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Bridging the Gap

Introduction


As Edward Crowe states in a SHEEO brief, “Few issues in American higher education have attracted as much attention or controversy in recent years as college-level remediation.” (Crowe, 1998)  Florida is no exception.  The State Board of Community Colleges (SBCC) has spent many hours in recent months providing information related to the College Preparatory Program
 to legislators, their staff and the public. Many of the questions addressed in these discussions are related to three major issues: 1) Who are these College Preparatory (CP) students; 2) How well do they do in both College Preparatory course work and college level work; and 3) How much does it cost the State to provide this type instruction? (IHEP, 1999).


There is a lack of relevant data for a full national level discussion on this subject (Roueche & Roueche, 1999).  Because of this, myths appear to have surrounded all of these issues.  Public perception seems to be that 1. College Preparatory students are mainly recent high school graduates who should have learned this material as part of their high school course work.  2. Only a few of these students are succeeding in their CP work.  3. The State is spending a tremendous amount of money on this process - money that could be better spent elsewhere.


The Florida State Board of Community Colleges is in a position to examine each of these issues and provide data based information that can then be used to formulate a true picture of what is currently happening in the state.   The SBCC has been developing a comprehensive Student Data Base for almost a decade.  That data base contains placement test scores, demographic information and course enrollments.  Entry level placement tests are given in three areas – reading, writing, and mathematics.  At the time, Fall 1993,  the cohort used in this study entered the Florida Community College System (FCCS), there were several different placement tests in use around the state.  However, all had State established cut scores and those were the scores used in the analyses. In addition, the twenty-eight institutions in the state system submit discipline level cost data each year to the SBCC. Using these data sources, a more complete picture of who takes College Preparatory, how well they do and how much it cost, can be developed.

Who Are These College Preparatory Students?
Longitudinal Analysis


This analysis has been derived from a longitudinal tracking of the first-time-in-college (FTIC) students from the Fall 1993 term who had complete entry level placement test records reported in the Student Data Base.  This group of students was followed for five years until the Spring of 1998.  Student characteristics included ethnicity, gender, age, and high school graduation date.  All of these were considered in terms of the amount of CP work needed, i.e., did the student need only one area of coursework, two areas, or all three.

Ethnicity


Table 1 presents an overall picture of student need.  Approximately one-third of the cohort was college ready upon arrival, one third needed one area of CP coursework and the remaining third needed two or more areas.  More students needed assistance in mathematics than in reading or writing.

Table 1

College Preparatory Needs


Original Cohort


Number
Percent





College Ready
12,599
35.4





Needed only Mathematics
9,179
25.8

                     Reading
1,272
3.6

                     Writing
1,463
4.1





Needed Mathematics and Reading
1,861
5.2

             Mathematics and Writing
2,557
7.2

             Reading and Writing
1,617
4.5





Needed all three areas
4,999
14.1





Needed any CP coursework
22,948
64.6





Total Cohort
35,547
100.0

Ethnicity

One of the most frequently used categorical comparisons is that of ethnicity.  The 1997-98 FCCS student body was sixteen percent black, fourteen percent Hispanic and sixty-six percent white. Other minorities comprised the remaining four percent.  Based upon the composition of the entire student body, minorities tend to be over-enrolled in College Preparatory courses.  As seen in Table 2, the initial preparation of the various groups is dramatically different.   More than twice as many white students arrive college ready as black students.  Blacks are also four times as likely to need all three areas of CP courses as whites.  Hispanics are twice as likely to need all three CP areas as whites.  Much of the latter differences in successful outcomes such as earning awards and/or transferring to the State University System is due to this initial difference in preparation.

Table 2

College Preparatory Needs

By Ethnicity


Total
White
Black
Hispanic







College Ready
35.4
41.4
16.8
30.0







Needed only One Area
33.5
36.8
27.3
28.2

                     





Needed Two Areas
16.9
13.7
23.9
21.4







Needed All Three Areas
14.1
8.1
32.0
20.4







Gender

A recent article in the Postsecondary OPPORTUNIY newsletter discussed the growing disparity between male and female graduates (Where , 1998).  The percentage of female graduates continues to increase, even out performing their percentage of the total student body.  This same phenomenon has been seen in the FCCS, with females comprising 57.2 percent of the AA program enrollees and 60.3 percent of the AA graduates. The difference is even larger in the AS program, with females comprising 61.2 percent of the enrollees and 67.5 percent of the graduates. (SBCC, 1999)

Table 3

College Preparatory Needs

By Gender


Total
Female
Male






College Ready
35.4
33.5
37.8






Needed only One Area
33.5
35.7
30.9

                     




Needed Two Areas
16.9
16.7
17.3






Needed All Three Areas
14.1
14.1
14.0







The success of female students seems to be in direct contrast to their preparation levels.  As Table 3 above indicates, a higher percentage of males arrive college ready than do females.  The greatest difference was in mathematics with slightly over forty-one percent of females needing assistance in this area and slightly less than thirty-five percent of the males.

High School Graduation Date

Much of the emotion surrounding this issue appears to be based upon the assumption that the students enrolled in CP courses are recent high school graduates who should have learned this material while they were still in the K-12 system.  Table 4 shows the distribution of the Fall 1993 cohort in terms of prior year high school graduates, recent graduates and other.  Prior year high school graduates are defined as students with a high school graduation date within one year of the beginning of the Fall 1993 semester.  Recent high school graduates are defined as those students with graduation dates two or three years prior to Fall 1993. 


Table 4 indicates the impact of being out of high school for as little as one year prior to attending college. Many of the skills learned in high school can easily be forgotten during that time if not used on a regular basis.  This is exactly what seems to have happened, especially in the area of mathematics.  Students entering directly from high school were forty-two percent ready.  This declined to only twenty-nine percent ready for recent graduates. This change is seen most dramatically in the percentage of students needing assistance in mathematics.  Forty-three percent of prior year high school graduates needed help in this area.  This percentage increased to sixty-one for recent high school graduates and to seventy-two for the other group. 

In addition to the problems caused by not attending college directly out of high school, many of the students entering CP have not had an opportunity to develop these skills in the first place.  Labeling one section of the entry-level test mathematics is really a misnomer since the test score is based upon a student’s ability to do algebra.  Analyses done for the Department of Education (University of Florida, 1998) indicate that a student needs several courses at the algebra II level and above to pass this part of the entry-level placement tests.  This level of mathematics is not currently required for high school graduation in the state.  It is unlikely that students who were not exposed to higher level mathematics will be successful on this section of the test.

Table 4

College Preparatory Needs

By High School Graduation Date


Total
Prior
Recent
Other







College Ready
35.4
42.1
28.7
21.5







Needed only One Area
33.5
28.2
35.0
46.4

                     





Needed Two Areas
16.9
16.5
18.5
17.6







Needed All Three Areas
14.1
13.3
17.8
14.4







Percent of Total Cohort
100.0
64.2
10.3
25.5







Age

While there is a very high correlation between age and whether or not you are a prior year or recent high school graduate, Table 5 shows that the decline in readiness associated with the break between high school and college continues over time. In other words, the longer you are out, the worst it gets.

Table 5

College Preparatory Needs

By Age

Age
Number
Percent of Cohort
College Ready
Needed Only One Area
Needed Two Areas
Needed All Three Areas

17 or Less
986
2.8
49.9
28.2
13.9
8.0

18
15,601
43.9
49.2
28.1
13.7
9.0

19
7,914
22.3
31.8
29.0
20.4
18.8

20                     
2,412
6.8
21.3
31.1
20.8
26.8

21
1,197
3.4
22.1
37.8
19.9
20.3

22-25
2,921
8.2
18.1
46.0
20.0
15.9

26-35
2,993
8.4
13.8
51.6
18.9
15.7

36-45
1,133
3.2
13.4
56.2
16.6
13.8

46-55
327
0.9
11.0
61.5
15.6
11.9

Over 55 
63
0.2
15.9
49.2
20.6
14.3









Cross-Sectional Analysis


A second way of looking at the students served by the College Preparatory program is to analyze the demographic characteristics of all the students enrolled in the program during a specific period of time.  At any given time, the CP enrollments are comprised of FTIC’s, returning students and transfers.  The effects of having these various groups enrolled are seen in the differences between the characteristics of the FTIC group that needs CP coursework and the total enrollments.  Taking this broader perspective is especially important when discussing program costs. Using this approach for the 1997-98 reporting year provided the following table:

Table 6

Characteristics of All CP Students versus FTIC’s Needing CP

1997-98

Age
Percent All
Percent FTIC
Race
Percent
Graduation Date
Percent
Gender
Percent




All Students

All Students

All Students


17 or Less
1.6
2.2







18
14.1
34.6
White
56.3
Prior
23.6
Female
60.2

19
16.5
23.5
Black
21.8
Recent 
21.1
Male
39.8

20
11.2
8.3
Hispanic
18.4
Other
55.3



21
7.2
4.1







22-25
16.4
10.4
FTIC’s

FTIC’s

FTIC’s


26-35
19.8
11.2







36-45
9.8
4.3
White
58.2
Prior
57.6
Female
56.5

46-55
2.9
1.3
Black
19.5
Recent
11.3
Male
43.5

Over 55
0.5
0.2
Hispanic
19.0
Other
31.0



How Well Do Students Do - Outputs
Course Grades

While the FCCS allows students who fail sections of the CPT to enroll in college level courses in those areas in which they are college ready, the number of hours allowed prior to completing all required CP coursework is limited. To fully enroll in college level work and progress toward a degree or transfer, students must complete all required CP courses.  Table 7 shows the grade earned in the last course attempted as recorded in the Student Data Base.  This last course attempted may not be the highest level course. Grades of A, B, C, or S indicate the student was successful in that course and was in a position to continue progressing toward their goal.  A grade of D is considered successful at one institution, but not the others.  White students were successful in almost fifty-three percent of their enrollments, blacks in forty-seven percent, and Hispanics in fifty-four percent.  

Table 7

Percent Distribution of Last Course Grade

By Ethnicity

Grade
White
Black
Hispanic






A
14.9
5.7
4.2

B
18.2
12.0
6.5

C
14.5
12.7
6.4

D
2.0
2.8
1.4

F
7.4
6.6
2.6

S
5.1
16.3
36.6

U
3.1
7.5
8.8

W
17.8
17.1
17.2

I
1.4
0.9
0.4

Other
15.4
18.4
16.0







More females than males enter College Preparatory courses.  However, Table 8 indicates they tend to make higher grades.  Slightly over fifty-five percent of females were successful, compared with slightly less than forty-eight percent of males. Therefore, females are in a better position to complete the required CP courses and move on to college level work.

Table 8

Percent Distribution of Last Course Grade

By Gender

Grade
Female
Male





A
13.0
8.3

B
16.3
13.6

C
11.5
13.8

D
1.9
2.5

F
5.4
6.9

S
14.4
12.1

U
4.2
5.5

W
15.8
19.5

I
1.0
1.2

Other
16.3
16.6






For prior year high school graduates the successful rate was fifty-two percent.  This was above the slightly less than forty-six percent of recent graduates and below the fifty-four percent of other graduates.  It must be remembered that this is only one course grade for each student and does not reflect the total CP course work nor the final CP exit results for the cohort.   Students are allowed to take entry-level tests again once they have had some refresher work and may exit the College Preparatory program via tests rather than via coursework.

Table 9

Percent Distribution of Last Course Grade

By Graduation Date

Grade
Prior
Recent
Other






A
7.6
10.7
18.5

B
15.3
13.6
15.2

C
14.0
12.3
9.2

D
2.6
2.0
1.3

F
5.7
8.5
6.0

S
15.2
9.2
11.1

U
4.5
6.3
4.7

W
16.9
19.9
17.6

I
1.0
1.0
1.3

Other
17.1
16.4
15.1






Awards Earned

The vast majority of awards currently conferred by the FCCS fall into one of four categories: the Associate in Arts (AA), the Associate in Science (AS), the college credit certificate, or the vocational certificate.   Students taking the entry-level placement tests initially indicated that they intend to pursue an AA or AS degree.  In addition to the declining percentage of students earning an award as the need for CP increased, the type of award earned changed.  Eighty-seven percent of the awards earned by college ready students were AA’s and an additional eight percent were AS degrees.  At the opposite end of the spectrum, forty-eight percent of the awards earned by students needing all three areas were AA’s, and an additional seventeen percent were AS degrees.  The amount of mathematics required appears to be a significant factor in which award is earned.  For students needing CP in only reading or writing, eighty-two percent of the awards earned were AA’s.  For students needing CP in mathematics, sixty-one percent were AA’s.

Table 10

Percent of Cohort Earning Awards

By Ethnicity


Total
White
Black
Hispanic







College Ready
34.6
34.7
25.6
38.2







Needed only One Area
18.2
17.9
15.6
20.6

                     





Needed Two Areas
12.0
12.2
9.8
12.1







Needed All Three Areas
5.7
7.3
4.6
5.3








Hispanics earned the highest percentage of awards within the “College Ready” and “Needed only One Area” categories. Whites were second in these two areas and had the highest percentages in the other two categories.  Blacks had the lowest rates for all four categories.  Females and prior year high school graduates out performed males and other graduates in all four categories as well.  One potentially surprising outcome, in light of the age data, was that recent high school graduates did not outperform students who had been out of school for more than three years.

Table 11

Percent of Cohort Earning Awards

By Gender


Total
Female
Male






College Ready
34.6
37.3
31.7






Needed only One Area
18.2
19.6
16.1

                     




Needed Two Areas
12.0
13.2
10.7






Needed All Three Areas
5.7
6.4
4.9






Table 12

Percent of Cohort Earning Awards

By Graduation Date


Total
Prior
Recent
Other







College Ready
34.6
37.8
20.3
26.6







Needed only One Area
18.2
21.5
11.8
15.0

                     





Needed Two Areas
12.0
13.4
9.4
10.0







Needed All Three Areas
5.7
6.5
5.7
4.1







SUS Transfers

Florida has a well-defined and established 2+2 articulation system.  The underlying policy is that the State will encourage undergraduates to attend their first two years in a less expensive community college and then transfer to the SUS.  Due to this policy, one of the primary measures of community college success is the number and percent of students who enroll in the SUS.  As Table 13 indicates, this transfer function is closely tied to the amount of CP coursework needed when a student arrives at the community college.

Table 13

Percent of Cohort Transferring to the State University System

By Ethnicity


Total
White
Black
Hispanic







College Ready
29.8
29.4
23.4
33.7







Needed only One Area
13.4
11.8
12.5
20.7

                     





Needed Two Areas
10.8
8.6
10.0
13.0







Needed All Three Areas
4.4
4.2
3.8
5.5








Hispanics again have a higher transfer rate than do the other two major ethnic groups.   Whites and blacks are more similar in their transfer patterns than in their award earning patterns.

Table 14

Percent of Cohort Transferring to the State University System

By Gender


Total
Female
Male






College Ready
29.8
30.2
29.4






Needed only One Area
13.4
13.6
13.3

                     




Needed Two Areas
10.8
11.4
10.0






Needed All Three Areas
4.4
4.5
4.4







Females and males are very similar in their transfer patterns within the specified categories.  This similarity is not found when transfers are examined based upon their high school graduation date.  Prior year high school graduates transfer far more frequently than do recent high school graduates or students in the other time frame.

Table 15

Percent of Cohort Transferring to the State University System

By Graduation Date


Total
Prior
Recent
Other







College Ready
29.8
33.3
15.8
18.1







Needed only One Area
13.4
18.6
8.3
6.5

                     





Needed Two Areas
10.8
13.5
5.2
6.5







Needed All Three Areas
4.4
5.7
2.5
2.2







Still Enrolled

A final indicator of success is still being enrolled in the FCCS.  Most community college students are part-time, both in the number of hours taken and in their attendance patterns.  For this study, students were considered still enrolled if they had a course record for any term in 1997-98, not just the Fall term.

Table 16

Still Enrolled

By Ethnicity


Total
White
Black
Hispanic







College Ready
27.6
26.2
28.3
34.5







Needed only One Area
27.4
25.2
29.7
36.0

                     





Needed Two Areas
28.2
25.4
25.0
37.6







Needed All Three Areas
25.6
23.4
24.6
30.2








Again, Hispanic students led the way in their rate of remaining enrolled for all four categories.  Blacks were ahead of whites in three categories and only slightly behind in the fourth.  

Table 17

Still Enrolled

By Age

Age
College Ready
One Area
Two Areas
Three Areas







17 or Less
22.0
31.7
32.1
22.8

18
29.1
32.9
32.9
30.3

19
27.3
29.7
30.1
27.6

20                     
26.1
23.4
25.9
22.6

21
22.7
18.6
23.1
20.2

22-25
21.7
21.1
21.9
21.1

26-35
21.8
21.4
18.0
17.4

36-45
22.4
22.1
20.7
25.0

46-55
22.2
18.4
17.6
17.9

Over 55 
40.0
16.1
23.1
33.3


At first glance, it appears that younger, prior year high school graduates are not re-enrolling at the same rate as others.  However, one must remember that these are the students who are most likely to have already earned a degree and/or transferred to the SUS.  As can be seen in the remainder of the table, there tends to be a drop-off in re-enrollment as age and need increase.  Females are still enrolled at slightly higher rates than males, as are prior year high school graduates.

Table 18

Still Enrolled 

By Gender


Total
Female
Male






College Ready
27.6
28.1
27.0






Needed only One Area
27.4
28.9
25.4

                     




Needed Two Areas
28.2
29.1
27.0






Needed All Three Areas
25.6
27.8
22.8






Table 19

Still Enrolled 

By Graduation Date


Total
Prior
Recent
Other







College Ready
27.6
28.7
23.7
23.9







Needed only One Area
27.4
31.9
22.0
22.3

                     





Needed Two Areas
28.2
32.1
21.3
21.9







Needed All Three Areas
25.6
28.6
18.7
22.0







How Much Does It Cost?

The public continues to be concerned with the increasing costs of higher education. A recently released report from The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education entitled Taking Responsibility, illustrates the disagreement among the leaders of business, government and education on the issue of making education leaner:

Eighty-three percent of business executives believe that colleges and universities must become leaner and more efficient, just as business and government have done in recent years.  Sixty-six percent of education leaders agree with that statement, but only 40 percent of faculty members thought that was a good idea. (Differing, 1999)


One of the business leaders was concerned that the unit cost of education has gone up, while the unit cost of almost everything else has gone down. However, as a faculty member reminded the surveyer, “…it takes the same number of hours to perform a Mozart symphony today as it did when Mozart wrote that symphony.  In the same way, it takes the same amount of hours to handle teacher-student contact as it always has.” (Ibid, p 4)
Efficiencies in education increase the amount of learning taking place given the same amount of time.  Appropriate strategies come from questions such as “How can we increase the amount of knowledge transferred?  How can we present this material so that more students understand it the first time around?  What do my students already know that can be used as a base for acquiring this additional knowledge?  A thorough evaluation of current programs should be conducted prior to the development of new strategies.  A major component of that evaluation is annual costs. 

Unlike the previous sections that were based upon the results of longitudinal tracking of a cohort, costs are based upon a cross-sectional view of one reporting year. The total cost of remediation at Florida’s twenty-eight public community colleges for 1997-98 was $63,537,463.  The State paid $31,387,102.  For students who have been out of public high school for three years or less, the State paid $11,552,909, or 1.6%, of the $725,107,669 total State appropriations to the CCS.

These costs represent almost the entire cost of remediation in the State.  The FCCS College Preparatory program serves all of public higher education except for those students enrolled at FAMU.  Data from the SUS indicated that FAMU’s remedial program cost slightly less than $350,000.  When the total state cost are divided by total state appropriations, the percentage of undergraduate state funds spent on remediation is approximately 1.2.  The average amount spent on each College Preparatory enrollee, less than $320 in 1997-98, is a small price to pay to help these individuals move forward on the path toward a more productive citizenship.

Conclusion

The students served by the Florida Community College System College Preparatory program range from 17 and 18 year old prior year high school graduates to persons over 55 who have clearly been out many years.  These same students also bring a wide range of preparation from those needing only a little help in one area to those needing major assistance in all three areas of mathematics, reading and writing. The FCCS CP program is able to provide each of these students an opportunity to progress further along the path of academic success.


The awards earned and transfer rates show that the program is successful. A student’s probability of success is enhanced by being a prior year high school graduate, Hispanic, and female.  Students often transfer to the State University System prior to earning a degree and many are still enrolled in the FCCS five years after beginning.


Once the total state contribution to this program is broken down by graduation date, it becomes clear that the program is primarily serving students who have been out of high school for over three years.  In addition, the annual per enrollee cost is very small.


Based upon the results of this analysis, the FCCS College Preparatory program is an effective and efficient means of bridging the gap between the preparation many students bring to the system and the preparation they need to succeed at the college level.  The program should be allowed to continue providing the citizens of Florida an opportunity to increase their level of education and their contributions to society.
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