January 18, 2017
Dear Colleagues:
We all share a common commitment to improving educational outcomes for our students and to preserving and advancing the opportunities associated with a college education.  Over the course of this Administration, we have made great strides to that end.  We have increased the maximum Pell Grant award by more than $1,000 and indexed it to inflation; made it easier for students and families to apply for federal financial aid; and promoted strategies for college persistence and completion.  Yet, in helping students achieve their educational goals, we must continually work to identify and eliminate barriers and obstacles to college completion.  For too many of our students, developmental education is one such barrier.

Developmental education (also known as remedial education) emerged as an educational strategy to address an important need—to help underprepared students receive the additional instructional support they need to meet the academic rigor of a college-level education.  Over the years, we have learned that well-designed and well-implemented developmental education strategies can foster academic enrichment for students; however, when designed or implemented poorly, developmental education can become a barrier to college completion.  Given the sheer number of students who are assigned to developmental education (in some form) each year, and the overall costs of providing such strategies to students, it is important that practitioners understand and use approaches that are effective and likely to yield positive results for students.  

Among all first-year undergraduates in the United States, about one-third reported enrollment in at least one developmental course, and among community college students, this proportion is even higher (approximately 40 percent).
, 
  These students come from all walks of life, attend colleges and universities of all types, and enroll in college with the goal of leaving with a degree or credential.  
In addition, developmental education poses real costs to students and families.  Research suggests that students and families paid as much as $1.3 billion in annual out-of-pocket costs for developmental education in 2013.
  These costs may be especially worrisome for students who take out loans, do not complete their remedial coursework, or never graduate.  According to U.S. Department of Education (Department) data, undergraduates who take out college loans but do not graduate are three times more likely to default on their loans than borrowers who complete.
  

On December 9, 2016, the Department hosted the “Remedies for Remediation: Strategies and Resources for Successful Reform” convening to address these challenges.  This convening brought together education stakeholders from across the country to discuss and identify best practices and opportunities for reform.  Examples of best practices identified included: using multiple measures to assess postsecondary readiness and place students into remediation or first-year college courses; creating corequisite pathways to promote progress through coursework; and implementing comprehensive, integrated, and long-lasting support programs such as the City University of New York’s Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) initiative.  Additionally, Department staff highlighted several grant programs that can support efforts to advance developmental education reform and improve outcomes for students in developmental education.  
I would like to take this opportunity to share a few resources that capture the best practices highlighted in the December 9 convening, as well as the specific grant programs that may be used to advance developmental education reform: 
· “Developmental Education: Challenges and Strategies for Reform” issue brief.  This brief illustrates the prevalence and substantial costs of developmental education in our higher education system and outlines evidence-based reforms that policymakers, states, and institutions may consider to increase the rate of higher education completion among students who take remedial courses.  This brief is intended as a primer for practitioners and policymakers seeking to improve developmental education. 
· Institute of Education Sciences Practice Guide for Developmental Education.  On November 29, 2016, the Department’s What Works Clearinghouse released a developmental education practice guide, titled “Strategies for Postsecondary Students in Developmental Education: A Practice Guide for College and University Administrators, Advisors, and Faculty.”  This guide offers six key recommendations for improving developmental education as well as specific examples and suggestions for implementation.
· Funding and Technical Assistance Opportunities.  The Department offers the following grant and technical assistance opportunities, which may be used to improve developmental education outcomes:
· Office of Postsecondary Education:
· Federal TRIO Programs (TRIO):  The TRIO programs are a set of federal outreach and student services programs designed to identify and provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds.  Two of these programs—the Upward Bound Programs (UB) and Student Support Services (SSS)—are particularly well-suited to support efforts to help students avoid remediation (in the case of UB) or accelerate their progress into credit bearing courses once on campus (in the case of SSS).  The Department is conducting competitions for new awards under the following TRIO programs in FY 2017:  Upward Bound, Upward Bound Math and Science, Veterans Upward Bound, and the McNair Postbaccalaureate Program.
· Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP):  GEAR UP is designed to increase the number of students from low-income middle and high schools who are prepared to enter and succeed in postsecondary education through grants to states and Partnerships of colleges and school districts.  A key objective of the program is to reduce the need for remediation by supporting students before they enroll in college. GEAR UP awards seven-year grants, which grantees use to continue supporting their students from seventh grade through their first year of college.  The Department is planning to conduct GEAR UP State and Partnership competitions in FY 2017.
· Aid for Institutional Development (Title III) and Aid for Hispanic Serving Institutions (Title V):  Titles III and V of the Higher Education Act authorize several programs that provide institutional support for Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs).  These programs are designed to provide institutional support to expand the capacity of HBCUs and MSIs to enroll and graduate more low-income students.  Institutions use the funds received under these programs to improve and strengthen the academic quality, institutional management, and fiscal stability of eligible institutions.  (The Eligibility Matrix of eligible Titles III and V institutions can be found here.) 
· National Center for Education Research (NCER): 
· NCER offers two key programs that may be used to further reform efforts.  The Education Research Grant Programs funds research to improve outcomes for students ranging from prekindergarten to postsecondary and adult education.  NCER’s Research Collaborations Program funds research conducted in collaboration between research institutions and U.S. state and local educational agencies, including postsecondary institutions and providers of adult education.
· Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education (OCTAE):
· Minority Serving Community Colleges Community of Practice: OCTAE provides technical assistance to MSIs through a community of practice that supports participating institutions in identifying common needs among MSIs and extending resources to help institutions address those needs.  Webinars and virtual discussions related to this initiative are available on the Literacy Information and Communication System site.  
· Supporting Student Success Project (Developmental Education): This technical assistance initiative is designed to identify and document promising practices in developmental education reform, and developmental education alignment with adult education programs at four community colleges.  Four sites were chosen, each operating a distinct model for alignment, and models were evaluated using a rubric.  A convening of staff and leaders from each site took place in September 2016, and a final report and tool kit will be delivered in spring 2017.
The price of developmental education, measured in lost time, money, and motivation for students and families, is considerable, and the negative impact on students’ outcomes, including retention and completion rates, is unacceptable.  College completion is more important than ever to the success of individuals and our nation, and we must work to reduce the need for remediation and improve its effectiveness.  The research and strategies offered in the resources above can help us meet these goals.

Thank you for your partnership and for your continuing work to improve educational outcomes for our students.

Sincerely,







Ted Mitchell







Under Secretary of Education

� � HYPERLINK "https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_311.40.asp" �https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_311.40.asp�.


� Analyses of transcript data suggest that students tend to underreport developmental course taking so these figures likely represent lower bound estimates on the prevalence of developmental education. (See � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/2016405.pdf" ��http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/2016405.pdf�.)   


� � HYPERLINK "https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/12082503/CostOfCatchingUp-report.pdf" �https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/12082503/CostOfCatchingUp-report.pdf� 


� The statistic that borrowers who withdraw from school are three times more likely to default than borrowers who graduate is based on internal modeling from the office of Federal Student Aid. This finding is consistent with other multivariate statistical analyses of student loan defaulters over the past 20 years, including: Gross, Jacob P. K., Osman Cekic, Don Hossler, and Nick Hillman, “What Matters in Student Loan Default: A Review of the Research Literature,” Journal of Student Financial Aid, Volume 39, Number 1, 2009, available at � HYPERLINK "http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ905712.pdf" ��http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ905712.pdf�; “Student Loan Default: Some Relevant Factors,” Iowa College Student Aid Commission,  April, 2010, available at � HYPERLINK "https://apps.iowacollegeaid.gov/marketing/docs/2010studentloandefault.pdf" �https://apps.iowacollegeaid.gov/marketing/docs/2010studentloandefault.pdf�; and Steiner, Matt and Natali Teszler, “Multivariate Analysis of Student Loan Defaulters at Texas A&M University,” TD Research and Analytical Services, 2005, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.tgslc.org/pdf/TAMU_Multivariate_Analysis.pdf" �http://www.tgslc.org/pdf/TAMU_Multivariate_Analysis.pdf�. 





2

