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Executive Summary

This paper, commissioned by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), analyzes the use of admissions and placement tests by selected two-year and four-year colleges and universities, examines the procedures used by those institutions that set cut-off scores or score ranges on such tests, and describes the methods used by these institutions to validate the cut-point scores or score ranges that they employ.  The focus of this paper is on preparation in writing and in mathematics, in part because these are the two areas most commonly assessed by colleges and universities in determining the placement of entering freshmen and in part to enable the analysis/discussion of this paper to fit within the scope specified by the Governing Board.  Although a few institutions also assess reading as part of their placement evaluations, not enough do so to add significant value to this study.
The key issue for this paper is the determination of the point at which individual colleges and universities deem entering students to be college-ready—that is, prepared to begin sequences of courses that earn full college credit towards a bachelor’s degree.  In general, the threshold-for-credit issue is more directly relevant at community colleges and non-selective four-year colleges and universities.  These institutions are more likely to enroll significant numbers of students who may not be fully prepared to perform at the level necessary to earn full credit towards the bachelor’s degree.  Selective and highly selective institutions in general admit students with relatively high proficiency levels.

A total of 41 institutions, including both public and private and large and small institutions from as wide a geographic range as possible, were sent a questionnaire inquiring about their uses of admissions and placement tests.  Twenty-four colleges and universities returned completed questionnaires, which make up the information base for this paper.  

Very few of the colleges and universities studied—five of the 24--use specific admissions test score cut-offs as part of their freshman admission process.  These cut-off scores vary significantly—by 160 points on the SAT I--among the five institutions.  A number of institutions combine one or more test scores with an applicant’s grade-point average to create an index that is usually used as a sliding scale, and most selective or highly selective institutions do not use test score cut-offs at all.  

The variation in the uses of admissions test and the differences in minimum test score thresholds at those institutions that use admissions test score cut-points make it clear that there is no single, agreed-upon score on admissions tests that NAGB might embrace as a national threshold of college readiness.

Tests used for placement offer greater possibilities for the purposes of NAGB, especially Advanced Placement tests, International Baccalaureate Higher Level tests, the SAT II Writing test, ACCUPLACER, and COMPASS.  The scoring level of 3 in the Advanced Placement program and the 5 scoring level on the IBHL program may be especially useful benchmarks for NAGB in developing tests to measure readiness for college-level work since these are the scores at which most colleges and universities grant college-level credit. 

More research is needed on the rigor and appropriateness of validation methods used by different institutions in their uses of admissions and placement test score cut-offs.  It is clear, however, that the validation of admissions and placement scores is uneven—and, perhaps in some cases, of questionable statistical soundness--from one institution to another.  

In part because the current usage of admissions and placement tests varies so greatly, it may be possible to rethink completely the way colleges and universities and other interested parties assess readiness for college-level work.
I.  Introduction

This paper, commissioned by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), analyzes the use of admissions and placement tests by selected two-year and four-year colleges and universities.  It also examines the procedures used by those institutions that set cut-off scores or score ranges on such tests, either to determine minimum eligibility for a particular college or to determine the placement of students into credit-bearing courses once they have enrolled.  In addition, the paper describes the methods used by these institutions to validate the cut-point scores or score ranges that they employ.

As the charge letter notes, “the paper is intended to assist in evaluating the recommendation that NAEP should be redesigned to ‘…report 12th grade students’ readiness for college-credit coursework, training for employment, and entrance into the military.’”  The focus of this paper is on preparation in writing and in mathematics, in part because these are the two areas most commonly assessed by colleges and universities in determining the placement of entering freshmen and in part to enable the analysis/discussion of this paper to fit within the scope specified by the Governing Board.  For this latter reason, the paper also excludes the assessment of international students and students whose first language is not English.  Although a few institutions also assess reading as part of their placement evaluations, not enough do so to add significant value to this study.

In keeping with the goals of NAGB and in line with the recommendations of “12th Grade Student Achievement in America:  A New Vision for NAEP,” the key issue for this paper is the determination of the point at which individual colleges and universities deem entering students to be college-ready—that is, prepared to begin sequences of courses that earn full college credit towards a bachelor’s degree.  

The threshold for credit varies from college to college or from subgroup of colleges to subgroup, and individual colleges use a wide range of tools to make these placement determinations.  Within community colleges, there are often two thresholds for credit:  The first is enrollment in those courses that earn credit for a two-year community college degree but that are not accepted for transfer credit by four-year institutions.  The second is the so-called “transfer track”—enrollment in those courses that are fully accepted by four-year institutions for credit towards a bachelor’s degree.  The focus of this paper is on the latter. 

In general, the threshold-for-credit issue is more directly relevant at community colleges and non-selective four-year colleges and universities.  These institutions are more likely to enroll significant numbers of students who may not be fully prepared to perform at the level necessary to earn full credit towards the bachelor’s degree. 

Selective and highly selective institutions admit students with relatively high proficiency levels, and, in general, the more selective an institution, the better prepared its entering 

students will be to begin with courses that receive full credit towards a four-year degree.  Many of these institutions do not offer remedial level courses at all.  SUNY at Potsdam, for example, expects that all of its entering freshmen will enroll in the standard freshman English course.  Tulane University, to take another example, expects all freshmen to start its mathematics sequence with Calculus (or an even higher-level course, depending on Advanced Placement credit).

II.  Preliminary considerations

Increased caution in the use of tests for high-stakes decisions

Many parents and students believe that colleges and universities routinely use precise cut-off scores on admissions tests as part of their admission decision-making. As the results of this paper demonstrate, however, that is not the case.  Most selective or highly selective institutions do not use test score cut-offs at all, reviewing test scores simply as individual pieces of information to be weighed in consideration with all other information provided by a particular applicant.  

Until just a few years ago, it was fairly common for colleges and universities to use rigid cut-off scores on a single admissions test to make key decisions about freshman applicants.  Testing companies, however, have advised against this practice for some time.  In Guidelines on the Uses of College Board Test Scores and Related Data, the College Board, which owns the SAT I and SAT II tests, warns against using any of those tests as the sole determinant of admissions or placement decisions and also cautions against using a specific cut-off score for such purposes.  Given the standard deviation for the SAT I, for example, the College Board emphasizes that a difference of ten points on a test with a scale of 400 to 1600 should not be used as the sole basis for what the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) in the U.S. Department of Education has called high-stakes decisions.

These cautions were further emphasized by OCR in December 2000, when that office issued The Use of Tests When Making High-Stakes Decisions for Students:  A Resource Guide for Educators and Policymakers.  The Guide warned against using rigid cut-off scores in making important decisions about students and also against using a single test as the sole determinant in such decisions and suggested that there would be legal sanctions against institutions that did so.   Although the legal basis for the Resource Guide was overturned in 2001 by the U.S. Supreme Court in Alexander v. Sandoval, many colleges and universities rethought their uses of standardized tests in light of the arguments set forth in the Guide.

The use of indexes and formulas

A number of colleges and universities use indexes or formulas that combine SAT I, ACT, and/or SAT II test scores with an applicant’s grade-point average (GPA) to produce an admissions index or formula that is then used to make determinations of basic eligibility 

or admission.  Some of these multiply an applicant’s GPA by a specific number and then add that number to an applicant’s test score or scores.  UC Berkeley in the 1990s, for example, used an index that multiplied the GPA by 1000 and added the resulting number to an applicant’s scores on the SAT I and three SAT II tests.  

Other colleges and universities use indexes and formulas with a sliding scale that combine an applicant’s GPA with a test score, in which the higher the GPA, the lower the required test score and vice versa.  The California State University System, for example, uses an Eligibility Index that combines GPAs with ACT or SAT I scores.  The National Collegiate Athletic Association uses a similar index to determine first-year eligibility for intercollegiate athletic competition.  Here are selected lines from the CSU Index for California residents:


GPA

ACT score

SAT I score


2.00

30


1300


2.25

25


1100

2.50

20


  900

2.75

15


  700

2.99

10


  510

Because the CSU system uses only the total SAT I score, it is possible for a student to vary widely in his or her scores on the Verbal and Math sections of the test.  A student with a 2.25 GPA, for example, needs to achieve an SAT I total score of 1100, but that 1100 could be attained with a Verbal score of 300 and a Math score of 800 (the highest score possible) or with a Verbal score of 700 and a Math score of 400.

The University of California system, to take a more complex example, uses a minimum eligibility index that combines an applicant’s grade-point average in required college preparatory subjects with a test score total from the SAT I and three SAT II tests.  The higher an applicant’s GPA, the lower the test score total required to be deemed eligible for the University of California.  This index not only includes scores from three SAT II tests, but the University’s Board of Admissions and Relations With Schools (the faculty admissions committee) also doubled the weight of the SAT II tests in comparison to the SAT I because the University’s research had shown that the SAT II tests were a better predictor of University success than the SAT I.  At the same time, however, no minimum scores are set out for either the SAT I or SAT II tests.  Here are selected lines from the UC Eligibility Index for California residents:

GPA range



Test score total

2.80-2.84 4640

3.00-3.04 3840

3.25-3.29 3320

>3.50




3120

Determining the values of the components of the UC Eligibility Index is more complex than with the CSU index, not only because the UC index includes three SAT II test scores but also because UC doubles the SAT II scores in calculating its index.  To determine the average individual test score for a given point on the UC index, therefore, a person has to divide the test score total by eight—two sections of the SAT I and three SAT II tests counted twice).  A student with a 3.00 GPA, for example, would have to average 480 on each of the two SAT I sections and on each of the three SAT II tests.  A student with a 3.50 GPA would have to average 390 on each of the two SAT I sections and on each of the three SAT II tests.  With eight test score variables in the index, a student’s scores may vary widely among the five actual test scores that constitute the eight variables.

With both the CSU system and the UC system, however, the indexes are not used to determine readiness for enrollment in full-credit courses (although some individual UC campuses also use this index as their primary academic assessment tool in their admissions process).  Instead, the indexes are tools to determine the eligibility pools for the two systems according to the 1960 California Master Plan for Higher Education.  Under that plan, CSU is designated to admit the top one-third of the high school graduates in California and UC the top 12.5%.  The CSU and UC indexes are statistical tools to identify those eligibility pools. 

The University of Massachusetts at Amherst, to take another example, makes first-cut admission decisions using a combination of GPA and SAT I score.  The higher the GPA, the lower the SAT I score may be, with the reverse also being true.  Boise State University and SUNY at Potsdam also use indexes in their admission processes.  Because the minimum SAT I or ACT score varies depending on an applicant’s GPA in these indexes, it is not possible to specify a specific minimum threshold test score.  

III.  Methodology

The goal of this paper was to examine a total of 20 to 25 colleges and universities representative of the following four categories:

1.
Two-year community colleges

2.
Non-selective four-year colleges and universities

3.
Selective four-year colleges and universities

4.
Highly selective four-year colleges and universities

After identifying the key administrator on each college or university campus, I sent that person via e-mail a cover letter and questionnaire.   I queried a total of 41 institutions with the goal of obtaining responses from at least 20 with adequate representation from each of the four categories.  The 41 colleges and universities included both public and private and large and small institutions from as wide a geographic range as possible and are listed in Appendix 1.  The cover letter and Questionnaire appear as Appendix 2.  I sent a follow-up reminder to those colleges and universities that did not reply to the first request.  

The following 24 colleges and universities returned completed questionnaires, which make up the information base for this paper.  Only three community colleges and four non-selective four-year colleges and universities were among the 24.

Two-year community colleges

Des Moines Area Community College, Des Moines, IA

Miami-Dade Community College, Miami, FL

Santa Monica College, Santa Monica, CA

Non-selective four-year colleges and universities (admitting 85% or more of their freshman applicants)

Boise State University, Boise, ID

University of Texas at El Paso, El Paso, TX

Weber State University, Ogden, UT

Walla Walla College, College Place, WA

Selective four-year colleges and universities (admitting more than 50% but less than 85% of their freshman applicants)

Hofstra University, Hempstead, NY

Howard University, Washington, DC

Saint Louis University, St. Louis, MO

State University of New York at Potsdam, Potsdam, NY

University of Hawaii, Manoa, HA

University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA

University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA

University of Oregon, Eugene, OR

University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT

Highly selective four-year colleges and universities (admitting 50% or less of their freshman applicants)
Colorado College, Colorado Springs, CO

Reed College, Portland, OR

Tulane University, New Orleans, LA

University of California, Berkeley, CA

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI

University of Texas at Austin

University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA

Yale University, New Haven, CN

IV.    Findings on the uses of admissions and placement tests by individual institutions

Admissions tests

The colleges and universities surveyed in this project that use admissions tests require either the SAT I or the ACT.  Many will accept scores from either test.  Some selective and highly selective institutions also require a set, usually three, of SAT II subject tests.

Careful distinction should be made in the uses of admissions tests between non-selective institutions, where such tests may be used to determine the cut point at which a student will be deemed able to successfully complete the level of work required at such an institution or to enroll directly in credit-bearing courses, and selective and highly selective institutions where test scores may be used not to determine the likelihood of minimum capability but used to separate or to help separate qualified applicants from each other.  

In such cases, the use of a cut-off score would not reflect an institution’s determination of the minimum capability needed for success at that institution but rather that institution’s need to be able to select some qualified applicants over other qualified applicants.  This same distinction must be made between differences between academic units within the same institution.  A College of Letters and Sciences, for example, may have a different cut-score for admissions than the College of Engineering located a few hundreds yards away on the same campus.  The key question is whether these cut-offs have been determined to reflect the basic level of academic ability a student needs to succeed in Letters and Sciences as opposed to Engineering or whether the different cut scores are the result of differences in the number of applicants and the number of spaces between one unit and the other.  

Among the 24 colleges and universities included in this study, only Howard University, Saint Louis University, the University of Hawaii, the University of Texas at El Paso, and the University of Utah use specific cut-off scores as part of their admissions process, although the University of Texas at Austin plans to institute a minimum cut score on the SAT II Math Level IC or Level IIC tests for fall 2005 applicants to its College of Engineering.  All of the other institutions either do not require admissions tests (two of the community colleges and Weber State University), use a test score as part of an index or formula, or, most commonly, regard tests scores as pieces of information that are considered along with all other information in an applicant’s application.

Cut-points.  The admissions test score cut-offs vary among the five institutions that use them.  Howard University requires an SAT I total of 1000 or an ACT composite score of 21.  Saint Louis University holds applicants to an SAT I minimum of 950 or an ACT score of 20.  The University of Hawaii requires an SAT I Verbal score of 510, and an 

SAT I math score of 510 or a score of 22 on each section of the ACT and for the composite score.  The University of Texas at El Paso holds students to a minimum SAT I score of 920 or an ACT score of 20 (and standing in the top half of their high school graduating class).  The University of Utah requires an SAT I score of 860 or an ACT score of 18.  As of September 2004, the University Texas at Austin estimates that its cut points for freshman Engineering applicants will be 560 on the Math Level IC test and 530 on the Math Level IIC test.    

Decision-making bodies.  These cut-points are determined by different entities, depending on the university.  At Howard University, the deans of the schools and colleges determine the score in coordination with the Office of Admission and the Office of the Provost.  At Saint Louis University, the cut-off scores “have been in place for a long time”
 and were formerly determined by the Board of Undergraduate Studies.  At the University of Hawaii, the Faculty Senate determines the test score cut-offs.  At the University of Texas at El Paso, an Academic Standards and Admissions subcommittee submits recommendations to the Faculty Senate.  At the University of Utah, the University Credits and Admission Committee, the University Senate, and the Senior Academic Vice President determine the test score cut-points.  At the University of Texas at Austin, the cut scores will be set by the Department of Mathematics in cooperation with the Measurement and Evaluation Center, the College of Engineering, and the Admissions Office.

Validation.  The five institutions that use specific admissions test score cut-offs vary in the practices they follow to validate the particular cut-off score they employ.  Howard University reports, “The scores are determined based on retention studies by each school/college on the scores of their incoming freshmen.”  Saint Louis University notes, “If they [the cut-off scores] were under review, the discussion would probably take place at the Undergraduate Academic Affairs Committee (formerly the Board of Undergraduate Studies).”  The University of Hawaii reports that the validation of the required test scores is “based on the level of preparation the faculty believes the student should have.”  At the University of Utah, “Institutional Research provides a yearly report to the committee [University Credits and Admissions] showing predicted GPA for freshmen applicants, number enrolled and total enrollment for the year, and the committee makes a recommendation to the University Senate based on those factors.”  UT Austin will base its fall 2005 cut-point scores on local concurrent validity and standard-setting studies conducted by its Measurement and Evaluation Center.  (The University of Texas at El Paso did not complete the two validation items on the questionnaire.)

It is difficult to draw useful conclusions about the rigor and care with which these five universities set and validate their admissions test cut-off scores.  It may be that some or all of them employ validation procedures that are more thorough and statistically sound than their responses to the questionnaire indicate.  But it may also be that some of them are rather informal in their approaches to setting and validating such cut-points.  

Placement tests

Placement of entering freshmen into course sequences, whether remedial courses, entry-level credit-bearing courses, or more advanced-level work is determined by a much wider range of tests than those used for admissions.  Tests used for placement include the SAT I, ACT, and SAT II tests, as well as Advanced Placement (AP) tests, International Baccalaureate Higher Level (IBHL) tests, ACCUPLACER (a placement tool offered by the College Board), and COMPASS (a placement tool offered by ACT).  As noted earlier, placement into credit-bearing courses is much more of an issue for community colleges and non-selective colleges and universities than for selective and highly selective institutions where often the assumption is that any student admitted has the necessary skills to begin in at least the entry-level, credit-bearing English and mathematics sequences.

Most relevant to the purposes of NAGB will be those tests (and cut scores or score ranges) that are used to mark the boundary between credit and non-credit course work--that is, cut scores or score ranges which are used to make a clear determination about readiness for college work.  Placement tests that are used to determine where in a credit-bearing sequence of courses a student should begin—with the second course in the calculus sequence, rather than the first, for example, or in the second freshman composition course rather than the first—will be less relevant for the purposes of NAGB.

Many institutions offer several different ways for students to qualify for full credit-bearing courses.  To qualify for the standard freshman English sequence, for example, the University of California System, including UC Berkeley, specifies that a student must make a score of 680 on the SAT II Writing test, a score of 3 or higher on an AP English test (Literature or Language), a score of 5 or higher on the IBHL English test (Language A only), or a passing score on the University’s own writing assessment.

A minimum score of 3 on an AP test or a minimum score of 5 on an IBHL test will earn college credit at most colleges and universities and will often qualify students for enrollment in the entry-level credit-bearing sequence of courses at four-year institutions.  In addition, AP scores of 3 or higher and IBHL scores of 5 or higher may enable students to begin entry-level sequences beyond the first course or to waive the entry level sequence altogether.  Yale, Reed, and a number of other highly selective institutions, however, now require an AP score of at least 4 to earn college-level credit and a score of 4 or 5 to waive an introductory-level course.  

A number of selective and highly selective colleges and universities included in this study use AP and IBHL tests scores to place students in advanced courses but do not use other placement tests because they do not offer remedial course work.  These institutions include Colorado College, Reed College, SUNY at Potsdam, Tulane University, the University of Iowa, the University of Texas at Austin, the University of Virginia, and Yale University.

Many colleges and universities, of course, use only their own placement tests, often developed by their own mathematics department to place students in their sequences of math courses or by English departments to place students in appropriate composition courses.  These institutions are noted here, but their locally-developed tests are not useful for NAGB’s purposes because they do not have national-referenced norms.

Hofstra University (Math placement only; no English placement tool is used.)

Howard University math and English (if a student hasn’t taken the SAT II Writing test)

The University of California at Berkeley (Math only)

The University of Hawaii

The University of Michigan

The University of Massachusetts at Amherst

The University of Utah (uses its own index, composed of a student’s GPA and test score)

Cut-points.  A number of institutions in this study use the SAT I and/or ACT as their basis for placement.  Not surprisingly, the placement test cut-points vary somewhat among the institutions with some being set by individual states for all of their public colleges and universities.  The state of Florida, for example, requires each of its public colleges and universities to have scores for each degree-seeking student prior to registration on the SAT I, ACT, or the Florida College Entry-Level Placement Test.  The state has set minimum scores on each section of each test that students must achieve in order to enroll in non-remedial, credit-bearing courses.  Florida requires minimum scores of 440 on the SAT I Verbal section and 440 on the SAT I Math section (or 17, 18, and 19 on the ACT English, Reading, and Math sections, respectively) in order to enroll in credit-bearing English or mathematics courses.  The state of Idaho also sets minimum scores for its public institutions.  Boise State University, like all other public colleges and universities in the state, requires a score of 18 on the ACT English section, 450 on the SAT I Verbal section, or 68 on the COMPASS placement test to qualify for the regular freshman English sequence.  

On the individual institution level, Walla Walla College requires a score of 18 on the ACT English section or 475 [sic] on the SAT I verbal section (or an ACT composite score of 18 or an SAT I total score of 870), in conjunction with both overall high school GPA and high school GPA in English courses.  Weber State University requires a score of 17 on the ACT English section (or an equivalent score on the SAT I) for enrollment in its standard freshman English course and a score of 23 on the Math section of the ACT (or SAT I equivalent) for enrollment in College Algebra.  The University of Oregon requires an SAT I Verbal score of 480 (or equivalent on the ACT English section) to enroll in its beginning freshman English course.  A student scoring below 480 must take a local placement test to determine whether he/she will be enrolled in the regular freshman English course or in a remedial course.  In math, an SAT I Math score of 550 (or an ACT Math score of 25) qualifies a student to enroll in college-level math.  A score below that requires the student to enroll in either Elementary Algebra or Intermediate Algebra.  The University of Iowa requires students with an ACT English sub-score below 23 or and SAT I Verbal score below 530 to take the regular two-course sequence in Rhetoric.  A score above either of those marks places a student directly into a one-semester Advanced Rhetoric course.

Santa Monica College, on the other hand, uses both ACCUPLACER and COMPASS.  To qualify for the standard freshman English course, to take one example, a student must score 315 on the ACCUPLACER Levels of English Proficiency tests.  

Some selective and highly selective colleges and universities use scores on the SAT II Writing test for placement in freshman English course sequences.  As noted above, the UC System specifies, among other possibilities, that a student must make a score of 680 on that test to qualify for the standard freshman English sequence. (For placement into math courses, Berkeley uses its own math placement test developed by its Mathematics Department.)  At UT Austin, a score of 600 on the SAT II Writing Test qualifies a student to pass out of the first-level freshman writing course.  A score below 600 means the student must enroll in that entry-level course.  UT Austin also uses specific cut-scores on the SAT II Math Level IC test to place students in a range of credit-bearing math classes.

The following table summarizes the uses of placement test by the institutions included in this study. 

Tests and Cut Scores Used for Placement in First Credit-Bearing Courses

	
	ACT
	SAT
	ACCU
	COMP
	GPA
	Index 
	SAT II  
	AP/IBHL
	Own test
	No test

	Two-year community colleges

Des Moines Area  CC 

Miami-Dade CC 

Santa Monica College 
	  X

17E 18R 19M
	440V

440M


	190R or

315E
	   X

37M
	
	
	
	AP 3 or higher
	    X
	

	Non-selective four-year colleges and universities

Boise State U.

UT  El Paso

Weber State U.

Walla Walla College 
	18E

17E 23M

18E or 18C
	450V

Equiv

Equiv

475V

or 870T


	   X
	68E
	  X
	
	
	
	
	

	
	ACT
	SAT
	ACCU
	COMP
	GPA
	Index 
	SAT II  
	AP/IBHL
	Own test
	No test

	Selective four-year colleges and universities

Hofstra  U. 

Howard U. 

Saint Louis U

SUNY Potsdam

U. of Hawaii

U. of Iowa

UMass Amherst

U. of Oregon

U. of Utah
	19E

16M

25M
	430M

480V

550M
	
	
	  X
	  X
	
	
	M only

M, E

       X

     X
	    X

    X



	Highly selective four-year colleges and universities 

Colorado Coll

Reed College

Tulane U.

UC Berkeley

U. Michigan

UT Austin

U. Virginia

Yale U.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	680W
	AP 3 or  IBHL 5 E
	M, W

    X
	    X

    X

    X

    X

    X

    X


Key:  

ACCU = ACCUPLACER

  E = English


R = Reading


AP = Advanced Placement Tests
  Equiv = Equivalent score

T = Total score

C = Comprehensive Score

  IBHL = Int’l Bac. Higher Level 
V = Verbal section of the SAT I

COMP = COMPASS

  M = Math
        X = Scores not provided (1st  6 columns only)

Decision-making bodies.  In the states of Florida and Idaho (and perhaps other states outside the scope of this paper), the State Boards of Education determine the cut-off scores for placement into credit-bearing courses.  At UT Austin, the University of Oregon, the University of Utah, and Walla Walla College, faculty members in the appropriate departments determine the placement cut-scores.  At the University of Iowa, the math and English departments set the cut scores in consultation with the Admissions Office and the Provost’s Office, and at Santa Monica College, the faculty leader for assessment and the English, English as a Second Language, and math department chairs and faculty set the cut scores.

Validation.  As in the validation of admissions test score cut-offs, the institutions included in this study vary in the practices they follow to validate the particular cut-off scores they employ in making threshold-of-credit placement decisions.  The state of Florida convened study committees to set the passing-level scores for the three tests accepted in that state, and the State Board of Education adopted those scores in May 1996.  At UT Austin, “Measurement and Evaluation Center staff conduct local concurrent validity and standard-setting studies with UT Austin students to determine recommendations for cut scores.”  Santa Monica College reports that it uses “criterion-related validity, consequential related validity, and success rates information.  Modified Angoff procedures are also employed.”  At the University of Oregon, validation of placement cut scores is based on an “analysis of performance in specific courses and SAT scores.  We use a combination of institutional information and the College Board research services in determining validity of measures.”  While these descriptions seem impressive, it is difficult to know how rigorous and thorough these validation measures in fact are without a much deeper level of scrutiny than is possible in this paper.

In other cases, it is difficult to evaluate validation processes because of ambiguous or very general language the institutions have used in describing their validation procedures.  At Des Moines Area CC, for example, “Each department keeps separate records.  They pay attention to student success.”  At the University of Utah, the math and writing departments “do some individual testing with students each year to establish the appropriate Admissions Index level.”  At Walla Walla College, the math and English departments develop statistical data comparing test scores/high school grades with actual performance in college classes.”  The University of Iowa compares student test scores with in-class performance over time.

V.
Common elements in the use of admissions and placement tests within and among sub-groups

The four sub-groups of colleges and universities in this study in fact divide into two distinct groupings—community colleges and non-selective four-year institutions on the one hand and selective and highly selective colleges and universities on the other.  Non-selective colleges and universities are more likely to use specific cut-scores on admissions tests and both community colleges and non-selective institutions rely heavily on the use of placement tests with their entering students.  With the exception of the University of Hawaii, none of the selective and highly selective colleges and universities use specific cut scores on admissions tests in their admissions processes, and their use of placement tests is in general more restricted.  There are almost no common elements that cross all four sub-groups.

The community colleges and non-selective colleges and universities have the greatest need for placement tests, especially to determine the placement of students in threshold-of-credit courses.  Many selective and highly selective institutions do not offer non-credit bearing remedial courses, and many of these institutions use AP and IBHL tests as a basis for placing students beyond the first semester or first year of introductory course work.

Admission tests.  The non-selective institutions in this study plus the University of Hawaii that use specific cut scores on the SAT I or ACT for admissions purposes are only somewhat close to each other in the scores they specify.  For admissions decisions, the SAT I cut scores range from 860 at the University of Utah to 1020 at the University of Hawaii.  ACT composite scores range from 18 at the University of Utah to 22 at the University of Hawaii.

Placement tests.  For placement purposes in credit-bearing English courses, institutions that use an SAT I Verbal use cut scores that range from 440 at Miami Dade College to 480 at the University of Oregon.  On the ACT English section, these scores range from 17 at Miami Dade College to 20 at the University of Oregon.  

For placement in credit-bearing math courses, the state of Florida requires a minimum score of 440 on the SAT I Math section or 19 on the ACT Math segment, but there is not enough data from the institutions included in this study to establish a useful range of threshold-for-credit math scores.

VI.
Conclusions

Very few of the colleges and universities studied—five of the 24--use specific admissions test score cut-offs as part of their freshman admission process.  These cut-off scores vary significantly—by 160 points on the SAT I--among the five institutions.

A number of institutions combine one or more test scores with an applicant’s grade-point average to create an index or sliding scale, and most selective or highly selective institutions do not use test score cut-offs at all.  They review test scores simply as pieces of information to be weighed in consideration with all other information provided by a particular applicant.  

The variation in the uses of admissions test and the differences in minimum test score thresholds at those institutions that use admissions test score cut-points make it clear that there is no single, agreed-upon score on admissions tests that NAGB might embrace as a national threshold of college readiness.

Tests used for placement offer greater possibilities for the purposes of NAGB, especially Advanced Placement tests, International Baccalaureate Higher Level tests, the SAT II Writing test, ACCUPLACER, and COMPASS.  Although a number of institutions use the SAT I or the ACT and their sub-sections for placement, these tests seem less suited for placement purposes than the five just cited, which have greater depth and scope.  It seems particularly questionable to use the SAT I Verbal score for placement in first-year English classes because that section of the test does not directly assess writing and because it isn’t clear that there is a useful relationship between the analogies sub-section, for example, and success in the first-year college English sequence.  It may be, however, that the new SAT I, which will appear in March 2005, will be a more effective placement tool, in part because it will include a version of the SAT II Writing Test that requires an actual writing sample and in part because the Verbal section, renamed Critical Reading, will directly assess the kinds of reading skills students typically need in a first-year college English course.  

The scoring level of 3 in the Advanced Placement program and the 5 scoring level on the IBHL program may be especially useful benchmarks for NAGB in developing tests to measure readiness for college-level work since these are the scores at which most colleges and universities grant college-level credit. 

More research is needed on the rigor and appropriateness of validation methods used by different institutions.  It is clear, however, that the validation of admissions and placement scores is uneven—and, perhaps in some cases, of questionable statistical soundness--from one institution to another.  

In part because the current usage of admissions and placement tests varies so greatly, it may be possible to rethink completely the way colleges and universities and other interested parties assess readiness for college-level work.  It is possible to identify the skills and knowledge that colleges and universities want in their first-year students and to align those items with high school standards in college preparation high school courses.  It should then be possible to develop assessment tools that measure these items and to correlate their assessment with subsequent first-year college performance in the appropriate courses.
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VIII.  Appendixes

Appendix 1

Colleges and Universities Originally Queried

(Categories based on data for the 2003-04 academic year taken from Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges 2005)
1. Two-year community colleges

Borough of Manhattan Community College (CUNY), New York, NY

Bunker Hill Community College, Boston, MA

Des Moines Area Community College, Des Moines, IA

Diablo Valley College, Pleasant Hill, CA

Miami-Dade Community College, Miami, FL

Northern Virginia Community College, Annandale, VA

Santa Monica College, Santa Monica, CA

2. Non-selective four-year colleges and universities (admitting 85% or more of their freshman applicants)

Austin Peay State University, Clarksville, TN

Boise State University, Boise, ID

California State University, Fresno, Fresno, CA

Eastern Oregon University, La Grande, OR

Saint Bonaventure University, St. Bonaventure, NY

Southern University, New Orleans, LA

University of Toledo, Toledo, OH

University of Texas at El Paso, El Paso, TX

Weber State University, Ogden, UT

Walla Walla College, College Place, WA

3. Selective four-year colleges and universities (admitting more than 50% but less than 85% of their freshman applicants)

Hofstra University, Hempstead, NY

Howard University, Washington, DC

Mississippi State University, Mississippi State, MI

Saint Louis University, St. Louis, MO

San Diego State University, San Diego, CA

Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL

State University of New York at Potsdam, Potsdam, NY

University of Hawaii, Manoa, HA

University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA

University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA

University of Oregon, Eugene, OR

University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT

4. Highly selective four-year colleges and universities (admitting 50% or less of their freshman applicants)
Amherst College, Amherst, MA

Colorado College, Colorado Springs, CO

Duke University, Raleigh, NC

Franklin and Marshall College, Lancaster, PA

Reed College, Portland, OR

State University of New York at Stony Brook, Stony Brook, NY

Tulane University, New Orleans, LA

University of California, Berkeley, CA

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI

University of Texas, Austin, TX

University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA

Yale University, New Haven, CN

Appendix 2

Cover Letter and Questionnaire

Dear Mr. Hatch,

My name is Bob Laird.  I served as director of undergraduate admission at UC Berkeley until retiring in November 1999.

I’m writing a paper as a consultant to the Governing Board of the National Educational Assessment Program (NAEP), a program operated by the U.S. Department of Education.  NAEP describes itself as “the nation’s report card,” and, as you probably know, assesses educational achievement in schools across the country at the fourth, eighth, and twelfth grade levels. 

The Governing Board of NAEP is considering redesigning its twelfth grade assessment in order to measure “college-readiness,” by which the Board means readiness to begin college in courses that count fully toward the bachelor’s degree (as opposed to remedial-level courses).  My assignment is to examine the use of cut-off scores on admissions tests and on placement tests used by selected groups of American colleges and universities in admitting students to their freshman classes and in placing those students in appropriate courses for their first semester of college.  Colorado College is one of 25 colleges and universities in the group I am reviewing.

I would be very grateful if you would ask the appropriate person on your campus to complete the one-page questionnaire below (I’ve also attached the questionnaire as a separate Word file) and to return those answers to me by e-mail.  

I understand that many institutions, for very sound reasons, do not use specific cut-off scores on admissions tests.  If that is the case with your institution, the person completing the questionnaire can indicate that in answering question two under “Freshman admission.”  I also understand that Colorado College’s degree of selectivity may mean that some of the questions regarding placement are irrelevant.

I hope to have your response by September 3, 2004.  If you have any questions or need more information, please contact me by return e-mail or call me at 510.548-6274.

Thank you very much for your help.

Bob Laird

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES

The Uses of Admissions and Placement Tests by Selected Groups of Two- and Four-Year Colleges and Universities

NATIONAL ASSESSMENT GOVERNING BOARD

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)

Freshman admission

1. Does your institution require a test or tests as part of its freshman admission process?

2. If so, does your institution use a specific cut-off score on that test (or tests) to determine either eligibility for your institution or to determine, at least in part, admission?

3. If so, what was the cut score (or scores) for your most recent freshman applicant pool?

4. What body or individual on your campus determines that cut score(s)?

5. How does that body or person set the cut score(s) and what measures of validity are used to assess the appropriateness of that score(s)?

Placement for credit that counts fully toward the completion of a degree

1. How does your institution determine the placement of students in its the first sequence of English and mathematics courses that fully count for credit towards the bachelor’s degree (for example, placement into the standard freshman English course as opposed to placement in a remedial composition course)?

2. If your institution uses either admissions tests or placement tests to determine this placement, what tests and cut scores do you use for this function?

3. What body or individual on your campus determines these cut scores?

4. How does that body or person set the cut scores and what measures of validity are used to assess the appropriateness of those scores?

Person completing this questionnaire____________________________

Title__________________________________

Institution______________________________

� “Non-selective” means an institution that admits 85% or more of its freshman applicants.  “Selective” means an institution that admits more than 50% but less than 85% of its freshman applicants.  “Highly selective” means an institution that admits fewer than 50% of its applicants.





These categories are widely used by admissions officers when they discuss different types of institutions across the country.  Although some college guidebooks use more refined categories, such refinement is neither necessary nor useful for the purposes of this paper.  These refined categories, nearly all of which use the term "selective" or "competitive" in one way or another, are often a deliberate strategy on the part the guidebooks to please their colleges by enabling nearly every institution to describe itself as competitive.  Barron's Profiles of American Colleges 2005, for example, uses these categories:  "Most Competitive," "Highly Competitive," "Very Competitive," "Competitive," "Less Competitive," and, finally, "Noncompetitive."  


� All of the quotations that follow in the “Decision-making bodies” and “Validation” sections are taken from the completed questionnaires submitted by the institutions included in this study. 
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