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Abstract: In order to support adoption of new approaches to the First-Year curriculum, Trinity has hired a cadre of instructional “specialists” in Math, Composition, Reading, and English as a Second Language.  The Specialists work closely with faculty but report directly to the academic dean; responsibilities include teaching, training faculty and others in pedagogical techniques, and intensive outcomes assessment.  Math Specialists have taken a leadership role in course content revision and adoption of new teaching methods, leading to significant improvement in learning outcomes, especially for First-Year students.
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Promising Practice:  The “Specialist” model

Description of the Promising and Practical Strategy:  

In order to ensure success in the new methods such as accelerated learning required for collegiate success, Trinity has hired a cadre of instructional “specialists” in Math, Composition, Reading, and most recently, English as a Second Language.  Trinity’s specialists all have graduate degrees (evenly divided between Master’s level and doctoral level), and they typically have undertaken coursework/training related to developmental education.

The specialists work closely with faculty in related departments, but report directly to the Dean.  As 12-month employees of the university, their responsibilities include teaching, course development, faculty development, and assessment of learning outcomes in foundational courses.  Now in the fifth year of the specialist approach, powerful indicators of student progress are emerging. 
The Challenge: 

Many incoming student freshman are under-prepared for college.  At Trinity, 70-80% of incoming freshmen need supplemental instruction in at least one area.  As part of the decision to invest more resources in delivering strong foundational skills to students, Trinity hired a cadre of  specialists in developmental reading, composition, and math as the primary instructors for accelerated (four-credit, developmental) classes.  The specialists work closely with faculty in related departments, but report directly to the Dean.  All hold an MA or PhD in their area of specialization.  
The Specialists work in different areas, but collaborate around questions of course design and pedagogy.  For example, the Specialists worked together to propose and then implement  “Mastery Grading” in all accelerated learning courses, a technique whereby any student work (quizzes, papers, exams) earning less than a C must be revised until the C is attained.  In order to pass the course as a whole and progress to the next course in the sequence, students must obtain a grade of “C” or better.  
This strategy leverages students’ resilience and tenacity.  Pre and post testing data have demonstrated that even those students who do not pass a developmental course at Trinity the first time make, almost without exception, significant progress in their learning outcomes.  Armed with this knowledge, students are empowered to retake the class with confidence that they will pass on the second try.
The specialists are charged with staying abreast of changes in student development theory and practice, conducting professional development activities for the community, engaging in program evaluation and curriculum development, and serving as a resource for faculty, staff and senior administrators.  The specialist is accessible to faculty and can address concerns about challenges in classrooms as they occur, making it much easier to solve problems and highlight research questions because of the “on the ground” responsiveness that the position enables.

Measurable objectives:

The primary goal for specialists is to enable students to progress successfully from developmental coursework to successful completion of foundation college courses in composition, math, and college reading.  The measurable objective is correlated longitudinal outcomes in the relevant areas, such as MATH 101 and MATH 108/9, ENGL 105 and ENGL 107, and CRS 100 and CRS 101.   

Outcomes: Math: 

Data from all courses taught by specialists shows that the primary goal of enabling students to progress through the curriculum is being met.  Math offers a particularly powerful example.  

Trinity’s Math Specialists have taken a leadership role in course content revision and adoption of new teaching methods, leading to significant improvement across the entire Math program in freshman student outcomes. 
· Pass rates: Of  the First-Year 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:   
In some cases, it has been a challenge to identify and recruit qualified personnel for the specialist positions.  By and large, the specialists are fully integrated into Trinity’s personnel structure and work very effectively with faculty, staff, and above all students.
Suggestions for Replicating the Specialist Model:
Use institutional self-study to identify whether areas of the existing curriculum would benefit from fulltime, in-house expertise in developmental education, particularly state-of-the-art pedagogy and assessment methodologies. Involve all stake-holders in discussing how such expertise might supplement existing resources and identifying where such expertise might be most usefully housed.   
