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Context of this Review

Developmental English, sometimes known as Basic or Remedial English, refers to a suite of literacy 
skills (and the programs and supports designed to convey them to students) that are presumed to be 
necessary for success at any college level. Developmental English is often subdivided into its core 
competencies of reading and writing, and these competencies are themselves divided into any number 
of sub-competencies, including grammar, spelling, composition, expository essays, argument and 
analysis, and so on. A number of Developmental English programs also include study skills, speaking 
and listening, and related skills for communication and effective academic performance. As with 
Developmental Math, these skills are generally understood to lie along a continuum, with fundamentals 
such as basic reading and writing at one extreme, and advanced academic skills such as critical reading 
and generating compelling written position-statements at the other extreme. There is no objective point 
along this continuum which is broadly understood to delineate “developmental” students from 
“normal” students. Furthermore, different skills can mature at different rates, but their interdependency 
makes it difficult to ascertain the specific deficiencies that need attention. These uncertainties are at the 
heart of the challenges facing student placement and the design of effective Developmental English 
programs.

Research and Sources

We have researched many different facets of the state of the field of Developmental English. Among 
other things, we have:

• compiled statistics on student placement into and success completing Developmental English 
programs,

• analyzed the variation in Developmental English curricula from one institution to the next,
• integrated the research on best practices, proven outcomes, latest innovations, and other 

academic considerations,
• considered the larger political, technical, and social landscape to better ensure that proposed 
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solutions can accommodate advances (and weather setbacks) in the field,
• worked closely with academic and advocacy organizations in Developmental English, as well as 

member institutions of the National Repository of Online Courses (NROC)1.

Both Developmental English and Math are subject to similar political and technical advances and 
pressures. Prior review of Developmental Math2 included consideration of the latest educational 
technology trends generally, evidence of other factors that influence student success (such as affective 
domain variables, school policies, pedagogical models, etc), and key variables that will likely affect the 
success of any educational technology product we can build and distribute. These latter research 
findings transcend math and are just as likely to apply to a Developmental English program3.

There are several national organizations that provide academic and professional support to some or all 
of the field, including:

• the Conference on Basic Writing (CBW)4, itself a specialist group within the larger Conference 
on College Composition and Communication (CCCC)5. The journal6 for the Basic Writing 
Special Interest Group is only a few years old, reflecting the relatively recent establishment of 
Basic Writing (and Basic English generally) as a coherent field of study.

• the National Association for Developmental Education (NADE)7, established in 1976, and 
serving mostly an advocacy and professional development role.

• the National Center for Developmental Education8, which publishes the Journal of 
Developmental Education9, NADE's official journal and a leading academic outlet for the field.

• the Community College Research Center (CCRC)10 at Teachers College, Columbia University. 
Much of their research comes courtesy of funding from the Gates and Lumina Foundations, and 
the research provides a comprehensive picture of the drivers and challenges for Developmental 
Education programs at community colleges across the country11.

• a smattering of smaller organizations focused on specific activities in the field, such as tutoring, 
academic support centers, and so on.

There are also some existing initiatives that have produced research, build products, or taken positions 
regarding the future of developmental education. Many of these projects have seen substantial support 
from leading philanthropic foundations. These include:

• Achieving the Dream12, a consortium of community colleges and partners that have agreed to 
work together to build better data systems and then leverage those data to learn more about 
effective practice and promising interventions in developmental education;

• The Next-Generation Learning Challenge13 winners, some of whom are focused explicitly on 

1 http://www.montereyinstitute.org/nroc/  
2 http://www.nrocmath.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/MITE_WhitePaper-Focus-Groups-Summary.pdf  
3 Additional materials available at: http://nrocmath.org/
4 http://orgs.tamu-commerce.edu/CBW/ASU/  
5 http://www.ncte.org/cccc/  
6 http://orgs.tamu-commerce.edu/cbw/cbw/jbw.html  
7 http://nade.net/  
8 http://www.ncde.appstate.edu/  
9 http://www.ncde.appstate.edu/publications/jde/index.htm  
10 http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/  
11 See the list of publications at: http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/ContentByType.asp?t=1
12 http://achievingthedream.org/  
13 http://www.nextgenlearning.org/  
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improving developmental education outcomes;
• The League for Innovation in the Community College14, a national advocacy group for 

community colleges;
• The Alliance for Excellent Education15, which focuses mostly on high-school reform as a way 

of reducing developmental education needs;
• Getting Past Go16, a project of the Education Commission of the States (ECS) and the Project on 

Education Policy, Access and Remedial Education (PREPARE).

The State of the Field

It is difficult to find much support for any existing Developmental English outcomes or practices. The 
history of developmental education makes it clear that there have always been students who matriculate 
to institutions of higher education who are deemed insufficiently prepared; thus, the question is not 
whether developmental education should happen, but rather at what scale, in what manner, to what 
expectations, and by whom (Casazza, 1999; Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011). For community colleges, 
the high incidence of placement into developmental education courses, and the formats of those 
courses, are largely a result of the open enrollment policies for these institutions. When faced with the 
need to accommodate so many underprepared students, community colleges have had to favor 
processing-efficiency over learning-effectiveness (Jaggars & Hodara, 2011; Collins, 2008). As it 
stands, more than half of admitted students are placed into some level of developmental education. 
While outcomes for Developmental Math tend to be worse than for Developmental English (both 
reading and writing), the statistics are pretty dismal all around. For example, of the 39% of students 
who place into developmental reading, only 44% complete the requirements, and only 54% of those 
students eventually enroll in and pass a relevant credit-bearing course (Bailey et al., 2010; Bailey, 
2003). Taken together, these statistics show that only 20% of students referred to developmental 
reading successfully pass a college-level, credit-bearing course within three years (Bailey, 2003).

There are many reasons why students do not successfully complete their recommended Developmental 
English courses. Foremost among these is failure to even enroll in one or more of the courses. It seems 
that getting placed into Developmental English is itself a significant enough hurdle that many students 
simply walk away from higher education (Bailey, 2009; Bailey et al., 2010). It is important here to 
remember that many students, if not yet the majority, who attend community colleges are “non-
traditional,” in the sense that they tend to be older (average age is 2917), have families and other 
obligations, and are often seeking additional or alternative training, perhaps to improve their situation 
or retrain for a new career. For these students, the prospect of having to pay for and complete one or 
more courses that do not meaningfully contribute toward a credential is simply unacceptable.

Current Trends in Developmental English

For Developmental English, as with all of developmental education, there are many calls to support 
underprepared students in a more personalized, cost-effective, and time-efficient manner (Rutschow & 
Schneider, 2011). Unfortunately, these goals are in conflict with each other for most of the current 
models of developmental education (Jaggars & Hodara, 2011). Fortunately, it seems reasonable to 
14 http://league.org/  
15 http://www.all4ed.org/  
16 http://gettingpastgo.org/  
17 See data at: http://www.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/Trends/Pages/studentsatcommunitycolleges.aspx
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propose that thoughtful design of the relevant resources, coupled with ongoing research and evaluation 
of alternative implementation models, can resolve these conflicts and radically improve outcomes. To 
begin, we examined current practices and new trends in the field to better understand the possible 
models.

Placement exams

As a rule, Developmental English courses are typically offered separately from credit-bearing 
instruction. The logic of this approach is clear: college courses are designed for students who are ready 
for college-level work – if you are not college-ready, then you need to first reach that readiness 
threshold and then you are able to take any course in the college catalog. Because a high-school 
diploma is not sufficient evidence of college-readiness, and many aspiring community college students 
graduated from high school a long time ago, most colleges use one or more placement exams to sort 
students, especially those offered by Accuplacer and Compass (Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011).

The evidence to date suggests that these exams do a very poor job correctly sorting students as claimed 
(Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011; Jaggars, 2011). Perhaps more problematic is the lack of support for 
these instruments among Developmental English and other faculty. Furthermore, reviews of different 
placement designs and Developmental English programs have clearly shown that simple reliance on the 
exams, and the cut-scores that determine student placements, distracts from the harder and much more 
impactful challenges of implementing Developmental English programs that work. These challenges go 
far beyond the Developmental English curriculum, with greater impacts seen based on integration of 
academic advising, financial aid, and other student supports, as well as adoption and use of appropriate 
technologies, professional development, and interdepartmental course alignment (Collins, 2008).

Unfortunately, there are no sufficiently scalable alternatives to placement exams currently available. As 
it stands, college admissions offices are seeing diminished resources even as they struggle to meet the 
needs of surging numbers of applicants (Clinedinst & Hawkins, 2010; Greene & Greene, 2011). 
Placement tests relieve some of the burden of otherwise treating each applicant individually and 
holistically. Technology could play a useful role here, but technology has also exacerbated the problem; 
for example, students can more easily apply to greater numbers of institutions using electronic 
applications, which in turn decreases the likelihood that any given student has carefully examined the 
suitability of an institution's offerings to their personal interests and needs (Clinedinst & Hawkins, 
2010). Any technology solution that builds capacity for individualized evaluation of student needs will 
need to achieve these goals within the realities of overwhelmed admissions offices and support 
services.

Acceleration

Because the attrition rate for Developmental English students is so high, there is now considerable 
interest in “accelerated” programs for students in need of remediation. The form of the acceleration 
varies from one place to the next, including compressed but more intensive independent Developmental 
English programs, technology-enabled programs that can be taken prior to matriculation, and programs 
that run in parallel with regular credit-bearing courses (also known as “mainstreaming”) (Edgecombe, 
2011). In all cases, the goal is to shorten or eliminate the delay between a student enrolling in higher 
education (or at least expressing interest) and beginning credit-bearing courses.

4



Each of these strategies finds some research support as well as some evidence for failure (Edgecombe, 
2011). Thus, while there is general support for accelerating student progress towards credit-bearing 
courses, acceleration by itself does not appear to be a sufficient solution. We expect to see continued 
experimentation in this area, so any technical solution will need to be flexible enough to accommodate 
different acceleration designs across variable institutional settings. Moreover, mainstreaming of some 
form is likely to become standard practice in traditional four-year institutions that are now being 
legislatively barred from offering “developmental” courses for cost and culture reasons18.

Contextualization

Another area of interest is in “contextualization” of developmental courses. A contextualized 
Developmental English course is generally designed in one of two ways: either the developmental 
components are embedded in a regular credit-bearing course, or the developmental course is designed 
to focus intensively on issues and ideas that originate with the students themselves (Perin, 2011; 
Rutschow & Schneider, 2011; Perin et al., 2011). In the first case, the developmental components can 
be deeply embedded, such as might occur if the course is team-taught by disciplinary and 
Developmental English faculty, or if the disciplinary faculty receives substantial and ongoing 
professional development and support in Developmental English practices. While such approaches 
have shown promise and, as in the case of the I-BEST Program in Washington State (Wachen et al., 
2010), some state-level support, they are also very hard to manage and costly to implement. In the 
second case, while it may be that the students find the developmental courses to be more engaging and 
relevant to their notions of what they need to learn, it can be difficult to ensure that the skills being 
taught are aligned to the expectations of the faculty teaching the follow-on, credit-bearing courses. 
Moreover, contextualizing the courses in this manner requires significant pedagogical expertise for 
personalization and differentiation, and is unlikely to be successful without robust technical supports. 
Regardless of the form of contextualization, the evidence to date suggests that students are indeed more 
engaged in such courses, and that they tend to learn and retain more as a result (Perin, 2011; Jaggars, 
2011; Perin et al., 2011).

The findings related to contextualization are hardly unique to developmental education courses – 
education professionals have been trying to build more context into most basic skills instruction for 
decades. Technological supports for contextualization are likely to fall under the broader umbrella of 
increasing student engagement and improving persistence. To the extent that interactive digital 
resources and other media-based technologies improve these variables for any course, they should be 
similarly useful in developmental education courses. Such resources would again need to be designed 
to accommodate the different interests and circumstances of the students and institutions involved.

Affective skills

Another body of research has focused on the specific skills and competencies associated with 
Developmental English that appear to be most important for success in college. Historically and 
presently, the focus has been on cognitive variables, including reading comprehension, basic grammar 
and spelling, effective writing, and so on. However, evidence continues to accumulate that some of the 
most important variables are in the affective domain, including positive self-concept, realistic self-
appraisal, successful handling of the system (including racism), preference for long-term goals, and so 

18 http://trib.in/HtxkcU  , http://bit.ly/IFkRRu
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on (Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011; Karp, 2011; Levine-Brown et al., 2008; Saxon et al., 2008). 
Traditionally, these “study skills” and other non-cognitive academic supports have been delegated to 
academic support centers, or run as separate (usually non-credit-bearing) study-skills courses, entirely 
divorced from core curricula. These approaches suffer from the same lack of context and other 
deficiencies that plague all segregated developmental education programs; thus, recommended practice 
is to integrate affective-skills development into regular courses – “mainstream” them – as key 
components of college readiness. Similar concerns and designs are commonplace in other areas of the 
college curriculum, so the challenge transcends developmental education, and possible solutions can be 
drawn from the broader literature on critical-thinking and metacognitive skills-development.

Additional findings

Though there are some who disagree (Boylan, 2008; Bahr, 2008), there seems to be broad support for 
the elimination of  segregated developmental education programs. While there is some supporting 
evidence that segregated programs are better than no programs, most research shows that integrated 
(mainstreamed) programs do better overall. The practical consequences of this finding should not be 
underestimated. At the very least, it suggests that there is little sense in creating free-standing 
Developmental English programs that must be implemented as coherent packages, as opposed to being 
adapted and integrated into any number of different courses and curricula. But this then poses a 
challenge for institutional adoption because most institutions need assurances that any Developmental 
English program is actually designed to meet all of their identified needs. We would humbly suggest 
that MITE's pioneering designs for Developmental Math19 offer a solution to this apparent conflict, in 
that the resources are developed and delivered as complete programs but are designed to be 
deconstructed, reorganized, and otherwise adapted to diverse institutional contexts.

Several studies showed that the biggest factor that led to change and innovation in developmental 
education programs was an institutional focus on student outcomes (Bailey, 2009). If the goal is not to 
simply recruit and sort students, but rather to help each student achieve a credential, then a lot of 
roadblocks to reform go away. Changing institutional practices to focus on outcomes would be easier if 
other changes also occurred, such as reforming financial aid and accreditation policies.

A major flaw of existing placement regimes (with or without exams) is that few of them (and neither of 
the major exams – Compass and Accuplacer) provide actionable data. Even worse, none of them 
provide interventions suited to any actionable data. The exam providers have taken some steps towards 
providing high-level overviews of proficiency scores to institutions so that they have some data on 
hand regarding incoming students, but the data are insufficient for anything more than that. Here again, 
much of the blame can be placed at the inherent conflict between processing-efficiency versus learning-
effectiveness. Unless we are able to acquire sufficient information to judge competency at a sufficiently 
granular scale, it is not reasonable to expect actionable data. This challenge speaks more to the manner 
in which most placement tests are administered – usually as one-time, high-stakes experiences – rather 
than anything specific to the test items or analyses themselves.

Finally, there is a general trend towards greater degrees of standardization, especially at the state level 
(Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011). This trend is driven by economics as well as a belief that 
standardization enables greater control over quality-metrics and inter-institutional transfer. However, 

19 http://nrocmath.org/product/higher-ed/developmental-mathematics/  
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this trend directly contradicts other trends towards greater individual and institutional autonomy, 
experimentation, and customization. The ideal developmental education enterprise would achieve a 
high degree of standardization at the highest levels (e.g., alignment to state or federal learning 
standards) while facilitating a high degree of personalization for individuals and institutions.

Conclusions

There is evidence that students who simply skip developmental education placements (i.e., enroll in 
credit-bearing courses anyway) have better outcomes. Further, many students appear to be placed into 
developmental education inappropriately due to lack of preparation for the high-stakes placement tests. 
These findings clearly call for reforming the courses and placement methods, but some have gone 
further, advocating the abolishment of all developmental education curricula, pushing the responsibility 
for getting students “college ready” back to high schools. But there are very few solutions or supports 
offered here. This approach is sure to eliminate college from consideration for large numbers of high 
school graduates, and also eliminate continuing education for adult learners, neither of which is 
acceptable.

There is no question that reform is needed at a number of levels, but in the meantime, the research 
reviewed here suggests that higher education institutions are starting to discern how different strategies 
can improve outcomes. As stated earlier, there are no clear winning approaches as of yet. But it should 
be possible to use technology to facilitate greater effort toward experimentation, innovation, and 
personalization, reorienting institutional concerns to improved student outcomes. In theory, the same 
technological supports for expanding the research effort should then accelerate adoption and scale-up 
of any resources and practices that are found to be effective. 
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