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Context

An investigation of curriculum trends in Developmental English (also called Basic English) offered 
in two- and four-year colleges revealed varied approaches to remediation. The widespread failure of 
the current developmental education programs to prepare learners to enter and complete college 
level studies is fueling a debate on the goals of developmental education, and stimulating redesign 
and reform. The high level of dissatisfaction and flux has opened the door for the consideration and 
adoption of new approaches to developmental English. 

Research and Sources

The research for this report into the curriculum, standards and professional development approached 
in Developmental English included the following: 

• Conversations with community college administrators and faculty at the National Association 
for Developmental Education (NADE) in February 2012 in Orlando, FL 

• Review of conference proceedings from NADE and Innovations 2012 Annual Conferences 
• Invited group discussant in the “Significant Discussions” pre-conference workshop, Innovations 

2012, Philadelphia, PA 
• A national survey of course offerings and syllabi in 200 Community Colleges 
• Review of current literature and conference presentations on the failure of, and proposed 

interventions in, Developmental English programs 
• Review of projects and associations focused on Developmental Education redesign 
• Review of projects and associations focused on 21st Century teaching and learning 
• Review of assessment practices most commonly taken by entering college students 
• Review of literature and websites focused on new practices in professional development 
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Developmental English Curriculum

Developmental Studies and Basic English are offered in different departments at different colleges, 
and the curriculum varies depending on where the courses are offered. In general, if the curriculum 
is in an English Department, the courses cover skill development in reading, writing, and some 
English foundations, such as vocabulary and grammar. If the curriculum is offered in 
Developmental Studies or Counseling Services, along with the above-listed topics, additional 
courses are also offered, including study skills, student success, and college orientation courses. 

We conducted a survey of approximately 200 Community Colleges that serve a large fraction of 
financially-disadvantaged students and found an array of courses, sequences, and priorities in 
teaching remedial English. While this nationwide spectrum ranges from two to seventeen courses, 
the most common program includes five courses with mixtures of reading comprehension, writing 
composition and an assortment of fundamentals. Some comprehensive programs have career or 
discipline-focused options, multiple levels, and specialized reading and writing courses. The core of 
Developmental English curriculum includes the following courses in one form or another: 

• Basic Reading I 
• Basic Reading II 
• English Fundamentals 
• Basic Writing / Composition 
• Study Skills (and 21st Century Learning skills) 

English as a Second Language (ESL) and English Language Learner (ELL) courses are offered 
separately, and lead into different levels of Developmental English courses. 

Study Skills

Study Skills programs have emerged to be part of remedial education as the evidence has grown 
demonstrating that students who lack college-level cognitive skills often lack the non-cognitive, 
affective skills necessary to succeed in college. Study Skills, sometimes called College Success, 
courses historically have been optional and offered in non-academic departments, such as in student 
services and student counseling programs. As needs have increased, College Success and Study 
Skills courses have become a part of Developmental Studies departments, though many colleges 
still offer them through non-academic centers. A typical Study Skills or College Success course will 
include objectives such as: 

• Develop reading, writing and study skills 
• Develop note-taking techniques 
• Develop critical thinking skills 
• Develop problem-solving skills 
• Develop study and time management skills 
• Clarify reasons for attending college 
• Develop confidence-building techniques 
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• Develop interpersonal skills 
• Identify personal and work values 
• Establish career and life goals 

These days, many Developmental Studies redesign efforts take into account the non-cognitive skills 
such as managing anxiety, attitude, confidence, concentration, and motivation. They are requiring 
concurrent enrollment in study skills courses, or are integrating study skills, college success and 
career pathways topics into the Developmental English curriculum. 

The redesign of Developmental Studies and Basic English curriculum is occurring at the same time 
that education is being transformed by the ubiquity of mobile communication devices and 
unfettered access to digital, social, and participatory media. These affordances have enabled the 
renewed interest in the social, collaborative, and participatory aspects of learning in general, and 
college and workplace competencies in particular. This can be seen in redesign efforts around 
project-based learning, group study and learning communities. Reinforcing such trends are the 
projects and associations proposing broad curriculum reform to incorporate “21st Century learning 
skills.” The articulation of 21st century skills differs between various associations and researchers. 
However, a generalized list of the skills includes: 

• Global Awareness 
• Creativity and Innovation 
• Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 
• Multi-modal Communications 
• Information, Media and Technology Literacies 

Integrated 21st century learning activities are likely to be essential ingredients in any new 
developmental studies curriculum. These learning skills may be understood as the skills, 
knowledge, and expertise students will need to master to succeed in post-secondary education, work, 
and life. 

Standards and Placement Tests

In contrast to the varied curricula of remedial English programs found in the United States, more 
than 90% of higher education institutions use only one of two standardized exams to place students 
in remediation programs: Accuplacer (College Board) or Compass (Pearson). So while the approach 
to remediation is varied, the “filter” to separate those students in need of remediation is limited, and 
is therefore simpler to address, and may offer the most expeditious avenue to attack the remediation 
problem. In other words, since only two placement exams act as the gatekeepers for US students 
entering higher education (and avoiding non-credit bearing remedial courses), a strategy that helps 
prepare students to perform well in placement exams completely circumvents the varied and 
complex issues of math and English remediation and gets students past the placement exam, into 
college, and on with their careers. 

The reason that the Accuplacer and Compass exams are the de facto measures of math and English 
readiness may be the result of the lack of consistent high school graduation standards across states 
and districts, combined with poor high school and college curriculum articulation. The nationwide 
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adoption of the Common Core State Standards will address one side of the problem. Curriculum 
articulation projects between K-12 schools and colleges will require additional reconciliations with 
additional curriculum. The standards and outcomes put forth by associations, projects, and products 
that need to be considered include: 

• National Assessment of Educational Progress 
• Common Core State Standards 
• National Association for Developmental Education 
• National Council of Teachers of English 
• National Center for Developmental Education 
• ACT Reading and Writing assessment 
• ACCUPLACER Reading and Writing assessment 
• COMPASS Reading and Writing assessment 

Professional Development

New approaches to engaging instructors in continuous professional development will be essential to 
the success of any new Developmental English program. Developmental English educators need to 
be able to take advantage of online, on-demand, self-directed professional development and 
communities of practice. New networked professional development opportunities are starting to 
take root. The demand for preparing instructors to engage in 21st century learning and teaching 
practices can be seen in the number of blogs, communities of practice, books, articles, websites, and 
more that have surfaced in the past few years. Teachers appear to be hungry for more support in the 
use of digital and social media, and want on-demand, anywhere, anytime PD learning networks. 
With the technologies supporting 21st century learning changing on a daily basis, it is increasingly 
critical that teachers connect with peers in an ecosystem of opportunities, expertise, resources, and 
tools. 

Connected Educators, Personal Learning Networks, and Communities of Practice are becoming the 
new affordances of open professional development by and for educators engaging in transformative 
educational practices. Educators are learning together and sharing DIY resources through new 
projects and participatory media channels. They are using live and recorded webinars, various social 
media channels, including Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Blogs, in addition to participating in 
popular conference workshops. Projects that connect and curate these emergent opportunities will 
be necessary to bring this activity into mainstream education. The needs of Developmental English 
faculty are well suited for this emerging approach to professional development; the majority of higher 
education developmental studies faculty are adjuncts with little, if any, specific expertise in 
developmental education or access to professional development. 

Developmental English Redesign

Approaches currently underway that may provide evidence of success include: 

• Elimination: pushing responsibility to K-12 system and/or 2-year colleges 
• Bridges: labs, learning centers, summer programs 
• Concurrent: remediation alongside college-credit courses 
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• Integration/Mainstreaming: building remediation options into regular curriculum 
• Accelerated/Personalized: strategies to shorten the time to college-credit 
• Differentiated Pathways: technical, career, and discipline specific program needs 
• Contextualized: thematic, career, and discipline specific contexts 
• Integrated Study Skills: building study-skills activities into English curriculum 
• Project-based, Group, and Learning Communities: emphasizing social aspects of learning and 

college success 
• Remediation/Test Prep Software: adaptive test banks, instant feedback 

An effective and efficient Developmental English program will need to address the combined 
challenges of the decline in public funding, the increased demand for post-secondary education, the 
nationwide shift to Common Core State Standards, and the current lack of good college-placement 
practices. The curriculum will need to be deployed within new connected-learning models, 
technologies, and practices to meet the needs of 21st century students and teachers. 
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APPENDIX A
Associations and Projects Involved in Developmental Education Redesign

• NADE (National Association for Developmental Education) 
• NCTE (National Council of Teachers of English) 
• Accelerated Learning Project 
• National Center for Developmental Education (Appalachian State University) 
• Kellogg Institute for the Training and Certification of Developmental Educators 
• Community College Research Center (Teachers College, Columbia University) 
• Scaling Innovation in Developmental Education 
• Deeper Learning Rubrics (Hewlett Foundation) 
• Significant Discussions (League for Innovation in the CC/MetLife Foundation) 
• Association of American Colleges and Universities – Rubrics 
• Achieving the Dream   
• Community Colleges Count   
• Academy for College Excellence 
• Gateway to College National Network   
• Getting Past Go   
• Jobs for the Future   
• National Writing Project   
• Pathways to College   
• Basic Skills Initiative   
• Tennessee Developmental Studies Redesign Initiative   (FIPSE) 
• Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training   (I-BEST) 
• Open University/OLNet, Bridge2School Project 
• Institute for Knowledge Management in Education (ISKME: Professional Development) 

APPENDIX B
21st Century Learning Projects and Practices

• . The Partnership for 21st Century Skills http://www.p21.org/overview/skills-framework 
• . Edutopia Professional Development http://www.edutopia.org/professional-development-guides 
• . International Baccalaureate: Literature and Language Curriculum 
• http://www.ibo.org/diploma/curriculum/group1/ 
• Digital Media and Learning Research Hub   
• International Journal of Learning and Media  , Cambridge, MIT Press 
• The Connected Educator  
• Powerful Learning Practice  : Professional development for 21st Century Educators 
• Gardner, H. (2010) Five Minds for the Future, Cambridge, Harvard Business School Press 
• Social Learn  , Open University 
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http://nwp.org/
http://www.jff.org/
http://gettingpastgo.org/?page_id=75
http://www.gatewaytocollege.org/
http://www.deionline.org/
http://www.achievingthedream.org/
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