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 “He had been one of those faceless refugees…tortured, starved, left for dead, who watched 

the murder of his family and built a boat in which to try to cross into freedom, only to be set 

upon by modern day pirates, capsized, almost drowned.”

Dianne Shames, reading and essential writing coordinator and associate professor of reading 

at DCCC, said these words in a May ‘98 commencement speech to the international League 

for Innovation in the Community College.  She spoke about a wheelchair-bound Cambodian 

student in one of her classes and still remembers him.

 “He would come from those [far handicapped] lots on snowy, icy days when some of my later 

students would say, ‘I’m kinda hung over’, or, ‘I’m tired’.  I don’t really wanna go.’” 

 Living through Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot’s terrific reign in the ‘70s, this concentration 

camp survivor is just one of many students each semester who enroll in remedial English 

(writing), reading, and math.

Success in remediation courses, which include basic and developmental levels, has been 

well-represented by stories of praiseworthy students, percentages of students who pass the classes and move to upper levels, and resources designed to help those students.

Placement test cutoff scores determine at which remedial class, if any, a student needs to 

begin.

 “It’s a raw score,” says Director of the Assessment Center Carol Mullen, “and the breakdown 

would be computed by the course students would go into.”

According to a July 31, 2003 listing of English and reading scores the center still uses, a 

student receiving a combined score of 46 on vocabulary and comprehension sections of the 

Nelson-Denny Reading Test or a 37 on the computerized version called Accuplacer would be in 

Developmental Reading and Study Skills (REA 050).

 In REA 050 and her other classes, Shames reports about 60 students in the fall and between 

20 and 30 in the spring.  She also highlights a success rate that is on par with the campus-wide 

average that ranged from 70 percent Fall 2005 and 2004 to 74 percent a semester earlier.     

 “I would say on the average 75 to 80 percent of these students go on [to REA 100 and 

beyond] and they are successful.  A lot of it,” she adds, “has to do with [students]…”

REA 030, changed last year, is now the only basic reading level that teaches phonology and 

study skills as they relate to reading comprehension.  REA 050, from which students can enroll 

in English Composition I after they complete it and ENG 050, further develops and applies the 

topics learned previously to more advanced tasks like writing a magazine article précis.

 John Agar, math, science, and engineering department dean at DCCC, tracks statistics for 

Basic and Developmental Math (MAT 040 and 060, respectively) for Main Campus, Malin 

Road, and Southeast Center.  He records credits, average class size, sections offered, and 

success rates for these campuses.

 “[B]asic math is basically arithmetic skills, developmental math is basically algebra skills,” 

Agar says, who has been at DCCC three years.

Both courses are capped at 25 students, who work with an instructor in the Math/ Science 

Learning Center, with one in the classroom, or half on-line and half in a classroom in MAT 060. 

The dean’s data shows 59 basic and developmental sections at the three campuses last fall. 

Of those, 3,954 credits were calculated for recording reasons, which translates to 1,318 students 

in average class sizes of 22 (compared to 28, 69 sections, and 5,705 credits of 100-level math 

and above).

Fall 2004 notes a drop in students and sections but a slight rise average in class size, also 

known as “fill rate,” which, as a Feb. 14, 2006 memorandum sent to the dean and other 

administrators, “is the capacity (total seats) divided by number of seats taken.”  

That year saw 4,239 credits (1,093 students) in 60 sections with 24 on average.  There were 

 5,791 credits, 70 sections, and an average of 28 students in college-level math classes.

Over the last five falls, success rates have been 75 percent for basic math and 64 percent for 

developmental math; the last five years were 66 percent and 60 percent, respectively.

 Explaining the decrease between 040 and 060, Agar says, “You’ve gone from arithmetic to 

algebra.”  

 These math courses, in addition to basic English and remedial reading courses, do not apply 

towards a DCCC degree.  Along with developmental English, none are transferable.  “If you 

want the [class] credits, you have to pay”, Agar says.

Attempts at meeting Rosina Fieno, communication, arts, and humanities department dean to 

discuss remedial English and ESL classes were unsuccessful.

But a report issued last May by the National Community College Benchmark Project reflects 

the year between Fall 2002 to Fall 2003 at all five DCCC campuses, comparing them as a whole 

to community colleges across the United States.

The Benchmark Project states 744 students passed developmental English with a 75 percent 

or better.  Of those 744, 583 students took ENG 100 during 2003. Eighty-one percent finished 

the term and 83 percent of the 81 percent passed the college-level course.

 In developmental math, 516 DCCC students received a 70 percent or higher in Fall 2002. 

Of those, 206 students took MAT 120, 130, or 150 the following year and 160 finished the 

term. Eighty-two percent of the 160 passed those college-level courses.

No data are kept for reading because there is nothing beyond REA 100, which is Critical 

Reading.

“A college level reading course is not required depending upon major,” Mary Ann Heverly, 

director of institutional effectiveness, says.

English as a Second Language, or ESL, offers a battery of non-credit and non-transferable

classes one must take in grammar, reading, and listening and speaking.  This must be done 

before enrolling in REA 050 and critical reading, where the prerequisite for each course is 

intermediate reading I an II, respectively, that have their own ESL co-requisites.

Cynthia Fenimore, assistant professor of ESL at DCCC since 1993, helps her students be 

well-rounded in their English learning.

 “The four basic skills of most languages,” she says, “are listening/speaking, reading, and 

writing…, and I try to incorporate the four components to language learning [in my classes].”

Fenimore incorporates the first two and last components by explaining English concepts to 

students, asking them to “give me examples, and write.” To meet the fourth, she and ESL 

liason Ourania Kontopolous have worked together for nine years, buying 75 abridged classics 

and other readers for ESL students and also 54 resource texts for ESL instructors.

Rather than letting her students languish in “transfer problems” from their native language to 

English, Fenimore is an example of a proactive teacher.

Shames is another proactive teacher, not only offering to stay extra hours to say aloud 

vocabulary words into a tape recorder for students who request her help, but also takes at least a 

class period to educate them about resources DCCC offers to help themselves.

The Act 101/ Perkins Tutorial lab is one such resource that Shames and Fenimore’s students 

use for free tutoring in developmental reading and ESL.

Also offering free tutoring in remedial math and English, the lab is an arm of DCCC’s state-

funded Act 101 Program that began in 1974 in compliance with a 1971 federal law of equal 

opportunity for postsecondary education among those culturally, economically, and 

educationally disadvantaged. 

Lametha Northern, the program’s director, explains that students have to apply through 

DCCC before accessing the state-funded learning initiative.  Undergraduates scoring at the 

developmental level on the English and reading placement tests and at the basic or 

developmental level in math receive free tutoring and academic and personal counseling but also 

must be financially qualified pending completion of an Act 101 form. 

Students are able to take classes in remedial courses through the college tuition-free only in 

the summer for the seven-week period from June 22, 2006 to Aug. 10, 2006.  At that time, 

tutoring and counseling are required.

One can find ESL tapes in the main campus’ Math/ Science Learning Center, but Supervisor 

of Learning Centers Marie Sutter says this one at main campus and other four Learning Resource 

Centers off campus provide tutoring, testing, individualized remedial and college math courses, and computing.

Since its creation in 1976 as the first center, the main center has grown to include 35

computers, classrooms, a private testing center, and an offering of 21 math classes this 

spring.  What makes the main campus center unique is math and science software found no 

where else.

 “The main campus--we have the biggest [center] and the biggest [testing] volume and the 

most staff [two full-time, five part-time] of any of the Learning Centers,” Sutter says.

 The writing center reviews students’ writing but is only located on the main campus.

 Mary Jo Boyer, vice president of Chester County operations, says, “a sub-committee [is] 

currently looking at writing support services for students at the Southeast Center, the 

Downingtown Campus, and the Exton Center.  The committee hopes to draft n outline of needed 

services along with a timeline for specific activities by the end of the semester.” 

 “[Community college] gives you the opportunity to try,” Dianne Shames says.  “That’s why I 

love teaching here.”

 Not only is this the reason she loves her job, but she is also proud when her students succeed.

 Remember the Cambodian man?  “He went on and got a degree in business,” Shames says.

