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Abstract: Trinity’s College of Arts and Sciences launched a new General Education Curriculum in Fall 2007, aimed at ameliorating attrition among first and second year students due to poor academic performance.  Redesign of specific courses such as developmental math and the addition of new courses such as critical reading have yielded measurable and significant improvement in student competencies and ability to make satisfactory academic progress. 
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Introduction:

A leader among four-year private institutions in the U.S. in terms of diversity and college success initiatives, Trinity Washington University’s historic College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) has adopted a number of “promising practices” over the last five years aimed at improving retention and graduation rates for high-risk student populations. In learning how to serve its target student population more effectively, Trinity has become a laboratory for testing college success strategies and initiatives.  Through an ongoing process of experimentation and assessment, five initiatives have been identified as particularly promising, based on data that shows each of them is effective in improving student outcomes.  These include:   
1. Curricular Redesign 
2. Learning Communities 

3. Accelerated Learning 
4. Instructional Specialists  
5. Cohort Advising    

While all of the practices discussed respond to a particular goal and particular need at Trinity, they are also transparent and portable, making them adaptable to other institutional contexts and needs.  This paper provides a brief introduction to Trinity, below, and then provides a discussion of curricular redesign.  The four other promising practices are posted separately.  

Trinity:  Paradigm Shift and Institutional Transformation
Trinity’s institutional story is emblematic of changes occurring throughout higher education today.  Founded as Trinity College in 1897 by the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, Trinity thrived for the first seventy years as a very small, elite Catholic women’s college.  Notable graduates of that era include the first woman Speaker of the House now Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi ’62; former Kansas Governor and now Secretary of Health and Human Services Kathleen Sebelius ’70; President of Bryn Mawr College Jane McAuliffe ’68; and many other prominent women leaders.

In the 1970’s and 1980’s, coeducation became the norm among former men’s colleges, and women’s colleges declined in number.  As the College’s traditional enrollment declined, Trinity engaged in a strategic planning process to refocus its historic mission on the educational needs of women in the city.  During the last two decades, Trinity’s choice to sustain its primary mission to women resulted in a radical paradigm shift in the composition of the student body.  From a relatively small population of mostly white Catholic middle-to-upper-middle class traditional-aged women, Trinity today serves more than 2,600 students of all ages who are about 75% African American, 15% Hispanic and from a broad range of ethnicities, nationalities, religions and talents.  Transforming from a small college to a mid-sized university with four academic schools, Trinity also now welcomes men into three of these schools specializing in professional disciplines:  the School of Professional Studies, School of Education, and School of Nursing and Health Professions.

The historic Trinity College continues as the College of Arts and Sciences (CAS), the full-time undergraduate daytime program that still has a primary mission to young women.  With an enrollment over 1030 in Fall 2012, CAS has more students than ever in Trinity’s history.  More than half of these young women are residents of the District of Columbia --- Trinity educates more D.C. residents than any other private university in the nation.  Another 30% are from Prince Georges and other nearby Maryland counties.  The D.C. residents are nearly all from the most impoverished sections of the city; more than 60% of the D.C. residents have “0” EFC (expected family income on the FASFA).  Nearly 80% of Trinity’s freshmen are eligible for Pell Grants.  The median family income is about $30,000.  Beyond being a significantly impoverished population financially, because most of these students attended low-performing public schools in D.C. and nearby Prince Georges County, their academic preparation adds to their “at-risk” profile.

Over the years, as Trinity experienced this dynamic paradigm shift in the student body, the faculty and leadership also realized the need for significant institutional transformation in programs and services to ensure success for the new student populations.  With the encouragement of a Middle States visiting team in 2006, the faculty and administrative leadership in the College of Arts and Sciences undertook a comprehensive renovation of the general education curriculum, first year experience, academic advising and related support systems that generated the “promising practices” illustrated in this paper.  The net result of these changes is a dramatically improved retention rate from first-to-second year, greater persistence in later years, and improving graduation rates.

Description of the Promising and Practical Strategy 

Trinity’s College of Arts and Sciences launched a new General Education Curriculum in Fall 2007, aimed at ameliorating attrition among first and second year students due to poor academic performance.  The “Gen Ed” is deeply informed by social science research into strengths-based learning.  The curriculum is highly structured and each course articulates to particular curricular goals and objectives.  While infused with strategies aimed at correcting academic deficiencies, the curriculum also capitalizes on student characteristics such as aspiration, resilience, and optimism. 
The Challenge:

In 2005, Trinity began an intensive self-study to identify likely factors in student attrition.  Unsurprisingly, it quickly emerged that the first year was the most perilous for Trinity students and poor academic performance was strongly correlated with attrition.  For example, of those students who enrolled in the Fall of 2006, 68% of those who did not return in Spring 2007 experienced academic difficulties.  Academic nonperformance was even more pronounced among Trinity’s First-Year (FY) students.  A full 63% of the 2006 entering class experienced academic difficulties by midterm, and 72% were on academic probation by the end of their first semester. FY students represented only 37% of CAS’ student body in the academic year 2006-2007, but they represented 60% of those who did not enroll in the Spring of 2007.  Enrollment data for the Fall of 2007 to the Spring of 2008 revealed a similar pattern.  

Data suggested that CAS’ then-general education curriculum, called the Foundations for Leadership (FLC) curriculum, was poorly aligned with student needs, in that it gave students too much flexibility, too early in their college careers.  As a result, students tended to undertake major courses immediately, deferring foundational courses and resulting in inadvertent academic self-sabotage.   These findings led to a major curricular redesign, yielding a very different kind of General Education curriculum.  
Trinity’s current Gen Ed curriculum incorporates many of the lessons learned through self-study and includes rigorous “best practices” for a transformative academic experience.  Gen Ed is a much more prescriptive and structured curriculum for the first year, emphasizing developmental and foundational skills such as college-level reading, writing, and numeracy.  To encourage persistence and intellectual engagement, the curriculum provides students with the opportunity to explore their putative majors, but without punishing them for deficits in foundational skills.  

What does all of this mean in practical terms? The Gen Ed curriculum has nine goals to ensure that by the end of their first year, each Trinity woman will have: 

1. Developed her ability to read, understand, and analyze texts

2. Developed her ability to communicate effectively in speech and in writing

3. Developed her ability to understand and use quantitative reasoning to solve problems

4. Developed her ability to locate, evaluate, and synthesize information in the construction of knowledge

5. Begun to explore and connect fields of knowledge in the liberal arts

6. Begun to apply diverse modes of inquiry to the study of human societies and the natural world

7. Appreciated and adhered to the principles of academic honesty

8. Developed a capacity to engage in civil discourse

9. Developed the skills needed for academic success, including the ability to manage time efficiently, study effectively, and take responsibility for her own learning.

To accomplish these goals, CAS undertook several specific curricular initiatives to improve FY student success, including the redesign of existing courses and the development of new required courses.  Examples of each follow, accompanied by a rationale and summary of key outcomes. 

1. Example of Course Redesign:  Math 101

The National Center for Academic Transformation (NCAT) encourages colleges to “change the equation” and replace outdated models of teaching remedial/ developmental math sequences.  At Trinity, the poor preparation in Mathematics of the vast majority of entering students made introductory math a particular urgent target for curricular reform.

A review in Fall 2009 of Trinity’s introductory Math sequences revealed: 

· No consistency in grading/standards

· No consistency in course content

· No requirement for mastery across the entire curriculum

· Student failure to progress to higher level courses

In response, after two semesters of gathering data from existing courses, Trinity’s Math Specialists (see related Promising Practice:  Instructional Specialists) and Math faculty collaborated to redesign the College’s entry-level courses in Summer 2010.  In addition to revising content, new delivery styles were incorporated into the course, including Accelerated Learning, an online homework component in the form of Pearson’s MyMathLab product, Student-Centered Learning and Cognitive Learning Styles techniques as defined by NCAT, as well as attention to Visual, Auditory and Kinesthetic (VAK) Learning Styles.  
Over the course of numerous meetings, faculty and staff reviewed course content and debated whether courses should be rewritten to remediate high school math or instead, aligned with requirements for particular majors and career paths.  The consensus was that Trinity is not in the business of remediating high school math, but rather should prepare students for their intended majors.

Measurable objectives:

These include course completion, student registration for the next course in the sequence, and student pass rates in the subsequent course.

Outcomes:  

Course content revision coupled with the adoption of the new teaching methods mentioned earlier has lead to significant improvement across the entire Math program. The redesigned Math curriculum is producing a pass rate that is far above national norms:

· Pass rates: Of FY students matriculating in F2011, 64% placed into MATH 101, Introductory Algebra.  Of those students (including those who dropped, withdrew or stopped attending), 50% overall passed the course.  Among students who completed the course, the pass rate was 80%.

· Retention:  Of the students that placed into Math 101 for the Fall 2011 semester, 84% registered for the Spring 2012 semester, regardless of the grade received.

· Longitudinal Outcomes:  During the Spring semester 2012, those students who had completed Math 101 in a prior semester passed Finite Math at a 85% pass rate.  Those that had completed Intermediate Algebra in a prior semester passed Pre-Calculus at a 87% pass rate.
Problems Encountered:
It took several semesters for Trinity to correctly benchmark Accuplacer placement test results for optimal placement of students in the Math sequence.  Even now, with more predictive benchmarks in place, instructors must be prepared to deliver differentiated instruction to accommodate differences in levels of preparedness amongst students.  Also, Trinity’s FY students are disproportionately intimidated by Math in their first year compared with other foundational courses and some are easily discouraged at the beginning of the class.  Attendance and abandonment are major challenges in this course.  Instructors must be alert, especially during the first three weeks, to ensure that students do not abandon the course and that they attend regularly throughout the semester.  The Math team works closely with both individual students and their advisors to counsel persistence.  Tutoring and other support services support persistence; in the early days of the Trinity’s introductory Math sequence, the pool of available tutors did not always meet demand, so tutor recruitment and training had to be scaled up.   Syllabus revision was necessary to create incentives for punctuality.  

2. Example of New Course Development:  Critical Reading (CRS 101)

As part of curricular reform meant to address first year attrition because of poor academic performance and an overly flexible general education curriculum that left students unprepared for upper level course work, Trinity Washington University developed the Critical Reading Seminar course (CRS 101).  
The critical reading seminar at Trinity is a college level critical reading course that equips students with strategies for tackling difficult texts, exposes students to a variety of texts and reading situations and makes students more aware of the structure and purpose of texts to improve their comprehension, retention and evaluation of the ideas presented in texts.  More specifically, the CRS 101 course is designed to teach students to:

· identify thesis, themes, main points, and types and quality of evidence

· paraphrase and/or  summarize 

· identify author’s purpose and audience

· identify the author's organizational and rhetorical strategies

· recognize strengths, weaknesses, and inconsistencies in the text

The Challenge:  

In reviewing academic issues contributing to student attrition, Trinity identified one general contributing factor as students’ inability to comprehend and analyze the kind of complex texts that form a routine part of collegiate reading requirements.  In particular, faculty reported the following specific difficulties:   

· students disengage when the content of texts is unfamiliar or uninteresting to them 

· students read texts superficially rather than engaging in intensive or close reading 

· students choose not to read assigned texts  

· students have difficulty distinguishing their own opinions from the ideas put forward in texts 

· students have difficulty collecting textual evidence to support their claims 

The first step towards successful implementation of a reading program was to acquire a reading specialist to lead course development, provide training in reading success strategies, and create granular outcome analyses after implementation of the reading program (see related Promising Practice:  Instructional Specialists). However, while hiring a reading specialist galvanized the teaching of reading strategies at Trinity, it is important to note that the reading program would not work without faculty participation. Faculty members across all disciplines have taught a CRS 101 course at Trinity. When the course was introduced in Fall 2007, it was primarily taught by full time faculty who identified existing courses that were reading intensive and thus conducive to the critical reading objectives. For example, a history course focusing on historical figures was transformed into a critical reading seminar examining texts about great historical figures. Similarly, a poetry seminar in the English department was transformed into a critical reading seminar focusing on literary analysis. Encouraging faculty to modify existing courses highlighted reading as an interdisciplinary concern. Thus, faculty across the disciplines were invested in the success of the program.

In order to enlist faculty as critical reading instructors, the reading specialist offered professional development workshops and individual consultations. These activities familiarized faculty with key terms for critical reading instruction, connected them with critical reading resources, provided sample lessons and activities, and addressed faculty concerns about their ability to teach critical reading. The reading specialist’s work with faculty is essential to building faculty confidence and increasing the likelihood that faculty will both share their concerns about reading in their classrooms and volunteer to teach critical reading courses. In addition to face to face support services, the reading specialist maintains a web page that allows instructors to share syllabi, post course materials and access links to articles and resources. Finally, the reading program is developing a regular newsletter to keep faculty abreast of developments in the discipline. 
Measurable Objectives

These have evolved over time from specific skill improvement measured through pre and post tests, to course completion with a grade of “C” or better, as well as a new longitudinal initiative to correlate student grades in CRS 101 with grades obtained in upper level reading-intensive courses.  

Outcomes:

Every semester the reading specialists compile both quantitative and qualitative data about the critical reading courses they teach. Quantitative data includes pre and post testing, pass rates, student performance on particular kinds of assessments, and attendance. The data yields information that informs program development. For example, in 2007, a 20-question, computer-based assessment was developed by faculty for pre and post-testing.  In Fall 2007, students who passed the 4-credit version of the course averaged a 49% increase on this measure.  In subsequent semesters, Trinity adopted the Accuplacer Reading Comprehension test for reading course placement and administered this assessment to students again after they completed the CRS course.  In Fall 2008, students enrolled in the 4-credit CRS course showed an almost 40% increase in their reading scores at the end of the semester.  

Despite the increase in skills demonstrated through post-testing, students in the accelerated version of CRS continued to struggle to pass the course; their skills went up, but the initial deficit in some cases was too great to remediate in a single semester.  Accordingly, a year ago, the 4-credit hour CRS 101 course was converted to a 4-credit hour developmental course, CRS 100,  which students must pass with a grade of 72 or higher. This decision was based on data that revealed that in some sections, less than 20% of students were passing CRS 101S with a C or better, and that course withdrawals were approaching 40%.  In contrast, the developmental course has had a much higher success rate. Of the students enrolled in CRS 100 for Fall 2011, 65% passed with a C or better and only 11% withdrew.  Collecting this type of data has been essential to improving the program and meeting the needs of those most vulnerable.
Problems Encountered:  
Initially, CRS 101 was delivered in both a standard 3-credit hour format and an accelerated learning/supplemental instruction 4-credit format.  Students were placed into one or the other based on an Accuplacer reading assessment; scores below 51 were assigned to the 4-credit hour course while students who placed above 51 were placed in the 3-credit hour course.   The 4-credit  hour course provided students with an extra  50-minute per week lab for students to practice the skills that support critical reading such as distinguishing between fact/opinion, vocabulary development, and identifying sentence relationships.  While the 3-credit hour CRS 101 course met course objectives for improving the reading comprehension, compliance and analysis skills of first year students, assessments revealed that the additional credit hour did not provide enough additional support to prepare struggling learners for college level reading. Consequently, the 4-credit hour course was redesigned as a developmental course, CRS 100S: Foundations of Reading. The shift from one course delivered in two formats to two different levels of reading courses meant that struggling readers now receive two consecutive semesters of reading instruction, with the goal of better preparing them to meet the reading challenges of college coursework.   

Also, reading outcomes assessment has presented certain challenges, especially given that course content and assessment measures are not standardized.  A recent survey of CRS 101 faculty regarding course activities, classroom practices and evaluation procedures revealed wide variation in course delivery and student outcomes.  This variation makes it difficult to locate consistent data points across courses. As a result, the reading specialists are moving towards the standardization of some elements of the course.  In addition, longitudinal data is being gathered to determine if the reading program contributes to long-term student success. 

Staffing is another challenge. Trinity’s undergraduate population has increased dramatically over the last five years, growing the demand for upper level courses. This strains the ability of the fulltime faculty to deliver FY courses such as CRS 101.  Also, the uniqueness of the program makes hiring qualified adjuncts more difficult than usual. In response to this concern, Trinity has hired an additional reading specialist.   

In addition to the performance data, qualitatively, students often report feeling more confident and prepared for upper level coursework. Some students even seek out the reading specialists in the semesters following course completion to request materials and review strategies learned in CRS 101. Also, faculty who teach CRS 101 report that the strategies introduced in the critical reading course make students more willing to work through challenging material. One of the most important elements of success for the reading program has been the support of a core group of faculty who repeatedly teach critical reading courses.  Although Trinity provides training and invites new faculty to participate in the program, it relies on a cohort of faculty who are familiar with the course and are able to build on their successes from year to year. The CRS 101 faculty instructors meet regularly and have created a supportive community around the reading program. The reading program has boosted the morale of both students and faculty.  

Suggestions for Replicating Curricular Reform:
Curricular reform should be closely aligned with institutional strategic priorities and should be backed by the institutional leadership.  Faculty ownership of all curricular initiatives is essential and can be promoted by frank and open communication between all stakeholders.  Assessment strategies should be developed as an integral part of all new curricular initiatives.  Finally, it may be necessary to consider creating new instructional categories, such as the “specialist” model that Trinity has adopted.
