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Harold Washington College has been a participant in the 
National Science Foundation funded program Science Educa-
tion for New Civic Engagement and Responsibilities (SENCER) 
since 2001. SENCER works to improve undergraduate sci-
ence education and stimulate civic engagement by teaching 
basic science content through complex and unresolved public 
issues.  Sustained participation in SENCER, through both 
the summer institutes and regional meetings, has had a signif-
icant impact on Harold Washington College’s curriculum, an 
impact which is most evident in two important areas: notable 
improvements in faculty development and the establishment 
of new learning communities that have demonstrably boosted 
student retention rates.

Harold Washington College, named for the first African-
American mayor of Chicago, is one of the seven campuses of 
the City Colleges of Chicago and is located in a downtown 
commercial area of Chicago.  The student body is predomi-
nantly female members of ethnic and racial minorities.   The 
college’s mission is to provide students with opportunities 
for academic advancement, career development, and personal 

enrichment.   As with most community colleges, preparation 
for transfer to four-year baccalaureate institutions and work-
force preparation are important academic priorities, and the 
college’s curriculum is explicitly student-centered.

Harold Washington College was one of the first commu-
nity colleges to participate in a SENCER Summer Institute, 
and faculty from our math, science, humanities, social sci-
ence, and English departments have attended one or more 
of the annual Summer Institutes.  The discussions and ideas 
emerging from these experiences have produced a range of 
new curricula and have led to the establishment of several 
highly successful learning communities. 

There are two major reasons for SENCER’s success at 
Harold Washington College: a very dedicated and creative 
faculty, and very strong administrative support.  Support 
from the president, academic vice-president, deans, and 
chairs allowed the faculty to try new and innovative curricu-
lum that improved retention and success rates in many of the 
SENCER courses.  Another contributing factor, and a nota-
ble feature of Harold Washington’s College’s other SENCER 
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programming, is the number of disciplines and departments 
that are involved in the planning, development and imple-
mentation, and there are two examples that are particularly 
illustrative of this.

Thanks to the involvement of John Hader, Professor of 
English and former Associate Dean for Academic Affairs, 
SENCER found a very receptive community in the Depart-
ment of English, Speech, and Theatre. The department is by 
far the largest at HWC with 30 full-time faculty, many of 
whom were interested in using the intersection of contem-
porary science-based issues and civic engagement as a way 
of stimulating critical thinking in the many composition 
courses offered each semester. Additionally, the faculty saw 
the SENCER approach as an innovative solution to engag-
ing students early in their college experience and interesting 
them in STEM related careers. The Urban Asthma learning 
community, which was the first program to be developed and 
implemented at HWC following the SENCER model, tar-
geted students from pre-credit English and Reading courses 
and from underrepresented groups who were candidates for 
possible careers in STEM based professions. The first cohort 
consisted of 20 students who were eventually enrolled in four 
general education courses; English, Reading, Biology and So-
cial Science, all organized around the theme of urban asthma. 
All the students in the cohort were either diagnosed with 
asthma themselves, or had a close friend/relative with asthma, 
ensuring that the students had a strong personal stake in the 
issue.  Community partners for the project included the Chi-
cago Lung Association and the Chicago Chapter of the Sierra 
Club and students collaborated on civic projects related to 
their learning, including participating in a day-long training 
session offered by the Lung Association for “asthma inter-
vener,” writing to members of the state legislature in support 
of clean air legislation, and the creation of public poster pre-
sentations on urban asthma.

English department faculty presented the results of Urban 
Asthma initiative at the 2007 National Center for Science and 
Civic Engagement’s (NCSCE) Capitol Hill Symposium in 
Washington, D.C. Subsequently, HWC’s English faculty de-
livered a presentation on “Learning Communities” at the 2007 
SENCER Summer Institute at the University of Southern 
Maine.  

English department faculty have continued their strong 
engagement with SENCER, spearheading the development 
and implementation of an HIV/AIDS curriculum for a 

section of English 101/English 197, and collaborating with 
faculty from the Departments of Mathematics, Social Science, 
and English, Speech, and Theatre in developing a SENCER 
cohort for fall of 2008 called “Focus on the Environment.”

Chris Sabino, Professor of Mathematics at Harold Wash-
ington College, has also been a key to the success of SENCER 
at Harold Washington College, particularly in the develop-
ment of learning communities organized around Childhood 
Obesity and Sleep. The Childhood Obesity cohort, which ran 
for three semesters, consisted of a Math 98 (a developmental 
Elementary Algebra course), English 100 (a developmental 
Composition course) and Child Development 107 (an Ap-
plied Science course with a notable focus on health and nu-
trition). This was an interesting experiment given that two of 
the three courses were designed as “developmental.” Though 
the cohort did not boast statistically significant increases in 
success rates, it did boast statistically significant increases in 
retention. In addition, the cohort instructors were able to find 
creative ways to merge their disciplinary content and help the 
students apply their knowledge and put it to immediate use. 

The Sleep cohort was more challenging, and consisted of a 
Chemistry component (Introductory Chemistry), a Psychol-
ogy component and an optional Mathematics component 
(College Algebra), in which I served as the instructor. Because 
the mathematics component was optional, it was more dif-
ficult to integrate the disciplinary content with the civic issue. 
Nonetheless, students still developed a strong sense of com-
munity and retention was above average for those students 
who elected the mathematics course.

Although learning communities have been the primary 
vehicle for SENCER in regard to mathematics, my experi-
ence has led me to believe that the SENCER approach would 
thrive outside of a learning community structure, either with 
an individual course or sequence of courses, organized around 
a civic or social problem.  The groundwork has certainly been 
laid at Harold Washington College, especially in some of the 
multi-section courses, and we have strong models of success 
from other community colleges in the SENCER project, such 
as Metropolitan State. This gives us hope that we can achieve 
the same level of success.

We do know from our own experience that SENCER 
courses address a major concern of our students in regard 
to courses, such as math, that are not directly contributing 
to their major, and that is the question of how the math they 
are learning can be used in “real life.” Though we cannot take 
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a completely utilitarian approach to college learning, we 
must acknowledge (as a community of math educators) 
that it is the opportunity to put learning to immediate use 
that sparks student motivation and creates the interest 
in further study.  SENCER courses explicitly invite stu-
dents to put scientific knowledge and scientific method 
to immediate use on matters of pressing interest to them. 
This enables them to make their own connection between 
a particular problem and the scientific and mathematical 
knowledge they need to fully engage with it.  

As noted earlier, Harold Washington College is 
greatly indebted to the National Science Foundation 
and the National Center for Science and Civic engage-
ment for the opportunity to participate in SENCER for 
the last decade.  SENCER’s curricular strategies, and its 
institutes, meetings, and resources, have had a measur-
able impact on student retention and faculty development 
at Harold Washington College and have supported the 
institution as it strives to fulfill its mission of student-
centered learning and civic empowerment. 
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