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Beyond Tradition: Writing Placement, Fairness, and Success at a Two-Year College
by Jessica Nastal, Prairie State College

This archival study analyzed the impact of a writing skills placement test at a minority-serving community college. With special
emphasis on 1,029 students in the lowest level of developmental writing class, attention was given to both performance (grades and
grade point average) and to student placement (in terms of sex and race/ethnicity) from 2012-2016. With findings indicating undue
burden on Black students as the result of the placement test, the case study is used to raise questions of success, its formulation,
and the instrumental value of the case for next-generation fairness measures for two-year colleges. 
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Introduction

Complexity of Placement

Placement is fraught with conceptual and operational complexity. Decades of research demonstrate that indirect measures do not
capture students’ writing ability, yet two- and four-year institutions nationwide continue to use them because they are inexpensive
and quick (Huddleston, 1954; Isaacs, 2018; Stein, 2016; Williamson, 1994). When used for placement, timed writing exams are
similarly judged invalid as a result of their constraints on the writing construct (Bereiter, 2003; Faigley, Cherry, Jolliffe, & Skinner,
1985). Moreover, many scholars resist automated writing evaluation because “writing to a machine is not writing at all” (Herrington &
Moran, 2001, 2012; Perelman, 2012). Directed or Guided Self-Placement is held up as a model of more ethical and accurate
placement because it relies on students actively participating in the placement process (Royer & Gilles, 2003), but it is perceived by
some as being a time-consuming and expensive model that shifts the decision-making burden onto students who may be uninformed
(Gere, Aull, Green, & Porter, 2010; Gere, Aull, Perales-Escudero, Lancaster, & Vander Lei, 2013; Jones, 2008; Ketai, 2012;
Schendel & O’Neill, 1999). Challenge methods seem promising as making the best of a bad situation (Peckham, 2009, 2010). Still
others suggest omitting placement altogether (Elbow, 2012) and offering institutional support for students enrolled in credit-bearing
courses (Adams, Gearhart, Miller, & Roberts, 2009), but some faculty are wary when local governments encourage co-requisite
models as a cost-savings measure.

Although placement into composition is still a widespread practice, Haswell (2005) and Smith (1992) have pointed out it is often a
judgement call (see Kane, 2006, p. 24, on value judgement) in which decisions are made without sufficient evidence. Students may
perform better the second time they take a test, so the test-retest reliability of their scores on placement exams comes into question
(see Haswell, 2004, for a summary of the research). Placement tests that rely on multiple-choice questions about grammar, usage,
and mechanics offer little information about the writing students actually do, so their construct validity is suspect. And, far too often,
we know little about sub-group analysis prerequisite to score interpretation and use. Processes that require students to make an
informed decision are criticized for pushing the responsibility onto students, or for putting too much of a financial strain on writing
programs and universities.

Placement in Two-Year Colleges

Placement in two-year colleges is especially complicated, in part because of our complex mission. In this uniquely American
institution,

Community colleges are centers of educational opportunity. They are an American invention that put publicly funded
higher education at close-to-home facilities, beginning nearly 100 years ago with Joliet Junior College. Since
then, community colleges have been inclusive institutions that welcome all who desire to learn, regardless of wealth,
heritage, or previous academic experience. The process of making higher education available to the maximum number of
people continues to evolve at 1,167 public and independent community colleges—1,600 when branch campuses are
included. (American Association of Community Colleges, 2017)

Yet, we also pit open admissions policies focused on educational access against restrictive gatekeeping practices. We invite in
students from typically underserved communities and penalize them for their linguistic, cultural, and socio-economic markers. We
know an initial placement decision follows students throughout their entire academic career, determines their time-to-degree, affects
their financial obligations, and provides them with an institutional identity—and that the majority of students in community colleges
(52% [Complete College America (CCA), 2012, p. 6]) place into at least one developmental course. Very few then go on to complete
college-level courses, certificates, and degrees (see Chen, 2016). If we believe in the mission of offering access to high-quality
education for all students, then we have an obligation to ensure our practices—including our placement practices—reflect that
mission.

The Death of the COMPASS Exam

The death of the COMPASS exam presents a kairotic moment for teacher-scholar-practitioners nationwide to enact meaningful
changes and move toward a more valid and fair method, particularly for typically underserved communities. It is within this complex
environment that two-year colleges and open-access institutions must define writing placement success and then identify methods
that allow opportunity structures to be created for diverse students that, in turn, facilitate success (Merton, 1938, 1996). Now, two-
year colleges nationwide have the opportunity to change how incoming students begin their academic careers, and to begin
implementing more equitable and fair practices.
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Case Study

The aim of this study was to understand how placement scores related to student success for a diverse student population. Of
primary concern was attention to fairness; to address this concern, we examined relationships between placement scores, grades in
placed courses, GPA, and demographic factors. The sample was drawn from first-time undergraduate students at a community
college in the Midwest, and included five years (2012-2016) of placement scores and student grades. We disaggregated data,
examined correlations of grades and GPAs, analyzed differences between subgroups, and performed survival analysis. This study
contributes to writing assessment studies by analyzing consequences of placement at a two-year college with a diverse student
body. The findings show students—particularly Black students—who placed into the lowest-level developmental writing class rarely
went on to pass the gateway course, confirming patterns discussed in the scholarship, and raising questions about how writing
assessment can work toward achieving fairness.

Literature Review

The Placement Problem

Placement is often seen as a necessary and democratizing tool: It is necessary to determine which students stand to benefit from
the most intervention, and it is democratic because students are not prevented from admission based on their writing abilities (White,
1995). It has been used to identify which students need the most instructional support. It sorts students into various ability levels to
help teachers target their instruction and to ensure students receive instruction that will build on their current skills and encourage
them to develop into college-level critical thinkers, readers, and writers. Writing studies scholars have historically claimed placement
tests can fulfill equity missions, that the developmental writing programs the 1.7 million students nationwide (CCA, 2017) place into
“[serve] to help underprepared students succeed instead of washing them out” (White, 1995, p. 76). Placement testing is assumed
to help students because it directs them to developmental writing courses, which can offer students more “guidance and support”
(White, 1995, p. 77) before they enter the presumably more difficult college-level course.

But, placement has been divisive in the literature. Some scholars claim high-stakes assessments are all too often instruments of
White middle-class values that penalize students from historically underserved communities—“students of color, multilingual
students, and working class students” (Inoue, 2014, p. 330). Trachsel (1992), for instance, has argued, “Educational tests are more
apt to function as mechanisms that enable an educated elite to impose exclusive standards upon academic aspirants” (p. 22) and,
even more dramatically, that large-scale standardized tests are “instruments of social tyranny” (p. 22). Crowley (1996) viewed such
tests as exclusionary tools: “In the current mean-spirited political climate, I doubt whether we serve ‘new students’ well by using
mass examinations to segregate them into classrooms that can readily be identified as remedial or special” (p. 90). Bailey, Jaggars,
and Jenkins (2015) have more recently claimed the purpose of traditional placement testing is, in fact, “to identify some group of
students who will be kept out of a college-level program of study, or whose entry will at least be delayed” (p. 23, emphasis original).

Furthermore, English placement testing has proven to be inaccurate because it frequently results in over-remediation, for anywhere
between 14% (Smith, 1993) to 64% (Haswell, 2004) of students (see also Bailey et al., 2015) with limited predictive abilities
(Haswell, 2004). Furthermore, placement disproportionately affects historically underserved communities who populate the most
developmental writing courses, who fail those courses at the highest rates, and who are least likely to persist to the college-level
course or to complete a degree. Today, more than 20 years after Crowley’s argument, we are still struggling to answer her question:
“Can we serve diverse student bodies well through placement?” The dilemma remains of whether to advance a student not ready
for challenging coursework or retain the student and risk losing them altogether.

Social Consequences of Assessment

Validity. While the focus of this study is not an explication of validity in placement testing (see Messick, 1988), an analysis of the
validity argument justifying placement (see Kane, 2006, 2013; Lederman, 2018; Slomp, 2016), or a presentation of validation
evidence (see Elliot, 2015; Kelly-Riley & Elliot, 2014), it is important to note validation nevertheless provides a useful framework for
a discussion of ethics, fairness, and justice in writing assessment. Messick (1989) argued for validity to be understood through the
interpretations and uses of test scores, which brings attention to the ethical implications of validation and of assessment—the
subject of the present study. Furthermore, he argued, “Validity judgments are value judgments” (Messick, 1989, p. 10, emphasis
original) “that often trigger[] score-based actions and serve[] to link the construct measured to questions of applied practice and
social policy” (p. 9); that is, test score use relates not only to one specific action but to an array of implications, judgments, and
social consequences based on labels, connotations, actions, and subsequent lines of inquiry pursued. In placement, for instance, a
test score is used to determine the first writing course a student is eligible for. It may also result in a label designation, institutional
tracking, and/or subsequent academic opportunities offered or withheld. He argued the social consequences of test score use are
so central to validation that, if adverse consequences exist, the test used may be invalid (Messick, 1989, p. 11), a claim Elliot (2015)
has recently expanded on. Ultimately, focusing on interpretation and use of scores can humanize assessment, an argument Poe has
made (Allen, 2016, p. 6), and encourage practitioners to consider how assessment affects equity of opportunity (Elliot, 2015).

Ethics and Fairness. While validity plays a significant role in informing this case study, emphasis is on evidence related to fairness,
“defined as the identification of opportunity structures created through maximum construct representation. Constraint of the writing
construct is to be tolerated only to the extent to which benefits are realized for the least advantaged” (Elliot, 2016, §1.3). Elliot
(2016) drew on social justice theories to emphasize: If an assessment practice is biased, then we must identify “opportunity
structures leading to the advancement of opportunity to learn” (§1.4).

A theory of ethics of writing assessment requires attention to how students are affected by our practices. In his articulation of the
theory, Elliot (2016) demanded practitioners attend to writing assessment through the lens of morality (§3.4.1), a radical shift from
the objectivity privileged in the 1970s and the efficiency-based models highlighted throughout the history of writing assessment. An
ethical approach underscores the utter importance of assessment as a human endeavor.
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An ethical and fair approach to writing assessment requires examination of the writing construct itself (see American Educational
Research Association [AERA], American Psychological Association [APA], & National Council on Measurement in Education
[NCME], 2014, p. 215; Banks et al., 2018; Slomp, 2016). Writing assessment should mirror the curriculum it serves, and the
curriculum should offer students the opportunity to develop their ideas and communicate their thinking in “their own patterns and
varieties of language—the dialects of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they find their own identity and style” (Conference
on College Composition and Communication [CCCC], 1974). This approach is further aligned with the new vision statement for the
National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE, 2017):

NCTE and its members will apply the power of language and literacy to actively pursue justice and equity for all students
and the educators who serve them. As the nation’s oldest organization of pre-K through graduate school literacy
educators, NCTE has a rich history of deriving expertise and advocacy from its members’ professional research, practice,
and knowledge. Today, we must more precisely align this expertise to advance access, power, agency, affiliation, and
impact for all learners.

Enacting NCTE’s (2017) mission requires methods of assessment that fully represent the writing construct and methods of analysis
that consider social consequences. As Slomp (2016) urged, the first step to understand the consequences of assessment is to
disaggregate the data to examine how groups of students perform (disparate impact analysis is one way to do this; see Poe &
Cogan, 2016; Poe, Elliot, Cogan, & Nurudeen, 2014). Doing so identifies the students “least advantaged” (Elliot, 2016) by the
process and informs practitioners about how their assessment processes affect students. If any groups of students are
“demonstrably disenfranchised from the process” (Elliot as cited in Allen, 2016, p. 1), we must revise methods and develop
opportunity structures “to advance access, power, agency, affiliation, and impact for all learners” (NCTE, 2017), including
traditionally underrepresented communities and those disproportionately negatively affected by local placement practices. Toth
(2018) has labeled this line of inquiry “validation for social justice.”

This background establishes the standpoint context for the present case study.

Research Questions

Prairie State College (PSC) is like countless other schools that used a combination of the COMPASS exam and a locally-developed
writing task to place students into their required composition courses. The English Department was dissatisfied with using
COMPASS but continued doing so for the familiar reasons: It was time- and cost-efficient (Elliot, Deess, Rudniy, & Joshi, 2012), and
it placed students “reasonably well” (Smith, 1992). Faculty perceived students who placed into the lowest-level First-Year Writing
(FYW) course typically needed the most hands-on literacy instruction. Few students in the course were invited to bump up to the
next course in the sequence, and few acted upon that suggestion. While pass rates in the college-level FYW course hovered around
51% since at least 2009, the Department saw this as a function of student failure, or circumstances impeding students’ success,
rather than an error in placement. But, for a group of humanities faculty dedicated to the student body they serve and familiar with
critique of purchased tests, it seemed wrong to use COMPASS, even in part, to determine students’ writing abilities. The
Department believed COMPASS had poor face validity and little relationship to the work of critical reading, writing, revision, and
collaboration students are asked to do in their FYW courses. That, combined with PSC’s status as a Predominantly Black Institution
(PBI) and an Emerging Hispanic Serving Institution (EHSI), as well as the extinction of COMPASS in 2016, offered the Department
an opportunity to develop a new method of placement that places students at least as well as COMPASS did, that better represents
the writing construct, and that works toward advancing justice and opportunity to learn (Banks et al., 2018).

The present study undertook the following research questions:

1. What do archival data reveal about placement methods and their relationship to success for a diverse student population?
2. What is the instrumental value of this study in terms of how an emphasis on fairness in assessment can enable practitioners to

“better attend to the needs of the diversity of students in our classrooms” (Kelly-Riley & Whithaus, 2016)?

Through these questions, I sought to understand how placement affected the student body at PSC, to perform an analysis that holds
“the achievement of justice and advancement of opportunity as equal aims of assessment” (Banks et al., 2018), and to consider how
this study might add to the body of scholarship within writing studies on assessment at two-year colleges.

Description of Placement Process and Curriculum

Placement Decision-Making Process

Each new student at PSC is required to take a placement test in math, English (writing), and reading. In some instances, ACT/SAT
scores place students directly into college-level courses, and AP scores can exempt students from English 101. The English
Department has autonomy to determine appropriate placement and exit procedures for composition courses. From 2012-2016, it
used COMPASS Reading scores with timed writing samples, based on locally-designed writing prompts, to determine students’
placement. Readers were members of the English Department; most were adjunct faculty. Until October 2016, this combination of
COMPASS Reading/PSC writing score was used to determine students’ placement into FYW as well as whether students needed a
supplemental, developmental reading course (RDG 098) to be taken in conjunction with the lowest-level developmental writing
course (ENG 098). Developmental courses are non-credit bearing at PSC. Figure 1, below, shows the placement decision
guidelines.
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When the COMPASS Reading score was low enough, it nullified the writing score; that is, if students earned a reading score of 40-
59, they would be placed into developmental reading and writing courses, regardless of how high their writing score was. If students
scored below 40 on COMPASS Reading, they earned a “no placement” and were, instead, encouraged to enroll in non-credit
literacy courses. A reading score of 60-100 meant students did not need to take RDG 098 and were eligible for ENG 099
(developmental writing) or ENG 101 (college-level writing), depending on their performance on the writing test.

Composition Course Descriptions

Table 1 identifies the four courses into which students are placed.

The lowest level developmental English course, ENG 098, “Foundations of College Writing,” is designed to support students who
have demonstrated weakness primarily in grammar, language, and usage. The course description for ENG 098 emphasizes
knowledge of Standardized Edited American English (SEAE) (Inoue, 2014) conventions: Students will learn to avoid common errors
with words and sentences and combine correct sentences to produce clear, organized writing. On campus, the sense is that
students who place into ENG 098 have weak literacy skills, are poor and reluctant readers, and have limited awareness of how
writing works. ENG 099 focuses on English Language Arts, with emphasis on writing and reading. The course has had a number of
iterations in the past few years and is currently mostly presented as a concurrent enrollment model to support students in
proceeding to the gateway course (see Evans, 2018 for further discussion). ENG 101 is a writing process course with an end-of-
semester portfolio required during the time period of this study.

Method

Through IRB-approved archival research at PSC, a medium-sized, public, suburban two-year college in the Midwest, this study
examined five years of placement scores (2012-2016) to answer the research questions. To answer the first question—What do
archival data reveal about placement methods and their relationship to success for a diverse student population?—the Institutional
Research office provided anonymized student records that included a unique ID (not related to student ID number), grades in placed
course, term GPA, and demographic categories, including sex and race/ethnicity (see Kelly-Riley, Elliot, & Rudniy, 2016). This
information collection system is congruent with the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS, 2016). Home
language, Pell Grant, veteran, disabilities, and first-generation college status were not included in the data but would offer additional
insight into the success of the local population of students. Sarah Klotz at Michigan State University, for instance, has also
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successfully included foster youth in disaggregation of institutional data (personal communication, June 27, 2018). Additionally,
students who earned an FW grade were excluded from the study. These are students who are no longer active in the course and
have not dropped; however, including them would offer insight into attrition in the courses.

I worked with a senior scholar to prepare, analyze, and disaggregate the data. We examined how students overall and by
race/ethnicity and sex performed on the placement exam and in their placed courses, and how those performances correlated with
their GPA. With assistance from a computer and data science specialist, we performed the survival analysis to determine how
students who began in the lowest-level developmental course proceeded through the composition sequence. I then disaggregated
the survival analysis to determine how student subgroups proceeded through the sequence.

The data analysis offered empirical evidence to draw inferences to answer the second research question—What is the instrumental
value of this study in terms of how an emphasis on fairness in assessment can enable us to “better attend to the needs of the
diversity of students in our classrooms?” (Kelly-Riley & Whithaus, 2016). As Slomp (2016) and colleagues called for, disaggregation
of data is imperative, “so score interpretation and use can be clearly understood for all groups and each individual within those
groups” (§ “A Role for Ethics”).

Results

Student Characteristics

In 2016, PSC’s student body (N = 4,699) was 54% Black/African American, 18% Hispanic/Latinx, and 21% White/Caucasian; female
students represented 59% of the population; male students, 41% (IPEDS, 2016). Table 2 and Figure 2, below, shows demographic
information for PSC in general and in composition courses during the study period of 2012-2016.

The sample included students enrolled in composition courses (ENG 098, ENG 099, ENG 101) from Spring 2012 through Summer
2016, for a total of 14 semesters of data. Of the 11,054 student records examined in FYW, 56% were female (slightly
underrepresented from the total College population), and 44% were male (slightly overrepresented). Black students represented
68% of the sample (overrepresented from the College population), Hispanic/Latinx students represented 10% (underrepresented),
and White students represented 16% (underrepresented).

In the sample, 1,127 students enrolled in ENG 098. In terms of sex, 49% were female, and 51% were male. In terms of
race/ethnicity, 82% were Black, 6% were Hispanic/Latinx, and 6% were White. ENG 099 had 2,765 students enrolled, revealing that
more students were placed into this course by placement scores. In terms of sex, 55% were female, and 45% were male. In terms of
race/ethnicity, 75% were Black, 10% were Hispanic/Latinx, and 10% were White. ENG 101 had 7,162 students enrolled, again
reflecting placement score use. In terms of sex, 57% were female and 43% were male. In terms of race/ethnicity, 63% were Black,
11% were Hispanic/Latinx, and 20% were White. The demographic makeup of ENG 101 most closely mirrored the population at
PSC overall. Black students, however, were enrolled in developmental courses at a higher rate than Hispanic/Latinx and White
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students were.

Grade Distributions

Table 3, below, presents grade distribution in the sample overall and for each writing course. In the three courses overall, the most
commonly-awarded grades were B (21%), C (21%), and W (20%).

While grades are shown in Table 3, Figures 3, 4, and 5, below, offer a visual frequency representation of grade distribution in each
writing course. Lower grades have been intentionally placed to the left.

English 098

In English 098, 1,127 students enrolled and were active. Figure 3 illustrates grade distribution.

The most commonly awarded grades were F (n = 328; 29%) and C (n = 321; 28%), evidence of bi-modality and in violation of
Gaussian distribution (see Kelly-Riley et al., 2016). Slightly more students passed the course with an A, B, or C (n = 577, 51%) than
earned a D, F, or W (n = 550, 49%). Additional analysis revealed that Black students passed at 48%; Hispanic/Latinx students
passed at 78%; and White students passed at 67%. More female students (n = 315, 57%) than male students (n = 262, 46%)
passed the course.

English 099

In English 099, 2,765 students were active. Figure 4 illustrates the grade distribution.
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The most commonly awarded grades were C (n = 674; 24%) and B (n = 592; 21%). While no evidence of bi-modality, the sharp
increase in grades of F over grades of D violates the Gaussian distribution. More students passed the course with an A, B, or C (n =
1,750; 63%) than earned a D, F, or W (n = 1,015; 37%). Additional analysis revealed Black students passed at 60% (n = 1,234);
Hispanic/Latinx students passed at 73% (n = 198); and White students passed at 78% (n = 220). More female students (n = 1,010;
66%) than male students (n = 739, 60%) passed the course.

English 101

In English 101, 7,162 students were active. Figure 5 illustrates the grade distribution.

The most commonly awarded grades were W (n = 1,804; 25%) and B (n = 1,510; 21%). A, C, and F were all awarded at the same
frequency (17%; n = 1,269 for A, n = 1,234 for C, n = 1,218 for F). Very few students were awarded a D grade (n = 127; 2%). Again,
there is violation of the Gaussian distribution. More students passed the course with an A, B, or C (n = 4,013; 56%) than earned a
D, F, or W (n = 3,149; 44%). Additional analysis revealed that Black students passed at 50% (n = 2,235); Hispanic/Latinx students
passed at 64% (n = 493); and White students passed at 72% (n = 1048). More female students (n = 2,341; 57%) than male students
(n = 1,668; 54%) passed the course.

Correlations

Tables 4 and 5 present correlations relating to grades and student GPA for the overall population and for all sub-groups. The
correlation ranges used in analyses and discussions are as follows: high positive correlations = 1.0 to 0.70; medium positive
correlations = 0.69 to 0.30; and low positive correlations = 0.29 to 0.00 (see Kelly-Riley et al., 2016, p. 102).
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The overall sample shown in Table 4 and all sub-groups shown in Table 5 demonstrate course grades reached medium-to-high
statistically significant correlations with student GPA. This important finding provides perspective of the relationship of course
grades to concurrent college measures.

The overall sample in Table 4 showed moderate, statistically significant correlations between course grade and GPA. Correlations,
however, were notably lower in ENG 098 (0.38), rose in ENG 099 (0.51), and reached high positive correlation in ENG 101 (0.72).
Table 5 provides a more granular analysis. Statistically significant correlations reached medium statistical significance in ENG 098
(ranging from 0.33 for Black students to 0.44 for White students) and ENG 099 (ranging from 0.48 for both male and Black students
to 0.53 for female students). High statistically significant correlations were reached in ENG 101 (ranging from 0.67 for White
students to 0.72 for female students).

As shown in Table 5, course grade and GPA comparison shows statistically significant differences between sexes and among
races/ethnicities in every course. Overall, female students differed at statistically significant, higher levels than male students. Black
students differed at statistically significant, lower levels from both Hispanic/Latinx and White students. No significant difference was
noted between Hispanic/Latinx and White students.

Statistically Significant Difference Analysis

Table 6 reveals statistically significant results in both sex and race/ethnicity.
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With the exception of GPA in ENG 098, statistically significant differences were observed as women recorded higher grades and
GPA in the composition courses. In terms of race/ethnicity analysis, Black students performed more poorly, at statistically significant
levels, than White and Hispanic/Latinx students in both coursework and GPA in each course. Hispanic/Latinx students performed
more poorly, at statistically significant levels, than White students in terms of GPA in ENG 099 and grades and GPA in ENG 101.

Survival Analysis

Performing survival analysis reveals information about the impact of the lowest-level developmental writing course and the
placement procedure. Survival analysis “is a collection of statistical procedures for data analysis for which the outcome variable of
interest is time until an event occurs” (Kleinbaum & Klein, 2012). Traditional survival studies can be used to examine, for example,
how long a population stays alive or stays out of prison (Kleinbaum & Klein, 2012). Survival analysis is useful here to determine how
one population of students—those enrolled in the lowest-level developmental writing course—survives in the writing sequence. That
is, how many students who begin in the lowest level pass the college-level course?

To perform the analysis, we began with all students who took ENG 098 and determined who passed the course with a C or better,
the prerequisite for the next course. Then, we reviewed those students who began in ENG 098 and continued on to ENG 099,
determined who passed with a C or better, and so on through the three-course sequence. We omitted ENG 102 (Composition II)
from this analysis because not all students are required to take it whereas ENG 099 is a prerequisite for most courses across the
college, and ENG 101 is a requirement for all associate degrees.

Of the students who began in ENG 098 (n = 1,029), 56% passed (n = 573). Of those students, 192 did not enroll in ENG 099—a
34% loss. Of the 66% who continued to ENG 099 (n = 381) 72% (n = 294) passed the course. Of those students, 81 did not enroll in
ENG 101—a 28% loss. The survival rate of students who began in the lowest-level writing course and succeeded in the college-
level course was 12%; in other words, of the students who began ENG 098, 12% ultimately passed ENG 101.

Disaggregated survival analysis. The disaggregated survival analysis offers further information to understand how the placement
procedure affected groups of students, shown in Table 7.
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Black students. ENG 098 (n = 1,029) was primarily populated by Black students (n = 834), of whom 53% passed the class (n =
441). Of these, 67% (n = 294) of students who began ENG 098 started ENG 099—a 33% loss. 74% (n = 217) of those students
passed ENG 099. Of the students who passed ENG 099, 69% (n = 150) began ENG 101—a 31% loss. 53% (n = 79) of those
students passed ENG 101. Overall, 9% of the Black students who began in ENG 098 passed ENG 101.

Hispanic/Latinx students. Of the Hispanic/Latinx students who began in ENG 098 (n = 62), 76% (n = 47) passed the class. 60% (n
= 28) continued to ENG 099—a 40% loss. Of those who continued to ENG 099, 89% (n = 25) passed that course. From there, 72%
(n = 18) continued to ENG 101—a 28% loss. 56% (n = 10) passed. Overall, 16% (n = 10) of the Hispanic/Latinx students who
began in ENG 098 passed ENG 101.

White students. Of the White students who began in ENG 098 (n = 65), 72% (n = 47) passed the course. 64% (n = 30) of these
students continued to ENG 099—a 36% loss. Of those who continued, 97% (n = 29) passed; of whom 76% (n = 22) then continued
to ENG 101—a 24% loss. 82% (n = 18) passed. Overall, 28% (n = 18) of the White students who began in ENG 098 passed ENG
101.

Female students. For female students in the sample (n = 520), 60% (n = 314) who began ENG 098 passed it; 68% (n = 215) of
those students began ENG 099—a 32% loss. Of those students, 80% (n = 171) passed the class. From there, 74% (n = 127) began
ENG 101—a 26% loss. 57% (n = 72) passed it. Overall, 14% (n = 72) of the female students who began ENG 098 passed ENG
101.

Male students. Of the male students who began ENG 098 (n = 509), 51% (n = 259) passed the course; 64% (n = 166) then began
ENG 099—a 36% loss. Of those who began ENG 099, 74% (n = 123) passed it. From there, 70% (n = 86) began ENG 101—a 30%
loss. 57% (n = 49) passed it. Overall, 10% (n = 49) of the male students who began in ENG 098 passed ENG 101.

Discussion

Archival Data, Placement Methods, Success, and Diverse Students (Research Question 1)

The archival data from this study reveal important patterns for the local institution to consider and offer additional information to the
national body of scholarship regarding student success in post-secondary education.

The correlations in the sample were moderate overall, which is expected with a heterogeneous population. It appears that the
correlations became stronger as students progressed through the writing course sequence. When the data are disaggregated,
however, and reviewed alongside the survival analysis, it becomes clear the correlations became stronger when the student
population became more homogenous.

Black students. Black students were least successful in the entire composition course sequence, at statistically significant levels,
as compared to their peers. In ENG 098, the success difference was at 30% compared to Hispanic/Latinx students and 19%
compared to White students—which is particularly concerning because they were overrepresented in the course. In the sample,
more than 80% of students in ENG 098 were Black. The survival analysis offers additional insight as it shows that, of the Black
students who did pass ENG 098, one third did not continue to the second developmental course.

In ENG 099, Black students’ success differed at statistically significant levels as compared to their Hispanic/Latinx (who were 13%
more successful) and White (18% more successful) peers. And, again, Black students experienced around a one-third loss to the
gateway composition course, ENG 101. In ENG 101, Black students’ success differed at statistically significant levels: a difference
of 14% compared to their Hispanic/Latinx peers and 22% compared to their White peers.

The survival analysis starkly shows how few Black students persist through three composition courses: Only 79 students (9%)
successfully completed the credit-bearing course in the study.
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Hispanic/Latinx students. Of the three race/ethnicity groups examined in this study, Hispanic/Latinx students were most
successful in ENG 098, where 76% passed the course. Despite this course-level success, however, they experienced the highest
drop in persistence to the second developmental course; in fact, the 40% loss experienced by Hispanic/Latinx students from ENG
098 to ENG 099 was the highest among any demographic group across the sequence. In ENG 101, Hispanic students’ success rate
(56%) was lower, at statistically significant rates, as compared to their White peers (82%).

White students. White students were most successful, at statistically significant levels, in ENG 101 as compared to their Black and
Hispanic/Latinx peers. White students demonstrated the highest survival rates in the sequence (28%, 12% higher than
Hispanic/Latinx students and 19% higher than Black students). They also demonstrated the highest persistence to ENG 101 from
ENG 099, where around one quarter of students were lost (compared to close to one third for both Black and Hispanic/Latinx
students).

Patterns of loss. The archival data from this study confirm patterns of loss identified throughout the scholarship. After three
composition courses, only 12% of students passed what is identified as the gateway composition course. Results from the current
study were also observed, for example, in recent research conducted by Complete College America, where Zaback, Carlson,
Laderman, and Mann (2016) found,

Success in the first college-level gateway course for those students who complete the remedial sequence also varies
dramatically by race. In particular, far fewer Black students go on to complete the gateway course (or college level
courses associated with their remedial needs) within two years, while Asian students are highly likely to complete the
gateway course. The gaps are less pronounced for white and Hispanic students. Across both race and subject, far too few
students of nearly any background complete their associated gateway courses within two years of entry, which
significantly impacts their ability to complete a degree on time. (p. 8)

In particular, Table 7 demonstrates a fine-grain pattern of loss throughout the writing sequence across demographic categories.
Arrows on the table indicate flashpoints where a substantial number of students were lost. The first arrow is located in ENG 098,
where about half of the students who began in the course (n = 1,029) failed it (n = 573); Black students and male students were
most negatively affected. The second arrow is between ENG 098 and ENG 099, where 66% of students continued. Finally, the third
arrow is located in ENG 101, where about half of the students who began the course (n = 213) failed it (n = 121).

Many students who fail to complete their sequences do so without failing or withdrawing from a remedial course. They
either never show up for their first remedial course…or do not return after completing one of the lower courses in the
sequence.... Additionally, some students complete the sequence but do not enroll in a college-level course. (p. 121)

This is simply more loss than the College—than any college—can bear, particularly in an era of decreasing enrollment, increased
scrutiny of developmental education programs, and national completion agendas.

Attending to the Needs of Diverse Students (Research Question 2)

Placement tests are used to determine the best-fit course for students, the course that will challenge and encourage students as
they build upon their current skills (see Kane, 2006). It is therefore reasonable to presume most students will earn at least a C or
better in the placed course if the placement method is determined to be successful—even with the caveat that grades are an
unreliable measure because they are affected by a number of factors throughout a semester. The number of students who failed
ENG 098 at PSC suggests the combined COMPASS/local test may have had limited predictive ability. If that were so, the placement
procedure would not have placed students “reasonably well” (which led to ACT eliminating the COMPASS exam; see Fain, 2015)
because such a significant number of students earned DFW grades (n = 4,714; 42%). It could suggest there may have been
misalignment between what the test measured and what students encountered in the curriculum. If so, it would have been a poor
method for PSC to determine students’ preparedness for the FYW curriculum. The high failure rate for the lowest-level
developmental writing course is troubling on its own. Combined with the demographic information—that more than 80% of the class
is Black—and the survival analysis—that 91% of Black students who began in ENG 098 did not pass ENG 101—it is devastating.

This study suggests it remains difficult, however, to definitively identify whether a placement procedure has been successful and, in
so doing, raises the question of whether it is necessary. An accurate placement test at PSC, for instance, would have to have
elements of knowledge of conventions (ENG 098), reading and writing (ENG 099), and writing processes (ENG 101). Only a test
with these three areas could be used on the basis of construct ties to the curriculum. If the placement test had an incomplete
representation of the writing curriculum, then, of course it could only offer an approximate suggestion of where to place students.

Two-year colleges are sites of innovation, and, like our two-year college peers, the English Department at PSC has implemented a
number of innovations in an effort to improve student success in their required writing courses. Over the years, the Department has
changed methods of course, program, exit, and placement assessments; changed curricula; changed course structure; and focused
on professional development. Despite these interventions—based on decades of scholarship in writing studies—students have not
been very successful on the placement procedure or throughout the composition sequence (see Bossone, 1967 for a comparison).
The end of COMPASS provided the Department with an opportunity to revamp its placement procedure. It is currently using a
locally-designed, reading-and-writing integrated procedure and is taking part in regional conversations about the viability of
alternative placement processes.

The difficulty in offering analysis is the crux of the placement dilemma: Placement is used to identify the students who are most at
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risk of failing the college-level writing course and to support their learning in an effort to prevent their failure. It does not necessarily
identify what to do when students fail their placed course, or fail out of the writing sequence, or pass their placed course but do not
enroll in the next, because those students do not follow the sequential placement model. In the traditional placement model,
completion rates indicate how prepared students are to embark on the work of college. When Black and Hispanic/Latinx students
underperform on placement measures or in writing courses, it is seen as a result of their K-12 education (see the Chicago Public
Schools’ recent civil rights claim against the state of Illinois); when poor students do so, it is seen as a result of the demands on their
time. To some, when students underperform, it is evidence they do not belong in the institution; at two-year colleges, they may be
re-routed to adult literacy courses, but for many students, this is where their path to higher education ends. In the traditional model,
students’ failure is seen as their failure, not a failure of the system or curriculum, a point Poe and Inoue (2016) made well in their
discussion of assessment for justice. They explained in traditional assessment systems,

Decisions are objectified, leaving the outcomes to individuals who experience the personal responsibility of assessment—
responsibility that rests on students to wind their way through courses and additional assessment mazes. Here is where
we can apply a lesson from Iris Young: The rhetoric that accompanies assessment—like poverty—“encourages an
isolated, atomistic way of thinking about individuals” (23). Like the personal responsibility discourse of poverty that
attempts to “isolate the deviant and render them particularly blameworthy for their condition,” assessment practices often
isolate “failure” (23). In doing so, “the application of paternalistic and punitive policies” becomes justified (23). (Poe &
Inoue, 2016, p. 122)

The field has used methods that result in traditionally underserved communities failing on placement tests (placing into
developmental coursework), failing the placed course, and failing to proceed in the writing sequence. These failures have been
used as evidence of students’ weak writing abilities, lack of preparation for college-level work, and unfitness for higher education.

In the present study, only 12% of students who placed into the lowest-level developmental course passed the college-level course,
despite taking two courses designed to help them do just that. Almost all students enrolled in ENG 098 were Black. Almost all Black
students failed the course. One argument, based on the traditional model, is that the students who failed the lowest-level course are
not prepared for college and therefore do not belong in college. That argument is unacceptable because the argument is itself
based on a judgement that may or may not be supported by the construct model at play or the observed patterns in the data. It is
just as likely that the placement test does not capture the curriculum at the local institution—and, hence, results in over-remediation
—as it is that the students are not prepared for the curriculum. Even if the model were robust, these results must prompt action. The
aim of education is advancement, not reifying disadvantage and replicating racist social structures. We simply must do better.

Conclusion

In his discussion of the ethics and science of assessment, Messick (1989) argued, “We must inquire whether the potential and
actual social consequences of test interpretation and use are not only supportive of the intended testing purposes, but at the same
time are consistent with other social values” (p. 8). Most of us involved in higher education—particularly at two-year colleges, open-
access institutions, and new majority-serving institutions—believe in the mission of advancing equity through education. Many of our
assessment practices, however, work directly against that mission and, instead, indicate we do not believe our student bodies
belong in higher education. Placement practices that purport to honor students’ individual instruction needs have proven time and
time again to fail many students, and those students do not continue in their college education.

The hope embedded in writing assessment is that students, instructors, administrators, and other stakeholders can improve
teaching and learning through this expression of our values about writing (e.g., Broad, 2003; Huot, 2002). All too often, however, it
has been a method of convenience that upholds racist and classist social structures. It may have taken the end of COMPASS for
many to examine how placement has been used to persist in penalizing historically underserved communities; however, we can use
this moment as an opportunity to develop more equitable and just practices.

Ultimately, teacher-scholar-practitioners must study archival data and track student success to determine patterns of placement and
progression, with special attention to sub-group analysis, before making programmatic decisions. At this moment, after the end of
COMPASS and in the ethical turn in writing assessment studies, I believe those of us at two-year colleges, open-access institutions,
and universities alike can radically reconceive what placement should be to advance opportunity to learn for all students.
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