Accelerated Learning Courses as a “Promising Practice” to Increase Postsecondary Success at Trinity Washington University

For information regarding this submission, please contact:

Elizabeth Child, PhD, Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences

Trinity Washington University

125 Michigan Ave. NE

Washington, D.C. 20017

202-884-9238

childe@trinitydc.edu

Officer of the institution approving the submission:

Patricia McGuire, President

 Trinity Washington University
125 Michigan Ave. NE

Washington, D.C. 20017

202-884-9000

mcguirep@trinitydc.edu
Abstract: Five years ago, Trinity’s College of Arts and Sciences developed accelerated learning versions of developmental Composition, Math, and Reading courses in order to address student under-preparedness while not overly compromising time to degree completion.   Instructional techniques include mastery grading, meaning that a student must attain a grade of “C” or better in the course in order to progress.   Longitudinal outcomes show that students who pass the first course in the composition sequence, pass College Writing at a rate of 90% or better.  
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Description of the Promising and Practical Strategy:  

At Trinity Washington University, accelerated learning courses (also known as “supplemental instruction” or “S” courses) are offered in three subject areas: Composition, Math, and  Reading.  Accelerated learning classes use a differentiated learning model that can appeal to multiple learning styles in classrooms where student skill sets vary widely. Basic skills in each of the subject areas are reinforced through various instructional methods, which will be discussed in detail below. 

One commonality in each of the content areas is the emphasis on collecting data to best assess how course instruction meets the diverse needs of Trinity’s students. The collected data is used to refine course content and instructional methods. All subject areas administer assessments before instruction takes place and repeat these assessments at the semester’s end. In addition, instructors collect data on formal assignments throughout the semester. Outcomes data includes course grades, retention rates, attrition rates, and pass rates.  A detailed discussion of accelerated learning in Composition follows below.
The Challenge:

The majority of new fulltime, first-time students at Trinity require at least one developmental course (most typically in Math) and many require two or even three such courses at the time of entry.  Students’ under-preparedness for college level work increasingly was posing a major barrier to academic progress and completion, in part because courses needed to be redesigned but also because Trinity’s former curricular structure meant that it was taking students three or even four semesters to move beyond the pre-foundational stage of their education.  

Accelerated Learning allows students to gain a solid foundation in the knowledge and competencies required for academic progress at the college level.  This occurs in part through careful course design, as well as through the creation of an environment that lets the students move beyond their academic anxieties and the many misconceptions that they have about specific subject areas like composition and math, as well as about higher education in general.  

Accelerated Learning works only if the instructor truly believes that all students are capable regardless of their initial preparation.  Under-performing high schools, generational poverty, homelessness, and weak support systems are all barriers to success in higher education that may be overcome through accelerated learning.  

Accelerated Learning in Composition 

The “S” course in composition is structured to accommodate the needs of what Mina Shaughnessy has called “the inexperienced writer.”  Along with many other experts in rhetoric and composition, Shaughnessy points out that student writing improves only through the practice of writing.  In Trinity’s model, accelerated learning incorporates three elements aimed at providing students who are “inexperienced writers” with concentrated practice in composition: focused grammar instruction, incremental phasing of assignments, and exposure to multiple modes of writing. Within each area, instructional practices align with specific learning outcomes. 

One such learning outcome is proficiency in Grammar. Learning outcomes for sentence grammar include getting students to:

1. Understand how the unit of a sentence contains a coherent thought.

2. Be able to identify and manipulate parts of a sentence to create complex thought.

3. Write sentences that effectively combine syntactical structures with clarity.

4. Proofread writing to catch common errors in punctuation, mechanics, and basic grammar.

To accomplish these aims, the composition program has structured the course scaffold to include one full day of grammar instruction. This laboratory model allows students to focus solely on sentence-level writing issues that often inhibit their ability to communicate more complex ideas. The grammar lab is a 50 minute class that students take in addition to their 2.5 hours of instruction throughout the week; in total the “S” section writing class provides students with 4-credit hours of instruction.  The grammar lab is not set up as a traditional lab space, in which students would interact largely with a computer. Instead, students receive grammar lessons directly from the course instructor, who presents content and initiates student engagement with grammar through various written methods. Although electronic exercises and online handbooks can help students practice the skills they are developing in the lab, at Trinity students have not been able to demonstrate transferrable results to their own writing.  In other words, being able to recognize a grammatical error does not mean that a student can necessarily herself create more grammatical sentences.  Trinity supplements use of electronic instruction with sustained in-person instruction that emphasizes student-generated practice exercises. This practice fosters students’ confidence in their own ability to create grammatically-correct sentences and correct grammatical errors.

Incremental phasing of assignments and exposure to modes of writing is another area of focus. Course assignments build sequentially to promote mastery of specific skills. For example, students move from single paragraph assignments to the standard multi-paragraph argument essay. The course focuses on the paragraph as the basic building block of writing in order to teach students how to structure their ideas. Along the way, rhetorical concepts of audience, genre, rhetorical situation, and purpose are reinforced, helping students consider their structural, stylistic, and linguistic choices within the coherent unit of the paragraph. Students complete four separate one-paragraph assignments before they move onto longer and more complex essays of two-, four-, and six-paragraph length.

Measurable objectives:

Learning outcomes include achievement of benchmarks for grammar proficiency on pre and post diagnostic assessments, student ability to produce a competent persuasive essay by the end of the course, pass rates comparable to those achieved by students in non-accelerated sections of ENGL 105, and success in subsequent courses comparable to that achieved by students in non-accelerated ENGL 105 courses.
To meet these outcomes, we teach students to employ several modes of writing that provide different methods of presenting their ideas effectively. Writing in such modes as narration, description, illustration, process, comparison/contrast, cause/effect, and argument allows students to consider multiple ways of developing support for a larger point. As the assignments become longer and more complex, students begin to combine these modes, working ultimately toward an argument essay in which three to four modes of development must be present.


A secondary benefit to this method is that students gain exposure to the rhetorical concepts they will undoubtedly encounter in higher-level composition courses. 

Outcomes:

Students take both pre- and post-grammar diagnostic exams. The pre-test is distributed before any grammar instruction begins, and the post-test is distributed during the last week of class. In Spring 2012, the data demonstrated that basic writing students saw growth in many areas of writing, but the greatest improvement was in sentence grammar, which grew by 23.5 points, or an increase of 51.9%. This is a sizeable amount of growth in the lowest skill area for most basic writing students. Sentence grammar included skills in punctuation and mechanics, basic grammar, and usage and style. Students themselves took note of their sentence grammar growth during an exercise done toward the end of the semester in which they were asked to bring in their first graded assignment and their last graded assignment and complete a comparison of them. Many students realized that, although they still had room for improvement in their writing overall, they had made great strides in building their writing skills particularly in sentence structure and clarity.

Also, by tracking students’ grades through each successive assignment, instructors are able to assess student ability to manage increasingly complex assignments throughout the semester. For example, in Spring 2012, the average score on the first assignment, an Illustration paragraph, was 15.3, or C+; the average score on the final assignment, the Argument essay, was 17.3, also C+. These results do not reveal a dramatic gain in grade performance.  However, the results do show that students maintained a consistent standard of work throughout the semester despite the increasing difficulty of the assignments.  It seems clear that students consistently understood course material, suggesting that the structure of assignments helps pre-foundational students write better paragraphs and essays.   
In terms of pass rates and persistence, the “S” sections have demonstrated gains in both areas.  The pass rate among regular attendees (of a grade C or higher) was 65.3 percent in Spring 2012. Of the 48 students who began the semester in ENGL 105S, 38 students were still enrolled at semester’s end—a persistence rate of 79.2 percent. ENGL 105S students who attended class regularly had an almost 20 percent higher chance of passing the class.
Currently, the primary method of determining students’ acquisition of skills is Mastery Grading. Implemented in 2010, Mastery Grading requires that all students attain a grade of C or higher (72%) in order to pass an “S” course. At Trinity, Mastery Grading is correlating with increased success in more advanced classes. For example, students who passed ENGL 105S: Introduction to College Writing with Supplemental Instruction in Fall 2011 with a C or higher had a 90.9 percent chance of passing ENGL 107: College Composition in Spring 2012. Almost 75 percent of those students who attempted ENGL 107 passed with an A or a B; just 9.1% failed the course.  

Problems encountered:

Developing both course content and pedagogy for accelerated courses at Trinity has been a matter of trial and error.  For example, all ENGL 105S courses adopted an online homework module for several semesters which eventually was abandoned when it did not produce measurable improvement in students’ writing skills.  In contrast, the online homework module used in MATH 101 has proven successful in improving pass rates in that course.  Standardizing course content in accelerated courses has also proved challenging, requiring close and continuous collaboration between faculty and staff specialists, as well as training of adjunct faculty.  Most accelerated courses at Trinity meet three times a week, meaning that students who test into one or more such class may need to be on campus five days a week.  This can pose challenges for students trying to balance academics with work schedules and other responsibilities. 

Suggestions for Replicating Trinity’s Accelerated Learning Model:

Adoption of accelerated learning formats requires a significant commitment from institutional leadership, administrators, and faculty.  Simply adding additional contact hours to an existing course does not constitute true accelerated learning; the model must include integrated and standardized course content, as well as an intentional and well-developed pedagogy.  The institution as a whole should commit to funding the model (some costs, such as instructional technologies, may be shared by students).  Other potential costs include recruiting new faculty with expertise in VAK and other pedagogies, or training existing faculty to use these pedagogies, as well as supporting the development of appropriate curricular structures and assessment measures.   

