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The need to teach basic skills including English as a Second Language (ESL) has burgeoned at community colleges everywhere, including those in California. Recently the Basic Skills Initiative (BSI) has brought together many interest groups and generated several initiatives to improve basic skills instruction. 

This project, to be funded by the Hewlett Foundation, will examine how colleges are responding to incentives for basic skills reform. The research will carry out case studies of basic skills instruction in approximately16 colleges. These case studies will ascertain the institutional decisions made about reforming basic skills instruction, why particular approaches were selected, what additional funding was required (if any), and the implementation issues involved. The case studies will include observations of basic skills classes to see what effects these institutional decisions have made to teaching in the classroom.

The case studies will also examine what data have been collected by various colleges on the outcomes of basic skills courses. It may then be possible to carry out evaluations of whether different approaches (and not simply the completion of basic skills courses) influence outcomes. Even if these data are incomplete, the improved understanding of institutional and instructional responses to the BSI will contribute to methods of evaluating the effectiveness of basic skills instruction in the future.

Colleges will be selected for study based on the approaches they have chosen for reforming basic skills. Many colleges have adopted one of the following strategies:  (1) tutoring, peer mentoring, instructional aides, and other supplementary instruction; (2) the integration of basic skills instruction with CTE,; (3) the intensification of BSI, providing more time or more intensive use of time; (4) professional development for basic skills instructors; (5) the development of learning communities incorporating BSI as well as courses in academic or CTE subjects; and (6) freshman year and orientation programs including BSI. No doubt the research will uncover other approaches. In addition, the research will examine a sample of especially effective colleges, as measured by success in basic skills instruction.

This research is being undertaken with the assistance of the RP Group of the California Community Colleges and its Center for Student Success, led by Robert Gabriner. CSS will participate in the initial planning of the research, the selection of colleges to visit, and the case studies themselves. In addition, the Principal Investigator will collaborate with other community college groups interested in basic skills. 

Finally, the results will provide information for workshops and technical assistance for colleges attempting to improve their basic skill instruction.
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