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In 2013, the Florida Legislature passed Senate Bill (SB) 1720, 
which called for all developmental education offered in the state 
to be accelerated, using one or more of the following instructional 
strategies: 1) co-requisite, 2) modularization, 3) compression, or 4) 
contextualization. The law also mandated changes in advising and 
student supports, and established meta-majors, which are a collection 
of academic programs that have common or related content. In 
addition, recent graduates of Florida public high schools (entering 9th 
grade in 2003-04 or later and graduating with a standard diploma) 
and active-duty military members are now exempt from assessment 
and placement into developmental education. Exempt students may 
still elect to be assessed, but they have the option to decline any 
referrals to developmental education. Students who do not meet the 
exemption criteria are required to be assessed, and if determined 
to have need must be presented with options for developmental 
education instruction. Colleges’ responses to the legislation have 
varied greatly, with many examples of innovation. The goal of this 
series is to document how colleges have responded to SB 1720 in 
order to highlight the decisions and processes colleges consider when 
implementing developmental education reform at scale. 
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Florida Gateway College (FGC) leveraged the head start they had in redesigning their 

developmental education program prior to Senate Bill 1720 and implemented their plan in 

roughly six months. They expanded modularized and compressed courses college-wide, and 

provided comprehensive training for instructors to adapt to the changes. In addition, FGC 

revised gateway courses and expanded bridge courses and student supports. The small,  

rural college emphasizes the importance of quality instruction and giving students agency  

in making enrollment decisions.

BEFORE SENATE BILL 1720

At Florida Gateway College, the Quality Enhancement 

Plan (QEP) process for Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools (SACS) re-accreditation started 

a campus-wide dialogue in 2009 about the need to 

improve students’ low success rates in developmental 

education courses, particularly in math. Prior to Senate 

Bill 1720, the placement process for students was rigid. 

Students had few opportunities to receive remediation 

before taking the CPT or PERT placement test or to re-

test before being placed into developmental education. 

According to the college’s director of advising, many 

students were “locked into” developmental education 

and found the old placement process discouraging. 

In 2009, FGC was awarded a five-year Title III grant 

to implement “Project EXCEL” (Excellent College 

Environment for Learning), which focused specifically 

on increasing student success in developmental 

education. The grant provided funding to pilot 

modularized math and compressed English—reading 

and writing—developmental education courses. As 

a result, FGC offered one to two pilot sections of 

each course per semester. The college’s Title III/

developmental education coordinator reported 

modularized math courses were about as successful 

as the traditional lecture courses. Compressed English 

courses were successful as well, with some variations 

based on instructor in both disciplines. The grant also 

covered developmental education course supports, 

including an hour per week for students in the EXCEL 

learning lab with dedicated specialists and tutors to 

provide additional instruction as needed. As a result 

of this initiative, the college had begun to see its 

developmental education enrollment numbers decline 

gradually, but overall enrollments were low and the 

college needed to do more to get students into the 

credit-bearing courses earlier. 

RESPONSE TO SENATE BILL 1720

Florida Gateway College, as a relatively small college 

with approximately 3,000 students, had to think 

strategically about how to best leverage its current 

resources to increase student success and implement 

a seamless (to students) developmental education 

redesign across the college. After Senate Bill 1720 was 
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passed, teams from each of the academic disciplines, 

student services, academic services, and faculty met to 

discuss the initial impact of the legislation and how to 

respond to it. At the same time, leadership convened 

individuals from each of these areas college-wide to 

develop a plan for the college. The developmental 

education coordinator described this as a collaborative 

process, in which everyone got involved and had a 

connection to the process. FGC also participated in 

collaborative meetings with peer institutions and 

meetings convened by the Division of Florida Colleges. 

In spring 2014, the college implemented its plan, 

which included scaling the pilot modularized math 

and compressed English developmental education 

courses, implementing a summer remedial boot camp 

for students that required limited remediation, and 

revising the required college experience course to 

ensure students are introduced to student success 

resources. 

DEVELOPMENTAL COURSE 
OFFERINGS 

In the first year of implementation, the college scaled 

its modularized and compressed modalities in math, 

writing, and reading. According to the developmental 

education coordinator, the college chose to start 

with those particular modalities based on their Title 

III experience: “Because we were fortunate enough 

to have piloted those modularized and compressed 

courses already, we felt capable and confident that we 

could do that without impacting student success.” The 

college’s two levels of developmental reading are now 

each offered as a three-credit module and a three-

credit, eight-week compressed course. For both writing 

and math, a three-credit module and an eight-week 

compressed course are offered for developmental 

levels I and II, as well as a one-credit module for 

students who are close to college ready. 

In the first semester of SB 1720, more math students 

enrolled in the modular courses than the compressed 

courses, but found the flexible pace challenging. 

As a result, the enrollment and success rates for 

the compressed math courses have increased in 

subsequent semesters because the students seem 

to prefer the structure and more active teaching. As 

FGC scaled the new modalities across the college, 

they also provided comprehensive training and 

staff development, including in course design and 

the HAWKES learning system math courseware, to 

increase the instructors’ comfort with the modular and 

accelerated course structures and provide strategies 

for engaging struggling students.

In August 2013, FGC offered its first remedial boot 

camp workshop. This bridge course, offered two 

weeks before the start of every semester, provides 

students who place into developmental education 

based on PERT scores or other college-ready indicators 

with 10 hours of remediation and computer-based 

individualized instruction with tutors and specialists 

to get them college ready by the time the semester 

starts. The idea was that students whose scores 

indicated they needed minimal remediation would be 

able to complete this condensed preparatory session, 

retake the PERT, and hopefully show they were ready 

to move directly into the gateway course. There were 

only about 6 students in the first summer boot camp, 

but since then the course has become increasingly 

popular for students, serving approximately 200 

students in the last year. 

STUDENT ADVISING

FGC is a small enough college that its four counselors 

meet with every first-time-in-college student and 

every exempt student for 20- to 30-minute individual 

advising sessions prior to course registration. The 

objectives for the first advising session include 

making an initial connection with the student and 

learning about his or her academic background and 

goals, discussing the exempt and non-exempt student 

options, and preparing them for the new student 

orientation. Exempt students who do not have college 

placement scores are advised to take the PERT to get a 

baseline score, but are not discouraged from skipping 

developmental education. Low-scoring students 

who choose to go directly into the gateway courses 

are informed of the possible consequences of their 

decision, along with additional resources available, 

such as the summer boot camp, tutoring, and the 

learning labs. Non-exempt students are required to 

enroll in developmental education if they do not meet 

the placement test cut-off score and are also advised 

of their options.

The college’s director of advising said that advisors 

are somewhat prescriptive about first semester 

courses for FTIC students. However, in subsequent 

semesters, advising is developmental, and students are 

encouraged to take the “driver’s seat” in their plans 

and make the decisions that work best for them. 



INNOVATIONS IN DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION REDESIGN: FLORIDA GATEWAY COLLEGE4

In response to Senate Bill 1720, FGC revised its 

mandatory College Experience course (SLS 1501) to 

include assignments that require students to meet 

with their academic advisors, develop a degree audit 

and plan, and utilize student services including the 

EXCEL learning labs. Students re-visit their advisor 

mid-semester to discuss their long-term academic 

plan, meta-majors, and transfer-specific prerequisites. 

The second meeting with academic advisors allows 

students to think more specifically about their 

academic objectives and develop a plan, including 

alternative math pathways for non-STEM or business 

majors. 

CHANGES TO GATEWAY COURSES

The gateway math and English courses at FGC have 

been modified to accommodate the diverse range of 

students taking the courses. For example, one math 

instructor who teaches both developmental and 

college-level courses said he now dedicates more 

time to reviewing and bridging the gap for exempt 

students in intermediate algebra. He stated, “Before, 

I would just go into the class and see where the class 

is and go from there. Now, I just go in and start as 

low as I can given the time that I have. The material 

from elementary algebra and intermediate algebra 

is so similar that I can incorporate a lot of it and 

pretty much teach 0028 [elementary algebra] and 

1033 [intermediate algebra] at the same time.” As an 

alternative to intermediate algebra, FGC will also offer 

Quantitative Literacy (MGF 1100) as a gateway course 

for the math for liberal arts majors pathway beginning 

fall 2015. 

FGC now also administers diagnostic tests in gateway 

math and writing classes to assess the skill sets 

students may need additional assistance with, 

and has opened the EXCEL labs to those students. 

The math instructor quoted earlier noted that the 

problems students most often answer incorrectly on 

the diagnostic test form the content taught at the 

end of Algebra 2—content that would most likely have 

been covered in an honors or accelerated high school 

Algebra 2 class, but less likely in a regular-paced class. 

FGC noted that they do not see many students who 

drop the course or switch to developmental education 

as a result of their diagnostic score; rather instructors 

seem to use the test to assess the level of remediation 

they need to do within the course. Instructors may 

refer students who need additional assistance to 

the EXCEL learning labs. FGC has seen an increase 

in utilization of the learning labs, especially math, 

and has hired additional tutors to accommodate the 

increased loads. 

PRELIMINARY RESULTS

As expected, FGC has seen an increase in students 

enrolling directly into the gateway courses. In the 

first semester of Senate Bill 1720 implementation, 

about one-third of exempt students opted out of 

taking the PERT and went directly into intermediate 

algebra or English composition, but another third of 

exempt students opted to take the PERT and follow the 

placement recommendations. By the second semester, 

two-thirds of students opted out of the PERT and/or 

developmental education. The college attributes this 

increase to two factors: first, students may be more 

optimistic about their ability to be successful in the 

gateway class than is warranted; second, higher overall 

PERT scores suggest that high schools are doing a 

better job of preparing students for college, especially 

in math.

Preliminary data show mixed results for student 

success in the developmental education courses. 

In developmental math, FGC saw an initial decline 

in student success rates when SB 1720 was first 

implemented, but the scores are rising again. From 

fall 2014 to spring 2015, student success increased 

1 percentage point in the lower-level developmental 

math courses and 8 percentage points in the upper-

level developmental math courses; this includes both 

modularized and compressed instructional strategies. 

In developmental writing, success rates for students in 

the lower-level courses went up 14 percentage points, 

but went down 8 percentage points in the upper-level 

courses. The college is still working to understand the 

data and pointed out that enrollment in developmental 

writing has drastically declined. FGC also implemented 

a streamlined upper-level reading and writing 

developmental course in fall 2014; student success in 

this combined four-credit course increased from 76 

percent to 80 percent from fall 2014 to spring 2015. 

In the gateway courses, student success increased 

by 4 percentage points in intermediate algebra and 

declined 5 percentage points in English Comp I. FGC 

staff continues to investigate which factors may have 

contributed to these changes. Initial data also show 

that 60 percent of students who took the upper-

level compressed math course in spring 2014 and 
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then intermediate algebra the next semester were 

successful, compared to 38 percent of those who took 

the modularized course. Sixty-five percent of students 

who took upper-level developmental writing and 69 

percent of students who took developmental reading 

were successful in English Comp I. The success rates 

for students who transfer from developmental courses 

to the gateway courses are still lower than the overall 

success rates in the gateway courses.

GOING FORWARD

Though preliminary data show mixed results, Florida 

Gateway College remains optimistic about the changes 

implemented as a result of Senate Bill 1720. The 

college’s advising director stated that FGC is seeing 

just how much the developmental education courses 

were holding some students back. She explained 

that previously, “faced with all of the dev ed courses 

and a rigid system that forced them to go step-wise 

through these courses,” some students just gave 

up. The developmental education coordinator added 

that although it was a “shock,” the bill served as a 

wake-up call to focus more on students’ needs, and 

that one of the biggest challenges has been getting 

students to take advantage of the expanded resources 

and supports the college offers. Looking ahead, the 

college is also considering expanding into co-requisite 

course offerings starting spring 2016 and reaching 

out to national best practice organizations, including 

Complete College America, to learn more about the 

different modalities and how to continue to increase 

student success at Florida Gateway College.
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