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Introduction
     In the fall of 2007, I taught my first full load of Math 101 classes in the College of Arts and Science.  At the end of the semester I realized that all of the students who had pre-registered for the Spring semester were registered for Math 108 or Math 109.  This was fine for the students who got A’s, B’s, or C’s in my course but I wondered what mechanism was in place to catch the students who received D’s or F’s to make sure they did not attempt a higher-level mathematics course yet.  Math 101 is an Introductory Algebra course, which has as its mission bringing students’ basic math skills up to the level required to succeed in college-level mathematics courses.  Receiving a D or an F in a developmental course such as Math 101 gives strong indication that the student has not yet mastered the pre-requisite material.  I was concerned for these students because I felt it was very unlikely they would succeed in the next course in the math sequence.  I was also concerned for the teachers of the upper-level math courses.  Having such under-prepared students in class was bound to have a detrimental effect on class dynamics.  When students can’t understand the material being presented they often become discipline problems in class, or they begin missing class altogether.

     After some investigation, I learned that the only mechanism in place for moving students back into Math 101 was the standing responsibility of advisors to contact their advisees at the end of each semester and strongly advise them to repeat courses in which they received D’s or F’s.   Inherent in this mechanism is the policy that students are not actually required to repeat Math 101 after receiving a D or an F in it.  This was disappointing news to me. 

     Since I felt it crucial that students repeat Math 101 as needed, I decided to help move the advising process along during the winter break.  I began by sending a list of all the students who received D’s and F’s in Math 101 to each of the advisors in CAS.  Along with the list, I sent a letter reiterating the importance of receiving a C- or better in Math 101 before moving on to subsequent math courses.   I sent the list promptly to give every advisor as much time as possible to contact their advisees, and to give every student as much time as possible to rework their schedule before the new semester began.  In addition, I sent the list to each of the Math 108, Math 109, and Math 123 professors.   I asked the professors to remind their students during the first week of classes that a firm grasp of basic algebra would be necessary in their course and that students with D’s and F’s in Math 101 would be best served by repeating Math 101 before taking their class.
      During the first few days of the spring semester, I monitored the status of the students I felt needed to repeat Math 101.  Some advisors were clearly getting through to their advisees and convincing them to drop their higher-level math courses in favor of repeating Math 101.  Of the 75 students who received D’s and F’s in the fall semester, 32 of them (42%) successfully adjusted their schedules and re-enrolled in Math 101 for the spring semester (see Table 1).  Eighteen of the 75 students (24%) remained in the upper-level math classes, however.  These students, I surmised, were either ignoring the counsel of their advisors, or they were not being advised at all.  Borne out of my frustration with this apparent glitch in the system, I decided to track these students through the end of the Spring 2008 semester.  This report is a summary of my findings.
Analysis

       Of the 75 students who got grades below C- in Math 101 during the Fall 2007 semester, 32 made the decision to repeat the course in the spring.   Since I was the teacher who gave the D’s and F’s to the bulk of these students, I can certify that the main reason for their low grades was poor attendance.  It was my hope that upon reflection, the students would realize this and would make a bigger effort to attend class the second time around.  In many cases, this indeed happened.  Eleven of the 32 students received C’s or better the second time around, thus enabling them to proceed to higher-level math courses with confidence (see Table 2).  

       These eleven students account for 34% of the students who repeated Math 101, as advised.  This may seem like a low success rate, and nothing to tout.  But, further inspection of Table 2, shows that only five of the 32 returning students got grades below C- the second time around.  This accounts for 15% of the cohort.

     Further inspection of Table 2 shows that the majority of the cohort (51%) abandoned the course entirely at some point during the Spring semester, either by withdrawing from the course or by ceasing to attend altogether.  These are the students who, in my mind, were having to rethink the whole idea of going to college.  Many of the students had childcare issues, work issues, and transportation issues that made it difficult for them to commit the necessary amount of time to attending class, doing homework, and seeking tutoring (see Pie Chart #1).
       There were 18 students who chose not to repeat Math 101 in the spring, despite having received a grade of D, or F, in Math 101 in the fall.  The course grades for these students in the various math courses they undertook are quite revealing (see Table 3).  Of the 18 students, none received A’s in the higher-level math course, one received a B, and two received C’s.  The remaining 15 students received D’s, F’s, and W’s.  In other words, 83% of the students who moved on to Math 108, 109, and 123 without successfully mastering the basic skills taught in Math 101 did not succeed in the subsequent course (see Pie Chart #2).  While it is unfortunate that fifteen students wasted an entire semester attempting a course which they did not have the skills to understand, the data does provide concrete evidence of the direct relationship between success in Math 101 and success in subsequent mathematics courses.  

Table 1:  Spring 2008 decisions made by students who received D’s or F’s 
               in Math 101 during the Fall 2007 semester

	Action taken by student
	 # of students
	Percent

	Re-enroll in Math 101
	       32
	   42%

	Did not return in Spring 2008
	       21
	   28%

	Enrolled in Math 108/109/123
	       18
	   24%

	Took no math in Spring 2008
	         2
	     3%

	Dismissed from Trinity
	         2
	     3%


                                                                   Total   =    75 students

Table 2:  Spring 2008 course grades for the 32 students who re-enrolled in Math 101 

               after receiving D’s or F’s during the Fall 2007 semester 

	       Course Grade
	# of students
	Percent

	A  
	         2
	   6%

	B 
	         2
	   6%

	C
	         7
	  22%

	D
	         2
	   6%

	F  (completed course)
	         3
	   9%

	F  (abandoned course)
	       12
	  38%

	W
	         4
	  13%


                                              Total   =   32 students

Table 3:  Spring 2008 course grades for the 18 students who moved on to upper-level

               math courses despite receiving D’s or F’s in Math 101 during the Fall semester

	Course Grade
	# of students
	Percent 

	A
	         0
	      0%

	B
	         1
	      6%

	C
	         2
	    11%

	D
	         7
	    39%

	F
	         6
	    33%

	W
	         2
	    11%


                                    Total   =    18 students
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Pie Chart #2:
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Conclusion

     It is my hope that this report will provide useful data to advisors and administrators at Trinity.  I have long felt that many at Trinity do not understand the unique nature of a skills-based course such as Math 101.  As the data in this report shows, success in Math 101 is inexorably linked to success in subsequent mathematics courses.  It does not help our students to allow them to progress through a sequence of math courses without required mastery of the foundational skills necessary to understand such courses.  In the long run, a decision as simple as the decision to repeat Math 101 when advised, could be the difference between receiving a college degree, and not receiving one.
Recommendations

     My recommendations for improving success rates in all mathematics courses at Trinity are as follows:  


1.)  Institute a more reliable mechanism for contacting students who underperform 

      in Math 101.  Some form of contact should be made between semesters so 

      schedules can be adjusted prior to the first day of classes.

      
2.)  End of semester grades in Math 101 should consist of A’s, B’s, C’s and F’s.  It    

                 does not make sense to give a grade of D in a skills-based course.  Students 
                 either master the skills, or they don’t.  There should not be different shades of 
                 non-mastery.  70% is the benchmark commonly used to signify a passing grade

                 in mastery learning courses at other colleges.   

           3.)  In the CAS course schedule, the pre-requisite for Math 109 currently reads as 
                 follows: “Math 101 or placement”.  This wording should include a required level 

                of achievement in Math 101.  A sample of how it should read is as follows: 
                “A grade of C- or better in Math 101, or appropriate placement test score.”

