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Introduction

The author of this paper has been teaching f@ar remedial math courses for a small
Catholic university in Miami, Fl. During his shakperience, he has encountered that the
majority of his students lack the basic or esseskigls to succeed in Introductory or
Intermediate Algebra Courses, which the courseerins equivalent to high school Algebra 1
and 2 courses. In many instances, this instru@srfaced with the challenge of helping students
who do not know how to add, subtract, multiply, ainde whole numbers, skills that students
should had mastered by the end of Fourth Gradeyirelementary school in United States. He
has met students that have repeated the same ¢mireductory Algebra or Intermediate
Algebra) several times, which implies that theselshts had spent a considerable amount of
time, effort, and money attempting to satisfacyopidss a high school math course. In many
other instances, there have been students wheedlietpok advance math courses (e.g. Pre-
Calculus, Statistics, etc.) in high school but tbeged taking remedial math courses with this
instructor. It would be easy to assume that sttedeho take remedial math courses are
freshmen college students; however, there had jo@&r or senior students who cannot
complete degree requirements due to the fact theg hot pass these courses.

Similar experiences are also happening in deh&nglish courses. Students are struggling
in reading comprehension and/or writing skillspeling is often overlooked by students when
writing their papers and their main ideas can lyabb@l identified due to their poor ability to
construct coherent and structured sentences aadna@hs. There have been instances where
students write a paragraph as just one long seat&tadents often struggle reading a short

essay and finding its main idea. Reading is aarg&s skill for problem-solving in mathematics
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and often students cannot solve a math problemdumto the complexity of the math concepts;
instead, it is due to their poor reading compretmnskills. They do not understand the problem.
Not only many of the students enrolled in rerakecburse are lacking basic skills in
Mathematics and English, they also lack an esdesiiiiato succeed in their academic journey:
study skills. This instructor has personally sserents who constantly procrastinate, do not
take notes during class, do not know how to matiagje time, do not preview the material
before the next class, do not read and follow utsions, and often come unprepared for class
(e.g. do not have a pencil or pen to write notészommon occurrence is to see many students
focused during class on their cell phones or iRosi®ad on the topic that the instructor is
introducing. The university provides a wealth es@urces and services to help students achieve
their academic goals but students constantly hesitaseem reluctant to use such resources and
services. Students seem to understand the impert#frearning a college degree; however, they
do not seem committed to endure the hard work &od @nplied in earning a higher education
degree.

During faculty and/or administration meetirggsnformal conversations, a topic often
discussed is about the quality of freshmen studemtering the university and how unprepared
or unready these students are to succeed withighedemands and challenges they will face at
the college level. It is shocking to see studertts gpent 12 or 13 years of schooling, but they
can hardly succeed their first two years of colle@gaduation rates are being affected
significantly by this fact and retention has becamaajor issue in this instructor’s university,
which was one of the reasons he was hired as ainsthctor by the Academic Enhancement
Center. In addition, there are many concerns antemgstructor’s colleagues, and himself of

what would be the future of our communities, if thember of students taking remedial courses
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increases and these students continue giving upetfierts earning a post secondary education,
which is necessary for the ever-changing and tdolgreal society that we all currently live.

It is becoming common to find students whandbwant to spend their time thinking,
reflecting and becoming aware of the problems,lehgks, and opportunities present in our
society. Instead, and as one of this instructoslfeague once said , students prefer to become
automatons where with the press of a button inadrleeir gadgets or computer to receive what
they need now, and what could produce immediatifigedion and results (D. Quesada,
personal communication, September 4, 2007). Adcgrid Gutek (2004), students’ presentism,
which is the belief that significant, relevant amgportant events and information are happening
now and it must be found quickly or instantaneouislyne of the ills of contemporary American
education. This is causing our students to laekpirspective or sele whole picture of an
issue or topic that comes from thorough researdhreitection.

Problem Statement

According to Gutek (2004), the main goal of si@ndards movement is to improve American
education by setting up higher academic standardsreeasure students’ achievement of such
standards. If students do not perform at leveledsed in the standards, then remediation and
intervention programs will be implemented to impgstudents’ performance. The No Child
Left Behind Act has been in effect since 2002, mol schools districts, schools, and teachers
are being held accountable to improve all studacéglemic performance more than ever in
American education history. This accountabilitg farced schools’ administrators and teachers
to focus all their efforts and resources to imprsttgents’ chances to pass annual standardized
assessments and avoid being included in the ligtilaig schools and lose federal funding to

support school programs.
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However, this emphasis on higher academidstas seems to not be producing the expected
outcomes, the improvement on students’ academieasment. According to the Issue Brief by
the Alliance of Excellence Education (2007), onieetlof the students who graduated from high
school and made it to college have to take remediaises. This statistic seems to contradict
the main goal or purpose of the standards moveniésathools are spending considerable
amount of effort and resources to help students fiesmandated standardized state tests, then
why too many students need to take remedial couvkes entering college? If students are
being taught to meet high academic standards,wihgrtoo many students are not ready to
handle the demands and challenges involved in higghaécation? Why there is not a correlation
between high standards and college readiness?

Education unlocks the doors of opportunitydarindividual’s life to become the best person
he or she can be. For this to happen, there sheuieb difference or distinction between
graduating from high school and college readinésances Couey, a school principal in
Alabama, once pointed out in a newspaper interti@wit seems there is a gap between what
the states’ department of education expects anegeoexpects (as cited in Hughes, 2007).
Earning a high school diploma should guaranteesgelreadiness. Only then the promise of the
Educational Law of 2001, “No Child Left Behind,” be complete.

Literature Review

Roderick Paige, a former United States SegretaEducation under the first presidential
term of George W. Bush, stated his disappointmeatthe fact that too many high school
graduated students are required to take remediases when entering college. He believed that
NCLB law will be a factor for college readiness whee said “My hope is that through No Child

Left Behind, we can strengthen our nation's prinearg secondary education so that all students
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enter the postsecondary world as prepared as pas@i cited in Hammer, 2003, para. 4).
However, NCLB still has not made a significant apam the number of high school graduated
students being prepared for college. Accordinthéolssue Brief presented by the Alliance for
Excellence Education (2007), only 70% of high sdistadents are graduating on time, and out
of this group, only 34% are ready for college. Abna third of first year college students must
take remedial courses before taking regular colegeses (Gutek, 2004, p. 268). In the
institution where this instructor currently teatthere are seven sections of remedial math
courses that approximately averages 25 studentsopese section this year. In other words,
approximately 175 students out of approximately #@D year students in this institution are
taking remedial math courses. This is a signifitagh number of students not prepared for
college.

Many parents and students believe that therfane education is a seamless system where
students who go through high school and graduatesasily continue to earn an undergraduate
and graduate degree (Gilroy, 2003). These studenrtsed their way through their K-12
education and enter college feeling confident thiglysucceed, but only to find out that they are
academically unprepared (Weiner, 2002). To mdmg,would cause frustrations, disbelief,
denial, anger, and will probably lose interest arativation in pursuing a college degree. Many
of these students decide to find a job that witlqably provide temporary satisfaction for 5-15
years, in which by then they probably realized thabllege degree is the key to unlock the
doors of opportunity for a better life. This i©pably why so many working adults return to
school.

These academically unprepared students andghitions that receive them will have to

spend considerable amount of time and money tthget up to speed since remedial courses do
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not count toward a baccalaureate degree. If cedl@gant to increase the quality, diversity, and
the cost-effective effectiveness of their instas, then high schools must produce more fully
prepared graduates for college (Reed & Conklin520@&ccording to Dr. Boylan, a professor
and Director of the National Center for Developna¢Bducation at Appalachian State
University, only forty-three percent of studentsngdete a college preparatory curriculum in
high school and sixty-five percent of high schaaldents go to college; meaning there is a high
percent of students who did not take a curriculbat would have prepared them for college (as
cited in Hamilton, 2001).

In a recent report by Education Week, ACT esavere slightly better in 2007 than the
previous year but the producers of the nation’®sédaenost widely used college-admission test
still warned about the lack of rigor in the typitadh school core curriculum and its
inadequacies to prepare students for college (G89Y,). According to the Alliance for
Excellence Education (2007), research says thdtdidor college readiness is a rigorous high
school course work. Richard L. Ferguson, the oxeicutive officer of ACT Inc., criticized the
current typical high school curriculum since itkaghe proper level of rigor; he suggested that
instead of forcing students to take additional searon top of their current loads, the rigor of the
courses that students are currently taking shoglidniproved (as cited in Cech, 2007). This is
exactly what Alfred North Whitehead stated in l8sag/The Aims of Education in which he
enunciated two educational commandments: “Do ramttéoo many subjects,” and “What you
teach, teach thoroughly” (as cited in Cahn, 19B¥@ther words, it is better to learn well a few
main ideas or basic concepts and in every possdrteination or ways. It is not about the
guantity of courses students take; instead it ®iathe quality of education students get. This

lack of rigor is often common in high school matbgrams where schools are passing students
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to take advance math courses without having yetere adequately the prerequisite courses
(Hoyt, 1999). The ability of students to obtainadlege degree is significantly impacted by their
ability to learn college mathematics, which couldit their choices of major and hinder their
opportunities of success (Hoyt, 1999).

It would be easy to blame high school teachmrthe lack of rigor in the core courses since
they are directly responsible of students achietlegstate high academic standards. As the
Alliance for Excellence Education (2007) pointed, aeachers are the ones who have the
greatest impact on students’ learning for colldgeesthey can set high expectations, teach
rigorous course content and college readinessiramiate their students to pursue a college
education. However, teachers are under heavigspre by school administrators, politicians,
and the public to ensure their students pass #te t&sts. Teachers are often criticized for
“teaching for the test,” in particular during thesaes where accountability has been heavily
emphasized under the NCLB law, but their jobs aar@e&rs could be in jeopardy if they do not
focus their students to past the test.

In addition, due to the shortage of teachexgitical areas like math and science, there are
many teachers who are teaching subjects that tleey mot trained for and many high schools
teachers are not “highly-qualified” as the NCLB lesquires (“High School,” 2007). In his
essayWhat is Teaching?, Hirst stated “One of the most important thingsddeacher is surely to
be clear about the nature of the central activitwhich he is professionally involved” (as cited
in Cahn, 1997). In other words, teachers who aehiag out-of-field do not have a clear idea of
the central activity of the course he or she ishewy; therefore, increasing the chances that he or

she lacks the rigor to teach the course content.
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Often, teachers who recent graduated fromhezagducation programs are usually assigned to
teach in low-performing or struggling schools (“Hi§chools,” 2007) without any type of
induction; due to the teachers’ inexperience aecctiallenges they face in these schools, their
transition into teaching becomes a survival expeeeand the rigor of their teachings and their
motivation to teach is affected. In many instantegchers cannot handle the overwhelming
experience of teaching in these schools and degidgit the teaching profession; therefore,
increasing the shortage of teachers. Those temoter survived the challenging teaching
conditions, they probably changed their origin&als and perspectives of what teaching is.
According to the Alliance for Excellence (2007)search shows that teachers have the tendency
to have lower expectations for their students hosts with high minority student population
unless they are well prepared to teach in theseodsh The conditions in which new teachers are
introduced into the teaching profession are takwwgy their power of making a difference in
students’ lives and the opportunity of their studesf having teachers that care, and want the
best for them. Teachers who start expecting less their students or do not demand rigor in
their work, thinking this is the best teaching ayguh, are closing the doors of opportunities to
their students to be the best they can be. Thisnsrary of the two tasks of the caring teacher
that Nel Noddings stated: to stretch students’ varld to work with them cooperatively to
overcome the struggles and become competent invitréd (as cited in Cahn, 1997).

As the Alliance for Excellence Education (ZPindicated, it should not be fair to assume
that main reason for not preparing students fdegelis the poor-quality of teachers, since
probably the major reason may be the lack of aligmnbetween the state standards, and what
college expects. There is a disconnection betwiegnhigh school teachers are preparing their

students for the future and how students succeednaet the college’s demands and
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expectations. Recently, the ACT did a poll whexéydive percent of college professors believe
that high school academic standards do not pregpadents for college (Stansbury, 2007).

“High schoolteachers often value and teach different things than college instructors expect, due in
part to poorly aligned standards and curriculfhfigh Schools,” 2007)College professors prefer
students to know fewer but more targeted topicstamdaster the basic skills than learning
superficially or briefly the variety of content thaigh school teachers are teaching.

According to Gilroy (2003), a group of policgkers have called the relationship between K-
12 and colleges “dysfunctional” and have demanadidlmoration and cooperation to improve
the education of this country, in particular in #reas of academic standards, teacher
preparation, and community involvement. Theregsin the educational continuum process
between the education at the K-12 and higher esucaRavitch once stated “Education, today
more than anytime in the past, is the key to swsfakparticipation in society” (as cited in
Gutek, 2004). According to Conley (2006), the béauzaeate degree is one of the key attributes
or added value that employers look in a persorawever, it is astonishing to believe that there
is little dialogue between K-12 and higher eduaatitstitutions (Gilroy, 2003) which is
probably the reason for the high number of studekisng remedial courses since they are
poorly prepared for college expectations. RoberClibe, a former president of Miami-Dade
Community College, emphasized the disconnectiowdrn K-12 and higher education when he
stated “Nowhere in America is theory a match betw&e requirements to graduate high school
and the requirements to begin college work" (asdaim Hamilton, 2001).

This disconnection can be seen among facufieggher education who distance themselves
from their K-12 counterparts and show no intereshe issues that are happening in the public
schools. According to Kysilka (2003), many facuttgmbers of higher education institutions do

not seem concerned about the ramifications of tBeBllaw since there is the belief that such
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legislation will not affect their work, and it onpertains to those educators in the Pre-K-12
system. “Many colleges and universities are actnst to a high degree of autonomy and
believe that secondary education’s primary roke iserve the needs of higher education”
(Conley, 2006). To add more to the disconnectiatofa the political structures that govern K-
12 schools and higher education institutions dferéint systems, different legislative
committees, and separate funding (Gilroy, 2008vill be easy to infer that each sector of
education only watch for its interests and not vthay have in common, the education of our
youth.

However, there has been an education reformement to close the gap or disconnection
between K-12 and higher education. The goal ok#i® education reform movement is to
adopt more-rigorous high school graduation requenasy aligning high school standards with
college expectations, expanding the opportunitestudents to take college while in high
school and setting up a data information systernpgiavides consistent and accurate
information to both education sectors (Tonn, 20@¥pnald Langenberg, who served as a
chancellor for the University of Maryland and chaomed a K-16 partnership in that state,
stated “With almost 70% of high school graduates seeking postsecondary education within
two years of graduation, it is essential that pratan for college be a universal standard”
(Gilroy 2003).

One of the obstacles of the K-16 reform isitfttempatibility between the high school exit
exams and college admission requirements (Gilr693% where most high school tests focus on
minimum competencies rather than knowledge antsskéicessary to succeed in college. Only
ninth- and tenth-grade content levels are assesdbd state standardized tests, and rarely

require students to explain their reasoning ompfalyatheir knowledge to new situations (“High
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Schools,” 2007). In addition, these tests do movide useful information or feedback about
college readiness. This is probably why the gastexand why so many parents and students are
confused on what is needed to succeed in college.

The responsibility to prepare students folegm@ should not rely only on the high schools.
Higher education institutions need to be involvedprove high school students’ college
readiness and reduce the number of students tadsmgdial courses. According to Reed and
Conklin (2005), higher education institutions cdayma key role by defining college-readiness
and helping align high school standards and colésgessments, so these can reinforce each
other. This will allow high school students to Bavsmoother transition and a better opportunity
to succeed in college, since teachers, studerdgyaments will have a clear and focused view
what is necessary to be prepared for college andth@chieve it. Those who are in higher
education cannot afford to show no interest or igramy legislation that has an impact on the
Pre-K-12 education system, and higher educationldhze proactive in dealing with any issues
with these legislations by providing guidance, heahol support to K-12 educators (Kysilka,
2003). As a professor of education at Coppin Stteed about higher education institutions
becoming partners with K-12 school, “We had to astselves, ‘If we don’t help, who would?"”
(as cited in Morse, 2001).

Conley (2006) pointed out that there has beany educational reforms at the K-12 level but
only a few have been designed to bridge the gapdast high school and college. For example,
dual enrollment programs have created opporturfitiesome students to experience college
courses. However, these few reforms are not aslithigethe general issue of high schools,
college readiness for all. Aligning the K-12 starak with college readiness will require an

intense effort to reform high schools (“High Sch6P007). Teachers will need more than a test
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to measure if students are ready for college. Dubd overcrowding of most high schools and
overload of courses, teachers scarcely have timetk in collaboration with colleagues and
update their content knowledge to a college leVidle pressures to perform well in the state tests
are not allowing teachers to incorporate regularitycal-thinking skills in the classroom. Tonn
(2007) also pointed out that to bridge the gap betwK-12 and postsecondary institutions will
be difficult since changing the number and rigogEduation requirements due to the teacher
shortages in many states. It is also necessdmetk with the “cycle of doom” (D. Quesada,
personal communication, September 4, 2007) whefeehieducation institutions must stop
graduating under-prepared teachers, and schoolsstayshiring ineffective and under-qualified
teachers; otherwise, students cannot be expectaéd¢dhigh standards and college readiness if
their teachers are unable or are under-prepareckéd such standards.

As the Alliance for Excellence Education (208@ted “The clear goal is to focus teaching on
college readiness.” If schools prepare studemtsdibege, they will be giving youngsters the
“versatile intelligence” that Ravitch (as citedGutek, 2004) stated in her esdagt Back about
the primary function of schools. This type of ihgence will allow individuals to learn new
tasks and take control of their lives, no mattéhéy go to college or not. Robert M.
Hutchinson, in his essayhe Higher Learning in America, pointed out that “Since education
cannot duplicate the experiences which the studeitittave when he graduates, it should
devote itself to developing correctness in think&sga means to practical wisdom, that is , to
intelligent action” (as cited in Gutek, 2004). lther words, high schools should arrange the
sequence of their curriculum in a way that will ipite habits of mind that are crucial for

college success and lifelong learning (Conley, 2006is will only happen if K-12 educational
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system and higher education institution will becqraéners of the same goal: to unlock the
doors of opportunity, for everyone.
Conclusion

This instructor chose the topic, for ttésearch paper, as result of his daily experiences
seeing students struggling with course contentttiegt should have learned in high school. He
has seen his students motivated and excited to t@lege and the potential to have a better
future; however, they cannot handle the challemgeisdemands involved earning a college
degree because they lack the essential skillsdregd. He has seen students with exceptional
potential who let their lack of basic and studyllskiecome an obstacle and defeat their attempts
to achieve their dreams, even after the instruamor the school has provided assistance and
services of every kind just to see them succet. perplexing to see students wasting a unique
opportunity of attending college, which not evegygon has the means to attend one, due to lack
of initiative, commitment, and determination. Thstructor could not understand why this is
happening, in particular during these times whetrE2kschools are solely focused on high
academic standards. It seems paradoxical thatdtégitards are resulting in higher number of
students in remediation. For such reason, thisua®r decided to find out possible reasons for
such contradiction.

It is often easily assumed that the teacher$udly responsible and blame them for students’
academic deficiencies and this instructor in mansyances unfairly has assumed the same.
There is no doubt that there are bad teachers vehdisempowering our students their
opportunities to succeed; however, the majoritpufteachers work very hard to make a
difference in students’ lives and want the bestli@m. The problem of having so many

students taking remedial courses is much bigger i lack of rigor of our high school
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teachers. It involves the lack of cooperation eoithboration of two education sectors (the K-
12 system and higher education institutions) fgeriowing American education, who zealously
watch for their own interests.

Remedial education will always be necessapréwide a second chance to those students
who barely survived the rigorous work and high etagons in those high schools that contain a
college preparatory curriculum. The problem id tia all high schools have such curriculum
and the reason for a high number of freshman stadaking remedial courses. For such
reasons, higher education institutions have to nugkehat K-12 schools left undone. Students
who take remedial courses in college take longgraduate and will cost more to earn a degree.
However, this is not the right way to provide ameation that should unlock the doors of
opportunity to all students.

The best possible solution to reduce the nurabenprepared students who will attend
college is that K-12 and colleges become partnietiseoeducation venture. Aligning high
school standards with college expectations willvfte transparent information to teachers,
parents, and students on what to focus and workHgher institutions need to collaborate with
K-12 system to improve the competency skills otheais and prepare them for the challenges of
a constant changing American society. K-12 anddn@ducation institutions must find ways of
sharing information of students’ academic perforogaand how this information can be used to
prepare students for college. There is no douditttte possibilities to improve American
education are endless through a partnership betielghand colleges. Finding all the possible
ways on how a K-16 partnership would improve Amamieducation could be a topic for another
research paper. However, it will take consideralnt®unt of time and very determined

individuals with a strong leadership to convindgpalts involved in education about the benefits
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of a K-16 reform. On the meantime, the promisé&\af Child Left Behind” is constantly

broken.
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