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Just as Americans have witnessed the population center of the United States shift westward with each census, Davidson County Community College faculty and staff have observed their institution’s “student 


Just as Americans have witnessed the population center of the United States shift westward with each census, Davidson County Community College faculty and staff have observed their institution’s “student preparedness profile” shift in the past ten years. Once exceptions to the norm, the underprepared student now represents the college’s “typical” student.  A strategic study to address the problems and issues associated with educating increasing numbers of underprepared students resulted in a paradigm shift for the college: underprepared students are not exceptions waiting to become our students; they are our students.  This level of acceptance has made a significant difference in our ability to provide learning-centered and student-centered programs and services.

For several years Davidson County Community College’s strategic planning focused on creating and maintaining a learning-centered, student-centered college.   Faculty and staff believe they have achieved this vision in many ways.  They share anecdotal evidence that students who transfer in from other colleges or universities often comment on the personal attention they receive here.  Students who transfer out to four-year institutions come back and tell us, “It’s just not the same.  I don’t have the same relationship with the faculty there that I had here.  The DCCC faculty really wants to see their students succeed.”  We know that DCCC students’ level of satisfaction exceeds national norms on all eleven scales of the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory, including areas such as concern for the individual, responsiveness to diverse populations, and student centeredness.
For many years, it has been clear that our College’s population of students is changing.  Each year we have seen more underprepared students and students for whom English is a second language.  Many of our students have full lives outside the college.  They work; they care for family members; they are active in their community.  Many are first generation college students who lack strong basic skills in reading, math, and writing.  As manufacturing has declined and unemployment has risen in our community in the past two years, it has seemed that more students come to us with an inherent distrust of systems and institutions, a serious lack of critical thinking and problem-solving skills, and a heightened sense of entitlement.  Many are desperate for short-term education and training which will put them back to work within a few weeks.

In the early years of this changing population, we reacted by whining and mourning for the “good old days” when students were prepared and responsible.  We were a college, after all, a place of higher education.  These new students have to be “spoon-fed,” we complained.  The usual methods of lecturing and testing just do not work for them.  They cannot read their assignments, and they cannot do math, we observed from our ivory tower.  What happened to all the good students?  Maybe the public schools are to blame.  Maybe our recruiting folks are not being assertive enough in going after the top-notch students.  We grew increasingly perplexed about what radical transformation was needed --and in what institution(s) the transformation was needed--in order to get “our students” back.

A radical transformation did occur in the course of our study, but that transformation took place in our own thinking.  The paradigm shifted gradually at first.  Instead of talking about teaching and lecturing, we began to talk about learning.  We had always been student-centered when it came to services for students, but now we were becoming student-centered in instruction as well.  We began talking about learning styles, competencies, and critical thinking.  One of our first institutional research studies confirmed that many students who complete preparatory studies go on to successfully complete our certificate, diploma, and associate degree programs.  We had a number of exemplary programs and services in place, but they were not connected in a systematic way.  The more we focused on learning, the more we learned to step outside our traditional views.

Then came the huge change in philosophy – the “Aha!” moment.  The underprepared students were not problems that needed to be weeded out so we could get back to the business of teaching “college” courses.  They were our students, and their success became our mission. The students were not transformed; we were.  In the words of Marcel Proust, “The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeing new landscapes, but in having new eyes.”

In addressing the needs of underprepared students, the college utilized a number of cross-functional teams to deal with advisement, assessment, communication, coordination, curriculum, and evaluation in preparatory programs. Every academic division on campus was represented, along with student services staff.  To reflect our transformation, we stopped using the words “remedial” and “developmental,” which had negative connotations.  Instead we begin to talk about “preparatory” studies.  The College purpose statement focuses on preparing students for careers and for lifelong learning; therefore, preparatory studies would be an appropriate name for the program.  The new purpose statement adopted for preparatory studies reflects the themes of acceptance, student success, and achievement: “Davidson County Community College’s preparatory education program includes comprehensive services and programs which promote the success of all students in moving from entry level of achievement toward successful completion of the chosen program of study.”  

 Another breakthrough of sorts occurred in redesigning our admissions, assessment, and placement process.  Previously we treated all students needing remediation as exceptions “pending” program placement until preparatory work was completed.  If they persisted in this developmental limbo, they had little contact with their intended program of study and few program-related courses from which they could select.  Our study indicated that adjustments in assessment benchmarks and a four-tiered advisement and placement approach would better address the needs of our students.  In the new system students who score below the minimum benchmark for preparatory courses on the assessment instrument are referred to Basic Skills for long term remediation. Students who fall well within the range of the preparatory benchmarks are referred to advising and student success services. Students who score one or two points away from the score required to enter curriculum courses are referred to Basic Skills for refresher courses and/or materials, followed by retesting.  Students who meet the benchmark for their intended program of study are referred to program advisors.

As the college’s study continued, the passion of the people involved became apparent.  Meetings were full of energy and excitement as the faculty and staff shared their experiences and learning.  An atmosphere of celebration prevailed as best practices were researched, new ideas were discussed, new services and procedures were implemented, or current practices were validated.  For example, faculty and staff recommended retaining the current academic division structure for providing preparatory studies after reviewing a number of best practices in developmental education; however, coordination of support is assigned to a new functional unit for learning support services.  In the academic division structure, the Associate in Arts Division contained preparatory English and reading courses as well as curriculum English courses.  The Associate in Science Division housed both preparatory and curriculum math courses.  The committees recommended a continuation of this structure to ensure exit criteria for preparatory courses and entrance criteria for curriculum courses were aligned.

Other improvements followed.  Information flow to advisors moved from a purple notebook to a real-time advisement web page.  Advisement issues were addressed in periodic “advisement summits.”  Copies of high school transcripts were provided to advisors to assist in assessing a student’s interests, academic strengths and weaknesses, and high school background in disciplines such as math.  Advisement and registration became almost continuous processes. 

Instructional processes were also improved to promote consistency and clarify expectations.  A template for course syllabi was developed.  Exit criteria were developed for all preparatory courses to better align exit competencies with entrance requirements for the next preparatory or curriculum course in the sequence.  Professional development opportunities were provided for faculty in order to promote best practices.

Other strategies were implemented to improve retention and success for preparatory students.  Learning communities were launched in several divisions, some of which paired preparatory reading courses with reading-intensive curriculum courses. In response to evaluation results from its annual survey of current students, faculty and staff developed an academic progress alert form for preparatory students.  Students now receive an alert which indicated the steps they should take to improve their chance of success.  The form includes suggestions for improvement and resource information.

In the fall of 2001, the college’s Learning Assistance Center (LAC) opened for students.  Located in the building which houses preparatory courses and faculty, the LAC offers:

· Free tutoring

· Computer access

· A writing center staffed by English faculty several hours each weekday

· Advisement  and counseling

· Special testing, particularly for students with disabilities who have an accommodation plan

· Supplemental  instruction (beginning in the spring of 2002)

· Print resources on a variety of topics

Staff in the LAC offers a variety of workshops, both in the center and in classrooms on topics such as study skills, reading texts for information, test anxiety, time management, and conflict management.  Also, a course in money management is currently offered in cooperation with the college’s Business Technology Division.

The cultural change, which resulted in strategies to address our current student market, also assisted us in working with economic developers and educators in our community on more long-range solutions for developing a more qualified workforce to attract jobs that pay higher salaries.  In collaboration with the local public school systems, the Workforce Development Board, and other community agencies, the college identified a series of initiatives to enhance opportunities for education and employment, to reduce the number of high school graduates who require remedial courses in their post-secondary education, and to increase the number of students with fourteen or more years of formal education

Excited and proud of the work we have done, we are the first to admit that our journey is not over and never will be.  At present we are challenged to sustain the energy and focus that we developed in the study despite discouraging words about reductions in state funding; however, our commitment is renewed each time we experience a phenomenon like this recent example.  Last Friday approximately 120 students began arriving as early as 4 a.m. to line up for 8 a.m. registration in a certified nursing assistant course for which only 80 spaces were available. In our community CNA graduates can expect to make about $8 per hour in a job that has a 50 percent annual attrition rate.  How can we meet the current demand for short-term training in our program areas?  How can we enhance educational and employment opportunities in order for these students to have a better future?  If we are able to build a more highly skilled workforce, will the good jobs come to our community?

As long as there are students who need our assistance to be successful, we will continue to learn, to try, and to evaluate new methods of enhancing their learning.  After all, these are our students.
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