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ABSTRACT: Research conducted by the Community
College Research Center (CCRC) and others was
criticized in an article by Alexandros M. Goudas
and Hunter R. Boylan (2012) published in the
Journal of Developmental Education, Volume
36, Issue 1. They raise specific contentions related
to the methodology applied in the CCRC studies,
the review of related literature, and stated find-
ings. Their article claims that we and others have
overgeneralized, misinterpreted, and misapplied
thedata andresearchto advance areform agenda
thatinvolvesreplacingprerequisite with corequisite
developmental education. In this commentary
we show that their key claims do not stand up to
scrutiny. Moreover, we point out that, although
we think research so far suggests that corequisite
models have potential as part of a comprehen-
sive reform of developmental education, we have
never called for the elimination of prerequisite
remediation. We conclude with some general
suggestions—based on our research findings—for
strengtheningtheservices that community colleges
provide to students with weak academic skills.

Over the pastseveral years, the Community College
Research Center (CCRC), the National Center for
Postsecondary Research (NCPR), MDRC, and
otherresearchersand research organizations have
conducted several research studies and reviews
on developmental education (see http://ccrc.
tc.columbia.edu/Developmental-Education-and-
Adult-Basic-Skills.html). In a recent issue of the
Journal of Developmental Education, Alexandros
Goudas and Hunter Boylan (2012) aimed several
criticismsat this body of work, with the key claims
being that: (a) we unfairly portray developmental
education as ineffective because it does not lead
to outcomes better than those of college-ready
students; (b) we ignore several studies showing
positive results; and (c) we overgeneralize from
results that are only valid for students near the
developmental cutoft scores. These three claimsare
woven into abroader critique that we have “cherry-
picked” negative results, neglected methodological

problems with the studies yielding such results,and
ignored positive results in order to advance our
own reform agenda and, in particular, to support
the notion of corequisite developmental education.
(Inthe corequisite model, developmental students
enrollin college-level coursesand in the same term
are provided additional academic support, which
mightinclude enrollmentinacompanion course or
workshop thatislinked to the college-level course
for which they are weakly prepared.)

In this commentary, we address each of the
claims advanced by Goudas and Boylan (2012).
We disagree with their portrayal of our research
as biased and flawed, yet we also believe that their
comments may reflect some widespread confu-
sion in the field about research on developmental
education, so our response has significance beyond
our particular disagreements with these authors.
However, before addressing their claims, we wish
to clarify a critical point.

We value and appreciate the challenging and
important work performed by developmental
education faculty within the classroom. Faced
with underprepared students, these instructors
can make a substantial positive difference in the
academic and personal lives of the people they
teach. We do not dispute this reality. However,
this reality coexists with another one suggested by
the research: The traditional system of assessment,
placement, and developmental coursework has
negative side effects (at the veryleast, developmen-
tal coursework takes time and resources and may
discourage students) which, when considering
the developmental population as a whole, tend to
balance out its positive effects.

Although our research concludes that the
current system of developmental education needs
improvement, we do not advocate—nor do we
believe that the results of our research support—
the elimination of developmental education, the
placing of all students into college courses, or the
wholesale conversion of developmental education
into a corequisite model. We do think, however,
that community colleges can more effectively help
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students who arrive with academic and nonaca-
demic weaknesses that impede success. We rec-
ognize that improvements will draw heavily on
the skill and experience of today’s developmental
faculty, but they cannot do it alone. We contend
that the system of developmental education
needs reform. Moreover, we are optimistic about
the many exciting and innovative reforms being
implemented in states and colleges all over the
country. These reforms include changesin assess-
ment, placement, financial aid, connections to high
schools, links to college-level programs, curricular
content, student supports, and pedagogy.

We also want to clarify our use of the term
developmental education. Most of the research
we cite refers to students who were referred to
developmental education based on their scores on
placement exams. Therefore those students could
take advantage of all of the services provided by
the college to students with weak academic skills,
including developmental courses or other types
of tutoring or non-credit assistance. Thus we are
referring to the system of developmental education,
including assessment and placement procedures,
coursework, and related supports. If that system is
noteffective, the problem maybe in the classrooms,
butit mightalso result from inaccurateassessment
procedures, poor alignment between developmen-
tal and college-level content, or other factors.

Having made theselarger points, we will now
address each of Goudasand Boylan’s (2012) claims.
Inorder to do so, we must delve into some technical
and methodological details in order to explain the
misunderstandings undergirding their claimsand
to provide a more accurate understanding of the
research and its implications. We hope the reader
will have patience with this exercise; for those short
on time, we provide a brief summary and conclu-
sion at the end of this essay.

First Claim: We Unfairly Portray
Developmental Education as
Ineffective Because It Does Not
Lead to Outcomes Better Than
Those of College-Ready Students

The most simplistic way to estimate the effective-
ness of the developmental education system would
be to compare the outcomes of students provided
with developmental education services with those
who go directly into college-level courses. In such
a comparison, one would hardly be surprised to
see developmental education students doing worse,
because theyareselected for remediation on thebasis
oflowtestscores. Thuseven if developmental educa-
tion improved student outcomes, developmental
students might still succeed at lower rates than
students who arrive at college with stronger skills.
It is in this context that Goudas and Boylan argue
thatitis unfair to expect developmental students to
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dobetter than college-ready students. They state that
“to take students who do notunderstand basic math
and English concepts and to get them to pass their
gatekeeper courseat the same ratesas students who
never require remediation should be considered a
success for developmental education” (p. 4).

But we are not satisfied with a comparison of
two groups of students who are not similar tobegin
with (comparing two groups who are notsimilarat
the outsetis the onlykind of comparison in which
alack of any difference in outcomes can be recast
as a positive impact). Instead, we focus our own
research and our review of existing literature on
methodologies that compare virtually identical
students, some of whom are and some of whom
are not assigned to developmental education.
Because the two groupsareidentical prior to reme-
dial assignment, if remediation has a beneficial
effect, it would show up as a positive difference in
outcomes. If both groups have the same ultimate
outcomes, then the developmental group would
have undergone the costand time of developmental
education without gaining any benefits.

A commons strategy thathas emerged over the
pastfewyears (and notjust for studying remediation)
is known as the “regression discontinuity” (RD)
approach. Despite the fancy name, the intuition
behind this approach is quite straightforward. The

idea is that if students are assigned to remediation
based on a cutoff score, and we narrow our focus
to those students who score just above and just
below the cutoff, then which students are and are
not assigned to remediation is effectively random.
Students very near the cutoffare virtually identical
(evenif, across the larger range of test scores, high-
scoringandlow-scoring studentsare quite different).
This circumstance is illustrated in Figure 1.
Figure 1, which is based on data from a large
urban community college system, shows data for
students who scored between 40 and 50 on the
COMPASS algebra exam. In the sample from
which these data are drawn, the actual develop-
mental cutoft score used was 30; thus, none of
the students represented in the figure underwent
remediation. Here we have drawn a vertical line
at the score of 45, which represents a more typi-
cal college-level cutoff; that is, in many colleges,
students scoring below 45 would be assigned to
remediation (see Fields & Parsad, 2012). The figure
shows that students on either side of the score of 45
have similar probabilities of earninga C or betterin
the college-level course; indeed, the students near
this line also share similar observable and unob-
servable characteristics at the time of assessment.
It is for this reason that they can be considered
virtually identical for purposes of analysis.
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Figure 1. Plot graph representing student success rate (y) by placement exam score (x)
among students (N=1,149) advancing directly to college-level math in a data set from a

large urban community college system.
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In a college where 45 was the cutoff score,
students just below the cutoff would be assigned
to remediation. And if remediation had a positive
effect, then one would expect students just to theleft
of theline to end up with better outcomes than the
college-ready studentsjust to the right of theline; in
other words, one would expect to see adiscontinuity
in outcomes right around the cutoff. We should
emphasize that this analysis does not compare
students with a much lower score (for example, a
20) to college-ready students. Students with a score
of 20 have a much lower probability of earninga C
in the gatekeeper course, so we would never argue
that they are similar to college-ready students.

In general, however, regression discontinuity
studies have notfound that students to theleft of the
line, after undergoing remediation, fare better than
students to the right. Instead, remediated students
just to the left of the cutoff score have no better
and sometimes worse long-term outcomes (such
aspersistence, enrollmentin college-level courses,
and performance in college-level courses) than
students just to the right. This is the conclusion
of the regression discontinuity studies (Calcagno
& Long, 2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2007, 2011)
discussed by Goudas and Boylan (2012). Moreover,
three new regression discontinuity studies also
find largely null and negative effects (Dadgar,
2012; Scott-Clayton & Rodriguez, 2012; Xu,
2013). This overall conclusion holds for the stud-
ies that measure the effects on completion of the
first college-level course in the remedial subject
area (Calcagno & Long, 2008, Scott-Clayton &
Rodriguez, 2012). So Goudas and Boylan are cor-
rect that we criticize remediation for not raising
the outcomes of developmental students above
those of college-ready students in these studies.
Goudas and Boylan characterize developmental
students as “students who do not understand basic
math and English concepts” (p. 4), but these are
not the developmental students being compared
in these studies. Both the developmental and
college-ready students being compared in these
studies scored within the same narrow range on
aplacement test, so they start out essentially at the
same point. Therefore, if remediation is effective,
it is appropriate to expect that students to the left
of the cutoft, after undergoing remediation, would
demonstrate stronger long-term outcomes than
students to the right of the cutoff.

Second Claim: We Neglect
the Results of Studies that
Find Positive Outcomes of
Developmental Education

Goudasand Boylan (2012) assert thatwe focus exclu-
sively on the most negative results of the research
articles and reports that we cite. They argue that
we also ignore some studies with positive results.
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For example, they point out that a paper by
Boatman and Long (2010) showed some positive
results for developmental education, but we tend
to cite the study as showing that remediation is
not effective. Boatman and Long examined eight
outcomes: grade in first relevant college-level
course, one-year any-credit accrual, second-term
persistence, three-year persistence, three-yearany-
credit accrual, three-year college-credit accrual,
six-year any-degree completion, and six-year
bachelor’s degree completion. (In the outcomes
that we discuss here, we eliminate completion of
a bachelor’s degree since it was captured in the
completion-of-any-degree variable.) Boatman
and Long report these outcomes in two samples:
community college and four-year college students.
We will focus on the results for community col-
leges, although they are substantially the same for
four-year students. In their study, they analyzed
the effects of referral to developmental math,
reading, and writing. For reading and writing,
they examined two different levels (college-ready

We cannot be confident that
students who choose to skip
developmental education,
despite the referral, are
equivalent to students who
choose to comply.

vs. assigned to higher-level developmental, and
assigned to higher-level developmental vs. assigned
to lower-level developmental), and for math they
examined the effects for two levels (college-level
and one and two levels below college-level). That
is, the paper analyzed 49 effects for community
colleges, of which 10 were negative, 4 were posi-
tive, and the remaining 35 were null. One of the
outcomes examined was the student’s grade in the
first college-level course in the remediated subject
area. Thehighestlevel remedial coursesinall three
subject areas showed no positive effect on these
grades. Enrollment in the lower-level writing
course did have a positive effect on grades in the
first college-level course, but there were no positive
results for grades for the other lower-level remedial
courses. We donot thinkitisastretch to character-
ize this pattern as, overall, indicating a null result.

Similarly, Goudas and Boylan (2012) state
that a study by Bettinger and Long (2005b, 2009)
shows that “remediation has positive effects over-
all.” Bettinger and Long’s findings are slightly
more nuanced: They conclude that remediation
decreased the probability of dropping out and
increased the probability of completing abachelor’s

degree, but had no influence on credit accumula-
tion or transfer up. Goudas and Boylan are correct
that we rarely cite this study, because our research
focuses on community colleges and approximately
90% of the studentsin thisanalysis started in four-
year colleges. Thus we more typically cite Bettinger
and Long’s (2005a) companion study, which used
the same methodology but focused on full-time
community college students who took the ACT
and declared the intention of earning a bachelor’s
degree. Thisstudy reported that community college
students placed in math remediation were more
likely to transfer and to accumulate more credit
hours but were not less likely to stop out nor more
likely to earn a degree. There was no statistically
significant difference between the four measured
outcomes for students enrolled in English remedia-
tion and comparable nonremedial students. The
positive results are encouraging, but two positive
and six null results in their study do not funda-
mentally change the overall picture that emerges
from the collection of studies. Moreover, because
the sampleincluded only studentswhohad an ACT
score and had declared that they wanted to earn
a bachelor’s degree, this study’s results are not as
generalizable as regression discontinuity studies
that do not make these restrictions. Accordingly,
we typically put less weight on this study in our
overall consideration of results.

Goudas and Boylan (2012) also point to one
of CCRC’s own studies (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho,
2009, 2010a) as evidence of a positive effect of
remediation. Goudas and Boylan argue that a
superior method to regression discontinuity of
testing the effect of developmental education would
beto compare students who tested into remediation
butwentdirectly to gatekeeper courses (“skippers”)
with students who were referred to remediation
and who took the remedial courses (“compliers”).
They assert that the data in this CCRC study show
that the math developmental skippers passed the
gatekeepers courses at much lower rates than the
compliers (12% compared to 50%) but that we never
mention these results in subsequent studies. Their
conclusion isa misinterpretation of the study’s data
(the rates were 70% and 79% , respectively), but,
in any case, such a comparison cannot be used
to assess the effectiveness of remediation since it
makes no attempt to make the two groups compa-
rable by controlling for observable characteristics
such as assessment scores or unobservable attri-
butes such as motivation. We cannot be confident
that students who choose to skip developmental
education, despite the referral, are equivalent to
students who choose to comply. That is why we
appropriately do not include these results in our
summaries of research.

Goudas and Boylan (2012) also describe two
studies which have appeared in peer-reviewed
research journals and have positive outcomes for
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developmental education but which they say are
not typically cited in summaries of research on
the effectiveness of remediation: Attewell, Lavin,
Domina, and Levey (2006) and Bahr (2010).

Attewell and his colleagues (2006) used
national survey data to compare graduation rates
of students (at both the community college and
four-year level) who took developmental courses
with those who did not, controlling for high
school preparation and prior academic skills. The
method they used to create comparability between
the treatment and comparison group, known as
propensity score matching, discards college-ready
students who have no good match in the remedial
group and likewise discards remedial students who
have no good match in the college-ready group.
In this study, they discarded approximately 70%
of the potential sample due to lack of match on
observable characteristics (i.e., demographics, high
school preparation, and prior academic skills). In
essence, then, like the studies discussed thus far,
the Attewell et al. analysis focused on students at
the margin of college readiness, and it compared
two groups of students who already had similar
probabilities of positive outcomes.

Mostofthe Attewell etal. (2006) studyfocused
on the effect of enrolling in developmental educa-
tion; that is, among two students with a similar
level of readiness, did the one who enrolled in

developmental education have better outcomes
than the one who did not? Their analyses showed
rather discouraging results: among 16 tests, only 3
had positive effects, 6 had negative effects, and the
remaining 7 were null. This pattern closely matches
the patterns found in the regression discontinuity
studies.

However, Goudasand Boylan (2012) may have
been moreinterested in the second set of Attewell et
al’s (2006) analyses, which focused on the effect on
graduation of passing all remedial courses taken.
Among four-year college entrants, the effects were
all null, but among two-year college entrants, the
effects were positive for both reading and writing
remediation (although they remained null for math
remediation).

Goudas and Boylan (2012) also point to a
studyby Bahr (2010) that compared developmental
students who eventually completed remediation to
students who started in college-level courses. To

Who are the one third to

one half of developmental
students who completed their
sequences?

create more comparability between the two groups,
Bahr controlled for a variety of demographic and
enrollment characteristics. He found that in gen-
eral the two groups had similar outcomes in terms
ofgraduation and transfer and thus argued that, for
those who completed their sequences, remediation
effectively brought developmental students up to
college level.

There are two problems with studies that
compare developmental education completers to
college-ready students. First, these studies ignore
the problem of noncompletion. Fewer than half
of community college developmental educa-
tion students complete their assigned remedial
sequences, and many fewer do so among those
studentsassigned to multiplelevels. Onlya third of
math remedial students complete their sequences
(Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2009, 2010a,2010b). Should
not theability to get students to completion be part
of any judgment about the success of a program?

But there is a second problem as well. Even if
oneignoresthe completion problem and focuses on
the effect of remediation on those who complete, a
comparison between the outcomes of developmental
passersand academically similar students who did
notenrollin remediation still cannot determine the
effect of remediation on the completers. It cannot do
sobecause the two groups that are being compared
are not equivalent at the outset. Who are the one

CONTINUED ON PAGE 22
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 21

third to one half of developmental students who
completed their sequences? Weknow that theyare
agroup of students who have enough determina-
tion and motivation to get through a sequence of
courses that foil the majority of students who try
them.

The college-ready students who are included
in the comparison scored above a cutoff on an
assessment. The remedial completersare included
because they scored below the cutoft and enrolled
in and passed one or more courses. The remedial
sequence is likely to screen out less determined
students, students who face more nonacademic
problems, and perhaps those who lack support
networks outside of college. The assessment test
taken by the college-ready students is less likely to
screen studentsin this way. Moreover, our research
suggests that over 40% of students who are assigned
toremediation could earna Cor betterina college-
level course without going through remediation
(Scott-Clayton, 2012, p. 21). If the developmental
education completers are drawn from the most
motivated and academically prepared among the
developmental students, then it may not be surpris-
ing that they do as well as or even better than the
college-ready students.

Thusdevelopmentalsequencesmaystrengthen
student academic skills, but they alsoact to screen
outmany students. Students who enter directlyinto
college-level courses do not get the benefit of the
remedialinstruction, but neither are they subject to
the screening. Comparisons between outcomes of
developmental education completersand students
who enter directly into college-level courses cannot
differentiate between the academic benefits (what
we want to measure) and the effects of screening
(which tends to exaggerate the measured positive
academic effects).

In contrast, the regression discontinuity
analyses do not try to separate the positive aca-
demic from the negative screening effects. By
starting the comparison at the point when students
are assessed, they measure the net effect of these
two factors. It is true that these analyses do not
reveal the effect on academic skills of students
who complete their sequences. But the methods
used in the Attewell et al. (2006) or Bahr (2010)
studies are not able to answer this question either.
In any case, we think that the RD studies answer
the most relevant policy question. For the students
included in the analysis, they measure the effect of
the policy thatis available to the colleges: offering
remedial services. Colleges cannot refer a student
to developmental education completion in the
way that they can refer students to developmental
education enrollment.
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Third Claim: We Overgeneralize
from Results that Are Only Valid for
Students Near the Developmental
Education Cutoff Scores

It is true that regression discontinuity results are
mostreliable for students who score near the devel-
opmental cutoff. (We point this outin any studyin
which we have used this method.) That is, a study
focusing on the COMPASS algebra cutoff of 45
can demonstrate that developmental education
does not help improve the outcomes of students
who score between 40 and 45, but it is not reliable
for measuring the effectiveness of developmental
education among students who score a 20.

This criticism is a reasonable one, although it
can also be leveled at the studies that Goudas and
Boylan cite as supporting a more positive view.
The Attewell et al. (2006) and Bettinger and Long
(2005b, 2009) studies are also most reliable for the
marginally college-ready student.

But the power of this criticism is diluted by

Colleges cannot refer a
student to developmental
education completion in
the way that they can refer
students to developmental
education enrollment.

the fact that the definition of “marginally college-
ready” varies widely across institutions and there-
fore also varies from study to study. For example,
using the COMPASS algebra exam, Boatman and
Long (2010) examined a statewide college-level
cutoffof 50, whereas Scott-Clayton and Rodriguez
(2012) examined a college-level cutoff that varied
from 27 to 40 across the colleges in their sample.
Using the COMPASS reading exam, Boatmanand
Long examined a statewide college-level cutoft of
68, whereas Xu (2013) examined a college-level
cutoff that varied from 72 to 81 across the col-
leges in her sample. Thus, the findings from the
literature do encompass students at differentlevels
of incoming ability.

In addition, regression discontinuity studies
have considered very poorly scoring students by
focusing on lower level cutofls, such as the cutoft
between an upper level and lower level develop-
mental course. For example, some of the Boatman
and Long (2010) analyses we discussed earlier
focused on students at the margin between top
level and midlevel developmental math, between
midlevel and lowest level developmental math,
between upper level and lower level reading, and
between upper level and lower level writing. Only

for developmental writing did Boatman and Long
find some positive effects of being assigned to the
lowerlevel course. Similarly, Dadgar (2012) exam-
ined the margin between upper level and lower
level math and found negative or null effects, and
Xu (2013) examined the margin between upper
leveland lower level reading and writing and found
negative or null effects for being assigned to the
lower level course in both subject areas.

The studies cited in this section suggest that
students at many points in the developmental
continuum are unlikely to be harmed by attempt-
ing courses that are slightly more difficult than
their placement scores suggest they can handle.
For example, a student whose score is just below
the assessment margin between two and three
courses below college-level math does not benefit
from taking the third-level course. This interpre-
tation aligns with work from the K-12 literature
demonstrating thatacademicallylagging students
benefit from more challenging courses taken with
more-advanced peers (Burris, Wiley, Welner, &
Murphy, 2008; Levin, 2007). However, that does
not necessarily imply that students scoring at the
very lowest levels should be placed in college-level
courses. Somelow-scoring students can succeed in
college-level work, but many cannot. With addi-
tional supports such as corequisite models, perhaps
more of these very low-scoring students would
succeed in college-level courses, but certainly some
would continue to fail.

Summary and
Recommendations

Thus the three criticisms made by Goudas and
Boylan (2012) do not stand up to scrutiny. But they
do echo misunderstandings about the conclusions
and implications of these developmental educa-
tion studies that we have often encountered when
presenting our findings at conferences, colleges,
and state-level meetings. We will summarize our
conclusions about their three claims.

Do we unfairly expect that remediation should
raise outcomes of remedial students above those
of college-level students? The conclusions from
the regression discontinuity studies suggesting
that remediation is not effective because it fails
to raise the outcomes of developmental students
above those of similar college-ready students may
indeed sound puzzling. Since one tends to think
that developmental and college-ready students
are two distinct categories, it is often difficult
to understand a methodology based on the idea
that some students in these two apparently dis-
tinct groups are in fact very much the same (at
the time of assessment). It is this pool of virtually
identical students on each side of the cutoff that
are examined in the regression discontinuity stud-
ies, and for them it is appropriate that we expect

CONTINUED ON PAGE 24
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 22

remediation to raise outcomes for “developmental”
students above outcomes for the “college-ready”
students. The large majority of the outcomes in
these studies find no improvement or even nega-
tive results, although there are a small number of
positive results. Focusing only onsuccessin the first
college-level course does not yield a more positive
general result.

Do weignore studies with positive outcomes?
The most positive findings that Goudasand Boylan
(2012) cite are based on comparisons of develop-
mental education completers and college-ready
students. Focusing on the completers makes intui-
tive sense: It is worthwhile knowing the effect of a
service for those who experience it,and indeed we
frequently hear college personnel state that their
developmental education completers do as well as
their college-ready students. But unfortunately,
this comparison cannot differentiate between the
positive academic effects of remediation, which
surely some students experience, and the screen-
ing effect, which eliminates from the comparison
many of the weaker students who fail to complete
remediation. These analyses also completely dis-
miss the experience of many students who are
assigned to developmental education but fail to
makeitthrough their assigned sequence. Thereare
some positive results in the Attewell et al. (2006),
Bettinger and Long (2005b, 2009), and Boatman
and Long (2010) studies of the effects of enrollment
in or assignment to remediation, but these stud-
ies also mostly find no effects and reveal as many
negative effects as positive ones.

Do we overgeneralize from results that are
onlyvalid atthe remediation margin? The criticism
that regression discontinuity studies cannot be
generalized because they are valid for only those
students around the cutoft score is a reasonable
one for any single study, but there are now several
studies that examine cutoff scores at differentlevels
Results for very low cutoff scores (or margins
between multiplelevels of remediation) are similar
to results for higher scores.

Whatare theimplications of these conclusions?
Research analyzes outcomes for large samples of
students and reveals “average” effects, but there is
wide variation around those central tendencies. If
onaverage the effects of remediation are disappoint-
ing, that does not mean that there are not many
individual students who do benefit. This is partly
reflected in the positive findings from some of the
studies. Because faculty and administrators see
these students and can observe the progress that
theymake, itis often difficult tounderstand research
that concludes that on average there is little effect.

We certainly have notargued for the wholesale
elimination of prerequisite developmental edu-
cation. In fact, we have publicly argued against
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approaches that do not provide students with
very weak academic skills the supports they need
(Bailey, Hughes, & Jaggars, 2012). The corequi-
site model, in which many students assessed into
remediation are placed in college-level courses with
some additional supports, seems appropriate for
students at the upper end of the developmental
spectrum. It may also be appropriate for students
in certain occupational certificate programs who
requirealimited and specific set of math, reading,
and writing skills to succeed in their chosen occu-
pation. However, very poorly prepared students
aspiring to an associate degree or beyond need a
different model.

Recommended Models

A fair interpretation of this body of research
provides legitimate motivation for all to look for
ambitious new ways to help all community college
students succeed. Although Goudas and Boylan
(2012) emphasize the “negative” aspects of our
research, we prefer to focus on the insights that

Improvements in the
assessment and placement
process would make a huge

difference.

it provides for improving outcomes for commu-
nity college students. Innovative instructors and
administratorsall over the countryarebuilding on
their experiences to develop excitingapproaches to
working with students who arrive at college with
serious weaknesses that function as barriers to
success. Descriptions of some strategies that we
believe show promise follow.

First, some students are referred to develop-
mental education who in fact do not need it, for a
variety of reasons. They may have performed more
poorly on the exam than their actual skill levels
warrant, or they may have other strong nonaca-
demic skills (such as help-seeking behaviors and
study skills) that allow them to succeed in courses
that seem above their current skill level. For these
students, improvements in the assessment and
placement process would make a huge difference.
In a recent report, CCRC researchers reviewed a
variety of innovative and promising improvements
inthisregard thatare occurringacross the country
(Hodara, Jaggars, & Karp, 2012).

Second, outside of weaknessesin specificread-
ing, writing,and math skills, many developmental
students (as well as many college-ready students)
struggle due to weaknesses in an array of other
academic and nonacademic skills which go undi-
agnosed and unaddressed within the traditional
system. For example, students may not realize when

they need to seek academic help such as tutoring
nor may theyknowhow to effectively seek the help
theyneed. Animproved assessmentand placement
system could help diagnose these challenges and
provide students with the support they need (c.f.,
Hodara, Jaggars, & Karp, 2012). Early-warning
systems may also help identify students who are
struggling and support intervention before those
students fail or drop out.

Third, even among students who deeply need
developmental education, lengthy sequences eat
away at financial aid and may encourage students
to drop out before they ever reach college-level
courses. As we noted earlier, research suggests
that students at any point in the developmental
pipeline are not harmed by tackling slightly more
difficult coursework than their test scores suggest
they can handle. Along these lines, many colleges
are experimenting with accelerated developmen-
tal sequences, which still provide in-depth and
intensive instruction but allow students to suc-
cessfully complete developmental prerequisites
within fewer semesters (e.g., Edgecombe, Jaggars,
Baker, & Bailey, 2013; Hern, 2011). For students
along the upper range of the developmental
spectrum, corequisite models which incorporate
thoughtfully designed academic supports have
also demonstrated positive results (e.g., Cho,
Kopko, Jenkins, & Jaggars, 2012). Several of these
acceleration programs incorporate supports for
instructors through collaborative instructional
development activities, which help instructors
remain energized and intellectually engaged in
work that is both challenging and satisfying.

Fourth, developmental curricula are some-
times poorlyaligned with college-level assignments
and expectations; accordingly, students who com-
plete developmental courses maylearn more than
necessaryabout some skills whilesstilllacking other
skills foundational to success in college-level math,
English, and other disciplinary courses such as
history and biology. The Carnegie Foundation’s
Statway and Quantway programs represent one
well-known example of an attempt to align the
developmental curriculum with the expectations
of the liberal arts college-level math curriculum
(Cullinane & Treisman, 2010). In the realm of
English, some researchers and practitioners have
argued that developmental students benefit from
practicing the same types of assignments they
would encounter in college-level courses (e.g.,
Callahan & Chumney, 2009; Hern, 2012). In order
toalign developmentaland college-level curricula,
states such as Virginia and North Carolina have
found it very helpful to convene developmental
curriculum design committees thatinclude devel-
opmental and college-level instructors in the given
subject area, as well as college-level instructors in
other disciplinary areas.
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Overall, educators should reject the notion
that they can neatly divide students into two
distinct groups This perspective has not been
helpful either for those labeled “developmental”
or for thoselabeled “college ready.” Afterall, many
“college-ready” students also struggle, and they
could benefit from thelessons that we arelearning
inhowto work with the “developmental” students.
Students who arrive with weak academic skills
should nevertheless be thought of as college stu-
dents, and, as much as possible, the special services
provided for them should help them get established
inacoherent college-level program of study. These
services should be the first step in such a student’s
college education, not a barrier that they have to
overcome before they can start college.

Conclusion

To help make developmental education more effec-
tive, we strongly agree with Goudas and Boylan
(2012) that cost-cutting half-measures—such as
eliminating all developmental education outside
ofa corequisite model—will not be helpful. Rather,
reformers must thoughtfully design models that
notonlyshorten developmental sequencesand use
corequisites when appropriate butalso strengthen
curricular alignment, leverage noncognitive mea-
sures as part of the placement system, integrate
strong academic and nonacademic supports,
and tie developmental education more closely to
college-level programs. Many professors, admin-
istrators, and state officials have already embraced
theidea that they can makesignificant progressin
helping developmental students successfully meet
their goals. CCRC wants to continue to support
their efforts by helping to identify where problems
are, generate potential solutions, and evaluate the
effectiveness of those solutions in practice. Welook
forward to continuing our collaborative partner-
ships with researchers and practitioners in this
important work.
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