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Lessons Learned from the Basic Skills Initiative (2006 to 2009)

While we have learned a great deal from the Basic Skills Initiative (BSI) and basic skills data (which indicate room for improvement, sometimes overwhelming need for improvement within specific student populations), one thing is clear: the California Community College System has not failed in addressing student needs. Rather the overwhelming demographic shifts, the enormous diversity within those demographics, the major academic gaps in new students and the increasing needs for a skilled workforce have simply outstripped our resource capacity. Had it not been for the focus of the Basic Skills Initiative to forge a common vision and understanding over the past five years, like the auto-industry, we would have found our system designed for students that were not there, targeting outcomes that no longer matched the reality of the global economy, and with institutional structures that simply could not support success. Instead we have learned, retooled, retrained and stand poised to serve the 2.9 million students in our institutions with a focus on California’s future. 
From the Basic Skills Initiative work 2006-2009 we have learned:
1. The magnitude of underprepared students combined with the elevated need for workforce skills are challenges that only a unified community college system can address. The thinking of the system-wide strategic plan and the collaboration among constituent groups in the system formed an essential foundation that created a common focus and evidence-based framework for the Basic Skills Initiative. This unmatched collaborative work maximized our greatest strengths and forged our efforts into something that has benefitted the majority of the students in our system.

2. The Basic Skills Initiative data clearly paint a picture of student demographics, concentrated in Basic Skills and ESL, that represents the epicenter of diversity and equity issues within our system, but more importantly in California’s future. Currently the diversity of our basic skills and ESL students are indistinguishable from what the majority of Californians will look like in 2020. The colleges are a time machine, imaging the state’s future and serving the majority of California’s future workforce. BSI has taught us that we have the potential to invest in that population now ------through noncredit and credit basic skills and ESL--- to ensure California’s economic health. If we do not sustain the focus begun by BSI, we will condemn our state to a majority population without adequate education and work skills to support the needs of the future. BSI has provided a laser focus on our greatest needs.
3. We have learned the depth of basic skills and ESL needs is far greater than most of us had imagined. Through the CB 21 work that described curriculum alignment of basic skills throughout the system, we were able to get a picture of the current levels of under-preparedness in our students and it is daunting!  We know that nearly half of all English placements, two-thirds of all math placements and 90% of ESL placements are two or more levels below transfer level. The reality for community colleges is that the vast majority of new freshmen students are underprepared for college-level work, some underprepared for high school level work and others even underprepared for elementary school-level work. There is no simple assessment test for all these levels, no accelerated-learning, and no magic-potion to cure the skills gap. To entertain or enforce an option that minimizes the community colleges’ role in addressing these gaps, ignores the fact that this is California’s primary option to secure the future. BSI has illuminated our majority students’ greatest needs.
4. We have learned that the students with basic skills needs have fragile family and financial situations. Lack of academic success due to inadequate direction, lack of an academic identity or unaddressed academic development needs in English, math, reading or ESL sends a negative message to these students and their families, making them conclude that education is not attainable; permanently obstructing their academic future.  And yet, when these students look for work, it is clear that without some education they will not be able to sustain a living above the poverty level and California’s future is further impacted. And so we must address our basic skills success rates, and help the students to succeed and develop learner identities and academic sophistication. To this end we have examined curriculum and programs, defined new metrics to track progress, shared interventions and have a common goal to improve those success rates. BSI challenged us to re-evaluate practice, pedagogy and institutional structures.
5. We have learned that most of these students are unsophisticated in their search to meet their own educational aspirations. These first generation and returning students have difficulty finding pathways, even the clearest of pathways, without guidance. They require an educational GPS, just as the most educated travelers require maps and directions in a foreign city where they find themselves with inadequate language and knowledge to get from point A to point B. Like a traveler in an unmapped territory, these are new to higher education, disoriented but enthusiastic - requiring guidance and expertise. The massive cuts in matriculation and the suggestions to make basic skills funding “flexible” will undoubtedly, negatively impact our students with basic skills needs. BSI directed us to re-evaluate our student pathways and the essential role of student services.

6. We have learned that there are extremely effective practices that actually meet these overwhelming challenges and address issues of equitable outcomes. These are efficacious practices that are not expensive, elite or “boutique” in nature. Many are, however, outside of our current funding dictates that create pressures for educational environments with large classrooms taught by contingent faculty and inadequate student services. We cannot meet these students’ needs by emphasizing efficiency over quality, by addressing breadth but not depth, by undervaluing and under-supporting noncredit which serves half of these students. While upwards of 75% of our first-time students have basic skills needs, only 25% of our course sections, statewide, are basic skills.  “Across-the-board” cuts will severely undermine future basic skills success because we were already inadequately addressing these issues. The data support that those students who address these basic skills needs first, go further than those that register for classes beyond their abilities simply because there are no required prerequisites and no basic skills sections available. We know that addressing basic skills works, increasing over-all success. BSI challenged us to evaluate and support adequate basic skills sections.
7. We have learned that in the same way that the majority of our students are underprepared for college-level work, the majority of our community college educators, administrators and staff are not adequately prepared to assess and meet these basic skills needs. Of course those trained and skilled in these particular areas are exemplary professionals and have guided the rest of us. But by and large the majority of the educators do not have basic skills or ESL training to help the majority of our students succeed. The BSI Professional Development Grant was a brilliant mechanism to provide resources to thousands of faculty and staff thereby benefitting hundreds of thousands of students. We have learned the necessity of using a combination of strategies, the foremost of which require local and regional face-to-face training from a knowledgeable statewide perspective. While virtual networks and publications are useful, and address a core of leaders, this method alone will not adequately meet the breadth of training necessary to improve the statewide ARCC metrics for basic skills. We have a proven and established track record through the BSI professional development that exceeds any professional development in the history of our system; we must continue to support it and evaluate our current direction from a statewide, faculty-led efficacy.
Finally, we have learned that underprepared students cannot be disregarded, unless we are willing to gamble away California’s future. If we are to meet our educational and workforce goals and our students’ educational aspirations, we must prepare for them, train to meet their needs and provide adequate guidance to them. Again this cannot be done in a system that overuses contingent faculty or necessitates equal cuts across a system initially structured and heavily focused on transfer with basic skills only as a subtext and noncredit as an afterthought. Through BSI we have evidence that we can gear up, retrain, restructure and produce remarkable outcomes. California has been served by the BSI work thus far and a healthy future depends upon continuing these efforts.
