
 ⊲ Following a series of reforms to English and math placement and instruction in the California Community Colleges, 

the numbers and proportions of students attempting and completing transfer-level courses in these subjects in the 

past decade has grown substantially. 

 ⊲ Adult community college students who enroll in English and math courses now complete transfer-level courses in 

English at a similar rate as traditional-age students and are closing the gap in math.

 ⊲ A smaller proportion of adults attempt and complete transfer-level English and math in their first year of credit 

enrollment compared with younger students, and this first-year completion gap is widening.

 ⊲ Policymakers should acknowledge successes to date and continue monitoring to ensure equitable outcomes for 

students of all ages, enabling them to achieve their educational goals.
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Redrawing the Starting Line:
An Examination of Adult Learners’ Outcomes Amid 
Developmental Education Reforms
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M ost students (77%) in the California 

Community Colleges (CCC) state they intend to 

earn a degree, transfer to a bachelor’s degree 

program, or both,1  but four years after enrolling, only 23 

percent successfully do so, including those who completed 

system-approved certificates.2 One of the most significant 

obstacles to transfer is completing transfer-level courses 

in English and math.  

Until 2019, students were often required to first complete 

one or more developmental education (remedial) courses 

in these subjects, and many never finished (see “What 

is Developmental Education?” on p. 2).3  Students could 

spend years in sequences of developmental education 

courses, using limited financial aid awards and personal 

resources without earning degree- and transfer-applicable 

credits and delaying enrollment in transfer-level courses—

if they did not drop out first. 

In addition, a series of research studies questioned the 

accuracy of test-based placement methods, pointing to 

the annual costs to students and taxpayers, which totaled 

hundreds of millions of dollars, and casting doubt on the 

efficacy of developmental education as preparation for 

transfer-level coursework.4  

To increase the proportion of community college students 

completing transfer-level English and math courses and 

moving along the path to degree completion in California, 

lawmakers and system leaders have taken a series of 

progressively focused actions encouraging colleges to 

place most incoming students directly into transfer-level 

courses in these subjects instead of developmental courses 

below transfer level (see “Developmental Education 

Legislative Landmarks” on p. 3). Many colleges responded 

by significantly increasing the proportion of English 

and math courses offered at the transfer level, often 

pairing them with noncredit or low-credit cocurricular or 

corequisite support classes that provide instruction and 

tutoring to students who need extra assistance.5 

Overall, the share of entering students completing 

transfer-level English and math courses has grown 

substantially in the years following these reforms.
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Developmental education—also known as remedial 

education, basic skills, or foundational skills—refers to 

courses (generally in English and mathematics) designed 

to prepare students to complete the coursework needed 

for associate’s degrees and transfer to bachelor’s degree 

programs. These courses that count towards degrees are 

generally referred to as college-level or transfer-level 

courses. In the California Community Colleges (CCC), 

instruction in English as a second language is usually 

considered separate from developmental education. 

Until 2019, CCCs typically administered standardized 

tests to incoming students and assigned those who scored 

below a specific cutoff to a developmental course one or 

more levels below transfer level. The majority of students 

were referred to developmental education. For example, 

80 percent of CCC students who started in the 2009–10 

academic year were placed in developmental education in 

English, math, or both.6  As a result, California lawmakers 

and college and system leaders adopted policies to improve 

developmental education placement and instruction 

methods and to increase students’ enrollment in transfer-

level English and math courses (see “Developmental 

Education Legislative Landmarks” on p. 3).

What is Developmental Education?

Developmental reform efforts have largely focused on 

placement leveraging students’ high school achievements; 

however, it is important to assess how older students, 

who are further from their high school years, have fared 

under these reforms. In this study, we compare outcomes 

for adults 25 and older (who constitute over 40% of CCC 

students) and those for traditional-age students under 

25.8 (Adults make up only 20% of first-time, non-special-

admit students enrolled for credit, however, so a smaller 

proportion may need to take transfer-level courses.)9 

We find adult students are now about as likely as their 

younger counterparts to complete transfer-level English 

courses within a year of first enrolling in such courses, and 

they are approaching parity in completing transfer-level 

math courses. However, many adult students never make 

it as far as their first English or math course. Perhaps as 

a result, a smaller proportion of adult students overall 

complete transfer-level English and math courses within a 

year of first enrolling for credit. We provide details of these 

findings in the following sections.

Understanding the Developmental Education Experiences 
of Adult Learners

D E V E L O P M E N TA L E D U C AT I O N  
H A S  C O S T C A L I F O R N I A S T U D E N T S

 $205 million
I N  Y E A R LY O U T- O F - 

P O C K E T C O S T S . 7

more than

Defining the Demographics 

Adult learners or adult students 
Ages 25 and older

Traditional-age students 
Under 25
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Assembly Bill 3

Seymour-Campbell  
Matriculation Act of 1986

Formalized and standardized the developmental 
education assessment and placement process 
across the system’s colleges to help students 

meet their educational goals.10

Senate Bill 1456

Required colleges to assess first-time students 
for college readiness before registration, 

established student support, and emphasized 
equity in placement.

Assembly Bill 1805

To receive Student Equity and Achievement 
Program funding, colleges were required to 

inform students of their right to access transfer-
level coursework and to be transparent about 

their placement policies and results.

Assembly Bill 1809

Introduced the Student Centered Funding 
Formula, which partially based community 

college funding on students completing 
transfer-level English and math in their  

first year.12

Assembly Bill 1705

Clarified college responsibilities for student course 
placement, including that colleges must place 
and enroll most students in transfer-level classes 
and provide access to student support. Clarified 
that the one-year completion window starts at 
the enrollment of transfer-level courses, required 
use of multiple measures to determine placement, 
restricted practices that would lead to unnecessary 
developmental courses, and enhanced CCC 
Chancellor’s Office authority for enforcement.

Developmental Education Legislative Landmarks
State lawmakers enacted a series of laws regarding developmental education placement, enrollment, and 

instruction in the California Community Colleges. The following timeline outlines key provisions of these 

laws, enacted between 1986 and 2022.

Senate Bill 1143

Established the Student Success Task Force, 
whose recommended developmental education 
reforms were enacted as part of Senate Bill 
1456.11

Assembly Bill 705

Required colleges “maximize the probability 
that a student will enter and complete transfer-
level work in English and math within one year” 
and prioritize high school achievement in course 
placement. Prohibited developmental course 
requirements that lengthen time to degree 
without strong evidence of student need.

1986

2012

2017

2018

2010

2022
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Figure 1: Among students who enrolled in any English or math course, adult students 
complete transfer-level English courses at similar rates as traditional-age students but 
are still catching up in math

Percentage of students who completed transfer-level English and math courses within one year of 
initially enrolling in the subject at any level (by age group, 2012–13 through 2021–22)

Adult Learners and Traditional-Age Students Achieve Similar 
Success in Transfer-Level English; Gap Closing in Math
In the last decade, similar shares of both adult students 

and traditional-age students have completed transfer-

level English courses within one year of first enrolling in 

the subject, with the adult learners’ completion rate rising 

from 42 percent in 2012–13 to 67 percent in 2021–22 and 

the rate for traditional-age students rising from 48 percent 

to 66 percent (figure 1). During this period, adult students 

initially trailed traditional-age students in completing 

transfer-level English courses by six percentage points and 

ended up leading by one percentage point. 

For math courses, the adults’ completion rate increased 

from 19 percent in 2012–13 to 50 percent in 2021–22. 

The traditional-age students’ transfer-level math course 

completion rate also improved over the same period, from 

28 percent to 55 percent. So, while adults still lag behind 

traditional-age students in math, they have narrowed the 

gap from nine percentage points to five percentage points 

over the past decade. 

In short, adult students are now about as likely as 

traditional-age students to complete transfer-level English 

courses, though not as likely to complete transfer-level 

math courses, within one year of attempting their first 

course in the subject.13

NOTE: We refer to adult students as students ages 25 and older and traditional-age students as those under 25. Results are based on data for all full-time and part-time 
students who first enrolled in any level of English or math course in the corresponding academic year, regardless of what year they first enrolled in community college. 
Depending on the year, results for English courses are based on 73,544–157,220 traditional-age students and 15,129–69,428 adult students, and results for math courses 
are based on 71,823–136,806 traditional-age students and 14,371–70,108 adult students. 

SOURCE: California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office. Transfer-Level Gateway Completion Dashboard, accessed August 21, 2023.
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Completion of Transfer-Level Courses in the First Year Is Increasing 
for All Students, but Adults Increasingly Lag Behind

Figure 2: A higher proportion of traditional-age students complete transfer-level English 
and math courses in their first year than do adult students, and the gap is widening

Completion of transfer-level English and math courses in first year of credit enrollment in district (by age group, 
2011–12 through 2021–22)

NOTE: We refer to adult students as students ages 25 and older and traditional-age students as those under 25. Results are based on data for all full-time and part-time 
first-year students who initially enrolled for credit in a community college district in the corresponding year. Cohorts range in size: 210,359–275,717 for traditional-age 
students and 48,180–103,514 for adult students, depending on the year.

SOURCE: California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office and Cal-PASS Plus. California Community Colleges Student Success Metrics Dashboard, accessed April 26, 2023.

Completion of both transfer-level English and math 

courses in the first year of enrollment is included in the 

CCC Student Success Metrics Dashboard and the Student 

Centered Funding Formula as a student success strategy 

(see “What is Developmental Education?” on p. 2, and 

“Developmental Education Legislative Landmarks” on 

p. 3, respectively).14  As depicted in figure 2, first-year 

completion rates of both transfer-level math and English 

courses increased for both traditional-age students and 

adult students from 2011–12 through 2020–21. This 

increase was followed by a dip for each group and subject in 

2021–22.15  

In the most recent year of data available, a larger 

percentage of traditional-age first-year students 

completed transfer-level English courses in 2021–22 

(42%) compared with adult students (12%), a difference of 

31 percentage points (calculated using unrounded values). 

This difference has grown since 2011–12, when 18 percent 

of traditional-age first-year students and 4 percent of 

adult first-year students completed transfer-level English 

courses (a 14 percentage point difference). 

First-year completion of transfer-level math courses 

follows a similar pattern, with both groups’ rates rising 

and the gap between them growing from eight percentage 

points in 2011–12 to 21 percentage points in 2021–22.
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Policymakers: Laud Success to Date but Monitor to Ensure  
Equitable Outcomes
Recent reforms ushered in dramatic increases in students of 

all ages enrolling in and completing transfer-level courses 

in English and math in the CCC, and legislation taking effect 

in 2023 holds hope for further gains.16  Adults who make it 

to the starting line of English and math enrollment perform 

about as well as traditional-age students in completing 

transfer-level English courses and have narrowed the gap 

in math. And growing proportions of both adult students 

and traditional-age students complete transfer-level 

courses in their first year of enrollment. 

However, there is one disparity between adult students 

and their traditional-age counterparts that asks for more 

attention: most adult students do not enroll in any level 

of English or math course in their first year of community 

college, and the difference in this first-year enrollment 

between younger and older students is increasing over 

time. It is not clear if that disparity is a problem to be solved 

or just a difference in the way older students approach 

higher education. A smaller percentage of adult students 

state a goal of transfer or earning a degree compared with 

traditional-age students,17  and students may overstate 

their educational objectives in these statements of intent.18  

On the other hand, some argue that colleges play an 

important role in raising (but sometimes also lowering) 

students’ educational ambitions.19  

California education leaders need further research into 

disparities across age groups, particularly research covering 

multiple years of enrollment and exploring whether adults 

delaying taking transfer-level math and English courses 

impacts their educational outcomes or reflects different 

goals. State, college, and system policymakers have a 

responsibility to understand how reforms impact students 

differently based on their circumstances and to consider 

students’ particular needs, making it possible for all 

students to succeed.
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Data, Methods, and Limitations

The data used in this study were obtained from two dashboards that aggregate individual-level data from the CCC 

Chancellor’s Office. Data regarding the proportions of students completing transfer-level English and math courses 

within a year of first enrolling in the respective subjects (figure 1) are from the Transfer-Level Gateway Completion 

Dashboard. The population consists of all students who enrolled in at least one credit-bearing English or math course. 

The data span the ten years from 2012–13 through 2021–22. The dashboard measures only the first two attempts to 

complete each transfer-level course, so it may slightly understate the actual completion rate within one 12-month 

period. For example, students who complete a course during the summer term following two unsuccessful attempts the 

previous fall and spring semesters— or students who attend the few colleges that use quarter system academic calendars 

and who complete in their third quarter— would not be counted as having completed.20 

Data on the proportions of first-year students completing transfer-level English and math courses (figure 2) are from the 

Student Success Metrics Dashboard. The population is first-year full-time and part-time students who first enrolled for 

credit in a community college district in the 2011–12 through 2021–22 academic years. Students were included whether or 

not they enrolled in English or math courses.21  The outcomes of interest are the proportions of students who completed 

transfer-level English and math courses in their first year of credit enrollment in community college. 

All calculations were performed using unrounded data. Because the results are based on the entire population of students 

rather than a sample, no standard errors or other measures of variance or statistical significance are reported.

Researchers at Wheelhouse: The Center for Community College Leadership and Research at the University of California, 

Davis School of Education repeated an earlier version of some of these analyses using individual-level data and found 

broadly similar results.

The results presented in this brief reflect a limited perspective on student success in transfer-level courses and should 

not be taken to imply a definitive relationship between students’ age and subsequent outcomes. 
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