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This paper provides a preliminary review of the digital instructional materials available for use by 
Developmental English programs and students. We expect that the findings presented here will be 
used in further research that will explore the gaps in these products and the need for alternatives. 

Research Methods

Our research into existing products and the competitive landscape entailed several types of 
activities, including:

• interviews and conversations with community college administrators at the national 
conference of the National Association for Developmental Education (NADE), in February 
2012 in Orlando, Florida; 

• a review of companies and products presenting in the exhibit hall at the NADE national 
conference;

• a review of websites and materials, including online product demonstrations;
• phone conversations with sales people from several of the companies providing 

Developmental English products;
• a review of community college Developmental English websites; and
• a literature and website review (sources are listed in Appendix A).

The Developmental English Landscape

Developmental English faculty and departments appear to have been slower to embrace digital 
materials than math faculty, but it is unclear whether low interest from educators has resulted in 
fewer digital products, or if creation of relatively fewer digital products has led to lower rates of 
adoption in the past. Regardless of the cause and effect relationship, several prominent providers of 
digital math products do not offer English products (e.g., Carnegie and Hawkes), and few English 
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products are available across both secondary and post-secondary, as they are in math. The move to 
digital products appears to be accelerating, but has not yet caught up to the levels seen in 
Developmental Math.

Many Developmental English offerings come from providers who first created Developmental Math 
products, and the pedagogical approach in the English products appears to reflect a framework 
created for the math materials. A need exists for a English product that is created from the start with 
English in mind, and does not appear to be English content built into a math framework. 

Most digital products in English parallel the course scope and sequence used by community 
colleges. Courses typically cover writing and reading, and sometimes vocabulary as well. In a few 
cases the department offers a separate grammar course. In addition, Developmental Education or 
Developmental Studies departments often include courses in study skills or college success, and 
products for these courses are sometimes offered together with English materials. Appendix B 
provides examples of courses offered in several community colleges. 

Developmental English Digital Products

Our review of the digital products available in Developmental English found relatively few options, 
especially compared to the number of products available in Developmental Math. The most 
commonly used digital products are those offered by the largest college publishers (Pearson, 
McGraw-Hill, and Cengage).We also found two additional products worth profiling, Bedford/St. 
Martins Compclass, and Blackboard’s Developmental Education line. Neither of these last two are 
yet prominent, but outside of the major publishers’ products they appear most likely to become 
widely used.

The products from the largest publishers are:
• Pearson offers a series of MyLab products, which are the most established in developmental 

education. Pearson claims 8 million students have used MyLab products. According to 
preliminary interviews, of the three leading products MyLab has less multimedia than the 
others, and what is has is more dated.

• McGraw Hill Connect series is the equivalent to MyLabs, and appears to be the most 
engaging of the offerings from major publishers.

• Cengage claims to have the strongest research-based product in Aplia, which was first 
developed at Stanford University.

Taken together, these products cover much of the Developmental English landscape. They are 
proprietary, web-based platforms that integrate assessment, content and activities, and an 
individualized (mastery-based) learning path. They allow instructors to add and modify assessments 
and content at varying levels, and provide user communities and some degree of professional 
development. They also offer textbook-specific versions of the software. 

Further descriptions of the three major products and the two secondary products are provided below. 
Study skills products are often tied to Developmental English products lines, and therefore some of 
these are included in descriptions below. 
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Pearson Education: MyLabs

Pearson has a line of seven "MyLab" digital products in English and Study Skills. MyLabs for 
Developmental English are proprietary, web-based platforms that integrate assessment, content and 
activities, and an individualized (mastery-based) learning path.

Pearson has two main digital products in the MyLab series targeted at the Developmental English 
curriculum1: MyReadingLab and MyWritingLab. MyReadingLab includes a diagnostic assessment, 
self-assessment, and summative assessment for each module. Instructors can add new activities and 
re-order content. MyWritingLab offers skill practice and writing practice, including an automated 
essay assessment that provides immediate feedback on organization, ideas, and fluency. 

MyReadingLab and MyWritingLab are combined into a product called MySkillsLab that adds 
content specific to college study skills. A fourth product, MyFoundationsLab, includes all of the 
above plus additional study skills and developmental math elements2. 

MyReadingLab

MyReadingLab3 combines diagnostics, practice exercises, and assessment to “help improve 
students' reading skills and reading level.”4 Reading skills and reading level measurement are 
combined into a personalized study plan for each student. Pearson claims that the result is 
“quantifiable data that help instructors measure individual student progress." Key features are listed 
below.

• "Path Builder" is a diagnostic that then plots content, or the "Learning Path," to be studied 
by the student. 

• "Skills check" is a self-test within the module, followed by a "mastery check," which is a 
basic end-of-module test.

• Four levels of reading exist. The instructor can hide any of the four.
• "Help me solve this" is said to be  based on multimedia features, but appears to be largely 

text-based.
• Lexile Measures5 are used for the readings. Pearson claims that it has data to demonstrate 

improvements in Lexile scores for students using MyReadingLab.
• Limited editing is available for instructors, who can add new activities and assessments, and 

reorganize the material.
• One example activity has a reading, with drop down menus where the students chooses the 

best word to complete a sentence.

1 http://pearsonmylabandmastering.com/learn-about/  
2 MyMathLab is among the most widely used Developmental Math products. Other MyLabs include MyCompLab, 

MyLiteratureLab, and MyTechCommLab.
3 www.myreadinglab.com
4 All quotes come from product descriptions provided by the companies on their websites. Editorial comments are 

based on our reviews of the products and interviews with college administrators.
5 Lexile Measures assess and rate the difficulty of a text. The Lexile Framework, developed by MetaMetrics, is widely 

used. (Source: http://lexile.com/about-lexile/lexile-overview/ and http://www.metametricsinc.com)
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MyWritingLab

MyWritingLab is available for either developmental writing or composition. It offers skills 
remediation and improves students' writing via two practice engines: 

• Writing Skills, a mastery-based skill practice offering progressive exercises sets; and
• Writing Practice, a low-stakes writing practice where students' written submissions are 

automatically scored by Pearson's Intelligent Essay Assessor (IEA), which provides 
immediate feedback on organization, ideas, and fluency.

MyWritingLab also includes PathBuilder, skills check, mastery check, "Help me solve this" and 
"ask my instructor.”

MySkillsLab  6  

MySkillsLab combines MyWritingLab and MyReadingLab into a single study plan in which 
“students can sharpen their writing skills and improve their reading skills and comprehension 
levels.” Although sold as a separate product, it is basically an aggregation of content from 
MyReadingLab and MyWritingLab. It includes PathBuilder, skills check, mastery check, "Help me 
solve this" and "ask my instructor.”

MyFoundationsLab  7  

MyFoundationsLab combines MyWritingLab, MyReadingLab, and MyMathLab. It claims to cover 
study skills and college readiness, but it is unclear how or if the content focusing on these topics 
differs from the core writing and reading lab content. It includes PathBuilder, skills check, mastery 
check, "Help me solve this" and "ask my instructor.”

Pricing
• MyLab access with textbooks ranges from mid-$40s to $100+ based on the cost of the 

textbook.
• A single course access card is sold for as low as $34, although prices vary and some listed 

prices are higher, suggesting that the lowest prices we found may be unusual.

McGraw Hill: Connect series

McGraw Hill’s product series that is analogous to Pearson’s MyLab series is Connect8. In 
Developmental English the products are Connect Writing, Connect Reading, and Connect 
Literature. Connect courses all are textbook-specific and appear to be difficult to categorize by the 
typical community college Developmental English curriculum. Connect for Developmental English 
products are proprietary, web-based platforms that integrate assessment, content and activities, and 
an individualized (mastery-based) learning path. They allow instructors to build assignments from 

6 http://www.myskillslab.com  
7 http://www.myfoundationslab.com  
8 http://connect.mcgraw-hill.com  . Connect Writing demonstration is available at http://connect.mcgraw-

hill.com/classwareweb/tours/Writing/index.html
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an assessment library or from other web-based resources. Based on our review, Connect appears to 
have a more engaging presentation and more appealing interface than the MyLab products. Similar 
to the MyLabs series, there are two Connect courses in Student Success and Student and Career 
Success.

Connect includes 200 animated  presentations (Figure 1), that present real-world scenarios as the 
basis for writing assignments. The proprietary Learning Management System environment allows 
instructors to build assignments from the assessment library.

Figure 1: Screen capture of an animated presentation in McGraw-Hill Connect

Additional features include:
• diagnostic tests to improve editing skills; the assessments help create a resulting "Learning 

Plan;”
• an online notebook that allows for students to write and convert the text to a Microsoft Word 

file;
• lessons with animated writing instruction which include step-by-step writing assignments 

that instruct the student on errors in the example;
• highlighted key issues for students, such as “avoid fused sentences,” and “correct fused 

sentences in 5 ways” (Figure 2); and
• student progress tracking, although this is not well-presented and does not appear to be a 

highly functional.
Connect is marketed as a classroom, blended or fully online product.

Pricing
• Connect with textbooks appear comparable to Pearson in price, starting around $35 and 

ranging up to the $90 based on the accompanying textbook.
• Single course access cards are available for as low as $14 for Connect Writing and Connect 

Reading.
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McGraw emphasizes its integration with Blackboard, which includes the Connect content9.

Figure 2: Screen capture of highlighted “key issues” from the Connect product series

Cengage Learning: Aplia

Aplia is Cengage's direct competitor to MyLab and Connect. Aplia was developed at Stanford 
University and was purchased by Cengage after several years of partnership between Cengage and 
the university. Aplia comes in versions that map to the courses in the community college 
developmental curriculum. Three reading courses, two writing courses, and one course that 
combines reading and writing are offered: 

• Developmental Reading: Lower Level
• Developmental Reading: Mid-Level  
• Developmental Reading: Upper Level
• Developmental Writing: Sentence to Paragraph
• Developmental Writing: Paragraph to Essay
• Integrated Reading and Writing

Aplia Developmental Writing features include:
• diagnostic assessments with reporting at the individual and class level;
• interactive graphic organizers;
• topics that are presented in a linear fashion, allowing students little flexibility to follow their 

own path through the content;
• textbook video content that is available, but not yet integrated with Aplia;
• simple, short animations, such as tennis to illustrate changing tenses (Figure 3); 

9 McGraw Hill and Blackboard partnership, retrieved March 3, 2012, 
https://highereducationwebinars.adobeconnect.com/_a1002564123/p69h98zpm2o/?
launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal
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• automated assignments that provide immediate feedback;
• automatic grading recorded in the Aplia gradebook; and
• Integration with several Learning Management Systems including Blackboard and 

Brainhoney.

Figure 3: Screen capture of a sample animation from Cengage Aplia10

Pricing
• Single course access card for Aplia Writing is $33 through Cengage store11.
• Aplia with textbooks start around $45 and ranging up to the $100 based on the 

accompanying textbook. 

Cengage has several slightly older products12, but with the purchase of Aplia, it has become the 
focus for the company.

Bedford/St. Martins Compclass

CompClass13 is offered by Bedford/St. Martins, a long-time leader in the English textbook market. 
CompClass is built on an older Learning Management System platform, in a structured file-folder 
format. A new version of CompClass is expected to be released in the next six months and will be 
built on an new proprietary platform. The product is textbook-centric, and includes videos of 
10 http://aplia.com/demo?id=68  
11 http://www.cengage.com/search/productOverview.do?Ntt=aplia  ||

19249019526781916626998869715200668&N=16&Ntk=all%7C%7CP_EPI
12 Read Space and Write Space (http://www.cengage.com/tlconnect/client/product/findProduct.do?

productId=356), and Total Practice Zone 
(http://college.cengage.com/devenglish/resources/total_practice_zone/assets/students/)

13 http://courses.bfwpub.com/yourcompclass/about.php  
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famous writers, video scenarios, and tutorials called "Engage." We were unable to find pricing 
information and expect it may change with the new release. The current version does not appear to 
be worth researching further.

Blackboard DevEd

Blackboard's DevEd site14 currently lists only three developmental math courses—integrated math, 
basic algebra and intermediate algebra—but information on the website alludes to a full range of 
developmental courses. References exist to content from Aventa and K12 Inc.; as Aventa has been 
acquired by K12 Inc. it may be that the references are to the same content. Pricing information is 
only available through direct contact with Blackboard. This product does not appear to be widely 
used, but is worth watching.

Secondary products

Several additional products exist, although our research suggests that none of these are being used 
at levels approaching the others listed above. Some of these are tools that are much more limited 
than the products listed above. Examples include McGraw-Hills Writing Roadmap15 and Merit 
Software’s English Grammar Connection16.

Conclusions and next steps

The scope of our research did not extend to systematically interviewing educators to determine their 
views of the existing digital products. Our limited findings in this area, however, suggest that a 
desire for alternatives exists. In a two-hour session with community college administrators and 
instructors at the NROC members meeting, attendees expressed great interest in a new option. 
Many of the attendees were not using any digital products in Developmental English. In 
conversations with attendees of the NADE national conference, similar opinions were expressed—
either no digital products were being used, or the administrator was seeking alternatives for reasons 
related to cost or quality. 

These conversations have not yet been extensive enough for us to fully determine the gap between 
the need and the existing products, but they suggest that a gap exists. We hope to further explore 
developmental educators’ needs, and the potential for new digital instructional materials to fill the 
gaps.

14 http://www.blackboard.com/sites/deved/solutions/index.asp  
15 http://www.ctb.com/ctb.com/control/productFamilyViewAction?productFamilyId=459&p=products  
16 http://www.englishgrammarconnection.com/  
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Appendix A: Research sources

Several research sources are listed in the footnotes of the main body of the paper. Additional sources 
are listed below.

White papers and books: 

Carnegie Council on Advancing Adolescent English. (2010). Time to act: An agenda for advancing 
adolescent English for college and career success. New York, NY: Carnegie Corporation of New 
York.

Daggett, Willard R., and Ted S. Hasselbring. 2007. What We Know About Adolescent Reading. 
International Center for Leadership in Education. Vanderbilt University.

Gallagher, Kelly. 2009. Readicide: How Schools Are Killing Reading and What You Can Do About  
It. Stenhouse Publishers.

 
Morris, Charlie. 2010,  Current Research Regarding Developmental English Writing Program 

Administration: Practical Applications for the Borderlands Community College. Prescott College

Websites:

http://www.readwritethink.org/
http://www.you-can-teach-writing.com/formative_assessment.html
http://www.teachingcollegeenglish.com/
http://www.k12irc.org/
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Appendix B: Community College Developmental English programs 

We examined a few example programs to help inform our understanding of the ways in which 
digital products map to the typical curriculum. Examples from this research are provided below.

Northern Virginia Community College17

The Virginia Community College System is implementing a system-wide approach to 
developmental education courses.

• ENG 001 Preparing for College Writing I
• ENG 002 Spelling and vocabulary study
• ENG 003 Preparing for College Writing II
• ENG 004 Preparing for College Reading I
• ENG 005 Preparing for College Reading II

Hinds Community College (MS)
Writing courses are taught out of the Hinds CC English department, while reading and study skills 
are taught out of a separate department. 
English department:

• 1103 (Developmental) Basic Studies in English
• 1203 (Developmental) Fundamentals of Communication

Reading and Education Department18:
• 0113 Beginning Reading
• 0123 Intermediate Reading
• 0113 Essential College Skills I
• 0113 Essential College Skills II

Columbus State Community College (OH)
The majority of developmental English courses are taught out of the Developmental Education 
department19.

• DEV 006 Basic Grammar Skills
• DEV 007 Basic Punctuation Skills
• DEV 015 Spelling and Vocabulary
• DEV 040 Reading Improvement
• DEV 041 Basic Communication Skills
• DEV 044 Critical Reading and Thinking

One developmental course is taught out of the English department:
• ENGL 100 Language Development

17 http://www.nvcc.edu/campuses-and-centers/manassas/academic-divisions/communications-  
socialsciences/deveng.html

18 http://www.hindscc.edu/Departments/reading_education/default.aspx  
19 http://www2.cscc.edu/academics/programs/deved/reading-writing-courses.shtml  
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