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In Defense of Developmental Education

ÅGood news: Developmental Education and 
remediation are not as ineffective as people are 
ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎΥ [ŜǘΩǎ ǎǘŜǇ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ

ÅForthcoming ǇŀǇŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άLƴ 5ŜŦŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 
5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ

ÅMuch like Socrates, I question those who claim to 
know Dev Ed is ineffective; I question some reforms

ÅHere are six arguments in defense of Dev Ed:
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1. Investments in all 
levels of education 

pay us back
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9ŀǊƭȅ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όάолa ²ƻǊŘ DŀǇέ1)
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Early Childhood Education

ÅHigh/Scope Perry Study 2

Å1962 in Ypsilanti, Michigan
Å123 randomly selected low-income Af-Am 3-4 yrs. old
ÅHigh-quality daycare 
ÅTracked for 40 years

ÅAbecedarian program 3, 4, 5

Å1972 in Chapel Hill, North Carolina
ÅFull-time high-quality daycare for low-income African-
Americans, infancy to age five (111 totalparticipants)
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Early Childhood Education

ÅBoth the High/Scope Perry Study and the Abecedarian 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΥ
ÅLess likely to need special education
ÅHigher reading and math skills
ÅMore years of school (higher HS grad rate)
ÅMore likely to attend college
ÅMore likely to have a skilled job
ÅHigher income
ÅHalf the arrest rate 
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IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭΥ άI{ Dropouts and The Economic 
Losses from WǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ /ǊƛƳŜέ όнллфύ6
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IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭΥ άI{ Dropouts and The Economic 
Losses from WǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ /ǊƛƳŜέ όнллфύ6
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ά¢ƘŜ Economic ±ŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ¸ƻǳǘƘέ 
(2012)7 (Cost of Undereducated Youth)
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ά²Ŝ calculate the lost earnings, lower economic 
growth, lower tax revenues and higher government 
spending associated with opportunity ȅƻǳǘƘέ όǇΦ мύΦ

άConsidered over the full lifetime of a cohort of 6.7 
million opportunity youth who are aged 16-24 [in the 
nation], the aggregate taxpayer burden amounts to 
$1.56 trillion in present value terms. The aggregate 
social burden is $4.75 trillionέ όǇΦ нύΦ



IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭΥ ά¢ƘŜ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ CƛǎŎŀƭ 
/ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ LƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ¦Φ{Φ 9Řέ όнлмрύ8
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ά¢ƘŜ wƛǎƛƴƎ /ƻǎǘ ƻŦ bƻǘ DƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜέ 
(2014)9
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άLǎ Lǘ {ǘƛƭƭ ²ƻǊǘƘ DƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΚέ όнлмпύ38

Figure 1. Earnings premium over high school education
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ά¢ƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ tŀȅƻŦŦέ όнллфύ10
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Investments in Education Pay Us Back

ÅwŜŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ //ǎ (2015)43 (New book on 
Guided Pathways by Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins):

άΧŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΧǎƘƻǿǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ƻƴ 
many health measures, even after controlling for 
income, health insurance, and family background.  
Other benefits from higher education include less 
involvement in the criminal justice system and less 
ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜέ όǇΦ мфнύΦ
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Investments in Education Pay Us Back

ÅwŜŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ //ǎ (2015)43 (New book on 
Guided Pathways by Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins):

ά/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŦŀǾƻǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ŦƻǊ 
taxpayers as well. One analysis from 2010 found that 
for each associate degree from a community college, 
ǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ϷмпнΣллл ƛƴ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜέ όǇΦ 
192).
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Investments in Education Pay Us Back

ÅTo recap:

ÅPre-K: Relatively small investments in education pay 
off greatly in the long-term

Å9-12 grades: More investments would pay back 
greatly in long-term and short-term

ÅCollege pays back over a lifetime and immediately, 
and some college is better than no college

ÅAll of these are well-established facts
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Investments in Education Pay Us Back

ÅBy simply participating in the education of college 
students, you are directly improving the quality of life 
for your students, your community, and the nation

ÅProven by return on investment (ROI) data

Å.ǳǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ

ÅYou have improved the social and emotional well-
being of thousands of students: No data on that yet!
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Investments in Education Pay Us Back

In Defense of Developmental Education:

1. An investment in any education pays us back

ÅEven teaching traditional remediation, you are 
contributing to an ROI of tens of millions of dollars, 
ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ 
and our country: All shown with hard data

ÅBut could remediation in particular not be helpful?
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2. Remediation is 
indeed effective
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅResearchers claim remediation is ineffective primarily 
due to three theories:

1. Remediation itself is ineffective (not helping)

2. Remediation is simply a barrier or diversion

3. Most students underplaced

ÅMost of these claims originate from the Community 
College Research Center, headed by Dr. Thomas Bailey
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅBailey (2008)11:

άΧƻƴ average, developmental education as it is now 
practiced is not very effective in overcoming 
academic weaknesses, partly because the majority of 
students referred to developmental education do not 
finish the sequences to which they are ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘέ 
(abstract).

Copyright A. Goudas 2016



What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅBailey (2008)11:

άI suggest a broad developmental education reform 
agenda based on a comprehensive approach to 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΧŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ to streamline 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
progress toward engagement in college-level ǿƻǊƪέ 
(abstract).
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅBailey, Jeong, & Cho (2009)(cited by 493 papers)17:

άAs it stands now, developmental education 
sequences must appear confusing, intimidating, and 
boring to many students entering community 
colleges. And so far, developmental education has at 
best shown limited ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ όǇΦ нуύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅBailey (2009)18:

άΧƻƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ education is not very 
effective in ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎέ όǇΦ мύΦ 

άIf particular practices really are effective, the 
disappointing research on the overall effects of 
remediation suggests that they have not so far been 
ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘέ όǇΦ нύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅBailey, Jeong, & Cho (2010) (cited by 493 papers)19:

άGiven the confusion and ineffectiveness of the 
developmental system, one possible objective would 
be to reduce the length of time before a student can 
start college coursesτto accelerate the remediation 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ όǇΦ сύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅJenkins et al. (2010)20:

ά¢ƘŜǎŜ studies generally show little positive effects 
for developmental education, although their results 
are most reliable for students at the upper end of the 
developmental ǊŀƴƎŜΧόBettinger & Long, 2005; 
Calcagno & Long, 2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2007)έ 
(p. 1).
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅEdgecombe (2011)21:

άThere is mounting evidence that following the 
traditional sequence of developmental education 
courses is hindering community college students 
from progressing to college-level coursework and 
ultimately earning a ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭέ όǇΦ мύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅHughes & Scott-Clayton (2011)22:

άMore than half of entering students at community 
colleges are placed into developmental education in 
at least one subject, based primarily on scores from 
these assessments, yet recent research fails to find 
evidence that placement into remediation improves 
student ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎέ όŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅScott-Clayton, Crosta, & Belfield (2012)23:

άIndeed, several studies using regression-
discontinuity (RD) analysis to compare students just 
above and just below remedial test score cutoffs 
have generally found null to negative impacts of 
remediation for ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ όǇΦ нύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅScott-Clayton & Rodriguez (2012)24: 

!ǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ 
or Diversion? New Evidence on the Effects of 
/ƻƭƭŜƎŜ wŜƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴέΥ

άThe primary effect of remediation appears to be 
diversionary: students simply take remedial courses 
instead of college-level courses. These diversionary 
effects are largest for the lowest-risk ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ 
(abstract).
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅScott-Clayton & Rodriguez (2012)24:

άRemedial education, or ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭΩ education as 
it is called in the field, may be the most widespread 
and costly intervention aimed at addressing a 
perceived lack of preparation[emphasis added] 
among incoming college studentsέ όǇΦ мύΦ
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅEdgecombe, Baker, & Bailey (2013)25:

άhƴŜ potential reason for the disappointing results of 
the traditional developmental system is the length of 
time required for most students to complete ƛǘ έ όǇΦ 
2).
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅCCRC Research Overview on Dev Ed (2014)26

(Compilation of all research they chose to consider):

άResearch evidence suggests that, for the most part, 
the traditional system of developmental education is 
not achieving its intended purpose: to improve 
ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ όǇΦ 5).
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅwŜŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ //ǎ (2015)43 (New book on 
Guided Pathways by Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins):

ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
hampered by inadequate placement information, 
lengthy prerequisite sequences, and, in many cases, 
uninspiring instruction. As a result, most students 
ǿƘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ώ59ϐ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘΧέ 
(pp. 14-15).
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What Researchers are Saying About DE

ÅThe repetition of these words by reputable and well-
funded institutions has had and will have some 
ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ όά[ŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛǾŜ CƛȄŜǎΣέ нлмр27): 
ÅFlorida, Connecticut, Tennessee, North Carolina, 
Minnesota, Colorado, Georgia, and Ohio

ÅMany more are looking into changes to decrease or 
eliminate remedial courses and/or funding, or 
restructuring them significantly based on little 
research from essentially ONE institution
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅCCRC definition of remediation: Null = failure

Calcagno and Long (2008)37Υ άLǘ would be expected 
that after successfully learning the skills needed for 
college-level work, a remedial student would be 
more likely than an academically-equivalent 
nonremedialstudent to complete [college-level] 
ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎέ όǇΦ мсύΦ

ÅTraditional definition of remedial courses:

Designed to get students to college-level starting line
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Boatman & Long (2010)52
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅOut of 79 separate RDD analyses of math, reading, 
and writing Dev Ed outcomes by the CCRC26:

Å7 Positive

Å52 Null 

Å20 Negative
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//w/ ά²Ƙŀǘ ²Ŝ Yƴƻǿ !ōƻǳǘ 5ŜǾ 9Řέ όнлмпύ26

Copyright A. Goudas 2016



//w/ ά²Ƙŀǘ ²Ŝ Yƴƻǿ !ōƻǳǘ 5ŜǾ 9Řέ ό2014)26
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//w/ ά²Ƙŀǘ ²Ŝ Yƴƻǿ !ōƻǳǘ 5ŜǾ 9Řέ ό2014)26
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅIf the accepted definition of the purpose of 
ǊŜƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άƴǳƭƭέ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛǎ 
the intended goal, then 75% of these studies show 
positive results

Å¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ //w/Ωǎ ƻǿƴ ŘŀǘŀΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ƛǘ Ǿŀǎǘƭȅ 
differently than experts in the field

ÅMost CCRC researchers have PhDs in economics and 
public policy, which may explain misunderstandings
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅDr. Peter Bahr from the University of Michigan 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘǎ άƴǳƭƭέ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀȅ όнлмлύ29:

άΧǎƪƛƭƭ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ who attain college-level 
English and math skill experience the various 
academic outcomes at rates very similar to those of 
college-prepared students who attain college-level 
competency in English and math. Thus, the results of 
this study demonstrate that postsecondary 
remediation is highly ŜŦŦƛŎŀŎƛƻǳǎΧέ όǇΦ мффύΦ
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅDr. Paul Attewell from CUNY (2006)16:

άIn two-year colleges, we found that taking remedial 
classes was not associated at all with lower chances 
of academic success, even for students who took 
three or more remedial ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎέ όǇΦ фмрύΦ
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅACT study on effectiveness of Dev Ed (2013)30:

άParticular subgroups of developmental ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΧ 
benefited from taking the developmental course. In 
particular, students who received an A (or sometimes 
a B) grade in the developmental course appeared to 
benefit from taking it. Moreover, part-time students 
appeared to derive more benefit from taking 
developmental courses than full-ǘƛƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƛŘέ 
(p. iii).
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

ÅACT study on effectiveness of Dev Ed (2013)30:

άFurther consideration of time to degree, however, 
showed that developmental students typically 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ŀ .ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƛƴ ǎƛȄ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀǘ a rate 
similar to or higher than that of non-developmental 
students in five yearsέ όǇΦ ƛƛύΦ
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Remediation is Indeed Effective

In Defense of Developmental Education:

1. Any investment in education pays us back

2. With a change in definition, current research 
shows remediation is functioning as intended: 
to get students to the gateway starting line and 
to perform the same as nonremedial students

Å//w/κ//!Υ .ǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΗ
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3. Low retention and 
success rates not 

caused by remedial 
courses
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Interpreting Remedial Data
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Low Success Rates Not Caused by Remediation 

ÅwŜŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ //ǎ (2015)43 (New book on 
Guided Pathways by Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins):

άΧǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ 
ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 
of succeeding in relevant college-level courses [and 
ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊΣ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴϐΧƛƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
students referred to developmental education never 
ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜέ όǇΦ мнмύΦ
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Low Success Rates Not Caused by Remediation 

ÅWhat this means is that researchers are blaming 
remedial courses for their low retention rates, 
gateway passrates, and completion rates

ÅFor many students in CCs, remediation just happens to 
be their first-year, first-semester course

Å²Ƙŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƴƻƴǊŜƳŜŘƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦƛǊǎǘ-year, first-
semester courses?

ÅIf remediation is a barrier, then are gateway courses 
not a barrier?
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The Education Trust (2014)49
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The Education Trust (2014)49



Delta College Retention Data 2005-2014
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Low Success Rates Not Caused by Remediation 

ÅAny course students take first will cause 25%+ fail or 
w-rate

ÅCollege classes are a barrier to college success!

ÅBarrier effect is primarily due to other factors, and it is 
normal in college (and it is unfortunate)

ÅThe CCRC and others blame remediation for low 
retention and passrates (do not generalize problem)

ÅCCRC is not focused on gateway passratesand 
gateway acceleration (Alg. I to Alg. II)τonly recently 
ŘƛŘ L ƘŜŀǊ //w/ ǎŀȅ ƭƻǿ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ άƎŜƴ ŜŘέ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ
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Low Success Rates Not Caused by Remediation 

ÅAgain, despite being economists and policy experts 
trained at MIT, Harvard, and Columbia, many 
researchers almost solely blame remedial courses and 
their poorly designed pathways for low retention, 
passrates, and graduation rates

ÅCould there be more powerful and well-documented 
ƭƛƴƪǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǊŜƳŜŘƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ όŀƴŘ ƴƻƴǊŜƳŜŘƛŀƭΣ 
first-year, first-semester) low success rates? 
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College Board SAT Data (r = .95)12

SAT Cutoffs 
are around 
470-500 for 
college-level

in Community 
Colleges
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Association of American Colleges and Unis (2010)42
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Association of American Colleges and Unis 
(2010)42

Copyright A. Goudas 2016


