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As some colleges and universities experience low rates of student success, many point to the large
number of students who are placed into and fail to complete developmental education courses.
Research examining the efficacy of course placement tests has suggested that success rates would
increase if students were placed more accurately. A recent study by the Community College
Research Center (CCRC; Scott-Clayton, 2012) quantitatively demonstrates the inaccuracy of current
course placement systems, suggesting that as many as 24% of students in math and 33% of students
in English courses are misplaced. As a means of improving placement accuracy, the study
recommends the use of expanded criteria, including background characteristics and high school GPA.
This research assumes that these additional criteria

What we know: capture student noncognitive factors, such as motivation
e Course placement tests provide or classroom behavior, that incrementally add to the
content and diagnostic information prediction of student success.
critical to understanding course-
specific acquired knowledge. We agree that current means of course placement are
* Noncognitive factors (e.g., motivation, insufficiently robust, and that the inferences we draw
self regulation, and social interaction) about students’ likelihood of success are often limited.

are critical to success in the classroom

and beyond. We also agree that improving course placement is

e Expanding the criteria for course critical to the long-term goal of improving student

placement decisions could decrease success and degree attainment. However, using student
placement error rates and lead to background characteristics alone, or in tandem with
increases in student success. course placement tests, is problematic. Here, we outline

the theoretical and practical issues that come with using
GPA or background characteristics, as well as propose a fairer, valid, and reliable method to expand
placement criteria — using a standardized assessment of psychosocial factors.

Issue 1: High school GPA, background characteristics, and other proxy variables may not be
valid or fair representations of student characteristics (e.g., motivation). Much of the published
research that supports high school GPA as a predictor of academic success notes that this measure
captures more than just the cognitive ability assessed by placement (or, in other cases, admission)
tests. Indeed, GPA is a measure of “typical performance” (based on daily observation of students in
the classroom), while test scores are a measure of “maximal performance” (based on one high-stakes
demonstration of ability) (Cronbach, 1990). Proponents of using GPA often note that it captures



students’ abilities or achievements as well as certain behavioral or attitudinal factors, such as
completing assignments on time, showing up to class, or engaging in discussions.

However, the multifaceted nature of GPA

creates issues in fairness. For some What we can do:

students, GPA may reflect academic ability, ~ « Some have suggested using high school GPA or
while for others it might reflect ability to show background characteristics for placement, but
up to class, and for others it might represent these can be inaccurate or biased estimates of

. . : students’ likelihood to succeed.
their tendency to get along with their peers. . .
e Direct noncognitive assessments can not only

Reseal’CheI’S have noted that teaCherS dlffel’ increase course p|acement accuracy’ but also
in the elements used to assign a grade, and help faculty, staff, and students become aware of

Here, we highlight that this might be an issue SUCCESS.
¢ Beyond academic placement, noncognitive

of fairness or accuracy, but others have also ,

. . e assessments can be a resource for other offices
noted that this creates unreliability in student and programs on campus.
grades (e.g., Allen, 2005; Brookhart, 1993;
Burke, 2006).

Issue 2: High school GPA is confounded by high school quality. Academic rigor also creates
concern around grades. The predictive ability of grades varies greatly depending on which courses a
student has taken and the quality of the schools that a student has attended. In two separate reports
published by the U.S. Department of Education, Clifford Adelman (1999; 2006) demonstrated the
ability of high school experiences to predict students’ success in college. Although Adelman found
GPA to be a significant predictor of success, he also concluded that “academic intensity of the
student’s high school curriculum still counts more than anything else in pre-collegiate history in
providing momentum toward completing a bachelor’s degree” (2006; xviii). Thus, yet again, GPA may
differentially represent success for one student over another.

Issue 3: High school GPA is not an option for some students. Using GPA for placement decisions
also has practical limitations. Some students — such as those who are home-schooled, obtained a
GED, or attended schools that do not use traditional grades — will not have GPA data available.
Moreover, for adult learners and other students who are not coming directly from high school, GPA
information may be an inaccurate representation of their ability. Given that institutions of higher
education, particularly community colleges, are increasingly asked to serve a broader population than
simply recent high school graduates, adopting a system that either cannot apply to or misrepresents
students’ abilities would seem counterproductive.



Creating an Effective Solution

Many have endorsed the use of noncognitive or psychosocial assessments as a means of
holistically understanding students and placing them more accurately. Several recent studies
(e.g., Boylan, 2009; Burdman, 2012; Conley, 2007; Levine-Brown, Bonham, Saxon, & Boylan, 2008)
have acknowledged that current course placement tests do not sufficiently represent all the skills that
can help students succeed. Indeed, a vast body of research has shown that, for some student
outcomes, noncognitive skills such as study skills, motivation, and social connection can play as much
or more of a role than academic ability or student background (e.g., Poropat, 2009; Richardson,
Abraham, & Bond, 2012; Robbins, et al., 2004; 2009).

Noncognitive assessments provide direct indicators of key skills that students need to
succeed. Proxy variables, such as attending a nonlocal high school or delaying college enroliment,
can be incredibly inaccurate representations of student attributes. In both cases, the inferences made
— that nonlocal students must be more motivated to attend a given institution, and that students who
have delayed enroliment have more thoughtfully planned their education — are significant inferential
leaps. These attributions should not be used to make decisions about course placement, given the
myriad factors that might influence them. We would certainly not place students into English classes
based upon the number of books they own simply because book ownership is a logical or empirical
predictor of classroom success. Rather, noncognitive assessments provide direct scientific
assessment of student skills and attributes.

Additionally, noncognitive assessments provide diagnostic feedback that can be used not
only to place students, but also to build a plan for students’ success, which cannot be
provided by high school GPA or student background characteristics. Many of the programs and
services that exist on college campuses are designed, either explicitly or implicitly, to address
noncognitive attributes. Advisors help students manage their time and set goals. Counseling services
help students manage stress. Social programs, clubs, and organizations help students generate
networks, both for social development and as a resource in time of need. After all, the goal of
institutions is not simply to place students more accurately, but to help them achieve a degree.

Conclusion

Research by the CCRC has pointed to the inaccuracy of existing academic placement tests, and
suggested high school GPA and background characteristics as potential ways to expand criteria,
decrease placement errors, and increase student success. However, to rely on just this data is not
appropriate. GPA and background characteristics can unreliably and unfairly represent students’
likelihood to succeed, and in many cases are not viable options given unavailability or inaccuracy of
the data. Psychosocial assessments have been supported by many in the field of developmental
education, and not only can increase the accuracy of course placement, but also — and just as
importantly — provide a holistic understanding of the strengths and challenges that likely impact
student success. Colleges and universities should seek an approach that can not only predict student
success, but can also facilitate it through student engagement and compliance within the classroom
(cf. Li et al., in press).
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