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ABSTRACT |
N Challenges and approaches for academic skills
 improvement programs for college students are discussed. Important
. proraquisitos are a needs assessment and long-range plan and an
. academic¢ skills improvement program based on theory anddggistiug
models. Identifying a set of supportive people with powe® and
~ resources at an institution is also peeded. Examples of such.
‘resources are the student affairs office. and deans of colleges such
as education. Academic skills programs also need to ‘meet the noodl of
untraditional students through flexible schedules and modes of -
delivery., A realistic approach to testing issuss includes dévoloping
nev instruments that are sensitive to affective and cognitive 3
domains. A further challenge is to change the perception of learping
centers from just being remedial to places and programs that prepare
students for the unlvarsit{ environment. A model skills inprovunant
program should be intermediary and interdisciplinary, based od:
‘theories (e.g., learning, cognitive, developmental &md social
decholo?y, semiotics, and rhetorics It would also make use of
ingtructional systems technology and i’hstrm:tioul psythology: and -
would' conduct basic and applied rosoarch using hoth oxperiNontll and
naturalistiu methods. (Sw?p |
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university and departments, pulting stiudents in'"hdlding tanks'" until being-
' - .

¥
A}

Reading and study sRtlls centerg, writing centers,.learning laboratories s

and peer tutoging -programs are as common as Pizza Huts and MacDonalds on

college campuses. We have a plethoié 6f.specially and regularly admitted

. ™ .~

"underprepare&": vdevelppmental®, "remedial, or "learning disabled" students .

wha need the services of these academic_ékills-tmprdvément programs for

various reasons. Even if the recommended reforms for elementary and,seeonﬁaty-
2 . -
¢ , .
schools are implemented, the need for academic skills imarovement programs
’ - ‘ . ' * b -~
for college students will persist and so will the challengeés and issues'

. [ - e

facing this field. . ) . K

s e Major Challenges and éossible Approaches
. ' . . e o _ ]
1. Probably the greatest challenge is for the universities and colleges in

our natiom to devélop a theory of education that is appropriate for our )

modern world and.ﬁo define the goals of Hiéher education. For instince, what
’ N .

R 3

- is the mission of a major univens{ty or smaller college in regard to academic

. .

skills improvement? What responsiﬁilit§ does a university have to students

who are admitted, but wﬁo'hqve not learned the Eﬂlﬁé of the academic ‘game,
gannoc ¢ope with .college or perform on a level ;equifed for hniversity
;tandards? Universit;es and - colleges are, of course, concerned with images
and pressures. Recruiting and retaining students to fill undergraduate and
graduate classrooms and football rosters, raising admission standards for the

- . , .
admitted to a program - these are behaviors that have an important bearing

on the mission for an institution. Clearly, an institution has a responsi-

bility to give a reasonable chance to graduate thode students-it admits and
. « . P

‘to be held accountable for learning outcomes. And'clearly, our nation needs

M .

an elite of stholars from humble as wel]l as wealthy hqmes.'
l‘ . )
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* people wiEhvpower and the existing,resouiéqswat an institutioni fhe Student

7 » N\ ' e . . '

But' it is not clear what- approach wotld-be most effective in accomplishing .

B : ‘\ . .
the -tasks_of getting an iﬂ%titution to re-examine its mission "and then to ,

becomé committed enough to carry, out its miesion in regard to academic skills
improvement. At pfesent the low status of-centers providing academic skills
| : - . .

imerovement se;vices is evidehced by very’ low funding levels. Institution}

of higher education'provide little money for facilities, staff, research,

¢
t

equipment, supplies, and travel money Eor academic skills improvemeat centers.

A 1

\\From my own eqperience, I have found personal contact with supportive.

- - 4 . h -

people in offices such &s the Office for Academic Affair; to be effettive.‘

A : L o’ - '
More monies (not enough, of coursek.became available because of close relation-
] - “ '
ships with people who had the powe} to implement programs or changes after

* -

becoming aware anpd persuaded of needg. A need(assegsment and a lqng—range

{
plan *or an effective academic skills improvement program based on theory,

- v Il

both basic and applied research, and already existini models that work is

essential. Along with this is the need to identify oth a set of supportive

LY

Affairs Offiée, Deans of Cpllegesjsuch as Education, various Centérs (e.g.,
Research and Development), Institutes, and Plagning/Development Offices and

interdisciplinary programs are examples of sucgh resod&ces. An academic skills

v

program may function best housed,in The Cellege of Education or funded jointiy

13

by the College of Education and another agency in order to attain the legiti-

macy needed to be effective. The Learning Skills Center at Inéiané University-
Bloomington ds an example; it is jointiy funded by the School of Education and

the Division of Uﬁaergraduate Life, and its director holds a tenured faculty
- . ’ ’ -
posit{on'in the Language Education Department.. Défining the mission of major

]

*



, universities concerning improvement of academio skills-ik.a'complex challenge';

,requiting a complex approach. The approach 1nvolJ§s collaborating with studento,.

) ‘ . X
faculty, admlnistrators ‘and other univetsity staff and realizlng that. under- = .

¢ L] - -
prepa{odastudents must be a sharefl responsibility.q Academic skills improvemeng
) . . ‘ T de

programs cannog do the job alone. LD . T .
, : . -

-

4
-.2. Demographics is another ma jor issue and challenge. We gdministrators, , * ~’

. o s -

teachers, employers, and parents used to know whom we were educating, when and
~ . ‘ <

1 L]

. ' ' ®
Where we were gducating them, and what we were educating them for. Not now. . _-

. ~ ]

Accor&ing to the latest . census report, minorities of all types. are increaslng,
. \ . . .

especially in some.ﬁtates. Inscitutions of higher learnlng should see more
minorities khocking on thelr doors-- more non-native, more women, more older
. L I
first time or returning students, more hanqecapped, more gifted, mose -Hispanics,
t . t

7
\ mote Blacks, more, that is, if these institutions are responsive to the financial

&
-

r
flexible times/locations, and learning how-to-learn needs. ) . e
. PR .,
~ . - ¢ . ) ‘ . . (
How does an institution and an academic skills improvement program meet'the

v

‘needs’ of these untraditional students? Drastic changes are indicated in assistante

~ A SAa.
B . L

ol all 'kinds.- Fléxibility 15 esskl believe. This involves the hours when_

courses ,are taught and the logatioy of colurses taught. Weekend College Degree - -
* f‘ ’ v - - . .
programs have proven éffective at Indiana—Purdue UniV&rsity, Fort Wayne and Indian-

A}

»apolis; sometimesdlocateq on campus and sometimes at shopping mall§ courses

are frequently offered on bdéiness and in&ustrial sites for credit or, nonccredit.
- [ ‘ ' »
Flexibility 1nvolves the moge of delivery, too - whether face—to-face 1ndividual,

[y

" small group, or classroom instruction, or video disks, ;nievision, computer~

assisted tuCOrial/networking, or correspbndence courses'with specially developed

verbal and nonverbal print or audio materjals. 1t “involves outreach programs

for elementary and secondary students, and qlderhostel oohrges..
] * T s
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-The drastic changes mean new pérspectives and more money for research and

- ,development. But a theory of “education appropriate for our times and for .

’aurvival of our nation requires thesé changes. Whom shall we educate in

"+ this age of information? ‘Are-we prepared to stob being neglectful of our ,

b}

human capital.’ A theory of education must address these questions.

Y o, o

A new theory might encourage an apprenticeship system or it might use

Britian ] Opep University's "distance learning! model - using video tecordings

-

of the best teachers and lecturers combined with individual learning packages.

Britian s collegiate universities have low human resources wastage rates because
df the pastoral care and counseling offered by tutors —‘a network of local tutors

-

Qho correct and comment on students' work and weet face to face with them on

N - _
many océasions. THe tutoring and counseling are as important as the classroom

L3
-

"teaching and lectUring. We might i‘;o make use of microcamputers as tools for

.

. [y

\ maLtery of subject and mastety ‘of the leatning rrocesﬁ What is important is

mutudl learning rellt{onships - teacher/taught, author/teqxer, speaker/listener -

R
the 1ntetper£ona1, social relatipnships. Today we deal with the new kind of

‘_3student from a different background with a different set of-values‘ hopes, and

L4

» . \ . .
dreams. Flexibility and‘fommitment to develop their capacities are musts in a
‘ . - .
theory of education for moderm society. .o o
\ T .-

3. What are we to do about the growing reliance on tests — standardized or

informal, teacher developed/researcher developed, tests to quantify levels

-
1

of knowledge and to make.kompariSOns among students and schools? Tests are
-

being given to guage the gffectivenegs of universities and depattments, teacher

-

training programs, composition programs, and soon, no doubt, academic skills
- hd ‘ . .

enhancement programs. Tests are<usdd to justify policy initiatives and to

attract private investment in universities. The primary reason, of course, is

+
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, to link uﬁiv‘;sinyg state, or -féderal funds to measurable outcomes. Tests R
. . - ' '
provide hard data aboutiedhcacional outcomes which can be used to make difficé?

- . o-‘ * - *

'decisions for funding and cur:iculum/teaching But tests are limited in what they

. '
» ‘.- » ¥ %

S ”? can and do measure,*nnd we. ate all qften guilty of overreliance on test scores.’
. ( 're.st§ .off‘te;/pake #0 room for la;t,e bloomer‘s, and standarized Eests, since they
T j;re n9rmed to a general population, may be biased’ .against minority groups../}n
additiqn, tests are usualiy poor predictors of long-term performance and are
oriented only toward cognitive skills. |

A realiscic approach td‘ﬁestingJ&séues includes developing new instruments

that are more sensitive to whac they are supposed to be measuring in the affective
ﬂ

or cognitive domains - reading and study skills, for instance. Tests used by

feading researchers to measure-readihg comprehengion and recall could be used

4
-

as model; and adapted‘tests such as summaries of various types written for

different purposes, retellings, and compositions. Graduated promptss based on

Vygotsky's notions'.of testing show ptomise of being useful in an academic skills
enhancement program. We need tests oriented toward éttitudes,‘beliefs;'énd

. 8 ; ‘'mental states’, too. . Subject—specific comfort indexes and Mettitude measures give.
. ) L}

;;eful information about students which can be used in decision making and

o materials development. New models of testing are needed along with continued
efforts to help‘studeni;;cope with tescs'and texts and become testwise and v
textwise. . '

4. A fina}jmajor challenge is how to change perceptions of learning skills

<
Yy

. -~ centers. Learning skills centers, and academic skills improvement programs
should not be perceived as just being remedial but as places and programs that
: ' ¢ . 'a » -
prepare students for the.upiversity environment. Students need to learn the

A
rules of the academic game and be acculturated into the academicz student, and

bt . e . s .
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_ academic skills improvement program for golution. -

© would be 1n:é}mediary an& interdisciplinaryﬂr based’on theofies (learning,

.
4
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support cultuges of a unive}sity. Academic skills improvemenc programs and

canters are in a mediating posttion between faculty valuesand student values

and between admihistration values and studenc values. Much of the time when

- . L

students are found underprepared, fadulties'and depattmenté assume they are not

-
-

at fault.. The' 'faul‘!: is shi.ft:ed to the’ smdent...an the problem is gin to the

.

[

. What would a model acsademic skills improvemegt program look like? It

]

.

cognitive, developmental and social psychology, semidiics, rhgtofic, linguistics,
reading, compreﬁensioh;‘méasurement, etc.). It would make use of instructignal

systéms'tecﬁnology, instiuctional psychology, conuct basic and applied research

.

. .« . - N § .
using both experimental and maturalistic methods and promote teacher-researchers.

It would draw on.resources.— scholars agpQ. researchers from English, épeé;h

. - -

Communications, Psychology, Education, content areas, tlie legal and medical

profession8, and vocational ggchnolbgy. It would reach  beyond the university

.
>

on locél, state, national and'internatiqnal levels. It would offér a varied

'. ’ \. - L]
. .
menu of’ credit courses, workshops, seminars, tutoring and counseling services

manned by praéticum studeppts and teéching/resea;ch aqsiéfhnts. It would teach

.



