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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to ascertain the factors that contribute to the academic success of first-time, at-risk community college students. Students whose entrance test scores indicated a need for extensive remediation in reading were divided into two groups during their first semester in college. The study compared postsecondary success for the two groups of students over a five-year period based on persistence, reading skill improvement, and average GPA. Findings suggested that students benefited during their first semester from:  (a) establishing a relationship with their academic advisor, (2) establishing relationships with their peers, and (3) tutoring programs that were directed specifically at reading skills.  
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Need

In Fall 2005, Developmental Studies (DVS) students were not succeeding at desired rates. Academic persistence rates and graduation rates for DVS students were too low. A sense of ‘community’ and connectedness was lacking, as demonstrated by high withdrawal rates. DVS faculty-to-student ratios were too high for successful intervention with students, and tutors in the Academic Success Centers were not trained specifically to work with DVS students.   The high numbers of DVS students enrolling at the college strained the existing student support services, academic programs and administrative support areas. 

Of the 15,000 students entering Midlands Technical College annually, over 50 percent are required to enroll in one or more developmental studies courses due to low scores on the COMPASS and ASSET placement tests. Despite efforts to remediate reading and writing skills, data indicated that from fall 2001 through fall 2005, 42.5 percent of students did not make the successful transition to the next gateway developmental course (ENG 100 or RDG 100). DVS student numbers increase annually at exponential rates, while the methodology for intervention was ineffective as indicated by attrition and failure data.  

Many of the DVS students attempting college work are strapped by an array of socio-economic challenges. They typically work 20 or more hours weekly while trying to attend school. Many receive financial aid and must maintain satisfactory academic progress, or they risk losing the aid that makes it possible for them to pursue postsecondary education. The MTC Academic Catalogue states, “Special advisement/counseling sessions will be available to students on probation.”  However, students often are not aware of the services available to them. 

In order to address these problems, the college established a new tutoring methodology in reading, added a Retention Advocate on each of the two main campuses; used the KeyTrain™ remediation program to help students improve in Reading for Information, Locating Information and Applied Math; and implemented a Supplemental Instruction (SI) program targeted to the DVS math courses that provide targeted, facilitated and specialized instruction to students at risk for failure in math. 
Theory

Literature available on the reading skills required to succeed in college-level courses reveals that students need to be able to communicate effectively (both orally and in writing) with their own work teams (Ross & Menkens, 2009; Cormier & Kotrick, 2009).  According to Adelman (1996), "Deficiencies in reading skills are indicators of comprehensive literacy problems, and they significantly lower the odds of a student's completing any degree."  Unfortunately, many students are not receiving the assistance they need to become successful (Lynn & Twigg, 2010).  Developmental reading students in particular have a difficult time due to their limited vocabularies, and this is exacerbated by the fact that vocabulary instruction in college often focuses on breadth (how many words the student knows) rather than depth (understanding of a word’s definition and its varied uses in context)  of vocabulary (Willingham & Price, 2009).  McCusker (1999) reports that poor reading ability is an indicator of broader literacy problems.  In fact, she found that students who entered community colleges requiring only developmental math fared better academically than those who needed developmental reading.  

Tadlock (2005) found that concentrating primarily on word identification is the primary cause of students’ reading problems; she developed a program aimed at improving students’ reading by focusing on the development of the student’s neural network, thereby improving vocabulary and critical thinking skills.  Paulson and Mason-Egan (2007) stress the importance to first-year college students of understanding complex assignments, using appropriate reading strategies and monitoring their own understanding of what they read; these tasks are very difficult for students who enter college underprepared for the reading demands of college-level texts.  Wang (2006) reports that developmental students’ performance on textually and scriptally implicit questions on standardized tests indicated limited vocabulary and lack of understanding of the author’s message.  She states that, “…these developmental students need explicit instruction in reading strategies, a broader knowledge base, and more sophisticated analytical skills.”  Other researchers (Cox et al., 2003; Caverly et al., 2004) found that students who take a “nontraditional” reading course and earn a high grade in that course earn significantly higher cumulative college GPAs than their fellow students enrolled in traditional reading courses.  Closer interaction among faculty in developing reading and discipline-specific courses is recommended with regard to course development.
History

Beginning in the Spring of 2007, Midlands Technical College began implementation of a project designed to ascertain the factors that contribute to the academic success of first-time, at-risk community college students. The project was supported by the U.S. Department of Education Title III-A, Strengthening Institutions program.  Students whose entrance test scores indicated a need for extensive remediation in reading were divided into two groups during their first semester in college:  an experimental group, which was established as a learning community with the services of a Retention Advocate, intensive tutoring in reading, and other services; and a control group. The study compared postsecondary success for the two groups of students over a five-year period based on persistence, reading skills improvement, and average GPA. 

For the purposes of this study, “at risk” students were defined as those who entered the college scoring below 61 on the COMPASS-R (reading) or below 35 on the ASSET Reading test.  At the outset in 2007, more than 50 percent of students enrolling at MTC were underprepared for college-level work based on their entering COMPASS and/or ASSET test scores. These numbers appeared to be increasing, as enrollment of developmental studies students had grown 10.8 percent between fall of 2002 and fall of 2005.  Students entering the institution with skills significantly below that of the average American middle school student were overwhelming the current developmental education program. This situation called for changes in the developmental studies program for these “at risk” students.

Methods and Materials

The project began with some research on what works in student retention.  Lundberg and Schreiner (2004) found that students who develop a personal relationship with at least one faculty or staff member are more likely to graduate than those who do not; students who develop personal relationships with other students are more likely to graduate than those who do not; students whose parents graduated from college have a higher likelihood of graduating; and students who enter college with good math, reading and English skills earn higher grades and are more likely to graduate on schedule.  While the program designed at MTC could not address parents’ educational background or students’ entering abilities in math, reading and English, it could provide students with opportunities for developing relationships with faculty/staff members and with other students by implementing a “learning community” approach for at-risk students.

Goldberg and Finkelstein (2002) stated that, “Clearly, being placed with the same students in at least two classes with integration and reinforcement of material from both classes in both classes provided an environment of support and success…”  To create this type of learning environment at MTC, at-risk students were enrolled as a cohort in their English and reading classes using a block schedule approach.  

According to Kachgal et al. (2001), “…it is important for learning assistance professionals to approach the topic of academic procrastination from a perspective that recognizes its continual nature.  Students must learn and vigilantly practice goal-setting and self-monitoring in order to effectively regulate their time and academic performance.”  To provide students with additional help as they remediated academic deficiencies in reading, English, and math, MTC used the tutoring services provided by its Academic Success Centers, augmented by (1) Read Right™ tutoring for special help in reading, (2) a supplemental instruction program in math, and (3) WorkKeys remediation to help students prepare for the demands of the workplace.


All first-time, full-time “at-risk” students were placed into learning communities, called “SOAR” (Success through Occupational and Academic Resources) communities, during their first semester.  The students were enrolled in a block schedule so that they were taking the same reading, English, and College Skills classes.  Their College Skills instructor (Retention Advocate) also served as their academic advisor for their entire first year at the college, so the students knew their advisors personally beginning on the first day of class and met with them at least twice a week throughout their first semester.  Being part of the SOAR community also enabled students to establish relationships with other students, which is not the norm on a commuter campus such as MTC.  Throughout their first semester, students received specialized reading tutoring through the Read Right program and remediation in English, math, and reading using the WorkKeys program.  These students were tracked for semester-to-semester retention, reading skill improvement, and DVS GPA.
Results


Three special initiatives were undertaken with the SOAR students:  (1) They received the services of Retention Advocate, who was also their College Skills course instructor and their academic advisor for the first year; (2) they were required to attend 6 hours per week of intensive reading tutoring using the Read Right™ program
; and (3) they used the computerized KeyTrain™ remediation system to prepare them for the WorkKeys™ assessments in Reading for Information, Locating Information, and Applied Math, which they took at the end of their first semester.

Semester-to-semester retention

Students in the SOAR communities received “intrusive” academic advising throughout their first semester, which was possible due to the fact that they met with the Academic Advisor (College Skills instructor, a.k.a. Retention Advocate) at least twice each week.  The retention rates of students enrolled in the SOAR communities compared to all other DVS students were tracked by semester (Table 1) against the baseline rate of 48% (fall-to-fall retention) established in 2005.  As predicted, the SOAR students were retained at a higher rate than other DVS students.   Also the 2- and 3-year retention rates for the SOAR students were far better than those of the other DVS students.

Table 1.  Retention rates 2007-2010.

	RETENTION

	GROUP
	FALL-TO-SPRING
	FALL-TO-FALL (1 YR)
	FALL-TO-FALL (2 YRS)
	FALL-TO-FALL (3 YRS)

	SOAR FALL 07
	97%
	66%
	54%
	48%

	SOAR FALL 08
	94%
	56%
	58%
	32%

	SOAR FALL 09
	95%
	61%
	38%
	

	SOAR FALL 10
	100%
	73%
	
	

	ALL OTHER DVS FALL 07
	62%
	35%
	22%
	22%

	ALL OTHER DVS FALL 08
	70%
	39%
	21%
	16%

	ALL OTHER DVS FALL 09
	86%
	56%
	31%
	

	ALL OTHER DVS FALL 10
	64%
	50%
	
	


Reading skill improvement
At the outset in Fall 2007, participation in the Read Right program was required for the SOAR cohort students but voluntary for all other DVS students.  SOAR students were spending the equivalent of 6 contact hours per week with the Read Right tutors during their entire first semester, while other Developmental Studies (DVS) students spent an average of less than 1 hour per week.  As a result of this arrangement, the reading gains by the SOAR students in Fall 2007 during their first semester, as measured by their performance on the TABE reading test, were dramatic (Table 2).  Due to that success, the DVS faculty decided to create a 3-hour course requirement for Read Right tutoring for all DVS students who tested into the lowest level of reading on the COMPASS or ASSET placement tests.  The net result was that by Fall 2010, all DVS students were gaining an average of 1.8 grade levels in reading (based on the TABE reading test) during their first semester.
Table 2.  Reading gains as a result of Read Right tutoring 2007-2010.

	READ RIGHT HRS

	TERM
	GROUP
	GRADE LEVEL START
	AVG HRS ATTENDED
	GRADE LEVEL GAIN

	FALL 2007
	SOAR
	4
	37.59
	3.13

	 
	ALL OTHER DVS
	4
	3.33
	0.62

	SPRING 2008
	SOAR
	4
	24.2
	2.83

	 
	ALL OTHER DVS
	4
	6.14
	0.44

	FALL 2008
	SOAR
	4
	14.67
	0.89

	 
	ALL OTHER DVS
	4
	3.78
	0.48

	SPRING 2009
	SOAR
	4
	19.73
	2.37

	 
	ALL OTHER DVS
	4
	13.83
	1.86

	FALL 2009
	ALL  DVS
	4
	20
	1.5

	SPRING 2010
	ALL DVS
	4
	13.4
	1.8

	FALL 2010
	ALL DVS
	4
	20
	1.8


GPA in DVS courses

Since DVS courses do not carry any institutional credit at MTC, it was necessary to assign credit artificially in order to develop a DVS GPA for tracking purposes.  The DVS GPA was devised on a 4-point scale as follows:
TQ/TC = GPA
where TQ is the total number of quality points earned, and TC is the total number of credits earned.  Quality points were based on points awarded for each grade (A = 4.0; B=3.0; C=2.0; D=1.0; F or WF = 0) multiplied by the number of credits that would have been awarded for the course (3 credits for a 3 hour course).  Tracking by GPA is shown in Table 3.
Table 3.  GPA tracking by semester, 2007-2010.
	TERM
	GROUP
	ALL

	FALL 2007
	SOAR
	2.41

	
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.53

	SPRING 2008
	SOAR
	2.24

	
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.16

	FALL 2008
	SOAR
	2.08

	
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.84

	SPRING 2009
	SOAR
	1.98

	
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.41

	FALL 2009
	SOAR
	1.47

	
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.46

	SPRING 2010
	SOAR
	1.77

	 
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.65

	FALL 2010
	SOAR
	2.13

	 
	ALL OTHER DVS
	1.39


Results reveal that the SOAR cohort students earned consistently higher GPAs than other DVS students each semester.
Discussion

Because of the learning community format, the SOAR students were able to establish relationships with their Academic Advisor and other students more easily than other DVS students.  Based on the research cited in the “Methods and Materials” section above, MTC expected better retention among the SOAR students than for other DVS students.  As evidenced by the data presented in Table 1 above, this turned out to be the case.  The Retention Advocates report that the relationships they established with these students during their first semester have endured to the point where students continue to see them (rather than their assigned Academic Advisor) for advising each semester.  MTC’s experience parallels that of Lundberg and Schreiner (2004) in this regard.
Because reading skill is so important to student success in college (Caverly et al. 2004, Cox et al. 2003, McCusker 1999, Paulson & Mason-Egan 2007, Tadlock 2005, Wang 2006, Willingham & Price 2009), the Read Right program has become an important part of the DVS curriculum at MTC.  As seen in Table 2, the more time students spent with the Read Right tutor each semester, the higher the number of reading grade levels they gained.  While it proved impossible to require students to attend Read Right tutoring 6 hours per week as was done with the first SOAR students in Fall 2007, the revised DVS curriculum now includes a Read Right requirement for all DVS students who score at the lowest level on the COMPASS-R or ASSET reading placement tests on admission.  The tutoring complements the students’ required Developmental Reading class:  While the tutoring addresses and solves the students’ problems with the act of reading, the class helps them develop their information processing skills.  That combination improves students’ overall reading ability, which is crucial to success for these students who entered the college reading, on average, at the fourth grade level.
The GPA comparison brought to light an issue that has been problematic at MTC for a number of years; i.e., the high student course withdrawal rate.  One of the things that the Retention Advocates did with the SOAR students was require the students to bring all withdrawal forms to them for approval.  This gave the Retention Advocate the opportunity to talk the student out of withdrawing for frivolous reasons.  The other DVS students were not required to get approval prior to withdrawing from a class, resulting in a lower success rate and slower progress toward graduation.  Table 4 shows the success rate comparison.
Table 4.  Success rate comparisons, 2007-2010.

	SUCCESS RATE*

	GROUP
	 
	FALL 2007
	SPRING 2008
	FALL 2008
	SPRING 2009
	FALL 2009
	SPRING 2010
	FALL 2010

	SOAR
	 
	87%
	66%
	73%
	74%
	80%
	63%
	83%

	ALL OTHER DVS
	 
	76%
	30%
	54%
	47%
	70%
	56%
	68%

	*Earned grades of A, B or C
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 



Another interesting outcome was the SOAR students’ performance on the WorkKeys assessment at the end of their first semester.  Of the 208 students who took the WorkKeys assessment between 2007-2011, 113 of them earned a silver, bronze, or gold WorkKeys certificate by the end of their first semester, which is remarkable given the fact that these students came in scoring at the lowest level on the COMPASS-R or ASSET placement test.  Also those 113 students now have a credential that they can present to potential employers to indicate that they are “job ready.”  One other important side note:  No SOAR student has ever failed the “Reading for Information” portion of the WorkKeys assessment since 2007.
Costs


As shown in Table 5, start-up costs for the program were high; MTC would not have been able to initiate the program without the federal assistance provided through the Title III-A grant.  However, once the program was up and running, the operational costs were reasonable and affordable.

	ITEM
	START-UP COST
	OPERATIONAL COST - ANNUAL

	RETENTION ADVOCATES
	 
	 

	Salaries
	 $                      94,544 
	 $                         95,489 

	READ RIGHT PROGRAM
	 
	 

	Library
	 $                    115,700 
	 $                                  -   

	Tutor Certification & Training
	 $                      17,000 
	 $                           8,500 

	Tutor Salaries
	 $                      80,000 
	 $                         80,000 

	Server leases
	 $                        3,000 
	 $                           3,000 

	Supplies
	 $                        1,000 
	 $                           1,000 

	Replacement of books & other materials
	 
	 $                           1,500 

	KEYTRAIN
	 
	 

	Site license
	 $                        3,500 
	 $                           3,500 

	SUPPLEMENTAL INSTRUCTION
	 
	 

	Training
	 $                        4,608 
	 $                           4,608 

	Tutor salaries
	 $                      54,720 
	 $                         55,267 

	EVALUATION
	 
	 

	Consultant
	 $                        7,000 
	 

	TOTALS
	 $                    381,072 
	 $                       252,865 


Conclusions

SOAR students who have succeeded have graduated, moved on to regular academic programs, transferred to other institutions, obtained full-time jobs, or entered the military.  However, despite the improved retention rates, improved reading skills, higher GPAs, and higher success rates, many SOAR students continue to struggle to complete their educational programs due to “life events” that cause them to stop out periodically.  The Retention Advocates have compiled records on these students that indicate that many of them are single parents and/or learning disabled.  Reasons cited for stopping out of school include pregnancy, transportation problems, and legal problems.  These social problems are difficult to address from an educational standpoint, but they pose significant barriers to at-risk students striving toward graduation.
Based on this work, it appears that providing at-risk students with a structured curriculum and support services during their first semester in college has a positive impact on their academic success.  Such a program results in better student persistence and improved academic and personal skills.  The task remains to find a way to overcome the various life issues that stand in the way of degree completion for these students for whom the possibility of earning a postsecondary degree remains elusive.
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