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ABSTRACT

A study surveyed first-~year community college
students enrolled in remedial English reading, to determine the
perceived benefits of a remedial reading class. The study was
specifically designed (1) to obtain a profile of the student
population, (2) to identify students' reasons for taking remedial
reading, and (3) to identify the relationship of remedial reading to
students' college or academic careers. Respondents, 87 randomly
selected remedial reading students in a New York City community
college, answered a biographical and self-evaluating questionnaire
that also requested a paragraph about the relationship of remedial
reading to their future college plans. Results indicated that the
typical first year community college student in a remedial reading
course was slightly more likely to be a woman than a man, and that
the women were slightly older than the men. While English was the
native language of the majority of the students, 54% were foreign
born. They were deficient in language, reading, and writing skills.
To be admitted to college as a regular student and to get a higher
paying job were identified by a high percentage of the respondents as
reasons for taking remedial reading, but students did not see the
development of better reading strategies as a goal of the course.
Findings suggest that the role of the remedial reading instructor
should be reevaluated to see if the present role matches the
expectations characteristic of the student population k2ing served.
(Tables of data are included, and references are attached.) (NKA)
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Perceived Remedial English Reading Class Benefits of Community
College Students

Abstract

This erticle surveyed perceived remedial English cless benefits of
community college students. The survey was conducted from & rendomized
population of students enrolled in & remedial class td: 1) obtein e profile
of the student population 2).identify reasons for taking remedial reeding
3) identify the relationship of remedial reeding to college and academic
coreer.

The study reveals that students participating in remediel reading
courses come from different countries and educational backgrounds. A
high percentage of the respondents expressed that the main reason in
taking remediel reading wes to become a reguler college student. These
findings suggests thet the role of remedial courses needs to be
re-defined to find weys to motivete and increase the students self concept
to enable them to do college work and complete o degree progrem.




PERCEIVED REMEDIAL ENGLISH READING CLASS BENEFITS OF COMMUNTY
COLLEGE STUDENTS

This study came @s & result of one af the investigetor's observetions in
her remedial English reading cless, Teaching a group of New york City
comraunity college students in the summer, she 2sked them what type of
help they thought this course would give them beyond fulf illing the
academic requirements set by the college. To the professor's suririse,
students were mute since they never thought in seeing other benefits to
the remedial reading class. The ides of & survey encompassing a lerge
population to confirm her observation and to identify motivational and
academic strategies to better serve community college students was
plenned and cerried out.

The Community College Student

Colleges have been ottempting to cope with the problem of poorly
prepared students through what has come to be known as “"the open door
policy”. This policy is 6 reslity in the community colleges which provide
opportunities to enable students, regerdless of level of achievement,
ethnic group or age, to receive the best educatioh possible. The community
colleges offer opportunities to en adult who wants to take courses ono
part time basis, the dropout who wants another chance, the adult who
wants to teke special interest courses, the acedemic transferee who
expects to continue his education in 8 four-yeor institution end the
minority student who hes the opportunity for 8 low cost or free
post-secondary education.

The adoption of the “open admission policy™ in the City University of
New York (CUNY) in 1970 resulted in an unprecedented institutionel growth
spurt. CUNY was faced with 1arge numbers of students in need of
instruction in basic skills. Each college of the university had {o develop
testing programs to determine placement and to diagnose individuel
student needs; each has been faced with the necessity of cresting lerger
programs in reading, writing, mathematics, English and English s a second
lenguege.

Today, CUNY still offers a large number of remedial programs. The
student population reflects a variety of ethnic, lenguage and ecademic
backgrounds. The students enrolled in the community college are, by and
large from low-income groups and often arrive at the university with
insufficient preparation for college level work. The needs of these
students have force CUNY community colleges to create progrems to meet
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their educational needs. The remedial English reading course is one of the
many scedemic stretegies intended to help the poorly-prepared college
student.

The Colleqge Remediel Reading Program

Remedial reading courses have become on integrel pert of the academic
progrem in universities and colleges around the Unites States. Due to the
proliferation of open admission policies at meny colleges and universities
the area of instruction which has perheps grown and changed more than
most has been the remediation progrems now offered ot the college level.
In meny community colleges, students are plaged in & remediel or
developmental program based on their entrance examination scores or on
the grades they received in high school. Other colleges have their own
assessment instruments to measure the students’ reading ability to do
college work. In many colleges, the remedial English reading course is
required of some students before they cen enroll in reguler classes. Once
the students have been screened, they are placed in specigl prograimns
which are designed to improve their reading skills and develop their
ability to compete with the reading 10ad placed upon them.

The objective of most college reading progrems is to develop on
independent lesrner. The most significent aspect of & remedial progrem is
the attention to the needs of individuel and small groups. In other words,
remedial instruction is individuel instruction for individual needs. This
individualized reading focus involves counseling skills in self concept, end
an increased sense of academic achievement. Schelmezer and Brozo
(1982) state that independent learning is positively related to
achievement and persistence in & course of study, and that the students
attitude towerd school is related to achievement. It is not sufficient to
teach the reading skills, but time must also be allotted to include sessions
where the student can perceive the academic need and the future benefit
of being a good reader. The underlying philosophy of o remediel program
should be to afford the student lerge doses of success to change their self
concept from one of failure to one of success in seeing the ecademic
adventages of being 8 good reader.

To survive in college, students must keep tenaciously to their reading
materials and to adjust to & veriety of reading and study conditions.
Heyes and Diehl (1982) state that students must "manage time
restrictions, lenghty texts, linguistic complexities, novel end frequently
extraneous information, and conceptusl diff iculties"(p.658). Students need
strategies to be able to comply with the demands of college materials. As
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Sheking {1978) says the students play the central role in leerning from
texts. Students need strategies of how to reed full-length chapters from
textbooks, novels, 1ab maenuals, history books end scientific articles.
when students see that the reading progrem is meking & change in their
reading habits and in their interpretation of threading materials of the
courses, thet will be able to identify the academic benefits of the
progrem.

Methodology

The questionnaire was identified as the instrument to semple
individual responses of community college students on the perceived
benefits of remedial reading. The survey study was conducted in one of
the New York City community colleges in the summer of 1986. The semple
was taken from & population of 300 students enrolled in remediel English
reading from which 8 randomized selection of 87 students was chosen to
participate in the study. These were first year Students that were
enrolled in @ remedial reading cless.

The questionnaire consisted of twenty guestions of 8 biogrephicel and
self-evaluating nature. It also included an open ended question asking
students to write & paragreph to identify the relationship of the remediel
reading courses to their academic and college cereer. The questionnaire
was divided in three perts:

Section 1- Biographic Deta: Questions 1-10 were compiled to obtain @
profile of the current student population. Questions 11-12 were to list
the number of reading courses previously teken.

Section 2- ldentification of reasons (1isting them from most to least
important) for-taking remediel English reading courses.

Section 3- Identification of future role of remedial reading courses in
college career. Students were asked to write a paragraph to identify how
remedial English reading courses would help their college and academic
career.

Once the date was collected, they were placed on tabulation sheets and
read into the computer. This erticle will use the frequency dete for the
student population and t. se tebles which show results sorted according
to the students remedial English reading perceptions.
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Results

Profile of the Students' Populstion

This information primarily surveyed the populetion distribution
according to student stetus, native language end country, length of time in
the United states, whether students greduated from high school or outside
the United States, and type of high school diplome received. Specific
personal description of the sample were difficult to compile due to the

~ wide diversity of the population. Judging from the 67 respondents, the

typicel first year community college student is eque]ly likely to be e man
or 8 woman(60% women, 408 men) However, inen end women differed in
age, with men somewhat younger then women.

The summary of the biographice! information revealed that students
participating in remediel reading courses come from different countries
and educational backgrounds. The numbers end distributions ere shown in
Table 1. -

Teable 1

Distribution of Pgpulation According to Country, Lenquage and
Educationgl Background '

Table 1

N %
Full time 79 91
Part time 8 9
English is native language 65 75
English is second 1anguage 22 25
Born in US.A. 40 46
Born in other country 47 54
Graduste from H.S. in US.A. 57 66
Gradusted from H.S. outside U.S.A. 19 33
Has a reguler H.S. diplome 73 84
He a G.ED. diploma -~ 14 16
English is used at home regularly 60 69
N=867
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The majority of the students identify English as their netive language
(75%) end hold reguler high school diplomes from the United States. These
are not linguistically different students, but academically ( in longuage,
reading and writing) deficient individuels. These were full-time enrolled
students of whom a high percentege gradusted from o United Stetes high
school (66%). The literature tends to agree with the demogrephic findings
of the study thet there are certain common cheracteristics of community
college students. As @ group, they 1) comprise & cross section of the
general population found in community colleges 2) represent & wide
spectrum of ethnic and language background 3) often need some form of
remedial assistance.

Regson icipating in Remedisl Reading Cour

Students were asked to list from 1{ the most important) to S { the
least important) the reasons for taking remedial reeding courses. Table 2
indicates the frequencies of their responses:

Table 2
Distribution of Reesons for Enrolling in Remedial English Courses

N 4
Required to be admitted s & reguler college student 79 91
Get higher paying job 45 St
Go into international business or job 31 36
Read other college reading material in English 30 34
Help femily and friends with English materiol 17 20
Get along with English speaking friends 14 16
Be able to finish the bacceleureate degree 8 9
Read about English literoture, 1anguage or culture 6 7

N =87

Table 2 shows that 8 high percentage of the respondents (91%)
expressed that the main reason for teking the remediel reading class was
because it was o prerequisite to admittence to reguler college courses. In
many community colleges, students are placed in a remediel or
ERIC developmental program based on their entrance exemination scores or on
I the grade they received in high school. These compensatory courses are 8




designoted to bring students to o performance level in which they cen
perticipate in 8 coliege progrom. It seems that students have the desire to
be college students, but are not aware of the academic benefits of
remediel reading classes.

Concerning the use of relevent reading content to prepare them for
courses leading their baccelaureate, only 9% of the respondents chose this
item. It is of interest to note thet, aithough the reading course would help
them to read college reeding materiel in English only 34% morked this
item. Also, the other acedemic reasons { to get olong with
English-speoking friends, to read about English literature, and to heip
family with English) were not chosen by the majority of the respondents.
However, the item about getting e higher paying job was chosen by S1% of
the respondents. To be edmitted es o reguler student and to get o higher
paying job were roted very important by e high percentage of the
respondents. By comporison, the remaining reasons do not seem
particularly highly reted.

Relationship Between Remediol Reading and Future College Coreer

The last section of the questionnaire asked the respondents to enswer
the following question: How do you think remediel English reeding courses
will help you in your college cereer? The purpose of the question was to
determine the type of relationship respondents perceived between the
remedial reading course ond their college coreer. Respondents’ answers
are described in Tabie 3.

Table 3

Distribution of the Population According to the Relationship between
ial Readin rse an llege Coreer

N S
Be admitted as a reguler college student 70 80
Get 6 good job 39 45
Speak with Americen peers 29 33
Develop better writing skills 19 21
Develop better reading skills 15 17
Learn to reed 12 14
It will not help ] 6
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Community college students identified the moain beneiit of the remediol
reading course as being able to be admitted os reguler college students.
Agoin, responses were consistent in expressing thet the reading English
remedial course would help them in their college coreers by providing
them the opportunity to be admitted as reguler college students. A very
low percentage of respondents identified the acquisition of besic skills
such es reading ond writing as the importent factor for being able to take
and master the required course work for the completion of the
baccoleureate degree. Perhaps, students were not aware of their basic
skills deficiencies and the academic benefits of remediol courses. A very
low percentage of the respondents chose the items releting to improving
their reading and writing skills.

Factors Contributing to Limited Perceptions of Benefits of

Reading Remediol

A significont number of the sample velued very highly being 6 o reguler
college student. Whet does being a “regulor colleége student™ mean? It is
related to the students self perception of how the college would serve
them to accomplish their goal of upwerd mobility. By getting and passing
through the college the students perceive that they will get o better job
and improve financielly and socielly. But, they did not see the most
immediate benefits in terms of improving their besic literacy skills.
There are several factors to justify the students answers reiated to the
benefits of remedial reading courses. Language mostery, motivetion, low
self concept,and development of thinking skills ere some of these factors.

M fLi il

A representative number of college students perticipating in English
remedial courses are students for whom English is their native language,
end who received o high school dipiome from o United States high school.
These findings tend to suggest the need to conduct on eveluation of how
developmental and remediel reading is tought ot the high schoo! level.
According to Chall (1984) stenderdized test scores seem to show geins
during the decade in the eorly grodes, but these goins seem to taper off in
the middie ond upper grades, ond they seem to decline during the high
school yeors. These/findings suggest that in high school Engiish courses
content and skills need to emphasize more language development,
remediol, developmental, ond enrichment of reading rather than only
literature and grommor.
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‘ . At ward Reading Reoding

The teaching of reading at the coliege level hes three functions: to
stimulete , to inform end to guide students. The emphasis should be
packed upon stimutetion end guidence rether then upon the process of
providing informetion about reeding which the student mey feel is quite
unrelated to his work in coilege. As Ahrendt {1975) seys “students do not
hunger end thirst for information, concerning how to read until they
understend thet the reading skills are releted to their success in college’.
The remediel courses would provide students with the necessery
reinforcements to meke each learning experience sufficiently setisfying
to stimulate students to come back and try egain.

The end result of reading instructian et the college level should be the
acquisition of ettitudes towerd reading. But, it is not accomplished solely
by listening to lectures or by filling blenks in exercise books. Class
practices should help these students to use the most ef fective strotegies
for getting @ messege from the print. It is through this course thet the
reader can identify the motive in advencing in réading, to recognize their
reading strengths end weaknesses and to be able to deal with these
strengths and weaknesses, to develop on attitude of curiosity about the
printed world, and play with technigues for deoling with print. Students
should be aware that there ere stretegies thet successful readers use.

Brown and Sentos (1984) referred to good readers os those students
who have some ewareness ond control over the cognitive activities in
which they ere engeged during reading. They mentiored the techniques
that fluent readers use: 1) Esteblishing & purpose for resding 2)
selecting oppropriate reading strotegies depending on the text 3)
Monitoring their activities to determine whether ccmprehension is
occurring 4) Developing positive attitudes toward reading (p.1-2).
Strategies are essentiel in the comprehension of reading meterial and
readers should be provided with opportunities to apply different
strotegies for different purposes. Browr and Sentos (1984) olso
mentioned that students attitudes towaerd reading can influence their
schievement and cen often alleviete feelings of frustretion ond feilure.

The simplest enswers of the participants of this study toward the
benefits of remediol reeding reading worront severel recommendations.
First, students should be mede oware of the 1anguege end reading benefits
of their perticipetion in these‘remediol courses. The main reason for
enroliment in o remedial reacing course should not be for admission to
college only, but to be eble to complete the reading course by being able




to read college textbooks and any other printed meteriel through the use of
successful reading strategies ond by getting satisfection from reading. In
other words, students should see the need to acquire the necessery basic
skills to function in the academic world.

Specialized reading instructors (not only English specielists or
linguists) ere needed to teach lenguage developmen? and reading skills.
These specialists should be copable of motivating students not only t3
poss the course, but to acquire the necessary linguistic, reading end
writing skills to perform college work.

If Con

Many college students heve feelings of insecurity abuut their reading
rete, comprehension and retention. What their expectetions are in
termsof the course being difficult is whaet they see when they toke the
course. introversion and enxiety eppeor to be characteristic of the poor
reader ot the college level. In general, studentshove o self concept of
foilure, developed through repeated experiences of failure in the
educotional system. This low self concept does not allow them to read,
write, listen, interact nor communicate on o level whicn will provide them
with the skills necessery to complete o progrem.

Development of Thinking Skills
The chief reading difficulty of college students is not in the basic

skills of recognition , but in the thinking skills involved in most reading
activities. The reading classroom must present on otmosphere in which
students’ interests in tne subject are coptured, retained and buiit upon.
The classroom environment should be highly interactive to engage in
realistic content onalysis and to develop new ways of thinking in order to
moke sense of this new information. Meyers (1966) stated that one of the
thornier problems in college teaching is figuring out how to help students
get some distance from their own volues and beliefs so thet they cen
entertain more abstract modes of perception.

Classes should be structured to promote critica! thought. One way to
increase critical thinking in the classrcom is through creeting an
interactive classroom to generate class discussion. Clossroom discussion
can be used to: introduce new concepts, to reinforce previously introduced
concepts and to analyze aend compare theoreticel ideas. The remediol
class can stert by beginning with simple operations, such as summarizing,
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recognizing basic issues,identifying key issues and learning to ask
appropriote questions. They con then build toward more complex levels,
such as recognizing assumptions and criticizing erguments { Meyer, 1966).

The remediel reading class should focus on reel problems and issues
and draw upon students ' own experiences. Exercises thet esk students to
analyze problems related to their own immediate experience will increase

their interests to perticipate in the reading activity and to find o stretegy
to deal with the thinking activity involved.

-

Summary

This study presented interesting deta on how college students
perceived the remedial English class. It is 8 simplest and narrowed view.
The students responses led the authors of this erticle to meke the
following finel comments. The underlying goal of & remedial coilege
program is to motivete students with academic activities and self
instructional and assessment tools to guide them to self-assess the
academic benefits of the program. 1t did not heppen with this populstion,
and perhaps is not happening in other remedial classes. The remedial
program must be revisited to identify its weaknesses end strengths in
terms of students long and short academic benefits. If the progrem is not
fulfilling its goals, changes in focus and content might be needed.

Another benefit of remedial progrem is to increase the students’
self-conceptfrom one of failure to one of success, and to enable them to
do college work and complete a degree program. Remedial college
professors need formal treining in motivational and cognitive strategies
to spend classroom time engeging students interests, challenging students
thinking process and creating an atmosphere where active reflection and
interchenge replaces ceution and passivity (Meyers,1966). In other words,
the role of the reading professor needs to be re-evaluated to see if the
present role matches with the characteristics of the students being
served.
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