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The Challenge

Fifty-one percent of first-time community college 
students in Illinois take remedial or developmental 
classes when they enter college before they can start 
college-level coursework.1 They take these classes for 
many reasons—perhaps because they’ve forgotten 
material they once knew, perhaps because they are 
not adequately prepared for college—but they have 
one thing in common:  they are less likely to graduate 
from college. At some schools, full-time students may 
add another two to three years onto their two-year 
associate’s program, making graduation much less likely. 
Only 14 percent of developmental students end up 
graduating within three years.2

Ignoring the problem is simply not an option. A 
growing number of jobs require some form of post-
secondary education, making college necessary for 
most Illinoisans.3  Developmental education must keep 

up with the widening demand for higher education, 
ensuring students can get the skills they need to 
succeed in college and the workplace. 

Our current system needs work, but there are bright 
spots—colleges that are revamping developmental 
education and having success. Following their lead, we 
can make our system efficient and effective, targeting 
the right students and making sure they develop the 
skills they need for the next level of coursework as 
quickly as possible.

If we fail to meet this challenge, a growing number of 
students, especially low-income and minority students, 
will continue to waste money they do not have on 
degrees they don’t complete. Illinois can’t afford to lose 
these students.



WE NEED TO FOCUS ON THE RIGHT STUDENTS

Over the years, the need for developmental education 
has increased in Illinois, with the greatest demand in math. 
Developmental education can improve student performance 
in college-level courses, particularly for students who have 
low skill levels.4 Yet, while developmental education is 
essential for many, it can have a detrimental effect on higher-
scoring students.5 Because these courses make the road to 
graduation longer and costlier, it is essential to ensure that 
only students who need developmental education take it. 
Unfortunately, several studies suggest that many students 
are placed in developmental education who don’t belong.

» Placement tests overestimate student need.6 In most schools, 
students are placed into developmental education courses 
based on placement test scores. However, in multiple 
large studies, the results of placement tests have either 
not accurately predicted college grade point average 
(GPA) or completion or have led to severe misplacement 
of students.7 High school GPA was more predictive of 
college performance than both of the major placement 
tests used by most community colleges. 

	 This may be due in part to the fact that few prospective 
students are aware of the importance of placement tests 
and most fail to prepare. In addition, placement methods 
and required scores vary widely among Illinois community 
colleges, meaning that some schools may be greatly 
overestimating the need for developmental education. 8  

» Community college students are 11 percent more likely to be 
required to take developmental coursework than four-year 
public or private college students, regardless of academic skill 
and family background.9 Given that around 50 percent of 
Illinois undergraduates attend community college, Illinois 
may be significantly overestimating the actual number of 
students who need developmental education.10  

» Black students are also 11 percent more likely to take 
developmental courses than white students with identical 
academic skills, preparation, economic backgrounds, and 
college type.11 With 44 percent of Illinois’ black college 
students at community colleges, our existing system may 
be overestimating the skills gap and inadvertently requiring 
black students to jump through additional hoops before 
graduation.12

Overestimating the number of students who need 
developmental education sets us up for failure.
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WE NEED TO PROVIDE THE RIGHT COURSEWORK

Developmental coursework isn’t always focused 
on the right content and can delay program 
completion by years.

Currently, Illinois is one of a few states where state regula-
tions require transfer-level community college students to 
complete geometry, in addition to basic and intermediate 
algebra developmental coursework, before starting college 
math courses. At some colleges, students who test very low 
on their placement exams may have to take four to six levels 
of developmental math, the equivalent of two to three years 
of math, before they can even start college-level math. 

Ironically, these classes simply aren’t relevant to most stu-
dents’ majors or career plans.13 One Illinois college esti-
mates that around 70 percent of their students who need 
transfer-level math go on to majors that require only gen-
eral education mathematics or introductory statistics, not 
the rigorous algebra and calculus content in the traditional 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) track.14 
In fact, some have estimated that only one quarter of all 
majors require the advanced calculus that would require 
such a course of study.15 A demanding curriculum focused 
on statistics, probability, and data analysis would be most 
beneficial to liberal arts, social science, and, in some cases, 
business students.16 

Too many developmental courses mean that too 
few students finish. 

Illinois has slightly increased the number of students who 
complete developmental education courses, but most don’t 
go on to complete college-level courses or their program 
of study.17 For example, nearly 70 percent of developmental 
math students completed their remedial course within 
two years, but only 23 percent completed their college-
level course in the same subject two years after their initial 
enrollment.18 More starkly, of developmental students who 
started two-year programs in 2004, only 14 out of 100 
graduated with an associate’s of arts (AA) in three years.19 

Although longer-term data isn’t available, we know the 
longer students take to complete their programs of study, 
the less likely they are to graduate.20  While these students 
have more challenges than other students, dropping out 
doesn’t have to be inevitable. The fact is, long developmental 
sequences multiply the time to graduation, as well as the 
number of opportunities to run out of financial aid, drop 
out, or fail.

The status quo is a long, leaky pipeline to graduation.



THE STATUS QUO: 
Long developmental education sequences can turn a two-year 
program of study into four or five years.

NEXT STEPS         FOR ILLINOIS
IMPROVE PLACEMENT POLICIES TO ENSURE THE RIGHT 
STUDENTS ARE IN DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION

What’s Working Now: Reducing 
the Number of Students Who Need 

Developmental Education

William Rainey Harper College has worked 
closely with local high schools to better align high 
school standards with college expectations. As a result, 
the school has decreased the number of recent high 
school graduates needing remediation in mathematics 
by 12 percent and decreased the number of students in 
lower-level developmental courses by 33 percent. This 
initiative includes administering the college placement 
test in the junior year of high school and using the 
results to encourage students to take additional math 
coursework through their high school or the college in 
their senior year. 

Sauk Valley Community College piloted a small 
summer bridge in 2012 for adult education students 
and recent high school graduates. Over eight weeks, 
a group of students met twice a week for two and a 
half hours and were required to complete six hours of 
homework outside of class. Three out of four students 
were able to score high enough when the placement 
test was administered at the end of the program to skip 
developmental coursework. 

1

What Colleges Can Do:
»» Align testing standards with the 

Common Core and Partnership   for 
Assessment of Readiness for College 
and Careers (PARCC) guidelines.

»» Implement additional non-test placement measures 
such as previous high school or college GPAs. 

»» Ensure new students understand the importance of 
placement tests and allow them to prepare for tests 
ahead of time. 

»» Provide refresher workshops or courses and allow 
for retesting.

State Policy That Would 
Encourage 

Widescale Change:
»» Establish a smaller range of placement 

test cut-off scores that is consistent 
with the Common Core and 

PARCC, but allows for differences among institutions.  

»» Develop basic standards that encourage placement 
based on more measures than a single test.
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A VISION FOR THE FUTURE: 
Illinois can lead the nation in graduating large numbers of 
low-income and minority students. Fewer students will need 
developmental education and those that do will gain transferable 
skills quickly, enter their chosen programs of study quickly, and 
graduate with high skill levels that are in demand with employers.

NEXT STEPS         FOR ILLINOIS
REDUCE OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENTS TO DROP OUT  

What’s Working Now: 
Shortening the Pipeline and 
Supporting Student Success

Kishwaukee College began piloting embedded tutors 
in 2001 and continues to increase the number of classes 
with tutors. Skilled math students are recruited as paid 
tutors. During the semester, tutors take notes to share, 
circulate to answer questions, hold office hours, and 
help instructors identify concepts that need clarification. 
Around 20 percent of developmental algebra sections 
include embedded tutors. Students in these courses are 
about 20 percent more likely to complete the course 
than those in classes without tutors.

Sauk Valley Community College was able to 
cut one level of developmental education after they 
reviewed course outlines and found duplicative content 
and course objectives between the levels.

Rend Lake College has tracked developmental 
student progress over four years to assess which 
practices most improved student outcomes. The 
number of students completing a degree or certificate 
increased after the college added in-class tutors 
to developmental English and math. Tutors receive 
training in instruction and tutoring and meet weekly 
with students referred by instructors. Although it is 
difficult to make a direct correlation, after tutors joined 
classrooms, developmental students who graduated or 
remained enrolled increased by 10 percent and program 
completion increased by nearly nine percent. 

State Policy Changes 
That Would Enable These 

Changes: 
»» Provide a higher reimbursement rate 

for cutting-edge programs that reduce 

2

What Colleges Can Do:
»» Enroll higher-scoring developmen-

tal students in college-level course-
work and a coordinated develop-
mental course or required tutoring  
simultaneously.

»» Reduce levels of developmental education by coordi-
nating curriculum content across departments to en-
sure that adult education and developmental course-
work is not duplicative and is well-aligned with the 
skills needed to pass gatekeeper courses.

»» Identify additional college-level coursework develop-
mental education students can take while completing 
their developmental coursework to reduce time to 
degree.

»» Require developmental students to meet with an 
advisor twice a semester.

time to degree for developmental students.

»» Include developmental student course completion, 
gatekeeper completion, and transfer or graduation in 
the state longitudinal data system and provide focused 
reports to help colleges make decisions about what is 
working.



What’s Working Now: 
Making Developmental Education 

Relevant to Career Interests 

Through the Illinois Community College Board’s I-CAPS 
program, Lewis and Clark Community College 
provides contextualized study skills courses paired 
with Automotive Technology, Welding, and Emergency 
Medical Technician (EMT) courses  to current adult 
education and developmental students and recent 
General Equivalency Degree (GED) earners. Career 
and Technical Education and Basic Skills instructors plan 
and co-teach the course. Course completions average 
around 77 percent. In addition to I-CAPS, the college 
offers two bridge programs: Bridge to Health Sciences 
and a new Bridge to Technology, for adult education and 
developmental students. Completers of bridge programs 
enroll in college at a rate of 85 percent.

Parkland College provides contextualized curricula 
and cohort-based learning for developmental students 
interested in pursuing careers in business, criminal 
justice, and health professions. Most of the pilot cohorts 
attend a developmental English class, developmental 
reading class, student success course, and a major 
course in a structured schedule. With the exception of 
the health professions cohort, these students are much 
more likely to pass developmental reading and English 
courses. African-American males in a similar community 
are completing developmental courses at higher rates 
and are more likely to complete a college-level course 
and earn 15 college credits by their second semester 
than their counterparts.   

FOCUS ON THE SKILLS STUDENTS NEED FOR THEIR 
CAREER PATHS3

What Colleges Can Do:
»» Engage students in career exploration 

when they first express interest in 
the college and encourage students 
to select a career grouping, such as 
liberal arts or social sciences, very 
early on.

»» Contextualize curricula by integrating career-related 
skills into developmental courses.

»» Replace long, algebra-focused developmental sequenc-
es with a six-credit statistics-focused course for social 
science, business, and liberal arts students.

»» Create developmental bridge programs for very low-
skilled students who need additional preparation.

State Policies to 
Expand the Impact 

of Local Pilots: 
»» Set a state-wide standard replacing 

long developmental math sequences 
with a four- to six-credit developmental course for 
non-STEM students and a developmental bridge 
program for very low-skilled students. 

»» Make geometry requirements in the Illinois Articula-
tion Agreement policies more consistent with state 
statute, which allows geometry to be one of several 
math options required for admission into state uni-
versities.

What’s Working Now: Shortening the Pipeline & Building Needed Math Skills 
Students in the Rock Valley College Mathematical 
Literacy for College Students (MLCS) course learn 
needed math skills quickly, increasing the number 
who pass and halving their time in developmental 
coursework, without diminishing performance in 
college-level coursework. The MLCS curriculum 
is aligned with the Common Core, and faculty use 
common syllabi and final exams. The six-credit course 
helps students master skills necessary for success in 
statistics and liberal arts math in one semester, instead 
of multiple semesters of developmental algebra. This 
allows developmental students to more quickly begin 
coursework related to their program of study. 

After reviewing developmental student progress data, the 
Parkland College Math Department created a six-credit 
sequence to prepare non-STEM students for college math. 
Each of the two modules takes eight weeks, so students can 
repeat in the same semester, if needed. The more intensive 
developmental sequence for the Business and STEM tracks 
has also been divided into four eight-week modules. The 
new curricula include new pedagogy to help students build 
problem-solving and collaborative skills employers seek. 
Even with one of the toughest professors, 90 percent of 
students in the initial pilot passed. The college is working 
to expand the program in Fall 2013.
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Students who select a program of study and concentrate 
on related coursework early are more likely to complete 
college.22 However, multiple semesters of developmental 
education make it harder for students to do so. While 
students with very low reading, writing, and math scores 
may need more than one developmental course to succeed 
in college, thousands of other students may be stuck on 
developmental math treadmills that don’t relate to their 
concentrations and make it harder to complete. 23

It doesn’t have to be that way. Illinois has already made gains 
in aligning high school coursework with college standards 
and improving developmental course completion. Recent 
changes to developmental math policy support new curricula 
that prepare non-STEM students for math related to their 
concentrations. A growing number of Illinois colleges are 
testing new methods in developmental education, and local 

WE CAN DECREASE TIME TO DEGREE 
AND INCREASE OUR STUDENT SUCCESS RATE

and national data point the way to practices that work. We 
can make a difference. 

However, the scope of the problem requires coordinated 
effort. Many colleges in Illinois are working hard to improve 
developmental student outcomes, but most efforts are 
small pilots that impact a small percentage of developmental 
students. Colleges often spend time creating new curricula 
and programs, instead of building off the work of other 
colleges. Working together to coordinate pilots, share 
lessons learned, and advocate for necessary policies, we can 
make sure the students who need help get the right skills 
faster. 

We need to coordinate across colleges and expand 
existing efforts to meet the scope of the problem.

Illinois has a strong network of colleges and committed college leaders. 
However, with such a large number of students in developmental education, 
small programs scattered around the state won’t get the job done. Working 
together we can make our developmental education system more efficient 

and effective, helping students get the skills they need to succeed.
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