
This chapter describes how a well-respected peer-led
academic support model, Supplemental Instruction (SI),
has been successful in improving grades and reducing
failure in high-risk courses at LaGuardia Community
College since 1993.

Supplemental Instruction at a
Community College: The Four Pillars

Joyce Ship Zaritsky, Andi Toce

Supplemental Instruction (SI) is a recognized and highly respected academ-
ic support program available worldwide in institutions of higher learning
(Martin and Arendale, 1990; Martin, Arendale, and Associates, 1992; Ogden
and others, 2003). Outcomes have demonstrated that SI can contribute to
significant change in students' performance by raising grades and reducing
failure in high-risk courses.

SI was first piloted at LaGuardia Community College in 1993 with
three courses. By 2002-03 the program had expanded to target and support
one hundred courses (Zaritsky 1994, 1998, 2001). There have been 136
participating instructors and 234 SI leaders in LaGuardia's SI program since
its inception. This indicates that of the 234 leaders in the program's history,
184 are former leaders, and 50 are current leaders. Data collected during
this time show that students who attend SI sessions achieve, on average, one
letter grade higher than those who do not attend. (See Table 3.1.)

The data also show that students who participate in SI are less likely to
drop the targeted course and therefore more hkely to persist. Over the years
since program inception, we have also learned that running a successful SI
program on our campus depends on the support of four interdependent
groups, or pillars: SI supervisors, SI leaders, faculty, and administration.
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24 SUPPLEMENTAL INSTRUCTION

Table 3.1. Classes, Students, SI Participation, and Grade
Comparisons at LaGuardia Community College, 1993 to 2005

Semester+

Spring 1993*
Fall 1993*
Spring 1994*
Fall 1994*
Spring 1995*
Fall 1995*
Spring 1996
Fall 1996
Spring 1997
Fall 1 1997
Fall 2 1997*
Spring 1998
Fall 1 1998*
Fall 2 1998*
Spring 1 1999*
Fall 1 1999
Fall 2 1999
Spring 1 2000
Spring 2 2000
Fall 1 2000
Fall 2 2000
Spring 1 2001
Spring 2 2001
Fall 1 2001
Fall 2 2001
Spring 1 2002
Spring 2 2002
Fall 1 2002
Fall 2 2002
Spring 1 2003
Spring 2 2003
Fall 1 2003
Fall 2 2003
Spring 1 2004
Spring 2 2004
Fall 1 2004
Fall 2 2004
Spring 1 2005

Total

Classes
Supported

3
3
3
6
8
6

12
13
13
13

1
12
10

1
12
8
7

15
6

10
6

15
5
9
6

22
6

27
22
45
11
24

7
16
8

17
6

25

439

Total
Students

90
124
113
208
336
343
406
344
342
392

24
323
313

24
300
280
149
389
151
334

81
427
111
268
164
509
153
775
557

1324
293
647
237
478
189
461
104
706

12,471

SI
Students

40
55
56
85

143
150
172
146
158
156
20

131
131
20

120
104
92

159
76

157
51

235
51

155
69

239
60

259
228
516
132
343
104
220
108
211

64
312

5,528

Participation

(%)

44.44
44.35
49.56
40.87
42.56
43.73
42.36
42.44
46.20
39.80
83.33
40.56
41.85
83.33
40.00
37.14
61.74
40.87
50.33
47.01
62.96
55.04
45.95
57.84
42.07
46.95
38.71
33.42
40.93
38.97
45.05
53.01
43.88
46.03
57.14
45.77
61.54
44.19

44.33%

Grade
Difference**

1.30
1.30
1.30
1.30
1.30
0.69
1.22
1.19
1.31
1.15
1.30
1.34
1.30
1.30
1.30
1.40
1.10
1.25
1.30
1.40
1.50
1.60
1.40
1.20
1.30
1.50
1.30
1.00
0.90
0.82
1.40
0.90
1.30
1.10
1.20
1.12
1.64
0.81

1.24

Rating
(%)***

88.00
88.00
88.00
87.00
95.00
88.00
89.00
94.00
85.00
89.00
88.00
84.00
88.00
88.00
88.00
81.00
86.00
86.00
89.00
69.00
89.00
84.00
84.00
90.00
91.00
88.00
83.00
90.00
93.00
90.00
95.00
84.00
92.00
98.00
96.00
91.00
91.00
91.00

88%

+ An academic year consists of four terms and begins in July with the Spring 2 semester (6 weeks),
foiiowed by Fali 1 (12 weeks). Fall 2 (6 weeks), and Spring 1 (12 weeks).
* Some of the data for this semester are estimates.
** A grade difference of 1 equais an increase of one letter grade.
*** Percentage of students who rated the SI sessions "excellent" or "good."
**** Number of students wbo attended the SI sessions three or more times.
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The SI Model Explained

SI varies in several ways from traditional academic support models. Instead
of targeting struggling students, SI targets difficult or "high-risk" courses—
those with a failure rate of 30 percent or higher—providing free assistance to
all students enrolled in these classes. In addition, by encouraging all students
to attend, the model removes the stigma that students feel when they are
assigned to academic support programs; it permits all students, even those
already doing well, to improve their grades and performance. Finally, in SI ses-
sions, students work in small groups that are structured to facilitate the review
and discussion of important concepts and ideas from the course meetings.

SI leaders are trained extensively in workshops that emphasize active
learning. During these workshops, they are taught the principles and
methodology of collaborative and cooperative learning (Bruffee, 1994;
Goodsell and others, 1992; Johnson, Johnson, and Holuhec, 1994; Meyers
and Jones, 1993) and are expected to apply them. They are taught to regard
themselves as facihtators or coaches, not as instructors.

SI leaders are required to attend the targeted class and take notes as if
they were students in the course. This helps them stay current with the mate-
rial that needs to be addressed during their sessions, it allows them more
opportunity to be visible to the students, and it ensures that there is always
a "good set of notes" to reference in the sessions. They then organize a min-
imum of three to five hours a week of group study sessions. In this way, they
are intimately aware of what is happening in the class, can form a working
relationship with the professor, and can provide help direcdy relevant to the
course material. Attending the class also permits SI leaders to get to know
students in the course and to encourage them to attend their sessions.

Attendance at SI study sessions is voluntary, which can be a challenge
at a community college such as ours given the demographics of our student
body However, we have found that incentives and support from faculty
somewhat alleviates this problem.

About LaGuardia Community College

LaGuardia Community College is an urban public institution located in
Queens, New York, a borough that calls itself "the most diverse place in the
world" since 46 percent of its two million residents hail from more than one
hundred other nations ("About Queens," 2005).

The demographics at our college are similar to those of Queens. Fur-
thermore, the majority of our 13,500 credit students come from low-income
households: 63 percent live in households with an annual income of
$25,000 or less. Some 61 percent receive some financial aid, which is usu-
ally not enough to cover all of their expenses. The high cost of living in the
New York metropolitan area requires many students to work part-time
or full-time. Fifty-nine percent of our students are foreign-born and some
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26 SUPPLEMENTAL INSTRUCTION

need assistance in learning Fnglish. Furthermore, LaGuardia is an open-
enrollment institution. As a result, 87 percent of our students come to the
college with deficiencies in such basic skills as English, math, and reading
and must take remedial or developmental courses before they can enroll in
content courses. Fven after they complete these courses, many still need
additional support. Often they have parental or family responsibilities,
which may not allow them sufficient time for study

These demographics often limit our ability to find and hire SI leaders.
Therefore, all of the support groups described in this chapter must work
together to ensure the program's success.

The First Pillar: SI Supervisors

As supervisors—the first pillar of the program—our role is to provide the lead-
ership and oversight necessary to support the other three pillars. For example,
we must ensure that our SI leaders are carefully chosen, trained, supervised,
and supported. In addition, we must work with the faculty and the college
administration (their roles are explained in greater detail later in this chapter).

Our program staff is made up of only three part-time individuals. The
director is a faculty member who is given two-thirds release time for this
position. She oversees and generally supervises the program planning, hires
SI leaders, interacts with the administration and faculty, and writes the bi-
annual grant reports and the annual apphcation for funds.

The program assistant is a former student and SI leader who works
half-time for the program. His role is to assist the director in her responsi-
bilities. He is in charge of compiling and analyzing the data we produce each
semester. In addition, with the oversight of the director, he develops the
annual budget for our operation and periodically updates our Web site
(http://www.lagcc.cuny.edu/api).

There is also a part-time secretary, who works a total of six hours a
week for the program. Her primary responsibility is to make sure that our
SI leaders are paid.

Administrative expenses represented only 28 percent of our budget for
the 2004-05 academic year. In addition, whenever we have received addi-
tional funding, we have put it directly into program expenses, without
adding any administrative staff or costs.

The Second Pillar: SI Leaders

Our SI leaders are an essential pillar of our program. At an urban commu-
nity college such as LaGuardia, choosing and retaining them are continual
challenges. It can be difficult for students to take a part-time job as an SI
leader, which requires ten to thirteen hours a week and pays between $1,026
and $1,190 for a twelve-week semester. Students may instead need better-
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paying, off-campus jobs that are readily available in New York. It is also dif-
ficult to find students whose communication skills are sufficient for the task.

Selecting SI Leaders. Our recruiting process generally takes a three-
pronged approach. First, we recruit on campus with fliers, on our Web site,
and through e-mail correspondence to all Honor Society members. Second,
we ask all faculty and SI leaders who have worked with us to recommend
outstanding students. Third, we highlight our minimum criteria in all of our
recruiting information. Candidates must have the following: (1) a 3.0 GPA
or higher, (2) a B+ in the course for which they wish to be an SI leader,
(3) a minimum of ten to twelve hours a week available for an on-campus
position, and (4) a desire to help other students.

Hiring SI Leaders. Our hiring process involves three steps: an inter-
view, a review of each candidate's college transcript, and a check of references.

When applicants appear, they are asked to read a one-page explanation
of LaGuardia's SI program and then complete a brief application. If they
meet our criteria, we set up an appointment for an interview. The interview
is designed to give us information about each student's background and a
sense of the student's empathy and friendliness. Because attendance at SI
study sessions is voluntary, we have found that outgoing, friendly student
leaders are more likely to attract participants. However, we have hired quiet
students with good qualifications who have blossomed as a result of their
experiences with the program.

During the interview we ask candidates these questions: Why do you
want to become an SI leader? How did you find out about SI? What are your
career goals? In what courses are you interested in leading SI? What are your off-
campus responsibilities? This last question is most important; from past expe-
rience, we have learned that students with heavy off-campus commitments
do not have enough free time to be able to fulfill their responsibilities as SI
leaders. We conclude the interview by telling students that we will check
their transcripts and references and notify them if they have been selected.

In addition to carefully checking their transcripts, we also look at the
candidates' academic patterns, such as a high course withdrawal rate. We
do not summarily eliminate these candidates, but we do call them back to
inquire about these issues to determine if we feel they can carry out the nec-
essary duties.

We check references from two different sources: faculty and outside
employers. Faculty references are vital; they can reveal far more than course
grades. It is an extremely positive indication that a student will be an exem-
plary SI leader if a faculty member reports that the candidate voluntarily
assisted other students in the class. Outside references are usually positive;
nevertheless, they help us ascertain a candidate's sense of responsibility and
reliability in a job setting. If the reference is from a current employer, we
find out the time commitment that position entails. As already mentioned,
we know that a student who is working many hours for an outside
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employer (forty to fifty hours, for example) and is also enrolled as a full-
time student will not be able to perform well as an SI leader.

Based on the interview, the transcript, and the reference checks we cre-
ate a pool of prospective candidates. We have learned to compile a ranked list
of possible SI leaders that is at least one-third longer than we need. In this way,
should one or more candidates drop out at the last minute, we have alternates.

Training SI Leaders. There is sufficient evidence that if SI leaders are
to be effective they must be well trained (Cooper and Marie, 2002; Peter-
man, 2003; Whitman, 1988). For this reason, we provide a good deal of
training, starting with a two-day intensive workshop prior to the semester.

The objectives of training are to: (1) introduce students to how SI
works; (2) help students understand the nature of SI and how it is different
from other academic support programs; (3) introduce students to basic the-
ories of learning; (4) model and have them practice strategies associated with
cooperative and collaborative learning; (5) review various study skills; (6)
discuss behavioral issues they may encounter and how they may approach
them; and (7) view and analyze videotapes of exemplary SI sessions. We use
the SI leader training materials that have been developed at the University
of Missouri-Kansas City (1997) and a manual that we developed on our own.

The training is continued and reinforced during the semester in weekly
ninety-minute meetings. At these meetings, SI leaders also share their suc-
cesses and concerns—learning experiences in themselves. In addition, each
semester the director and the program assistant observe all SI leaders and
meet with them to discuss their sessions and provide constructive criticism
on session improvement. We also require our SI leaders to observe each
other and follow up their observations with similar meetings.

Benefits to SI Leaders. Although academic support programs such as
ours often measure the improvement students achieve, they may overlook
the important influence SI has on the leaders themselves. To measure the
effects of our program in April 2005, we mailed a survey to all of the 184
former SI leaders. We received forty completed surveys (a return of 22 per-
cent, which is considerably high given the great mobility of our student
body) and learned the following information:

• Ninety-five percent of respondents reported that SI was very helpful in
giving them a better understanding of the course material.

• Seventy-three percent reported that their work as SI leaders helped them
choose a career. A large number told us that they had decided on a career
in academia—getting a Ph.D. and becoming university faculty—because
of their experiences as SI leaders. SI helped them discover the pleasure of
helping others and improved their skills as educators.

• Ninety-eight percent reported that being an SI leader helped them gain
self-confidence. SI gave them the opportunity to strengthen their leader-
ship and communication skills. Most of them wrote some variation of this
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comment: "1 was very reluctant to speak in public or express my ideas in
front of an audience. Through SI, I was able to break that barrier and
open up more."

In their concluding comments, almost all respondents unanimously
described SI as "a life-changing experience," "a wonderful program," "the best
thing that ever happened to me at LaGuardia." They commented that they
considered the program "an extremely valuable teaching tool" that should be
implemented in all colleges.

The Third Pillar: The Faculty

The third important pillar of our SI program is our faculty. We have learned
that SI works best when faculty understand and support the program. It is
therefore essential to choose faculty who view themselves as "gate openers"
rather than "gatekeepers," because the former are more likely to support the
program by encouraging students in their classes to attend the study sessions.

Before assigning SI leaders to specific courses, we meet with individual
faculty, provide them with ample literature on SI, and request their partici-
pation. In this way, faculty do not feel they are being required to participate
and are more likely to support the program. We also try to match SI leaders
to faculty they have studied with and know and respect. This is not always
possible at our college, and there are times when we need to assign SI lead-
ers to adjunct professors who are not familiar with the program. In this case,
we provide the SI leader with an introductory letter and literature about SI
to give to the faculty member on the first day of class. Although this prac-
tice is not preferred, in the twelve years we have been running SI at our col-
lege we have never had a faculty member turn away an SI leader.

We ask faculty to encourage their students to attend SI sessions. Atten-
dance is a significant issue since it is voluntary. Our students have little free
time and may not want to attend SI sessions unless it is clear that doing so
will improve their grades. Our strongest faculty encourage their students to
attend sessions in several ways: they constantly mention SI in class and
include it in their syllabi, they use the SI leader as an assistant whenever
there is group work in class, they offer a small amount of extra credit to stu-
dents who attend more than a minimum number of SI sessions, and they
provide materials and support to SI leaders by meeting with them on a
weekly basis to review and suggest material and topics they can use in their
sessions. We have developed a growing list of "gate-opening faculty" and
try as much as possible to assign SI leaders to their classes.

During the semester, we keep in constant communication with faculty
through e-mail, invite them to our meetings, and send them agendas as well
as copies of some of the training materials. At the end of the semester, we ask
participating faculty to complete a survey in which they evaluate both their
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SI leader and the program and offer comments and suggestions. Most are
extremely enthusiastic in their evaluations. We share our SI data outcomes,
which provide them with important feedback and is another incentive to
encourage them to participate in the future. We also invite faculty to our
annual end-of-year ceremony in which we honor them as well as the stu-
dents who have worked as SI leaders. We know that many faculty are enthu-
siastic about the program because of the frequent calls we receive from them
requesting that an SI leader be assigned to their classes.

The Fourth Pillar: College Administration

The fourth pillar of our program is the college administration. We rely on
their support and are in constant contact by including them in all our
e-mails, memos, and invitations. We invite them to all training meetings and
events we sponsor. The president and other administrators often come
and speak with our SI leaders. In addition, representatives from administra-
tion speak each year at our end-of-year ceremony.

By sharing our end-of-semester data, we give administration numerical
evidence that the program works and is producing results (see again Table
3.1). We also provide them with data that show that SI need not be consid-
ered an additional cost but instead represents an economic savings since the
cost of running our program is modest. The college loses approximately
$2,000 in state aid for each student who drops out. During the 2004-05 aca-
demic year (Spring 2 2004, Fall 1 2004, Fall 2 2004, Spring 1 2005), we tar-
geted fifty-six sections in which 1,460 students were enrolled in courses
supported by SI sessions. This worked out to a cost of $72 per attendee.

Funding since the inception of the program has come primarily from
our institution's annual state and federally funded Carl D. Perkins Vocational
and Technical Act Grant. As an indication of our administration's support,
we have received an increase in funding. From time to time, the administra-
tion has also provided us with additional funds from its tax levy budget.

The administration's support is vital and should not be overlooked. Stu-
dent support services are an important part of the budget at a community
college, and we know that we must compete for funding with many other
support programs.

Conclusion

There are many challenges in running a successful SI program at an urban
community college such as LaGuardia. Despite these challenges, we have
learned that with continuing refinement our SI program can have a positive
impact on both students and SI leaders. As we have shown, our success has
been dependent on four pillars of support that are intrinsically related to
each other—each one having an effect on the other.
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