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The storm clouds are brewing on the horizon as progress on the Common Core State Standards 
moves toward its first critical test, the implementation of the Common Core assessments in the 
spring of 2015. With some suggesting that as few as one third of 11th-graders will be assessed 
as college ready,1 advocates for the Common Core and those who are working tirelessly to 
implement the standards will have to withstand a potential hurricane of reaction from the media 
and the broader public about the utility of a set of standards that so few students will achieve. 

As anyone who lives on a coastline knows, preparing for the storm and heeding warnings — 
regardless of the storm’s predicted path or severity — is the only way to ensure that you come 
out safe and sound. The first and most significant wave that states will need to withstand is 
the high percentage of 11th-graders who will not test as college ready in math and English 
Language Arts. Most will agree that funneling these students into an ineffective developmental 
education system is not the answer. As a result, practitioners and policymakers must consider 
new and innovative ways to serve these students effectively and ensure that the results from the 
assessments don’t steer students off course from their postsecondary destinations. Fortunately, 
recent research and reforms in the world of developmental education are giving both K–12 and 
higher education leaders all the tools they need to shoulder the inevitable storm that will result 
when the first set of Common Core assessment results are released. 

The Common Core State Standards provide the great promise for many students of either 
eliminating their need for remedial education or at the very least ensuring that their skill levels 
are reasonably close to college ready. Currently, as many as 60 percent of community college 
students are placed into remedial education and are unlikely to ever earn a postsecondary 
credential. Only about 25 percent of community college students who require remedial education 
earn a postsecondary credential within eight years. Because of these statistics, it is critical that 
state education systems take full advantage of the Common Core State Standards to improve 
remedial education efforts in both K–12 and postsecondary education. 

One of the greatest weaknesses of the current remedial education system on most college 
campuses is the long sequence of remedial courses that many students must navigate before 
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entering a college-level math course. On some campuses, students can be placed into two, 
three, or more levels of developmental education in any one subject area. Students placed in 
the lowest levels of remedial education rarely ever enroll in and pass college-level courses in 
math or English; the Community College Research Center found that only about 10 percent of 
students who are placed three levels below college math ever proceed to and pass college-
level math.2 Consequently, efforts to improve the college readiness of students involve not only 
eliminating the need for remediation for many students but also closing the large learning gap 
that necessitates long remedial education sequences at postsecondary institutions.

The Common Core State Standards provide a unique opening for K–12 and higher education 
institutions to work together to ensure that high school students are better prepared for 
postsecondary education. The college and career readiness assessments will provide educators 
the opportunities to intervene with students while still in high school to maximize the likelihood 
that students will be college ready. The assessments can also open the door to a more nuanced 
assessment system that considers a variety of variables that can help predict student success 
in college-level courses. In addition, the standards provide a platform for collaborative work to 
create clear curricular pathways so students can enter their programs of choice.

To assist states with their preparations for the implementation of the Common Core State 
Standards and the assessments, I offer the following suggestions on how to meet the needs of 
students who are assessed below college ready. 

1. Implement early assessment and intervention strategies.

One of the essential objectives of the Common Core State Standards college and career 
readiness assessments being developed by the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers (PARCC) and Smarter Balanced consortia is having a clear understanding 
of whether students are ready for college course work by the end of 11th grade. While the 
assessments won’t provide specific feedback to students and teachers on precise deficiencies, 
there will be an opportunity for students who are assessed below college ready to spend the 
12th grade working to achieve the college readiness standard by high school graduation. And 
although the new assessments will not be online until 2015, there is no reason that high schools 
and colleges cannot work together now to implement this strategy. 

Many states have already set a course on how to go about it. California’s Early Assessment 
Program (EAP)3 adds test items to the state’s 11th-grade assessment that measure college 
readiness according to California State University standards. Florida’s Postsecondary Education 
Readiness Test (PERT)4 is a statewide placement test that is aligned with the Common Core 
State Standards and the state’s K–12 standards. The assessment is provided in 11th grade and 
provides students an opportunity to learn if they are prepared for college work. In these two 
states, interventions have been designed in both math and writing that allow students to address 
their remedial education needs while in high school. For those who are close to college ready 
in California, students who pass the approved preparation course are deemed college ready. 
The same is true in Florida, with the added benefit of allowing students to enroll in college-level 
courses in math or English concurrently with their high school enrollment in math or English. 

While the California and Florida systems are clearly sophisticated, there is no reason that states 
can’t employ an early assessment and early intervention model in a cost-effective manner. 
For example, states can deliver college placement exams, like ACCUPLACER®, to high school 
students. For those students who test below the current college-ready scores on those exams, 
high schools and postsecondary institutions could collaborate to either construct high school 
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transition courses to address student academic deficiencies or make college developmental 
education courses available to high school students. Better yet, high schools and colleges could 
offer yearlong versions of gateway college courses that would fulfill requirements at state 
colleges and universities. The senior year should be viewed as an on-ramp into college programs, 
particularly for students who are college ready or just short of college ready, enabling them to 
begin their college experience in earnest before they graduate from high school.

Another example of a successful model is the Math Plus program in Massachusetts. This pilot 
initiative is being implemented by the Massachusetts Department of Higher Education, working 
with Worcester State University, the Massachusetts federal GEAR UP program, and the College 
Board. The pilot program is conducting a randomized experiment where high school students 
who are placed below college level on ACCUPLACER are enrolled in an intensive, learning-
outcome-based program aligned to Worcester State’s elementary algebra developmental 
education course. Early results have been very promising, with 50 percent of students who 
participate in the programs being deemed “college ready” compared to 0 percent of the control 
group who did not receive the intervention. 

A promising resource that K–12 and postsecondary institutions can use is the newly redesigned 
ACCUPLACER assessment that is aligned with the MyFoundationsLab products developed 
by Pearson. Delivering the new diagnostic assessment embedded in ACCUPLACER allows 
high schools and colleges to pinpoint the skills that students need to address in order to be 
college ready. Once skill deficiencies are identified, students can use the ACCUPLACER®//
MyFoundationsLab® technology-based products to receive customized instruction in those 
particular areas. ACCUPLACER//MyFoundationsLab products have been successfully 
implemented at many colleges as part of their developmental education programs, and more 
colleges are beginning to work with high schools to implement these strategies.

Chattanooga State Community College (Chattanooga State) in Tennessee boasts one of 
the nation’s best developmental education programs. The college has redesigned all of 
its developmental education and its gateway college math courses by making use of the 
MyMathLab product. Students use computer labs to work individually on a set of math 
modules, allowing students to move as deliberately or quickly as necessary to learn the content. 
Chattanooga State has now implemented this approach in local high schools with great results. 

The Chattanooga State approach is promising because it allows the college to extend its own 
developmental education reform to local high schools. The result is a more aligned system that 
facilitates effective transitions for high school students. Implementing an early assessment and 
intervention strategy now will build a critical piece of infrastructure that will need to be in place 
eventually once the Common Core Standards are implemented. More important, it provides a 
key opportunity to better prepare students right away, inform long-term implementation of the 
standards, and build sustainable partnerships between K–12 and higher education.

2. �Incorporate multiple measures, including high school GPA,  
into assessment and placement practices.

Recent research from the Community College Research Center has found that reliance on a 
single assessment for placement into remedial education is not an effective way to determine 
college readiness.5 The research found that relying on a single assessment, taken at one point 
in time, to make high-stakes decisions that could result in a student being placed into multiple 
semesters of developmental education creates the distinct possibility that many students who 
could be successful in college-level courses will be placed into remedial education courses and 
consequently may not make it to college-level courses. 
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Nevertheless, the PARCC and Smarter Balanced consortia are each developing a single 
assessment to determine college and career readiness in their member states. While there is 
reason to believe that these assessments will be aligned with the content that postsecondary 
institutions expect for college entrance, and that they will be more sophisticated than the existing 
placement tests used by colleges, they still will not precisely diagnose the level of remediation 
a student might need. We also know that there are other factors that come into play when 
determining whether a student is ready for college-level work. Noncognitive variables like study 
habits, perseverance, and ability to be successful in a learning environment all come into play and 
are not captured by a single placement exam that only measures academic skills.

Research has found that using a combination of a college placement exam score and high 
school grade point average is a far stronger method for placing students into remedial courses 
or college-level courses. High school GPA, while not necessarily an accurate measure of student 
competency in the skills required for college readiness, is a reasonably strong proxy for the 
noncognitive variables that also contribute to student success. The logic is that if a student has 
a high GPA from high school, he or she knows how to be successful in a learning environment. 
Because high school GPA is a cumulative measure of many years of school work, it provides a 
valuable complement to assessments that are taken at one point in time.

Thus, colleges should be encouraged to incorporate high school GPA in their placement 
decisions. A more precise placement process will have an immediate impact on the percentage 
of students placed into developmental education and will also be a more accurate measure of the 
level of remediation students will require.

As far as the Common Core State Standards are concerned, it only makes sense that students 
who perform well in Common Core–aligned courses and earn a high GPA will be more likely to 
be successful in college-level courses. If GPA is combined with the results of a student’s college 
readiness assessment, it is reasonable to conclude that colleges will be better able to more 
effectively place students. For those students who have strong high school GPAs but achieved 
just below the college-ready standard on the college and career readiness exam, it is feasible 
to place them into college-level work based on multiple years of strong high school work, rather 
than relying on a single assessment taken at one point at time.

3. �Provide student supports to facilitate smooth transitions 
to postsecondary education.

Another advantage of using multiple assessment tools for student placement is that the results 
can provide students valuable insight about the academic programs they might consider when 
they enter postsecondary education. With concern that the Common Core State Standards’ 
singular college readiness standard might send the wrong message to many students about 
their ability to be successful at college, it is important that support systems be put in place to 
advise students about their options. Creating a more comprehensive assessment system can 
cue valuable advising and support for students that can provide critical guidance on the academic 
programs they should consider, the institutions that they might attend, and the preparation they 
need during their senior year.

Support systems aligned to postsecondary readiness during the senior year can assist students 
who are either unclear of their academic goals or possess goals that may not be optimally aligned 
with their level of academic preparation. Using student performance on the college and career 
readiness assessment and other measures, such as a tool that measures academic and career 
interests, can inform students’ choice of a postsecondary program of study. 
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The Completion by Design initiative, which is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
works with community colleges in several states to provide early and intensive academic support 
to students to ensure successful matriculation into postsecondary education.6

Completion by Design uses a student success framework focused on preventing student attrition 
and creating student momentum through the system. It implements a set of interventions and 
supports that connect students to academic programs, facilitate their entry into those programs, 
track progress, and promote completion.7 High schools and postsecondary education institutions 
can use assessments and early advising to align students’ academic strengths and professional 
goals, beginning in high school, with a program of study. 

4. �Use the Common Core Standards to develop clear curricular 
pathways from high school to college gateway courses, 
particularly in mathematics.

While the Common Core State Standards culminate in a single measure of college readiness 
for math and English Language Arts, it is increasingly clear that the precise skills that students 
need for their preferred program of study may differ from the Common Core college readiness 
standard. This is particularly the case in mathematics, where, depending on whether a student 
is pursuing a STEM, social science, or arts/humanities degree, students may require different 
math skills. Clearly, while STEM students will need a strong algebra background, social science 
students may require a stronger background in statistics. Likewise, students who are pursuing an 
art or humanities degree may only need to have basic quantitative literacy. 

High schools and colleges should work together immediately to identify the curricular pathways 
required for various programs of study. Many higher education institutions are beginning 
this work through initiatives like Statway at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching8 and Mathways at the Charles A. Dana Center at the University of Texas at Austin.9 
These initiatives are working with colleges to clearly identify the academic competencies that 
students need for each curricular pathway. 

There is no shortcut for this work. Faculty from high schools and colleges must spend the time 
to work together to set up these curricular pathways. The temptation may be for states to set 
different cut scores on the college and career readiness assessment to determine placement into 
a math course aligned with a student’s preferred program of study. This is not a solution. First and 
foremost, the college readiness exam cut score will be designed for optimal college readiness; 
it is not intended to be diagnostic and, as a result, there will not be logical cut scores that will be 
aligned to different curricular pathways. States will need to use additional measures to assess 
readiness for different curricular pathways. Recently developed ACCUPLACER or other diagnostic 
assessments might provide more precise measures of readiness for each curricular pathway. 
Likewise, high school courses that teach to the college readiness standard but also incorporate 
the different skills required for each curricular pathway should be developed. For example, a 
course in statistics that is aligned with Common Core could be a useful addition to many high 
school course offerings. 

Many might think that these diversified pathways are contrary to the entire premise of the 
Common Core State Standards. This is not true. A singular Common Core college readiness 
standard in math, largely based on algebra competency, is viewed as optimal preparation for 
any postsecondary program. Yet, it should not be construed that a student who doesn’t meet 
the college readiness standard is not ready for any college-level work at all. It is important for 
high schools to use the Common Core State Standards and the college and career readiness 
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standards as a beacon to drive instruction in content that will provide students an opportunity to 
pursue any possible program of study. We should not assume that students who do not meet the 
standard cannot do college-ready work. 

5. Offer remedial course work as a corequisite, not a prerequisite.

If it is indeed the case that the new college readiness standard and assessment will result in a 
high percentage of students being assessed below that standard, it will not be an acceptable 
option to place those students into the existing failed remedial education system where students 
must complete one, two, or more remedial courses before accessing college-level courses. 
With research showing that taking even one remedial education course significantly reduces 
a student’s likelihood of passing a gateway course, colleges should make every effort to enroll 
as many students as possible into college-level courses and provide them remedial support 
alongside the college-level course as a corequisite. With models like the Community College 
of Baltimore County’s Accelerated Learning Program10 (ALP) and Austin Peay State University’s 
Structured Learning Assistance (SLA) program11 showing that a corequisite approach results in 
significantly higher pass rates in gateway courses than a traditional prerequisite approach for 
remediation, colleges should proceed with all deliberate speed to implement corequisite courses. 
Implementing corequisite remedial courses today will fully prepare colleges for the potential 
onslaught of students who score below college ready on the college and career readiness 
assessment. 

As the college and career readiness assessments move toward implementation, it is critical that 
high schools and colleges together develop the strategies that will be used to serve the high 
percentage of students who will not meet the college readiness standards. The assumption 
should be that low college readiness rates do not necessarily mean high remediation rates. 
States should move today to implement all of the above strategies to ensure that very few 
students are placed in remedial courses as we currently know them. Instead, many students 
should participate in early intervention strategies, only take the content they need to be 
successful in their program of study, and if they need remediation, receive it alongside college-
level courses. Finally, states should not put all their eggs in the college readiness assessment 
basket. High school GPA and diagnostic assessments should be implemented to provide more 
precise placements for students. By taking these steps today, education systems will be fully 
prepared for the potential storm that might occur with the results of the first round of readiness 
assessments. 
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