MEMORANDUM

Date:

December 8, 2006

To:

Vice President of Instruction Linda Berry, President George Herring and Campus

 

Community

From: 

Jon Drinnon

Re:
Basic Skills Proposal for Academic Bridge Haven: A Creative Research Based Solution to an Entrenched Problem

___________________________________________________________________

The Problem

We have a serious entrenched problem here at Merritt College, a problem that extends far beyond our borders to the district and indeed the state and country.  Our students are coming to college unprepared to do college level work, and we are not doing an effective job of preparing them. Although this is clearly a problem across the country, it is much worse in some areas than others. Jonathan Kozol in his two books Savage Inequalities: Children in America’s Schools and The Shame of the Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in America establishes that we have a two tiered system of schooling in this country engendered by a tax system and “foundation program” that values property over human values. Our students come into our classrooms here in our district primarily from neighborhoods that do not have sufficient resources to provide them with a quality education nor do the secondary schools have the resources or expertise to adequately teach reading and writing. Add to that the new trend to move to a test based system of education that does not value or enhance critical thinking and that takes us back 50 years to a system of defacto segregation, and we have a problem that is worsening instead of getting better. The latest research clearly shows this to be the case. To be more specific, our students come out of schools that are not teaching them to read, write, or think critically. These students develop ingrained habits to deal with unprepared teachers and poor schools that are extremely hard to overcome. Some schools and classes have historically passed them through the system in order to move them along, and now, with the increased focus on testing, they are being held back without the opportunity to even get a high school diploma through no fault of their own because of an unjust ill-advised system. Many of our students also come in less prepared because of home environments that do not have books in them or encourage reading. There is no blame being placed here on the parents. This is society’s responsibility, society’s duty to bring all our students into adulthood with the tools to succeed. So how do we seek to overcome this seemingly insurmountable history of neglect and poor judgment? I have a solution that is based on the best practices and research, a plan that combines the best elements of the creative approaches others have tried with the research on how to best teach reading and writing. It is called the Academic Bridge Haven.
The Solution

I am going to be frank in this proposal because that is what we need to achieve success. I have experience with both Digital Bridge (I went to Cabrillo for their orientation) and with the Puente Project (I taught it full-time for a year and was trained in the Puente summer institute at UC Berkeley). Although both of these programs mean well and are seeking to address some serious issues, both also fall short of success because of flaws in thinking them through. Digital Bridge seeks to “light the fire” to overcome the historical entrenched problems that underserved students come in with, which is great, but they do not address in a concerted manner the deficiencies that the students have with regards to their reading and writing skills. They send them struggling into the general student population with the same academic challenges that they came in with. Puente, on the other hand. recognizes that reading and writing is critical to success, seeks to light the fire by connecting to cultural values, but, in their case, they focus too much on connection to the personal cultural issues and so students do not make the transition in a timely manner to the academic reading and writing courses that they need to take in college (see Mike Rose’s “Remedial Writing Courses: A Critique and a Proposal” on the personal essay and the make-up of college courses, and see George Hillocks research on best approaches involving the inquiry topic, and see William Robinson on the reading and writing connection, all in proposal packet and linked in proposal email). So my plan is to seamlessly integrate a “light the fire” component that motivates the students and teaches them how to excel in college with a newly developed curriculum that incorporates all the research based best practices on teaching English. What makes this unique is that no one has developed curriculum that uses our students’ own experience, that engages them in the academic issues that touch on their lives with the systematic inclusion of academic expository reading and writing best practices. As President Herring mentioned at the tenure track reception, one essential key to success for a developmental (or basic skills) English class is to prepare students for all the assignments they will face in their other classes. This is the key point that both Rose and Hillocks make in their articles and research, and what I have been doing for 7 years.  Unfortunately I have not, until now (hopefully), had the opportunity to develop my own curriculum for the developmental courses I have been teaching. This English curriculum would blend a focus on the diversity of the students and their interests with all the research based best practices to teach reading and writing that I learned in the composition program at San Francisco State University. I am convinced that I can increase retention, increase persistence, increase and accelerate learning with this dual approach that incorporates these two components. I have repeated over and over again at the college and in the district that without finding a way to address our basic skills deficiencies, we will be destined to continue along the same path no matter what we do in other areas to improve. My solution would create a haven, an “Academic Bridge Haven,” to bridge the gap between communities of origin and the academic community. 

So to encapsulate my “solution”: it would entail two basic components. The first would involve both a counselor and English instructor to “light the fire” and to prepare the students for the academic rigor they would inevitably face in the new college environment. There would be an orientation period (length yet to be determined) and a 3 unit counseling course that would run concurrent with the 4 unit English 201 class. The counselor and English instructor would form a learning community and participate as a team much like Puente runs their program. Part of the counseling function would be to set up a schedule that allows the students to focus their first semester primarily on the two classes in the Academic Bridge Haven. And the second component would be the English 201 class with a new curriculum that is academically oriented in terms of focusing on expository writing and argumentation, but at the same time seamlessly integrating the “light the fire” experience from the orientation. The basic principles would be gathered from the best practices that I have been working with for my whole career, but the curriculum would be newly developed and would engage the students like no curriculum before. It would be hand picked to be accessible and yet challenging. The first portion of the class would focus on the education system so they would have a chance to gain a metacognitive awareness of why they are in this class and what they need to do to succeed. My initial idea is to use extensively an essay by Mike Rose, “I just wanna be average” because it touches on so many of the issues that are key to this endeavor. Finally, I want to create a community of previous students to be mentor/tutors and pay them to become part of all of the components of this program, from the light the fire orientation to attending the counseling and English classes. Obviously I would not be able to put these two components together for the Spring, but I will set out a timeline for what I can accomplish in the following Plan section of my proposal. 

As I move from Spring 2007 to Fall 2007, from the initial work with my two English 201 courses to a formal pilot with all the components in place next academic year, we will see the impact that this approach can have. To be frank again, I need to have a separate program to utilize this approach. I need to be able to build the program utilizing all the principles of the program; each one being essential to its success. This program can be a model for the state and rejuvenate basic skills for this student population the way no other program has done before. In a very real sense, it can rejuvenate the college as well, increasing enrollment as news spreads of our successes. We need to be courageous; we need to be bold, we need to exercise good judgment—for our students.

The Plan

Now that I have had time to think it over, I am pleased that the Kellogg Institute is booked solid. Much of what I would have learned there I have already picked up from reading Hunter Boylan’s book and from my composition certificate from SFSU. But my challenge now is to determine how I can accelerate my plan to take advantage of the Spring semester to get it up and running. 

First I will list everything I need to do and then how I will proceed from Spring to Fall semester.

· I need to develop the “light the fire” orientation. I would like to work with Cie-Jae Allen because she has gone through the Digital Bridge training, but I have some ideas of my own, and once I start to research this area, I am convinced that I can come up with material that rivals the techniques that Diego Navarro uses. If Cie-Jae does not work out for one reason or another, I would suggest Leslie Scurry.

· Much of the curriculum for the student skills counseling component is already in place with this type of counseling course, but I would like to revise it with the counselor to reflect what it is we are trying to accomplish in our program.

· I will need to train tutors from previous sections of the program and develop a mentor/tutor program.

· I will need to develop the curriculum for the English 201 course. 

· I would need to develop an ongoing student recruitment program.

· I will investigate grant sources, write grant proposals, and apply for grants for the pilot project. Eventually, I will be able to use grant money to take our program outside the district and advocate for its implementation by other colleges around the state (much as Cabrillo College has done). This will greatly enhance Merritt’s reputation and increase enrollment at Merritt.

For Spring 2007:

Since time is limited I would like to request $2,000 to work over the Christmas break on curriculum for the two English 201 classes that I am teaching in the fall. With this money I would begin to research the “light the fire” orientation that I could bring into the beginning of my classes. I also want to develop the English curriculum for the semester. Of course given the limited time, I would not be able to finalize these components, but having a semester as a tryout for the real pilot would be very helpful.  Additionally, I would like to consult with the counselor (additional $1,500 for the counselor) over the break to develop the team that would be a part of the Spring courses pre-pilot pilot. The counselor would use the remainder of his or her stipend to develop our team and to work with the class in the first two weeks of the semester. Depending on how much time I have during the break I want to start to research grant sources. 

For Fall 2007

1. In the Summer 2007 I am requesting a $4,000 stipend for me and a $2,000 stipend for the counselor to do the following:

a. further develop and finalize both the “light the fire” component and the curriculum for the English component.  Although the two Spring English 201 classes will provide a very valuable first step, they are not going to complete either the curriculum or the elements of a coordinated program.  Eventually I will seek to publish the English curriculum so that the program has its own textbook. This will serve to enhance the reputation of both the program and the college. I will also eventually memorialize the “light the fire” curriculum so that it can be taught by others and taken on the road. 

b. meet and consult with the counselor to coordinate the team activities and to develop a consistent program and plan for implementation 

c. develop and write course outlines for the two courses (with the counselor on the counseling class)

d. investigate grant sources, write grant proposals, and apply for grants for the pilot project

e. do community outreach, student recruitment and prepare for implementation of the pilot project in Fall, 2007

2. In the Fall I would hope to draw two English 201 classes into the program, but that may be too ambitious. It is possible to have two English classes and just one counseling class to create the community feel necessary for success. I do not think that I need smaller class sizes; a 30 student limit would work well. When I was at Chabot teaching Puente, the counselor and I were able to do exactly that with two English levels of Puente taught simultaneously with just one counseling class. 

3. In the Fall the counselor and I will need extra time over and above the class load. The counselor will need .15 for the extra time to work with students. Extra support is an essential component of counteracting years of habitual neglect that creates an ingrained pattern of student behavior. The counselor will also need to meet with the students before the semester to set schedules that allow for sufficient focus on our program. I am asking for .2 for me to work through the details of the new pilot and to coordinate activities (yet to be determined). We will also need extra time to meet to coordinate and attend program activities.

4. I will need to train and coordinate the activities of the student mentor/tutors. These two students will be hand picked from the Spring semester classes. I will also need to pay them. 

A VISION FOR THE FUTURE

I see a large room filled with 200 to 250 students all enrolled in Academic Bridge Haven for the new semester. I want to grow the program so that it can go beyond just one or two classes to the point where it solves our basic skills problem at Merritt. This means that it will not be limited in the same way that Puente and Digital Bridge are. When the program achieves success, I can recruit new faculty, both full and part-time who will now want to be a part of a successful program that works. But they will need to be trained and that will involve an expenditure of funds both for me to train them and for them to take the training. I can see the program moving to Peralta and doing the same for the district that it does for Merritt. I see Merritt developing a state-wide reputation as an innovative college that took on this perplexing problem and came up with the solution that has the potential to reinvigorate English instruction for students at the community college level.

Vice President Berry has told me that the basic skills proposals are being considered on Monday, December 11. I would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you both (and other interested parties) to further flesh out the details you see here. In order to fully appreciate the best practices that form the basis of the English component, you will need to do some homework with the articles (links to articles) that I have provided. I realize that is time consuming so a meeting could very well shorten that process. Also, please do not feel as if any particular detail of this plan is cast in stone. I have had to develop it over a very short period of time and would be open to suggestion and revision.  However, as I have already stated, the major components of the plan need to be there to achieve success. 

I greatly appreciate the opportunity to submit this proposal. Thank you. 

Jon
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