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Whether they are entering community colleges 
as recent high-school graduates, or as adults 
who have not sat in a classroom for years, many 
students end up taking remedial courses. Those 

classes have become a hot-button issue for legislators who 
want to speed students’ progress through two-year colleges, 
and for administrators who hope to see more students  
succeed. Their concerns have led to new strategies for  
preparing students for college-level coursework. The articles 
in this collection examine how some of those ideas are work-
ing, as well as providing a close-up view of what it is like to 
be a remedial student.
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As Reformers Take Aim 
at Remediation, Community 

Colleges Feel the Squeeze
By KATHERINE MANGAN

INDIAN RIVER STATE COLLEGE

Students at Indian River State College, in Florida, can take developmental-math courses that use customized modules to focus on 
their particular weaknesses. In 2013 the state’s lawmakers made remedial education optional for most recent high-school graduates, 
forcing colleges to get creative with their offerings.
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W
ith students whose average 
age is 28, community colleges 
are used to attracting people who 
haven’t been in a classroom in 
more than a decade. But the stu-

dents who are crowding into remedial classes this 
fall also include hundreds of thousands of recent 
high-school graduates who lack the skills needed 
to succeed in college.

As more such students enroll, the debates over 
remedial, or developmental, education have inten-
sified.

To some, the field remains a necessary bridge to 
a college degree and a way to ensure that college 
classes retain their rigor. To others, it is a trap that 
prevents too many students from graduating.

But as educators and policy makers tweak and 
trim to get students into college classes more 
quickly, compromises are emerging that reflect a 
more nuanced understanding of the challenges 
underprepared students face. Bite-sized modules 
and concurrent remedial and college-level class-
es are helping bet-
ter-prepared students 
move ahead while 
the least-prepared 
students continue to 
struggle.

The stakes are 
huge for colleges that 
promise to meet stu-
dents where they are 
and provide them 
with a college educa-
tion. Where they are 
may be miles from the 
finish line.

Nearly two-thirds 
of students entering 
community colleges are required to take remedial 
or developmental mathematics or English courses 
before they can take college-level classes, accord-
ing to the Community College Research Center at 
Columbia University’s Teachers College.

Many of them, discouraged and in debt, drop 
out before they get to their first college-level class, 
the center’s research has shown.

Remedial educators say it’s unfair to blame the 
programs for the students’ struggles; after all, 
many of them enroll with glaring academic defi-
ciencies. The classes are disproportionately filled 
with low-income, minority, and first-generation 
students who attended underperforming schools. 
They often have needs, like child care and trans-
portation, that extend well beyond the classroom. 
And most of the courses are taught by adjuncts 
who lack the training and support that full-time 
faculty members receive.

“There is no question that we could and should 
do a better job of remediation,” says Hunter R. 

Boylan, director of the National Center for Devel-
opmental Education, based at Appalachian State 
University. But claiming that remediation causes 
dropouts is like “claiming that statues cause pi-
geons.”

Relations between remedial educators and re-
form-minded groups like Complete College Amer-
ica have been testy at times, as the push to lim-
it stand-alone remedial classes gains traction in 
statehouses around the country.

“Journalists, bloggers, and advocacy groups with 
little understanding of the realities on the ground 
have made up the mantra that ‘remediation doesn’t 
work — let’s get rid of it,’” Mr. Boylan wrote in an 
email. “Then they have all quoted each other. This 
echo chamber has created a mythology that drives 
policy makers, frequently, toward rash actions.”

BEST PRACTICES

Such actions, he says, include reformers’ recent 
calls to allow the vast majority of students to en-

roll directly in a col-
lege-credit course, 
regardless of their 
academic qualifica-
tions.

Over the past cou-
ple of years, though, 
groups on both sides 
of the developmen-
tal-education debate 
have started to col-
laborate on studies 
of best practices.

“When I visit cam-
puses, I don’t see the 
faculty fighting with 
the data as much,” 

says Karen A. Stout, chief executive of Achieving 
the Dream, a nonprofit group that focuses on stu-
dent success strategies in community colleges.

One point that few would disagree with today is 
that students with skills below middle school ar-
en’t ready for college-level classes, even with tutor-
ing on the side. But helping them cross that chasm 
remains one of the biggest challenges facing open-
door institutions.

“We’re still leaving those students behind,” says 
Ms. Stout, who served for 14 years as president 
of Montgomery County Community College, in 
Pennsylvania.

That fear     — that some fast-track options might 
set the least-prepared students up for failure — is 
a big concern in Florida, where state lawmakers 
decided in 2013 to make remedial classes optional 
for most recent high-school graduates.

An influx of unprepared students caused head-
aches for some professors and a drop in success 
rates for entry-level college courses.

“There is no  
question that we 
could and should 
do a better job of 

remediation.”
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“Students were opting out, and they were getting 
to their credit course without the foundations they 
needed,” says Marta Cronin, vice president for aca-
demic affairs at Indian River State College, in Fort 
Pierce.

But the law also forced colleges to be creative in 
their approaches to remediation and to fast-track 
experiments that were already underway.

Across the state, students now can complete a 
refresher class in eight weeks instead of 16. Some 
campuses offer “corequisite” courses that allow 
students to take a remedial class alongside a cred-
it-bearing one.

Indian River is among the open-access two-year 
institutions in Florida that allow students to tackle 
just the specific skills they’re lacking in modules, 
rather than a full course. Faculty members admin-
ister their own diagnostic tests to create person-
alized “prescriptions” for each student. A module 
might cover fractions, or, for a more advanced re-
medial student, quadratic equations.

One-fifth of the students in developmental math 
there are taking such courses.

The approach has helped students like Marc 
Syle. “Whenever you get lost, you can go back and 
watch the video until you get it,” he said during 
a pause in his module on dividing and multiply-
ing whole numbers. But when he’s ready to move 

ahead, he doesn’t have to wait for the rest of the 
class to catch up.

The technique has helped increase the propor-
tion of students who passed remedial math cours-
es from 67.4 percent in the fall of 2014 to 76.8 per-
cent last year, Indian River officials say.

The college plans to pilot module courses in En-
glish and reading in the spring.

COLLEGE READINESS

Older community-college students often have 
rusty academic skills, especially in math. But a 
lot of students who are fresh out of high school 
also struggle with the transition to college, as ev-
idenced by the latest scores on the ACT, which 
measures academic skills that are considered im-
portant for success in first-year college courses.

This year 38 percent of those tested met col-
lege-readiness benchmarks in at least three of four 
core subject areas — English, math, reading, and 
science. That’s down from 40 percent in 2015.

Meanwhile, the percentage of graduates who 
failed to meet any of the four benchmarks climbed 
from 31 percent in 2015 to 34 percent this year.

Some of that decline is probably because high 
schools are pushing more students to take the test 
as they try to increase college enrollment, especial-

EASTERN CONNECTICUT STATE U.

Elsa Núñez, president of Eastern Connecticut State U. (shown here with a student), helped lead public 
colleges’ response after state lawmakers placed limits on remedial education.
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ly among students in underrepresented groups.
Nevertheless, “when a third of high-school grad-

uates are not well prepared in any of the core sub-
ject areas, college and career readiness remains a 
significant problem that must be addressed,” Mar-
ten Roorda, the ACT’s chief executive, said in a 
written statement.

That’s exactly what remedial classes are de-
signed to do. “At face value, eliminating reme-
diation when our performance metrics indicate 
so many students are unprepared would seem to 
clash,” says Paul Weeks, a senior vice president at 
ACT who favors customized modules for many stu-
dents. “But it’s an acknowledgment that something 
has to give because traditional forms of remedia-
tion aren’t working.”

ACT last year decided to phase out its Compass 
placement examination amid widespread recog-
nition that it directs too many students into reme-
dial classes. Instead, ACT supports the growing 
trend to consider a variety of factors, including 
grade-point averages and noncognitive factors like 
“grit,” to place students.

Paul Attewell, a professor of sociology at the City 
University of New York’s Graduate Center, studies 
strategies that cause students in non-elite colleges 
to drop out. He supports efforts to create different 
math pathways for students, depending on their 
chosen field of study.

“We have undergraduate degrees in applied sub-
jects like massage therapy that require students 
to master math skills that include factoring poly-
nomials,” says Mr. Attewell. That, he says, doesn’t 
make sense.

Some faculty members have pushed back, ar-
guing that programs like Statway and Quantway, 
which accelerate students through remedial math 
with real-world applications, water down stan-
dards.

ONE STATE’S RESPONSE

Similar arguments have played out in Con-
necticut, where in 2012 lawmakers passed legis-

lation aimed at getting students into college-level 
classes quickly. The law requires public colleges 
to use multiple assessments to place students 
and restricts students to one semester of remedi-
al coursework.

Students had complained that the existing ap-
proach forced them to march in lockstep through 
a series of lengthy requirements, “taking courses 
that don’t count that were eating up their finan-
cial aid,” says Elsa Núñez, president of Eastern 
Connecticut State University. “They felt like they 
were majoring in remediation.”

The legislation, which alarmed many faculty 
members who feared they’d have to dumb down 
their classes, “did succeed in shaking up the bu-
reaucracy,” says Ms. Núñez. She has helped lead 
the response from her university and the 16 oth-
ers — including 12 community colleges — that 
make up the Connecticut State Colleges and Uni-
versities system.

To comply with the legislation, the system cre-
ated three tiers for remedial help. Those who 
were closest to the cutoff score for placement 
in college classes could sign up for them, along 
with additional support, either in a summer boot 
camp or extra tutoring during the semester.

Students who were a little less prepared could 
receive an intensive single semester of stand-
alone remedial coursework. The bottom tier, 
which represented students with reading levels 
below sixth grade who hadn’t advanced in math 
beyond basic arithmetic, remain the hardest to 
reach.

They were placed in free, noncredit “transition-
al programs” that combine remedial coursework 
with counseling and nonacademic support.

Students have been doing better in the acceler-
ated classes, possibly because they know that after 
a semester, they’ll be able to enroll in credit-bear-
ing classes. says Ms. Núñez. But with lingering 
concerns over the impact on the weakest students, 
“We don’t have enough data to say, ‘Look at our 
model. We’re successful,’” she says. “We still don’t 
know — is this sustainable over time?”

Originally published on September 21, 2016
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A program at City University of New York 
that surrounds full-time students with in-
tensive financial, academic, and career sup-

port has nearly doubled the three-year graduation 
rate for community-college students who start out 
in remedial classes, according to a study released 
on Wednesday.

The Accelerated Study in Associate Programs, 
or ASAP, also increased college enrollment and 
credits earned, lowered the cost per degree, and 
raised the number of students transferring to four-
year colleges, says a 129-page report on the study, 
which was released by MDRC, a nonprofit educa-
tion- and social-policy research group.

The study focused on low-income students need-
ing one or two remedial courses at three CUNY 
colleges: Borough of Manhattan, Kingsborough, 
and LaGuardia.

Forty percent of the students in the study gradu-
ated within three years, compared with 22 percent 
in the control group. Nationwide, only about 15 
percent of community-college students who start 
out in remedial education earn a degree or certifi-
cate within three years, the report notes.

The City University and MDRC are working to 
replicate the model elsewhere around the country, 
starting with three two-year colleges in Ohio. And 
while President Obama promoted the ASAP proj-
ect during his free-community-college pitch last 
month, the program’s high cost could prove a de-
terrent in many states where community-college 
support has been slashed. Over three years, CUNY 
spent about $16,300 more per ASAP student than 
it did on those in the general population. That’s an 
increase of 63 percent.

But because it significantly increased gradua-
tion rates, the program ended up costing less per 
graduate, at least at the three-year mark, the re-
searchers concluded. The findings are “by far the 
most encouraging results of any community-col-
lege reform that MDRC has yet evaluated,” the re-
port says.

SUCCESS HARDLY SURPRISING

ASAP began in 2007 with financial support 
from the New York City Center for Economic Op-
portunity. The program requires students to at-
tend college full time and encourages them to take 
remedial, or developmental, courses early on and 
to graduate within three years.

It provides them with three years of academic 
and financial assistance, including a tuition waiver 
that covers any gap between a student’s financial 
aid and tuition and fees, use of free textbooks, and 
a MetroCard for public transportation. Students 
who ditch their tutoring sessions lose their bus 
passes.

They are required to meet frequently with ad-
visers whose initial caseloads (60 to 80 students 
per adviser) are much smaller than the typical 
caseload of 600 to 1,500 students at CUNY’s two-
year institutions. The program also includes man-
datory tutoring, career advising, and seminars on 
topics like study skills and goal setting. Students 
can register for courses early, which helps them 
get into classes they need to graduate on time, 
and they can enroll in blocked or linked classes 
with other ASAP students in their first year.

With so much intensive support, some say it’s 

Program’s Extra Support 
for Community-College 

Students Is Paying Off
By KATHERINE MANGAN
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hardly surprising that success rates would soar.

‘BOMBARDED WITH REQUESTS’

But Donna Linderman, who oversees the ASAP 
program as university dean for student-success 
initiatives at CUNY, said her office had been 
“bombarded with requests for information from 
all over the country.”

The results of the MDRC study are “dramat-
ic and encouraging,” said David S. Baime, senior 
vice president for government relations and re-
search at the American Association of Communi-
ty Colleges.

“Clearly the results show what can be done,” he 
said, “when more-adequate funding is provided 

for programs at community colleges.”
The approach won’t work for all students, 

though, he and other educators cautioned. Most 
students in the evaluation sample were relative-
ly young, lived at home with their parents, were 
unmarried, and did not have children. Even with 
such support, the millions of older, married, and 
working community-college students would prob-
ably struggle to commit to a full-time schedule. 
About 40 percent of community-college students 
attend full time.

Leaders of the National Association for Devel-
opmental Education, meeting this week for their 
annual convention, called the program promising 
but questioned how widely replicable it might be, 
given its cost.

Originally published on February 26, 2015
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O
n Mondays and Wednesdays, Allison 
Massey attends a freshman English 
class at Motlow State Community Col-
lege’s campus near Lynchburg, Tenn. 
On alternating days, her “learning 

support” instructor helps her prepare for that class 
by tackling run-on sentences and punctuation 
problems. A tutor, also employed by the college, 
reads the essays she writes for her freshman class 
and offers tips.

If it weren’t for this one-two punch — paired col-
lege and remedial classes — Ms. Massey, like thou-
sands of other students across Tennessee, would 
have to wait at least another semester before she 
enrolled in college-level English.

Tennessee is the first state in the nation to elim-
inate its free-standing remedial classes and give 
just about everyone a chance to dive right into 
classes that count for credit.

It’s in the vanguard of a national movement 

spurred by aggressive lobbying by groups that ar-
gue that the traditional approach to developmen-
tal, or remedial, education is a dead end.

The “corequisite” model puts a student who 
would normally require remediation first — like 
Ms. Massey — directly into a credit-bearing math-

One State’s Big Shift Away 
From Remedial Courses 
Leaves Questions for 
Colleges Everywhere
By KATHERINE MANGAN

JOON POWELL FOR THE CHRONICLE

Allison Massey, a freshman at Motlow State Community 
College, is one of many students who are able to enroll directly 
in college-level courses with support on the side, thanks to 
Tennessee’s embrace of a “corequisite” model of education.

“We’ve been 
taking a piecemeal 
approach for some 
time, and it hasn’t 
gotten us very far.”
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ematics or English course. Learning support is 
wrapped around it, through additional coursework, 
tutoring, or labs.

It’s an approach that has proved highly effective 
for years for students who narrowly miss the cutoff 
for college-level courses.

What’s different today is that the idea is being ex-
panded and applied across college systems, and even 
some states, for the vast majority of underprepared 
students.

The rollout in Tennessee comes at a challenging 
time for the state’s community and technical col-
leges, which are straining under an influx of about 
15,000 new students.

Many of those who have enrolled under the Ten-
nessee Promise program, which offers two years of 
free tuition and fees for the state’s high-school grad-
uates, would not otherwise have attended college. 
Not surprisingly, many arrive with especially shaky 
academic backgrounds.

“The uptick in the very low ACT scores pos-
es unique challenges,” said Tony Kinkel, president 
of Motlow’s Smyrna campus, where enrollment 
jumped by 42 percent this fall. The convergence this 
fall of the two approaches — free college and core-
quisite remediation — “are like two currents collid-
ing,” he said.

Tennessee’s Board of Regents adopted a state-
wide corequisite approach because of concerns that 
too many students were being placed into remedial 
courses, and way too few were moving beyond them.

The shift raised some tricky practical issues. Mov-
ing more students into college-level courses meant 
hiring more instructors with advanced credentials. 
A master’s degree, for instance, isn’t always required 

to teach remedial classes, but accreditors usually 
require it, at a minimum, for teaching college-level 
classes.

Instructors teaching the credit-bearing and reme-
dial sections of a corequisite course had to coordi-
nate their schedules — meeting on alternating days, 
for instance. They also had to communicate about 
lesson plans so students could get the specific sup-
port they needed throughout the semester.

‘THE RESULTS ARE IN’

Corequisite remediation is one piece of a reform 
agenda that Tennessee’s government and education 
leaders have promoted with the help of Complete 
College America, a nonprofit group that gets much 
of its financial support from the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. That agenda also includes bas-
ing a significant portion of state funding on gradu-
ation and other performance measures.

Complete College America published a blog post 
in June describing how the corequisite approach 
had spread across several states, including Colora-
do, Indiana, Tennessee, and West Virginia. “The 
results are in. Corequisite remediation works,” the 
headline announced. “The time has come,” the post 
continued, “to leave behind the practice of stand-
alone, prerequisite remedial education and make 
the bold transition” to a corequisite model.

The tone of that message irks William G. Tier-
ney, a professor of higher education at the Univer-
sity of Southern California whose research includes 
increasing college access for low-income youth.

“Not so long ago the ‘results were in’ that small 
schools were the answer,” he wrote in an email to 
The Chronicle. “Charter schools also were the an-
swer.” Faced with such proclamations, educators 
rush to make changes only to find that the results 
are more complicated, Mr. Tierney said.

For students who are not prepared for college 
work, the status quo, he agreed, is not acceptable. 
“We should also have learned by now that assuming 
an answer exists without necessary study and analy-
sis is also unacceptable.”

A national leader in developmental education also 
contends that Complete College America’s lobbying 
push isn’t backed by solid data.

“They’re making wild and unsubstantiated 
claims, and no one’s calling them on it,” said Hunter 
R. Boylan, director of the National Center for Devel-
opmental Education and a professor of higher edu-
cation at Appalachian State University.

“Legislators aren’t in the position to do the re-
search, to find out where the pitfalls are,” he said. 
The corequisite approach “is a good idea, but it’s one 
in a field of good ideas,” he said, and it may not work 
for everyone.

Mr. Boylan thinks Tennessee jumped too quickly 
into making the switch statewide without adequate-
ly studying how corequisite approaches affect stu-

Tennessee is in the 
vanguard of a national 
movement spurred by 
aggressive lobbying by 
groups that argue that 
the traditional approach 
to remedial education 
is a dead end.
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dents across the academic spectrum.
“You don’t take a car off the drawing board and 

sell it right away,” he said. “You field-test it, do design 
reviews, run it on the road.”

Bruce Vandal, a senior vice president of Com-
plete College America, said there is no shortage of 
evidence that the corequisite approach works. It 
helps minority students who are disproportionately 
placed in remedial-course sequences that they usu-
ally drop out of before they can make it to a cred-
it-bearing class, he said.

While he agreed it would be helpful to have more 
research on how the least-prepared students fare, 
Mr. Vandal asked, “Should we stop a reform move-
ment because of concerns about a small segment of 
the student population, or should we move ahead 
with a laser focus” on an approach that removes 
barriers for many?

A pilot study of corequisite remediation in the 
2014-15 academic year looked at about 1,000 stu-
dents in math and 1,000 in writing at nine com-
munity colleges in Tennessee. Across the spectrum 
of ACT scores, student success rates increased by 
double digits, said Tristan Denley, vice chancellor 
for academic affairs at the Tennessee Board of Re-
gents.

“We kept hearing stories from students who wel-
comed the fact that they signed up for college,” he 
said, “and college is what they got.”

MAINTAINING THE RIGOR

Mr. Denley agreed with skeptics, though, that 
quality control is important so that standards in 
credit-bearing classes don’t slip.

“We have to have measures in place to ensure that 
when we make the transition, we don’t just water 
down the rigor of those classes,” he said.

Angela Boatman, an assistant professor of public 
policy and higher education at Vanderbilt University, 
has studied successful course redesigns across Ten-
nessee.

Her studies looked at students who were close to 
the cutoff for needing remediation. More study is 
needed, she agreed, on the approach’s impact on the 
least-prepared students.

“If you’re going to move the needle on college com-
pletion, that is the group you need to reach,” Ms. 
Boatman said. “If we start to see data that these stu-
dents aren’t succeeding, that’s a problem.”

With so many changes taking place this year at 
Tennessee’s two-year colleges, it won’t be easy to de-
termine what role corequisite remediation, or any 
other policy shift, is having on student success, Ms. 
Boatman said.

But a top researcher whose studies of develop-
mental education are cited by proponents of the 

corequisite approach said large-scale changes were 
needed.

“We’ve been taking a piecemeal approach for some 
time, and it hasn’t gotten us very far,” said Thomas 
R. Bailey, director of the Community College Re-
search Center at Columbia University’s Teachers 
College. “Tennessee is sort of the poster child for 
comprehensiveness.”

The research center has concluded that many stu-
dents are placed in remedial courses on the basis of 
faulty tests and that few students who take remedial 
math or reading go on to pass the corresponding in-
troductory courses. That research has been used, in 
some cases, to justify eliminating remedial classes 
— an approach Mr. Bailey thinks goes too far.

“In general, too many people are placed in re-
mediation and many more could be placed in col-
lege-level courses, even without the extra support,” 
Mr. Bailey said. “But I don’t think that every sin-
gle student who comes into a community college is 
ready for a college-level course.”

Two other Tennessee Promise students at Motlow 
State insist that they are.

Joshua George told The Chronicle last week that 
he likes the fact that the self-paced modules in his 
English learning-support class, which include com-
puterized tutorials, allow him to zero in on the skills 
he’s particularly weak in. “Subject-verb agreement 
— I never was a big fan of that,” he said.

For Kevin Mabudi, the learning-support class is 
helping him vary his vocabulary in writing. “Our 
professors have been telling us we can’t use the word 
‘like’ 40 times in a paper,” he said. “You have to use 
different words to make it flow. I’m pretty good with 
using big words, but I’m trying to deviate them.”

Taking a few extra classes, along with the ones 
that count for credit, means a bit more work, he said. 
“But at least I’m in college and taking regular classes 
like everyone else. I can’t complain.”

“You don’t take a car 
off the drawing board 
and sell it right away. 
You field-test it, do 
design reviews, run it 
on the road.”

Originally published on November 1, 2015
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MIAMI

E
nrollments in remedial cours-
es dropped by half at many of Flori-
da’s community and state colleges this 
fall, but not everyone is cheering. Just 
as many poorly prepared students are 

showing up, but thanks to a new state law, many 
are jumping straight into college-credit classes.

The optional-remediation law is forcing profes-
sors in college-level composition classes to spend 
time on basic sentence structure, while mathemat-
ics teachers who were ready to plunge into algebra 
are going over fractions. It’s also raising questions 
about how the dwindling number of students who 
do sign up for remedial classes here will perform 
when those catch-up lessons in math, reading, 
and writing are compressed, embedded into credit 
courses, or offered alongside them.

The shakeup in remedial education, also known 
as developmental education, is badly needed, most 
educators in Florida concur. But that’s about all 
they agree on as they begin to assess the impact in 
its first year.

Alarmed by the high dropout and failure rates 
for college students who start out in remedial 
classes, Florida lawmakers voted last year to make 
such courses, and even the related placement tests, 
optional for anyone who entered a Florida pub-
lic school as a ninth-grader in 2003 or later and 
earned a diploma. Students who are actively serv-
ing in the military can also opt out.

The legislation affects the 28 open-access col-
leges known as the Florida College System.

“The law is based on the assumption that stu-
dents know better about what they need,” said 
Shouping Hu, a professor of higher education and 
director of the Center for Postsecondary Success 
at Florida State University. Some faculty members 
and administrators aren’t so sure, said Mr. Hu, 
who leads a research team that received a grant 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to study 

the Florida law’s impact.
Enrollment in remedial classes has dropped by 

50 percent or more in some colleges this fall, he 
said. Many of those students are heading instead 
to so-called gateway courses, causing headaches 
for some professors.

“Faculty members in these courses mentioned 
that they had to do substantial restructuring and 
alter their instruction strategies because they 
needed to consider a bigger variation in terms of 
preparation,” Mr. Hu said.

“They understand that developmental educa-
tion, as it was offered, wasn’t working and that 
they needed to do something. But the changes 
happened quickly and they had little time to pre-
pare.” He said he had no idea yet how many under-
prepared students might have dropped out this fall 
after finding themselves in over their heads.

REVAMPED OPTIONS

Across the state, cadres of newly hired advis-
ers are scrambling to encourage students to give 
their hurriedly revamped remedial classes a try. 
Refresher classes that used to take 16 weeks are 
now compressed into eight (one requirement of the 
state law), and on some campuses, students can 
tackle their weak spots in modules that zero in on 
just the skills they’re missing. On some campuses, 
“corequisite” courses allow students to take a re-
medial class alongside a credit class.

Some colleges started phasing in the changes 
last year, but for most, this is the first full semester 
the changes have been in effect.

The good news, according to Patti Levine-
Brown, a professor of communications at Florida 
State College at Jacksonville and a past president 
of the National Association for Developmental Ed-
ucation, is that students seem to do just as well on 
her campus when remedial classes are squeezed 
from 16 weeks into eight.

Florida’s Shakeup in  
Remedial Education Brings 

a Slew of Headaches
By KATHERINE MANGAN
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But the jury is still out on whether all of the 
credits transfer from the compressed and tweaked 
remedial classes when students move on to four-
year degree programs, said the Jacksonville col-
lege’s provost, Judith Bilsky. That, she said, re-
mains “a major challenge” for the system’s 28 
campuses. The concern, Ms. Bilsky said, is that 
“progression for mobile or transient students isn’t 
hampered by creative new options for preparing 
students for college-level work.”

ONE COLLEGE’S CHALLENGES

At Miami Dade College, the nation’s largest 
community college with more than 160,000 stu-
dents, enrollment in remedial classes has dropped 
about 40 percent this fall. While the changes 
have shaken all of the state’s community colleges, 
they’ve been particularly challenging for Miami 
Dade, where in the past nearly three-quarters of 
the college’s students typically needed at least one 
remedial course, based on the placement tests 
that students are no longer required to take.

The college’s demographics explain why that 
figure is much higher than state and nationwide 
averages, which are closer to 50 percent. Sev-
enty-one percent of Miami Dade’s students are 
Hispanic, 41 percent call Spanish their main lan-
guage, and two-thirds are from low-income fam-
ilies. More than half are the first in their families 
to attend college.

The college hired dozens of additional advisers 
to counsel students about their options and steer 
them toward academic-support programs. While 
the advisers can’t require anyone to start in reme-
dial courses, they’re strongly encouraging some 
students to do so if their high-school transcripts 
and test scores look weak.

So are the professors teaching the col-
lege-credit courses where many underprepared 
students are landing. Many instructors are start-
ing the semester with diagnostic examinations 
that give them an idea of their students’ skill lev-
els. Students who reject their advice that they 
consider a remedial class first might be required 
to attend tutoring or computer-lab sessions if the 
classes call for them.

Asked whether higher-education leaders were 
likely to appeal to lawmakers for a break from the 
remediation-optional law, a Miami Dade admin-

istrator said that depended on what the data show 
after another semester.

“Are we inadvertently shutting the door on stu-
dents who, when given the proper support, can 
succeed, and instead setting them up for failure?” 
asked Lenore P. Rodicio, provost for academic and 
student affairs. If that turns out to be true, “we’ll 
have a responsibility to inform our legislators that 
it isn’t working.”

But, she said, “maybe we’ll be pleasantly sur-
prised and they’ll say, ‘I told you so.’”

‘GIVE THEM SUPPORT’

Remediation reform was a hot topic in Miami 
this week at Complete College America’s annual 
gathering of its “Alliance of States.”

The Florida law was influenced by the nonprof-
it group’s call for making college-level classes the 
default placement for the vast majority of stu-
dents. It told state lawmakers that fewer than one 
in 10 students who start in remedial courses grad-
uate within three years.

But even Stan Jones, president of Complete Col-
lege America, worried that the Florida law had 
gone too far. The nonprofit is pushing the corequi-
site model, which offers remediation alongside of, 
instead of before, college-level classes, especially 
for the weakest students.

“Our point has never been to put them in col-
lege classes and let them fail,” Mr. Jones said in an 
interview this week. “Our point is to put them in 
and give them support.”

Thomas R. Bailey, director of the Community 
College Research Center at Columbia University’s 
Teachers College, agreed. His research has been 
cited by states eager to cut back on remedial in-
struction.

“Remediation didn’t work and needed a radical 
overhaul, but I’m not sure I would have made it 
voluntary,” Mr. Bailey said during a break in the 
Miami meeting.

Colleges need to focus on helping faculty mem-
bers who teach college-level classes and who are 
now dealing with an even wider range of abilities, 
he said.

“The challenges of teaching heterogeneous 
classes aren’t just a Florida problem,” he said. 
“This is an opportunity to think about this, obvi-
ously under stressful conditions.”

Originally published on December 3, 2014
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Remedial Educators Warn 
of  Misconceptions Fueling a 

Reform Movement 
BY KATHERINE MANGAN

BOONE, N.C.

T
he way policy makers in some states see 
it, the biggest obstacles preventing stu-
dents from completing college are the 
courses that are supposed to help un-
prepared students catch up. Remedial 

education is under siege, and the instructors in the 
trenches are caught in the crossfire.

In Florida, lawmakers who were fed up with 
low completion numbers voted to make remedial 
classes optional for most high-school graduates. 
Pass rates in some introductory college classes 
have dipped as more unprepared students flock to 
credit-bearing classes.

In Connecticut, students are now limited to a 
single semester of remedial classes, and across the 
nation, a growing number of states are heeding a 
call from the nonprofit group Complete College 
America to make college-level classes the default 
placement for nearly all students. Students who 
need extra help can get it in one or two semesters 
alongside credit-bearing classes under a co-requi-
site approach that is gaining popularity.

But as remedial reform sweeps the nation, de-
velopmental-education experts are raising alarms 
about unintended consequences. They say the re-
form movement has taken off with too little re-
search and input from educators who know best.

Last week leaders of the National Association 
for Developmental Education, which has about 
3,000 members in 50 states, discussed those con-
cerns during a professional-development program 
held here on the campus of Appalachian State 
University, where the National Center for Develop-
mental Education is located.

Here, according to those leaders, are five mis-
conceptions about developmental education in the 
nation’s open-access community colleges.

1. If you graduated from high school, you’re 
ready for college-level classes. Nearly 70 percent 
of the students entering community colleges are 
assigned to remedial coursework, according to the 

Community College Research Center at Columbia 
University’s Teachers College. Many of those stu-
dents could probably do just fine if they took col-
lege-level classes, researchers there have conclud-
ed, and most developmental educators agree.

But what about the thousands of students who 
are way below the cutoff score on placement tests? 
Maybe they’ve been out of college for a decade or 
more, and they’ve forgotten their algebra. Or they 
graduated from a school where pressure to pass 
more students prompted administrators to low-
er graduation standards. There’s often a wide gap 
between the requirements to graduate from high 
school and what’s needed to succeed even at an 
open-access community college. It’s a gap that col-
leges and high schools are trying to bridge through 
early-college high schools, remedial mathematics 
in high school, and early testing for college readi-
ness.

But as long as that gap remains, thousands of 
students who graduate from high school are going 
to face the frustrating realization that their high-
school diploma isn’t enough to assure that they’re 
ready to take on college-level classes.

Even among 57 percent of graduating students 
who took the ACT college-readiness tests, many 
struggled. A report released by ACT found that 
only 39 percent of the 2014 graduating seniors 
who took the test met at least three of the bench-
marks for English, reading, math, and science. 
Those are the students, the report says, that have a 
“strong likelihood” of succeeding in first-year col-
lege courses.

2. Developmental education is the same thing 
as taking remedial classes. Catch-up, or reme-
dial, classes are one component of a broader ap-
proach that includes tutoring, time management, 
study skills, and other supports.

“Developmental education is about treating stu-
dents holistically and realizing that they’re not just 
students taking courses but people who are par-
enting and working, many of whom are struggling 
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to manage their finances and their time,” says 
Hunter R. Boylan, director of the National Center 
for Developmental Education.

“The focus of many of the remedial-reform ef-
forts appears to be on getting students through 
courses as quickly and cheaply as possible,” he 
adds, and that often requires a heavy reliance on 
online support courses where minority and under-
prepared students are more likely to struggle.

3. Eliminating remedial-course require-
ments will help more students graduate. Early 
evidence from Florida indicates that students who 
are given the option to skip remedial classes will 
do so, and that many unprepared students who 
jump into college-level classes will struggle.

“The mission of developmental education is to 
give students the skills they need to succeed in 
their first college courses,” says D. Patrick Saxon, 
an associate professor of educational leadership 
at Sam Houston State University, in Texas. “When 
you take away those supports, you’re essentially re-
turning to the revolving door of the 1960s, when 
anyone could attend college, but once there, it was 
sink or swim.”

4. Co-requisite remediation will work for 
nearly everyone needing extra help. That’s a 
message that Stan Jones, president of Complete 
College America, sought to convey at the meeting 
here and in an interview this week.

“The evidence is pretty overwhelming, as we 
scale across states, that even at the lowest levels, 
students perform better in co-requisite courses 
than if they had been in traditional stand-alone 
remediation,” he says. His nonprofit group, which 

is heavily supported by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, has been pushing states to carry out 
its “game-changing” strategies, including co-req-
uisite remediation, performance-based funding, 
and highly structured schedules.

About 30 percent of the students who place 
into a remedial class never show up for it, Mr. 
Jones contends, often because they’re embar-
rassed or frustrated. He’d favor eliminating all 
stand-alone remedial classes as long as options 
like an intensive boot camp right before class-
es start, co-requisite remediation, and math re-
quirements that are tied to what students actual-
ly need are in place.

Robin Ozz, the association’s president-elect, is 
director of developmental education at Phoenix 
College, a community college in Arizona. She’s 
been teaching co-requisite classes for seven years, 
and says the approach works well for many, but not 
so well for those with the greatest needs.

“These students get all excited thinking they’ll 
be able to finish their college class in one semes-
ter,” she says, “but then some struggle and drop 
out, which is terrible on their self-esteem.”

5. Remedial educators resist change. Rebecca 
Goosen, associate vice chancellor for college pre-
paratory at San Jacinto College, in Texas, doesn’t 
buy that.

“I have found that developmental educators 
are the most innovative and adaptable faculty 
that respond to mandates,” she says. In addition, 
“they are the first to initiate and adopt practices 
that improve student success and are the closest 
to understanding the needs and ability of stu-
dents they serve.”

Originally published on July 28, 2015
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What 2 States Learned 
When They Tried to Shake Up 

Remedial Education
BY KATHERINE MANGAN

W
hen it comes to reforming re-
medial education, everyone, it 
seems, is eager to get in on the 
act.

One problem, according to 
a pair of studies being released this week, is that 
the state lawmakers and higher-education-system 
leaders who are prescribing sweeping curricular 
changes don’t always collaborate enough with pro-
fessors and administrators. When communication 
breaks down, mistrust and misunderstanding can 
derail progress.

Two states — Connecticut and Tennessee — are 
being offered up this week as case studies of some 
of the promising practices and occasional missteps 
that reformers from different worlds are making as 
they overhaul the way remedial, or developmental, 
classes are provided.

On Friday the American Council on Education 
will host a meeting to debate those state-level ef-
forts and to suggest how states can smooth out the 
bumps when changes are underway. The event, 
and the research behind it, is sponsored by the Lu-
mina Foundation.

One thing everyone agrees on is that too few 
students who start out in developmental educa-
tion end up graduating. But why that’s the case is 
a matter of debate: Is it because those students are 
more likely to be disadvantaged and from low-per-
forming schools to begin with? Or because there’s 
something inherently discouraging about being 
placed in remedial courses?

Nearly two million people start out in remedi-
al courses to prepare themselves for college-level 
classes, but only a fraction of them go on to grad-
uate. The stakes are huge, since more than half 
of the students entering community colleges, and 
about 20 percent of those entering four-year col-
leges, are placed into these catch-up classes, usual-
ly in mathematics or English, the reports note.

Since 1995, more than half of the states have 

passed laws that directly affect developmental 
education, according to one report. They range 
from directives to study alternatives to orders to 
do away with stand-alone remedial courses or to 
make them optional.

“In general, what we’re seeing is that state legis-
latures are taking a much more active role in cur-
ricular redesign, an area that’s traditionally been 
the domain of the faculty,” Jonathan M. Turk, an 
analyst with the ACE’s Center for Policy Research 
and Strategy, said in an interview. He is a co-au-
thor of one of the reports being released on Friday: 
“State Policy as a Tool for Postsecondary Develop-
mental Education Reform: A Case Study of Con-
necticut.”

When state lawmakers take charge, “the ques-
tion immediately becomes whether these outside 
entities really understand the details and complex-
ities” of how higher-education systems operate, 
Mr. Turk said.

LEGISLATING CHANGE IN CONNECTICUT

In 2012, Connecticut passed legislation aimed 
at getting students into college-level classes as 
quickly as possible. The law requires public col-
leges to use multiple assessments to place students 
and restricts students to one semester of remedial 
coursework.

Colleges also had to replace traditional develop-
mental-course sequences with a new model that 
places students into one of three levels, depend-
ing on how much catching up they need. Those 
who are near the cutoff are placed directly in a 
college-level course with built-in support. Stu-
dents needing more help are placed in an inten-
sive one-semester remedial course. Those with the 
greatest academic needs are signed up for free, 
noncredit “transitional” programs.

The problem Connecticut colleges ran into with 
that last category is that not only did they lose 
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tuition revenue from the students placed in free 
classes, but their “full-time equivalent” enrollment 
numbers dropped, costing them a portion of their 
state financing.

In addition, the prescriptive nature of the law 
made it hard for colleges to try out new ideas, 
some of which were already in the works, that 
might be more effective and efficient, the report 
concludes. Many faculty and staff members also 
resented the top-down mandate from lawmakers.

In the future, “legislators and/or their staffs 
should visit campuses to hear from faculty mem-
bers and administrators responsible for educating 
students,” the report suggests.

MORE COLLABORATION IN TENNESSEE

A second report that will be discussed on 
Friday, “The Architecture of Innovation: Sys-
tem-Level Course Redesign in Tennessee,” ex-
amines how the Board of Regents for one of the 
higher-education systems in that state “moved 
from a compliance body to a promoter of inno-
vation”  — a shift that initially made some faculty 
members uneasy.

Focusing first on developmental courses and, 
later, on gateway college courses, the regents — 
who oversee 46 public colleges and universities 
outside the University of Tennessee system — or-
dered a switch from stand-alone remedial courses 
to corequisite courses that allow students to jump 
right into credit-bearing classes.

That was just one of the changes happening 
while legislators were passing laws that tied state 
funds for higher education almost entirely to per-
formance measures and opened the doors to free 
community college to all state residents.

Many of those new students are enrolling with 
particularly weak academic skills, putting more 
pressure on a developmental-education system 
that remains in flux.

One of the keys to building consensus in Ten-
nessee has been to involve faculty members by re-
questing proposals for innovative solutions.

Austin Peay State University, which is frequent-
ly cited for its successes in improving remedial 
education, created its own curricular-innovation 
process. Meanwhile, Chattanooga State Commu-
nity College connected with local schools to start 
a math bridge program to better prepare high-
school students for college math.

“The regents’ intention was that this be a facul-
ty-driven process, and they encourage faculty to 
experiment with different academic models,” said 
Jennifer R. Crandall, another analyst with ACE’s 
Center for Policy Research and Strategy. She was a 
co-author of the Tennessee report.

Hunter R. Boylan, director of the National Cen-
ter for Developmental Education and a professor 
of higher education at Appalachian State Universi-
ty, in North Carolina, is leery about efforts to stan-
dardize developmental education by adopting rigid 
statewide policies.

“Tennessee has made greater efforts to collabo-
rate with faculty and staff than most other states,” 
said Mr. Boylan, who will be participating in Fri-
day’s discussion. “Whether those efforts are as ex-
tensive as the Board of Regents think they are is 
another thing.”

While he doesn’t always agree with the strate-
gies that lawmakers, along with nonprofit groups 
like Complete College America, are pursuing, 
“Tennessee has certainly been ambitious,” he said. 
“I’ll grant them that.”

Originally published on October 1, 2015



The Second-Chance Club
Inside a semester of remedial English

By ERIC HOOVER and SARA LIPKA

Takoma Park, Md.

N
obody wants to be here. In remedial 
English, earning no credit, stuck. 

Now—after months of commas, 
clauses, and four-paragraph essays—
students have one last chance to write 

their way out.
Twenty students sit at computers, poised to start 

the final in-class essay for English 002 at Mont-
gomery College. Just outside Washington, this 
suburban community college is tucked in a neigh-
borhood between two Metro stations. Anybody 

can enroll here, and all kinds do.
The professor, Greg Wahl, walks around the 

room. On every blank screen, a cursor blinks.
In 85 minutes the students must craft a thesis 

and clear topic sentences, using evidence to sup-
port their opinions. They have to answer one of 
three questions, about their assigned book, The 
Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, by 
Sherman Alexie, or their difficulty in mastering 
goals for the course, such as “Write and edit sen-
tences that observe the conventions of standard 
American English.”

Students in English 002 at Montgomery College must master 15 skills in three months to move on to credit-bearing courses.

Photographs by Greg Kahn for The Chronicle
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Names appear in the upper right-hand cor-
ners of screens. Kenneth Okorafor, a Nigerian 
immigrant who lives in his sister’s basement and 
strives to live by his father’s words that education 
is power. Dominique Parrish, a high-school drop-
out chasing a bachelor’s degree. Lynn Clemons, a 
middle-aged mother of three who’s often anxious 
in class. Xiomara Sanchez, a bright but sometimes 
unmotivated 19-year-old expected to look after 
her sister’s children.

As the minutes tick by, the students type, flip 
through their books, stop and stretch in their 
seats. One rests his chin in his hand and gazes at 
his screen. Sounds from the movie Dick Tracy, 
playing in the next classroom, blare through the 
wall.

At 12:15 time is up. Those who haven’t yet print-
ed their work turn it in and file out. Kenneth, in 
black plastic glasses, and two West African class-
mates are still frantically typing.

Come on, one pleads to Greg, trying to buy time. 
“We’re best friends, you know what I’m saying?”

Sixty more seconds could be the difference be-
tween having a conclusion or not. But that extra 
time isn’t fair to the other students, Greg explains, 
and the college could punish him for bending the 
rules. The three students finally surrender their 
keyboards and vow to defend him if the few ex-
tra minutes cause trouble. “Anybody tries to mess 
with you,” one tells Greg on his way out, “we’ve got 
your back.”

Today’s essays complete 
the students’ portfolios. 
Later, Greg lugs the folders, 
bound with thick rubber 
bands, back to his apart-
ment. His evaluation of the 
portfolios will determine 
who moves on and who 
does not.

The students in En-
glish 002 stand at higher 
education’s threshold. If 
they make it through, they 
advance to college-level 
courses that count toward 
a degree. Otherwise they 
must decide whether to try again, running down 
their financial aid, or give up on college and make 
do without it.

For now, they all belong to the second-chance 
club known as remedial education. They’re here 
because something, somewhere, went wrong. 
They didn’t care about school, or school didn’t care 
about them. For some, reading or writing never 
came easily. Maybe they didn’t speak English as 
children. Or they lacked money, guidance, oppor-
tunity. Courses like English 002 are supposed to 
catch them all up.

It’s a lot to ask. Many students have a long way 

to go, and their obstacles are hardly confined to 
the classroom. Nationally, of the students who 
place into remediation—as many as 90 percent at 
some community colleges—only about a quarter 
go on to earn a degree.

Here, past failures have worn some students 
down, and the prospect of success seems to fright-
en them. Several hope to attend four-year colleges 
and pursue careers, yet some have struggled to 
pull clear of bad circumstances or habits. Others 
are just drifting through.

With the final essay done, all the students can 
do is wait. Two weeks from now, each will sit down 
with Greg. One by one, he will tell them the news. 
Either they have passed or they will still be here—
in remedial English, earning no credit, stuck.

As the semester begins, Greg knows he can 
help some students make it. Not most, may-
be not many, but some. First he must learn 

their names.
On a Thursday morning in early September, still 

summer warm, he takes the bus here from Wash-
ington, where he lives with his wife, Diane, and 
4-year-old daughter, Daphne, who’s just learning 
to read.

At the college, Greg sits in his cluttered office, 
reviewing the roster: 25 students are enrolled, an 
even split of men and women. About half have tak-
en the course before. The rest either barely passed 

English 001 or scored below 
the cutoff on the college’s 
standardized placement 
test. The course costs coun-
ty residents $742; those 
from farther away pay dou-
ble.

Just before 10:15, Greg 
walks to Room 328. Stu-
dents get up off the hall-
way floor and file into the 
computer lab. He stands in 
front: a slight, spry man, 43, 
in a green striped shirt, an 
orange lanyard around his 
neck holding ID and a tran-
sit card. He is the only white 

person in the room. Nobody sits in the front row.
Each time he starts at the beginning: the basics 

of being a student, the pep talk, the idea that writ-
ing isn’t so bad.

The first day of class used to shake him. For 
many years, across different campuses, it made 
him puke. He started teaching in the early 1990s, 
first as a master’s student in English at the Univer-
sity of Northern Iowa, then as a doctoral candidate 
in American studies at the University of Maryland 
at College Park. Since then he has worked at Mary-
land’s Baltimore County campus, Trinity Washing-
ton University, and here at Montgomery. He used 

Even a small 
assignment, 
Greg knows, 
can scare a 
student off.
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to plan his first class so he could start, run to the 
bathroom, and then come back. Finally the epi-
sodes passed.

Now the first day fires him up. Each time he 
starts at the beginning: the basics of being a stu-
dent, the pep talk, the idea that writing isn’t so 
bad. Students can come into remedial classes an-
gry, but he doesn’t give them time to vent. His atti-
tude: You want to learn some grammar? OK!

Those who teach remedial—also known as de-
velopmental—courses must cover what other in-
structors take for granted. “Who knows what a syl-
labus is?” Greg asks eagerly. He gets a good answer 
and urges the class to study the stapled document 
like a textbook. There will be a quiz next week.

He explains grading. At the end of the semester, 
each student will submit a portfolio of three essays 
to be evaluated according to a rubric. If the writ-
ing passes muster on all of 15 counts, its author 
can move on to other courses. “All the stuff you 
wanted to come to college to do,” Greg says.

One woman looks concerned: “There’s an essay 
due next week?”

“Yep,” says Greg.
“What’s the topic?” she asks.
Even a small assignment, Greg knows, can scare 

a student off. “Don’t worry,” he says, “we’re going to 

start working on it today.”
He turns the discussion to essay structure. An 

introduction should end with a thesis, he tells the 
class, and the next two paragraphs should each 
start with a topic sentence. Then comes the con-
clusion. So, he asks, how could the introduction 
start? “Background?” one student says.

“Have you been in this class before?” Greg asks.
“No,” the student says, timidly.
“OK, good, you’re just smart.”
The young man smiles, showing a mouthful of 

braces.
Greg tries to sustain students’ interest by talking 

football: He helps the class write a thesis about 
why the Washington Redskins are going to win the 
Super Bowl. They then turn to their first essay as-
signment, on strategies for academic success. First 
they must draft a thesis. The classroom goes quiet 
except for the clicking of keyboards.

Dominique Parrish needs the practice. She came 
here from English 001, where she wrestled with 
grammar, put commas in the wrong places, and 
often confused homonyms, typing “witch” instead 
of “which.” Once, while composing an in-class es-
say, she froze. Heart pounding, she switched topics 
and started over, leaving no time to check for mis-
takes.

Dominique Parrish (left), a 24-year-old high-school dropout, talks with Greg Wahl, the instructor in English 
002. After trying to make her way without a degree, she says, “I wanted to start over.”
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Growing up on Chicago’s South Side, she attend-
ed public schools where students walked through 
metal detectors every morning. Both her parents 
had run-ins with the law. She used to like Junie B. 
Jones books, but later lost interest in reading. Al-
ways popular, she chit-chatted her way through 
school.

After moving to Maryland to live with her fa-
ther, she dropped out of high school but later got 
a GED. She managed a grocery store. She sold a 
slew of Fords for an auto dealership but was laid 
off. Then one day she enrolled at Montgomery. “I 
wanted to start over,” she says.

Ms. Parrish, 24, also wanted job security. She 
decided to pursue accounting, but first she had to 
take placement tests. No sweat, she thought. After 
all, she had earned good grades in English classes, 
had helped write business plans. So when she saw 
her score, she says, “I was pissed.”

Now she’s here in English 002, serious, her hair 
pulled back tightly, writing a thesis statement 
about her pitfalls as a student. Like not taking 
notes, because she thinks she’ll remember what 
the professor is saying.

As she and her classmates type, Greg walks 
around the room, giving pointers. Starting today 
he will be their coach, champion, stickler, judge. 
With a few minutes left in the two-hour class, 
he tells everybody to print what they’ve come up 

with so far.
He puts one page on the overhead projector. “As 

a student, I didn’t pass school because I didn’t fol-
low rules like going to class and doing my assign-
ments.” Greg praises the personal reflection.

The students keep writing. “This is great, guys,” 
he says. “You’re doing great.”

The weeks roll on, Tuesdays in a cinder-block 
classroom, Thursdays in the computer lab. 
Each week there’s more grammar to prac-

tice: parts of speech, verb tenses, coordinating 
conjunctions. Chapter by chapter, the class reads 
The Absolutely True Diary, a young-adult novel 
about a poor, 14-year-old Spokane Indian named 
Junior. Some of his struggles reflect theirs. Every 
two or three weeks, an essay is due.

Each class starts at 10:15, but students regularly 
arrive 15, 20, 30 minutes late, sometimes in head-
phones spilling tunes into the room. One day Tony 
Jones comes in late, empty-handed, and asks to 
speak to Greg privately. The professor tells him to 
please take a seat.

They’re on Page 375 of the grammar book, Exer-
cise 46-4: sample sentences with adjectives to un-
derline and adverbs to circle. Among them: “Suc-
cess can be elusive to those who object to working 
hard.”

In the next exercise, a student identifies “most” 

Tony Jones (left) is an enigma. He sits, slouching, in the back corner, and when questions stump other 
students, he often whispers the right answer. But rarely does he raise his hand.



as a noun. Greg asks if she can draw a “most.” A 
couple of students giggle. It’s funny, he says, but 
a good question if you don’t immediately know. “I 
don’t,” he says, “and I teach grammar for a living.” 
Sometimes a little self-deprecation puts students 
at ease.

As the class keeps at it, Greg checks in with 
Tony. The day before, campus officials confiscated 
his backpack. He doesn’t say why. His phone, as-
signments, everything is in that bag.

A third-semester student, Tony is taking this 
course for the second time. He’s an enigma. He 
often wears a knit cap pulled down just above his 
eyes. Class after class, he sits, slouching, in the 
back corner. When questions stump other stu-
dents, he often whispers the right answer. But 
rarely does he raise his hand.

Here in remedial English, students often need 
help with more than homework. So Greg takes 
time for the missing backpack. At a four-year col-
lege, a professor might say, Not my problem. But a 
community college enrolls anybody who shows up, 
i’s dotted or not. Instructors here often must be so-
cial workers, too. If you take students in, Greg be-
lieves, it’s your obligation to support them.

Breaking points come at every turn. One crucial 
moment, Greg says, is when students hand in the 
second draft of their first essay. Will they make the 
same mistakes again? Typically, he says, 60 per-
cent of a class seem to catch on, 30 percent get it 
but still struggle, and 10 percent are lost.

On a Tuesday in October, as rain hammers the 
windows, Greg hands back those second drafts. 
They’re good, he says, but many need to “go deeper.”

One student doesn’t get a draft back. He raises 
his hand.

“Did you give me an essay?” Greg asks.
“Yeah,” he says.
Greg checks: “I don’t think I have one from you.”
A moment later, the young man pulls the essay 

from a folder. He hands it to Greg, who says, “OK, 
so you didn’t turn it in.” The student looks puzzled. 
“Since you still have it,” the professor says. The stu-
dent nods.

“OK,” says Greg, “I’ll grade it.”
As the weeks come and go, he keeps looking for 

ways to make writing less daunting, to help stu-
dents put words on the page. One day he gives 
them a few personal essay prompts. Type without 
stopping to think, he tells them. “Just flow.” He al-
ways grades in green or purple ink; red looks an-
gry.

Anxiety can derail a fragile student, and so can 
any interruption, even a substitute teacher for one 
class. Some find the idea of college so uncomfort-
able, says Greg, they’ll use any excuse to bolt. A 
few already have.

Often he e-mails and calls, urging students to 
come back. But every semester, some just disap-
pear, ghosts on a roster.

Some vanish because jobs tire them out. Stu-
dents in Greg’s class make meatball subs at Sub-
way and sell sneakers at Foot Locker. Elio Per-
domo, eloquent and muscular, works 40 hours a 
week at Safeway, unloading crates of apples and 

oranges and cauliflower and lettuce.
Elio, 18, graduated from high school last spring. 

His English teachers marked up his papers but 
offered little help. Not that he asked. By the time 
he got serious about school, he’d piled up years of 
C’s and D’s. “I wanted to start over,” he says, “to do 
what I should have been doing in high school.”

His mother, who cleans that high school, en-
courages him to study hard. But his eight-hour 
shifts drain him. Many nights he gets home after 
10, and his back hurts. Studying seems like yet an-
other chore. “I would think about it,” he says, “but 
my body was like, ‘Nah.’”

By late November he has missed about half of 
Greg’s classes. Only then does he realize he can’t 
keep working so much if he wants to succeed in 
college. His future, he decides, does not lie in the 
stockroom of a supermarket. So he goes back to 
class but worries that it’s already too late.

By now, Greg can see a divide. Some students 
are improving steadily. Others look like long 
shots.

The class struggles with commas. One morn-
ing Greg projects a sentence onto the white board 
and asks students to put commas in the right spots 
with markers. The first attempt: “This course I will 
try and do better, by following Dr. Stewart’s rules, 
so I can be successful, and pass my courses.”

“I’m sorry, that’s incorrect,” says Greg.
Four more students each take a turn, adding, 

They all belong to 
the second-chance 
club known as  
remedial education. 
They’re here  
because something, 
somewhere, went 
wrong.
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erasing, adding. Finally, the sixth student punctu-
ates the sentence correctly.

Another day the class discusses introductions—
how to include enough detail without overwhelm-
ing the reader. “My porridge is too hot, my por-
ridge is too cold, so let’s get it just right,” says Greg.

The class is silent. “What?” one young woman 
asks.

“Never mind,” he says.
Sometimes attention frays. Students whisper, 

take calls. When they fill in worksheets together, 
some debate the right verb tense, some do each 
other’s hair. During one exercise, a young man 
walks out, only to return a while later munching a 
handful of cookies.

After one particularly frustrating class, Greg 
sighs, swears, and shakes his head. Some students 
aren’t trying. They come late and sit playing soli-
taire. One day just four have done their homework. 
When the professor urges one student to get seri-
ous, he replies, “Can you take this class online?”

Sometimes Greg hopes a couple of the social 
ringleaders will give him an excuse to kick them 
out. One morning he tells a young woman distract-
ing her friends to leave. Her absence, he knows, 
will help everybody concentrate.

Several students always keep their focus. One is 
starting to recognize dependent and independent 
clauses. A pair of young women who sit together 
seem to know all the answers. “You’re my gram-
mar stars, by the way, you two,” Greg tells them.

One morning he gives the class a list of sentenc-
es, each with a common error he sees in essays. 
“Margaret has began her summer program,” one 
reads. He asks what’s wrong.

Many students aren’t sure. “If you can hear it, 
then you’re lucky,” Greg says. If not, you have to ex-
amine the sentence mechanically. “It’s like math,” 
he says. Some students groan. All this drudgery, he 
says, will help them edit their essays.

After class one day, a few students grumble 
about grades, which are A, B, or U, for unsatisfac-
tory. “Whenever he’s handing back our essays—
all U,” one woman says, “everybody.” Her friend 
wonders if it’s Greg’s way of motivating them. “He 
doesn’t want you to feel too comfortable,” the stu-
dent says. “I’m just assuming.”

Dominique’s essays come back riddled with 
green and purple marks. More than once she seeks 
help from Greg, who offers suggestions and en-
couragement. After one class, she stays behind. “I 
think I figured it out,” she says, holding up a paper 
with several errors corrected.

“Yep, these look good,” Greg says. As she’s walk-
ing out the door, he calls to her. “Dominique, just 
keep it up, and don’t panic. OK?”

By Thanksgiving, Greg worries that students’ 
grammar and syntax haven’t come far enough. 
Time is running out.

But a December morning brings a pleasant sur-

prise. Xiomara Sanchez, a student who had disap-
peared, walks through the door in her North Face 
jacket and Uggs. “Xiomara, I haven’t seen you in a 
while,” Greg says. “Welcome back.”

Xiomara lives a half-mile from the campus with 
her mother, three sisters, brother-in-law, two niec-
es, and baby nephew. When the children’s mother 
goes to work, as a cleaner, she relies on Xiomara to 
watch them, class or not.

“It gets overwhelming for her because she does 
have three kids, but I have my own life. Like, that’s 
not my responsibility,” Xiomara says. “But then, 
those are my nephew and nieces. ... I can’t say no 
and just leave them there.”

Xiomara Sanchez realizes she’s fallen too far be-
hind. “I’m missing so much class,” she says. “What 
am I doing?”

Right before the final in-class essay, though, Xi-
omara realizes she’s fallen too far behind. “I was 
like, I’m missing so much class. What am I doing?” 
she says. She tells her sister she has to go back. She 
finds a cousin to baby-sit.

Xiomara, 19, also worries about slipping back 
into bad habits. She loved to read as a child, but 
since middle school, not so much. In high school, 
she showed up for class maybe two days a week. 
She’d stay home, she says, or go to her boyfriend’s 
house.

Finally, the school kicked her out. Expulsion had 
a funny effect. “When they take that away from 
you, I guess you realize, like, you miss it,” Xiomara 
says. “You need school.”

With dreams of earning a business degree and 
opening a restaurant—upscale Salvadoran—she 
is trying to catch up. Last year she got her GED, 
started working about 50 hours a week at Auto-
Zone, and took placement tests at Montgomery.

When her scores put her in developmental 
courses, she didn’t try again as some of her friends 
did. She was rusty, she figured, and didn’t want 
to get in over her head. “What if I get placed into 
credit classes,” she remembers thinking, “and just 
fail?”

Now, Xiomara hopes to salvage her semester. 
The college lets instructors drop students who 
miss more than one week of class, and she’s been 
away from the campus for several. Her develop-
mental-reading instructor turns her away, but 
Greg gives her another chance.

December 6 is a big day: the final in-class 
essay, which will complete the portfolios. 
The students have been revising two of the 

five essays assigned over the semester, and today 
they will turn them in. Some have visited the writ-
ing center several times. The waits were so long, 
one student says, that he just did what he could 
himself. A few students were up till 3 or 4 a.m.

For a moment, they all study the three options 
for the in-class essay. One: “Choose Junior and one 
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other character and describe how each has two 
sides to his or her identity.”

“What do you mean by ‘identity’?” a student 
asks. The consensus is personality plus culture 
plus the way you think of yourself.

“What’s the first thing you should write?” asks 
Greg. Several students call out “Thesis!” and “Top-
ic sentences!” At 10:50, they start typing.

By 11:24, most have at least a paragraph. By 
12:08, many are printing. Then, 12:15: Time is up. 
“I don’t want to be that guy,” Greg says, “but I will 
shut off your computers.”

Every student, even those who plead that they 
haven’t finished, turns in an essay. Lynn Clemons 
is missing one of the two other papers for her port-
folio, but she promises to deliver it to Greg’s office. 
He wonders if she actually will.

Lynn, 54, grew up in Washington. Her fami-
ly owned no books. She and her six brothers and 
sisters often ate chicken backs and rice for din-
ner, a fact she recalls in one of her essays. “Pover-
ty doesn’t have to be a lifetime thing,” she writes. 
“You can better yourself by going to school and 
getting good grades and getting a good job.”

Lynn had wanted to become an English teacher 
more than anything. After graduating from high 
school, in 1976, she took a job as a government 
secretary instead. She raised three sons on her 
own, working for a plumbing company at night, 
a department store on weekends. As much as she 
could, she read Mother Goose and Dr. Seuss to her 
children.

In 2000, Lynn went on disability, with two bad 
knees and bipolar disorder. With no salary, she 
could no longer pay her rent, so one day she and 
her youngest son put their things in storage. A 
county housing program helped them find shelter, 
which meant moving from one hotel room to an-
other.

Over the years, Lynn has filled dozens of yellow 
legal pads with stories, some fictional, some true, 
like the one about the bus trip she and a son took 
to Myrtle Beach, S.C., where they drove go-karts 
and ate crab legs. She has also written about beat-
ing breast cancer.

Now Lynn just wants a degree in English, the 
one she never got. Her youngest son will gradu-
ate from high school this year, and after that she 

Elio Perdomo, 18, works up to 40 hours a week stocking produce at a supermarket. It’s hard to work so much, he says, and still find 
time to study.
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doesn’t want to be idle, sitting in an empty apart-
ment with nothing to do.

In Greg’s class, the soft-spoken woman often 
feels uncomfortable around the other students, 
most less than half her age. When asked to form 
groups, they leave her out. “Like I wasn’t even 
there,” she says.

One day their chatter is too much. Lynn packs 

up early. “I don’t want to be here right now,” she 
tells Greg. He understands. Later he encourages 
her to tune them out: “Lynn, you can do this on 
your own.”

Sometimes Greg finds himself rooting for stu-
dents, and Lynn is one of them. Not long after he 
collects the portfolios, she delivers the essay she 
didn’t bring to class.

A week later, it’s time for Greg to tackle the pile, 
page by page, line by line. Late one night, after 
reading Daphne four bedtime stories, he descends 
to the lobby of his apartment building, carrying 
a stack of essays and a bottle of seltzer. He sits on 
a couch, leaning over an essay. He moves a pencil 
slowly over the words, then stops.

He shakes his head—”pronoun agreement’’—
then reads on, head bobbing. “Yep. Cool. That’s the 
way I like it.” He turns the page. “The thesis was 
a little funky,” he says, but not bad. A few para-
graphs down, he smiles. “A beautiful sentence,” he 
says, no random commas. He assigns a grade.

Greg doesn’t want to send a student on to En-
glish 101, only for her to get a D. “That’s a terrible 
service.”

The course rubric lists 15 categories (“clear or-
ganization plan,” “appropriate transitions between 
paragraphs”). Greg and a second instructor—
sometimes a third—must rate a student’s work in 

each category as outstanding, acceptable, or un-
satisfactory. They have to tally major errors (sen-
tence fragments, incorrect verb tenses) and minor 
errors (word choice, agreement). Just one check in 
the unsatisfactory column will keep a student in 
English 002.

But the rubric leaves room for judgment. Does 
the essay have a “clear audience and purpose”? 

“Unified details”? Borderline cases are 
tough. Greg doesn’t want to send a stu-
dent on to English 101, only for her to 
get a D. “That’s a terrible service,” he 
says. Then again, a student who fails a 
remedial course even once, he knows, 
might never return to college.

There’s a third path, English 101A, a 
five-credit course with extra time for 
grammar. The downside: It costs more 
than a regular, three-credit course.

Greg picks up one young woman’s 
portfolio, then sets it down. He’s ner-
vous. “She’s done everything I’ve asked,” 
he says. “She’s worked hard. I want to 
validate that.”

In her first essay, he says, the thesis 
comes out of nowhere. He decides to live 
with it. She repeats the main idea. The 
transitions are tight. “Good,” he whis-
pers. The second paragraph, full of com-
ma errors in a previous draft, contains 
not one. Squinting, he rereads a puz-
zling sentence: “Although I hate study-

ing, I make sure I take the time to study in mod-
eration.”

On to her second essay, he feels good about her 
chances. But in the in-class essay, he finds commas 
all over the place. Less than 450 words, it contains 
six major errors and 25 minor ones. He must de-
cide. Is she ready? He imagines a future instructor 
seeing so many errors and marking her work with 
an F.

Greg looks at the blank score sheet for a moment 
and uncaps his pen.

Conference day comes the Tuesday before 
Christmas. Greg will spend two hours sit-
ting side by side with his students, deliv-

ering good news and bad. He’ll tell some they’ve 
passed into English 101 or 101A, both credit-bear-
ing courses. Others will have to repeat.

One by one, they enter the cinder-block class-
room. Everyone is supposed to turn in one last as-
signment. Those who don’t, he has told them sev-
eral times, will fail.

The first student must retake English 002. “I 
know it’s discouraging to hear that you didn’t 
make it,” Greg tells her. To succeed in the future, 
he says, she needs to stop playing with her phone 
and socializing in class.

For students who have done especially well, he 

By late November 
he has missed about 
half of Greg’s classes. 
Only then does he 
realize he can’t keep 
working so much if he 
wants to succeed in 
college.
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has a common refrain: “You should think of your-
self as a really, really good college student.” One 
woman runs out shrieking, “I’m going to 101!”

In the hall, everybody waits his or her turn. 
Many hang around to see how their friends fare: 
They’re here on judgment day together. “I want 
this to be a TV show!” one woman exclaims. She 
bats a pair of false eyelashes and snaps her gum.

One student hops up, zips and unzips his coat, 
and chews on the top of the zipper. “You never 
know, you know?” he says. “I just hope I passed.”

One student hops up, zips and unzips his coat, 

and chews on the top of the zipper. “I just hope I 
passed,” he says.

A classmate emerges looking encouraged. “I 
passed, but I didn’t pass,” he says. In fact, he didn’t 
pass, but Greg recommended that next semester 
he take the accelerated version of English 002, 
compressed into six weeks. His friends chat about 
the highest degree they hope to get and which Air 
Jordans are coming out in January.

When Dominique finds out she passed, she feels 
relieved but also sick to her stomach. She wish-
es she were going to English 101 instead of 101A. 

All students in English 002 at Montgomery College must complete a portfolio of one in-class essay and two papers 
they’ve revised over the course of the semester. Kenneth Okorafor, a Nigerian immigrant who strives to live by his father’s 
words that education is power, chose to revise a paper about obstacles to his academic success. He shared his work with 
The Chronicle, and granted permission to publish it. 

Obstacles are things that hinder 
you from getting to where you would 
like to be in life. There are two great 
obstacles that are hindering me 
from where I want to be in life. My 
two greatest obstacles in EN002 this 
semester are not paying attention in 
class, and not managing time ...

Not paying attention in class is 
an obstacle for me because I usually 
get side tracked by other things that 
are going on around me such as in 
talking to friends or texting on the 
phone. I intend to overcome this ob-
stacle to pass EN002, the only way 
I could do that is by sitting in front 
of the class which I have been doing 
so I could hear everything the teach-
er had to say. There have been many 

occasions, when I sat in class and 
didn’t listen to what the teacher had 
to say. When I was asked question I 
couldn’t answer and that made me 
look like a fool. I never want to expe-
rience that feeling ever again in my 
life that’s why I must overcome this 
obstacle.

Another obstacle is not manag-
ing my time, because I usually go to 
bed late at night staying up watching 
movies or talking on the phone with 
friends till around 3am. However I 
noticed doing this wasn’t doing my-
self justice at all. Because I almost 
failed my EN001 class last semester 
by going late to class and Turing in 
homework’s late. There was a time I 
applied for a job, got an interview; 

I went to the interview late and lost 
the opportunity. This semester to 
pass my EN002 class, I am mak-
ing sure I do everything that has 
to be done on time, even going to 
bed on time , turn off my phone so I 
don’t talk to friends late at night any 
more. By doing this have seen the 
difference in my work ethic in school 
and in everything else I do.

Obstacles are walls that can be 
broken, if you chose to push them 
down which I did. Since I started 
paying attention in class and be-
ing on time I have seen a lot of im-
provement. Doing my homework and 
turning it in on time and also paying 
attention in class has helped me be-
come a better student.
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“Grammar,” she says. “It was just the grammar.”
Elio is happy to hear he’s going to English 101A. 

Although he missed many classes, his essays were 
solid, Greg says. “I messed up this semester,” Elio 
tells him. “Working part time is hard, and I’m not 
sure it’s worth it.”

When Lynn walks in and hears that she passed, 
she stops in the middle of the room. “I what?”

“You passed.”
“I did?”
She’s going to English 101A, too. “What a voice 

you have,” Greg tells her. He encourages her to en-
gage with other students. Just think, he says, you 
could help put at ease an anxious student who’s 
just arrived from Ethiopia.

Tony Jones, the back-row whisperer, does not 
pass. One essay in his portfolio lacked a thesis; 
others had too many minor errors. Yet Greg prais-
es his narrative skills, calling him a natural story-
teller. “You’re one of my favorite students I’ve had 
for a long time,” Greg tells him. “You came a really 
long way.” The professor urges him not to give up, 
vowing to help.

Kenneth Okorafor’s turn hasn’t come yet. He is 
downstairs, away from the anxious chatter, medi-
tating. Eleven years ago, he came from Nigeria to 
live with his sister in Maryland. “When you’re 15,” 
he says, “there are times that you need your par-
ents.” Because they were far away, he would medi-
tate instead.

Before that, Kenneth moved every four years, 
with his father’s posts as an accountant in Nigeri-
an embassies: Ghana, Sudan, Ethiopia, Germany. 
His father, Kenneth says, grew up on a farm and 
pulled himself out of poverty through education 
and sheer will. When they were living in France, 
his father would go to London and return with a 
briefcase full of books. The man would tell his son 
to read them and, a week later, deliver summaries.

In Maryland, Kenneth liked high school, espe-
cially a culinary class in which the teacher told 
him he was good. He discovered Johnson & Wales 
University and thought he might study hospitality 
management, returning to Nigeria to open a hotel 
and restaurant. Then he heard how much Johnson 
& Wales costs.

When he graduated from high school, in 2005, 
he renovated houses and, later, cleaned carpets. 
He once took a job promoting hot sauce. But he 
kept thinking about college. “I just didn’t want to 
stray away from education,” he says. “That’s what a 
lot of Africans do. They come to the United States, 
they work, and they become comfortable. And 
that’s it.”

The campus here is the closest college to his 
house, where he lives with his sister, his broth-
er-in-law, and their four children. He enrolled at 
Montgomery in 2010 but sat out the next year, he 
says, because he showed up to register too late.

Minutes before his meeting time, Kenneth 

comes upstairs and takes a seat. “My heart is 
pumping too fast,” he says.

A young woman with oversized crosses dangling 
from her ears encourages everybody to relax. “Just 
know that, whatever happens, you’re smart,” she 
says. “It just takes some people more time.” Ken-
neth bows forward, silent, his hands together and 
feet flat.

“Just know that, whatever happens, you’re 
smart,” one student says. “It just takes some people 
more time.”

His friend exits the classroom, pumping his fist. 
Kenneth jumps up, clasps his hand in a high-five, 
and slaps him on the back. “Kenneth, don’t worry, 
man,” his friend says. “I’ll see you there, OK?”

Kenneth rubs his palms together. “If I pass, I get 
to take credit courses and move forward and not 
be stuck,” he says. “If I fail, I’ll keep on stagnating.”

He starts to pace. Two more students have 
failed; one is crying, and the other brings her two 
strips of toilet paper from the bathroom.

A few minutes later, it’s Kenneth’s turn. He takes 

a seat beside Greg, who’s holding his portfolio. It 
includes an essay about obstacles and another on 
poverty. The professor looks him in the eye and 
delivers the news: He has failed. “It was the gram-
mar, it just wasn’t clean enough,” Greg tells him.

As the professor describes the accelerated ver-
sion of English 002, which starts at 8 a.m., Ken-

Greg doesn’t 
want to send a 
student on to 
English 101, only 
for her to get 
a D. Then again, a  
student who fails 
a remedial course 
even once might 
never return 
to college.
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neth raises his eyebrows and sighs. “I like you a 
lot,” Greg says. “You’re a great student to have in 
class. I really wanted you to pass.”

“Yeah,” Kenneth says.
“I promise you this is gonna be a bump in the 

road,” Greg tells him. “A lot of students have to 
take this class more than once. You’re gonna make 
it.” Kenneth stares down at his score sheet.

“We gotta get that grammar up there a little 
more, and then you’ll be on your way, OK, Ken-
neth?” Greg says. “Do what you’ve got to do to get 
past this.”

“No problem,” Kenneth mumbles, standing up. 
His head droops as he walks out. When he’s gone, 
Greg exhales into the empty room. “That sucked,” 
he says.

Kenneth emerges looking defeated. “Did you 
pass, man?” a classmate asks. “Nah,” he says. He 
walks straight into the elevator, and the doors 
close.

Greg’s voice is shot. He has talked to al-
most 20 students in a row. When he finally 
leaves the classroom, he’s thinking about 

one who never showed up: Xiomara. Her portfolio 
was really good, he says, but if she doesn’t turn in 
that last assignment, he can’t pass her.

Hours later, walking through the cafeteria, 
Greg runs into Kenneth. “Dr. Wahl, I’m mad,” he 
says, not too seriously. The professor sets his bags 
on a chair. I wanted you to pass, he tells him, but I 
didn’t want you to struggle in 101. “Can’t you curve 
it at all?” Kenneth asks. No, Greg says. Each stu-
dent has to master all 15 skills.

Kenneth’s face brightens as he tells Greg he’s 
already signed up for the accelerated class. They 
shake hands once and then again.

Back in his office, an e-mail waits. At 10:12 a.m., 
Xiomara wrote to say she was too distraught to 
get to the campus. Her mother is in intensive care. 
Is there anything she can do to get credit for the 
class?

Greg writes back, wishing her mother well, and 
says Xiomara can e-mail the last assignment. He 
wonders if she will. He’s seen self-sabotage be-
fore—students who write well only to quit at the 
very end.

On his bus ride home, he escapes into his head-
phones. He listens twice to “Don’t Feel Right” by 
the Roots (“If you ain’t speaking your life, your 
rhyme’s adopted”).

Soon he arrives at his daughter Daphne’s pre-
school, where it’s story time. He sits down on the 
blue rug with the children, and Daphne plunks 
herself in his lap. The teacher, in a rocking chair, 
reads a Berenstain Bears book. Mother Bear is 
mad because the cubs keep leaving their toys all 
over the place, but then Father Bear builds them 
storage, and everyone’s happy again.

Later that night, Greg can still see the looks on his 

students’ faces. “The few moments when it’s sinking 
in that they didn’t pass,” he writes, “and I have their 
full attention like I’ve never had before.” Was he 
kind enough? Honest enough? He thinks so.

Before he goes to sleep, Greg enters final grades 
for all but one of the students. Of the 25 who start-
ed, 13 have passed. Xiomara still hasn’t sent her 
assignment.

She’s been at a hospital two miles from the cam-
pus with her mother, who’s had a stroke. Xiomara 
awoke the day before to her sister screaming, “Call 
911!”

At the hospital, for days, four daughters sit by 
their mother’s side. “School wasn’t even my priority 
at that time,” Xiomara says. A week later, when her 
mother first speaks, she has trouble recognizing 
people. But she makes steady progress and is dis-
charged in late December.

The next morning, Xiomara e-mails Greg her 
last assignment, at half the expected length. He 
gets it just hours before final grades are due. What 
she’s sent technically satisfies the requirement, he 
says. And her writing skills are strong. He passes 
her.

Later, he ponders that decision. In a course built 
for second chances, how many chances should stu-
dents get?

“Am I enabling them,” Greg writes in an e-mail, 
“by meeting this lack of effort halfway?” In some 
cases, he thinks, it would be cruel to punish it.

Weeks later, at the end of January, the 
new semester begins with an ice storm.

That week, in English 101A, Greg ex-
plains the syllabus to a roomful of students. He 
asks one young man about his career goals. “I want 

“I promise you 
this is gonna be a 
bump in the road. 
A lot of students 
have to take this 
class more than 
once. You’re gonna 
make it.”
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to be a surgical technician,” he says. Passing this 
course, Greg replies, will get him closer to that 
goal. “How do you feel about that?” The student 
smiles and says, “Good!”

In the corner sits Elio, who arrived 53 minutes 
late after missing his bus. He’s taking four classes 
this semester and thinking about joining the Air 
Force one day. He has cut back his hours at Safe-
way so he can concentrate on studying. “I don’t 
want to go up to that borderline again,” he says.

This semester Dominique is trying to stay on top 
of English 101A. It’s tough, she says, but she’s man-
aging. Her long-term plan to become an accoun-
tant seems a little closer. “For the first time,” she 
says, “I’m really excited about school.”

After missing a deadline for financial aid, Lynn 
didn’t enroll in English 101A, though she plans to 
in the fall. For now, she’s taking a computer course 
at Montgomery’s Rockville campus. She wants to 
work again, so she’s learning Excel and Microsoft 
Word. She credits Greg with helping her feel more 
confident.

Tony, who had taken English 002 twice, does 
not try again this semester. In one of his final es-
says, he wrote, “Writing sucks I think but you need 
writing to do everything.” He’s no longer enrolled 
at Montgomery.

Xiomara knows she’s lucky to have passed En-
glish 002. But because she failed developmental 
reading, she has to retake that class before moving 
on in English. She has learned how far she can let 
herself slide and now thinks she can stay on track. 
Her mother is on her case. “Right on top of me,” 
Xiomara says. “If I don’t wake up by 8, and she 
doesn’t hear me, she’ll call my phone and be like, 
‘Why aren’t you up yet?’”

This semester Xiomara has missed only one day 
of class, she says, for the Baltimore Ravens’ Super 
Bowl victory parade.

Kenneth still thinks about Greg’s class. “I tried 
as hard as I could,” he says, “even though I didn’t 
understand half of the stuff he said. But I tried.”

Registering for the accelerated class was a dif-
ficult decision, not least because it starts at 8 a.m. 
But Kenneth wanted it. “I don’t stay in a down mo-
ment for too long,” he says, “that’s one thing I don’t 
do.” Now he gets up at 5 to catch the 6:19 bus.

He faces challenges, like paying tuition. Be-
cause he is not a U.S. citizen, he doesn’t qualify for 
financial aid. And on the campus, he says, distrac-
tions are constant. Outside the cafeteria, he sees 
students sit and talk for hours, skipping classes.

This semester Kenneth is covering the same top-
ics all over again—verbs, commas, fragments. He 
knows it’s important to brush up, but he’s frustrat-
ed. “Being in a noncredit class takes a toll on you,” 
he says. “I feel like they put you in a corner to milk 
out more money.”

But giving up seems worse. A classmate in Ken-
neth’s accelerated course keeps saying that if he 
doesn’t pass, that’s it—he’s dropping out. Don’t let 
the system beat you, Kenneth tells him. You got 
here, now get out.

A second chance meets students only part of the 
way. “You’re not forced to learn,” Kenneth says. 
“You decide if you want to learn or not.”

From time to time, he talks to his father on 
Skype. Now retired in Nigeria, he wants to know 
how things are going. Kenneth tells him the 
same thing every time. “There are struggles, and 
I’ll overcome it.” He has never mentioned failing 
English 002.

Originally published on March 11, 2013
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Introducing 
a Remedial Program 
That Actually Works

By KEVIN CAREY

The man who ranges in No Man’s Land
Is dogged by the shadows on either hand

 — James H. Knight-Adkin, 1917

R
emediation is the no man’s land of 
American education. Every year we 
send hundreds of thousands of young 
men and women over the top, across a 
rocky landscape strewn with pedagogi-

cal barbed wire and the remains of those who tried 
and failed before them. We know, without a doubt, 
that many of those eager and unsuspecting stu-
dents won’t make it. Yet we send them anyway, be-
cause there’s always another fresh class of recruits 
to enroll.

The cost to the nation in lost time and resourc-
es is astounding. The lofty goal of increasing the 
ranks of college graduates, voiced by President 
Obama and others, will not be met if we can’t find 
a better way.

Thankfully, some people are doing exactly that, 
today. And you’ll often find them in places like 
Cleveland State —not the university in Ohio, but 
the community college in Cleveland, Tenn., about 
30 miles northeast of Chattanooga.

Cleveland State Community College is a typ-
ical American institution of higher education. 
Meaning: (a) It’s publicly supported and struggles 
to raise money; (b) admissions standards aren’t 
stringent; (c) most students come from local high 
schools; and (d) many students don’t arrive pre-
pared for college-level work. It’s easy to forget, 
given how much sway elite institutions and their 
graduates hold, that the Cleveland States of this 
country educate most of our college students.

Every year nearly two-thirds of Cleveland State 
freshman are forced to take at least one remedial 
course. (Again, that is not unusual. A 2004 study 
by the U.S. Department of Education found that 
more than 40 percent of all students —and over 60 
percent of community-college students —needed 
remediation.) Until recently nearly 50 percent of 

the remedial students at Cleveland State were fail-
ing those courses, greatly increasing their odds of 
dropping out.

The problem was all too clear to the chair of the 
mathematics department, John Squires. “If half 
your students fail,” he says, “you can’t call that a 
success.” So he decided to try something new. In 
spring 2008 he put in place the math “emporium 
model” popularized by the National Center for Ac-
ademic Transformation. Instead of attending tra-
ditional lectures in basic math, elementary alge-
bra, and intermediate algebra, remedial students 
come to a large computer lab where they solve 
math problems and, when they need help, work 
with on-site faculty members and tutors. Courses 
are arranged in weekly modules with accompany-
ing quizzes that can be retaken until students are 
ready for the next step.

Remediation can be difficult and intimidating. 
One student named Leslie said in an e-mail mes-
sage, “I hated being called on in class and made 
a fool of. Whether it was meant that way or not, 
that’s what it was. With math there are lots of 
times I would say if I could just see that worked 
one more time I think I would understand it. Math 
Lab let me do that. Working at my own speed gave 
me incentive to go forward and finish.”

The results were impressive. The percentage of 
remedial students at Cleveland State earning at 
least a C in the three math courses jumped from 
55 percent to 72 percent. Of course, pass rates are 
always subject to changing academic standards. 
But when the college compared students’ test re-
sults in basic math with common items on final 
exams from the previous five years, the proportion 
answered correctly increased from 73 to 86 per-
cent.

And when remedial students went on to col-
lege-level math, their success continued —com-
pletion rates increased from 71 to 81 percent, even 
as rates for other students stayed flat. For the first 
time, students coming from the remedial sequence 

OPINION
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earned higher grades than their peers did. Enroll-
ment in college-level math at Cleveland State is up 
42 percent this spring. Now the English depart-
ment is looking to do the same.

Other people in higher education might protest 
that they, too, could produce such results if only 
they had enough money to pay for needed reform. 
And it’s true that remediation is often shamefully 
underfinanced, relegated to a budgetary backwa-
ter by administrators more interested in attracting 
star students and building prestige.

But Cleveland State’s newer, better program is 
less expensive than the old one. Shifting from a 
lecture to lab model means fewer personnel costs. 
At the same time, the college is serving more stu-
dents. Scheduling used to be a constant headache 
as administrators struggled to provide enough 
course sections, particularly in small satellite loca-
tions. Now the overall number of students served 
per faculty member is up 23 percent. Instead of 
grading quizzes, professors have more time for di-
rect contact with students.

Students, too, are saving time and money. Pre-
viously they had to take each remedial course in 
sequence, regardless of how fast they learned. Now 
they can jump into the sequence at the right place 
and move as fast as they’re able. As many as 46 
students —Leslie was one of them —completed 
two or more math courses in the fall 2008 semes-
ter. Some students finished all three.

The whole project has gone so well that Cleve-
land State is planning to transform its entire math 
department. “There’s not a single thing we do that 
will look like it did two years ago,” says Squires. 
And the college won’t be alone. It’s part of a state-
wide pilot project of the National Center for Ac-
ademic Transformation that also includes Chat-
tanooga State Technical Community College and 
Austin Peay State University. Officials in Arizona, 
Mississippi, and New York have similar efforts un-
der way.

Serving more students and improving academ-
ic outcomes while saving resources in the bargain 
sounds like the ultimate better mousetrap for 
higher education. And with the economic crisis 
throwing balance sheets into turmoil, more col-
leges will undoubtedly look to those kinds of inno-
vative solutions.

But it would be a mistake to believe that clear 
evidence of more learning for less money will be 
enough to spark widespread improvement. For all 
its general liberalism, higher education is staunch-

ly conservative when it comes to trying new things. 
“It’s amazing how little we want to change,” says 
Squires, “even when we’re obviously not doing a 
good job.”

Remedial education is a particular challenge. 
The K-12 system considers every student who 
graduates and then enrolls in college as a suc-
cess —anything that happens afterward is some-
one else’s problem. The higher-education system 
considers every remedial student as a product of 
K-12 failure, and therefore someone else’s problem. 
The only “someone else” left is the student, dogged 
by the shadows of two systems that refuse to take 
responsibility for the educational killing zone that 
lies between them.

Colleges aren’t wrong to observe that many 
high schools chronically fail to prepare col-
lege-bound students for the rigors of higher edu-
cation. But that problem won’t be solved anytime 
soon, and many colleges fail to do even obvious 
things like communicate their remedial place-
ment standards to the local high schools that send 
them students.

Many institutions would rather pretend that re-
medial courses don’t even exist. That attitude is a 
product of our odd habit of judging institutional 
quality by how smart students are before they ma-
triculate, not after. So the courses are marginal-
ized, organizationally and even physically. Class 
sizes are often large and instructors underpaid. 
Frequently, remedial students are left out of suc-
cess measures altogether —they’re not really “col-
lege students” at all, the thinking goes. Colleges 
are hardly ever ranked, financially supported, or 
held accountable on the basis of their success serv-
ing remedial students. That makes those students 
an excellent revenue source: cheap to educate and 
costless to fail.

Cleveland State —along with a growing number 
of other colleges that have used the national cen-
ter’s type of course transformation, small learning 
communities, and other methods to help remedi-
al students who desperately need a good educa-
tion —shows that we can and should do much bet-
ter. Rather than continue to tolerate attrition rates 
that would have made a World War I general weep, 
we can help many more students through the first, 
most difficult step on the journey into higher edu-
cation and the opportunity that lies beyond.

Kevin Carey is policy director of Education Sec-
tor, an independent think tank in Washington.

Originally published on May 28, 2009
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For Remedial Students, 
Where the Hallway Leads

By CAROLINE CHAMBERLIN HELLMAN

OPINION

O
n the first day of the semester, I ar-
rived a few minutes early for the re-
medial-writing course I would be 
teaching. My students at New York 
City College of Technology, part of the 

City University of New York, would need to retake 
and pass CUNY’s writing-assessment test before 
they could move on to Composition I and other 
credit-bearing courses. The day’s class period had 
officially begun; still, the rows of desks were emp-
ty. I ventured into the hallway, where a group of 
students had gathered, and inquired whether any-
one was waiting for my course. They nodded and 
moved with uncertainty into the classroom.

These initially apprehensive students would 
turn out to be a dy-
namic, provocative 
group. But that initial 
wait in the hallway is 
an apt metaphor for 
the relationship of re-
medial students to 
their college. They have 
enrolled but remain on 
the periphery, just out-
side the classroom. As 
long as they are in non-
credit-bearing remedi-
al courses in reading, 
writing, or math, they 
cannot register for 
courses in their majors 
or advance toward a 
degree.

Many students who 
arrive unprepared for 
college become mired 
in remediation, burning through their financial 
aid before they have a chance to acquire an asso-
ciate degree, let alone a bachelor’s degree. Half 
of all undergraduates and 70 percent of commu-
nity-college students take at least one remedial 
course, according to a report released last year by 

four national higher-education groups. As a pro-
fessor who has taught remedial writing for several 
years—many colleges prefer the term “develop-
mental”—I’ve become intimately acquainted with 
the considerable obstacles these students face, as 
well as with the national debate over the merits of 
remedial education.

On that first day of the semester last January, 
the students introduced themselves and told their 
stories. A few had clear collegiate goals, but most 
had arrived at City Tech with a general under-
standing that college was a necessary step toward 
a career that would help pay their bills. One older 
student spoke frankly about her dyslexia and about 
dropping out of high school more than 30 years 

ago. She had recent-
ly acquired her GED 
and was determined to 
make a go of college. 
Her courage prompt-
ed others to approach 
me after class and ex-
plain that they, too, had 
learning disabilities.

One young man’s 
goal was to get out of 
the projects. For three 
women who were 
course veterans, this 
semester was their last 
chance to pass before 
being dismissed from 
the college. (Students 
can take the full-semes-
ter version of the course 
only two times.) One 
agitated young man ar-

rived late and objected to the structure of the class 
before he even saw the syllabus. A distinguished 
older man, a grandfather, silenced the room as he 
humbly discussed his military service, struggles 
with addiction, and subsequent incarceration. He 
hoped there would be enough quiet time to study 

As I looked at 
the 17 students 

sitting in a circle, 
it struck me that 

this was a support 
group as well as a 

writing class.
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at his current residence, a halfway house. The stu-
dents applauded him.

As I looked at the 17 students—of many ages 
and nationalities—sitting in a circle, it struck me 
that this was a support group as well as a writ-
ing class. Come May, however, the 17 had become 
12. Some stopped attending after the first week; 
others missed too many classes or too much work 
and had to withdraw. The remaining students pro-
gressed enormously. But this progress did not nec-
essarily lead to success on the remedial-writing 
exam, a test with high stakes.

Burdened with this knowledge, some students 
became paralyzed during the test, or wrote weak-
er essays than they would have in less stressful 
circumstances. Of the 12 who took the test, which 
was handed over to certified graders, seven passed, 
a statistic with which I was uncomfortable. The 
results were surprising, but then, they usually are. 
The three young women who needed to pass did 
so, avoiding dismissal. The man who had com-
plained about the syllabus withdrew. The two old-
er students failed, but they passed weeks later, af-
ter taking an accelerated refresher course.

Given the unusually weak results, I questioned 
everything I had done to prepare the students. 
Because I direct City Tech’s developmental-writ-
ing program, I look hard at both my own pass 
rates and the strengths and weaknesses of our 
program, while also contemplating the growing 
national uneasiness with remediation at the col-
lege level.

Critics pose a simple question: If students cannot 
write, why should they be in college? My response 
is that students take remedial writing for three rea-
sons: They were underserved by their previous ed-
ucational experience; they lack the skills necessary 
for college-level work; or they did not take their ed-
ucation seriously before college. If we deny students 
the opportunity to pursue a college degree and po-
tentially rectify any of the above factors, we hold 
many of them hostage to choices they made (or 
choices made for them) before their 18th birthdays.

All too often we hear the reductive narrative 
that these students are simply incapable of col-
lege-level work. Allow me to be clear: These stu-
dents have potential. Some didn’t take their place-
ment tests seriously enough, not realizing the re-
percussions. Some graduated from high schools 
that emphasized preparation for other types of 
standardized tests, and so those students had little 
writing instruction. Some are non-native speak-
ers. Some would probably have passed the initial 
placement exam had they familiarized themselves 
with the test format and prepared in advance. And 
some, it must be acknowledged, will not make it 
through the class or through college.

Despite the pressures, frustrations, and some-
times feelings of failure, I opt to teach these cours-
es because I believe that if we fail to offer these 
students a chance, we will have failed at public 
education. President Obama has spoken about the 
need to improve access to education, to halt the in-
creasing stagnation of social mobility in the Unit-
ed States. Serving students who are most in need 
is a crucial component of public education.

The difficult yet uplifting narrative of the reme-
dial-writing course I taught last spring repeats 
itself, with minor variations, every semester. But 
those who overcome the myriad challenges of re-
mediation have the opportunity to pursue their 
degrees. I am thrilled when I glimpse former stu-
dents in the hallway—a space that has different 
connotations for them now that they have navigat-
ed remediation. Recently I crossed paths with the 
older veteran who had inspired his classmates to 
applaud him. “It’s good to see you,” I exclaimed. I 
meant much more. He nodded, grasping the un-
spoken import. We shook hands and exchanged 
news, the hallway bearing witness. Then we part-
ed, off to our respective classes.

Caroline Chamberlin Hellman is an associate 
professor of English at New York City College of 
Technology, part of the City University of New 
York.

Originally published on October 28, 2013
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Community Colleges for the Students They Actually Have  
By JOSH WYNER

I
n the United States, we think of elementary 
and secondary education as fundamental-
ly different from higher education. The first 
two levels are where students are expected to 
learn the building blocks for lifelong learn-

ing, while college is meant to confer higher-order 
thinking and more-specialized skills.

How we treat students flows directly from the 
difference in these sets of expectations. Before col-
lege, students generally are provided with sched-
ules for prescribed classes, where they end up do-
ing more learning inside than outside the class-
room. College students, by contrast, are expected 
to be far more independent, to figure out which 
classes to take and then do most of their course-re-
lated work outside the classroom.

For most of the roughly seven million students 
seeking degrees at community colleges, though, 
this construct makes little sense. They have of-
ten not mastered the building blocks: Up to two-
thirds of community-college students need reme-
dial education.

Even though they are often the first in their fam-
ilies to go to college, community-college students 
receive scant support or advice for navigating 
course choices. And most of them have jobs, leav-
ing less time for homework. The result: Fewer than 
40 percent of those who attend full time go on to 
graduate or transfer within three years.

But what if community colleges were organized 
to achieve success for the students they have, not 
for students like those who attend four-year resi-
dential colleges? First, such a re-envisioned com-
munity college would offer far greater numbers of 
block-scheduled programs. Rather than selecting 
courses, most students would be directed to enter 
comprehensive programs built around specific de-
gree goals and schedules.

Up to two-thirds of community-college students 
need remedial education.

So students would choose (1) a program such as 
an associate of science or arts aimed at eventually 
transferring to a four-year institution or a voca-
tional program like welding; and (2) a block of time 
to attend full or part time (mornings, full days, or 
evenings/weekends). Blocks would include home-
work time, when students would practice what they 
learn with the help of tutors and technology rather 
than squeezing it between class and work.

This system would also be geared to serve stu-
dents who begin in remedial education, to allow 
them to see the length of time and the cost associ-
ated with various degree and certificate options. 

Instead of the uncertainty of many years of semes-
ter-by-semester course selection and scheduling, 
students would know that if they showed up and 
did their work well, they would earn a degree in a 
specific period of time.

The community colleges, too, would benefit. 
Once students began programs, colleges could 
plan to staff the specific number of courses in each 
block through the end of that program. At the be-
ginning of each semester, only entering students 
would make choices, so community colleges would 
have greater clarity—well before the year began—
about what courses and professors would be need-
ed for returning students.

A second important change would affect what 
happens in the classroom. A central operating 
theory in elementary and secondary reform is 
that the most important variable that schools 
can directly influence to improve learning is the 
quality of teaching in the classroom. There is ev-
ery reason to believe the same is true in commu-
nity colleges.

Re-envisioned, community colleges would focus 
their hiring, professional development, and ten-
ure systems on a single goal: improved teaching 
and learning. Professors would be hired solely for 
their teaching ability and willingness to continu-
ally improve their craft. They would be expected 
to improve their teaching in measurable ways and 
would be given consistent on-the-job support to 
help make that happen.

They would be given time to compare the prog-
ress of their students with that of students under 
other professors, and to engage in conversations, 
observations, and practices that would enable each 
of them to emulate what others have shown works 
in the classroom. Struggling professors would 
be given personalized support and coaching un-
til their students received what every student de-
serves: outstanding teaching.

That is exactly what has been done in high-per-
forming elementary and high schools. These in-
novations—structured programs and rigorous 
systems of tenure and support for improved teach-
ing—are already happening at some excellent com-
munity colleges in the United States as well.

Now more community colleges must follow suit 
if they are to meet the vital goal of significantly in-
creasing the success of their diverse student bodies.

Josh Wyner is executive director of the College 
Excellence Program at the Aspen Institute in 
Washington.
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