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  The community college setting attracts a large group of diverse students, from recent high 
school grads wanting to stay closer to home to forty-five year olds looking for a career 
change. Oftentimes, these students may require some extra help or need to freshen up on 
old concepts. These students might have learning disabilities, speak English as a second 
language, or possess other educational and emotional baggage that have made the 
classroom a difficult place to succeed. That’s where the Developmental Studies Program 
comes into play.  
 
  Dr. Shelley DeBlasis, the Department Chair of Developmental Studies at NMSU Carlsbad, 
says that the program has been helpful to many who have profound struggles with their 
coursework, particularly at the community college level. 
 
  “Developmental studies came about to deal with open admission policies so that any 
student with a high school diploma or GED could take college courses,” she said. “It’s part of 
the project of education as a democratic process, in that it realizes the American dream that 
everyone should have access to higher education.” 
 
  Developmental studies came about in the 1960’s and 70’s at a CUNY college in New York. 
Its mission spread across the country to prepare students for college-level reading, writing, 
and math courses. A diagnostic placement test is often administered to students who might 
be labeled “at risk” based on their educational background and other personal reasons, 
such as being a first generation college student or returning to school after a long break.  
 
  According to DeBlasis, NMSU Carlsbad uses the COMPASS Placement Test, an ACT product, 
to place students into their appropriate math, reading, and writing courses. 
 
  “Currently on the NMSU Carlsbad campus, 92-94% of our students who take a placement 
exam will place into one or more developmental courses,” she said. “But any given 
semester, we are serving anywhere from 26-45% of our enrolled students in 
developmental courses. So technically, even though we’re not a degree or certificate 
granting program, we are the largest program on campus in terms of how many students 
we serve in any given year.” 
 
  Working alongside developmental studies, the T.E.A.M. Center (Teaching English and 
Math) has been offering its tutoring services since 1981. Developmental students, and 
others not taking developmental courses, can arrange to meet with a tutor by appointment. 
While the T.E.A.M. Center mostly offers help with English and math, sometimes students 
can find tutors for other subjects, like accounting or chemistry.  
 
  Terry Barnes, the Head of Tutoring Services, said that the T.E.A.M. Center developed as a 
supplement for English and math courses where students would attend a lecture and then 
seek tutoring afterwards. 



 
  “I read in a report one time that said that lecturing doesn’t work and that you need 
learning to be more interactive and competency-based,” Barnes said. “That’s what we try to 
do here.” 
 
  For the future, the T.E.A.M. Center is trying to grow by jumpstarting an online tutoring 
service, offering information seminars before students take placement exams, and getting 
certified to place a tutor in every classroom. However, the Barnes has met some 
frustrations with the state and federal higher education departments that are trying to 
move developmental students through their classes faster. 
 
  “If you go through high school, it’s what you learn from the 3rd grade to the 9th grade, and 
the state wants to cram that into a full year,” Barnes said. “I don’t know how that’s going to 
work when the majority of our students need it slower. It feels like a contradiction.” 

  Presently, the T.E.A.M. Center holds five tutors serving 25-75 English and math students. 
Shon Eastman, a current math tutor and former developmental student, has found tutoring 
to be beneficial in not only helping other students who were like him, but also in helping 
him understand his math coursework better. 

  “I started tutoring when I was coming out of college algebra and going into trig,” said 
Eastman, who plans to transfer to New Mexico Tech to pursue his bachelor’s in petroleum 
engineering. “I really enjoy it because I can kind of see where I’ve been and can help 
somebody else out of the same problem. I struggled with it at first, but I understand the 
material a lot more now.” 

  Students who have succeeded in developmental studies, like Eastman, are what motivate 
instructors to keep working with their students even when it feels like the material isn’t 
getting through to them. DeBlasis, who is in her second year of teaching developmental 
writing, has said that this experience has been one of the hardest things she’s done so far in 
her career. 

  “I have a soft spot in my heart for developmental students,” she mentioned. “I think as a 
developmental professor, I not only have to know my content area of English, writing, and 
research, I also have to have an in-depth knowledge of pedagogy, which is how to teach. But 
also you kind of have to be a coach. A lot of what I feel like I’m doing is confidence building.” 

  DeBlasis said that teaching students what she calls “the secret knowledge of college 
culture” is also an integral part of succeeding in higher education. Most of the time, she 
added, students don’t know how to discipline themselves and budget their time, or have 
the misconception that smart kids don’t put a lot of work into their assignments.  

  “I think for the most part, developmental students take unique perspectives to the 
classroom, which is why I wanted to work at a community college,” she said. “You’ll have an 
18-year old right out of high school sitting next to a 40-year old who’s already had a career, 
and they may both struggle with language use and writing, but they have very different 
needs and histories.” 



  Despite all the challenges that come with developmental studies, both DeBlasis and 
Barnes agree that serving students who really need their help is one of the most rewarding 
parts of their jobs. 

  “I enjoy it because I value that I’m helping students,” Barnes said. “Since I’ve worked here, 
I’ve had people come up to me and say that if it wasn’t for me, they never would’ve 
graduated.” 

 

  “It’s rewarding when my students succeed, because they really work for it,” Deblasis 
included. “It makes me mad sometimes that some of these students have been cheated in 
their education, and some have cheated themselves. But I really believe in our 
developmental students and their ability to overcome their personal challenges.” 

  

   

   

 

   

  
 
   


