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Overview 

Purpose 
 

The Virginia Community College System (VCCS) through the National Governors 

Association (NGA) received funding to implement redesign initiatives to increase high 

school graduation rates and improve college readiness. One component of that was an 

academic weakness study which resulted in the College Readiness Report: How 

Virginiaôs Community Colleges Are Addressing the Academic Weaknesses of Recent 

High School Graduates.  

 

One recommendation coming out of that study was that the VCCS reexamine the effects 

of COMPASS placement exams and in, particular, that it study the current range of cut 

scores, course placement based on those scores, and student success in subsequent 

courses in the English and mathematics pipelines. Results of this study will be used to 

inform discussions about placement in the VCCS and student success.  

 

Research Questions 
 

Four main questions guided this study: 

 What are the characteristics of the recent Virginia high school graduates? 

 What were their remediation needs? 

 In what developmental and college-level English and mathematics courses did they 

enroll? 

 How successful were they in progressing toward traditional higher education 

progression goals? 

 

Population 

 

The population consisted of the fall 2003 cohort of recent Virginia public high school 

graduates (students who graduated high school within the previous 12 months) who 

entered a community college for the first time in fall 2003. Students who began their 

coursework in the summer preceding the fall term were included in the cohort.  

 

Not included in this study were dual enrolled students and private school graduates. Dual 

enrolled students tend to be academically capable and do not require remediation.  
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This cohort was selected because 2003 was the first year that most community colleges 

were administering the COMPASS placement test. Additionally, by selecting the fall 

2003 cohort, we were able to track students for four years providing sufficient data and 

information to study student success in achieving traditional higher education progression 

goals. 

 

Highlights 
 

The typical recent Virginia high school graduate entering a Virginia community college 

in the fall of 2003 was a White female who attended college full-time and received no 

federal financial aid (Table 1). Fifty-three percent of the cohort was female; over two-

thirds were full-time; nearly three-fourths were White; nearly 1 in 5 was Black; and less 

than one in four received federal aid. 

 

While over half of the cohort enrolled in AA/AS programs, an additional one in four did 

not select a program of study (Unclassified). Over three quarters of the students in the 

AA/AS programs were enrolled full-time. Unclassified students were slightly more likely 

to be full-time as part-time. 

 

Nearly two-thirds of students who indicated a desire to enroll in a two-year institution 

actually did. Of that, more than three of every four students took at least one placement 

exam. Pass rates varied by type of exam. Two-thirds of those who took the reading exam, 

half of those who took the writing exam, and less than one in four who took the 

mathematics exam, passed at the College level. However, over 30% who took the reading 

exam, 42% who took the writing exam and three fourths of those who took the 

mathematics exam required remediation. One in five of the students who took the 

placement exam required no remediation. Of students who took the placement exams, 

one in five required no remediation; one-third required mathematics remediation; 15% 

required reading and mathematics remediation; and almost one in five required all three 

types of remediation.  

 

Of school districts where students took COMPASS placement exams, most required 

reading remediation for between 20 and 40% of their students. These tended to be 

concentrated in Northern Virginia and Southwest Virginia.  

 

Students who follow through on remediation tend to do so within the first year. For most 

of the school districts in Virginia, up to 20% of their students in the cohort enrolled in 

remedial reading. At least 40% of all school districts and in some school districts in 

southeast Virginia and in far southwest Virginia, 80 to 100% enrolled in remedial 

mathematics. 

 

Many more students (2,689) took developmental mathematics only than any of the other 

developmental courses. This represents 39% of all students who took developmental 

courses and nearly 25% of the cohort.  
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More females than males were enrolled in developmental courses. Across the board, 

students in developmental programs were twice as likely to be enrolled full time. Nearly 

three of every four students enrolled in developmental courses received no Pell aid. Over 

10% of the cohort was enrolled in all three developmental programs. Of this group, 40% 

received Pell aid.  

 

A majority of the students enrolled in developmental classes were white. Blacks were 

equally likely to be enrolled in three of the categories: all three, mathematics only, and 

non-developmental. Mathematics only and writing only were the top two developmental 

course choices for Asians and Hispanics. 

 

Thirty-eight percent of the cohort proceeded to gatekeeper courses without having taken 

any gatekeeper courses; the remaining 62% of the cohort proceeded to gatekeeper courses 

through a variety of developmental course pathways. One in four of the students who 

enrolled in any of the gatekeeper courses came through mathematics only. Most of those 

coming through mathematics only enrolled in English (87%) and over 25% enrolled in 

mathematics. Of those enrolled in MTH 151, 163 or 166, over 40% had come through 

writing only, another 25-29% had come through reading only, mathematics only, reading 

and writing, and writing and math. Of those enrolled in the occupational/technical 

mathematics, 16% had come through reading and writing, and another 13% had come 

through reading only. 

 

Three of four students returned spring 2004. That dropped to slightly more than one in 

two by fall semester. Fifty-seven percent of the students who took developmental courses 

returned in spring and 43% returned fall semester. Retention of the cohort was slightly 

higher than retention for all VCCS students. 

 

Sixty percent of students who began in Reading I and 64% of students who began in 

Reading 2, persisted to English 111. Of students who began in Writing I and Writing 2, 

49% and 67% persisted to English 111. What seems clear is that persistence is linked to 

the level of student preparation and their point of entry.  

 

Eighty two percent of students who came through developmental coursework passed 

ENG 111. This is slightly better than the success rate of students who took no 

developmental courses (81%). Within the developmental course taking combinations, 

reading and mathematics had the lowest success rate at 77%. 

 

Similar to findings in English, the higher the entry level of math, the greater the 

persistence to gatekeeper mathematics. Roughly one in every two students did not persist 

beyond the entry level MTH 02 or 03. Students who entered at MTH 04 were slightly 

more likely to persist to college level math. 

  

Students who proceed to gatekeeper courses having come through developmental courses 

were as successful as students who had taken no developmental courses. 
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Students who took no developmental courses succeeded at a rate of 80% in MTH 151, 

163, and 166. Similar success findings (78%) were reported of students who came 

through developmental courses. Student success for MTH 120, 121, and 126 was slightly 

less (74%). 

 

Within four years, 38% of students enrolled in but earned no college credit. Nearly one in 

four had earned between 24 and 35 credits. 

 

Students who took developmental courses attempted fewer mean credits and fewer 

median credits. Students who took developmental courses earned fewer mean and median 

credits than those who did not take developmental courses. 

 

Twelve percent of developmental students received awards, compared with nearly 18% 

of students who did not take developmental coursework. Eight percent of developmental 

students and over 10% of those with no developmental coursework received AA/AS 

degrees. Three percent of developmental and fewer than 5% of those with no 

developmental coursework received AAS degrees. 

 

Of the nearly one in five students in the cohort that transferred to a four-year institution 

within four years, 18% transferred to an in-state institution.  
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Research Questions 

1. Who makes up the fall 2003 cohort of recent high school graduates?  

a. What are their characteristics? How do they compare to the whole 

population of VCCS students?  

b. What programs do they enroll in?  

2. How well prepared were recent high school graduates for college work?  

a. What are the placement criteria?  

b. How many take the placement tests?  

c. What were the results of placement tests in reading, writing, and 

mathematics?  

d. What are the results of placement tests by high school division?  

3. In what English and mathematics courses do recent high school graduates enroll?  

a. How does enrollment compare to placement test results?  

b. What are the remedial course enrollments by high school division?  

c. Who takes remedial coursework? What subjects?  

d. Who takes gatekeeper courses?  

4. How successful are recent Virginia high school graduates in progressing towards 

higher education goals?  

a. What are their retention rates? How do they compare to overall retention 

rates?  

b. What is the mean number of college-level credits that they attempt and 

earn?  

c. How successful are developmental students in reaching gatekeeper 

courses?  

d. How does the success rates of developmental students compare to college-

ready students in gatekeeper English and mathematics courses?  

e. How many and what types of awards do they receive within four years?  

f. What proportion transfer to a four-year institution within four years?  
 

Additional questions: 

1. What patterns of enrollment do unclassified students follow? How successful are they? 

(similar to questions in part 4 above)  
2. What happens to those students who are placed in developmental and do not take 

developmental?  
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Part 1: Demographic Profile of Fall 2003 Cohort 

Who made up the fall 2003 cohort of recent high school graduates?  

What were their characteristics? How did they compare to the whole 

population of VCCS students?  
 

Demographic characteristics of the fall 2003 cohort of recent Virginia high school 

graduates entering a Virginia community college is compared with characteristics of the 

cohort of all VCCS students enrolled in fall 2003, below. The typical recent Virginia high 

school graduate entering a Virginia community college in the fall of 2003 was a 

Caucasian female, who attended college full -time, and received no federal financial aid 

(Table 1).  

 

Table 1 Demographic Profile of Recent Virginia High School Graduates Compared with 

All Students Enrolled in Fall 2003 in VCCS 
 

 

 

 

Characteristics 

Enrolled Fall 2003 

Recent Virginia High School 

Graduates 

 

All VCCS Students 

N % N % 

GENDER     

Male 5207 46.7 61844 40.6 

Female 5953 53.3 90409 59.4 

RACE     

White 7936 71.1 102982 67.6 

Black 2035 18.2 29733 19.5 

American Indian 108 1.0 1583 1.0 

Asian 491 4.4 7852 5.2 

Hispanic 407 3.6 6317 4.1 

Other 183 1.6 3786 2.5 

ENROLLMENT     

Full-time 7636 68.4 48175 31.6 

Part-time 3524 31.6 104078 68.4 

PELL STATUS     

No Pell Award 8416 75.4 123371 81.0 

Pell Award 2744 24.6 28882 19.0 

TOTAL 11160 100.0 152253 100.0 

 

Greater detail of gender, full - and part-time status, and Pell status by Race are shown 

below (Figures 1, 2, and 3). Patterns visible in the full cohort (Table 1) such as Pell status 

are mirrored in the subgroups.  
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The data showed more females than males in the cohort, and this relationship held true 

for all Races (Figure 1) except American Indian and Asian, where males outnumbered 

females. Across all Races more of the students in this cohort attended college full-time 

(68%) than part-time. This was especially true of Asian students where approximately 

four-fifths (Figure 2) attended school full-time. In addition, far more students (75%) did 

NOT receive a Pell award than did; however, roughly 40% (Figure 3) of Black students 

DID receive a Pell award. White students had the largest gap between recipients and non-

recipients. 

  

Figure 1 Percent of Fall 2003 Recent Virginia Public High School Graduates by Gender 

Within Race  
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Figure 2 Percent of Fall 2003 Recent Virginia Public High School Graduates by Full-time 

Part-Time Status Within Race  

 

Race by Full-time Part-time Status

0

20

40

60

80

White Black Amer.

Ind.

Asian Hispanic Other

P
e

rc
e

n
t

Full-time

Part-Time

 
 

 



Demographics 

 

10/26/2007 11 

Figure 3 Number and Percent of Fall 2003 Recent Virginia Public High School Graduates 

by Pell Award and Race  

 

Race by Pell Status

0

20

40

60

80

White Black Amer.

Ind.

Asian Hispanic Other

P
e

rc
e

n
t

No Pell

Pell

 
 

In what programs did they enroll?  
 

Over half of the cohort, 51%, (Figure 4) was enrolled in AA/AS programs comprised of 

courses of study designed primarily for transfer to four-year institutions. An additional 

25%, however, did not select a program of study and remained Unclassified (Figure 4).  

 

Overall, 68% of the cohort attended college full-time in fall 2003. Many of those (5,711) 

were enrolled in the AA/AS program, and over three-fourths of those were enrolled full 

time. The Unclassified category held the next highest enrollments (2,757). Over half of 

the unclassified students also enrolled full time; however, over 45% enrolled part time 

(Table 2). 

 

Figure 4 Enrollment by Program Level of Fall 2003 Recent Virginia Public High School 

Graduates  

Program Level

AA/AS , 51.2%

Diploma , 

0.6%

Certificate , 
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24.7%

AAS , 14.6%
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Table 2 Number and Percent of Recent Virginia High School Graduates By Program and 

Full-time/Part-Time Enrollment 
 

Program Level 
Full-time Part-time 

N % N % 

AA/AS  4379 76.7 1332 23.3 

Diploma  59 85.5 10 14.5 

Certificate  592 59.4 404 40.6 

Unclassified  1488 54.0 1269 46.0 

AAS  1118 68.7 509 31.3 

All  7636 68.4 3524 31.6 
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Part 2: Placement 

How well prepared were recent high school graduates for college work?  

How many recent high school graduates graduated from high school and how 

many planned to enter and did enter community college?  
 

Nearly 75,000 (Figure 5) students graduated high school within 12 months of the fall 

2003 cohort. Based on Virginia Department of Education research* , fewer than 25% 

reported having plans to attend a two-year institution (Figure 5). Over 11,000 students 

ended up enrolling in a Virginia community college and as a result, became part of this 

cohort. Of those enrolling, 78% took at least one placement exam (Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 Number of 2002-03 Recent Virginia Public High School Graduates, Their 

Plans* , Enrollments in a Community College, and Placement Test Taking  
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*Graduates and Their Plan to attend a two-year institution from: 

http://www.doe.virginia.gov/VDOE/Publications/grads/grad0203.html 

 

http://www.doe.virginia.gov/VDOE/Publications/grads/grad0203.html
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What were the placement criteria?  
 

Each community college determines its own placement cut-off scores within guidelines 

established by the VCCS. Decision zones were designed to give colleges flexibility in 

establishing cut scores to better meet the needs of their respective students (Table 3). 
 

Table 3 VCCS Guidelines for Course Placement Based on COMPASS Cut-off Scores 

 

Content Area Scores Recommendation 

Writing 0-68 Writing 1 or 2 

 69-75 Decision Zone 

 76-99 College Level English 

Reading 0-75 Reading 1 or 2 

 76-80 Decision Zone 

 81-99 College Level English 

Pre Algebra 0-29 Basic Arithmetic  

 30-33 Decision Zone 

 34-99 Algebra I 

Algebra 0-31 Algebra I 

 32-35 Decision Zone 

 36-38 Algebra II 

 39-43 Decision Zone 

 44-99 College Level Math 

College Algebra 0-35 Algebra II 

 36-40 Decision Zone 

 41-99 College Level Math 

What were the results of placement tests in reading, writing, and 

mathematics? 
 

Over 75% of the 11,160 students in the cohort took at least one placement exam (Table 

4). Table 5 shows the number and percent of placement recommendations for reading, 

writing and mathematics. Less than one-quarter of students who took the mathematics 

exam, half of those who took the writing exam, and two-thirds of those who took the 

reading exam, passed at the College level (Table 5). Over 30% of students who took the 

reading exam, 42% of students who took the writing exam, and three quarters of the 

students who took the mathematics exam required remediation. Note that while 78% of 

the cohort took at least one placement test, many took more than one; hence, the over 

8,000 students having taken each placement exam. 

 

Table 6 presents the placement results of students who were in recommended for 

remediation. Because we do not know the outcome of those students who fell within the 

decision zone, they were not included in this table. Over 15% required remediation in all 

three areas (Reading, Writing and Math). Another 15% required remediation in Reading and 
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Math, and a full one-third required remediation in Math, only. Less than one in five required no 

radiation.  

  

Table 4 Number and Percent of Recent Virginia Public High School Graduates Who took 

at least one Placement Test  

 

  Took At least One Placement Test 

Fall Term N Number  Percent  

2003 11,160 8,682 78% 

 

 

Table 5 Number and Percent of Placement Recommendations by Academic Category, 

Fall 2003 Cohort 

 

 

Placement Recommendation  

College Level Decision Zone Remediation  

n % n % n %  

Reading 

(N=8097) 
5419 66.9% 201 2.5% 2477 30.6%  

Writing  

(N=8062) 
4072 50.5% 598 7.4% 3392 42.1%  

Mathematics  

(N=8107) 
1689 20.8% 229 2.8% 6189 76.3%  

 

 

Table 6 Distribution of Placement Recommendations For Students Taking At Least One 

Placement Test  

 

 Remediation Recommendations   

 

 

No 

Remediation 

 

Reading 

Only 

 

Writing 

Only 

 

Math  

Only 

Reading 

and 

Writing 

Writing 

and 

Math 

Reading 

and  

Math 

 

 

All 3  

 

 

Total* 

 n % n % n % n % n % n % n % n % n 

2003 1638 19 187 2 400 5 2878 33 252 3 571 7 1273 15 1467 17 8666 

*Students receiving decision zone scores were not included in these calculations. 
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What were the results of placement tests by high school division?  
 

Figures 6, 7, and 8 present three GIS maps showing proportions by school district of the 

fall 2003 cohort receiving reading, writing, and mathematics recommendations based on 

COMPASS placement test results. White areas were a result of few or no students having 

completed COMPASS.  

 

Of school districts where students took COMPASS placement exams, most required 

reading remediation for between 20 and 40% of their students. These tended to be 

concentrated in northern Virginia and southwest Virginia. Between 40 and 60% of 

students from school districts in eastern and central northern Virginia, southwest Virginia 

and the Roanoke area of Virginia required writing remediation. In school districts in far 

southwest Virginia and the southeastern tip and south central Virginia, over 60% of the 

students required remediation in mathematics. 
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Figure 6 GIS Maps for 2003 Placement Results  
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Figure 7 Number GIS Maps for 2003 Placement Results 

 


