
In 1973, Mina Shaughnessy wrote that "the debate about Open Admis-
sions has been and is being carried on in the language of those who
oppose it: in the alphabet of numbers, the syntax of print-outs, the
transformations of graphs and tables." She urged teachers of Basic Writing
to commit themselves to extending their accountability to adopt the
techniques of evaluation and close, systematic observation of the social
sciences, to pool research. "Until we can describe more precisely than we
have the process whereby our students move toward maturity as readers
and writers, we cannot challenge those critics who claim that the stu-
dents do not move at all." (401-404)

Developmental English courses, like the developmental studies pro-
grams in which they are often embedded, have been the subjects of many
evaluation studies, often designed to measure the effectiveness of var-
ious program designs. just as frequently, these studies have been
intended to answer critics of developmental studies, ranging from attacks
like Geoffrey Wagner's, who argued that developmental education was a
threat to the real purpose of colleges, to the more recent charge that
developmental education does not serve the very minority students in
whose support it was originally called into existence.1

There are real restrictions on these evaluations, however. Since these
evaluations are usually performed for or by administrators at particular
schools, they must be subject to the calendar by which decisions are made.
The problem investigated is generally a pre-established concern of the
audience for the evaluation, and thus the evaluation must be relevant to
current administrative concerns and comprehensible for administrators.
Generally, this argues against scientific rigor and technical sophistication.
When issues of program installation, expansion, modification, or
termination are concerned, research design tends to become secondary (
Ball). Developmental programs "are dealing with human beings, not
laboratory animals, and in may instances, the type of controls necessary for
valid research are simply inappropriate." This is, in fact, a moral issue. "Is
it fair to deny a high-risk student access to an experimental program
simply because his/her number was not randomly selected by a computer?
" (Hill 43)
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In fact, studies using rigorous research designs have tended to focus on
very narrow aspects of program design, such as the effect of career
counseling on disadvantaged students, and the results have been mixed.
Ferrin reports, as do Pedrini, Brown and Ervin, that remedial coursework
does improve the retention and performance of disadvantaged students.
But just as many of these narrow studies report exactly the opposite: an
early article by Wilkerson--one example among many--reports that
there is little evidence students are well-served by developmental curricula.
2

The Developmental Studies Program in Georgia has a statewide
evaluation system that has proven effective and simple. No curriculum in the
state is more thoroughly evaluated. Because of the controversy attendant
upon placing remedial programs in the state colleges and because the
Developmental Studies Program was mandated by the University System's
governing body, the Board of Regents, over some protest, this curriculum
has, from its beginning, been forced to prove to its critics that it deserved
support with state funds.

In 1974, the Board of Regents of the University System of Georgia
created the statewide Developmental Studies Program in response to a
growing percentage of entering freshmen who were insufficiently pre-
pared for curricula assuming the mastery of basic skills. The Develop-
mental Studies Program is designed to meet these students' needs and to
ensure that every graduate of a high school in Georgia, particularly
students who may in the past not have been well-served by post-
secondary education, could have the maximum chance to succeed in
college.

All entering freshmen who score low on the SAT must take the
collegiate Basic Skills Examination, a competency test in mathematics,
English, and reading developed by University system faculty. If BSE scores
indicate weakness in any of the three areas, the student must enroll in the
appropriate developmental course within the Developmental Studies
Department. A student cannot take freshman courses involving
mathematics, English, or reading until successfully completing devel-
opmental courses as prescribed by BSE scores. By the end of the
freshman year, the student must have improved scores on a re-test (the
BSE plus a writing sample, for instance) to remain enrolled at the
institution.

Each institution has developed its own entrance and exit criteria
as well as its own curricula; the schools are free to meet the challenge of
increasing the success and retention of non-traditional students in their
own fashion, as long as the criteria do not fall below statewide minimum
scores. The program is administered at the University System level by an
advisory committee with representation from all 33 state institutions,

and by a Director of Developmental Studies.3

Within these limits there is considerable variation in system-wide
developmental English classes, for example: some schools offer only one
developmental English class, while others offer two; schools supplement the
in-class offerings with peer-tutorial labs, audio-visual centers, computer
aided instruction; mastery learning, contract learning, and fairly
traditional classroom teaching all exist side by side. But regardless of
however the faculty of a particular institution teach or design a course,
two things at least remain constant: the submission of an acceptable
writing sample by all students in developmental English classes and the
use of the BSE as a posttest which tests English skills through error--
recognition and which requires considerable instruction in grammar.

Before 1968, there was little evaluation being performed in develop-
mental studies. John Roueche's periodic surveys of developmental pro
grams have since discovered more and more schools developing proce-
dures for evaluating curricula; in his 1977 study, more than a third of the
colleges indicated that they regularly evaluated both the outcome and the
design of their developmental programs. He found that "the most
successful developmental education programs are generally those that
evaluate themselves and use a number of indices on which to evaluate
those efforts" though "few" programs use a "control or contrast group."4

The advisory committee that designed the statewide developmental
studies program for Georgia sought out models of program design and of
program evaluation. Happily, Roueche's surveys and the examples of "
compensatory education" at black colleges, which had long histories of
commitment to developmental studies, provided some useful models.

Early attempts to evaluate the developmental studies program in
Georgia simply used standard survey procedure to discover the range of
procedures, criteria, and design, including the sorts of program evalua-
tions being used, at system institutions. In December of 1974, the first
quarterly report was mailed to each institution. It was designed to provide
information about the population served by the developmental program at
each institution and to ascertain whether the program aided in retention of
these students.

But of course, the. most important questions to be asked of any
program, though, are "Does it work?" and "How will we know if it is
working?" To measure the effects of the curriculum directly, the first
report asked these questions, which have since appeared on every version
of the report:

1. Of the students required to enroll in Special Studies math, how
many exited mathematics?

2. Of the students required to enroll in Special Studies reading, how
many exited reading?
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3. Of the students required to enroll in Special Studies English,
how many exited English?

4. How many students required to take Special Studies completed
their final Special Studies requirement(s)?

Answers to these questions were further classified by student ethnic
identification. The answers to these questions tell an evaluator about
student success, whether a student is meeting the requirements of the
curriculum, but they do not tell the evaluator whether the curriculum is
meeting the requirements of the student. Student success in a given
curriculum does not necessarily indicate whether the curriculum is too
simple, too difficult, or simply irrelevant. The focus of the report form
had to be changed to meet this criticism and thus make the instrument
more valid.

Remedial or developmental programs are designed to prepare stu-
dents for the freshman curriculum and it is there, in subsequent study,
that the question "How will we know the program works?" will be
answered. Andrew Hill has argued that study of developmental program
effectiveness should not be so concerned with the persistence and
success of students in the remedial programs themselves. "The central
issue in any study of developmental education would seem to be how
well developmental program students are prepared to tackle college-
level work, not how well they achieve or persist at the remedial level " (
44).

In Fall of 1975, questions were devised to measure the success of
Developmental Studies students in subsequent study. At first on an
annual basis, each institution was asked to compare the success rates and
grade point averages of ex-Developmental Studies students and regu-
larly placed freshmen in English, mathematics, and social science classes.
Once each institution had developed computer programs or other
methods of discovering these data, this annual comparison became a
regular feature of the quarterly report form:

Of the former Developmental English students who took college
level English courses, how many were successful in the courses?

The question was repeated for each area of the curriculum and again
asked for ethnic classifications. As the question evolved from an annual
question to a quarterly question, the issue of grade point averages was
dropped. These are not two randomly selected comparison groups;
obviously the regularly placed freshmen would be expected to have
higher averages, and they do. But the success rates of both groups are
absolutely vital information; it is by comparing the two groups-random or
not-that we discover whether "the program works."

Across the 33 institutions of the University System of Georgia, the
entire Developmental Studies Program is apparently working well-in

fact, much better than was originally anticipated. According to Dr.
Charles Nash, a former Director, only 3 percent of Developmental Stu-
dies students fail to complete their courses, while the average attrition
for other courses across the system is 10 percent. 50-60 percent of the
students in Developmental Studies courses complete this work and move
into freshman credit courses, with 21 percent able to do this within
one quarter and 65 percent able to complete all developmental
requirements within a year (Nash).

Developmental English courses, however, apparently pose the most
difficulty for minority students. As the figures in Table I show, black
students do not exit the developmental English classes in as high a
percentage as other students do. And, once in regular freshman English
classes, a lower percentage of black students pass than the passing per-
centage of other students. Both groups of ex-developmental English
students have more difficulty with freshman English classes than do
regular-placement students.

The evaluator must remember though, particularly when interpret-
ing the results of evaluations not based on a rigorous research design,
that "the end result of the evaluation must be program development"
(Deem). In other words, program evaluation, not student evaluation,
must be all that is attempted. If, in fact, students are not performing as
expected, one cannot, in the absence of random or matched control
groups, blame the students. One must look for the weakness in the
program itself.

And constant program development, always with the difficulties of
minority students in mind, is helping make the courses more responsive
to the needs of minority students, slowly if surely. A glance at the data in
Table 1 shows that our programs of faculty development, closer atten-
tion to textbook selection, reliance upon minority advisors and other
measures have helped narrow the gap between minority and other stu-
dents. The trend in both tables is toward better performance for both
groups of students.

One school in the system, Georgia Southern College, has been able
to use the control group method to evaluate its developmental
English classes, since an increased standard for admissions made it
possible to study the success of two groups of students with
comparable SAT scores: one group who passed through the
developmental English classes, the other group who did not. Of the
students who were not required to take developmental English classes,
52.7% passed the regular freshman English class on the first attempt,
compared to a 72.6% rate among the students who had taken
developmental English first. The 20% difference is strong evidence that
the program makes a difference in the chances of the underprepared
student (Bitter).
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The Developmental Studies Program has clearly increased the chan-
ces for success of many minority students. Figures in Table 2 show that
since the inception of the program, system enrollment of minority stu-
dents has increased. In addition, these students now persist in their
enrollment in larger numbers than before. Table 2 indicates that the
numbers of minority students in each enrollment category are quite
stable from quarter to quarter, indicating good retention and persistence.
While many other factors, such as increased recruiting and financial aid,
have of course helped bring about this change in student population,
Developmental Studies has no doubt played a major role.

And of course it need not be surprising that developmental studies
students lag at least slightly behind regular placement students in
achievement. The two groups are not equal, and the latter group may set an
impossibly high benchmark for comparison, though certainly one that
should be our standard to strive toward. The results from Georgia
compare favorably with those reported from other states using similar
evaluation methods. For example, in Statewide Assessment of Developmental)
Remedial Education at Maryland Community Colleges, Dorothy S.
Linthicum reported that of students who successfully completed
developmental English courses, 53% completed a college level English class
with a passing grade, while over 96% of a control group of regular
placement students passed their first college English course. Seventy-five
percent of the former developmental English students made C or better
in their college English course, compared to 91% of the regular
placement students. Though precise figures were not provided, Linthicum
reports that white students tended to make higher grades. The results
are similar from a study of the Queensborough Community College
program: In most of the introductory courses during the two years of
the study, a higher percentage of A and B grades was achieved by the
former basic skills students (7.9% and 29.7% as opposed to 2.9% and 18.
1%) while the total percentage of passing grades for former basic skills
students showed an increase from 64.6% to 68.5% over the two years (
Irwin and
Grace).9

Thus, the evaluation of the Georgia developmental English curricula
shows quite respectable results, though there is certainly still room for
improvement. (The passing percentages shown in evaluation of the pro-
gram's reading and mathematics curricula are much higher, and the gaps
indicated there between black students and other students and between
developmental and non-developmental students are correspondingly
smaller). And importantly, the findings of these reports and studies are
being used when consideration is given to changes in placement, curricu-
lum, or testing policies, because these results are couched in terms easily
comprehensible. And equally important, this inductive evaluation pro-
vides a longitudinal base line for our programs, against which further
refinements of curriculum can be measured (see Table 3).
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