a survey of students who had participated in the ILP process.  There were 98 respondents among the 397 students who had participated in at least part of the ILP process between June and November 2003.  The results of this survey may be helpful in explaining some of the results of the present study.

For example, the fact that ILP students had a higher ratio of credits completed to credits attempted may reflect the benefits of the additional counseling early in the term that is part of the ILP process.  ILP students attempted fewer credits than non-ILP students, a difference that was statistically significant.  All 98 students who responded to the Student Success Services survey indicated that one-on-one counseling with a counselor in developing a learning plan was “very useful” or “useful”.  Approximately 87% of the students found the ILP to be “very helpful” or “helpful” in overcoming obstacles or concerns in starting classes.  Several of the students responded to an open-ended item on “what did you like best about the development of your learning plan” by referring to the help they received in scheduling and registering for classes.  These results from the survey provide evidence that the learning plan development and counseling they received up front made ILP students less likely to get overloaded with too many courses, given their assessed barriers.  

Similarly, the Student Success Services survey results may also help explain why ILP students had a higher success rate than non-ILP students.  Approximately 95% of the respondents found the ILP to be “very useful” or “somewhat useful” in terms of information received on improving study strategies and skills, and about the same percent chose these options when describing the usefulness of information provided on learning style preference.  Some 97% of the respondents indicated that the ILP was “very helpful” or “helpful” in overcoming obstacles and concerns in starting classes.  Responding to open-ended responses, many students mentioned the value of the ILP in showing them their academic strength and weaknesses.  Survey respondents felt strongly that these aspects of the ILP were beneficial, and that these aspects have the potential to increase success rates in courses.  It may be the case that the ILP process increased success rates for these students by providing information on study skills and strategies, providing information on learning style preference, and overcoming obstacles and concerns in starting classes.
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