META Learning Community
Fall 2009 Progress Report

The following is a brief progress report for the META Learning Community which states the strengths and the weaknesses of this program along with suggestions and overall assessment of the program.

Strengths
1. As part of this learning community, students do appear to be developing relationships with each other.  This is helpful if our goal is to prevent students from feeling isolated or overwhelmed by the college experience.  Theoretically, this can also help students relay information about what assignments are due for which class, which could help some stay on task a lot more.

2. Because of the Chicano/Latino emphasis of the course, my experience with any significant cases of plagiarism with out-of-class essays has been minimal.  Plagiarism is something I have had to deal with during my time as an English instructor.  However, tailoring the assignments to something this specific has reduced the amount of plagiarism cases I have needed to address.  While one student included words from a source but did not acknowledge them within the essay, she did not do so to a significant amount as what I have seen other students do in other classes.  One other student had approximately 30% of his essay consist of unacknowledged sources, but this is the extent of plagiarism in the class.  
3. Of the 32 students who were enrolled at the beginning of the semester, only two students were dropped prior to the final drop date.  While not every student will pass English 125, what is helpful to know is that they have at least been enrolled in the class from the beginning of the semester and followed it through either to the end or near the end of the semester.

4. The META Learning Community has been fortunate enough to receive a total of $1,500 in SCCCD mini-grants during the Fall 2009 and Spring 2010 semesters.  This money has been helpful in funding a program that does not have as much funding as the more established Puente Program.  Therefore, students have benefited from any financial support the learning community has received.  

Weaknesses   
1. As of November 19, 2009, WebAdvisor shows that only 14 of the 29 students who are currently enrolled in the English 125 META section are enrolled in the English 1A META section for the Spring 2010 semester.  This raises questions about retention in the program, which is one of its key goals.  Additionally, this assumes that all 14 of those students even pass English 125, as there are doubts on this instructor’s part about every single student doing so.
2. There is a lack of communication among the instructors for the classes along with the counselor and administration about this program.  While I was told that all of the students should know about the Chicano/Latino emphasis of the course, a good number of them seemed surprised that we were doing just that with this section of English 125.  There have also been problems with understanding the requirement for every student to be enrolled in both English 125 and Counseling 3A.  This is partly the reason why the instructors and counselor were unaware of one student’s enrollment in Counseling 3A and one of my non-META English 125.  I had also been under the impression prior to this semester that the Counseling 3A and Counseling 3B courses would focus more on study skills rather than ways to transfer to a CSU or UC campus, respectively.    
3. There have been behavioral issues among the students that I have not seen while being an instructor on this campus.  Unfortunately, when students see one or two students acting up, they feel they can do the same as well.  This behavior includes (but is not limited to) the following: leaving class early, taking longer breaks or arriving to class late to make complete assignments that should have been prepared prior to the class meeting, refusal to participate in class discussions yet a willingness to engage in sidebar conversations, doing work for other classes, failure to submit out-of-class assignments, and overall disrespect towards the instructor.  While not every student is guilty of this, some students have approached me about the behavior of their classmates.
4. There is an inherent lack of enthusiasm on the students’ part to be in an English course.  Considering the population we are targeting for this program, the Puente Program (after which META is modeled) seeks to serve Hispanic students who traditionally struggle with English courses.  However, because the students who are enrolled do not enjoy English prior to taking this course, the result is the Principle of Self-Fulfilling Prophecy.  As a result, because students have already decided prior to starting the semester that English is their least favorite subject, this becomes their least favorite class.  Additionally, the class showed a lack of interest in attending the Hispanic Heritage Month Reading, and when it came time to write about what insights into the culture they gained from it, a vast majority of them focused solely on one reader.     
5. There is a lack of balance for the students when it comes to engaging the ideas of the authors and their classmates.  For example, while discussing an author who writes about illegal immigration, a vast majority of the class expressed sympathy towards illegal immigration while the one who expressed his views opposing it was labeled as “stupid” and “racist.”  Despite doing my best as an instructor to balance the perspectives, many of the students were reluctant to adhere to any instruction given regarding logical fallacies and ultimately allowed emotion to overwhelm reason.  This will not help our campus achieve the North Centers mission statement, which says how we seek to meet “the individual educational needs of our clients in a global environment.”  
6. The Chicano/Latino emphasis of the class in no way improves their quality of learning.  If anything, it may distract the students and even the instructor from the Student Learning Outcomes written for English 125 in the Reedley College Course Outline.  After all, finding textbooks that fit the Chicano/Latino emphasis and are at an appropriate comprehension level for both English 125 and English 1A without turning the entire class into a Chicano and Latino Studies course has been a challenge.  This has been successful within the Puente Program, but from what has happened this semester, it appears to stifle what students can write for their essays.
Suggestions
1. There could be a better understanding between the instructors and the counselor in terms of what type of students enroll in this class.  While it is natural for more Hispanic students to enroll in this class, a more balanced demographic among the students in the class could help to remedy certain language issues and bring better diversity of opinions within a class that has a Chicano/Latino emphasis.
2. I had heard that there is uncertainty as to whether or not Yammilette Rodriguez, who taught the Counseling 3A component of this learning community, will teach the Counseling 3B component for the Spring 2010 semester.  This uncertainty could be budget related.  However, assigning a different instructor for the counseling component between semesters defeats the purpose of the learning community’s goal to build a rapport with the instructors.  Mrs. Rodriguez had reported better behavior in her class than in mine, so to change instructors on the students for the counseling component would not be productive.    
3. Norma Kaser, who is the Reading Instructor at Madera Community College Center, has said she would be willing to teach the English 126 component of the learning community beginning in the Fall 2010 semester.  This would help one of the problems the program had, which is addressing how students will fulfill both the English 125 and English 126 requirements prior to their enrollment in English 1A.  Additionally, this may help students develop the essential reading skills they will need to handle both the tasks in English 125 and the eventual tasks in English 1A.
4. Some of the coordinators of the program had suggested assigning mentors to the students.  These mentors would be successful Hispanic men and women in our community willing to volunteer their time to motivate those enrolled in the META Learning Community with their studies.  This is a key ingredient to the Puente Program, and it might be effective for this one as well.  While it would be difficult to find a mentor for each of the 30 students enrolled, it might help to assign a mentor to every three students.  The amount of work on the mentor’s part would be minimal, as it would involve occasional contact by phone, by e-mail, or in person, and the mentors could be honored for their work at a reception.
Conclusion
While being fully aware of how this is the first semester that this pilot program has been offered, some inherent flaws have surfaced.  These flaws are impossible to ignore and detrimental to continue ignoring.  Considering that I have spent more time of instruction with these students than anyone involved in coordinating this program, I can confidently say that this program makes no difference in improving the students’ writing and reading abilities.  In comparison to the non-META sections of English 125 that I teach, I see my Hispanic students faring the same (if not, better) in those sections than in the English 125 META section.  Additionally, considering the budget concerns this and many institutions of higher learning have experienced, designating one English section for META limits the amount of options our students already lack.  
Unless something happens with this program that I do not currently anticipate, I presently have no interest in continuing with this program after the Spring 2010 semester.  For myself, I feel I would be far more effective teaching the standard English 125 courses I currently teach rather than one that is in this learning community.  While I wish for the success and continuation of this program, I personally do not want to continue with a class that requires more effort than my other classes yet produces fewer results.  Failing to address some of these problems stated in this document will not only be a disservice to those who have invested time in this program but to the students as well, who we initially desired to serve when creating META.          
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