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A CALLTO ACTION

In recent weeks, as COVID-19 has spread across the globe,

people have found themselves divided into two very distinct
groups: “essential workers” and everyone else. As a member of
this latter group, I've often felt helpless, even useless. I'm not
trained to care for the sick, develop a vaccine or manufacture
ventilators for the ill. | can't coordinate with state and national
public health officials on a response. I'm not closing campuses
to protect students or converting courses to distance learning.
With the deepest admiration for these individuals who are
taking brave action and making difficult decisions right now, |
realize that | am the definition of a “non-essential worker.”

Yet, | remain steadfastly committed to the path | have pursued,
fighting for equity and student success. Our day-to-day work
of helping colleges be student-ready will not heal the sick
today; however, it will play an essential role in helping an ailing
economy recover and counteracting the racial and societal
inequities this pandemic has further aggravated.



It is our organizational philosophy that the first step to becoming a
student-ready organization is to authentically center our work
around the voices and experiences of students. We developed this
report to draw focus around three distinct student groups that will
be affected by this global crisis, each with very different
challenges that will require different interventions:

whose final semester and transition to college is
being disrupted by the pandemic;
who are subject to higher education’s
regulations, policies and processes; and
who need to earn new
credentials and get back into the workforce quickly.

This report explores the perspectives of each of these groups and
suggests a few key interventions, acknowledging that it is far from
an exhaustive list. | am confident that there will be no shortage of
thought leadership from our field on these matters. HCM
Strategist’s #EdAfterCOVID blog series and Strada Education
Network’s Public Viewpoint survey and webinar series are two
examples of those already leading the way. My hope is that as
practitioners digest these materials and the future publications
that will certainly follow, they keep each of these student groups
front of mind. If states and institutions hope to serve the economic
and societal needs of the country in the coming months, they will
need to be student-ready for all three.

So if, like me, you are eager to find essential ways to contribute as
a “non-essential worker,” | hope you'll join me in looking forward
and continue working with unwavering resolve toward a more
equitable and student-ready world.

Sarah Ancel
Founder & CEO



RISING SENIORS

No spring sports, no prom and potentially no graduation
ceremony - these are devastating blows to students who
have been looking forward to the final semester of their
senior year with anticipation. They are also dealing with the
stress of a worldwide health crisis, watching it unfold on
social media. A friend, relative or they themselves may be
sick, and they may have an essential job in a grocery store
or at a fast food restaurant. This group of students is,
undoubtedly, having one of the most unusual experiences in
our nation’s history - finishing high school at home. This
doesnt mean, however, that they arent “college-ready.”

PERSISTENT CHALLENGES

When new students enter our colleges and universities, they
are met with well-intentioned efforts to ensure they are
ready for the rigors of the college curriculum, particularly in
the core areas of math and English. This is especially true for
students who attend open-access and community colleges.
They are screened for readiness and, traditionally, those
deemed "underprepared"” have been enrolled in multi-course
sequences of remediation. Multiple research studies have
shown this process to be inequitable. Standardized
placement tests are not predictive of academic success, and
they result in underrepresented students, specifically Black
students, being placed in remediation at a higher rate.
Additionally, students placed in remediation have a high
probability of success in college-level courses, but often
never make it there - dropping out before completing their
assigned gauntlet of remedial courses.








https://strongstart.org/sites/default/files/resource-center/pdfs/200311_POI_Students%20Course%20Taking%20Experience%20FINAL.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2020/2020003.pdf



https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/uc-temporarily-eases-admissions-requirements-response-educational-disruptions

TO BE STUDENT-READY':

e Suspend the use of standardized tests for admissions and
widely publicize the change to students and families.

e Honor admissions offers regardless of final transcript grades
or credit/no credit designations.

* Place students directly into college-level courses. Use
multiple measures placement with an emphasis on high
school GPA to determine who needs additional support in
those courses. If no GPA is available, rely on students' self-
reported grades.

* Increase the number of corequisite support courses in
mathematics and English. Prohibit the re-establishment or
expansion of stand-alone developmental courses.

e Strengthen their developmental education policies by
including multiple measures for placement and aggressively
phasing out stand-alone developmental courses.

e Ensure state outcomes-based funding formulas reward
gateway course completion and de-incentivize stand-alone
developmental education.

e Collect and publicize real-time data, disaggregated by
race and region, about placement and outcomes of
students in this cohort.



CURRENT STUDENTS (B

At some point, life will get in the way for most students in
higher education. Rarely does life get in the way for ALL
students at the same time, as it has this semester. Students
who may have benefitted from in-person lectures and study
groups before are now navigating the unfamiliar world of
distance learning. They may not own a computer or have
access to WiFi or a printer at home. They may be unexpectedly
unemployed, losing income that helps to pay for their tuition
and fees. Add to these myriad issues the possibility that
students may be home-schooling children, caring for ill loved
ones or sick themselves. Under these extreme circumstances,
students' academic performance may suffer, but that shouldn't

mean the end of their college dreams.

PERSISTENT CHALLENGES

Every part of the higher education system, from the federal
government to individual campuses, has policies and
procedures that are used to ensure students are learning
and progressing. These policies provide a quality control
mechanism for the field to prevent fraud or inefficient
allocation of resources. At the same time, they are not
designed to account for life circumstances. A student who
has to drop all of their courses because of illness or
emergency typically finds the process to re-enroll and
secure financial aid to be filled with struggles, even more so
if they still owe a balance on their bursar account.






IF WE AREN'T STUDENT-READY...

Without swift policy and process change in Summer 2020,
many students who have been affected by this pandemic
will have to navigate one or more of these policies,
making it difficult for them to re-enroll. If “special
circumstance” exceptions or appeals exist in the policy,
students who pursue them will likely find themselves in a
long queue with hundreds or thousands of others needing
the same consideration.

The processes for handling these kinds of case-specitfic
requests are typically very labor-intensive and rely on
individual judgment calls. That fact has two key
implications: First, these processes are not easily scalable,
which means institutions can quickly find themselves
understaffed and overwhelmed by the unusually high case
volume. Second, without extreme clarity and consistency
around how decisions are made, implicit bias could lead
to some students being held to an impossibly high
standard, while others are given the benefit of the doubt.

LEADING THE WAY o

The West Virginia Higher Education Commission and Council

for Community and Technical College System has voted to
provide students with greater flexibility in accessing and
renewing state financial aid programs. Since students have to
adjust to a different delivery method of classroom instruction,
the Commission suspended GPA requirements to renew
multiple scholarships.


http://www.wvhepc.edu/state-higher-education-systems-provide-financial-aid-flexibilities-for-students-amid-ongoing-campus-changes-related-to-covid-19/

TO BE STUDENT-READY:

e Waive financial holds for students with unpaid bursar
balances. Allow them to re-enroll next semester and pay
the balance in installments.

e Examine their Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) policy
and criteria for academic and financial holds. Modify them
to the fullest extent possible to automatically allow students
to re-enroll and access financial aid.

* Where standard policy cannot automatically handle such
cases, develop a highly visible and streamlined appeals
process.

e Add staff to the appeals process and provide mandatory
implicit bias training.

e Establish or expand emergency aid programs to help
students with short-term financial needs. Be broad in the
definition of which students can benefit and the items that
can be covered and expedite the application and award
processes.

* Decouple their state financial aid eligibility from the federal
government’s.

e Temporarily revise or suspend any credit completion or GPA
requirements for renewal of state scholarships.

e Provide block grants to institutions to administer emergency
aid programs.



UNEMPLOYED OR &
FURLOUGHED WORKERS (=)

Lost profits, lost wages and lost jobs - the economic shock
waves of this health crisis will be felt intensely by business
owners and their employees. The vast majority of unemployed
and furloughed workers who enroll in institutions to earn
degrees or credentials won't fit the mold of a “traditional”
student. They will be older, more diverse and will likely have a
more complex set of responsibilities - spouses, children and
mortgages. They might be first-time students or returning
adult students who are deciding to give college another
chance after dropping out last year or long ago. These
students will still need to provide for their families through
part-time or temporary work, but that shouldn't mean a
longer or more difficult path to a credential.

PERSISTENT CHALLENGES

: : -
Very few of our higher education . ®
institutions were built

J

with the needs of older students
and students of color in mind.
Certain policies and processes
seem antiquated, illogical or
inequitable if we view them
through these students’ eyes.
Despite efforts around diversity
and inclusion, campus culture is
still evolving to be more reflective
of the increased number of adult
students and students of color.




A variety of things signal to these students that this
experience was not designed for them, from class times
that cluster between 10 am and 3 pm to faculty and staff
that are less diverse than the student body. It is not
surprising that their graduation rates are lower, especially
for those students in notoriously inefficient part-time
schedules.

POTENTIAL PITFALL: SCALING SYSTEM
FAILURE

The challenges for adults and students of color on our
campuses are not new and are definitely not caused by the
pandemic. What is new is how prevalent these so-called
“non-traditional” students will be in our virtual and in-
person classrooms. Those affected economically by the
pandemic will be older than the typical college student but
also likely be more racially diverse. In a typical economic
downturn, Black and LatinX workers are harder-hit, and the
early numbers point to the same trend in 2020. This
particular crisis exposes another type of privilege that is
disproportionately enjoyed by white Americans - jobs that
can be performed remotely. Fewer Black and LatinX
workers have these kind of jobs, thus making it more likely
they will be laid off or furloughed during the pandemic.

With record unemployment claims and the expectation that
those numbers will continue to grow, higher education has
the opportunity to attract a lot of the recently unemployed
to finish credentials they started long ago or facilitate a full
career change.



They may need to provide for their families through part-
time or temporary work. Still, they will have no time to waste
en route to their degree. Their future livelihood and that of
their families will depend on their ability to get a quality
credential and move toward their desired field of work
quickly.

Traditional higher education structures have often led to the
exact opposite outcome - students with extended time to
degree or no degree at all. As we expect to serve more
older students and students of color, placing more students
intfo an unchanged structure will further exacerbate the
inequitable effects of the pandemic, rather than help to
solve them. Institutions could reorient to serve these
students. Or, they could welcome them into a system that's
likely to fail them.

o majority
1%

o) nearly two-thirds
64%

Source: Public Viewpoint: COVID-19 Work and Education Survey. Strada Education Network, April

2020.


https://www.stradaeducation.org/publicviewpoint/

IF WE AREN'T STUDENT-READY ...

Students who have previous college credit could provide
their transcript only to discover that most of their credits
won't transfer or are "expired" - a policy rooted in the
presumption that if students learned something too many
years ago, they no longer know it.

It could also be the case that students enter with substantial
amount of college-level, credit-worthy knowledge from
workforce experience or military certifications and the
institution neglects to tell them they can have it evaluated
for credit. Our adult students and unemployed workers may
be advised into a part-time schedule without knowing that
graduation is half a decade away. They may be placed in
stand-alone developmental courses that extend their time
and cost to degree. They may not be able to access
financial aid because they have an unpaid federal student
loan or because they graduated high school more than two
years ago.

If we are not ready for them, they may not be able to come
back at all. Those who do may experience so much
frustration that they choose to leave the moment their job
comes back or their dreams seem too far away.



LEADING THE WAY P o

MN Reconnect, in partnership with Minnesota State

Colleges and Universities and with support from Lumina
Foundation, supports adult learners with specialized
advising from a “navigator” who connects them with
available resources such as childcare services.
Additionally, students enrolled in a MN Reconnect
institution are eligible to apply for a scholarship of up to
$1,000 which, in addition to federal and state grants,
can help pay for tuition, books or assist with childcare or
tfransportation costs.

TO BE STUDENT-READY:

e |dentify all the ways under current policy that a student's
previous credits could be excluded. Revise any policy that
can be made more generous without impacting academic
rigor or quality standards, therefore articulating as many
previous college credits possible to the respective degree
or credential.

e Establish or enhance policy to allow students to receive
credit for prior learning. Provide every adult student with a
standard process and start-to-finish guidance to help them
maximize the credit they receive and shorten their path to
graduation.


https://mnreconnect.com/about/benefits/

States should:




TAKING THE NEXT STEP




TAKING THE NEXT STEP
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REFERENCE MATERIALS




REFERENCE MATERIALS
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Student-Ready Strategies (SRS) is a consulting and
technical assistance organization that believes all students
can succeed and supports state, regional and institutional
efforts to ensure they do. SRS partners, plans and problem-
solves with colleges and universities as they evolve to
ensure the success of diverse students with complex lives.
Learn more at studentreadystrategies.com.



https://www.studentreadystrategies.com/

