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A

lthough colleges have been enrolling under-prepared students for decades, the number of students who are not academically equipped for post-secondary education has exploded in the past several years. This article will discuss the reasons for the increase, characteristics of under-prepared students, and the role the community college plays in serving these students.

The Rise of Under-Prepared Students in Colleges

With three out of ten first-time freshmen enrolled in at least one developmental course (Breneman & Haarlow 1999), the problem of how to best serve under-prepared students is a significant one. Under-prepared students have long been a part of post-secondary education. In 1871, Harvard president Charles Eliot bemoaned that the freshmen entering Harvard had "bad spelling, incorrectness as well as inelegance of expression in writing, (and) ignorance of the simplest rules of punctuation," so the university provided extra assistance to prepare students for college-level classes (Weidner, 1990, p. 4). 

Although under-prepared students have been a part of higher education for many years, the number has greatly increased in recent years for several reasons. With societal changes including an aging United States population, a growing demand for skilled workers, an increase in the number of children born into poverty, an increase in legal and illegal immigration, and an increase in the diversity of the population (Roueche & Roueche, 1999), remediation has become a larger issue in college education than ever before. In fact, over 90% of all colleges offer remedial courses to an average of 23 % of all students, and it is not unusual for community colleges to report that more than 65 % of their first-time freshmen need basic skill instruction in at least one of the three areas (Roueche & Roueche, 1999). 

The remedial education problem is complex, involving "a difficult student population, faculty attitudes, evolving psychological theories of learning, and conventional wisdom about higher education" (Grimes & David, 1999, p. 73). Colleges are faced with the difficulty of trying to provide access and opportunity for developmental students while at the same time maintaining academic standards.  

The presence of developmental students in higher education will not diminish; with the open-door admission policy accepted by community colleges in the 1970's, under-prepared students began first swelling the rolls. Today's economy is based on knowledge industries that depend on highly skilled employees, and postsecondary education is required for 80% of new jobs; however, only 42% of students leave high school with the necessary skills to begin college-level work and a third of those who enter college are unprepared (McCabe, 2000).

Grimes and David (1999) state that "pressures generated from increasing numbers of under-prepared student, decreasing financial resources, higher public expectations, and general negative public opinion have focused unprecedented attention on remedial college education" (p. 74). An important element in the success of these students is the degree to which college programs and curriculums serve their needs and interests. According to a Carnegie Report, graduation rates at most colleges average 40%, but among the under-prepared, rates run between 5 and 20% (Nemko, 1990). Statistics for minorities are especially troubling. African Americans earn bachelor's degrees at half the rate of white non-Hispanics, and Hispanics at an even lower rate (McCabe, 2000). Institutions must find ways to increase this dismal statistic. 

Problems with the Under-Prepared Students in the College

A national discussion of the needs of under-prepared students in higher education is a fairly recent development. In the past, most under-prepared students did not presume to attend college; instead, they went directly into the workplace in unskilled jobs that were plentiful. Rounds (1984) states that the concerns and needs of under-prepared students and their lack of achievement were ignored in past years when student enrollment was high and demand for college access surpassed available spaces. However, these conditions no longer exist. 

Characteristics of Under-Prepared Students

Students who take developmental courses fit many different modes, although all share the characteristic of being under-prepared for college. Grimes and David (1999) state that “under-prepared students are not simply students with lower academic skills; they constitute a group with specific characteristics and difficulties" (p. 75). Typically they fall into the bottom half of score distributions on the SAT or ACT; however there are exceptions. According to the American Council on Education (Knopp, 1996) 18% of those taking developmental courses have SAT scores above 1000 and about 5% have scores above 1200. 

These students may be adults returning to school to gain certification or increase technological skills who have forgotten the mechanics of high school algebra or writing a traditional essay. Many of today's college students are older; in fact, Nordstrom (1997) states that according to a survey by the National Center for Education Statistics, about 50% of all college students in the U.S. are 25 or older (Nordstrom, 1997, p. 20). As the adult population in college swells, so does the need for postsecondary remediation since high school graduates who do not enroll in college immediately after leaving high school are more likely to need remediation in more than one subject area than graduates who enroll immediately (Roueche & Roueche, 1999).

Developmental students not only include older students; they also include under-prepared traditional high school students who had no intention of attending college. These students took vocational or non-college bound high school courses and made below average ACT grades because of low abilities in reading, mathematics and other learning skills. These are students, who for a variety of reasons (lack of motivation, poor secondary school attendance, disinterest, inadequate programs, poor teachers, or reading or learning disabilities, for example), missed out on much of the academics that prepare people for postsecondary schooling and/or the workforce (Almeida, 1991).  When these students move into the job market, the unskilled jobs that used to be plentiful have been automated or shifted to foreign countries. Without a college education, these students can find no meaningful work, so they find themselves in a position to need a college education but without the prerequisite skills for pursuing such a degree.

The vast majority of developmental students are white, fewer than one third are minorities (African American is the largest group and the next largest is Hispanic), and slightly more than half of the developmental students are women (Boyland, 1999). Socioeconomic status also has a role in characterizing developmental students. Two out of five receive some form of financial aid (Boylan, 1999). Students taking developmental courses tend to come from low-income families. From Knopp's brief, among financially dependent students, nearly one quarter (22 percent) of those taking developmental courses reported an annual family income of less than $20,000, while only 14 percent of those not enrolled in these courses reported the same income level (cited in "Raising the Bar," 1999, p. 58). 

In addition to these characteristics, being a first-generation college student also puts students at risk for being under-prepared. Pascarella et al (1996) suggest that first-generation students enter college academically at risk and are not likely to experience conditions positively related to persistence, performance, and learning. They have weaker reading, mathematics, and creative thinking skills, lower degree aspirations, study less, take fewer humanities and fine arts courses, work more, complete fewer hours, less frequently attend racial or cultural awareness activities, and receive less encouragement from friends to continue enrollment.

Roueche and Roueche (1993) list the following characteristics that put students at risk:

	first-generation learners
	pathways to success unknown

	poor self-image
	have not left neighborhood

	unreachable goals
	work 30 hours per week

	minority
	returning women

	average age 29
	foreign-born

	 economic insecurity
	economically driven

	academically weak
	top 99% of high school class

	poor test scores/GED  (p. 39).
	


Finally, although developmental students come from a large range of economic and social conditions, they are often older adults with families and jobs who intend to obtain a degree, but who need financial and emotional assistance. They are often first generation college students, "with low self esteem and high failure expectations" (Grimes and David, 1999, p. 75). Who are developmental students? Boylan (1999) sums up with the following:

They are the parents of our public school children, they are the people who fight our wars, they are the citizens who vote in our elections, they are the workers who pay their taxes. All they want is the opportunity to go to college and have a chance for success. In essence, they are a lot like the rest of us (p. 4). 

Under-Prepared Students and the Community College

The major responsibility for educating most under-prepared students takes place at the community college level. The diverse missions of the community college, the open-door policy, the lower cost of a two-year degree, the emphasis on technology and flexibility, and its relative proximity makes the community college a better fit for many first generation students who are unsure of their educational goals, under-prepared, or financially unable to attend a traditional university.  

Zoglin (1982) called the community college the "institution of last resort" for many of these students and concluded that "No matter how unpopular the developmental function may become, we must keep it" (p. 37). There is little question that these individuals will need more schooling to compete in today's market. Jeanne Chall (1983) notes that the literacy needs of most skilled, technical, and white-collar jobs are at a level equal to the twelfth grade. Many adults entering the community colleges across the country read at levels far below that mark (Platt, 1986).

Nordstrom (1997) says that nontraditional students are looking for something different from "the old, familiar university setting. Education happens in boardrooms, on factory floors, in cafeterias or mobile classrooms, as well as in the proverbial ivy-covered halls. Now more than ever, students are looking for flexible, technological, condensed, and pragmatic education" (p. 20). The most important issues older students are looking for in educational settings include: flexibility, variety, support, quality, and cost (Nordstrom, 1997), issues that community colleges find important as well. Community colleges serve more than the returning adult, however. Traditional students who are unprepared for college also benefit from a community college experience, according to Almeida (1991):

If one examines the role of the community college in the domain of public education, one is struck by the fact that many students do graduate from high schools with academic skills below twelfth-grade level, that more complex reading and literacy skills are becoming increasingly necessary for even traditionally blue-collar jobs, and that besides the community college, there are few places where these students might turn. In that light, one must look upon the community college as an institution different from its four-year cousin, with a different "mission" for a different population, one that includes (but is no means restricted to) under-prepared students. If two-year schools look at themselves in this light, and can transfer this vision to the full extent of their faculty, while simultaneously providing appropriate remedial and developmental courses for students as well as workshops and training sessions for professors, there can be nothing but profit for the faculty, the student body, the institution and the community. (p. 33)

Unlike many four-year institutions, for decades community colleges have had an open-door policy, allowing students with low ACT's to give college a try. According to Almeida (1991), the community college's open admissions policy, where all students have equal access to the programs available at the college, has been a basic part of community college education since the 1960s. Although this policy caused quite a furor at CUNY in the 1970s (Marshak,1981), and has continued to be a controversial subject in the 1980s, particularly in light of decreased funding (Barringer, 1982; Zoglin, 1982), the open admissions policy is one of the most attractive aspects of the community college mission, turning the ideal of a good education for all into a reality. 
Other than the open door policy, another reason the community college role in serving under-prepared students is important is simply the growing number of students who turn to a two-year college for higher education experience.  The importance of community colleges as a part of American higher education can be judged by the numbers: a third (over 250,000) of the total faculty are teaching in community colleges, two-year colleges admit over 50 percent of entering students, over 5.3 million students on 1,035 campuses (Callan, 1997; Clark, 1997). 

In addition, two-year colleges better serve under-prepared students because they often have diverse missions that include providing the traditional freshman and sophomore college courses as well as career-vocational programs, job training/retraining, developmental education, continuing education, and a variety of individual and community enrichment activities. They also have diverse student populations in terms of age, race, socioeconomic background, academic preparation and purpose of enrollment compared with four-year institutions (Calhoun, 1995; Mayes 1995). 

In summary, the community college is a good alternative for under-prepared students who may not be able to manage the institutional, social, and academic challenges of a traditional university. Smaller classes, a closer proximity to home, more support services, lower cost, and an emphasis on meeting student needs make the community college a good higher education choice for diverse students.
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