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Introduction
Nationwide, community colleges are trying increasingly varied and sometimes complex 
approaches to assessing the college readiness of incoming students. Traditionally, tests of 
basic math, English, and English-language skills have been the main tools for determining 
whether students are ready for college-level coursework. However, many community 
colleges are recognizing the importance of other factors underlying college readiness, such 
as self-efficacy, study skills, and understanding how to navigate academic systems. 

California has been a “multiple measures” state for many years, and many other states 
have prioritized the integration of multiple measures into statewide college-readiness 
assessment systems (Bracco et al. 2014). The movement toward multiple measures has 
been spurred in part by the Common Core State Standards and by several recent studies 
that show the importance of augmenting standardized test scores with other measures to 
predict college success, both in the context of community colleges (Belfield & Crosta 2012; 
Hodara, Jaggars, & Karp 2012; Hughes & Scott-Clayton 2011; Scott-Clayton 2012; Willett 
2013; Willett, Hayward, & Dahlstrom 2008) and four-year institutions (Hiss & Franks 2014). 

Incorporating multiple measures of college readiness into an assessment system can be 
complex, particularly in the context of open-access institutions such as community colleges. 
California and other states that support numerous, decentralized developmental education 
approaches also must navigate a multiplicity of basic skills curricula, proficiency scores, and 
placement decisions. 

This document, written for the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office Common 
Assessment Initiative, presents the results of an environmental scan—a review of relevant 
research and lessons learned, combined with interviews of key leaders and experts in 
California and other states. The results of this environmental scan are intended to inform 
the development of a common assessment system for California community colleges. 
Organized around four questions posed by the steering committee of the state’s Common 
Assessment Initiative, this paper includes a summary of themes, implications for developing 
a common assessment, and appendices with examples of assessment structures, 
standards, and components.



2

Background
The California community college system conducted extensive work in 2010–11 to 
determine the feasibility of a common assessment system and to provide a proof of 
concept that addressed possible operational, technical, and financial benefits. Known as 
CCCAssess, this effort was driven by concerns regarding the diversity of assessment tests 
being given and the fact that a majority of colleges did not accept placement results from 
other California community colleges, resulting in increased financial costs to the system and 
inconsistent messaging to students about college academic standards. 

CCCAssess concluded that it would be feasible to:

• Develop uniform assessment instruments in math, English, and English as 
a Second Language (ESL) that take advantage of the latest developments 
and improvements in assessment methodologies and technology—including 
diagnostic assessment in math and computer-scored writing samples in English 
and ESL

• Administer the assessments centrally, with information flowing into a central data 
warehouse, thus supporting greater consistency in assessment policies and 
administration, as well as enabling improved research capabilities, particularly if 
this data warehouse also included high school information that could supplement 
testing to inform placement 

• Reduce assessment costs while increasing testing rates by making the tests 
available to all colleges at a lower, centrally negotiated rate

In 2013, the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office established the Common 
Assessment Initiative (CAI) to develop a comprehensive, common assessment system with 
the following goals:

• Align with legislation, including the 2012 Student Success Act that addresses the 
use of assessments to ensure appropriate course placement for all students

• Coordinate within and between colleges to create a more consistent 
understanding of academic standards

• Ensure student success in placement, by improving accuracy of student 
assessment and placement and reducing remediation

• Succeed despite funding challenges by offering quality assessment at a lower 
cost
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During 2014–15, the CAI is developing and piloting a new assessment test, as well as 
creating a data warehouse that will store and analyze high school transcript and test data 
to supplement assessment data for the purpose of student placement into college-level 
courses. 

In order to support the advisory committees that will be involved in the development of the 
common assessment system, this report seeks to answer four questions that were flagged 
in the reports from the 2010–11 CCCAssess planning process and by the CAI steering 
committee:

• What has been learned from common assessment efforts in other states?

• How could a common assessment system leverage Common Core assessments?

• How could a common assessment system integrate noncognitive assessments?

• How could a common assessment system take into account diverse  
curricular approaches?

Information for this report was gathered through a review of relevant literature and from 
interviews with 18 representatives from within the California community college system, 
15 leaders of assessment efforts in other states, plus 9 content experts on subjects such as 
English language learners or Common Core standards development.
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Question One: What has been 
learned from common assessment 
efforts in other states?
Many states are pursuing common assessments that integrate multiple measures of 
college readiness, but how they are applying multiple measures varies.

A number of states are moving forward with common assessment and/or placement 
policies, including Colorado, Florida, Hawaii, Kentucky, Louisiana, Massachusetts, North 
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia (Bracco et al. 2014).1 Over half of these states are 
using a multiple measures approach, meaning that they are supplementing standardized 
test scores with information such as additional test scores (beyond the common 
assessment test score), high school grade point average (GPA), high school grades in 
specific classes, life experiences, and counselor input and referrals. However, there is no 
single approach to applying multiple measures. Appendix A provides a list of measures with 
examples of states that are using, considering using, or experimenting with using multiple 
measures in their placement policies and processes.

These multiple measures assessment policies follow four general models:

• Integrated: Weights have been established for various measures, and a formula 
that incorporates all elements is used to determine placement.

• Hierarchical: A primary measure is utilized, with additional measures triggered 
under particular conditions.

• Upgrading: Additional measures are applied only when a student’s score is 
narrowly below the placement threshold.

• Preventative: 12th grade supports are provided for students who assess as not 
college-ready in 11th grade.

For example, Colorado is pursuing an integrated approach by developing a new 
assessment test that includes factors such as life experiences and noncognitive skills. 
Massachusetts and North Carolina are employing a hierarchical strategy by examining 

1  Information in this section is drawn from “Core to College Evaluation: Exploring the Use of 
Multiple Measures for Placement into College-Level Courses,” a 2014 report by Bracco et al. that 
also includes detailed profiles of the assessment processes that have been built in each state, 
and describes the relative weight given to each of the multiple measures.
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high school GPA first to determine placement, with additional measures applied if the 
threshold GPA is not met. In Texas, the state uses a standardized common assessment 
test and cut score, but colleges can apply multiple measures at the local level to revise 
the students’ placements, thus providing opportunities to better individualize interventions. 
Finally, with the implementation of the Common Core, a number of states are planning 
to allow students to place directly into college-level coursework either by meeting a 
benchmark score in the 11th grade Common Core assessment, or upon completion 
of transition courses that are designed to get them from their 11th grade score to the 
college-readiness standard. These efforts range from a pilot math transition course in 
Tennessee to an established policy in Florida.2 

There is also variation in how multiple measures components are weighted and in terms 
of which students are eligible for specific measures. For example, North Carolina and 
Massachusetts both use GPA as part of their math placement process, but they do so in 
different ways. North Carolina uses GPA as its first filter for college-level coursework, but the 
only students eligible for this criterion are those who had an overall GPA of 2.6 and took four 
years of math in high school, including one course above Algebra II—a requirement for both 
the English and the math assessments. Massachusetts is piloting a new placement policy 
in 2014–15 that allows recent high school graduates with a high school GPA of 2.7 or higher 
to go directly to college-level math. The policy will also exempt students who earned a GPA 
between 2.4 and 2.7 and pass a total of four math courses (including one in 12th grade). In 
Hawaii, a pilot program is underway in two community colleges. The program allows students 
who achieved at least a 2.6 cumulative GPA and a grade of C or higher in high school Algebra 
II to automatically place into Math 100, a credit-bearing college-level math course. 

Not only is there variation across states, the implementation of multiple measures often 
varies across different disciplines within a state. For example, in ESL, a writing sample 
may be an important addition to a multiple-choice test to assess college readiness. In 
math, multiple measures may be more focused on how recently students took a math 
course, whereas English assessment is more likely to take into account overall GPA. The 
appropriate measures to use may also vary based on students’ context. For example, 
different measures may be relevant depending on whether the student has just graduated 
from high school or is returning to college after being in the workforce for several years.

Multiple measures mean reduced remediation rates.

Although most common assessment systems haven’t been in place long enough to 
determine the impact on remediation rates, there are a several studies that examine 
smaller-scale use of assessment systems with multiple measures that have had a positive 

2  This policy was superseded by legislation that provides exemptions from placement testing for 
those students who start in and graduate from Florida high schools. 
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impact on the CAI goals of reducing remediation rates while boosting student success. 
Using alternative placement algorithms, Scott-Clayton (2012) makes the prediction that 
multiple measures—including test scores, high school transcripts, and demographic 
data—would reduce remediation rates from 0.805 to 0.797 and increase college-level 
success rates. Hughes and Scott-Clayton (2011) cite two studies at single institutions that 
reported increased accuracy in placement using multiple measures, with one study showing 
that students placed using both test scores and math preparation were “less likely to be 
assigned to remediation but performed no worse in the college-level class than students 
who were assigned based on test scores or high school preparation alone” (p.21). 

At the Los Angeles Community College District, researchers investigated the effect of 
adding points to a test score based on prior math background and high school GPA (Ngo, 
Kwon, Melguizo, Prather, & Bos 2013). The study found that multiple measures increased 
the number of students placed into higher-level developmental courses, and that those 
lower-scoring students were just as successful as their directly placed peers. In the longer 
term, they also completed comparable degree-applicable and transfer-level credits as their 
peers who were placed by test score only.

A recently released California study also pointed to the value of using multiple measures 
to determine likely success in college coursework. The RP Group (Willett 2013; Willett 
& Karandjeff 2014) examined the relative predictive validity of several variables, such 
as high school GPA, last high school course taken, high school assessment tests, and 
college placements (which are largely informed by standardized tests), at 10 different 
community colleges. These colleges represented a broad range of student populations, 
geographic locations, and number of feeder high schools. Although the relative predictive 
value of individual measures varied somewhat by both college and feeder high school, 
high school GPA generally was the most predictive of college success. The strongest 
predictor for college English success was high school GPA that excluded English grades, 
suggesting that overall student skills may be just as important for success in college as 
subject-specific skills. It may also be that strong English skills lead to success in other 
content areas, to the extent that those content areas may require comprehension and 
expression in English. Predictors of success in college math were more varied. However, 
as for English, high school GPA that excluded math grades was among the strongest 
predictors.

One recent study looked at placement and use of multiple measures for linguistic minority 
(US-LM) students entering California community colleges (Bunch, Endris, Panayotova, 
Romero, and Llosa 2011). These students have been raised in homes where English is 
not the dominant language, have been educated in U.S. schools, and are identified as 
nonnative speakers of English when entering community college. The English language or 
other developmental education needs of this population of students may differ from those 
of other ESL students, such as recently arrived immigrants or international students. The 
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report notes that use of multiple measures could help US-LM students, but that current 
implementation of multiple measures is inconsistent across campuses and students may 
not be aware of how to access or request use of multiple measures in making placement 
decisions. In addition, K–12 data that could be informative in making determinations 
about how to place US-LM students in courses or how to provide support are typically 
not used in assessment systems. For example, community colleges do not access high 
school students’ scores on the state English language development test or information on 
whether students are designated as English learners or Fluent English Proficient. Bunch 
et al. (2011) recommend that community colleges strengthen the availability and use of 
multiple measures, including those from K–12, for placement of US-LM students.

Faculty and counselor involvement is key.

With common assessment efforts being relatively new, most research has focused on the 
process of developing common standards, tests, and policies. One clear theme in this 
research is the importance of deep faculty and counselor integration in the process of 
establishing and sustaining a common assessment. According to leaders of other state 
efforts who were interviewed for this environmental scan, college faculty and counselors 
should be involved at the outset of the process, and should help establish consistent 
language and expectations for the assessment development process. This theme echoes 
findings from other research. Duffy et al. (2013) studied five state plans for developing 
and implementing community college placement and diagnostic assessments and found 
that four states specified faculty involvement across the three key elements: curriculum 
development, assessment development, and performance standards.

Often, the process in other states has involved faculty and counselors starting out with 
standards or shared student learning outcomes to focus conversations on clear definitions 
of college-level skills. These standards provide a critical backbone for the assessment 
process by defining what should be measured. For example, faculty in Colorado were 
very involved in curricular redesign that then led the way to the current assessment 
specifications. In Virginia, faculty members from every college in the state worked together 
to identify the initial skills they believe students need in order to be successful in entry-
level college courses. This process drove the development of the state’s placement and 
diagnostic tests. Faculty members in Florida, North Carolina, and Texas have been or will 
be involved in the development and/or review of test items.

In some states, including Colorado, North Carolina, and Virginia, a shared definition of 
college-level skills is reflected in a consistent course outline for gateway courses such as 
English Composition and College Algebra. States such as Colorado, Indiana, and Texas 
have also identified college-level competencies in alternative math pathways, including 
quantitative reasoning and statistics. However, not all common assessment initiatives have 



8

led to common curricula. States may also allow for variable local curricula that align with 
statewide standards, as in Florida and Massachusetts. 

Experts advise that faculty members and counselors should continue—after a common 
assessment has been developed—to play a critical role in activities such as validation 
studies, exploring ways to expand the use of multiple measures or noncognitive elements, 
periodically reviewing the accuracy of students’ placements, and confirming the relevance 
of cut scores over time. In North Carolina, faculty have also taken a lead role in training 
colleagues about implementation. 

A common assessment system can be compatible with local placement.

Although all of these states identified a college-ready standard for English and math, only 
a few specified standards or cut scores for the basic skills courses students are required 
to take. None has developed a common assessment process for ESL. In some cases the 
statewide testing process was expressly designed to support local placement. 

For example, students in Texas take a common diagnostic test if they do not pass the 
state’s shorter computer-adaptive math and English assessments. Colleges have the 
flexibility to use these more nuanced scores along with a variety of multiple measures that 
they identify to place students into the courses that best address the students’ missing 
skills, including both developmental classes or credit-bearing courses. 

Colleges in Virginia can elect to conduct placement testing in the high schools and then 
offer capstone courses during the senior year of high school for those students who are not 
yet college-ready. In Colorado, while a new common assessment test is being developed, 
community colleges continue to use Accuplacer as their primary assessment and can 
use Accuplacer scores to place students in remedial or corequisite courses. Four-year 
institutions can now also offer supplemental academic instruction courses as corequisites 
but, before placing students in a supplemental academic instruction course, the institutions 
must use a secondary measure (such as GPA) for students who are considered in need of 
remediation based on the primary assessment.

Given that California’s approach to common assessment seeks to support local 
placement, while still enabling portability of scores between colleges, the CAI will need to 
determine which portions of the assessment process will be done in concert and which will 
be done locally. This requirement is particularly important because California is mandated 
by law to use multiple measures in its assessment system. Currently, colleges are 
primarily relying on student self-reported data covering topics such as their most recent 
course or grade in English and math, as well as noncognitive factors such as how many 
hours the student needs to work at a job in addition to going to school. Often questions on 
such topics are embedded directly into the same exam that assesses students’ knowledge 
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of English and math. One concern that has been raised about California’s use of multiple 
measures is that these portions of the assessment process are not validated, meaning 
that the efficacy of specific noncognitive assessment questions or additional metrics has 
not been determined. 

CAI has an opportunity to validate these other assessment components and/or to 
standardize the collection of information. For example, CAI might design a process that 
comprehensively captures academic test scores and multiple measures, summarizing 
these data into a combined number, but then allows each individual college to establish 
its own cut score for this combined number. Alternatively, students might take a common 
test that assesses academic subject areas and then participate in other assessments 
or data collection efforts that are locally designed, implemented, and validated. Or, in a 
hybrid case, the system could provide a menu of multiple measures data points that are 
collected statewide, which could be weighted locally with a statewide academic test score, 
to determine students’ placements.

However, allowing individual colleges to determine their own cut scores at the highest 
level—the college-readiness standard—can be problematic. Sykes (2010) reports that 
establishing a common cut score was “a necessary aspect of the centralized placement test 
policy” for the systems it researched, which included Florida, Maryland, Minnesota, Texas, 
Virginia, and the City University of New York. The report also notes that Texas and Virginia 
both allowed colleges to define a higher cut score, but according to a Texas official, having 
different cut scores across colleges “was confusing to students and created inefficiencies 
throughout the system when assessing and placing students across the system” (p.13). 
Both Texas and Virginia decided to establish a single college-ready cut score for all colleges 
when selecting a new placement test.

Cut scores will play a significant factor in fostering consistency for college-readiness 
definitions and reducing remediation rates—two of the goals of CAI. For example, two 
California colleges included in the interviews recently selected commonly used tests 
from national vendors, with the opposite results. In one case, when faculty examined 
recommended cut scores together with data on how many students passed college-level 
English and math in the old system, they elected to lower their college’s cut scores. More 
students went directly into college-level courses, resulting in slightly lower course success 
rates. However, the net result was that significantly more students passed the college-
level courses because there were fewer opportunities for students to drop out as they went 
through the developmental sequence. At another college, the faculty decided to raise their 
college’s cut scores, resulting in an uptick in remediation rates in math. Course success 
rates improved in the basic skills courses, but not enough time has passed yet to determine 
the impact on the number of students making it through the gateway courses.
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A common assessment system can mean reduced costs.

Common systems can help with streamlining testing infrastructures. Some interviewees for 
this scan noted the importance of investing in technology platforms that enable systems to 
grow and adapt tests as new technology becomes available; having a statewide common 
assessment may make this type of investment more feasible.

California Examples
Supplementing lessons learned from other states, the following examples from 
California provide frameworks for how a common assessment could be implemented. 

Central California Community Colleges Committed to Change Initiative (C6) 
Common Assessments
In 2011, faculty and counselors from nine Central Valley colleges began developing 
common assessments for reading, writing, math, and ESL. First the group reviewed 
course outlines, student learning outcomes, and the statewide Course Identification 
Numbering System (C-ID) to identify key competencies in each subject area. The 
college representatives also determined which aspects would be consistent across 
the institutions—such as the cut score for qualifying for college-level courses—
and which would be locally determined, including cut scores qualifying students 
for courses below college level. Building on the competencies, the consortium 
worked with a test vendor to develop a bank of questions, including both adaptive 
and diagnostic components. These questions were then reviewed and field-tested 
by faculty. The resulting tests have been piloted by 4,000 students and has been 
submitted to the Chancellor’s Office for approval. 

California Community Colleges ESL Placement Test Development Project: 
Test Specifications and Test-Item Banks

A statewide taskforce was convened in 2009 to develop content specifications for 
a California community college ESL placement test. The taskforce was created in 
response to widespread frustration that commonly available ESL tests focus on a 
too-narrow range of skills or do not adequately measure readiness for courses offered 
in ESL sequences that are not credit-bearing or whose credits do not apply toward 
a degree. The taskforce, which included faculty from a number of the state system’s 
ESL programs, built test-content specifications covering three essential skill areas 
of California community colleges’ ESL curricula—reading comprehension, language 
structure and usage, and writing—at novice, intermediate, and advanced language 
proficiency levels. In 2009–2010, a second taskforce developed a bank of reading 
passages and associated test items, a bank of language structure items, and a writing 
sample scoring rubric based on the test content specifications. The items were field-
tested at several colleges, and the results were validated by a team of University 
of Kansas psychometric researchers. These specifications, along with guidance 
on the necessary qualities of a placement instrument, can help to guide the CAI in 
developing a statewide common assessment of college readiness.
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In a study of five states and one community college system implementing a centralized 
student assessment policy, Sykes (2010) found that most states negotiated cost-saving 
terms with test vendors and concluded that “there are significant opportunities for the 
California Community College System to leverage its large number of placement tests for 
lower prices” (p. 15). In addition to potentially reducing the cost of the tests themselves, 
a common assessment system could also potentially reduce time and staffing needs by 
having a centralized process for collecting and integrating placement test data with system 
databases that include student-level data. Integrated databases would allow both campus- 
and system-level access to the data for reporting and analysis; Sykes (2010) reported 
successful use of integrated databases for Florida, Texas, and Minnesota.

These efficiencies can be realized even in the absence of a common assessment. In 
California, the Los Angeles Community College District uses a custom-built system called 
the Assessment and Placement Management System (APMS), even though its nine 
colleges utilize different tests—including both computerized and paper-and-pencil tests—
and have set varying cut scores. APMS combines raw test data with additional elements, 
including student self-reported responses to questions on background topics such as high 
school course taking, and then uses this information to auto-populate placement decisions, 
provide recommendations for other courses a student could take, and link the results to 
individual student records in each college’s data system. With data offered in real time, 
APMS also provides placement enforcement and database services. APMS serves as a 
model for how a common data management system can integrate many local curricular 
structures and assessment algorithms. 

Implications for the CAI
Based on the research reviewed for this environmental scan, key recommendations 
for the working groups supporting the CAI include:

• Establish common standards for what it means for students to be ready 
for college-level English and math courses; the common standards could 
determine the blueprint for assessments in English, math, and ESL.

• Determine whether the common assessment process will gather information 
from multiple measures for all colleges and, if so, which measures to gather.

• Determine which approach (integrated, hierarchical, upgrading, preventative) 
California should take for integrating multiple measures into a statewide 
common assessment system, including deciding whether the approach should 
vary by academic discipline.
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Question Two: How could a 
common assessment system 
leverage Common Core 
assessments?
Integration of Common Core assessments into college-readiness assessments is on hold 
until new tests are validated.

The Common Core creates a possible national framework for the definition of college 
readiness in English and math by establishing competencies that students must 
demonstrate by 11th grade. Assessments given in 11th grade are intended to direct 
students to coursework that can be taken in their senior year to ensure that they graduate 
ready for college. However, the process of measuring whether students have attained those 
standards is still in development and varies by state. 

Two different consortia of states—Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (Smarter 
Balanced) and Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers 
(PARCC)—are each developing assessments that will be administered in most grade levels 
throughout a student’s K–12 journey, including the pivotal 11th grade college-readiness 
assessment. The consortia’s assessments are being field-tested in the spring of 2014, with 
the intention that the assessments will be validated and that states will then determine cut 
scores that correspond to four levels of college readiness. The following levels, from the 
Smarter Balanced Policy Framework, will only apply to students who matriculate directly 
from high school to college:

• Level 4: Content-Ready/Exempt from Developmental

• Level 3: Conditionally Content-Ready/Exempt from Developmental

• Level 2: Not Yet Content Ready—Support Needed

• Level 1: Not Yet Content Ready—Substantial Support Needed

Beyond the two consortia, a number of states have elected to either develop alternative 
assessments aligned to the Common Core or not to participate in the Common Core. California 
participates in the Smarter Balanced consortium. Three California community college faculty 
members will be involved in the consortium-wide standard-setting process, along with three 
California State University members and two University of California members. 
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In some states, the Common Core assessments are being expressly explored as alternative 
tests for college readiness, particularly once the tests are validated. This offers several 
possible advantages, including ensuring consistent definitions of college readiness across 
educational segments, leveraging the diagnostic nature of Common Core tests, and the 
potential cost savings of not administering additional tests once students reach college. 

In California, Common Core standards will be used by both K–12 and four-year institutions 
to define college readiness and inform the GED test.

In addition to driving K–12 assessments, the Common Core standards are being used 
to shape college-readiness standards for the GED. In 2010, the GED conducted a gap 
analysis between the Common Core standards and the GED test used at the time. This 
analysis led to the development of new frameworks for the GED and ultimately to specific 
assessment targets. These targets are derived from the Common Core standards and 
represent the subset of the standards that the GED testing service believes is most 
essential for the GED population to know and understand in order to pursue a range of 
career and postsecondary pathways. The new GED test is therefore based upon the 
Common Core State Standards and other career- and college-readiness standards. 
However, because Common Core standards are designed for instruction, not assessment, 
there are some standards that could not be directly aligned to the GED assessment and 
therefore those are not measured.

Common Core assessments will have a direct bearing on students’ eligibility for college-
level coursework in the California State University (CSU) system. The Early Assessment 
and Placement (EAP) program allows students to be exempt from remedial coursework in 
the CSUs if they pass the 11th grade statewide assessment or if they get a conditional pass 
on the assessment and go on to pass a transitional course such as Expository Reading and 
Writing or an approved math or science course. EAP has traditionally relied on a version of 
the Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) program that included additional items, but 
starting in 2014–15, the CSUs will use the Smarter Balanced assessment. 

Currently, only a subset of students take the EAP assessment, and California community 
colleges may choose whether or not to accept the results. Community colleges can also 
be partial participants in the EAP, such as by accepting the EAP assessment in only one 
subject, or accepting only college-ready results, as opposed to conditional status.3 However, 
starting in 2014–15, all students in the state will be considered part of the EAP program 
and will be informed that they are ready for college-level work if they achieve a level-four 
status or get a level-three status and pass the transitional course. If California community 

3  A list of colleges accepting EAP can be found online at http://extranet.cccco.edu/Divisions/
StudentServices/EAP/AcceptingEAP.aspx
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colleges adopt a separate set of college-readiness standards or require an additional 
test, a significant number of students could potentially be designated ready for a four-year 
university but not ready for a two-year college. Appendix B provides a summary of the key 
standards that constitute Common Core college readiness in English and math, compared 
to several community college standards. 

Several concerns exist about using Smarter Balanced assessments to determine 
readiness for college-level coursework.

Although the Chancellor’s Office has expressed support for using the Smarter Balanced 
assessments and EAP designations to determine eligibility for college-level coursework, 
faculty members have expressed concern over not having been sufficiently included in the 
process to determine whether Common Core assessments and EAP-aligned transitional 
courses adequately assess community college expectations and curricula. Others worry that 
the 11th grade assessment doesn’t test for the more fundamental math and English skills 
that many community college students lack. Another concern is that there is no 12th grade 
assessment. Although students could potentially retake the 11th grade test in 12th grade, 
the California Department of Education is not providing funding for administering retakes. 
Therefore, colleges would most likely need to rely on testing data that are a year old and/or 
accept a passing grade in a transitional course. Most states face challenges in transporting 
Common Core assessment scores and senior year grades to community college systems 
for the purpose of placement, particularly given that students are not required to submit 
transcripts when they apply. In California, where there is no common electronic transcript 
system, incorporating Common Core assessments would require automating the sharing of 
test results, courses, and grades. Finally, the Common Core assessments are perceived as 
not being relevant for older students, given that many of these students enter community 
college after an extended time off—or may have never finished high school.

The research on using high school assessment data to drive placement points to the high 
correlation between test scores that students get in high school and the test scores they get 
in college (Willett 2013; Willett et al. 2008). However, these same studies show that there 
is a low correlation between those standardized test scores and students’ performance in 
college classes, whereas high school grades and course-taking patterns are much more 
predictive of college success. Therefore, Common Core assessments may need to be 
contextualized with other measures, such as GPA. Both the 2008 Willett et al. study and 
preliminary results from a current study being done by Willett and Hayward indicate that 
high school transcripts remain a valid predictor of placement and of course success for 
English and math even after extensive periods of time.4 The delay effect does not seem to 

4  T. Willett and C. Hayard, personal communication, May 27, 2014.
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be detectable until five years or more have elapsed, and, even then, the effect is relatively 
minor. The durability of high school data is being further investigated by the team. 

Although the Common Core sets standards for English, the translation to ESL assessment 
is less clear. The developers of the Common Core note in their document titled Application 
of Common Core State Standards for English Language Learners that they “strongly believe 
that all students should be held to the same high expectations outlined in the Common 
Core State Standards. This includes students who are English language learners (ELLs). 

California Examples 
Although the Common Core is too new to document California examples of its use 
in assessment, the following examples demonstrate how both colleges and the state 
system are reviewing related content. 

Early Assessment and Placement
Fullerton College is one institution that accepts the EAP English scores as 
measures of college readiness. In addition to allowing students who passed the 
EAP to enroll directly in the college-level freshman composition course, the college 
allows students who got a conditional pass on the EAP to enter the college-level 
course if they get a grade of C or better in a 12th grade expository reading and 
writing class. To help address concerns about alignment, particularly with the 12th 
grade transitional course, K–12 teachers and community college faculty have been 
meeting to discuss English course standards, teaching methodologies, and student 
preparation. These conversations have helped both sides better understand the 
differing contexts for student learning, how these contexts drive expectations for 
writing assignments, the emphases in 12th grade transition courses, and ways 
the segments can work together to ensure more students are testing into and 
succeeding at college-level coursework. 

Weighing In on the Common Core

California community colleges have been involved in implementation of the 
Smarter Balanced assessments as part of a higher education team that includes 
representatives from the Chancellor’s Office, California State Universities, and 
University of California. This intersegmental collaborative coordinates faculty 
involvement and discussion among the higher education segments and K–12. Two 
community college specialists in math and one in English will also be part of the 
California team involved in setting standards based on Smarter Balanced field-
test results. Examples of community college involvement in partnership activities 
with K–12 around the Common Core include working groups on college and career 
readiness and the Common Core, teams aligning basic skills and introductory 
courses to the Common Core standards, and joint community college, CSU, UC, and 
K–12 professional development and training.
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However, these students may require additional time, appropriate instructional support, and 
aligned assessments as they acquire both English language proficiency and content area 
knowledge.” (NGA Center & CCSSO 2010b, p. 84)

The 2011 CCCAssess report recommended that academic English be assessed as part of 
a common assessment’s overall English test. The report argued that this approach would 
better assess the complex relationship between English fluency and academic language, 
particularly for students who have lived in the U.S. most of their lives but are still considered 
English language learners. Indeed, research shows that these language-minority (US-LM) 
students may have needs for support in academic English that overlap in some ways with 
the needs of other groups such as native English speakers struggling academically or 
students who speak a non-prestige dialect of English (Kibler, Bunch, & Endris 2011; Bunch 
et al. 2011; Llosa & Bunch 2011). Nonetheless, the specific linguistic needs of US-LM 
students may be distinct from the needs of other ESL groups and from native English 
speakers needing academic English support. 

Another issue that causes confusion in applying the Common Core standards is the 
question of which concepts in the standards will be prioritized. For example, some college 
practitioners perceive the Common Core as using algebra as the fundamental measure 
of readiness for college math. Others argue that the Common Core’s emphasis on critical 
thinking allows for alternative math pathways such as quantitative reasoning or statistics. 
In examining the standards themselves, it appears both options are valid interpretations, 
as long as the algebra standards are addressed. 

The Common Core math standards consist of two sets of standards: Standards for 
Mathematical Practice, which describe processes and proficiencies that apply across math 
content, and Standards for Mathematical Content, which describe what students should 
know and be able to do at each grade level. While the grade-level standards for high school 
include algebra as a separate domain, it is not necessarily intended that algebra be taught 
as a separate course. In the section note on courses and transitions, the authors of the 
standards specify: “The high school portion of the Standards for Mathematical Content 
specifies the mathematics all students should study for college and career readiness. These 
standards do not mandate the sequence of high school courses. However, the organization 
of high school courses is a critical component to implementation of the standards.” (NGA 
Center & CCSSO 2010a) Appendix A of the Common Core math standards provides sample 
pathways for high school math courses of two main types: (1) the “traditional” approach 
typically seen in the U.S., with separate courses for algebra and geometry and with some 
data, probability, and statistics included in each course; and (2) the “integrated” approach 
typically seen internationally, with a sequence of three general mathematics courses, each 
of which includes number, algebra, geometry, probability, and statistics.
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Implications for the CAI 
Based on the research reviewed for this environmental scan, key recommendations 
for the working groups supporting the CAI include:

• Determine whether to use Common Core standards as a factor in defining the 
standards for the English and math college-readiness assessments.

• Provide feedback on how to incorporate Common Core assessments, such as 
including EAP scores or Smarter Balanced assessments in statewide multiple 
measures.

• Set parameters for how or whether high school data should be used by 
community colleges for older students.
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Question Three: How could 
a common assessment 
system integrate noncognitive 
assessments?
Noncognitive assessments cover a broad range of potentially useful information but have 
not been validated for use in basic skills testing.

As open-access institutions, community colleges often face an interrelated suite of factors 
that affect students’ readiness for college-level coursework. A student’s low assessment 
scores and failure to pass basic skills courses may reflect having attended a high school 
that did not teach foundational academic content or had a curriculum that failed to engage 
and motivate. Or the student’s low performance may result from not taking the assessment 
seriously because the stakes weren’t clear, or from having math anxiety, unfamiliarity with 
academic English, poor self-efficacy, lack of study skills, or challenges in balancing home 
and life priorities. Often placement and course success are a function of many of these 
factors combined. 

As a result, many colleges have begun to explore how to assess factors other than 
academic knowledge that shape both readiness and success. Noncognitive (also referred to 
as affective) assessments can address a wide variety of concepts and skill sets. There are a 
growing number of frameworks that group and define these noncognitive factors in different 
ways. For example, researchers in 2008 identified the following categories of affective 
assessment (Saxon, Levine-Brown, & Boylan 2008; Levine-Brown, Bonham, Saxon, & 
Boylan 2008):

• Student learning strategies, attitudes, and study skills

• Critical thinking and reasoning skills

• Learning preferences and styles

• Student readiness and risk

• Adult learners (barriers to college success like financial aid as well as satisfaction 
with educational experience)

Saxon et al. (2008) argue that noncognitive data could be used to upgrade student 
placement if the student scores just below the cut score, and the data could be used to guide 
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students into additional courses and services such as tutoring or supplemental instruction. 
See Appendix C for a list of several instruments that measure noncognitive factors for 
community college placement. The appendix indicates which concepts are assessed by 
these instruments and provides some sample questions.

Although numerous noncognitive measurement tools are available, relatively few have 
been validated for use in assessing students’ needs for basic skills courses. For example, 
many have been validated with K–12 students or in the context of tailoring instructional 
approaches or recommending participation in support services. It is unclear whether these 
tests predict students’ ability to succeed in basic skills or gateway courses. In a chapter 
on postsecondary transition, as part of a critical literature review, Farrington et al. (2012) 
conclude that “while there are strong theoretical reasons to believe that noncognitive factors 
are connected with college outcomes, there is still little empirical research directly exploring 
these connections, especially between noncognitive factors and college retention” (p.71). 
They also note that research to date has not studied the relationship between noncognitive 
factors and the particular context of individual college campuses. 

Some states and colleges are field-testing noncognitive assessments to inform placement.

Although there is not yet extensive validation of noncognitive assessment, there are 
several efforts underway that indicate how noncognitive assessments could be integrated 
into college-readiness efforts.

Wright College in Chicago has been piloting a holistic placement system that uses ETS’s 
SuccessNavigator, a noncognitive assessment, in conjunction with a standardized test, 
COMPASS, to place students into math courses. The SuccessNavigator tool measures 
four major psychosocial skills—academic skills, commitment, self-management, and social 
support—with 10 related subskills. Students whose COMPASS scores are in an upper band 
designated by Wright College and who demonstrate high psychosocial skills are placed 
into the next-level math course. Advisors also use students’ SuccessNavigator subscores 
and individual needs to refer the students to the proper support services. In spring 2014, 
1,024 Wright College students took the SuccessNavigator assessment in conjunction with 
COMPASS and about 8 percent of those who registered received an accelerated placement 
based on the combined results of the two assessments. The college is in the process of 
analyzing end-of-term data to measure the efficacy of SuccessNavigator as a placement tool.

Other institutions as well as states have been looking at workforce experience as a 
nonacademic factor in placing older students. For example, Yakima Valley Community 
College in Washington state is expanding its use of Prior Learning Assessments (PLAs), 
such as granting credits based on military services, employer training programs, or work 
experience. The college has focused specifically on identifying appropriate experiences or 
coursework that enable students to bypass remedial math and English. Other possibilities 
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outlined by the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning include accepting national 
standardized exams such as the College Level Examination Program (CLEP) or allowing 
for portfolio-based assessments. As is the case with other colleges that serve large veteran 
populations, Yakima Valley Community College is also reviewing the use of information 
about students’ military experience.

Florida has recently allowed colleges to designate certain student achievements as 
factors in developmental education placement. Student achievements can include 
participation in juried competitions, career interests, and/or majors. These factors may 
lead an advisor to recommend that a student who did not meet the test cut score can still 
enroll in college-level coursework. Because colleges only submitted implementation plans 
for this new policy in March 2014, it is too early to know the impact on student placement.

Colorado’s community college system has recently issued a request for proposals (RFP) 
to find a vendor to develop a new placement assessment to measure noncognitive factors. 
The RFP asks vendors to identify (based on research) those elements that should be 
included in the assessment. 

In California, the John W. Gardner Center for Youth and their Families at Stanford Graduate 
School of Education recently released a set of indicators addressing three dimensions of 
college readiness: academic preparedness, academic tenacity, and college knowledge. 
Part of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation College Readiness Indicator Systems (CRIS) 
initiative, the framework recognizes that information is needed at three levels: individual 
(student), setting (school), and system (district and partners). Key non-academic data 
points for students include: disciplinary infractions, attendance, self-discipline, mastery 
goal orientation, completion of college and financial aid applications, campus visits, and 
meetings with college advisors (Brown University, Stanford University, & University of 
Chicago, 2014).

Historically, basic skills courses have addressed both academic and noncognitive 
readiness for college, but some states are separating strategies for supporting these 
different skill sets.

The information from affective assessments often is used to drive how the curriculum 
is taught or whether a student is assigned additional support, rather than being used to 
determine the course level that a student should enroll in. Several experts interviewed for 
this environmental scan indicated that noncognitive information is most useful for purposes 
such as establishing nonacademic corequisites (e.g., tutoring, learning communities), 
informing counseling sessions as a form of early alert, providing information to counselors 
and faculty about the characteristics of their students which can help drive educational 
planning, and shaping professional development for faculty on engaging nonacademic 
factors within the classroom. 
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For example, the College Pathways approach, developed by the Carnegie Foundation 
for the Advancement of Teaching, embeds assessments into the first day of classes on 
statistics and quantitative reasoning that are meant to accelerate students’ access to and 
through college-level math content. The assessments include a test of math conceptual 
understanding, a survey to measure noncognitive elements such as mindset, anxiety, and 
belonging, and a background survey that captures information about demographics and 
language. Information from these surveys is used to target interventions during the first four 

California Examples
Supplementing lessons learned from other states, two examples from California 
provide further insight into using noncognitive components in assessment. 

Chaffey College
At Chaffey College, noncognitive elements are included as part of the assessment 
process, and will be used for placement in English for the first time in fall 2014. 
Chaffey uses survey questions to assess such factors as hope, mindset, self-efficacy, 
study skills, effort, and metacognitive self-regulation. These questions are embedded 
directly into the Accuplacer test for English. Chaffey has made a concerted effort to 
incorporate attention to these factors in both the curriculum and the support services 
provided by the campus. For example, more than 400 faculty have engaged in 
extensive professional development activities on how to incorporate development 
of these noncognitive factors into their courses. The college is currently examining 
data to understand the most predictive measures. They will also be re-administering 
the survey to students to determine growth that may have occurred as faculty 
incorporated hope and mindset training into the curriculum.

Academy for College Excellence

The Academy for College Excellence (ACE) developed the College Student Self 
Assessment Survey (CSSAS) based on key psychological constructs for student 
success that had been previously documented using standardized instruments. 
Having found that the two most critical components for student success were 
“relating-to-self” and “relating-to-others,” the ACE team looked for psychological 
constructs related to those areas. An online instrument was then created to assess 
the key factors identified, including self-efficacy, college identity, interacting with 
others, teamwork, and mindfulness. ACE currently does not use the results for 
placement purposes, though ACE staff are conducting research in this area. At this 
time, ACE administers the survey to students at various points within a semester-long 
program, allowing for analysis of growth in the different attributes. The intention is to 
use the CSSAS as part of an early warning system that can help students, faculty, 
and counselors determine needed interventions before classes begin. Now that 
more than 10,000 students have taken this assessment, ACE is conducting a cluster 
analysis to ascertain predictive measures for academic success.
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weeks of class, at which time the surveys are re-administered. Carnegie researchers have 
found that a sense of social belonging is the single biggest predictor of student success, 
even more so than demographic factors. The assessments of noncognitive elements are 
drawn from research that identifies these elements as strong predictors of student success. 
Van Campen, Sowers, and Strother (2013) documented that students who took the College 
Pathways statistics courses were three times more likely—in half the time—to succeed in a 
college-level math course compared to traditional developmental education math students. 
Students in the quantitative reasoning pathway succeeded in completing developmental 
mathematics at twice the rate and in half the time. 

In Texas, institutions are encouraged to engage in “holistic advising,” going beyond the 
information in students’ diagnostic assessments to take into consideration noncognitive 
factors such as motivation, self-efficacy, and time management, as well as GPA, high 
school courses taken, and life priorities (such as how many hours a student works). This 
information is intended to inform students’ educational plans as well as course placement. 
The impact of this broader approach is not yet documented. The state coordinating board 
is in the process of surveying institutions to determine how they are using this kind of 
noncognitive information and whether such “holistic advising” is changing placement 
recommendations. In addition, targeted, regional professional development will provide 
further guidance and recommendations for institutions as they develop and implement their 
holistic advising protocols.

Using a corequisite model that addresses noncognitive needs might be especially useful 
in scheduling decisions for ESL students. For example, students might be counseled to 
receive supports that are specific to immigrants or for native English speakers who lack 
academic English. 

Implications for the CAI 
Based on the research reviewed for this environmental scan, key recommendations 
for the working groups supporting the CAI include:

• Clarify which noncognitive aspects would be most important to include in a 
common assessment test.

• Determine the context in which noncognitive measures would be used, such as 
to upgrade scores from multiple measures, inform curriculum, or direct students 
to additional supports.

• Set parameters for how noncognitive assessments should be validated.
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Question Four: How could a 
common assessment system  
take into account diverse  
curricular approaches?
Different curricular pathways may call for various assessment approaches, with differing 
degrees of specificity. 

Across the nation and within California, community colleges have been experimenting with a 
wide variety of alternative approaches to teaching basic skills. Some of these approaches fit 
neatly with testing, but others seem to function independently of the assessment process. 

Diagnostic assessment is an important tool to support modularized curricula, also known as 
emporium models. In these models, assessments help students determine which specific 
skills they lack, and students take the particular modules (short segments of the curriculum) 
that are needed to address their skills gaps. 

Virginia has developed a modularized math curriculum, creating a series of short courses 
that address nine areas of math competency, each covering specific facets of the state’s 
college-level standards. This curriculum is paired with a testing system that takes into 
account the low levels of preparation common among community college students by 
assessing both traditional developmental education topics and foundational skills that are at 
the adult basic education level. 

Virginia community college students take a short computer-adaptive test that determines 
whether they are at college level. Based on the results of that initial test, students take one 
of three non-adaptive tests:

• Students who perform at the adult basic education level take a diagnostic test to 
determine which foundational skills they need to learn. 

• Students who perform above the adult basic education level but don’t meet 
the cut score for college-level courses are directed into a diagnostic test that 
determines specific competencies within developmental education units 1–5.

• Students who assess as being college-ready on the initial computer-adaptive 
test go into a second test for developmental education units 6–9; if they don’t 
meet the cut score for that test, they are directed to an additional diagnostic test 
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that determines specific competencies within units 6–9. Students pursuing a 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) major are required to pass 
all nine units; students pursuing non-STEM majors are required to master only 
units 1–5. 

Some states are adopting a corequisite model in which students are placed into college-
level courses and simultaneously take a basic skills course that offers additional support. 
For example, Indiana is working with Complete College America to roll out a corequisite 
model with the goal that all students complete a gateway course in one academic year. 
Starting in 2013–14, students in a third of the state system took Accuplacer and My 
Foundations tests, which provide diagnostic assessment to determine which corequisite to 
assign, including placing students into one of three math pathways based on their program 
of study. Math pathways such as quantitative reasoning and statistics were aligned with 
transfer standards, based on a set of math competencies. Results are not yet available 
about course success or persistence rates.

The Accelerated Learning Program (ALP) is a corequisite program that enables upper-level 
developmental writing students to enroll in English 101 alongside other students who have 
directly placed into English 101. ALP students simultaneously enroll in a companion English 
course that provides additional academic support. The corequisite course is taught by the 
same instructor and meets immediately after the English 101 course. The ALP approach 
has doubled success rates in half the time and produced substantially better outcomes in 
terms of college-level English 101 and English 102 completion. Furthermore, ALP students 
are more likely than non-ALP students to persist to the next year. These positive outcomes 
have held true for all students assessed at the level immediately below college-ready, 
regardless of the students’ Accuplacer scores.

Overall, acceleration efforts seem to be more loosely related to assessment. Hodara and 
Jaggars (2014) investigated the impact of acceleration on students placing at the lowest 
levels of developmental education at the City University of New York community colleges. 
The placement tests in this study were for English COMPASS reading and ACT essay writing 
for English, and COMPASS pre-algebra and algebra for math. Hodara and Jaggars found 
positive effects of acceleration on access to college-level coursework and the long-term 
outcomes of college credits passed and degree attainment, and negative or null effects on 
college-level math and English course performance. Although students in the accelerated 
developmental sequence were more likely to enroll in and eventually complete college-level 
English compared to those in the longer sequence, the students in the accelerated sequence 
were slightly less like to pass the college-level course; however, in the longer term, they 
were more likely to graduate. For math, students in the shorter sequence were slightly 
more likely than those in the longer sequence to enroll in and complete the course, and as 
likely to pass; they were marginally more likely to graduate. The longitudinal results suggest 
that acceleration is a potentially viable pathway for even those students with placement 
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California Examples
Supplementing lessons learned from other states, two examples from California 
provide further insight into how assessment relates to various curricular approaches. 

Long Beach City College’s Promise Pathways 
Long Beach City College’s Promise Pathways initiative implemented an alternative 
placement model that included high school performance data to create an evidence-
based multiple measures assessment built directly on predictors of success in 
college courses. This assessment, heavily weighted by high school GPA and grades 
in the same discipline, significantly increased placement into college-level courses. 
Comparing data from the 2011 cohort of Long Beach Unified School District students 
to data from the 2012 cohort of Promise Pathways students, transfer-level placement 
rates increased from 11 percent to 60 percent in English and from 7 percent to 
30 percent in math. The Promise Pathways students succeeded at similar or higher 
rates as those placed by the traditional standardized assessment alone. As a result, 
the proportion of students who successfully completed transfer-level courses in their 
first year tripled, increasing from 12 percent to 41 percent in English and from 5 percent 
to 15 percent in math. Through more accurate assessment of students’ capabilities 
and getting students enrolled in the highest course for which they were prepared to 
succeed, completion of these and other key early educational milestones in the first 
year substantially outpaced the level of achievement typically achieved in six years, 
with African-American and Latino students seeing some of the largest relative gains.

Pasadena City College’s Alternative Placement

Pasadena City College offers two alternative placement opportunities that are 
associated with greater student success. The first option is “College 1,” a three-
unit, CSU and UC transferable, first-year seminar in which students do extensive 
research and reading on college success behaviors and present their findings at a 
college-wide conference. Registering for the course bypasses placement entirely, 
with students at all levels of academic preparedness participating in the same class. 
This course has been associated with retention rates that have increased from 
77 percent to 93 percent between students’ first and second years in college and 
with eliminating the achievement gap for underrepresented minorities. Pasadena City 
College’s Stretch-Accelerated Composition Classroom (STACC) utilizes a directed 
self-placement approach, which allows students who have tested one or two levels 
below college-level English to take English 1A for two or more semesters. Rather 
than taking a vertical approach, which stacks basic skills courses as building blocks, 
STACC allows students to take more time to work through a single challenging 
course. STACC students ultimately attain better success rates than those who tested 
as developmental, both in the pre-1A and English 1A courses.

test scores well below the cut point. Another relevant finding pertains to the use of basic 
skills courses as prerequisites. Acceleration may have less long-term impact for math than 
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English since non-STEM students don’t need college-level math as a prerequisite, whereas 
developmental English is a requirement for courses in other content areas.

Among California colleges using accelerated approaches, the relationship of tests to curricular 
pathways varies. Some colleges limit participation in accelerated courses to students who are 
closest to college-ready according to standardized assessments, but many institutions allow 
students to self-select into compressed courses. For example, students who test in the lowest 
levels may elect a one-semester pathway to the college-level course or may choose to cover 
the same content in two semesters. The California Acceleration Project, which included 16 
colleges piloting accelerated math and English curricula, included many different assessment 
tests and placement criteria for participation. A study of the results (Hayward & Willett 2014) 
found that students at all levels of assessment did well in accelerated courses, with outcomes 
stronger for those in pathways that allowed them to move seamlessly into college-level 
courses, as compared to students who had to participate in additional assessments or other 
filtering activities before they could take higher-level courses. 

None of the systems or colleges interviewed had clearly established processes for supporting 
assessment in contextualized career and technical education pathways that integrate basic 
skills. The most widely known example of contextualized CTE instruction is Integrated 
Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST), which is used to support students who are 
assessed at the adult basic education level, many of whom were ESL students. The model 
was developed in Washington state, with the goal of moving students from adult basic skills 
courses into credit-bearing community college coursework. Jenkins, Zeidenber, and Kienzl 
(2009) found that I-BEST improved the likelihood that students would earn college credit 
from 50 percent to 84 percent, increased persistence rates by 13 percentage points, and 
completion rates by 35 percentage points. Examining how college readiness can be assessed 
through programs such as I-BEST might hold promise as California works to integrate its 
adult education and community college systems, particularly given the recent announcement 
that the adult education system will also be developing a college-readiness assessment.

Sources from several states emphasized the importance of keeping a college-readiness 
test from becoming too long, regardless of the assessment type or curricular approach. In 
Texas, the assessment is untimed and students have the option to stop and complete both 
the placement and diagnostic components of the assessment within 14 days. The exception 
to this is the essay component which must be started and completed within the same sitting. 
Individuals from states that incorporate noncognitive components or gather a significant 
amount of background information for using multiple measures warned to not make this 
section so extensive that students give up before they got to the academic content. It is 
possible, however, to keep the assessments succinct: ACE’s CSSAS instrument, as noted 
above, takes only 15 minutes for students to complete; Carnegie’s College Pathways 
Initiative has developed a 26-question survey to address those noncognitive factors it 
identifies as most important. 
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Implications for the CAI 
Based on the research reviewed for this environmental scan, key recommendations 
for the working groups supporting the CAI include:

• Clarify whether diagnostic assessment will be part of a common test, or will be 
an optional component for colleges implementing modularized or corequisite 
approaches. 

• Determine whether the common assessment should address multiple curricular 
pathways, such as alternative math sequences.

• Set parameters for how the common assessment should apply to career and 
technical education pathways that do not lead to transfer.
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Additional Finding 
In addition to revising assessment procedures, many colleges and state systems are 
focusing on test preparation and placement advisement.

Several studies have highlighted the high-stakes nature of assessment tests (Burdman 
2012; Bailey, Jeong, & Cho 2010; Hughes & Scott-Clayton 2011; Venezia, Bracco, & Nodine 
2010). As a result, many colleges and systems have chosen to bolster test preparation 
efforts for students. These efforts help provide a refresher to students who may have solid 
quantitative reasoning and communications skills but have grown rusty on topics such as 
algebraic equations or the finer points of grammar. The efforts also allow students to become 
familiar with the way the test is administered and the types of comments that will be included. 
And these test preparation efforts often make clear to students why the assessment is so 
important. Interviews with institutions that serve a large number of older students stressed the 
importance of test preparation to ensure more equitable placement. 

Many experts who were interviewed noted that colleges and systems may be doing a 
better job of alerting students about the impending test, as opposed to helping them 
refresh specific skills. Given that students often do better the second time they take the 
test, offering free opportunities to practice could help reduce both remediation rates 
and testing costs. This echoes a recommendation from the 2011 CCCAssess report, 
which highlighted test preparation components as a desired feature of a common 
assessment system.

Texas requires all students to participate in a pre-assessment activity that can either be 
stand-alone or integrated into an activity such as orientation. The pre-assessment activity 
must include four components:

• Information on the importance of the assessment

• Practice test questions

• Options for students who do not meet the college-readiness standard (which may 
include a corequisite model or other accelerated program)

• Information on typical barriers to success and the institutional supports that are 
available for students 

Institutions can determine how to deliver this pre-assessment activity and whether to add 
additional components as well.

Another key consideration related to assessment is what happens with test results once the 
information becomes available. Given the diversity of curricular approaches in California 
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California Examples
These examples from California suggest how colleges can strengthen test 
preparation and advisement. 

MathJam
Many California community colleges offer a MathJam program. Before classes begin, 
new students can choose to take a free, one-week, intensive, and voluntary math 
review and college orientation in a friendly, stress-free environment. While students 
prepare to take or retake their math exam, they also learn about the college, meet 
their counselors and tutors, and have the chance to build relationships with peers. 
At some institutions, such as Cañada College, MathJam is paired with other STEM 
subjects such as engineering, to help encourage underrepresented minorities to 
explore and strengthen their likelihood of success in this career pathway. At Cañada, 
90 percent of MathJam students improve their placement scores, 84 percent place 
into college-level math, and 62 percent of those students pass the subsequent math 
course, compared to 51 percent of their peers.

Saddleback’s Freshman Advantage

Saddleback College’s Freshman Advantage program is designed for high school 
seniors planning to attend Saddleback. They take the assessment test at their high 
schools and are tracked through the matriculation process. Program benefits to the 
students include early registration, early matriculation services, early registration, 
and eligibility for special counseling programs and workshops. Additionally, at almost 
every feeder high school, a Saddleback faculty member teaches a counseling course 
for students planning to attend the college. Once students get their assessment 
scores back, the faculty member goes over their results, what the results mean, 
how to appeal, and how to select courses. The college estimates that this approach 
has increased the retention and completion rates of new basic skills students 
taking English and math by 15 percent, compared to new basic skills students not 
participating in Freshman Advantage.

community colleges, even within multi-college districts, students benefit from clear 
communication about what test scores mean and how they might be interpreted at other 
colleges. Interviewees commonly stated that in the posttest conversation, counselors and 
matriculation specialists not only cover the traditional interpretation of which courses to take 
and services to access, they also address what the appeals process is like, what alternative 
evidence can be used, and retest options.
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Implications for the CAI 
Based on the research reviewed for this environmental scan, key recommendations 
for the working groups supporting the CAI include:

• Clarify what types of testing tools and advisement reports will be most 
important to include in a statewide assessment system.

• Recommend whether state policies should be set regarding test preparation or 
how assessment fits into other key activities, such as educational planning.

• Suggest framing for how students can be informed about the way a common 
assessment system may lead to different placement decisions at different 
colleges.
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Appendix A: Examples of Multiple 
Measures Used for Placement in 
Community College Courses
Measure

States Using  
or Considering Status

Standardized Test 
Score

All Part of placement process for all states surveyed

Grade Point 
Average (GPA)

Massachusetts Piloting statewide in 2014–15 in math only

North Carolina New statewide implementation

Hawaii Piloting at two colleges in math only (GPA 
combined with Algebra II score)

Florida Individual institutions can consider as part of 
“student achievements”

Texas Individual institutions can consider as part of 
holistic advising process 

Completion of or 
Grade in Specific 
High School Class

Massachusetts Piloting statewide in 2014–15 in math only

North Carolina New statewide implementation

Hawaii Piloting at two colleges in math only (GPA 
combined with Algebra II score)

Washington Individual institutions can consider when 
students challenge placement results

Successful 
Completion of 
Transition Course

Tennessee Piloting for math, plans for development of 
reading and writing transition course 

Florida Statewide policy in place for several years

Hawaii Under discussion

Washington In development for use once Smarter Balanced 
assessments are validated

Noncognitive 
Elements

Colorado Included in recent plans for development of new 
placement assessment

Texas Individual institutions can consider as part of 
holistic advising process
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Measure
States Using  
or Considering Status

Work/Life 
Experiences

Florida New statewide implementation

Texas Individual institutions can consider as part of 
holistic advising process

Graduation from 
State Public High 
School

Florida New statewide implementation
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Appendix B: Summary of Key Math 
and English Standards Between 
Common Core and Several 
Community College Standards
Table 1. Summary of Key Math Standards Between Common Core and 
Several Community College Standards

Mathematics Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21) 
Intm 
Algebra

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Number and Quantity

The Real Number 
System 
N-RN

A. Extend the properties of 
exponents to rational exponents • • • •
B. Use the properties of rational and 
irrational numbers • • •

Quantities 
N-Q

A. Reason quantitatively and use 
units to solve problems • • •

The Complex 
Number System 
N-CN

A. Perform arithmetic operations 
with complex numbers • • •
B. Represent complex numbers and 
their operations on the complex 
plane

C. Use complex numbers in 
polynomial identities and equations • •

Vector and 
Matrix Quantities 
N-VM

A. Represent and model with vector 
quantities

B. Perform operations on vectors

C. Perform operations on matrices 
and use matrices in applications

Algebra

Seeing Structure 
in Expressions 
A-SSE

A. Interpret the structure of 
expressions • • •
B. Write expressions in equivalent 
forms to solve problems • • • •
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Mathematics Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21) 
Intm 
Algebra

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Arithmetic with 
Polynomials 
and Rational 
Expressions 
A-APR

A. Perform arithmetic operations on 
polymonials • • •
B. Understand the relationship 
between zeros and factors of 
polynomials

• • •

C. Use polynomial identities to solve 
problems • •
D. Rewrite rational expressions • • •

Creating 
Equations A-CED

A. Create equations that describe 
numbers or relationships • • • • •

Reasoning with 
Equations and 
Inequalities 
A-REI

A. Understand solving equations as 
a process of reasoning and explain 
reasoning

• • • • • •

B. Solve equations and inequalitites 
in one variable • • • • •
C. Solve systems of equations • • • •
D. Represent and solve equations 
and inequalities graphically • • • • • •

FUNCTIONS

Interpreting 
Functions 
F-IF

A. Understand the concept of a 
function and use function notation • • • • • •
B. Interpret functions that arise in 
applications in terms of the context • • • • • •
C. Analyze functions using different 
representations • • • • • •

Building 
Functions 
F-BF

A. Build a function that models a 
relationship between two quantities • • • • •
B. Build new functions from existing 
functions • • • • •

Linear, Quadratic 
and Exponential 
Models 
F-LE

A. Construct and compare linear 
and exponential models and solve 
problems

• • • • •

B. Interpret expressions for functions 
in terms of the situation the model • • • •
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Mathematics Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21) 
Intm 
Algebra

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Trigonometric 
Functions 
F-TF

A. Extend the domain of 
trigonometric functions using the 
unit circle

• • •

B. Model periodic phenomena with 
trigonometric functions • • •
C. Prove and apply trigonometric 
identities • • •

GEOMETRY

Congruence 
G-CO

A. Experiment with transformations 
in the plane • • • •
B. Understand congruence in terms 
of rigid motions • • • •
C. Prove geometric theorems • • • •
D. Make geometric constructions • • • •

Similarity, Right 
Triangles, and 
Trigonometry 
G-SRT

A. Understand similarity in terms of 
similarity transformations • •
B. Prove theorems using similarity • •
C. Define trigonometric ratios and 
solve problems involving right 
triangles

• • • •
D. Apply trigonometry to general 
triangles • •

Circles 
G-C

A. Understand and apply theorems 
about circles • • • •
B. Find arc lengths and areas of 
sectors for circles • • • •

Expressing 
Geometric  
Properties with 
Equations  
G-GPE

A. Translate between the geometric 
description and the equation for a 
conic section

• • •
B. Use coordinates to prove simple 
geometric theorems algebraically • • • •
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Mathematics Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21) 
Intm 
Algebra

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Geometric 
Measurement 
and Dimension 
G-GMD

A. Explain volume formulas and use 
them to solve problems • • • •
B. Visualize relationships between 
two-dimensional and three-
dimensional objects

• • • •
Modeling with 
Geometry 
G-MG

A. Apply geometric concepts in 
modeling situations • • •

STATISTICS AND PROBABILITY

Interpreting 
Categorical and  
Quantitative 
Data 
S-ID

A. Summarize, represent, and 
interpret data on a single count or 
measurement variable

• • •
B. Summarize, represent, and 
interpret data on two categorical 
and quantitative variables

• • •
C. Interpret linear models • •

Making 
Inferences and  
Justifying 
Conclusions 
S-IC

A. Understand and evaluate random 
processes underlying statistical 
experiments

• •
B. Make inferences and justify 
concluions from sample surveys, 
experiments and observational 
studies

• • •

Conditional 
Probability and 
the Rules of 
Probability 
S-CP

A. Understand independence and 
conditional probability and use them 
to interpret data

• • • •
B. Use the rules of probability to 
compute probabilities of compound 
events in a uniform probability 
model

• • • •

Using Probability 
to Make 
Decisions 
S-MD

A. Calculate expected values and use 
them to solve problems • • •
B. Use probability to evaulate 
outcomes of decisions • •
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Table 2. Summary of Key English Standards Between Common Core and 
Several Community College Standards

English Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21)

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Reading

Key Ideas and 
Details

R.1. Read closely to determine 
what the text says explicitly and 
to make logical inferences from it; 
cite specific textual evidence when 
writing or speaking to support 
conclusions drawn from the text.

• • • •

R.2 - Determine central ideas or 
themes of a text and analyze their 
development; summarize the key 
supporting details and ideas.

• • • • • •

R.3 - Analyze how and why 
individuals, events, or ideas develop 
and interact over the course of a 
text.

• • •

Craft and 
Structure

R.4 - Interpret words and phrases 
as they are used in a text, including 
determining technical, connotative, 
and figurative meanings, and analyze 
how specific word choices shape 
meaning or tone.

• • • • •

R.5 - Analyze the structure of texts, 
including how specific sentences, 
paragraphs, and larger portions of 
the text (e.g., a section, chapter, 
scene, or stanza) relate to each 
other and the whole.

• • • • • •

R.6 - Assess how point of view or 
purpose shapes the content and 
style of a text.

• • •

Integration of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas

R.7 - Integrate and evaluate content 
presented in diverse media and 
formats, including visually and 
quantitatively, as well as in words.

• • • •

R.8 - Delineate and evaluate the 
argument and specific claims in a 
text, including the validity of the 
reasoning as well as the relevance 
and sufficiency of the evidence.

• • • • •

R.9 - Analyze how two or more texts 
address similar themes or topics 
in order to build knowledge or to 
compare the approaches the authors 
take.

• • • •
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English Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21)

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Range of 
Reading and 
Level of Text 
Complexity

R.10 - Read and comprehend 
complex literary and informational 
texts independently and proficiently. • • • • •

Writing

Text Types and 
Purposes

W.1 - Write arguments to support 
claims in an analysis of substantive 
topics or texts using valid reasoning 
and relevant and sufficient evidence.

• • • • •

W.2 - Write informative/explanatory 
texts to examine and convey 
complex ideas and information 
clearly and accurately through the 
effective selection, organization, and 
analysis of content.

• • • •

W.3 - Write narratives to develop 
real or imagined experiences or 
events using effective technique, 
well-chosen details and well-
structured event sequences.

• • • •

Production and 
Distribution of 
Writing

W.4 - Produce clear and coherent 
writing in which the development, 
organization, and style are 
appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

• • • • •

W.5 - Develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, 
revising, editing, rewriting, or trying 
a new approach.

• • • • •

W.6 - Use technology, including 
the Internet, to produce and 
publish writing and to interact and 
collaborate with others.

• •

Research 
to Build 
and Present 
Knowledge

W.7 - Conduct short as well as more 
sustained research projects based 
on focused questions, demonstrating 
understanding of the subject under 
investigation.

• • • •

W.8 - Gather relevant information 
from multiple print and digital 
sources, assess the credibility 
and accuracy of each source, and 
integrate the information while 
avoiding plagiarism.

• • • • •

W.9 - Draw evidence from literary 
or informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

• • • •
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English Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21)

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Range of 
Writing

W.10 - Write routinely over extended 
time frames (time for research, 
reflection, and revision) and shorter 
time frames (a single sitting or a 
day or two) for a range of tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.

• • •

Language

Conventions 
of Standard 
English

L.1 - Demonstrate command of the 
conventions of standard English 
grammar and usage when writing or 
speaking.

• • • • • •

L.2 - Demonstrate command of the 
conventions of standard English 
capitalization, punctuation, and 
spelling when writing.

• • • •

Knowledge of 
Language

L.3 - Apply knowledge of language 
to understand how language 
functions in different contexts, to 
make effective choices for meaning 
or style, and to comprehend more 
fully when reading or listening.

• • • • • •

Vocabulary 
Acquisition and 
Use

L.4 - Determine or clarify the 
meaning of unknown and multiple-
meaning words and phrases by using 
context clues, analyzing meaningful 
word parts, and consulting general 
and specialized reference materials, 
as appropriate.

• • •

L.5 - Demonstrate understanding 
of figurative language, word 
relationships, and nuances in word 
meanings.

•

L.6 - Acquire and use accurately 
a range of general academic 
and domain-specific words and 
phrases sufficient for reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening at 
the college and career readiness 
level; demonstrate independence 
in gathering vocabulary knowledge 
when encountering an unknown 
term important to comprehension or 
expression.

• • •
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English Common Core Standards

Other Community College Systems California Community Colleges 

Colorado Virginia Texas

Interseg. 
Cmte. of 
Academic 
Senates 
(ICAS)

1 Level 
Below 
Transfer 
(CB21)

Central 
Valley 
Consortium 
(C6)

Speaking and Listening

Comprehension 
and 
Collaboration

SL.1 - Prepare for and participate 
effectively in a range of 
conversations and collaborations 
with diverse partners, building on 
others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly and persuasively.

• • • •

SL.2 - Integrate and evaluate 
information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including 
visually, quantitatively, and orally.

• •

SL.3 - Evaluate a speaker’s point of 
view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric.

• • •

Presentation of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas

SL.4 - Present information, findings, 
and supporting evidence such 
that listeners can follow the line 
of reasoning and the organization, 
development, and style are 
appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

• • •

SL.5 - Make strategic use of digital 
media and visual displays of data to 
express information and enhance 
understanding of presentations.

• •

SL.6 - Adapt speech to a variety 
of contexts and communicative 
tasks, demonstrating command of 
formal English when indicated or 
appropriate.

• • •
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Appendix C: Examples of 
Noncognitive Assessments

Instrument Noncognitive Factors Measurement

ETS Success 
Navigator

Four major psychosocial skills and 
10 associated subskills

Academic Skills
•	 Organization
•	 Meeting class expectations
•	 Commitment
•	 Commitment to college goals
•	 Institutional commitment

Self Management
•	 Sensitivity to stress
•	 Academic self-efficacy
•	 Test anxiety
•	 Social Support

Connectedness
•	 Institutional support
•	 Barriers to success

25–30 minute survey covering 
items such as:
•	 I write a daily to-do list.
•	 One of my life goals is to 

graduate college.
•	 I can do well on my tests if I 

apply myself.
•	 I feel connected to my peers.

Motivated 
Strategies 
for Learning 
Questionnaire 
(MSLQ)

Motivation 
•	 Intrinsic motivation
•	 Extrinsic motivation
•	 Task evaluation
•	 Control of learning beliefs
•	 Self-efficacy
•	 Test anxiety

Learning Strategies
•	 Rehearsal strategies
•	 Elaboration strategies
•	 Organization strategies
•	 Critical thinking
•	 Metacognitive self-regulation
•	 Time and study environment
•	 Effort regulation
•	 Peer learning
•	 Help seeking

20–30 minute Likert-type scale 
instrument covering items such as: 
•	 I prefer classwork that is 

challenging so that I can learn 
new things

•	 I often choose paper topics 
I will learn from even if they 
require more work

•	 I expect to do very well in this 
class
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Instrument Noncognitive Factors Measurement

ACT Engage Motivation
•	 Academic discipline
•	 General determination
•	 Goal striving
•	 Commitment to college
•	 Communication skills
•	 Study skills

Social Engagement
•	 Social activity
•	 Social connection

Self-regulation
•	 Academic self confidence
•	 Steadiness

30 minute survey covering items 
such as:
•	 I bounce back after facing 

disappointment or failure. 
•	 I’m willing to compromise 

when resolving a conflict.
•	 I have a sense of belonging 

when I am on campus. 

Academy 
for College 
Excellence 
(ACE) College 
Student Self 
Assessment 
Survey 
(CSSAS)

Self-efficacy

College identity

Interacting with others

Teamwork

Mindfulness
•	 Focusing
•	 Observing
•	 Accepting
•	 Describing

Student surveys using Likert-type 
scale questions. 

Self Efficacy:
•	 Confidence in successfully 

completing school-related 
tasks 

•	 Confidence in ability to 
regulate learning and study 
behaviors

•	 Hope regarding academic 
future

College Identity, Interacting with 
Others & Teamwork:
•	 Identifying as a college 

student 
•	 Communication skills 
•	 Aspects of personal 

responsibility that affect 
interaction with others

Mindfulness
•	 Being mindful of one’s 

behavior and one’s inner state
•	 Observing, describing, and 

accepting one’s actions, 
thoughts, and behaviors
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