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A Selective History of CCC Prerequisites
Richard Mahon, ASCCC Curriculum Committee Chair, 2009-10

Given the attention prerequisite content review and prerequisite pilot projects are likely to receive over the next several
months, it might be helpful to faculty, administrators, and others interested in this project to know some of the landmarks that
led to the resolution of the Academic Senate to move away from “evidence based” prerequisites to content review-based
prerequisites.

Clicking on links in this document will download the corresponding reference.

The system’s acceptance of evidence-based prerequisites was the result of the MALDEF suit brought against Fullerton
College and the CCC System in 1988 and resolved out of court to MALDEF’s satisfaction in June 1991. The May 28, 1991
letter from then-Chancellor David Mertes committed the California Community Colleges to the system of prerequisites that
has been followed since that time, with substantial reference to Title 5 section 58106.

Section 58106 focuses on “Limitations on Enrollment” and stipulates that “In order to be claimed for purposes of state
apportionment, all courses shall be open to enrollment by any student who has been admitted to the college, provided that
enrollment in specific courses or programs may be limited as follows…”  Section 58106 refers in turn to § 55003, “Policies
for Prerequisites, Corequisites and Advisories on Recommended Preparation.”  This regulation includes familiar language
indicating that prerequisites may “be established only on the basis of data collected… on a course-by-course or program-by-
program basis” and that a student without the prerequisite must be found “highly unlikely to receive a satisfactory grade.” 
Section 55003 refers in turn to § 55002, “Standards and Criteria for Courses.”

The arcane world of Title 5 regulation was made more accessible to colleges though two documents:  the Board of Governor’s
September 1993 “Model District Policy on Prerequisites, Co requisites, and Advisories on Recommended Preparation” and
the Academic Senate’s Spring 1997 “Good Practice for the Implementation of Prerequisites.”  Both of these documents
accepted the principle that prerequisites for courses in communication and computation could only be established on the basis
of “data collected” and only be validated if students were found “highly unlikely to receive as satisfactory grade” (§55003)--
though neither "data collected" nor "highly unlikely" are defined in the regulations.

Two immediate practical problems arise in meeting these criteria.  First, if classes are taught at a level of rigor which far
exceeds the student’s ability to progress through the course, it is hard to see why such students would remain in the course
long enough to become statistically significant data for being unsuccessful.  More problematic and difficult to demonstrate, it
is nevertheless widely believed that faculty have gradually reduced the rigor of their courses as increasingly under-prepared
students are entitled to enter their classrooms; few faculty would define their professional identify by boasting of the number
of students they failed while upholding the standards of their discipline.

The Academic Senate has passed dozens of resolutions on the topic of prerequisites and dedicated breakout session on
prerequisites and levels of scrutiny have been a mainstay of the Senate’s annual Curriculum Institutes. In the past several
years, however, faculty and others have begun to reconsider the wisdom of our current buffet approach to student enrollment.

The Fall 2004 Academic Senate Paper “Issues in Basic Skills Assessment and Placement In the California Community
Colleges” includes among its recommendations, “Orientation: High school students who complete language and mathematics
requirements for graduation often find themselves placed in pre-college-level work after undergoing assessment at a
community college. Colleges can do little to affect the preparation received in high schools. However, they can work to
encourage entering students to address their English and mathematics needs right from the start. Orientation should address
the importance of basic skills, ESL, and mathematics preparation” (page 18).

The Senate’s debate on graduation competencies, culminating in the spring 2005 recommendation to establish intermediate
algebra and college composition as the minimum competencies for the associate degree focused more attention on student
preparation, culminating in, among other things, the Basic Skills Initiative.

The publication in February 2007 by Nancy Shulock and Colleen Moore of “Rules of the Game” included the observation
"With so many incoming students under-prepared, policies that affect how colleges counsel students into the appropriate
courses are indispensable to student success.”  The authors go on to note that “Although there is some variation across the
system, in most of the 109 colleges policies reflect an institutional philosophy described by many within the CCC system as
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'the students’ right to fail.' The philosophy is grounded in concerns about access and racial/ethnic differences in learning
styles, language competency, and academic opportunity. It manifests itself in the reluctance to impose requirements on
students even when professionals and research data support such requirements as aids to student success. CCC students
increasingly enter the system with little in their personal experiences that equip them to succeed in college without proactive
and continual guidance. Yet students are allowed to make their own choices largely without guidance. Students are not strictly
required to be assessed for basic skills proficiency, nor are they required to begin remedial coursework in their first term or to
take the courses at all. There is generally nothing preventing them from taking advanced courses before attaining basic skills
proficiency. Students are not typically required to take an orientation course (often called “college success” courses) or to see
academic advisors periodically to ensure they have defined a pathway to program completion. Since these lenient policies also
tend to increase enrollment, as students have open access to courses, there is no financial reason for colleges to question the
presumed legal basis for the policies” (Rules of the Game, p. 13).

As the literature review which became “Basic Skills as a Foundation for Student Success in California Community Colleges,”
was being drafted, a debate arose in fall 2006 about whether a recommendation for early remediation should appear in the
final version, which appeared in February 2007 about the same time as Rules of the Game:

“Although often touted as a “best practice” criterion, mandatory course placement after initial assessment has been
somewhat more controversial with respect to outcome data. While mandatory placement was found to be positively
correlated to student retention in four-year colleges, a negative correlation was shown for two-year colleges (Boylan,
Bliss, and Bonham, 1997). However, developmental course success rates were positively correlated with mandatory
placement in both two- and four-year schools. These authors interpret this finding as positive support for both mandatory
assessment and placement. They argue that, under voluntary placement, the weakest students may not take the remedial
courses at all, and so are not counted. The stronger students filling remedial classes are more likely to be retained in this
case, compared to a situation of mandatory placement in which the service population would include both high- and
low-ability/ motivation students, and therefore more course drops. Essentially, voluntary placement tends to prevent a
large number of the weakest students from being included in the program’s service population. Since fewer than 10
percent of those needing remediation survive college without it (Cross, 1976), mandatory placement’s loss to attrition is
the lesser of the evils. Even though large numbers of students may be lost to attrition under mandatory placement, more
would be expected to survive than if they had not received any remediation at all” (Basic Skills as a Foundation for
Student Success in California Community Colleges, page 30).

The summer of the following year (June 2008), the California Legislative Analyst’s Office published “Back to Basics:
Improving College Readiness of Community College Students,” which announces on its title page, “ Most students who enter
California Community Colleges (CCC) lack sufficient reading, writing, and mathematics skills to undertake college-level
work” and includes as one of its recommendations, “Creating a strong incentive for students to take required assessments, as
well as requiring underprepared CCC students to begin addressing their basic skills deficiencies immediately upon
enrollment” (page 4). 

[Summary of work of the APG from Mark]

Thus in Spring 2009, the Academic Senate passed the following two resolutions: 

9.02     Communication and Computation Prerequisite Validation through Content Review
Jon Drinnon, Merritt College, Curriculum Committee Curriculum
Spring   2009  Topic:  Curriculum

Whereas, Underprepared students are not able to read, write, or complete quantitative analysis necessary for
transfer or collegiate level courses, yet are enrolled in these courses due to the absence of prerequisites and
lack of mandated placement;

Whereas, Basic Skills as a Foundation for Student Success in California Community Colleges (2007)
summarizes the research confirming that alignment of entry/exit skills and careful organization of
instruction is essential to student success;

Whereas, Under current Title 5 Regulation, faculty who wish to correct this situation are unable to apply
prerequisites of mathematics, English, or reading to non-sequential courses across disciplines without
requiring local college-by-college, course-by-course statistical validation of prerequisites documenting
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student failure for courses outside of a discipline, and these requirements are perceived as onerous, resulting
in a lack of prerequisites for the vast majority of general education courses; and

Whereas, Course content review is used to ensure academic integrity and delineate necessary entry skills to
promote student success by matching the exit skills of the prerequisite course with the skills and concepts
needed in the targeted course;

Resolved, That the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges recommend changes needed to
Title 5 language on prerequisites that, instead of relying on statistical analysis, allow local faculty to base
their determination for prerequisites of English, reading, or mathematics for collegiate level courses on
content review;

Resolved, That the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges remind local senates to ensure that
a prerequisite challenge process must be available to students; and

Resolved, That the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges recommend that once new
prerequisites are implemented, colleges conduct research on the effect(s) of the prerequisites. 

9.03     Pilot Project for Basic Skills Prerequisite Applications to General Education Courses
Tess Hansen, Foothill College, Curriculum Committee Curriculum
Spring   2009  Topic:  Curriculum

Whereas, The Basic Skills Initiative has raised awareness about the large number of underprepared students
in the California Community College System, where 70-98% of first-time entering students assess as
having basic skills needs;

Whereas, Student success data indicate that students who are not college ready are less likely to succeed
than students already at college level; and

Whereas, Title 5 Regulations demand local college-by-college, course-by-course statistical validation of
prerequisites documenting student failure for courses outside of a discipline, and these requirements are
perceived as onerous, resulting in a lack of prerequisites for the vast majority of general education courses;

Resolved, That the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges research potential pilot projects,
easily replicable at all colleges, for applying basic skills prerequisites to general education courses.

In addition, the Senate passed Resolution 9.05 in Fall 2009:

9.05     Ensuring Rigorous Content Review to Establish Prerequisites
Lesley Kawaguchi, Santa Monica College
Fall 2009  Topic:  Curriculum

Whereas, The Academic Senate for California Community Colleges passed resolution 9.02 in Spring 2009
recommending changes to Title 5 language that would allow for faculty to rely on content review rather than
statistical analysis to establish prerequisites;

Whereas, Course content review is used to ensure academic integrity and delineate necessary entry skills to
promote student success by matching the exit skills of the prerequisite course with the skills and concepts
needed in the targeted course;

Whereas, Standards for content review as stated in The Model District Policy on Prerequisites, Corequisites,
and Advisories on Recommended Preparation (1993) (see Attachment A) are rigorously described to ensure
a proper professional review to establish prerequisites but have not been revised for 16 years; and

Whereas, Moving to content review as a means to establish prerequisites will require clear, relevant and
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widely recognized practices of course content review;

Resolved, That the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges review The Model District Policy
on Prerequisites, Corequisites, and Advisories on Recommended Preparation definition of content review
and reference Title 5 § 55000  and to revise, modify or endorse the existing policies in an effort to establish 
consistent and rigorous content review standards to be implemented at such time as content review replaces
statistical analysis as the primary method of establishing prerequisites.

In May 2009, the Executive Committee approved the assignment of 9.02 to SACC and 9.03 to the Curriculum Committee,
and in fall 2009, Senate President Jane Patton asked the Curriculum Committee to establish an task force to broaden
conversations about how prerequisite pilot projects might more forward most effectively.

SACC has begun discussion of the most effective way to move toward the modification of Title 5 regulations, and would
seem the likely body to which to assign Resolution 9.05, since modifying Tilted 5 Regulations will also necessitate a revision
to The Model District Policy on Prerequisites, Corequisites, and Advisories on Recommended Preparation (1993).

The Prerequisite Pilot Project task force has been assembled and will hold its first meeting in late November.

Finally, a number of observers have wondered whether the August 26, 2009 Chancellor’s Office memo from Erik Skinner and
Linda Michalowski means that many districts are likely to be temporarily exempt from matriculation guidelines, thus allowing
pilot projects to move ahead more expeditiously.  That memo, on the exemption of colleges from regulatory requirements if
they transfer funds between categorical programs, includes the following Q&A: 

“Q3: In order to be relieved of state statutory, regulatory, and provisional requirements, are we required to take
separate actions for each of the twelve categorical programs?

“A3: No, transferring funds from any one of the categorical programs will result in the district being deemed in
compliance for all twelve programs.”

The Senate has been advised by Chancellor's Office staff that this interpretation is appropriate.

There probably could not be a better time to move back toward content review-based establishment of prerequisites. Not only
is there clear support from the Academic Senate, but support from external researchers and the Legislative Analyst's Office
also support moving in this direction. And given the substantial gap between demand and supply for community college
instruction, we are at a rare moment where we can guide under-prepared students to more appropriate course selections while
not placing apportionment at risk by offering under-enrolled class sections.
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