Report on Conference on Acceleration in Baltimore

(attended by Wendy Swyt and Lisa Bernhagen)

Summary

A. Basics of conference presentations and pre-conference workshop

1) Developmental Education has not been very successful in moving students to and through college level coursework.

2) Acceleration programs are successful in moving students to and through college level courses.

3) Change is coming – state mandates/funding may push us in this direction anyway; we need to move first.
B. Our tentative conclusions and questions

Our current model of placement, outcomes and exit assessment (as progressive as it has seemed to us) may be limiting us and our students.  What would it mean to restructure and refocus our dev writing program with college readiness as the primary goal?
C. Pilots that we want to try 

1) 10-credit Engl 101/91 course for students who test at the 91 level.  Pilot of this one going winter quarter.
2) “Open access” Engl 91 course – haven’t done this yet.  Want to talk to Katie and think about if we could do this one.
3) Linked 91 courses provide students with the chance to earn Engl 101 credit.  Lisa and I just did this fall quarter with link to Human Services and link to Comm Studies.
4) College Readiness portfolio so that students can bypass dev writing courses “mid-stream.”  We’ve thrown this idea around but done nothing yet.
D. Other 

1) Collect data on persistence of dev ed students to college level.  Did collect some data – similar to what Myra Snell found:  not a huge percentage of students making it to 101 from three levels below (71)  About 38% of students who place 3 levels below college make it to Eng 101.  About 70% of  students who place one level below college make it to Eng 101.
2) Creation of a Developmental Education Advisory Committee.  We’ve discussed it but it hasn’t happened yet.
3) Myra Snell from Los Medanos College and Katie Hern from Chabot College present to our Reading, Writing and Math dev ed faculty.  Only Katie came, and it was instrumental in helping us move forward with our Acceleration.
4) Alter dev writing program to include acceleration

See following pages for more detailed report.

A. Premises of conference presentations and pre-conference workshop

1) Developmental education has not been successful in moving students toward and through college level courses toward a degree.

· All the schools that use acceleration models have moved toward it because even if the students may successful in the dev courses, they don’t make it to or through the college level courses. As two CC instructors from California put it, “The longer the pipeline, the more it hemorrhages.”   

· Myra Snell, a math instructor from Los Medanos community college in California showed that even though they have 70% success rate at the three levels of dev math leading up to their college level statistics class, only 18% of the students starting two levels below college math actually made it through college level statistics.  

· Katie Herns, English faculty from Chabot college, a California community college, posits that this lack of success doesn’t mean that developmental instructors aren’t presenting students with rigorous interesting curriculum and instruction: “There may be excellent things going on in these classrooms, and the individual students who survive the sequence may get a lot out of the work they’ve done there. The issue is simply that huge numbers of their classmates disappear along the way.”
2) Acceleration (condensing and/or combining courses to get dev ed students to college level courses more quickly) works

We saw many models where students designated as developmental were put into college level courses (with support) and they succeeded at equal rates to students in the regular courses.  All colleges had quantitative data that showed the pass and completion rates were equal to or better to those of the traditional developmental models.

The success of this acceleration exposes and undermines many basic assumptions that we have in developmental teaching:

· Students must finish one level of skill before they move on to the next.

· There is a clear sequencing of skills that learned properly will prepare students for college level work.

· Placement, though not perfect, correctly indicates where students “should be” in this sequence.

· We must front-load skills before student get to the college level stuff – they first need to write clear sentences, then paragraphs, then essays.  First summaries, then summary responses.  

3) Change is coming (or has arrived):

· The four year colleges with acceleration models moved to acceleration because they had to: the college/university decided not to offer dev ed courses anymore, yet they had students who needed more support in order to succeed in the college level courses.

· The two-year colleges with acceleration models did so by choice (because they saw that dev ed was not successful in moving students into and through college level courses) or by mandate (a larger state mandate that they pilot accelerated support models).

· Lynn Troyka, a keynote speaker, spoke of how some community colleges are becoming colleges as they offer BA’s in select fields while other community colleges are “cohabitating” (like Highline) with a BA-granting institution.  Troyka posited that money for these new forms and goals is going to come from the dev ed programs, unless we change and prove them successful in moving students toward a degree.  (Monica heard similar rumblings at a state board meeting that she attended this past year: “What if we got rid of developmental education and put everyone in Engl 101?”)

B. Our tentative conclusions and questions

Wendy thinks that the exit assessment, placement, our reading/writing links, and course outcomes that we have carefully developed (and celebrated) over the past eight years for English 71, 81, and 91 (from the mess that was precollege writing before) may be limiting us in some respects.

All of the above (exit assessment, outcomes) limit us to a very sequential “front-loaded” mindset.  Students must complete outcomes/goals at one level and then move on to the next.  

“She tested at the 91 level on the COMPASS but she is really at the 81 level.”

“Has this student achieved the goals for 81? Is she ready to move to 91?”

“Has this student met the outcomes for 71? Is he ready to move to 81?”

“This student is at the 81 level in writing but not in reading so she can’t take the rewrite 81.”

“The exit assessment for 81 show that he didn’t meet the outcomes of 81.”  
All of this focuses on discrete sequential leveling and Wendy thinks to some degree obscures for us and for our students the larger goal: ability to do college level writing.  A counterargument would be “Well, we need students to progress through these levels to be ready for college writing,” but the colleges at the conference presented convincing evidence (quantitative data about pass rates) that undermined this argument again and again:

· In the progression from one level to the next, we lose students.   A significant amount of students never make to college level work.  

· Accelerated models produced equivalent or better grade distributions – Eliminating/condensing the levels that we are devoted to did not produce failure.  

C. Pilots that we want to try (Spring 2011? Fall 2011?)

We had initially thought we would go with the Baltimore ALP model, but after the workshop on this model on Wednesday, we realized that it would not work logistically beyond the pilot.  (We can explain later why it won’t work if you are curious.)

At the actual conference, we went to many presentations from a variety of colleges with different acceleration models, and from this, we’ve chosen two that we want to pilot at Highline:  

1) An English 101 section for students testing at the 91 level that would be 10 credits instead of 5 credits.  Students would meet 5 hours a week with the instructor plus an additional 5 hours with the same instructor.   Rather than spreading out developmental support over two quarters (91 then 101 but losing students in the transition), it is all in one quarter.

Unlike the other colleges we saw present, Northern Virginia Community College, the school that is using this acceleration model, has 70% NNS in these sections, which is why our ears perked up – their grade distributions are equal or better than grade distributions for the “regular” 101 sections.   And they’ve been using this model for 10 years so they had a wealth of data to show that this is a good model.

As part of the success, an important premise of this model is that it forces the student with “extra” writing needs to focus more time (via credits) on writing instead of taking Writing, Math, and Geology.

Instructor load: one regular 101 and one 101”plus” = 15 credits.  Perhaps for pilot, instructor can just teach this section to work out issues?

Student load: could just take the one writing class for 10 credits or an additional class for 15 credits.

2) An English 91 section with (gulp) open-access (any COMPASS placement under 101).  This pilot would focus on college writing readiness both in curriculum and the exit assessment.  Rather than “front-loading” all the skills, the instructor teaches college level readings and assignments with “just-in-time” remediation. (A term from Katie Hern’s work.)

Chabot College in California is using this model with a huge number of students/sections and great success – “four years of data, involving thousands of students shows that the accelerated model had double the success rate of the traditional longer sequence: only 23% of students who began in the longer sequence went on to complete College English versus 45% from the accelerated track.”
Unlike pilot 1, there is no added time/credits for this model. The only hitch is that Chabot College divides their students between ESL and developmental, and this acceleration model is for the developmental students (native speakers or 1.5 generation).  We might restrict open access (as contradictory as that sounds) to regular COMPASS scoring below English 101 level in a certain range (?) to eliminate low level NNS students from this model?

For pilot of this, we would ask for one course release so that the instructor can really focus on curriculum and exit assessment transformation toward college readiness.
Part of our choice (and our caution) in choosing these models is that we have more non-native speakers than many of the schools.  Many of these schools divide the ESL and basic writing students into two tracks, which means two separate programs.  For a whole variety of reasons, we don’t have separate programs, though we divide at the 71 and 81 level to some degree, but not at 91 at all.

Other avenues of acceleration that we can and should pursue:

3) Our linked 91 courses to college level courses (Comm Studies, Human Services, etc) should offer an acceleration option: if by the end of the course, the student has written a portfolio that could be judged as passing at an English 101 level, the student should get English 101 credit instead of English 91 credit for the course.  

4) A college readiness portfolio/exit assessment that students could take any time during developmental courses would provide them with access to English 101.  For example, a student in English 91 could take the exit assessment three weeks into English 91, pass it, receive “credit” or a grade and not have to attend the rest of the class.  He/she would then proceed directly to English 101 the next quarter.   Lisa and I have discussed this in the past year and we should move to make it happen.  The challenge is to create something that is not excessively complicated and that does not burden us all with extra work.  

D. What we should do (in addition to pilots outlined above)

1) Collect our own data on dev ed students’ persistence to and through college level courses (if we don’t already have it):  

· Right now, what are the percentage of students from dev ed who make it to college level writing and beyond?  Do we lose a vast number of students as the other colleges did?  

· We also need to establish a data base to measure the success of our pilots.   

· We’d also like to get a stipend to pay “blind readers” to assess the student writing at the end of the pilot course:  would a “regular” English 101 instructor pass the writing that students produce in pilot #1?

2) Create Development Education Advisory Committee/Team/Taskforce for Highline: this would consist of two writing faculty, two reading faculty and two math faculty, two EPAC advisors, and two instructors from programs with a large quantity of developmental students (Business?), plus Rolita of course.  (Wendy recalls there was some committee like fourteen years ago when she first got here but it died out.) Wendy volunteers to lead it.  Right now, we are a scattering of faculty in different departments.  Connecting would provide us with strength and focus as we consider the needs of dev ed students and what we can do to improve success for these students.  Given recent developments, we really need a focused body of people to shape what we are doing at Highline.  

3) Acceleration involves more than just writing; it involves all dev ed courses – the presentations that we saw addressed math, reading and writing.  

5) Overall for writing program: Reframe our program so that placement and assessment focus on college readiness instead of “getting to the next level.”  We need to do this carefully because we have a higher percentage of nonnative speakers than many colleges that presented at the conference.  We also need to proceed carefully because we are now linked to reading, and faculty in both reading and writing departments have been relatively satisfied with the rewrites and other aspects.  How can we best implement acceleration so that we can build on our strengths?

