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ABSTRACT: A parallel series of general chemistry courses for Life
Science Majors was created in an effort to support students and
improve general chemistry outcomes. We created a two-quarter
enhanced general chemistry course series that is not remedial, but
instead implements several evidence-based teaching practices including
Process Oriented Guided Inquiry Learning (POGIL), Peer-Led Team
Learning (PLTL), and the Learning Assistant (LA) model. We found
that students who took enhanced general chemistry had higher
persistence to the subsequent first organic chemistry course, and
performed equally well in the organic course compared to their peers
who took standard general chemistry. Students in the first enhanced
general chemistry course also reported significantly higher belonging,
although we were unable to determine if increased belonging was
associated with the increased persistence to organic chemistry. Rather we found that the positive association between taking the
enhanced general chemistry course and persistence to organic chemistry was mediated by higher grades received in the enhanced
general chemistry course. Our findings highlight the responsibility we have as educators to carefully consider the pedagogical
practices we use, in addition to how we assign student grades.
KEYWORDS: Chemical Education Research, First-Year Undergraduate/General, Second-Year Undergraduate,
Collaborative/Cooperative Learning, Student-Centered Learning, Minorities in Chemistry, Women in Chemistry

■ INTRODUCTION
General chemistry, a lower-division requirement for many
STEM majors, can pose difficulties for the nonchemistry
STEM major.1 The high proportion of Ds, Fs, Withdrawals,
and Incompletes (DFWIs) in these courses leads general
chemistry to fall under the moniker “weeder” course.2 Given
that earning even one DFWI in an introductory STEM course
is a strong predictor of switching to a non-STEM major, it is
particularly concerning that NALA (Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native, Latinx/Hispanic, and
African American/Black) students receive a disproportionately
larger number of these grades compared to their WA (White
and Asian/Asian American) peers.3 This fact may partially
explain why, despite similar levels of declared interest in
becoming STEM majors, NALA students are found to have
higher STEM attrition rates.4−7 While there are many reasons
behind a student’s choice to leave a STEM major (such as
discovering an interest and/or aptitude for a non-STEM field),
we must acknowledge the fact that some students feel pushed
out of STEM and ultimately find refuge elsewhere.8−11

A student’s lack of success in general chemistry has often
been partially attributed to inadequate high school preparation.
Even at highly selective colleges and universities, students enter

these courses with a wide variation in prior chemistry
experience: some students have taken Advanced Placement
(AP) chemistry, while others have had no exposure to
chemistry at all. The opportunity to take a high-quality
college-level chemistry course while in high school is
associated with race and socioeconomic class due to racial
segregation and inequities in school funding.11−13 In other
words, due to systemic racism, students who enter general
chemistry courses with less prior chemistry experience tend to
identify as NALA and/or are from low socioeconomic status
backgrounds. But this alone does not explain the disparities we
see in grades and attrition between NALA and WA students; it
has been shown that significant attrition gaps persist even
when prior preparation is accounted for.3,4,14 And even those
students who would be characterized as “prepared” (i.e., they
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have taken advanced coursework in high school) can report
feeling ill-equipped to handle the challenges of college STEM
coursework.2,15

■ RATIONALE AND BACKGROUND
Often programs designed to support students derive from a
deficit model of academic opportunities.5,16 One such
intervention is participation of students in academic support
programs that are separate from, but coordinated with, their
course work. These programs employ a holistic approach that
may include counseling, collaborative learning workshops,
and/or exposure to research.17,18 These programs, however,
often require an application process and early commitment
(e.g., the summer before starting college), along with an
investment of time that may discourage participation by
students with multiple demands on their time including family
obligations and the need to support themselves financially.
Additionally, other criteria for such academic support
programs may be related to high school GPA or SAT score
and thus exclude such support for all needful students.
Rather than trying to approach this situation from a student-

deficit perspective through means such as academic support
programs or remedial coursework, one can approach this
problem from a course-deficit perspective and consider what
changes can be made to improve the experiences of students in
our introductory STEM courses.2,5,17 For instance, incorporat-
ing active learning in the classroom is associated with both
increased learning19 and decreased disparities in exam scores
and passing rates for low-income students as well as students
who identify as NALA.20 Highly structured courses have been
associated with similar effects.21,22 But these and other study
findings suggest that active learning needs to be done in
relatively intense and deliberate ways in order to see a decrease
in performance differences.20,23

Three nationally adopted instructional innovations have
been shown to integrate this additional structure into the
chemistry classroom:
Process Oriented Guided Inquiry Learning (POGIL, https://
pogil.org)24−26

In a POGIL classroom, students work in small teams on highly
structured worksheets organized around an explore−invent−
apply learning cycle. Teams usually consist of 3−5 students
and each team member is assigned a specific role. Through this
collaborative work, students construct their own knowledge
while simultaneously developing process skills (e.g., teamwork,
management, information processing) that have the potential
to benefit all learning.27 POGIL activities frequently take the
place of traditional lectures, and the instructor acts as a
facilitator of critical thinking rather than as the presenter of
knowledge. For this reason, POGIL is often used in smaller
classroom settings of 30 students or fewer, although it has been
successfully implemented in large lecture courses as well.28

Integrating POGIL can lead to increased performance on
standardized exams from the American Chemical Society,29

along with growth in process skills.30

Peer-Led Team Learning (PLTL, https://sites.google.com/
view/pltl)31−33

Rather than replace lecture time with group work, under-
graduate students who were previously successful in a course
can act as peer leaders of workshops that are supplemental to
yet well-integrated with the course. The groups tend to be
larger (6−8 students), and the peer leader creates a supportive

environment to encourage all students to actively participate in
the problem-solving sessions. PLTL is based upon the Zone of
Proximal Development theory,34 which emphasizes the
benefits of learning from a capable peer. Consequently, an
instructor is generally not present during the workshops and as
such, peer leaders undergo intensive training in leadership and
group facilitation. There are many recorded benefits of
employing PLTL in STEM such as improved course
performance, increased retention, and positive student
perceptions.35−37

Undergraduate Learning Assistant (LA) Program (https://
www.learningassistantalliance.org)38,39

The LA program also uses undergraduates who are trained to
foster collaborative and inclusive learning during class. While
having a similar structure to PLTL, a major difference is that
rather than separate workshops, LAs are integrated into the
classroom and provide assistance to the instructor. Use of LAs
is also associated with increased student satisfaction,40

decreased failure rates,41 increased performance on higher-
order assessments,18 and more equitable classrooms.43

■ DETAILS OF INTERVENTION
Given that our institution has documented grade disparities
between NALA and WA students in our general chemistry
track for Life Science majors, we developed a parallel series of
enhanced general chemistry courses that uses the three above-
mentioned high-impact practices shown to support students. It
should be noted that the enhanced courses are not remedial,
and the learning objectives are identical to those used in the
standard general chemistry courses offered to all Life-Science-
focused students.
The standard and enhanced versions of general chemistry

both consist of three 50 min lectures a week. The courses are
similar in size (approximately 300 students in a standard
lecture relative to 230 students in an enhanced lecture), and
both lectures are assigned four graduate Teaching Assistants
(TAs). The primary difference occurs in discussion section.
While the standard series has a 50 min weekly discussion
section, the weekly discussion time has been increased to 110
min for the enhanced series. Both the standard and enhanced
discussion sections enroll between 20 to 25 students. With the
extra time designated in the enhanced discussions, we are able
to structure the sections around evidenced-based practices,
specifically PLTL and POGIL. Essentially the discussion
sections are centered on POGIL-based worksheets, and
facilitated by LAs who integrate techniques from PLTL. We
are not the first to blend these methodologies,35,44 but our
particular approach is outlined in Table 1 and in the SI. By
increasing the discussion time, we are able to build intentional
teamwork into the classroom culture. While there is more class
time associated with the enhanced series, both the standard
and enhanced general chemistry series carry the same 4 units
of course credit. The expectation is that time students would
normally use on independent study can instead be used on the
guided development of chemistry concepts and process skills.

■ THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
The design of the enhanced series was grounded in self-
determination theory (SDT). SDT assumes that people are
inherently interested in gaining knowledge due to an intrinsic
curiosity about the world. As educators, we can lobby this
intrinsic motivation for learning by promoting student
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autonomy, focusing on learning goals rather than performance
goals, building student self-efficacy through mastery experi-
ences with feedback, and encouraging relevance and related-
ness in the classroom.45−47 It has been found that having
supportive instructors and peers is positively correlated with
students’ perceived competence and intrinsic motivation,
which in turn can lead to greater academic achievement and
lower rates of attrition.48 For this reason, the enhanced series
incorporates multiple, high-impact practices that have been
shown to support students in these ways (see Details of
Intervention for more information).
SDT is focused on exploring the connection between a

student’s tendency toward growth and the potential causes for
resiliency. Our research questions are centered on this
connection, specifically how persistence in STEM is related
to sense of belonging and grade received. The connection
between these three variables was introduced in Tinto’s model
of retention, which posits that college attrition is related to a
student’s personal attributes and experiences, as well as their
social and academic integration within the college commun-
ity.49 Social integration is related to involvement in activities as
well as positive relationships with peers and faculty (i.e., sense
of belonging); academic integration is related to student
academic performance, of which grades are one measure.
Studies have shown a positive relationship between sense of
belonging and persistence,50,51 including a recent report that
explores sense of belonging and continuation in general
chemistry.52 A large body of literature also demonstrates the
impact of grades on persistence, thus driving our investigation
into this effect.2,3,53,54

■ RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Both the standard and the enhanced general chemistry
sequences track all students into the same standard organic
chemistry courses, allowing us to compare various student
outcomes across standard and enhanced general chemistry
offerings. Our investigation was centered on three primary
research questions:

1. Compared to taking a standard general chemistry course,
to what extent is taking an enhanced general chemistry
course associated with

a. increased student persistence to the first organic
chemistry course in the series?

b. increased student grades in the first organic
chemistry course in the series?

2. To what extent does taking an enhanced general
chemistry course mitigate disparities in persistence
based on race/ethnicity and sex?

3. To what extent does taking an enhanced general
chemistry course improve student outcomes in the
general chemistry series

a. through increased student sense of belonging?
b. through students receiving higher grades in the

enhanced general chemistry course?

■ METHODS

Positionality of Authors
We acknowledge that the identities and experiences of
researchers influence their work, both implicitly and explicitly.
We come into this work in various ways. Many of us (AC, AR,
JCaram, and JCasey) are chemistry and biochemistry faculty
who hold PhDs in these fields. AC and JCaram are research
faculty; AR and JCasey are instructional faculty. Two of us (KS
and SS) are educational developers with STEM PhDs. AR, KS,
SS, and JCasey have prior experience with discipline-based
education research. Our social identities include women (AR,
KS, SS, JCasey), men (AC, JCaram), Latinx (JCaram), South
Asian (KS), Middle Eastern (AC), and White (AR, SS,
JCaram, JCasey).
University Information
This study occurred at a large research-intensive public
university in the western United States. The university is on
the quarter system, with each academic year consisting of
three-quarters: Fall (F), Winter (W), and Spring (S). In
addition, there is an optional Summer (Su) quarter. The
demographic breakdown of the incoming student population
in 2020 was 3% African American, <1% American Indian and
Alaskan Native, 33% Asian, <1% Pacific Islander, 21%
Hispanic, and 25% White; 33% of students are first-generation
college students and 50% of students receive need-based
financial aid.
Chemistry Series for Life-Science Majors
Since 1998, the university has offered a biologically focused,
four-quarter general and organic chemistry series for Life
Science (LS) majors. Because all LS majors require both the
general chemistry and organic chemistry courses in this series
for degree completion, we expect students who enroll in the LS
general chemistry series to eventually enroll in the organic
series. The timing in which students begin as well as move
through the series varies greatly as each course is offered every
quarter, including during summer. LS students are not required

Table 1. Pedagogical Elements of the Enhanced General
Chemistry Course

Course
Information Description

Pedagogy
Used

General Setup Lectures are retained PLTL/LA
Group work is incorporated into mandatory
discussion sections

POGIL/
LA

TA is present during discussion section POGIL/
LA

Group Structure Each team is assigned an undergraduate
Learning Assistant who promotes group
interactions

PLTL/LA

Students are assigned to a permanent team POGIL
Teams consist of 3−4 students POGIL
Each team member is assigned a role that
rotates weekly

POGIL

Group Activities Teams meet each week in discussion, where
they work on and complete a structured
activity focused on the learning cycle

POGIL

Midterm exams are two-stage,42 with a
second group attempt

PBLa

Responsibilities Students complete a preactivity prior to
discussion

POGIL

LAs spend 3 h each week in preparatory
meetings

PLTL/LA

TAs support teams and facilitate larger
group discussion

POGIL

Instructor creates weekly activities and
anticipates facilitation needs

POGIL/
LA

Instructor prepares TAs and LAs for
facilitation of activity

PLTL/LA

aThis type of testing is more reminiscent of Problem Based Learning
(PBL),44 as POGIL PLTL, and the LA model do not promote specific
testing strategies.
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to start the series during their first quarter, but approximately
40% do.
Each Fall quarter, around 1200 students enroll in the first

course of the general chemistry series for Life Science majors
(GChem1). Generally, the multiple sections consist of
approximately 300 students each and are taught by two
instructors. While the instructors set up their own courses
(e.g., syllabus, resources, quizzes, exams, etc.), a general set of
agreed upon learning objectives are used by all instructors
teaching the course. More information on the setup of lecture
and discussion can be found in the SI. This study includes the
classes taught by three instructors (I1, I2, and I3) who have
been responsible for teaching both the standard and enhanced
sections of GChem1 since Fall 2017.
General chemistry is a two-quarter series, and both quarters

are prerequisites for organic chemistry. While students who
complete GChem1 in the Fall are not required to enroll in the
second course of the general chemistry series (GChem2) the
following Winter quarter, approximately 80% of students do.
Additionally, the vast majority of students did not switch
between the standard and enhanced general chemistry series
(94% for the enhanced series, 96% for the standard series)
when going from GChem1 to GChem2. While our
investigations focused on GChem1, many of the students
who took enhanced GChem1 also took enhanced GChem2.
Organic Chemistry

The first organic chemistry course in the series (OChem1) is
taught by many different instructors with agreed upon topics
but varying course setups.
Participants

Our cohort comparison study uses data collected during the
Fall 2017 (F17), Fall 2018 (F18), Fall 2019 (F19), and Fall
2020 (F20) quarters (see Table S1 for enrollment details).
Given that the study was conducted after the courses had
ended and that collected data came from curriculum-related
activities, the university’s Institutional Review Board approved
the use of all participants’ data given adequate deidentification;
participant consent was not required (IRB#21−001162). The
F17−F19 data corresponds to standard lecture sections of
GChem1 taught by I1, I2, and I3 while the F20 data consists of
one enhanced lecture section of GChem1 taught by I1 and
three standard lecture sections of GChem1 taught by I2. All
sections in F17, F18, and F19 were taught in-person, while all
sections (both standard and enhanced) in F20 were taught
entirely remote due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Selection Criteria for Fall 2020 Enrollment

In Fall 2020, students were given a recommendation as to
which version of GChem1 to enroll in based on an optional
chemistry diagnostic exam which included questions on prior
chemistry experience as well as mathematical reasoning and
logical thinking.55 This was merely a recommendation and we
found that only 55% of the students who were recommended
to take the enhanced series did so. This is in contrast to the
78% of students who acted in accordance with their
recommendation to enroll in the standard GChem1 course.
The average score on the diagnostic exam for the enhanced
series was 3.00 versus 3.27 for the standard general chemistry
series (note that only 58% and 81% of students enrolled in
standard and enhanced general chemistry completed the
diagnostic exam respectively). This means that students
enrolled in the enhanced series were predicted to earn
DFWIs at higher rates relative to their peers in the standard
series.
Demographics

Student demographics (sex, race/ethnicity, SAT score, and
high school GPA) were obtained with IRB approval from the
university’s registrar’s office. The registrar’s data included three
sex options: male, female, and neither male nor female
designated as X. Ideally, we would have used data on gender
identity as well since the social construct of gender shapes
people’s experiences, however, institutional data did not
include gender. Students can self-identify ethnicity as
Hispanic/Latino, and can choose from multiple race options:
African American/Black, American Indian/Alaska Native,
Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and White. Because
of our limited sample sizes (especially for the enhanced
chemistry section in Fall 2020), we combined all students who
self-identified as Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American
Indian/Alaska Native, Latinx/Hispanic, and African American/
Black under the category of NALA. These groups are all
known to be underrepresented in STEM compared to their
overall populations in the US.56

Preparation

We used SAT math score and high school GPA as predictors
of preparation. While these are both imperfect measures of
students’ prior experience with chemistry, they are correlated
and serve as a useful proxy.57,58 We had SAT math scores for
77% of our student population and high school GPA for 98%
of our student population.
Social Belonging

A six-item validated survey was used to measure social
belonging (see SI).52,59 The survey consists of two measures:

Figure 1. Outline of how persistence was measured in this study. Only students who enrolled in GChem1 during Fall quarter were included.
Persistence was measured over three time points. First time point: Students who took OChem1 during the Spring quarter (Spring Y) or Summer
session of the same academic year in which they took GChem1. Second time point: Students who took OChem1 during the following Fall quarter
(Fall Y) of the subsequent academic year. Third time point: Students who took OChem1 during the following Winter quarter (Winter Z) of the
subsequent academic year. These time points are cumulative.
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perceived belonging (four items) and belonging uncertainty (two
items). The statements were assessed on a six-point Likert
scale: strongly disagree, disagree, mildly disagree, mildly agree,
agree, strongly agree. Perceived belonging relates to a student’s
general feelings of belonging in the course in relation to their
peers and instructor while belonging uncertainty focuses on the
stability of a student’s sense of belonging, as well as the effect
performance can have on it. The belonging survey was
administered in Fall 2020 to both standard and enhanced
GChem1 sections during the first and last weeks of the quarter.
While both instructors asked students to complete the survey
(administered online via Google Surveys), only the enhanced
section of general chemistry was offered points for completing
this survey or an alternative. As a result, the response rate to
the belonging survey was 92.7% in the enhanced section but
only 29.2% in the standard section.
Persistence

Persistence to the first organic chemistry course in the series
was coded as a binary variable. Delaying completion of
OChem1 is not necessarily an indication that a student is
struggling with the chemistry series. Thus, we looked at the
enrollment in OChem1 over three time points (see Figure 1):
the Spring quarter in the same academic year in which they
took general chemistry (Spring Y), the following Fall quarter
during the subsequent academic year (Fall Y), or the following
Winter quarter during the subsequent academic year (Winter
Z). These time points are cumulative, meaning that the
number of students who enroll in OChem1 by the third time
point includes students who enrolled in OChem1 during the
two previous time points as well. The Life Science division
recommends students take OChem1 no later than four
quarters (excluding summer) after taking GChem1. As such,
students who waited to enroll in OChem1 in the following
Spring quarter of the subsequent academic year (Spring Z) or
later were excluded from the study. The small number (6%) of
students who enrolled in OChem1 during the summer session
were included in the study, and were grouped with the
previous Spring cohort.
Data Analysis

All analyses were run using open-source software R60 in
RStudio using packages ggplot2,61 tidyr,62 sjPlot,63 gtsum-
mary,64 patchwork,65 lavaan,66 and mediation.67 Depending on
the research question being investigated, we employed logistic
regression, multiple linear regression, confirmatory factor
analysis, and mediation modeling techniques.
We used logistic regressions to assess the association

between GChem1 course type taken in Fall X (i.e., standard
or enhanced) and student persistence to OChem1 at three
time points: i. Spring/Summer Y, ii. Fall Y, iii. Winter Z (see
Figure 1). In addition to course type, we included the
following covariates in our model: instructor, term when the
course was taken (F17, F18, F19, or F20), z-score of SAT
math score, and z-score of high school GPA.
To assess the association between general chemistry course

type and student grades in OChem1, we first converted
student letter grades to numeric values (A+/A = 4.0, A− = 3.7,
B+ = 3.3, B = 3.0, B− = 2.7, C+ = 2.3, C = 2.0, C− = 1.7, D+ =
1.3, D = 1.0, D− = 0.7, NP/F = 0) and then used multiple
linear regression models. Given that grading schemes can vary
significantly across instructors, our comparison cohorts were
for students who took general chemistry in Fall 2020 (when
both the standard and enhanced series were offered) since

these students went on to take OChem1 courses with the same
instructors for each of the three time points. We used the
grades of students that persisted to OChem1 by the third time
point as the outcome and general chemistry course type as the
predictor for this analysis. We included the z-score of SAT
math score, high school GPA, and the term in which OChem1
was taken as covariates in this model. In order to assess
whether taking the enhanced course has differential associa-
tions with outcomes for students with different identities, we
added demographic variables (sex and race/ethnicity) along
with interactions between course type and sex and course type
and race/ethnicity as predictors into our logistic regression and
linear regression models described above.
We validated the two-factor structure of the sense of

belonging scale for our population using a confirmatory factor
analysis.59,68 The CFA indicated an acceptable fit based on
Comparative Fit Index (CFI = 0.99 for predata and 0.98 for
postdata, >0.95 indicates good fit), Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA = 0.04 for predata and 0.07 for
postdata, ≤0.06 indicates good fit), and Standardized Root
Mean Square Residual (SRMR = 0.02 for predata and
postdata, ≤0.08 indicates good fit). We then calculated factor
scores for pre- and post- perceived belonging and belonging
uncertainty and used those in further analyses. To compare the
pre- and post- difference in perceived belonging and belonging
uncertainty between the two course types, we used multiple
linear regressions with post-sense-of-belonging factor scores as
the outcomes and pre-sense-of-belonging factor scores and
course type as the predictors. We also included the z-score of
high school GPA and SAT math score as covariates in these
models. In addition, we examined associations between change
in sense of belonging and students’ social identities (sex and
race/ethnicity).
Since SAT data was missing for many students, we repeated

all regression models without SAT math score as a predictor
on a larger data set that still included high school GPA. Those
results can be found in the SI.
Finally, we used mediation modeling69 to assess whether

students’ grades in GChem1 mediate the association between
the type of GChem1 course taken and persistence to OChem1.
To estimate the mediation effect, we ran two models: (i) the
“mediator model” with numeric grade in GChem1 as the
outcome and type of GChem1 course as the predictor, and (ii)
the “outcome model” with persistence to OChem1 as the
outcome and the type of GChem1 course and numeric grade
in GChem1 as the predictors. We included instructor, term,
SAT math score, and high school GPA as covariates in both
models. With these two models as inputs, the “mediate”
function calculated the estimated mediation effect using 1000
quasi-Bayesian Monte Carlo simulations to calculate con-
fidence intervals and statistical significance. We repeated these
analyses for all three time points. We were unable to assess
whether students’ sense of belonging at the end of GChem1
mediates their persistence to OChem1 because of non-
equivalence of the subsets of students who completed the
survey in our comparison cohorts. The subset of students who
took standard GChem1 in Fall 2020 and filled out the sense of
belonging survey was biased toward students who received
higher grades (3.38 compared to 3.23 for all standard GChem1
Fall 2020 students) and persisted to OChem1 at higher rates
(87% compared to 82% by the third time point).
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■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Research Question 1a: Taking the Enhanced General
Chemistry Course Increases Student Persistence to the
First Organic Chemistry Course in the Series
Our results show that taking the first enhanced general
chemistry course was associated with a greater likelihood of
taking the first organic chemistry course in the series at various
time points (Table 2). This effect is most pronounced when
we look at persistence by the second time point; the
persistence of students in enhanced GChem1 to OChem1 by
the following Fall quarter is similar to the persistence of
students in standard GChem1 by the following Winter quarter
(a quarter later). This result is particularly remarkable given
that the percentage of students in the enhanced course had less
prior academic preparation based on SAT math score,
chemistry diagnostic score, and prior chemistry preparation
(Table S1).
The positive association between taking the enhanced

general chemistry course and persistence to the first organic
chemistry course in the series remains even after controlling for
instructor, Fall quarter when GChem1 was taken, and z-scores
of SAT math score and high school GPA (Figure 2, Table S2).
While the effect size was large for all three time points
(log(Odds Ratio) = 0.44, 0.59, and 0.60, respectively), the
effect was found to be statistically significant at the second time
point (p-value = 0.06, 0.03, and 0.06, respectively). We
repeated these analyses with the larger data set that included

high school GPA data but not SAT math score data and found
similar effect sizes (log(Odds Ratio) = 0.43, 0.73, and 0.60,
respectively). However, in this data set the effect of taking
enhanced GChem1 is statistically significant at all three time
points (p-value = 0.035, 0.003 0.031 respectively), likely due to
greater statistical power associated with the larger sample size
(Figure S1, Table S3).
While it is promising that taking the enhanced GChem1

course is associated with increasing Life Science majors’
persistence to organic chemistry, the fact that the data
indicates more students are taking the first organic chemistry
course by the following Fall quarter is also an important
finding. Many LS majors who intend to take the MCAT hope
to do so in their junior year, making it important to complete
their general chemistry, organic chemistry, and biochemistry
courses by the end of their sophomore year.70 Taking the first
organic chemistry course in the series during the following Fall
quarter makes this possible. Furthermore, there have been
discussions about the importance of exposing Life Science
majors to organic chemistry concepts earlier in their academic
career given the importance of organic chemistry concepts to
the biological sciences.71,72

Table 2. Student Persistence to the First Organic Chemistry Course in the Series at Various Time Points after Taking the
Standard (S) or Enhanced (E) General Chemistry Coursea

S F17 I1 S F17 I2 S F18 I2 S F18 I3 S F19 I2 S F19 I3 S F20 I2 E F20 I1

N 341 588 883 244 893 156 919 233
Took OChem1 by first time point 163

(47.8%)
316
(53.7%)

367
(41.6%)

120
(49.2%)

494
(55.3%)

76 (48.7%) 494
(53.5%)

136
(58.4%)

Took OChem1 by second time point 238
(69.8%)

441
(75.0%)

603
(68.3%)

186
(76.2%)

691
(77.4%)

109
(69.9%)

687
(74.5%)

191
(82.0%)

Took OChem1 by third time point 266
(78.0%)

488
(83.0%)

703
(79.6%)

202
(82.8%)

749
(83.9%)

128
(82.1%)

755
(81.9%)

199
(85.4%)

Passed OChem1 with C or higher by third
time point

259
(76.0%)

458
(77.9%)

684
(77.5%)

187
(76.6%)

742
(83.1%)

123
(78.8%)

707
(76.9%)

185
(79.4%)

aI1, I2, and I3 indicate Instructors 1, 2, and 3 respectively.

Figure 2. Predicted values of % student persistence to the first organic chemistry course in the series at three different time points based on logistic
regression models with GChem1 course as the predictor. The models controlled for term, instructor, SAT math score, and high-school GPA.
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Research Question 1b: Students Who Took the Enhanced
General Chemistry Course Earned a Similar Grade in Their
First Organic Chemistry Course Compared to Students
Who Took the Standard General Chemistry Course
There was no association between the grades received by
students in the first organic chemistry course of the series and
whether or not they took the first enhanced general chemistry
course when controlling for SAT math score and high school
GPA (Figure 3, β = 0.07 (95% CI: −0.07,0.21), p-value = 0.4,

Table S4). We repeated these analyses with the larger data set
that included high-school GPA data but excluded SAT math
score data and found similar results (Figure S2, β = −0.01
(95% CI: −0.14,0.12), p-value = 0.9, Table S5). Together with
the previous results, this means that students taking the
enhanced general chemistry course persist to organic chemistry
at a higher rate and perform similarly to their peers.
When considering race/ethnicity and/or sex, there were no

significant differences in student grades in the first organic
chemistry course based on whether a student took the standard
or enhanced general chemistry course. Among students who
took the standard GChem1 course, NALA students had a

mean OChem1 grade of 3.12 ± 0.91 SD compared to 3.67 ±
0.63 SD for WA students. Similarly, among students who took
the enhanced GChem1 course, NALA students had a mean
OChem1 grade of 3.07 ± 0.97 SD compared to 3.64 ± 0.66
SD for WA students. This is in contrast to the grades received
in GChem1, where NALA and WA students in the enhanced
GChem1 course saw a smaller GPA difference (0.51 compared
to 0.91 in the standard GChem1 course). The effects of the
higher grades received in enhanced GChem1 are further
explored under Research Question 3b.
The fact that taking the enhanced GChem1 course did not

lead to improved course grades in OChem1 is worth
considering. One potential explanation is that the content
emphasized in GChem1 and OChem1 is different, even though
there are some commonalities such as molecular shape,
hybridization, and resonance. But it was our hope that the
process skills emphasized in the enhanced series (e.g.,
information processing, critical thinking) would transfer over
to future courses. It should be noted that while the organic
chemistry courses sometimes use Learning Assistants in
discussion sections, these courses are generally much less
structured and do not implement other high-impact practices,
such as PLTL or POGIL. Ideally the benefits of the enhanced
GChem1 course would carry over to OChem1 given the
resources and efforts required to completely transform the
GChem series, but that does not seem to be the case. This then
suggests that isolated interventions may not be enough for
long-term support of students and that ultimately we need to
continue these practices beyond first year STEM courses.
Evidence does exist for the transferability of general and
contextualized skills, but this may require continued socio-
cultural support.73

Research Question 2: Students with Different Social
Identities Benefitted Similarly from Taking the Enhanced
General Chemistry Course

Taking the enhanced general chemistry course improved
persistence to the first organic chemistry course in the series
similarly for both NALA and WA students, as well as for both
male and female students (Figures 4, 5, S3, and S4, Tables S6
and S7). For NALA students enrolled in the enhanced

Figure 3. Predicted grades in the first organic chemistry course in the
series based on linear regression models with GChem1 course as the
predictor. The models controlled for the term in which organic
chemistry was taken, SAT math score, and high-school GPA.

Figure 4. Predicted values of % student persistence to the first organic chemistry course in the series at three different time points based on logistic
regression models with GChem1 course and race/ethnicity (classified as NALA: Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native,
Latinx/Hispanic, and African American/Black; or WA: White or Asian/Asian American) as predictors. The models controlled for term, instructor,
sex of the student, SAT math score, and high-school GPA.
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GChem1 course, 50% enrolled in OChem1 by the first time
point, 75% by the second time point, and 77% by the third
time point. This is compared to 43%, 63%, and 71% for the
standard GChem1 course. Persistence to OChem1 is similar at
all three time points for male and female students, and is
consistently higher for students who took enhanced GChem1
compared to students who took standard GChem1. The
increased retention for NALA and female students mirrors the
positive outcomes previously seen from implementing
PLTL74−76 as well as using LAs.43

Taking the enhanced general chemistry series did not
however eliminate the disparities between NALA and WA
students who persisted at higher rates; there was no statistically
significant interaction between NALA status and the type of
general chemistry course taken (log(Odds Ratio) = 0.00 (95%
CI: −0.75,0.75), p-value >0.9 for the model with both SAT
math score and high school GPA and log(Odds Ratio) =
−0.12 (95% CI: −0.81,0.57), p-value = 0.7 for the model with
only high school GPA, see full regression model results in
Tables S8 and S9). Even among students that took the
enhanced course, the disparities seen in persistence to

OChem1 between NALA and WA students was about 11%
at the first time point, 8% at the second time point, and 10% at
the third time point compared to 9%, 13%, and 12%,
respectively, among students that took standard GChem1. It
appears that taking enhanced GChem1 increased persistence
uniformly, without any particular benefit to NALA students
compared to WA students. This finding is in line with what has
been found by other studies, namely that high-impact practices
may not necessarily eliminate equity gaps for students
traditionally underserved by higher education STEM struc-
tures.43,77−79

Research Question 3a: Students Who Took the Enhanced
Course Showed an Increase in Perceived Belonging and a
Decrease in Belonging Uncertainty at the End of the Fall
2020 Quarter

Students who took enhanced GChem1 showed an increase in
perceived belonging (mean factor score of 0.37 at the end of the
quarter compared to 0.06 at the beginning). By contrast,
students who took standard GChem1 showed no substantial
change in their perceived belonging (mean prefactor score of
0.03 and postfactor score of 0.05). Enhanced GChem1

Figure 5. Predicted values of % student persistence to the first organic chemistry course in the series at three different time points based on logistic
regression models with GChem1 course and sex (classified as F: female or M: male) as the predictor. The models controlled for term, instructor,
race/ethnicity, SAT math score, and high-school GPA.

Figure 6. Boxplots of pre- and post- perceived belonging and belonging uncertainty factor scores for the standard and enhanced GChem1 courses. A
higher factor score for perceived belonging is associated with a higher sense of belonging, while a lower factor score for belonging uncertainty is
associated with a higher sense of belonging.
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students also showed a decrease in belonging uncertainty over
the course of the quarter (mean prescore of −0.08 compared
to mean postscore of −0.37), while Standard GChem1
students showed no meaningful difference in belonging
uncertainty (mean prescore of −0.03 compared to mean
postscore of 0.03). These effects were statistically significant
when controlling for pre-belonging score as well as high school
GPA and SAT math score (Figure 6, Tables S10 and S11; for
models with both SAT score and high school GPA: perceived
belonging enhanced GChem1 β = 0.34 (95% CI: 0.17,0.50), p-
value <0.001; belonging uncertainty enhanced GChem1 β =
−0.32 (95% CI: −0.51,-0.14), p-value <0.001). These results
are conservative given that the response rate to the belonging
survey was 92.7% for enhanced GChem1 and 29.2% for
standard GChem1, with students who completed the survey in
GChem1 having received higher grades and persisted to
OChem1 at higher rates. The biased sample from standard
GChem1 suggests that the observed differences in belonging
between standard and enhanced GChem1 are likely under-
estimated.
We disaggregated the data by race/ethnicity and sex and

found that generally female NALA students had the lowest
reported perceived belonging (−0.13 ± 0.79 in the standard
course and −0.08 ± 0.91 in the enhanced course) and the
highest reported belonging uncertainty (0.19 ± 1.28 in the
standard course and 0.36 ± 1.37 in the enhanced course) prior
to starting general chemistry, indicating that female NALA
students began the chemistry series feeling less confident about
their belonging relative to their peers (Table S12). Conversely,
male WA students had presurvey scores that indicated they
entered GChem1 with the strongest feelings of belonging in
chemistry (perceived belonging: 0.13 ± 0.59 in the standard
course and 0.17 ± 0.91 in the enhanced course; belonging
uncertainty: −0.23 ± 1.01 in the standard course and −0.41 ±
1.36 in the enhanced course). These data align with previous
findings.80−83 There was no statistically significant interaction
between the type of GChem1 course taken and sex or race/
ethnicity on students’ perceived belonging at the end of the
course (for models with both SAT math score and high school
GPA: enhanced GChem1*Male β = 0.31 (95% CI:
−0.06,0.68), p-value = 0.10 and enhanced GChem1*NALA
β = 0.17 (95% CI: −0.24,0.59), p-value = 0.4, Tables S13 and
S14). Similarly, there was no statistically significant interaction
between the type of GChem1 course taken and sex or race/
ethnicity on students’ belonging uncertainty at the end of the
course (for models with both SAT math score and high school
GPA: enhanced GChem1*Male β = −0.21 (95% CI:
−0.62,0.21), p-value = 0.3 and enhanced GChem1*NALA β
= 0.05 (95% CI: −0.42,0.51), p-value = 0.8, Tables S13 and
S14). In other words, taking enhanced GChem1 did not
disproportionately benefit NALA students or female students
after controlling for pre-belonging score, high-school GPA, and
SAT math score.
Looking more closely at the raw data for the different

belonging measures, we noticed that in the standard GChem1
course, WA students (both male and female) showed a very
slight increase in perceived belonging by the end of the course,
while NALA students (both male and female) showed a
noticeable decrease in perceived belonging. By contrast, all
students in the enhanced GChem1 course showed an increase
in perceived belonging. This increase is likely to be an
underestimate because standard GChem1 students who
completed the sense of belonging survey were skewed toward

students doing well in the course. In terms of belonging
uncertainty, all standard GChem1 students except WA females
reported an increase in belonging uncertainty, with the largest
increase being observed for NALA males. Students enrolled in
the enhanced GChem1 course all reported a decrease in
belonging uncertainty, with both WA and NALA females having
relatively larger decreases and NALA men having a more
modest decrease.
The positive impact the enhanced course had on all

students’, including NALA students’, sense of belonging is
noteworthy given how high sense of belonging has been linked
to many beneficial outcomes, including increased motivation
and self-efficacy,84 greater STEM persistence,51,52,80 and better
academic performance and health outcomes.85 Although an
increase in sense of belonging is often associated with specific
social-psychological interventions (such as implementing value
affirmation exercises),86 no such interventions were imple-
mented in the enhanced GChem1 course. One reported study
links the incorporation of LAs to an increased sense of
belonging,87 a few studies in Computer Science explore the
effect of POGIL on student belonging,88,89 and there is a
qualitative study that discusses belonging in the context of
PLTL.90 As far as the authors are aware, however, no previous
studies have investigated the effects these high-impact practices
have on the belonging felt by students holding various social
identities. There is certainly a need for additional research in
this area, but unfortunately the biases in our sense of belonging
data precluded further investigation into this effect.
Research Question 3b: Increased Persistence of Students
to the First Organic Chemistry Course in the Series Was
Mediated by Higher Grades Received in the Enhanced
General Chemistry Course

Given the large body of literature which connects persistence
to STEM course grades,2,9,53,91 we wanted to explore post hoc
the relationship between course grade in GChem1 and
persistence to OChem1. This felt especially relevant given
that students in enhanced GChem1 received higher grades
(mean 3.54 ± 0.68 SD) compared to students in standard
GChem1 (mean 3.23 ± 0.86 SD, see Figure S5). Indeed, there
was a statistically significant mediation effect of grades received
in GChem1 on the association between type of GChem1 taken
and persistence to OChem1. The average mediation effect was
0.06 for the first and second time point and 0.05 for the third
time point (all p < 0.001). The strength of association between
grades received in GChem1 and persistence to OChem1 was
similar for both standard and enhanced GChem1 students
(Figure S6, Tables S15). We do not believe the higher grades
assigned in the enhanced course were a result of grade inflation
given the similar performance of all students in OChem1 (see
Research Question 1b). While the higher grades in enhanced
GChem1 may be a reflection of better learning, it is also
possible that this is a result of differences in course structure.
As recent studies have shown, both grading scheme92 and
assessment focus93 can have dramatic impacts on student
grades.

■ CONCLUSION
From our results, we can conclude that taking the enhanced
version of general chemistry resulted in higher persistence to
the first organic chemistry course in the series. This is in
accordance with other studies.20 Our findings suggest that
taking the enhanced course may result in higher persistence for
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women and NALA students as well. While the enhanced
course is also linked to a higher sense of belonging (even when
controlling for pre-belonging scores and prior academic
preparation), we found that grade received in general
chemistry was a significant predictor of persistence.
Several other studies have demonstrated a connection

between persistence and grades in introductory STEM courses,
and our work builds upon them by specifically looking at the
impact of course reform efforts on this mechanism. Given that
women and NALA students are more likely to receive a DFW
in these courses, receiving a C or better has the potential to
increase their chances of remaining in a STEM major.3,54 With
that said, receiving anything lower than a B can also deter
students from continuing in STEM.2,94 This is most likely due
in part to the STEM-grading penalty,95 and it has been
hypothesized that 2−4% more students would persist in STEM
if the grade distributions in STEM courses were more similar
to those in non-STEM courses.53

To be clear, we are not advocating for grade inflation.
Students need a solid foundation in cross-cutting concepts in
order to excel in subsequent courses, and we are doing a
disservice to our students if we do not adequately prepare
them. Instead, we are advocating for the use of evidence-based
instructional practices such as POGIL, PLTL, and the use of
LAs that improve learning for all students in all of our
classrooms, and not just at the introductory level nor as a
special case for select students. In other words, more STEM
courses should be “enhanced”.

■ IMPLICATIONS
This work underscores important themes that are emerging in
Discipline-Based Education Research (DBER). High impact
practices may not be serving all students in the same way, and
as such, it is critical that we further disaggregate data in order
to understand the effect these pedagogical methods have on
students holding various identities.96,97 It is also imperative
that we consider the intersectionality of certain identities, such
as race/ethnicity and sex,98 given the known elevated risk of
switching out of a STEM major for female NALA students.2,3

We also see our findings as yet another call for reflection on
institutional practices.93 Our practices impact our students�
from the types of assessments we use and the weight of those
assessments,92,99,100 to the classroom culture we cultivate.101 It
has been shown that students desire a major that reflects their
values,9 and the importance of practices that affirm these values
should not be underestimated.102 While modest increases in
persistence can be had through the implementation of certain
classroom practices, more is needed if we want to make STEM
a welcoming place, especially for those whose identities and
values may differ from those traditionally upheld by the
discipline.

■ LIMITATIONS AND DISCLOSURES
One major limitation of the study is how we define success
(i.e., retention, grade received, and belonging). These
definitions are based upon standards developed by privileged
groups and therefore may not be representative of how our
students view their success.103 Another major limitation of our
study includes the use of SAT math and high school GPA as
measures of prior preparation for general chemistry. We
recognize that these are not the most accurate measures of
preparedness, especially for certain subgroups.104 Additionally,

we acknowledge the limitations associated with our grouping
of Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska
Native, Latinx/Hispanic, and African American/Black stu-
dents. How each of these groups experience racial oppression
in the United States differs, and by grouping students together
under the umbrella of NALA, we are ignoring differences in
their histories in the United States and their lived experiences.
This is also true for the classification of White and Asian/Asian
American (WA), as there are many different ethnicities under
the category of Asian, some of which are underrepresented in
STEM. Furthermore, Asians and Asian Americans also face
racial discrimination in the United States. Immigration policies
such as the 1924 Immigration Act which was in place until
1952 and subsequent policies that largely only allow highly
educated Asians into the US play a significant role in the
seemingly large Asian representation in the US STEM
workforce. Another limitation is that we were unable to
account for socioeconomic, first-generation, and immigration
status due to limited data available from the registrar. These
classifications have been linked to persistence and by not
considering the effects of our intervention on these groups, we
are telling an incomplete story. We understand the importance
of further disaggregating our data,78,79,96 but do not currently
have the sample sizes required to do so. Finally, this study
focuses only on on-sequence students but we recognize that
results may differ for students who take the LS chemistry series
off-sequence, and that the experiences had by this latter group
of students warrants future investigation.
JCasey, SS, JCaram, AR, and AC were involved in the

development of the enhanced series, and JCasey and AC were
instructors for the enhanced courses. KS was not involved in
the development nor the instruction of the enhanced series and
therefore conducted all data analysis to reduce the potential for
bias.
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