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Ruthie is a sophomore transfer student who switched schools mid-year in 
order to enroll in your institution’s education program. She is very excited about 
becoming a high school English teacher because she loves to read and feels it is 
definitely her calling to work with this population.

During her first semester of English composition class, however, she is doing 
very poorly. Her writing skills are sub-par and her professor has referred her to 
the writing center multiple times for assistance. She can’t easily form coherent 
sentences and often seems to get blocked when it 
comes to proper grammar and punctuation.

Ruthie is distraught that she’s having such 
a difficult time with college-level English, 
especially when it’s something she wants to teach 
down the road. When you meet with her as her 
advisor, you explore how she could benefit from 
some remedial education to get her writing skills 
up to par. Ruthie is embarrassed and initially 
doesn’t want to do this, telling you that she’ll just 
“work harder” instead. However, as time goes 
on, you both recognize that remedial classes are 
a necessity, as her base skills just aren’t there, 
which impacts her ability to move ahead in her 
current class.

You also encourage Ruthie to be tested 
through Disability Services for a learning 
disability that could be holding her back from 
doing well in the English class.

Remedial Needs
The Case Study - Advising a student to get what she needs

R

“Ruthie is 
distraught that 
she’s having such 
a difficult time 
with college-
level English, 
especially when 
it’s something she 
wants to teach 
down the road. 
When you meet 
with her advisor, 
you explore 
how she could 
benefit from 
some remedial 
education to get 
her writing skills 
up to par.”SAMPLE
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With tutoring support and frequent visits to the writing center, Ruthie begins 
making progress in her remedial English class. She is learning the basic skills that 
she needs to write better papers and make more sense via the written word. When 
you check in with Ruthie, you see her confidence increasing. 

The only problem is that Ruthie’s mother is upset that she had to switch classes. 
She thinks your school “forced my daughter to feel bad about her abilities and be 
in a class that doesn’t match her intellect.” Ruthie’s mother is also upset that the 
remedial class won’t count toward Ruthie’s college credits and that you’re “forcing 
us to pay for a useless class.”

You try to explain the concept behind remedial education to Ruthie’s mother in 
a calm, upfront way. She hears some of what you’re saying, but is still hung up on 
having to pay for a non-credit bearing class. So, she makes an appointment with the 
dean to discuss the issue further.

Remedial Needs
The Case Study - continued

Notes:                                                                         
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Remedial Needs
Discussion Questions

• What could have been done proactively to ensure that Ruthie wasn’t placed in a class
she wasn’t prepared for?

• How might you handle this situation with Ruthie’s mother?
• What services are in place for transfers at your institution?
• How can this population sometimes fall through the cracks, particularly when they

enter mid-year?
• What types of remedial academic programs are available to students at your institution?
• What do you know about learning disabilities that can prevent students from

actualizing their academic abilities?
• What do students experience in your campus writing and/or learning center?
• What type of stigma, if any, is associated with remedial education on your campus?
• What are some ways to destigmatize this process?
• From the perspective of the Dean of Students/VP for Student Affairs office, what other

concerns are raised in this scenario?

Collaborations...
Which offices, agencies, organizations 
and/or people would you bring to the 
table to support or address this case?SAMPLE
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Students taking advantage of remedial education on campus is becoming more 
and more the norm. In this situation, Ruthie seems to be benefiting from the switch, 
yet her mother is still not convinced. Here’s a dose of perspective…

Remedial Classes & Transfer Students . Placement exams during orientation 
often help determine what level class a student needs to be in. This case study 
explores what happens when a transfer student slips through the cracks as she enters 
mid-year. Do you have programs in place to make sure this doesn’t happen at your 
institution? What specific supports are in place for transfer students?

Parental Involvement . As Ruthie’s mother gets involved in this situation, some 
different levels emerge. She thinks her daughter’s intellect is being questioned, 
plus she’s not happy about paying for a non-credit bearing class. As we work with 
constituents like this, we need to know how to present our rationales in clear, 
concise ways to show that we only have the student’s best interests at heart. Simple 
can often be best, with no apologies.

Learning Disabilities . A student like Ruthie needs to be assessed for possible 
learning disabilities that could be holding her back. For instance, she may have 
a developmental writing disorder. Writing involves several brain functions. The 
areas of the brain that handle vocabulary, grammar, hand movement and memory 
all must be capable and functioning. A problem in any of these areas can cause a 
developmental writing disorder. 

Characteristics include:
• Difficulty planning and organizing thoughts and topics on paper
• Difficulty with sentence structure
• Frequent spelling errors
• Difficulty with proofreading and editing

Remedial Needs
The Perspective Page

S
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• Short compositions
• Slow writing skills
• Poor penmanship
• Inability to copy material
 
Self-Esteem . One of the “side effects” of having a learning disability or 

struggling with an academic subject is the impact it can have on a student’s 
self-esteem. Students with these disabilities have average or above-average 
intelligence. However, everything they do in the classroom (and sometimes out) 
is more difficult and time consuming than it is for other students. As a result, 
students may feel that others think they are stupid – or they may come to believe 
that about themselves, too.

You may be able to help students in this situation by focusing on their 
accomplishments and turning the focus away from their difficulties. Ask for a 
student’s assistance in an area in which you know he excels. And be sure you never 
put the student in a situation that highlights his difficulty (i.e. asking him to read 
aloud or process information quickly).

Students and Their Goals . Ruthie wants to be an English teacher. Her current 
problems with writing don’t mean she’ll be unable to meet this goal; she’s just going 
to need to work hard at it. This type of work now, however, may quite possibly 
make her an even better English teacher because she’ll have a level of empathy for 
students who struggle that other teachers may not have. As we work with students to 
meet their goals, it’s important to boost them in practical ways (e.g. writing support, 
remedial classes, etc.) while also encouraging their hearts.

 

Remedial Needs
The Perspective Page - continued
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How to Use These Case Studies

Here are some ideas of how you can use these case studies in innovative ways…

As Tabletop Exercises
• Use a case study as the basis for a tabletop exercise that allows members of the 

division – and other collaborators – to examine a situation from start to finish.
• The case study can serve as a “script” of sorts for any role players who are 

bringing the situation to life. 

As a Training-Go-Round
• Set up four corners of a large space or different rooms 

within close proximity to each other.
• Choose a case study for each space that will be the main 

focus of attention. 
• Have several copies of the case study available and/or 

put it on the wall via an overhead or flip chart.
• Gather your training group in one space initially to 

explain that they’ll be spending 20 minutes at each case 
study station, discussing the situation and coming up 
with responses.

• Divide them into four groups and set them loose!
• Give a 5-minute warning when their time is almost up 

and then have them switch at the 20-minute mark.
• After each group has gone through each case study, come 

back together to compare notes, share reactions and reflect.  

As Staff Meeting Topics
• Choose a case study as a discussion topic for one of your 

next staff meetings.
• Give it to participants ahead of time so they can put 

some thought into their responses.
• Dedicate a certain amount of time to the discussion.

As a Policy Review or 
Development Tool
• Choose one of the case 

studies that explores a 
topic about which your 
staff needs to develop 
a policy and/or review a 
current policy.

• Don’t necessarily reveal 
that this is the gist of the 
exercise.

• Let the group discuss 
and respond to the case 
study.

• Then, steer the 
conversation toward policy 
development/revision.

• Putting a real face to a 
topic can help people 
think about the “what ifs” 
in more realistic, humane 
terms.
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