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ABSTRACT

A survey was conducted among 489 public colleges in
the Southern Regional Education Board states to determine cutting
scores for placing students into regular versus remedial college
classes. Results indicated a large number and variety of tests in
reading, writing, and mathematics--almost 100 combinations of 70
different tests—--were used to place students. Both locally-developed
and standardized tests were used. Thirty-one different reading tests
were reported, most freqguently the Nelson-Denny Reading Tests, the
American College Test, Multiple Assessment Programs and
Services--Descriptive Test of Language Skills (MAPS-DTLS), and the
verbal Scholastic Aptitude Test. Thirty different writing tests were
reported, including the American College Test--English, a sample
:ssay, and a locally developed test. For mathematics, 118 colleges
ised an in-house test. In addition, 36 testing instruments were
named, including the American College Test--Mathematics, Scholastic
Aptitude Test, and MAPS. An examination of the cut-off scores used by
the different colleges indicated a wide range of standards. On a
reading test, the percentage of students eligible for college-level
placement ranged from 57 percent to 99 percent, and on a mathematics
test, from 6 percent to 86 percent. (GDC)
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COLLEGE-LEVEL STUDY:
WHAT IS IT?
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Variations in College Placement Tests and Standards
in the SREB States

Why is it that in one college students need only a 7th
grade reading level to begin credit we k mward a d%rgg
while at another college, students 1
gmde lével to Enmu in dﬁgr&&-ffedﬂ cnurses?

s[udgnth must score at lhE 431’(! pergénulc to start degr;e—
credit work?

And in mathematics,
does one interpret the fact lhat one LD”EEC req ires stu-
dents to score at the 14th percentile to begin college-level
mathematics, while at another, students are required to
score at the 94th percentile?

What does it mean that nearly 100 test combinations of
70 different tests in I’Eﬂdlﬂé, wrmr}? and mathematics are
used by colleges and universities in the SREB states to
place students into degree-credit programs?

Institutions have different missions—and all are cer-
tainly not to be judged by ivy-league standards—buti isn’t
it possible to have some general agreement about what
constitutes college-level work?

An S5REB study would seem to show that the wide
variation among institutions in college placement stan-
dards means that there is very little consensus on what
college-level work is. Itis difficult to improve undergradu-
ate education when what p for college werk may be at
an advanced level or it may be at a high school level.
ps the first question to be answered in individual
states is “*How does the lack of agreement on what col-
lege-level work means affect the quality of undergraduate
education?”

In dlsgussmns of gnlry—lcvcl standards for cglleg& it is
often confusing whether placement standards or admis-
sion standards are being addressed. While at times the
standards or terms may be used interchangeably, thi
SREB study deals with standards for placement. Place-
ment standards yre admitted to

they are placed in degree-credit (r&&,ular) college courses.
If they do not, they are placed in remedial/developmental
programs.

The admissions process, howsver, is different. Students
are admitted who may lack the skills necessary to begin
college-level work. For example, i itions with open-
door admission policies may admit a majority of students
wha may not be n;.ady to br:gin regulm’ cnlle;:.é wnr'k Even

ddmll sludemﬁ who m:ed addltmn.ll dsﬁlamnce Thﬁ f)f
course, is not as big a problem in the institutions with more
selective admissions criteria. Obviously, the more selec-
tive an institution, the fewer the number of students who
will need assistance.

SEEE Placement Survey

‘;mndlgrcls and qu llw are bnngmg to hghl the fact thal
u;sllgges dﬂlj umversme* use few Cgmmﬂn smndardq ID
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college to help determine whether they are ready to begin
degree-credit work. If students have the necessary skills, _
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v.urk orw huhcr lhu mul
“What standards are being used h) mamulmns
her education in the SREB rc“mn te plree students
in appropriate levels of study?™ An SREB survey of
institutional remedial developmental programs in two-
year and fourscar colleges attempts to answer this gques-
tion. Specificalls, the survey deseribes the particuluy stun-
durds required by colleges and universities for placement
into regular coll degree-credit programs, “Standards™

are defined here as the qualifying (cut-off) scores on
pitrticular tests required by institutions.

The survey was sent to 489 public two-yeur and four-
veuar colleges in the SREB states: 186 were four-year and
303 were two-year institutions, The overall response rare
Jor the survey was 83 percent—~88 perceint fo ﬁ!l’"*é'\’if(if
nnmunmr\ uml 7¢ ,n reent Im mwo-year | ]

ments Jﬁd 50

100 Test Cornbinations Used for
C«:llege Placerment

,,,,, . almost 100 combinations of about

70 different tests in lllc areas of reading, writing, and
mathematics are used to place students in cither college
degree-credit or remedial development courses. Tests in
all three arcas runge from in-house institutionally
developed exams to nationally normed and standardized
, such as the American College Test (ACT) or the
Scholustic Aptitude Test (SAT). Some institutions use
more than one test. A ]i\'linsi ul'i‘h’. ﬁ;;ldiﬁ"‘ w riiing ;md
nethematics
S5REB states Mll ho.. qund on p 1ge 5.
The lirge number and varicty of tests that are used raise
severil questions. First is whether these tests measure
different abilities and skills. or do they mcasure essen-
tially the same abilities and sKkills? If the tests measure
different abilities and skills, then it would be quite appro-

different tests o in’™

priite to choos the particular
purposes determined by individual institutions. However,

and matheniatics to plm‘L alud;nh gl ulh:.r the I’Ll‘nthll/

developmental level or “regular”™ college-work level.

TABLE 1

College Placement Tests Used By SREB Survey Respondents,
by Rank, for Haading Writing, and Mathematics
985-8

READING WRITING MATHEMATICS -
- Fraquency | ) o Frequency Fraquency
Rank ; Flacement | Terd - allesa 1 P[mnt Tost _of Use Placement Test ___HUse
1 | Nelson-Danny | 121 | ACT—English 72 | in-house/Institutionalty 118
‘ | | Developad
2 | ACT—Combinad 43 I In-hcuse/institutionally 66 I ACT—Mathematics 71
Devealoped |
3 | MAP5—Descriptive Test a7 Writing Sample/Essay 57 | SAT—mathematics a7
of Language Skilis |
4 | SAT—Verbal as l Test of Standard Written 53 | MAPS—Descriptive Test 36
| | English | of Mathematics Skills—
l | Elementary Algebra
5 | ASSET 29 ACT—Combined 36 | State/System Developed 29
Test
§ | State/System Developed F{g SAT-—-Varbal 28 l MAPSEDEEErip'li\IE Test 27
Tost | | " of Mathematics Skills—
| | Intermediate Algebra
7 | ACT—Soclal Studles 26 | Siate/System Developed 28 | ACT—Combined 26
| Test |
8 | MAPS—Comparative 23 | ASSET—Language 24 | MAPS—Comiparative 23
Guidance Placement | Usage | Guldance Placement—
Test—Roading Mathematics C Test
9 | ACT—English 18 | MAPS—Comparative 24 I MAPS—Descriptive Test 22
I Guidance Placement | of Mathematics Skilla—
| Test—Writing | Arithmetic
10 | Test of Adult Basic 12 | Assessment and 15 | ASSET—Numerical 17
Education i Placement Services for |
Community Colleges—
I Essay |
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flests messure the same abilities and skils, then ditferem
fosts it b chiosst bascd on inarketing strategies of test
maits, s of use, cos, popularly mhdny preslige, or
pereived appropristens, Jtis aso i
(e the Large variety of fests in use lmphu o kol
uniforn andurds for what i wstally considered “al-
[egelovel™ work, Further, the many tosts could indieate
that there is it consemsus as (o the kind and kel of
shills and Enowledge students o to begin collse-level
SIUgl

Tible 1 tists the 10 ests i reading. writing, and iuthe-
mitics ot commonly used in SREB states,

For reading. 3 different tests are identifed by institu-
tions for eniry-evel placement, The Nelson-Denny Read-
ing Tost s by the most frequently uscd reading test (121
ingtiuions1. Itisalso used more frequentdy than any of he
wriling or nathematic fess, In addition 1o he Nelson-
Dy, roguently used reading losts include the ACT (43
insitutions), MAPS-DTLS (37 indituiions). and SAT-
Verbal (33 nslituticns)

For writing, the institutons reponied 30 different osts.
T of the top threc writing placemient ests were identi-
fied by these institutions as in-house/institutionally
developed and writing samplelessay. Also. note that
institations using the various writing lests are more chenly
distributed than in either the reading of mathematics
areas. These futors suggest  laek of consensus and
indicae tha nstitutions obviously have not found any one
meastre of weiting skills which they believe to be clearly
better than others. This may be explaned in part by the
difficuly n determining writing skills objectively as com-
pared to reading or mathematics skils

For mathematics placement, 36 lesting instruments
were identified. It is ineresting (hat the majority of col-
leges (118 institations) chose in-housefinstitationally
developed mrah tests as the most freguently used method
ce-Lovel placement—this means 118 differentests
furesiablishing p'ummnl Also shownin Tuble | for
the top 10 mathentictsts i the popular e of the MAPS
ing series: 4 forms o this estare aong the op 0. The
data in Table | provide 1 clear indication ol e wriely of
tests wsed by institutons in the SREB region 1o place
students in college-level courses,

The e that many different et are used would ot
fecessarily mean that there i 4 ack of “common” tan-
ards. Howeves, a wide range of cutoff scores on those
et would show conclusively thattere sl comsensus
arnunf' i

ons on college placement standards, Con
- ,,f SE0RS 01 4 COMON sc‘ale revulls this

vened lo the|r pcrcenlule Lquwalent& T_hese percenme
ranks then serve & the means by which different test
scoes may be compared.
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TABLE2
Hn?h and Low Cut-Off Scores for Placement in College Curriculum
with Percentile Equivalents of the Thres Nationally Normed Tests Used Most Frequently
by SREB Survey Respondents

1985-86
RADNG i WAITING o THEWNCS

wte | Poile |

Gonversian of Conergin ol |
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“Cadlsonsan tesiodions T weoms.

Table 2 presents the range (lowes!t bighest) of cutoff
sqores used by instiutions for course placement at the

nler L()"C“é level for the three most frequenily used
n.nmnallw darmed tests in reading. writng, and mathe-
thatics. Also ncluded are the converted p;mnllk‘ rinks
of the Jow and high cut-ofl scores. For example, institu-
tions that employ the Nelson-Denmy Reading Test for
phicemnentset cut-off scores rnging fom the 71h srade o
the 134 prade reading lovels, Th r.mz; ofxcures. T 13,
is LL]UI\J]EM torark from the first percenile o he 43
This sneans that at the dow end of the scale. some colleges
fise placemen scores that are the lowest possible—only
ane percent of all the studenes aeross the nation who fook
the st scored lower, Consersel. at the high end of the
scal. vome insritutions e using cut-oifscores ut a evel
for which 43 percent of the testing population secred
fower,

Another way of looking at the scores for the Nelson-
Denny is that nstittions are using placement scores o
low that 99 percent of the test takers would have been
allowed 1o ener the “regular” college-fevel cumiculum ot
that insitaion. Other instilutions are using cutoff scores
on the same test that would allow daly 57 peccent of the
students faking the tes o be placed in eniryevel college

eredit courses,

In each area of curriculum placement (reading, writing,
and mathematics, i is stating o note the ringe of scores
being used to phace studens inio college entry-lovel
courses. The most extreme L\amplu ot lhl\ pra;llu i
shown for the mathennatics MAPS-DTMS test, or which
- off s r.m"ul lnu il l o IH The Lqun.dun pmun

sinsiion uslng sl ol 1l el
carned 4 seore of |—nearly all students would huse boen
placed in regubar coflege mathematics courses. At the
other oxtreni in those instfutions with a cut-off score of
"1l ercent of the students would have been able o
o o0 regular college mathematies courses,

The mtion of "college-level™ obviously varies reatly
among public twe-year and fourjear institutions in the
SREB reyion. Infact, depending onthe testselected. these
daia indicate that eniry-evel placement s bused oz scores
that vary from g low asthe [t percentt i as high as the
Q4th percemil. The inplications are obvious. I is diff-
cult lndmuxxsmhmu&a as standards, quality, or improv-
ing Underaraduate education when the nation of “college-
level work'” varies so widely.

"Variety” in and of tself is not unexpected. For exam-

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

-ple. readiness for the most selective. institutions s not
expected 10 be the same i reddiness for the open-door and
less selective 5. | nbe expected
is (hat there should be some understanding among
colleges a5 10 what standards of skill and knowledge
should be expected of all students seeking to entr any
insiiutiom, This s not (o suggest et all insifusions
should hive the same, o a very rarow, definition of
college-Jevel work, Ildmnuwgeu bowever, that " mini-
mum competence” level be established below which
degree credit will not be awarded. It also supgests a
“(inor™ of compelence on which other distinctions
hetween institutions can be buil,

Th]\ edmon Df lxmss in Higher Education was pre
pared by Ansley A. Abraham, SREB receatch associate,
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College-Level Placement Testis

Used by Colleges and Universities
in the SREB States

Reading Tests
rican College Testing (ACT)—Combined
A" —Social Studies subtest
r—English subtest
 T—~Natural Science subtest
ssessment and Placemnent Services for

Community Colleges—Reading
ASSET—Reading
California Achievement Test (CAT)
Carver Reading Progress Scale
College Board Computer Placement Test—Reading
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)
Davis Reading Test
Gates-MacGinitie
GED Practice Test ,
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanivich—Audio-Visual

Technical Test of Reading
In-house/Institutionally Developed
lowa Silent ﬁeading Test

(MAPS)—Desc:nptlve Test of Language Skllls
(DTLS)—Reading
MAPS—Reading (Self-scoring placement)
MAPS--DTLS—Logical Relationship
MAPS—Comparative Guidance/
Placement(CGP)—Reading Placement
Nelson-Denny Reading Test
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)—Combined
SAT—Verbal
School and College Achievement Test (SCAT)
Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test
Stanford Test of Academic Skilis
State/System Developed Test
Test of Academic Skills (TASK)
Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE)

Writing Tests

ACT—Combined

ACT—Engiish Subtest

ACT—Social Studies Section

Assessment and Placement Services for
Qommunlty Gollegés-sssay

Gommun!ty Colleges—=wmlng
ASSET—Advanced Language Skills
ASSET—Language Usage
California Achievement Test (CAT)

Colleg= Board Computer Placement Test—

Sentence Skills
Coliege Board-—Written English Expression Test
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)
Cooperative School College Ability Test (SCAT)
Differential Aptitude Test (DAT)—Language Usage
MAPS—DTLE‘:"LJsage Test
MAPS—DTLS—Sentence Structure Test

MAPS—CGP—Writing Placement
MAPS—Written English Expression (Self-scoring
placement)
McGraw-Hill Basic Writing
Purdue High School Test of English
SAT—Verbal
SAT—Combined
Stanford Test of Academic Skills
State/Systemn Developed Test
TASK
Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE)
Test of Standard Written English (TSWE)
The Ccoperative English Test (CET)

Mathematics Tests

ACT—Combined

ACT—Math subtest

Assessment and Placement Services for
Community Colleges—Math

ASSET—Intermediate Algebra

ASSET—Elementary Algebra

ASSET—College Algebra

ASSET—Numerical

Association of Community and Junior Colleges
Math-Placement Test

California Achievement Test (CAT)

College Board Computer Placement Test—
Arithmetic

College Board Computer Placement Test—
Elementary Algebra

College Entrance Examination Board—Math
Achievement Test

The Comprehensive Math Test (CMT)

Comprehensive Tist of Basic Skills (CTBS)

Cooperatlve Sc:hnol Cnllege Ablllty Test (SCAT)

MAP%Applled Arithmetic (Self-scoring
placement)

MAP&—CGP—Mathematics C, D, and E Tests

MAPS=-Cornputat|on (Self-scormg placement)

(DTMS)—Anthmetlc Skills Test
MAPS—DTMS5—Elementary Algebra Skills Test
MAPS—DTMS—Intermediate Algebra Skills Test
MAPS—DTMS—Mathematics Graphs Test
MAPS—Elementary Aigebra (Self-scoring

placement)

MAPS—Intermediate Algebra
Mathematics Association, American Placerment

Test Battery

SAT—Comblned

SAT—Math

Speece/Word Mathematics Test
Stanford Test of Academic Skills
State/System Developed Test
TASK

Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE
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