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COLLEGE-LEVEL STUDY:
WHAT IS IT?

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 work toward a degree,
while at another college, students must read at the 13th
grade level to enroll in degree-credit courses?

What does it mean that at one college students can score
at the first percentile on a reading test (meaning that 99
percent of the students who took the test scored higher)
and begin degree-credit courses, while at another college,
students must score at the 43rd percentile to start degree-
credit work?

And in mathematics, "the language of wienee," how
does one interpret the fact that one college requires 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 reading, writing, and mathematics are
used by colleges and universities in the SREB states to
place students into degrce-credit programs?

Institutions have different missionsand all are cer-
tainly not to be judged by ivy-league standardsbut isn't
it possible to have some general agreement about what
constitutes college-level work'?

An SREB 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. It is difficult to improve undergradu-
ate education when what passes for college work may be at
an advanced level or it may be at a high school level.
Perhaps the first question to be answered in individual
states is -How does the luck of agreement on what col-
lege-level work means affect the quality of undergraduate
education?"

Placement versus Admission Standards
In discussions of entry-level standards for college, 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, this
SREB study deals with standards for placement. Place-
ment standards are used after students are admitted to
college to help determine whether they are ready to begin
degree-credit work. If students have the necessary skills,

they are placed in degree-credit egular) college courses.
If they do not, they arc placed in remedial/developmental
programs.

The admissions process, however, is different. Students
are admitted who may lack the skills necessary to begin
college-level work. For example, institutions with open-
door admission policies may admit a majority of students
who may not be ready to begin regular college work. Even
insiitutions that require standards for admission often
admit students who need additional assistance. This, of
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.

SREB Placement Suivey
Educational reforms, especially those that concern

standards alid qualiry, are bringing to light the fact that
colleges and universities use few common standards to
make placement decisionsthat is, decisions about

2

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Ai- SikIll'uar

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC).'



whether entering studems are ready to begin college-level
work or whether the) need remedial help. This raises the
question. "What standards are being used by institutions
of higher education in the SREB region to ph-ee students
in appropriate levels of study?" An SREB survey of
institutional remedial developmental programs in two-
year and four-)ear colleges attempts to answer this ques-
tion. Specilicall). the survey describes ihe particular staP-
dards required tw colleges and universities fin- placement
into regular college degree-credit programs. -Standards"
are defined here as the qualifying (cut-off) scores on
particular tests required by institutions.

The survey was sent to 489 public two-year and four-
year colleges in the SREB states:-186 were four-year and
303 were two-)ear institutions. The overall respome rate
fin- the Aurivy iltIS N3 percenfS8 percent' jar jimr-year
inAthations caul 79 percent' mwo-vear inoinalons.
Institutions were asked to identify the assessment instru-
ments and scores required in the areas of reading. writing.
and mathematics to place students at either the remedial/
developmental level or "regular" college-work level.

Rank

100 Test Combinations Used for
College Placement

In the SREB states, almoNi WO combinations 01 about
different tests in the areas of reading. tk riting. arid

mathematics are used to place students in either college
degree-credit or remedial development courses. Tests in
all three areas range from in-house institutionally
developed exams to national!) normed arid standardized
tests, such as the American College Test (ACT) or the
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). Some institutions use
more than one test. A listing of the reading. writing, and
vrathematies tests used II) colleges and universities in the
SREB states will be found on paee 5.

The large number and variet) of tests that are used raise
several questions. First is whether these tests measure
different abilities and skills, or do they measure essen-
tially the same abilities and skills? If the tests measure
different abilities and skills, then it would be quite appro-
priate to choose different tests to -lit" the particular
purposes determined by individual institutions. However.
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if tests ma= the same abihties and skills, then different

tests mat be chosen based on onnketnig strategies of test

males, ease fuse, cot. popularity, validity. prestige, or

penxit ed appropritueness. Ills also reasonable to assume

that the large variety of tests in use implies a lack ol

uniform standards for what is usually considered "col-

lege-level" work, Further, the many tests could inkate

that there is little consensus as to the kind and level of

skills and knowledge students need to begin college-level

study

Table I lists the 10 tests in reading, writing, and loathe-

mattes most commonly used in SREB states.

For reading, 31 different Us are identIned by institu-

tions for entry-level placement. Me Nelson-Dcony Read=

ing Test is by far the most frequently used reading test (121

institutionst: It is also used more frequently than any of the

writing or mathenwie tests) In additioo to the Nelson-

Deorry: frequently used reading tests include the ACT (43

institutions), MAPS-DTLS 137 institutions), and SAT-

Verbal (35 inotitutions).

For w riling, the institutions reported 30 different tests.

Two of the top three writing placement tests were identi-

fied by these institutions as in-house/institutionally

developed and writing sample/essay. Also, note that

institutins using the various writing tests are more evenly

distributed than in either the reading Or mathematics

areas. These factors suggest a lack of consensus and

indicate that institutions obviously have not found any one

measure of writing skills which they believe to be clearly

better than others. This may be explained in part by the

dill ieulry in determining writing skills objectively as coo-

pared to reading or mathematics skills.

FOr mathematics placement, 36 testing instruments

were identified. It is interesting that the moity ot. col-

leges (118 institutions) chose in-house/institutionally

developed math iests as the most frequently used method

fa col legdevel placementthis means 118 different lest%

for establishing math placement. Also shown in Tablet k

the top 10 mathematic tests is the popular use of the MAPS

testing series:4 Rims of this tot are among the top 10. The

data in Table I provide a clear indication of the variety of

tests used by institutions in the SREB region to place

students in college-level courses.

The foe( that many different tests arc used would not

necessarily mean that there is a lack of "common- stan-

dards. Howevc a wide range of cut-off scores on those

tests would show conclusively that there is little consensus

among institutions on college placement standards, Com-

paring the cut-off scores on a common scale reveals this

lack of consensus. To obtain a common scale for com-

parison in this study, scaled (eut-off) scores were con-

vened to their percentile equivalents. These percentile

ranks then serve as the means by which different test

scores may be compared.

READING

TABLE 2

High and Low Cut-Off Scores for Placement in Co/lege Curriculum

with Perc ntile Equivalents of the Three Nationally Normed Tests Used Most Frequently

by SREB Survey Respondents
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Table 2 presents the range (lowest to highest) of cut-off

scores used by institutions for course placement at the

entering college level for the three most frequently used

nationally norrned tests in reading, writing, and mathe-

matics. Also included are the converted percentile ranks

of the low and high eut-off score% For eumple. institu-

tions that employ the Nelson-Dennt Reading Test for

placement set eut-oll scores ranging ilrom the 7th grade to

the 13th grade reading levels. The range of scores. 7 to 13,

is qui alent to a rank front thc nrst Nrcenti le to the 43rd:

This means that at the low end of the scal e. some colleges

use placement sores that are the lowest possibleonly

one percent of all the students across the nation who took

the tot scored lower. Conversely, at the high end of the

seale, some institutions are using cut-off acores at a level

for which 43 percent of the to* ppulation cored

lower.

Another way of looking at the scores for the NelsOn.

Denny is that institutions are using placement scores so

low that 99 percent of the test takers would have been

allowed *enter the "regular" college-level cumiculum at

that institution. Other institutions are USIng CIII-Off sores

on the some test that would alio% only 57 percent of the

students taking the test to be placed in entry-loel colkge

credit courses.

In each area of-curriculum placement treading, writing,

and mathematics t, it is startling to note the range of scores

being used to place students into college entry-level

courses, The most extreme ex unple of this practice is

shown for die mathematics MAPS-DTMS test. for which

eut)off ores ranged from I to 18. The equivalent perm-

tile ranks for these scorex are 14 and 94. This means that al

an institution using a cut-off eine ti Iall but 14 percent

earned a score of Inearly all students would have been

placed in regular college mathematics courses. Ai the

mher extreme. in those institutions with a cut-off score of

6 percent tithe students would have been able to

regular college mathematics courses.

The notion of "college-level" obviously varies greatly

uniting public two-year and four-year institutions in the

SREB region. In fact. depending on the test selected, these

data indicate that entry-level placement is based on scores

that vary front as low as theist percentile as high as the

94th percentile. The implications are obvious, It is diffi-

cult to discuss such issues as standards, quality, or improv-

ing undergraduate education when the notion of "col lege-

level work- varies so widely.

"Variety" in and of itself is not unexpected. For exam-
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pie, readiness for the most selective institutions is not

expected to be the same as readiness for the open-door and

less selective institutions. Hmvever, what can be expected

is that there should be some understanding among all

colleges as to what standards of skill and knowledge

should be expected of all students seeking to enter any

institution. This is not to suggest that all institutions

should hate the same, or a very narrow, definition of

college-level work. It does suggest, however, that a -mini=

mum competence" level be established below which

degree credit will not be awarded. It also suggests a

"EooC' of competence on which other distinctions

between institutions ean be built.

This edition of Issues in Higher Education

pared by Ansley A. Abraham, SREB research ass te.



College-Level Placement Tests
Used by Colleges and Universities

in the SREB States
Reading Tests

rican College Testing (ACT)Combined
--Social Studies subtest
TEnglish subtest
TNatural Science subtest

ssessment and Placement Services for
Community CollegesReading

ASSETReading
California Achievement Test (CAT)
Carver Reading Progress Scale
College Board Computer Placement TestReading
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)
Davis Reading Test
Gates-MacGinitie
GED Practice Test
Harcourt, Brace, JovanivichAudio-Visual

Technical Test of Reading
In-house/Institutionally Developed
lowa Silent Reading Test
McGraw-Hill Reading Test
Multiple Assessement Programs and Services

(MAPS)Descriptive Test of Language Skills
(DTLS)Reading

MAPSReading (Self-scoring placement)
MAPSDTLSLogical Relationship
MAPSComparative Guidance/

Placement(CGP)Reading Placement
Nelson-Denny Reading Test
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)Combined
SATVerbal
School and College Achievement Test (SCAT)
Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test
Stanford Test of Academic Skills
State/System Developed Test
Test of Academic Skills (TASK)
Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE)

Writing Tests
ACTCombined
ACTEnglish Subtest
ACTSocial Studies Section
Assessment and Placement Services for

Community Colleges-Essay
Assessment and Placement Services for

Community CollegesWriting
ASSETAdvanced Language Skills
ASSETLanguage Usage
California Achievement Test (CAT)
College Board Computer Placement Test

Sentence Skills
College BoardWritten English Expression Test
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)
Cooperative School College Ability Test (SCAT)
Differential Aptitude Test (DAT)Language Usage
In-house/Institutionally Developed
MAPSDTLSUsage Test
MAPSDTLSSentence Structure Test
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MAPSCGPWriting Placement
MAPSWritten English Expression (Self-scoring

placement)
McGraw-Hill Basic Writing
Purdue High School Test of English
SATVerbal
SATCombined
Stanford Test of Academic Skills
State/System Developed Test
TASK
Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE)
Test of Standard Written English (TSWE)
The Cooperative English Test (CET)
Writing Sample/Essay

Mathematics Tests
ACTCombined
ACTMath subtest
Assessment and Placement Services for

Community CollegesMath
ASSETIntermediate Algebra
ASSETElementary Algebra
ASSETCollege Algebra
ASSETNumerical
Association of Community and Junior Colleges

Math-Placement Test
California Achievement Test (CAT)
College Board Computer Placement Tes

Arithmetic
College Board Computer Placement Test

Elementary Algebra
College Entrance Examination BoardMath

Achievement Test
The Comprehensive Math Test (CMT)
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)
Cooperative School College Ability Test (SCAT)
In-house/Institutionally Developed
MAP&Applied Arithmetic (Self-scoring

placement)
MAPSCGPMathematics C, D, and E Tests
MAPSComputation (Self-scoring placement)
MAPS- -Descriptive Test of Mathematics Skills

(DTMS)Arithmetic Skills Test
MAPSDTMSElementary Algebra Skills Test
MAPSDTMSIntermediate Algebra Skills Test
MAPS--DTMSMathematics Graphs Test
MAPSElementary Algebra (Self-scoring

placement)
MAPSIntermediate Algebra
Mathematics Association, American Placement

Test Battery
Mathematical Association of America
SATCombined
SATMath
Speece/Word Mathematics Test
Stanford Test of Academic Skills
State/System Developed Test
TASK
Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE)
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