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Active learning is the educational approach of enabling student success by (1) assigning
preparatory work to be completed outside of the classroom in advance of each class and (2)
engaging with the students through group-based activities in the classroom. A meta-analysis of
current research has shown that active learning strategies have been far more successful than
traditional pedagogical methods in STEM education (Freeman et al, 2014). Our research focuses
on student success, progression and progression success through the two general Chemistry
courses at Pasadena City College, 1A and 1B, with a special focus on traditionally
underrepresented students. The data was taken from classes taught using variants of active
learning and those taught by the traditional pedagogical method of lecturing. In both Chemistry
1A and 1B, underrepresented students, as in Hispanic and Latino students, had a higher success
and retention rate in the active learning classrooms than traditional classrooms. Progression rates
were much higher in active-learning classrooms, 55.1% as compared to 28.5% using traditional
methods. Conversely, overrepresented students saw a drop in success, retention, and progression
rates when active learning was employed. A student survey of enjoyment and helpfulness ratings
assigned to class activities supported this trend, with underrepresented minority and non-
underrepresented minority students choosing a complementary mixture of active learning
activities as most helpful and most enjoyable. These findings suggest that an active learning

approach taking into account both student groups' preferred learning styles may be most

beneficial to all.
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