The Challenge of Open Admissions

The challenge of open admissions is moving to center stage

in American higher education, with considerable doubt about
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whether colleges are ready to play their new role. It is estima-
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ted that 99% of the community colleges and more than half of all
four-year institutions today are already open admissions colleges.
Most community colleges voluntarily accepted the assignment to
provide educational services to amgcne who wanted to attend
college; some community colleges even showed considerable dedica-
tion and missionary zeal for serving the new clientele. For
increasing numbers of four=year colleges, however, there is not
much choice. They are closet open admissions colleges. Embarassed
to admit publicly that they accept all comers, they harbor reluc-
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tant and even resentful facultleézth—pﬁeﬁafeé‘1n their disciplines

who  sneak . W "
qto spend their lives in a community of scholars or at least a
reasonable facsimile thereof,.

To many educators newly faced with the challenge of open
admissions, the most difficult task is teaching students who are
ill-prepared to learn what most college faculty members are pre-
pared to teach. But as many community college teachers have dis-
covered, teaching the bottom half of the class isn't so bad if
you don't have to deal with the top half at the same time. The
problem with open admissions is that it vastly increases the range
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and diversity of skills and motivations. I-beliewve~that @ealing
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higher education today, and there is eveiy evidence that it is
going to get worse before it gets better. It is going to get
worse for two reasons. First, more colleges are of necessity
becoming open admissions colleges, and second, the fastest growing
clientele, namely adult part-time students, represent greater
diversity in background, skills, and goals than the more
traditional eighteen year old student popﬁlation.

The structures of traditional group instruction assure homo—
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periods of expansion. The easiest solution is to add new people,
new programs,‘even new colleges to serve those who are "different."
Accommodating diversity through expansion doesn't complicate any-
one's life because new people are added to do new things, and
existing personnel are not required to adapt themselves to the
change. The problem we face today is that diversity is continuing
to increase while volume is steady‘or falling. The expansion

model is not appropriate under these circumstances, and so the

work load generated by diversity is working its way into the

typical college classroomy creaeing-a-—demand-for-chamge—omr-the
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I attrwbute much of the low morale aand1saffectien of college facu]ti;;
today to the breakdown of the add-on modeT t isya mode desicned to hagé]e

diversity when there is volume to gb alonq with\it. The add-on mode1 LS
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expensive, and it is hard to Jﬂst1fy adding new s¥aff and new proqram% when

~_student volume is not 1ncréaswng The problem we fyce today is tha% d1ver31ty

is continuing to 1ncrease while volume is steady or falling. Thé add-on model

is not appropr1ate under these c1rcumstances, and so th work]éid generated
// 3

The problem can be made clear through the use‘of en ana]ogy that occurred
to me as I made my fam#i#ggm%pek to the Saﬂm£$@ﬂ@i$@@ airport recently. For
some years now, we have been busy building new access Famps on?o'the
superhighway of postsecondary education. whenmthewneww%%e##%em%hﬁee%eﬁéw%o
@au&eweengeﬁe%eﬂwﬁﬂw@ﬂyweree@wmmk@@ﬁm%ymad&w&wnewa$énémtemthemsupewh@ghwey.
There is no real problem as long as the new traffic is'trave1fng at roughly
the same rate of speed and going in the same direction as the existing traffic.
The problem comes when the new access ramps pour a vastly 1ncreased diversity
of vehicles and drivers out onto the highway.

What we have on the postsecondary highway now is, to say the,]east,k
colorful in its variety. There are VWs and Cadi]]aeé and Peterbilt trucks;
old clunkers, sleek and powerful race cars, stock cars carrying an incredible
mix of mismatched parts; and lately a few classy vintage antiques have
appeared on the scene. Added to the variety of vehicles,we have slow drivers
who want to travel in fast lanes, drivers whose only past experience is on
country roads, drivers who can't read roadsigns, drivers whose attention is

completely occupied elsewhere, and drivers who don't know where they are going.
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Until this diversity’forced'itseTf on our attention, there wére few
crossroads at which colleges weré forced to slow down, read the signs, and
contemplate new directions. Now, however, the highway seems full of signs
reading ”caution,”k”yie]d,“ ”s]bw down," and "do not enter." There is
concern now that colleges, especia]ly‘community colleges, have taken on more
than they can handle, and conferencé themeé abound with titles such as "Can
the Community College Be A1l Things to A1l People?” and "Setting Priorities
and Making Choices." -

And so higher education is now telling itse}f that there are sohe
decisions to be made. The first decision, I suppose, isfwhether the old
highway design can hand}e all this diversity and, with reasonable efficiency,
carry it where it is going. If it can't, then the deéiSion gets down to
where we are going to put traffic diverters and what access ramps we are going
to close. It is, of course, hard to find a college these days that is
interested in shutting off the flow of traffic into the institutidn. Even the
hard job of teaching deveTopmenta1 students is 1nf1n1te1y preferable to no job

b.oe. yers )
at all. But even if a—communiby-eotlege wanted to reduce student 3éns4zy

placing some limitations on who could enter the superhighway,‘it would

probably be politically impossible to close access ramps without providing

acceptab]e alternatives. Ne sueOQwMQQMWW:r&fgroup that has Tobbied for
access to education is going to stand qu1et1y by and see their access ramps
‘c]osed. They would rather be on a clogged highway go1ng;nowhere than denied
access altogether, Anyway, the taxpayers are going to see the problem as one
of inefficient and outmoded highway design and traffic directions, and not as
one of overcrowding-—and, of course, at this particular time in history they

pm)be i "’?
are&r1ght
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So let us assume, in the first instance, that we are not going to close

access ramps--at least not on any broad national scale. There is some o
' appracciey tu The W

tendency, hdwever, to set up vehicle inspection stations on the agsess-—ramps.

&
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A majority of states now have~somé form of minimum high school competency
standards,'some of which deny a diploma to students with gkoss]y inadequate
basic skills. These inspection stations will presumably screen out vehicles
that have no hope of traveling any significant distance on the educational
highway without breaking down. But the standards of the inspection stations
are so minimal and the whole endeavor subject to so much criticism that it is
doubtfu1 that such screening will do much to alleviate the congestion.
Moreover, tightening high school graduation standards has 1ittle impact on
adults, who constitute the fastest growing segment df higher education, and
represent even greater diversity in educational baékgkounds and goals than
eighteen year olds. | |

So Tet us next explore the possibility of hé]ping faculty members deal
more adequately with diversitylin their classrooms. That too is going to be
difficult. The assigned task of the classroom teacher is comparab]e to that
of a traffic cop who is asked to meet twenty assorted vehicles of widely
varying speed and states of repair and to escort them in a convoy to the next
exit. They must all stay together throughout ﬁhe'trip; a11 must start and
exit at the same time; and no one may stop along the way for repair or rest
withoﬁt going back to the beginning and joining the next convoy. That image
ié roughly comparable to taking a group of twenty diverse students at the
beginning of the semester, insisting that they a11kmove at the same pace
through the same subject matter, exiting’"on time" {our time, not necessarily

theirs) without compromising anyone's academic standards.
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If the convoy syStem worked, it would in fact ease congestion on the
highway. There is no big;probTem'in escorting twenty cars, all in good
condition, all trave]ing~at 50 miles per hour, all with drivers attending
to the task, to the next exit. The problem increases in direct proportion to
the amount of variation in the convdy,. If, for example, in your convoy of
twenty Cars expected to travelkat thé 55 miies per hour speed Timit, you have
two cars traveling at 45 miTes per hour and one at 30, you can even deal with
that situation by eXpeCtihg thek30 mile per hour vehicle to drop out and
slowing the convoy down just a little for the 45kmi1e per hour cars. But
picture yourself-escorting a group of twenty cars where two could keep up if
they had a wheel a]ignment,’three have such eratic speeds that you can't tell
what 1s wrong without stopping,the‘whole~convdy to analyze the situation, two
don't want to go to the nexf exit but they like driving on the highway, three
are out of gas and out of money'to buy more, two have never been on a
superhighway before and are scared to death, and two want to travel 6§ miles
per hour instead of 55. Anyone who is or has been a classroom teacher should
feel some empathy with the prob]em. It is patently unrealistic to expect
anyone to escort such a diverse gfeup of travelers to a common exit in a
predetermined amount of time. And yet;that is what we expect of college
teachers who are using a highWay designed fbr the moré homogenéous groups that
characterized higher education in an eéf1iér eré.

Some colleges have devised ways‘of dealing with this diversity, and they
wokk--or at least they help when diyersity is not too great and the resources
are not too limited. Unfortunately, both of the common methods for dealing
with diversity lead to increased costs. Nevertheless, it is possible to either

reduce the size of the group or add more personnel to handle the diversity.



DEALiNG WITH DIVERSITY S I , -7

In remedial education, for example, one of the more effective methods is to
teach in very sméll groups so that individual diagnosis, prescription, and
personal attention are possible. Or one can maintain the basic size of the
group and deal with diversity through adding specialized services such as
ceunselors, financial aid officers, peer tutors, basic skills Specia]ists and
the Tike. Both of these methods have been used extensively in dealing with
diversity of learning ability in open admissions colleges. But since both
methods lead to increased costs because of the increased teacher-student ratio,
they are not Tikeiy to be Tooked upon with faver in the years ahead. As almost
everyone knows by now, the first thihgs to go in a budget crunch are specialized
services and the so-called Tuxury of small classes. Thus, the old highway
design is outmoded and increasingly unsatisfactory.

But if the old design sounds bad for teachers, pity the students destined
to travel this outmoded highway. To illustrate the situation from the
perspective of the student, Tet us assume that the highway between my home #a
Berketey and the San-Franeiseco-Airport is designed and operated like a
traditione] college. I arrive at the access ramp where I am told that I must
wait until five teacher-escorts and a hundred cars are ready to go to the -
airport.’ With justifiable indignation, 1 might complain that I don't need an
escort, all I need is é map to tell me where I am going, some road signs to
direct me, and a speedometer to inform me of my rate of p%ogress. Patiently,
the director of traffic tells me that since my escort knows the way, there are
no road signs or maps, and since the group will be trave?ing at a uniform rate
of speed, 1 don't need a Speedometer. A1l I need is to stay with the group,
trust the leader, and do as I am told. Frustrated;’I might ask why I have to
wait for five escorts and a hundred cars; Why can't I enter the highway when

one escort and twenty cars arekready to go to the airport? 1 should have known
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the ansWer to that one, of course. All five aitpaﬁi escorts -are at the Sen
Eﬁane+&@& A1rport now and will not be back to escort me and my group for an
hour. The reason for that is that the toll takers @am@%@mbwwége collect to1]$
every hour on the hour, and so all of the escorts and their groups have to be
there at the same time. It is, I am told, administratively impossible to

) handle the tol1 booths in any other way.

Resigned to what appears to me to be bureaucratic inefficiency, 1 spend
my time observing, with rising interest and some sense of uhease, my fellow
travelers. One, a self-confident business executive, about 35 years old,
driving a snappy sports car, assured me that she could go as fast as the speed
limit permitted, and she left no doubt that she could be half way to the
airport by now if she didn't have to wait for an escort ahd,peop]e;Iike me.
Meanwhile, an elderly gentleman in a beautiful 01d car said he had plenty of
time and would really rather be taking a country road, but there were no maps
and no road signs and he didn't know how to get to the airport by any route
except the superhighway. Off to one Side of the group was a very shy young
driver who didn't say anything but his engine was éputtefing bad]y, and i had
the impfession that he hesitated to go get it fixed because he was too shy to
ask for help. Each new driver and car added to the 1nterest and co1orfu]
diversity of our group that was preparing to trave] the unknown h1ghway

Finally our escorts arrived and we al] started off down the h1ghway

trusting‘in our escort and hoping we could stay with thengroup. Through the
rearview mirror, I saw the Shy driver pull off the highway as his engine died.
I don't know whether our escort evenknoticed, but if he did there wasn't much
he could do about it anyway. Meanwhile I caught a glimpse of the whité
knuckles on the mahogany steering wheel as the éTderly‘gent1eman, frightened

but game, pushed his car to 55 miles per hour. I doubted that he was enjoying
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the trip and 1 knew that the travel was more important to him than the destination.
Then much to my horror, my car begah to make odd noises. Not'being shy, 1
informed our escort who listened to the car for a few minutes and said it didn't
sound too serious and suggested I try to keep up with the group. If the noises
got worse, he said, I should request a tutof-mechanic to ride along with me and
see if we could fix the problem while we trave]ed along. Well the noisés did

gét worse. I was fortunate and was able go gét a ﬁutor‘fair]y quickly, and as

we fode along, I tried to listen to the noises, answer the questions from my
tutor, and keep my hind on the speed of the group and its destination. While it
was nice to have someone along with me who was lending help and support, I was

- only too aware that I had dropped,from the middle of the convoy to the tail end,
and I was getting worried. I didn't think that the noises in my car were my
fault, but I wasn't sure. Perhaps they were the fault of the highway system for
building bumpy roads or the fault of the‘peop]e who‘]ast~servfced the car, but

I had a deep-down nagging feeling that maybe there was something wrong with me
and my driving ability.

Halfway to the airport, there waé a sizeable bump in the road which was
labeled with the only sign on the highway. It said~"midterm,“ and it jarred me
enough so that the red warning Tight went on on the dashboard. Alarmed, my
tutor and I decided I better stop at the next service station for repairs. My
escort was understanding and he]pfu]. He directed me to the service station,
called ahead for a appointment, and suggested thaterEh‘things were fixed, 1
could join the next convoy to the aifport.

; the alrportt
to. this—meeting. 1T our
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Needless—to—Says—-b-might.or.might.

highway system were run like our schpbls.
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facé‘my next trip with ahfxgreat cOnfidencekor enthusiasm, despite the
knowledge that the woman in he sports car akrived at the airport without
incident or problem. I am als fa1r1y sure that I would comp1a1n bitterly
about the inefficiency of the h1gh¥ay system, desp1te the k1ndness and under-
standing of my escort, my tutor, anhkthe people at- the service station.

Now, getting an education is adm1tted]y somewhat more complicated than
driving a car. But the difference i; not as great as we commonly belijeve.
Driving an extreme]y complicated and Tethal machihe through a complex maze of
ksigns énd directions: over hundreds and thousands of miles of roads varying in
size from two to eight lanes across unfamiliar terraih is no simple task. Yet
almost evéryone in our society learns how to réad a map, howvto follow directions,
how to gauge their progress, how to te11 when they are lost, how to recognize
warning signs, and some even knéw how to diagnose and repair their vehicles. Our
highway system wbuld simply become unworkable were we to create the dependence
among drivers that we have created among learners in postsecondary education.
(Glr-educationat-system—is—eanp-closetobrealimng—down—it-
was._designed—in-a—dTferent eFa to SEFve d different student-ctrentete. There

is no end in sight to long-term and increasing diversity, agﬁ»@h%ngswwﬁ%%wgét
worse-not-better-for-almost-every-cotlege~in-the-country. fde have reached the

point where t1nker1ng with an outmoded design for education will almost certainly

prove 1nadequate “”%@M%MM%%M@@%aﬁﬁﬁmﬁwm&%EWPegﬂﬁﬂﬁﬂbﬁ?]ty for
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their own ]earn1ng We can Eff1onger afford escor §erv1ce, and even if we could,
the escort notion v101ates/$oXmuch of the research effect1ve learning that we
must find other alternatjves. XEducators can shou d spend less time escorting

convoys and more time marking ébe route, he]p1 g students determine destinations,
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Okay, so what kinds of new designs can handle diversity? Among the first

of the options that should be considered as we move into the learning society
is having students assume more responsibility for their own learning. We can
no longer afford escort service, and even if we cou}d, the escort notion vio-
lates so much of the research on effective learning that we must find other
alternatives. Educators can and should spend less time escorting convoys and
more time marking the route, helping students determine their destinations,
providing maps of the alternatives for getting there, diagnosing and repairing
learning problems, and in general designing a new educational systemrthat can
handle student diversity at reasonable cost. If we have any intention at all
df implementing the ideal -- indeed the modern necessity —- of lifélong learn-
ing, we are going to have to prepare college students for their futures as
adult learners capable of defining their objectives, exploring the options,
and assuming more responsibility for the direction of theifiigarningﬁac%ivities.
A second method for dealing with diversity is to use technology for |
individualizing instruction and for making it cost effective. Why is it that
voices are commonly raised in horror at the cost of individualized instruction,
but few cost-conscious critics raise questions about the redundancy of e%ghty
English teachers at the University of Illinois all leéturing, with widely vary-
ing skill and preparation, on roughly the séme topic? My point is not that the
University'of Illinois should replace English teachers with machines; i£ is
that edycation would be more cost effective if everyone and everything in eduéa—
tion did those things that they do uniquely well. Great lecturers might le;— .
ture to thousands; great tutors might tutor'one. Machines provide unique oppor-
tunities for self-pacing; computers are capable of individualizing everything

« 35150 menls. |
from testing tiﬂy*“ e, Gelecourses offer guality control not often
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These seem to me ad minimal ways of meeting diversity
in the classroam. Ultimately, I believe that we will have to rethink and
revise the structures of education to escape the tyranny of the semester.
An educational structure that is premised on the assumption that time and
methods of instruction are constants for any given classroom of learners,
while level of achievement is a normally distributed variable ranging from
A to F, results in a society in which some people are well educated while

others are poorly educated. We might do better to absorb diversity by let-

ting time and teaching methods vary while holding achievement constant.
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