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Community Colleges

 Serving our country for over a century

 Provide relatively low cost opportunity for 
postsecondary education

 Address multiple roles: transfer to a university, 
career education, job retraining, etc.

 Provide second (and third) opportunities

 Use the “open door” policy of admission



Community Colleges: Open Door to the 
American Dream

Permits access to higher education: largely achieved

Access without quality is meaningless

Both access and quality must be and are the goals



Don’t Confuse Open Door with Low 
Standards or Quality

In practical terms, the ability to benefit from 
higher education (the open door policy) is 
typically determined by the student 
achieving satisfactory performance in 
courses.  



Summary and Conclusions Derived 
from Recent National Reports

 There is a need for more workers with higher 

levels of skills

 Higher levels of skills require more students 

needing postsecondary education.

 Significant numbers of students enter college 
lacking many of the skills, both cognitive and 
affective, needed for college success. 

 Lack of skills especially prevalent in math



Summary and Conclusions Derived from Recent 
National Reports

 Student success rates, especially in developmental 
education courses at community colleges, are 
unacceptably low

 Too many students drop out and/or do not complete their 
programs or degrees

 There is a wide range of standards, policies, courses and 
services across states and within most states



Summary and Conclusions Derived from Recent 
National Reports

 State funding for higher education has been traditionally 
based on enrollments and largely without incentives for 
promoting student success. 

 Developmental education is needed to improve skills of 

many entering students

 There is need for reform/improvements in developmental 

education including assessment and placement



How To Reconcile:

o Need for more workers with higher skills?

o Significant numbers of underprepared entering 
students?

o Too many students not completing their programs 
or degrees?



Post Secondary Aspirations of 2015 
Alabama High School Graduates

Educational 
Degree 
Aspirations

Combined Blacks/African 
Americans

Whites

N % N % N %
Voc-Tech 2,470 4% 788 5% 1,241 4%
2-yr College 4,939 9% 1,427 9% 2,735 9%

Bachelors 25,621 46% 7,544 48% 14,746 47%
Graduate 6,186 11% 1,215 8% 4,186 13%

Prof. Level 10,905 20% 3,154 21% 5,943 19%

Other 1,541 3% 410 3% 824 3%

No Response 3,765 7% 1,077 7% 1,758 6%

TOTAL 55,427 100% 15,615 100% 31,433 100%



ACT’s College Readiness 
Standards

 A benchmark score is the minimum score needed 
on an ACT subject-area test to indicate a 50% 
chance of obtaining a B or higher or about a 75% 
chance of obtaining a C or higher in the 
corresponding credit-bearing college courses.

 These scores were empirically derived based on the 
actual performance of students in college.

 The  standards relate test scores to the types of 
skills needed for success in high school and beyond.  
They serve as a direct link between between what 
students have learned and what they are ready to 
do next.  



Percent of Alabama Students Achieving College 
Readiness* on ACT, 2014-2015

2014 2015

Alabama National Alabama National

English 65% 64% 53% 64%

Math 31% 43% 23% 42%

Reading 43% 44% 34% 46%

All Areas 21% 26% 16% 28%

Total 
Tested

37,985 55,427



Percentage of Alabama Public High School Graduates 
Achieving College Readiness*, by Race, Compared to 

National Graduates, 2014-2015

*As defined by ACT

English Math Reading All Content 
Areas

2014 2015 2014 2015 2014 2015 2014 2015

All AL 
Students

65% 53% 31% 23% 43% 34% 21% 16%

AL Blacks 38% 30% 9% 7% 18% 14% 4% 3%

AL Whites 77% 66% 40% 32% 53% 45% 28% 22%

National 64% 64% 43% 42% 44% 46% 26% 28%



Underprepared Students

Nationally, about two-thirds of entering students enter 
community colleges underprepared for college work.



Underprepared Students:

 Possess academic skills below level needed 
for success in college level courses

 Lack accurate information about college 
procedures, policies, programs and services 
(especially first generation students)

 Lack adequate skills in planning, managing 
time, studying, test taking, etc.

 Display questionable motivation, 
perseverance, etc.



Paths to Addressing Underpreparedness of 
Entering Students

1. Improve skills in high school

2. Improve placement test scores

3. Provide effective developmental 
education



1. Improve Skills in High School

 Align high school and college curriculum and standards

 Provide feedback to schools on performance of high 
school graduates on test scores and college performance

 Develop joint efforts to smooth transition from high 
school to college



2. Improve Placement Test Scores

Develop pre-assessment activities to 
inform students about the placement 
test, prepare them for the test, and 
assist them in performing their best on 
the test.



Student Preparation/Information

 Most students entering community colleges 
have little understanding of what is expected 
of them by the college including what the 
placement test is about or its importance

 About 75% of students report not preparing 
for a placement test, yet almost 3/4 of those 
students would advise others to do so 
(Rosenbaum, Shuetz, & Foran, 2010). 

 2/3 of community college students do 
not realize their remedial courses do 
not count for credit (Rosenbaum, Deil-
Amen, & Person, 2006).



Pre-assessment Activities

1. Work with local high schools to improve the 
transition to college including:

a. Align writing and math skills for college 
education

b. Practice taking placement tests

c. Use the results to provide feedback to improve 
skills

d. Provide information on college expectations

e. Offer career or guidance classes in high schools 
similar to student success courses offered in college



Pre-Assessment Activities

2. Explain why the test is important:

a. Provide encouraging information and reassuring 

descriptions of the test

b. Use multiple methods: websites, college materials, 

catalog, high schools, community agencies, churches, 

parent meetings, etc.

c. Inform students of placement tests’ impact on 

degree timetables.



Pre-Assessment Activities

3.  How can students get a better score?

a. Prepare for placement tests

b. Develop preparation materials including sample 

questions/tests

c. Develop summer bridge programs (boot camps)

d. Reinforce learning through learning centers and short 

term courses



Bridge Programs/Boot Camps

- Helps improve skills and prepare for the 

placement test

- Provides opportunity to improve placement test 

scores

- Can decrease the need for developmental 

education and /or enable placement in higher 

level developmental courses

- Provides opportunity for meaningful retesting



3.  Provide Effective Developmental 
Education

 More than 80% of all American colleges and universities 
offer some type of remedial or developmental education

 Developmental education bridges the gap between the 
proficiencies of entering students and providing both 
access and quality.



Why Developmental Education?

Colleges recognize that opportunity to 
postsecondary education requires 
addressing the underpreparation of many 
entering students 



What is Developmental Education?

"Developmental education is the integration of 
academic courses and support services guided by the 
principles of adult learning and development." ( Boylan, 
1999)



NADE Definition of Developmental 
Education

Developmental education is a field of practice and 
research within higher education with a theoretical 
foundation in developmental psychology and 
learning theory. It promotes the cognitive and 
affective growth of all postsecondary learners, at 
all levels of the learning continuum. 
Developmental education is sensitive and 
responsive to the individual differences and special 
needs among learners. Developmental education 
programs and services commonly address 
academic preparedness, diagnostic assessment 
and placement, development of general and 
discipline-specific learning strategies, and affective 
barriers to learning. 



Goals of Developmental Education (NADE)

 To preserve and make possible educational 
opportunity for each postsecondary learner 

 To develop in each learner the skills and attitudes 
necessary for the attainment of academic career and 
life goals 

 To ensure proper placement by assessing each 
learner's level of preparedness for college course 
work

 To maintain academic standards by enabling learners 
to acquire competencies needed for success in 
mainstream college courses 

 To enhance the retention of students 
 To promote the continued development and 

application of cognitive and affective learning theory 



Is Developmental Education a New 
Phenomenon?: No!

 The first institution of higher education in the 
United States was Harvard in 1636

 Harvard was also the first college or 
university to offer remedial (developmental) 
education beginning in the 17th century

 Why?: Because too many students were 
underprepared for college courses

 Why does this matter?

Developmental education has been an 
integral aspect of higher education for a 

long time.



Components of Developmental Education

1.  Mandatory assessment (with exceptions)

2.  Mandatory placement

3.  Instruction (multiple levels)

4.  Support Services (counseling/advising, tutoring, learning 
center, study skills/college success courses, learning 
communities, etc.)

5.  Evaluation



1. Mandatory Assessment

All first time in college students are assessed in reading, writing, 
and mathematics at a level needed for beginning college courses.

Additional students and skills will be assessed as needed.

Exceptions include students who have a college degree or already 
achieved satisfactory performance in college English and math 
courses.



2. Mandatory Placement

 All entering students receive counseling or advising.

 Multiple factors are assessed and used in making 
placement decisions.

 Placement is tied directly to prerequisite and registration 
system and supported by computerized program.



3. Developmental Education Courses

 Multiple levels to meet broad range of skills

 Reading, writing, mathematics

 Institutional credit: support without 
lowering standards

 Outcomes of highest course in each skill 
area should equal entering skills of 
corresponding college courses.



4. Support Services

These are services and programs which supplement and 
complement the traditional classroom instructional 
methods.  A combination of various support services are 
generally considered to be essential for student success.



Support Services

 Advising and counseling

 Tutoring/Supplemental Instruction

 Orientation

 Student Success Courses

 Learning Labs



5. Evaluation

Use multiple variables including:

 Course completion

 Success in subsequent courses

 Retention 

 GPA

 Satisfaction



Possible Consequences of Weak 
Developmental Education Program

 Many students will enroll in courses for which 
they are not prepared

 Faculty and students likely to be frustrated

 Standards will be lowered to accommodate 
low skills of these students

 Low retention/graduation rates

 Learning is inadequate

 Students, college, businesses and community 
suffer



Reforms Needed

How to improve movement and success 
through developmental education?

How to improve success rates, especially in 
math?

How to improve retention and graduation 
rates?

What policies need to change?

What practices seem to work best? For whom?



What Works In Developmental Education and 
Student Success

1. Early success: First year/first 
semester/first month/first day

2. High expectations

3. Structure 

4. Interaction with college, faculty 
and staff

5. College Success Courses



What Works in Developmental Education and 
Student Success

6. Effective instruction

7. Prerequisites enforced

8. Effective support services 
counseling/advising

9. Learning communities



Three Effective Reforms

1. Guided Pathways Advising

2. Accelerated Learning

3. Reform Mathematics



Improved Advising: Guided Pathways

 Addresses student’s perception of chaos of the 
community college cafeteria approach of course, major 
and career selection

 Many students have little idea of career choice and what 
courses to take in college

 Too many students drop out from the confusion, take 
inappropriate courses for their major, or end up with 
many more credits than needed for graduation



Guided Pathways Advising

Goal: Increase program/graduation rates 
by providing structured curriculum and 
advising

 Students develop education plan

 Faculty define clear curriculum paths 
including “meta majors”

 Mandatory student success courses and 
intrusive advising

 Early alert and tracking of student progress



Accelerated Learning

Goal: to decrease the number of 
developmental  courses needed and the 
time needed to take college level courses.

3 Models:

a. Paired or combined courses

b. Compressed developmental sequence

c. Mainstreaming with supports



Reform Mathematics

 Nationally, 60-70% of community college 
students need at least one developmental 
math course before enrolling in college 
credit math courses*

 Nationally, 80% of students never get out 
of the developmental math pathway*

 College Algebra is arguably the single 
most difficult obstacle to student success             

*Carnegie Foundation



Two Major Efforts to Reform Math at the 
College Level

 Carnegie: Statway and Quantway

 Dana Center, University of Texas, Austin: 
Math Pathways

Both programs aim to accelerate students' 
progress through their developmental math 
sequence and a college-level course for 
credit.



Policies and Procedures that Work in 
Developmental Education and Student 

Success

 High Expectations

 Positive/supportive attitude and environment

 Intrusive/mandatory: not merely offered: “students 
don’t do voluntary” (Kay McClenney)

 Often it is the students who most need the help that 
are the least likely to seek it 

 Engagement: students involved with the college in 
some way tend to be more likely to succeed

 Eliminate late registration



Policies and Procedures that Work in 
Developmental Education and Student 

Success

 Early: First year/first semester/first month/first week/first 
day/before beginning

 Prerequisites established and enforced

 Exit criteria for developmental courses should equal the entrance 
criteria for college courses 

 Institutional: build programs and services into regular college 
structure/procedures

 Cooperative interaction between and among academic 
departments and with student services



Policies and Procedures that Work in 
Developmental Education and Student 

Success
 Recognize that at-risk students need structure in 

courses and support services

 Student success is not left to chance.

 Affective and cognitive: active interaction with 
faculty and staff

 Multiple programs and services to serve the different 
needs of students

 Student-centered environment communicated early 
and often, reinforced with ongoing messages and 
training



Developmental Education

Essential for meeting the mission of Alabama 
community colleges: access to postsecondary 
education (opportunity) and effective 
standards of quality



Conclusion

 Developmental education must be seen as an integral 
part of the college’s strategic plan, and supported by 
administration, faculty, staff, students, and community.



Possible State Actions

 Identify obstacles to completion, factors that correlate 
with student success, and high and low performing 
institutions to inform statewide goals for community 
colleges.

 Phase in common statewide placement standards and 
aligning remedial work with credit-bearing courses to 
accelerate progress toward degree completion.

 Improve Collaboration with K-12 systems to reduce 
the need for remedial education.



Possible State Actions

 Use state-level data systems to track student outcomes in 
remedial courses.

 Encourage more Alabama colleges to join Achieving the Dream 
(ATD), a national reform initiative to:

a. encourage institutional improvement

b. assist communication and collaboration

c. share issues and solutions nationally

d. Increase professional development


