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SUBJECT Evidence base for using multiple measures for placement

Each year, large numbers of college students, particularly at community colleges, are required
to take and pass at least one developmental education course in math, reading, or writing
before they are considered “college ready” or academically qualified for college-level
coursework (Bailey et al., 2010). Postsecondary institutions have typically used a single measure
to determine if students are ready for college-level coursework or not: standardized test scores
on SAT, ACT, ACCUPLACER, and/or COMPASS (Fields & Parsad, 2012). However, research
has shown that this reliance on standardized test performance may result in the misplacement
of students into developmental coursework when they could have succeeded in college-level
coursework or, less frequently, college-level coursework when they could have benefitted from
developmental coursework (Scott-Clayton, Crosta, & Belfield, 2014). The authors found that in
two different large community college systems nearly a quarter to a third of students may have
been incorrectly placed into developmental coursework when they could have succeeded in
college-level coursework.

To address the incorrect placement of students in developmental education, community
colleges are redesigning the way they assess the college readiness of incoming students by
using multiple measures to assign students to the highest level of coursework in which they are
likely to succeed (Bracco et al., 2014; Dadgar, Collins, & Schaefer, 2015; Scott-Clayton et al.,
2014). Colleges that use multiple measures combine two or measures to determine incoming
students” course placement. These measures may include high school GPA, courses taken,
and/or grades; standardized assessments (e.g., Smarter Balanced, SAT, ACT); GED; transcripts
from previous colleges; writing assessments; questionnaires/intake forms; and past work and
academic experiences.

High school grade point average (GPA) is one measure, in particular, that has shown evidence
of predicting college academic performance more accurately than standardized exams (Camara
& Echternacht, 2000; Geiser & Santelices, 2007; Hiss & Franks, 2014; Hodara & Lewis, 2017).
High school grades or GPA may provide a better indicator of who is ready for college
coursework because grades are a measure of cumulative academic achievement, not just
academic proficiency in a single subject, and thus may signal a broader range of skills related to
college readiness (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009). Farrington and colleagues (2012)
suggest that while test scores capture knowledge and cognitive skills, GPA measures not only
these skills but also other competencies that fall under the umbrella of “noncognitive factors.”



Such competencies include self-control, tenacity, academic motivation, metacognitive strategies,
study skills, time management, and problem-solving skills, to name a few.

Competencies measured by high school GPA
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Source: Hodara & Lewis, 2017 based on research from Farrington et al., 2012

Over the years, states and institutions, particularly community colleges, have reported drops in
developmental education rates, perhaps in part due to the use of multiple measures. Examples
of different multiple-measure approaches that use high school GPA are the following.

A hierarchical approach considers high school GPA first and then looks at student performance
on other measures (Bracco et al., 2014). Massachusetts and North Carolina have a statewide
course placement policy for recent high school graduates entering community college where
colleges first consider a student’s high school GPA and if it is at or above a “college readiness”
cutscore (2.7 in Massachusetts and 2.6 in North Carolina), the student can enroll directly in
college-level credit-bearing courses. If it is below the cutscore, then the colleges consider other
measures that can exempt students from developmental education, such as passing senior year
math (in Massachusetts) or meeting cutscores on ACT or SAT (in North Carolina). If students
do not meet these criteria, then they must take the placement exam. Their score on the
placement exam then determines what English and math courses they should take.

A second approach is to use a course placement formula developed locally between a school
district and college that weights high school GPA and test scores according to their relative
utility in explaining course grades (Dadgar et al., 2015). Using historical student-level data on
their recent high school graduates who had enrolled in college math and English courses, Long
Beach City College (LBCC) developed a unique formula that weights high school GPA, grades
in last high school math and English courses, and test scores. They use this formula to make
course placement decisions for incoming students from local school districts who participate in
a student success initiative called “Promise Pathways.” This new approach has resulted in
fewer students being placed in developmental courses and more students passing college



English and math. The procedure developed by LBCC has been piloted at 11 additional
California community colleges (Willet & Karandjeff, 2014). Currently, other California
community colleges are considering this placement approach and are working on the
infrastructure to support the sharing of high school transcripts (Dadgar et al., 2015).

A third approach uses high school GPA through an individual review of transcripts (Hassel &
Giordano, 2011). English faculty at University of Wisconsin (UW) two-year colleges
individually review a wide array of measures to determine which English course incoming
students should take. For every student, faculty look at ACT scores, scores on the UW
placement test, a writing sample, high school curriculum and grades, and a student survey and
self-assessment. Faculty then recommend which English course and support course, if any, each
student should take. This approach may be more feasible to implement at a small college or
department because it requires time on the part of faculty to individually review student
information and make placement decisions.

The Oregon community colleges have also been implementing major changes to how they assess
incoming students’ college readiness, moving from relying on a single standardized placement
exam to a multiple measures process. In a year-long project (September 2018 to July 2019), REL
Northwest worked side-by-side with community college stakeholders at Clackamas, Mt. Hood,
Oregon Coast, and Southwestern Oregon Community College to produce evidence related to the
effectiveness of multiple measures. Results from four colleges show that multiple measures is
linked to better outcomes for students. A higher proportion of students placed using multiple
measures progress into and complete college math and English in their first year at college
compared to students placed using traditional methods. This signals that multiple measures may
be placing students more accurately and accelerating progression into and completion of college
coursework. At some colleges, first-to-second term college persistence rates are also higher for
students placed using multiple measures. Finally, in some cases, students of color and low-
income students placed using multiple measures have higher outcomes than their traditionally
placed peers, suggesting multiple measures may be addressing equity gaps at community
colleges. More research is needed to study both the implementation and impact of multiple
measures at the Oregon community colleges to support improvements to innovative approaches
to assessing college readiness and placing incoming students into the highest level of
coursework in which they are likely to succeed.
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