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Introduction and Theoretical Framework
Less than 60% of students who start a PhD complete their program (Sowell, 2008; Sowell, Allum, & Okahana, 2015). Some challenges include difficulty forming connections to their program and socializing into their profession (Schlossberg, 1989; Tinto, 1993; Austin, 2002; Golde, 2001). Learning communities have been used with undergraduate and graduate students and have been defined as having a purpose “to provide a safe environment for trust building so that students and faculty serve as instructors of one another.  Additionally, the community provides opportunities for peer coaching and a resource network” (Thompson, 1998, p. 3). This study addresses priority three in the AAAE National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011) to create a “sufficient scientific and professional workforce that addresses the challenges of the 21st century” (p. 18) as this learning community sought to “…prepare, promote, and retain new professionals who demonstrate the requisite content knowledge, technical competence, and cultural awareness, coupled with communication and interpersonal skills” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 20). 
Tinto’s persistence model (Tinto, 1993) posits a graduate student’s commitment to their goals and institutional commitment is determined primarily from their ability to integrate academically and socially into their academic contexts. Graduate learning communities have the potential to support the academic and social integration of graduate students. 

Purpose and Methodology
At Texas A&M University, a graduate learning community was developed to support the transition of graduate students entering the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.  The purpose of this study was to describe the experiences of a first-year graduate learning community focused on retention of graduate students, successful integration into graduate school, and leadership and research skills. The specific questions which guided this study included: (a) How do members of the graduate learning community describe their experiences in the learning community? And (b) How can the graduate learning community experience be enhanced in future years? A basic qualitative method was used (Merriam, 2009) including a purposive sample of graduate students who were members of the graduate learning community at [university] in the [college] during the [years] academic year.  Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with eight graduate students. Follow-up interviews were also conducted to obtain further perspectives from some individuals. The constant comparative method was used for data analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Trustworthiness of the data was established through transferability, credibility, dependability, and confirmability.  Purposive sampling and thick description were used to provide transferability; dependability and confirmability were established through an audit trail and details of the data collection recorded in a reflexive journal; peer debriefing and member checking was conducted to ensure credibility of the study.
Results and Conclusions
Participants in this study described their experience in the learning community primarily through two themes: most meaningful experiences and least meaningful experiences. According to one student, “Having the learning community is helpful because it gives you people that are going through the same fears/worries as me…” (LC2). Another student said that the learning community helped her survive her first year of graduate school. Part of that was knowing that other students were going through the same thing she was (LC6). At the formal meeting which occurred monthly, students appreciated learning about themselves: their strengths and personality types. They also appreciated the life planning sessions. LC7 stated, “For me, the most meaningful part of the learning community was the life-planning session. I constantly struggle with making decisions and that gave me a good lens to begin making big life choices.”
Students also discussed things that were “least meaningful” to their experience as part of the learning community. LC1 said, “I guess if I had to pick something it would be the personality tests. Though meaningful it just reaffirmed things I knew about myself…” Others noted another component that was least meaningful, which was when faculty members discussed their expectations of a mentoring relationship: “…whenever we had the faculty members come in to discuss expectations of a mentoring relationship with us I was a bit left out. This is mostly due to the fact that I am not a 'science-based' major and therefore have no labs” (LC7).
Participants shared their perspectives on changes they would recommend for the learning community, which resulted in two themes: structure and social interaction. In regards to structure, one student suggested [faculty] in the program should discuss more opportunities for LC members to professionally develop as grad students. Yet another recommendation was to have a meeting dedicated to professional development items like writing grants, designing posters, presentations, etc. (LC4). One suggestion to promote social interaction and provide more structure was to incorporate conversation starters within a meeting to help members of the learning community bond and to get around the idea of a “best-face-forward” mentality that existed in the learning community (LC6).

Based on the findings, it was concluded that graduate students found meaningful experiences from the learning community, which helped them to integrate academically and socially into their academic contexts (Tinto, 1993). Students also suggested changes which would make the experience more impactful in the future.
Implications and Recommendations
Given the priority of creating a professional and scientific workforce (Doerfert, 2011) and the challenges faced by graduate students in completing their graduate programs (Sowell, 2008; Sowell, Allum, & Okahana, 2015), the graduate learning community should continue in the [college] to support graduate students’ integration into their programs both academically and socially.  The learning community should address the recommendations from this study to make the learning community more effective for helping students transition to their graduate programs.
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