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Acceleration and Contextualization

Summary and Bibliography
Summary:

The resources below dealing with acceleration and contextualization of basic skills courses contain a number of similarities.  First of all, most of them cite the study by Bailey, Jeong, and Cho titled “Referral, Enrollment, and Completion in Developmental Education Sequences in Community Colleges” in order to establish the issues they attempt to address.  Many of them also reference the accelerated basic skills project at Chabot College.  The basic premises in nearly all of these articles and presentations are consistent:  Students who are placed into long development sequences in English and math tend to drop out of the sequence before finishing, even if they pass individual classes.


Few of these articles and presentations discuss curriculum in any significant way.  Nearly all of the data cited in all of these reports is descriptive, not explanatory:  they point out issues but do not examine the causes for those issues.  The writers seem simply to assume that because students often do not complete long sequences, the answer is to shorten the sequences.  Instructional methodology receives little attention, although some do make the claim that basic skills students should be asked to complete college-level assignments from the beginning of their education rather than be brought to the college level through a sequence of classes.  

Two other significant points appear in nearly all of the more detailed articles:

1. All of these programs involve extra tutoring, greater instructor availability outside of class time, and other additional resources to help the students succeed.  None of them make the claim that simply accelerating the sequence will work on its own.  Therefore, any attempt at greater acceleration is likely to require additional funding.

2. Nearly all of these programs or pilots acknowledge that in order to achieve the results they claim, they have to lower standards or expectations.  Whether it involves leaving out some concepts in math courses or ignoring mistakes in grammar and mechanics in English, none of them ultimately claims that the students meet the same expectations in the accelerated courses.

In addition, several of the studies or pilots involved very small sample sizes or made significant adjustments to their data.  For example, one study of an accelerated program noted that it excluded from its data any student who failed to complete the class, and thus its claim of 100% student success is suspect:  all students who completed the class passed, but the study ignores the fact that nearly half of the students did not complete the course.

Overall, the programs described in these resources do propose some potentially useful approaches to basic skills instruction, including additional tutoring and other out of class resources and perhaps bringing students to college-level work more quickly.  However, few of the suggested approaches can be pursued without additional funding.  In addition, while some of the instructional approaches may be valid, the question remains whether significant numbers of students would benefit more from such instruction in an accelerated environment.  
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This document is a powerpoint that begins by outlining a suggested issue:  The more levels of developmental courses students must go through, the les likely they are to complete the sequence.  It begins by using statistics at a national level to define the problem.  The, as a proposed solution to the issue, it presents as examples the Statpath course from Los Medanos College and the accelerated English course from Chabot, claiming high rates of success for both.  The powerpoint makes the interesting statement that more student exit by not entering the first or subsequent classes than by failing the courses, raising the possibility that the problem lies more with student perception than with instruction.  It also implies in the accelerated English course that expectations may be lowered:  “Readiness for college-level work is not the same as mechanically perfect sentences, or absolute mastery of academic essay structure; students will continue to refine and develop their reading, reasoning, and writing in transfer courses.”
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