Using College Placement Exams as Early Signals of College Readiness: An Examination of The City University of New York’s At Home in College Program
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At Home in College (AHC) is a Robin Hood Foundation-funded CUNY college transition program that works with students from New York City public high schools and CUNY GED programs who are on track to graduate but who have not met traditional benchmarks of college readiness (e.g. Regents or SAT scores.) The immediate goals of the project are to increase the college enrollment and third semester retention rates of these student populations, which support the long-term goal of increased college graduation rates. To date, over 4,000 students have participated in this program that includes transition English and/or  math courses, a College Access and Success Workshop, summer advisement, and a year of advisement for those who enroll in CUNY community colleges. (AHC can be found at: http://www.cuny.edu/academics/k-to-12/at-home-in-college.html)
Promising Strategy: A promising strategy for promoting successful college transition and increasing college completion rates is to help students avoid developmental/remedial education coursework by preparing them for placement exams before they enroll in college. A lack of content alignment between high school exit exams and college entrance exams is one of many troubling disconnects between K-12 and postsecondary institutions (Kirst and Bracco 2004). Low-income students, first generation college-goers, and other traditionally underrepresented students are particularly vulnerable to the mixed signals sent by these conflicting exams and the lack of clear definitions around college readiness, as these students are the most dependent on high schools to prepare them for college success (Conley 2007). Given the research indicating negative correlations between the need for remediation in multiple areas and degree attainment, the lack of alignment between high school and college curricula, and students’ lack of understanding of the importance of college placement exams (Venezia, Bracco, and Nodine 2010), it is vital that students are given an early signal as to their college readiness and are provided with opportunities to enhance their knowledge and skills before they graduate from high school. 

College Completion Obstacle:  In New York City, approximately 74 percent of students who entered CUNY’s community colleges in 2010 needed developmental/remedial education in at least one subject. These students are most at-risk of not receiving appropriate college counseling in school and not completing college applications and financial aid forms in a timely manner.  Many will enroll in postsecondary institutions; few will persist.  For example, of the NYC seniors who graduated high school in 2010, 34 percent eventually enrolled in CUNY associate degree programs that have a system-wide three-year graduation rate hovering around 11 percent.  

Theory of Action: In fall 2008, CUNY Collaborative Programs staff developed At Home in College (AHC), a college transition program intended to support students from New York City public high schools who were on track to graduate but had not met traditional benchmarks of college-readiness through statewide Regents exams or the SAT. The program emerged from work in College Now, CUNY’s system-wide dual enrollment program, and focuses on the following areas:
1) Academic Preparation: In order to prepare students for both the CUNY Placement Exam and introductory college-credit courses, CUNY faculty and College Now staff developed a two-semester sequence of English courses. These courses, taught by high school teachers during the school day, provide a scaffolded approach to developing strategic academic literacy with a focus on nonfiction texts drawn from the fields of psychology and sociology. Throughout the course, students have the opportunity to complete assignments that mirror the CUNY Assessment Test in Writing, as well as longer, research-based assignments that reflect the writing expected in introductory college-credit classes. 

In addition to the English course, half of the participating schools offer a year-long math course. This course, which was developed by CUNY staff and faculty, aims to move students beyond a procedural understanding of prealgebraic and algebraic content and toward developing conceptual understanding, procedural fluency, strategic competence, adaptive reasoning, and a “productive disposition” toward math. Hinds (2009) provides an in-depth overview of the math curriculum used in AHC.

In developing courses that are explicitly aligned to college placement exams and that allow students to develop the targeted competencies necessary for college success, AHC helps students see how high school coursework helps lay the foundation for college success. At the end of each semester, students have the opportunity to take the CUNY Assessment Tests on a college campus. Traditionally, students take the tests once in late spring of their senior year; they are responsible for seeking information about the exams and materials that might help them prepare. Taking the exams for the first time in January provides AHC students with a clear signal of their college readiness vis-à-vis CUNY benchmarks, and teachers report that this signal helps encourage students to stay engaged throughout their last semester of high school in order to receive the structured support that will improve their college preparation. 
2) Helping Students Apply and Matriculate: In order to develop a structured approach to college application and matriculation, AHC developed a 30-week workshop series. Each workshop is led by a high school guidance counselor who helps students complete college applications, file financial aid forms, and develop an understanding of the resources available on a college campus, as well as the bureaucratic structures that are characteristic of these institutions. During the summer between high school graduation and college matriculation, AHC students work with trained peer coaches (often alumni of the same high schools) who help students complete all of the necessary paperwork to matriculate successfully. This process helps strengthen what has been described as the “loose hand-off” between secondary and postsecondary institutions that results in significant numbers of low-income and first-generation students not enrolling in the college they planned to attend (Arnold et al. 2009). 

3) Supporting Students Through College: While there are special programs at CUNY that provide intensive advisement, for the majority of community college students, advisement consists of a brief interaction with a faculty or staff member immediately before registering for classes.  In order to provide the type of advisement advocated by many student development experts (e.g. structured meetings with advisors and close tracking of student success ), AHC has developed an advisement model in which a primary person – either a faculty mentor, full-time advisor, or peer mentor – works with specific students during their first year of college.
Outcomes:  
1) Improved Pass Rates on the CUNY Placement Exam: Pass rates continue to be at least 10 to 20 percentage points higher for students who participate in AHC, thus reducing the amount of developmental course-taking and increasing the likelihood of graduation for participating students who enroll in CUNY community colleges.

2) Increased Enrollment in College: Of the high school students who participate in At Home in College and graduate, at least 70 percent enroll in a postsecondary institution, which is significantly higher than the citywide enrollment rate of 58 percent. Enrollment rates for African-American and Latino students exceed national averages as well. 
3) Increased Third Semester and Fourth Semester Persistence: The third semester retention rate for students enrolled full-time in associate degree programs which include AHC advisement is 7.1 percentage points higher than the CUNY-wide fall 2008 institutional retention rate for students enrolled full-time in associate degree programs. The two-year retention rate for these students was 16.4 percentage points higher than the two-year institutional retention rate for students enrolled in Associate Degree programs in CUNY.
Implementation Challenges: Since 2008, AHC has grown from working with 7 high schools to working with 63 high schools. Given the scheduling and staffing issues many high schools face, it has been critical to be explicit with administrators about program goals, common scheduling issues, and the pedagogical approaches that are required to implement the curriculum successfully.  To that end, administrators and teachers sign an MOU at the start of the year which outlines program expectations and requirements. 
Suggestions for Replication: Using existing college placement exams to provide signals of college readiness provides many benefits. Most important, taking these exams in advance of high school graduation may help to reduce the devastatingly high levels of remediation seen across higher education. There are, however, drawbacks to using these exams. For example, the reading and math exams used by CUNY currently provide little, if any, diagnostic information; students receive a score indicating if they passed or failed, but they receive no information that could help them improve their performance on future exams. 
The ability of placement scores to provide clear signals about college readiness is complicated by the common belief that current exams are neither good indicators of the skills necessary for a student to be college ready nor precise instruments for placement. It is not enough simply to give a college placement exam as a signal, nor even to give workshops that solely prepare students for the exam. The experience of taking the exam must be followed with the opportunity to take courses that provide strategies for success on these high-stakes exams simultaneously with the opportunity to develop skills necessary for college success. 
References

Arnold, K., S. Fleming, M. DeAnda, B. Castelman, and K. L. Wartman. 2009. “The Summer Flood: The Invisible Gap Among Low-Income Students.” Thought and Action Fall: 23-34.

Conley, D. 2007. Redefining College Readiness. Eugene, OR: Educational Policy Improvement Center. 

Hinds, S. 2009. “More Than Rules: College Transition Math Teaching for GED Graduates at the City University of New York.” New York: City University of New York. 

Kirst, M. W., and K. R. Bracco. 2004. “Bridging the Great Divide.” In From High School to College, edited by M. W. Kirst and A. Venezia. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Kolodner, M. 2010.”Nearly Three-Quarters of CUNY Freshman from City Schools Need Remedial Classes.” New York Daily News, Dec. 15
McDonough, P. M. 2004. The School-to-College Transition: Challenges and Prospects. Washington, DC: American Council on Education. 
Venezia, A., K. Bracco,  and T. Nodine. 2010. “One Shot Deal? Students’ Perceptions of Assessment and Course Placement in California’s Community Colleges.” Paper presented at the National Center for Postsecondary Research Developmental Education Conference, New York, September. 
� This overview has been adapted from Venezia, Andrea and Daniel Voloch. “Using College Placement Exams as Early Signals of College Readiness: An Examination of California’s Early Assessment Program and New York’s At Home in College Program.” Dual Enrollment: Strategies, Outcomes, and Lessons for School-College Partnerships. Jossey Bass: New Directions for Higher Education. Summer 2012





4

