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BACKGROUNDER

Overview of the Project and Project Goals
The College Math Project involves an investigation into the sources of student failure or success in technology mathematics courses at six participating Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology (Seneca, Sheridan, George Brown, Georgian, St. Clair and Fanshawe). The aim is to identify contributing factors, especially those under the control of either the high school or college systems by analyzing a database containing students’ mathematics results, both past and present, along with other relevant factors. The analysis of the data will serve as a springboard to engage college and school board administrators and faculty in dialogue and development of strategies to ensure a seamless transition from secondary school to first year college mathematics and to determine the feasibility to implement the project on a system wide basis.
Background

Success rates in first year college technology mathematics courses are often unacceptably low. These low success rates are usually mirrored in other subjects in which mathematics is important and students who are unsuccessful in such key courses are usually unable to complete their chosen program, resulting in an unacceptably high “drop out” rate. In addition, colleges must spend significant amounts on remedial courses or tutoring aimed at retaining such students.

Little is presently known about the causes of success and failure in College mathematics in Ontario. There are no formal linkages between the Ministry of Education and MTCU to investigate such matters and no professional forums where mathematics issues such as these are examined systematically. The database of first semester student experience and results, a key outcome of the College Mathematics Project, will enable college and secondary school administrators and faculty to discuss factors leading to student success or failure from a factual and statistically relevant rather than an anecdotal perspective. This lack of “hard” information became evident during the SQC review of the secondary mathematics curriculum when the colleges were asked to provide feedback on the new mathematics curriculum. The lack of information regarding student enrolments in the various secondary mathematics courses, student success rates in those subjects and information regarding student performance in first year math at the college level on a large scale resulted in a qualitative rather than quantitative approach to a complex task. Each college has a wealth of information regarding their students. This information, once pooled becomes a significant resource for educators wishing to improve retention and graduation rates. 
CMP Pilot Project B involves six colleges and will provide the framework for the next stage in the project: full implementation on a province wide basis. It will be at this final stage that CMP will have the greatest impact in identifying contributing factors and engaging secondary and college educators and government in discussions to identify strategies to implement a seamless experience for students from secondary to college. These discussions will lead to curriculum alignment, sharing of best practices and teaching resources to enrich each student’s experience in mathematics. The College Math Project Math Forum is the venue in which some of these discussions will take place.
CMP Pilot B: Components of the Study
· Analysis of College Policies and Programs (qualitative) 

· Analysis of Student Data (quantitative)-about 5000 students in total

· Forum in June to share findings and discuss implications 

· Feasibility study of expanding to province wide analysis 

The qualitative component involves analyzing:

· Grading Policies
· Program mandates/relationships -139 programs 
· Mathematics Courses-33 in first semester at 6 colleges (technology programs only)
· Admission Criteria
· Assessment Testing
· Math Support
The analysis of student data involves:

· Comparing achievement in secondary mathematics with achievement in first semester college mathematics
· Looking at pathways to determine which (if any) are more predictive of success
· Determining if there is predictive value to college assessment tests
Views of Student Data

· A-Student Participation

· B-Pass Rates

· C-Grade Spreads 

· D-College Assessment Tests

· E-Secondary School Pathways

· F-School Board Performance

We will be presenting the results of the Pilot B study at the CMP-SCWI Math Forum on Thursday, June 15, at Seneca’s King Campus. SCWI forums have traditionally been structured to bring as many secondary school teachers and college teachers together as possible to discuss a number of subjects or issues. This forum has a different structure. 

While the CMP is significant in its own right in that increasing student success in postsecondary technology programs is obviously worthwhile, both for the students themselves and for Ontario economy generally, the project has broader significance at this particular time also.

The Ontario Ministry of Education is currently leading an important series of initiatives designed to address “Students at Risk” in both elementary and secondary schools and reports have been published with such titles as “Building Pathways to Success” for students in Grades 7–12. In these initiatives the main criterion for “success” is achieving Ontario Secondary School graduation and, for the Ministry of Education, whose mandate extends only to elementary and secondary schools, this appears reasonable. 

On February 7, 2005, the Hon. Bob Rae, Advisor to the Premier and Minister of Training, Colleges and Universities, released his Postsecondary Review report, “Ontario: A Leader in Learning”. Mr. Rae had been charged “to review the design and funding of higher education in Ontario and to help the government develop strategies for higher educational achievement”
.  Among the five “key themes” in the report are three that bear directly on the project outlined here:
Accessibility
Students who fail or drop out of first year essentially lose access to their desired career goals. Rae therefore asks “How can we increase participation and success in higher education?” and states “We need a much greater sense of continuous learning in educational policy. Changes in high school curricula have a strong impact on access to college and university.” Once fully implemented on a system basis, the CMP will provide a way for educators to share information, align curriculum, teaching and assessment practices and measure the effect of curricular changes.
Quality
Ensuring the success of students who enrol in College programs is an important element in overall program quality. Understanding how to do this is an essential first step and developing this understanding is the main goal of CMP.

Accountability
To know if the system is delivering the results we want or to know if we are improving our success over time requires that we have clear systems in place for measurement. The CMP offers a prototype of such a measurement system and will be of interest to the proposed Council of Higher Education.
For the Ministry of Education, a student is not “at risk” if he or she successfully graduates from high school, even if they encounter subsequent failure in College. MTCU and the Rae Review, meanwhile, appear to be seeking the keys to accessibility, quality and accountability exclusively within the postsecondary system itself.

Because of this provincial landscape and because one of our objectives is to determine the feasibility of implementing CMP on a system wide basis, the forum in which we discuss CMP must bring together leaders and decision makers in the colleges, boards and government. To this end we have structured the day such that each board and college will be asked to bring a team of leaders in the areas of mathematics curriculum, guidance and career counseling, student success. The morning will be spent on setting the context for CMP and discussing the results of the study. During the afternoon we will break out into groups to discuss the significance of the study in the context of curriculum, provincial/system, guidance and career counseling and at-risk-student success.
The “leader” of the team will be asked to participate in the “provincial/system” breakout discussion and will be considered to be the “influencer” and driver for their institution/board.
Curriculum team member(s) should have responsibility for the mathematics curriculum on a macro level, rather than a micro level and must be in a position to interact with as many secondary school mathematics curriculum leaders as possible. 

The career-guidance team member(s) will have a board/college responsibility for guidance and career education.

The at-risk/student success representative will have a board/college responsibility for student success.

The proceedings of this forum with recommendations from each group will be published and distributed to all participants. It is hoped that we will be in a position to hold another forum in the fall of 2006. It would be at this forum that college and secondary school teachers would meet to discuss the results of the CMP and begin to develop action plans to address the recommendations flowing from the June 15th Forum.
We would be pleased to answer your questions and provide clarification if needed.

We look forward to seeing you on June 15th!

Sincerely,
Laurel Schollen and the CMP Team

� “Higher Expectations for Higher Education,” Postsecondary Review Discussion Paper, p. 5 (emphasis added).
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