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8y Grace Smith, Published Seplember 28, 2015

The United Stales has the highest college dropout rates in the industrialized world, and studies have shown that too many
praraquisites conribute 1o the problem — especdially for undserrepresented students. The new English Academy at Sanla Monica
College (8MC) in California is one of many ways the college is experimeniing with removing roadblocks and moving students
faster towards Efa%%?%? of a career.

The program — which debuted this summer — compresses up o two semesters’ worth of fundamenial college writing instruction
info a rigorous, two-wesek boot camp for students who otherwise would have o enroll in atleastone ;}?ﬁ»{:@%%@gg lavel class
before moving o college-level English 1, the research-oriented reading and writing course that satisfles the English
reguirement for an assoclate degres. tis also ransferabls to a University of Califomia or California Siate Universily campus.

A good start
Of the 184 studenis in the inaugural English Academy held in August, 180 — or 81 percent — passed directly info English 1.

“Most students who place inlo my basic skills, or }E%’%*Qa‘:}iiégé ievel English class, have to overcome difficull circumstances to
persist — far more than the typical gg:}ﬁégfﬁ student,” says SMC English Professor Eleni Hioureas. "A lotofthings can happen in
one semester o kesp them from coming back — financial and health setbacks, things that may confirm a wrong impression that
thay cannot succeed. The English Academy is a big deal becauss it challenges them fowards success, saves ime and monsy,
and fastfracks them o ransfer”

SMC student and English Academy participant Stephanis Santos-Cruz agrees.

*The program definitely helps keep you from falling into the aquily gap,” says Sanfos-Cruz, in reference o the disparity that
axists in academic achievement belween tradifionally underrepresented studsenis and their peers. Time is precious for Sanlos-
Cruz, who plans o study child cognitive psychology. Riding the bus from home fo class alone takes up o 80 minules per frip.

The English Academy enabled her o confront the equily gap that faces many radifionally undsrrepresented studenis in
another way. For her research paper, she focused on high school college counseling and its role In the equity gap. The
program also gave her the confidence and experiencs to wrile research papers.

“if | was able to do a research paper in iwo weeks, without g full semester of instruction, Hknow [ can definllely do it now thatI'm
in English 1, she says.

Relevant connections

The English Academy's ight schadule of 10 three-hour workshops was 2 careful cholce

“We were very deliberate aboul choosing the intensive approach,” says E:Z%é{? English Professor @i}?éi}?‘i Dosselt, co-facuily
leader for the program. “The students wers able o focus exclusively on this, And we used peers as wriling assistants, a modsl
thal's proven effective.”

Having students explors fopics relevant to their own lives was another key sirategy.

“The assignments ?%8553% them see the connection betwesn their own lives and the experience, problems and solutions that
they were writing aboul,” explains English Professor Kevin Menton, English Academy co-lacully leader.

Ten English professors joined Dosselt and Menton in developing the curriculum for the program and feaching the participants.
Two librarians helped infroduce students lo research resources, while the student wriling assistants provided one-ip-one

suppor,

SMC student Chyis Guidos — who commuies from South Los Angeies — found thatl the workshops helpsd improve his writing
skills and also heiped him overcoms his shyness in class.

“Hearned o spaak up " he says.

£

Guldos was on a student panel that presented their research findings 1o an audiencs of peears, lacully and administrators af
SMC, atthe end of the academy. Me talked about how domestic violence and slcohol abuse &?‘ﬁz&g student learning - from
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personal experience,

Guidos — who wants to major in kinesiology with a physical therapy emphasis — enjoyed the program’s collaborative,
“workshop-style” atmosphere. Of his own growth through the program, he adds, "I don't feel as pressured or intimidated in class
gz | did befora)”

Thanks to state funding

The English Academy was ons of several academic support pilot projects funded by California’s new $68.5 million “sludent
equity” budget for California community colleges in 2014-15. SMC raceived a little over $1 million of these funds last year and
developed a comprehensive plan - a multipronged answer fo the state’s call for community colleges fo help close the equity
gap - which includes devoling resources to ongoing research and inquiry into assessing the challenges faced by
underrepresenied studsents, and bolstering existing student support services,

Other equity-funded projects in full swing or upcoming at SMC include a sociology and history-coaching program; a learning
library for low-income, early-childhood education students; tutoring and outreach for science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) students; and chemistry and math boot camps, also for STEM students,

Smith is a public information officer at Santa Monica College in Californiz.
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