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Assessment of Mandatory Placement in Conlwnications
Fall 1981

»

,..In fall 1981 students scoring below 35 on an ETS writing
test ‘were prohibited from enrolling in communications 101.
As part of a one-year trial for this mandatory placement
policy it was agreed an assessment of mandatory pl acement
wouid be made.

Two units of ana1 ysis“were used.

1. A1 sections of communications 101 ir fall 1980 and.in
-faTl 1981 were compared relative to grade distributions
and pementage of students obtaining credit in the .

COI."‘SE. .

Individual students® scores on placement tests were
associated with a variety of -variables measuring °
academic performance and retention (e.g., grades.in
communications courses, grade-point averages,
percentage of courses completed).. .
‘In the fall of 1980 32% of students were advised not to
enroll in"conmnications 101. L

In the fall of 1981 40% of students who took placement
tests were not permitted to enroll in communications 101.

Students“who enrolled in communications 101 in the fall of
1980 who had been advised not to, and who stayed in the
course beyond midterm, did as well as students advised into
conlnuni ations TOV in the fi rst place.

& signi ficant1y higher percentage of students intitially

" enrblled in communications 101 under mandatory placement
comp1 eted the course for cradit compared-to those enrolling
under voluntary” p1acement (80% and 59%, respectively)

53% of the students enrolling in deve1opmenta1
comrunications in the fall of 1981 successfully compl eted
the course.

There was no difference in mean ETS scores among_students__..
who-in—the~fal1 of 1981 .
" -=did not enroll at Oakton at a11
--did not enroll in communications courses
--enrolled in communications courses

3y
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P * Students’who scored 35 or above on the ETS in-fall 1981 -

were more likely to complete all of their courses, and less— -— —

N T 77 7TTikely-tocompl ete‘*oniy“one-quarterof—thew~than—students
) scoring 34 or below. = ..

~

" The ETS score s not significantiy related to students'- - ‘ \ *
grades in comunications 101 or grade point average in . C
other courses. - )

. The Nel son-Denny Total score f{s strong]y related to : o
students' grade point averages for courses excl uding . .
comunications. :

The Nelson-Denny- Reading Test is strongiy reiated td - . -

swuents‘-grades*in“comuni cations~ 101~ -

No significant relationship exists -between a student s v
grade in communications 101 and grades in other courses. - o - ¢
e e Areas of "ambiguity in impiementing the mandatory piacement ;

o policy exist. ‘Student honor and faculty-initiated checks 28
: . are factors insuring compl iance with the policy. .. . . o

.Conclusions: - Mandatory placement appears to insure that students meet . o
’ minimum competency for. enroﬂing in communications 101. : -&

Facul ty perceive that comunications 101 c1 asses are more .

homogeneous in skills under mandatory. p1acement than under -

voluntary pl acement. \ =

-Higher success rates (completion of communication 101) are

attained ‘under mandatory pl acement than under voluntary
.. placement. - )

" Recommendations:  Studénts enrolled in communications 051 in the fall of 1981 -
- Should be tracked to assess -their performances in N
communications 101 and in other courses. - '

Faculty may wish to consider ehminating the ETS as a
placement test and using the Nelson-Denny or another
reading test instead. ,

Facul ty -and the Admi ssions Office may wish to expiore
tightening the registration procedure to include a
prerequisite check, prior to conf'mning enrol Iment in
- communications_ 10]_...__“_, IO - . T

Facul ty may wish to review whether é student must earn a T
in conmunications 051 prior to enrolling in 101.

-
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. Assessment of Mandatory Placement in Communications
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In the fa11 of 1981 Oakton Coﬂege instituted a poiicy that a student

scoring beiow ] specified level on a communications (writing) placement

exanination would not. e “allowed to register in the coﬂege cnedit . .

introductory conlnunications course ‘until s/he successfully completed

-devei opmenta1 co_municati ons or;reto,ok the—p}aceme‘nt—te%t—and-scored-at or

- _above‘the design_ate“d 1eve1 . T‘hei policy was insti tutedon' a_ one-year ‘trial'~

© basis. As part_,oi’ the agreement an assessment of the effects of mandatory

placement vi'as~conducted. This' raport contains the ‘asqse:ssment..

‘o Y « -
. - -
o

‘s

‘Units. of Analysis and Data Base

‘l’wo units of ana1 ys'cs are used in this study._ .ﬁie.first unit of analysis

is the ind dua1 student. Data abeut individua1 students a’re drawn from

several sources. Random samp! es of 278 students who- took p1acement e

examinations for the fan of 1980 and 133 students who took p1acement tests

for the fall of 1981 were selected.* AdditionaUy some data for all students
taking p1acement tests for the fall of 1981 are avaiiabie.

* Data for all placement test-'talcers for 1980 are not readily .avaiiable.'

-- During 1980-81-the-278-student sample was drawn so that descriptive data about
the population of test-takers could be generated. :The 1981 sample was drawn
to allow for intensive analysis over several semesters rather than to generate
descripti ve data only. The differing purposes and the fact that the two:
samples are not directly compared make their differing sizes irrelevant.- Put
agggher way, the only data about fall 1980 piacement test-takers are from the
1 sample.
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In 1980 a .stude'nt' scoring 22 or: below on the Educ_ationafTesti ng Service's
Test of Written Expres'siori was advised to take communications 051. 1In 198

. facul ty addEd‘ i tems‘ to ‘Eﬁ ETS tesvt and Faised th'é‘s]ret‘i‘fie‘d’score'ttr‘34"or—*—ﬁ
~- below. A student scoring 34 or_ below in 1981 was in theory prohibited from = -

e e i S s o m i O e

enroﬂirg in comnications“w‘l un1ess the student had passed communications

0510' N ’ - ’ ‘(’-

B
e B

— ns~the—second~unit of-ana‘rys1s—each—comwn1catfons~c1ass, that~ is, each B

fsection of comunications 101, is considered. Comparisons of grade

" distributions and completion rates before ‘and after the introduction of

mandatory pl acement'are made. Compari sons are made between fall 1980

3 ~comnications c1asses (prior to mandatory placement) and fall 1981

' conlnunications classes (after mandatory: p1 acement)

N -

Enroliment in Communications 1017 -- Fali 1981 : ]
. ' e - . ’ ) . “

o A]though the mand)atory p1acement poHcy appears to clearly spec‘i fy who

could enroﬂ in conmumcations 101 “anal ysis of the imp1ementation of the

poHcy revea1s severa1 ambiguous areas,

. Data coﬂected by the Learning Laboratory indicates that of students
enro11ed in commications IO‘I in the fall 1981 term, 31% had scored be1ow the o
desi gnated ETS cut-off point and 24% "had not been tested at all. However, (
data were not coﬂe‘ted to indicate how many "of these students had comp1eted
051 and therefore met the pl acement po'licy speci fications. o
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Al though the placement policy indicates a student musiha\ss 051 or earn an .
appropriate score on the placement test, in reality no uni fonn\\check, is used e

tmjnsure_that themtomier;requi rement_has been met. Students frequently

. enroi'i for the next term during the current. term -and-do not-know-what their ’

e R
o

.
current grades wiii be. Those students enrolled in 051 may in good faith\ ‘
— register for 101 yet fail to earn a T in 051 Other students may simpiy }

. |

b °
enroii in 101 even though +hey know they _will not earn aTdin 051

P

o - Communications facui ty can ask 101 students if they have compl eted 051

and a few facui ty check. students transcripts with the Admi ssions Office. For
“the most part, however, it appears that the impl ementation of the 051 ‘

requirement is left to the honor of the students and the cho ce of each

instructor. ' .

]

3

Figure 1 eutii nes the various paths by which a student can enroii in

. communications 101. As indicated there are several possibilities, denoted by‘

»\

a question mark’ Jn the terminai box, for which clear and consiFtent

appiica..ions of the poiicy do not éxist.

.c

As a verification of placement test results each student enrolled in

’Jcomnunications 051 and 101 writes a brief ‘essay the first week of class.
‘ T © °
Facui ty use these writing samples to confirm the student's initial placement,

Q I

,-to reconlnend transfers from 051 to 101, or to require transfers from 101 to

5051. Only four students were reconmended from 051 to 101 -and only 10 vere

J required to transfer to 051.. Thus, although it is unciear how many

v
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y conmun'fcat'l ons 101 student's‘actua'l'ly complied with the mandatory placement : e
policy (had comp'l ated 051 or scored above 34 on the test) the very smald _
,,'number of requi red trmsfers back to 051 suggests~1:hat t.ge vast majority of e

e s e = i T s

T students enro'lli n'g _'1n the course d'ld meet minimum standards. In other words,

o s ey

—
L .

the/combination of requiring test'l ng, 051, and/or ﬁrstweek writing sample

{produced a conlnunicat'lons 'IO'I enro'l'lment in n comp'l'lance with the policy and

‘ facu'lty percept'lons of m'lnima'l competence for enter'lng 'IO'I — ) _—

¢

a -
. .
s . . T + ~

) ‘§tudent Performance -

’ o D )

Voluntary Placement - Fall 1980

In 1980 the mean score on the ETS exam was 25, and the median was 26.-
Thirty-two percent of test takers scored 22 or below and were advised to take |

connun'lcat'lons 051 rather than conlmn'lcat'lons 101. Bare'ly one~hal f (53%) of « vf"

those who enro'l]ed 1n a conlnunicat'lon course and scored 22 or below accepted ',

the 051 recomnendatwn. Twenty-three percent of all enrollees in

;o conmunications 101 had been advised to take conlnun'lcatwns 051 instead. '{ ' | o
Seventeen percent of commications 101 a student who recei ved grades of A, B .
or C in the fa‘l'l of 1980 would not have been perm'ltted into the course i f . :

. mandatory placement had been in effect, and slightly more conmunications 101

students who scored 22 or below on the test received’Rs or Ns in
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P 'comunications 101 than wou1d have occurred by chance a1one. °‘In other words,
_once enroﬂed in conlnunications 101 students advised not. to take the course

- - did near1y a? well as those who scored above the cut-off point if the studen%

stayed in c'ass until mi dterm (see below).

X . . . ‘e, ' ’ _
| c:\»—/ o , i , ) > \\*\-.\ ’ ! - )
A ::Ma‘n,datorv Placeément - Fall 1981 . e, 4
e . < . : . .. v T~ ~ -, .
) \“\ ! s ‘

In the Tall of 1981 a total of. 1375 indi viduals took comwnicatmns .
SN ) acement exams. The mean’ and m&dian scores were 36 ( recall that .additional

items on the 1981 tests rai sed the total point score possib1e ) Forty percent
\

\

3 of students scored 34-or be1 ow; i.e., were not permitted to rer‘ister in’
: \ -

' ‘conmnications 101, - ) - - . (-
N "’ ’ -

.
LI )

A random sample of 133 individuals who took comnicatio'ns p1 acement tests °
for the fall of 1981 was se1ected for intensive analysis. Of the samp1e, aﬁ
but “four ‘took. the ETS exami nation. Forty-seven percent of the samp1e here

mdle, f1 fty three percent were fema1e, the average age’ was 27, with 83% for

¢

) whom data were available being age 24 or be1 oW. .

t
L

. . : T~ o
. Of the 133 indjviduals-in the sample, 26 (20%) enrolled iii no courses at
, ‘Dakton in_the fall term or dropped all their cour's'es prior to midterm. Their

mean ETS score was 35.1~ " 0F ‘the ‘remaining 107 people, 24 (22%) enrolled 1n

communications 051, 57 {53%) enrolled in communications 101., and 26 (243)

.., enrolled in"neither céurse. . The mean ETS score for th‘ose‘ enrolled at Oakton

J ) . ) . {,

-
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T but not taki ng corlwnications'was 36.2; 62% of these peop1e were e1igib1e to .

take conlnunications 101, On‘ly 6 indi vidua'!s enroiled in conlnunications 001

. - |
N . \

" Reading._

_’.< 2 " One hundred=gwenty eight indi viduais in the samp‘le took the Neu son-Denny \
’ Tests. Table 1-\nm|

arizes their scores. Mean -scores are at high,schooi
o N S 1eve1-s. whii-e*the;\percent scoring at coliégé:ievei S ranges -from 3;6 to 48. -

" v - 2

' X.\' S&en students compieted conlhunf/ations 051 with the grade T . The other
J7 either dropped the course Gr recei ved ansR. - Comparable. figures for all
~ ‘students enroﬂed in communications 051 ‘indicate 53% rccei ved & T'grade. The
’ grade distri bution for those taking conlnunciations 101 is presented in Table
2. It i s cioseiy "in 1ine with grade distri butions for a11 students in
“kcoumnications 101 c1asses. ' : \ . oo .
; : = B . .

LIPS ' : &
- *

Students in the sanip]e enrolled in from one to sc—uen courses in the fafi

' 'tern; with 28% enrolling in three or fewer and 60% enro11ing in four or five.
' :"To assess the assocation between ETS scores and course completion ratios, the
pe;centage of courses successfuﬂy compieted by each student was calcul ated.
These percentages were then compareibetween two groups, those obtaining an
ETS score of 34 or- bel ow, and those scoring 35 or above. Resul ts ‘are
'presented in Table 3. Al though differences are not stati sticaﬂy significant,
a pattern is reveal ed._ Students who score 1ess than .35 are more likely to
compiete one- quarter or fewer of their courses, while those who score 35 or
-above ‘areé more 14 kely to complete all of thei r courses. There was ho i -

" significant association between ETS scores and the receipt of X or R.grades. Y
2 . . e .

b}

u. - .
’ ’ 1 O ‘
R R . . - o
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N °To further ’fnves'tigate‘the ‘asso‘ciation between the ETS score and academic .
performance several other ca1 cu1 ations were made as well. Students grade
point averages for fa11 1981 courses exc1udi ng- colu:unications were . : .;
T ca1cu1ated“"Th‘e‘”GPA"|i|ean was 2.57, with a standard deviation of .85. This, o e '

means’ that 66% of students earned a GPA excludi ng comunications, between

P

- 1.72, or rougmv C-/D+, and-3: 42, or; B+ T : S T X

R

Re

e e, S ] v

. R
. ‘ ~
3 2: s ™

The corr fon’ betmenJhLEIS4cbneand this GPA—was negligi bles- less— -

0

than 2% of the variante in GPA was explained by ETS score (r=.11) The single
, variable whgch is most powerftn in predict ng. GPA is a students tota1 score*on .

? the Nel son Denny Test, 29% of the GPA vari ance is explained by the -0 v '. v
Nelson-Denny Total (r=.54) . ’ - . o
. 1 The corre1 ations between !:ZTS‘ score, Nel s‘on-Dennylscores, and grades TR

.
e X
.

P

recei ved i n, communications 101 were also calcul ated. -The ETS score explains
'none of the variance in grades received for those who earned .credit in - .

Comunications 101. The Nelson-Denny reading test on the other hand, .

r - © e ) -
— T
~

exp1a1 ns 41% of the variance in grades in conlnunications 101 ¢

.
.I.

Y3
Fi na11y, the correlation between the grade in comunicat'?ons 101 and GPA
vdthout communications was ca1cu1 ated. The correlation was .25, meaning “that

there i s minima] . re1ationshi p between the grade in comunications 101 and in
. A

- other courses. = - B - .

e L. :

"
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A As of the tenth day enroﬁnent count 1009 students were enrolled in 44

C - ~~ssections- of- comunications—'lm In- the fa11 of 1980.- Forty-six—sectlons of;
. comnications 101 tn faﬂ 1981 contai ned 1007 studénts. The distri bution of
| ) grades A, B, T, and D :’a; roughly the saue Jdn the two terms. However, in fall
S 1380, before MEQQ@W placement, 41% df students, enrolled as of the tenth day
R faﬂed'-trreceive 'credit }n Coulaunications 10 at the end of the tersi. That LT

is,, 6n1y 59% of course enro1‘lees earned grades of A Woraﬂwparablk\
figures for 1981‘hwfth mandatory placement, 1ndicate only ‘20% of students SR
. faﬂed to obta'l n passing grades at the end of th\ term. :

. N
' mandatoer acement a significanr. 1y hiLr mrcentage of enroﬂees in- T

In other words, under

.communications. 101 successfuﬂy ¢ _p1ete the course than ufider a system of

advisory placement. L i - T

N ) : : e T S "o
= & — . .' . l . " - ‘ ’ ’
: Conclusiens . : - o

©

<, Based on evidence presented‘ in the itudy and facul ty responses to a survey R

.
%

N imthe fa11 of 1981, it appears that under mandatory ﬁacement a higher :
N percentage of. enroﬂees in comnications 101, successfuﬂy complete the course E
|- .. than tinder voluntary p1 acement, and fasulty perceive their 100 c1asses to be
) more homogeneous in the past. The smaﬂ number of transfers between ‘

comumcations 101 “and 051 suggests that students enroﬂed in 100 meet ug:lnimum

e \ " standards of competence necessary for enterjng\that course. - .
. . - e - - ~

4 - -

.
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* ) Recomendatichs include the following: - - -
« ' o -0 ,h L .
- . Students enroﬂed in conlnunications 051 in the. fall of 1981 should be ""
\3‘3 o tracked to assess their performances 1 n comnunications 101 and in other ’ .
.S+ . courses. S . / /
R 'Y . \ . “ :_,‘ . ‘( . - .
7 JWK r- \ \, , '_, ] ) - it “ »
oo Facul ty may wish to \conswder elimi nati ng the ETS as a p1acement test a d
‘ _ tising - the Nelson-Denny or another reading test. instead. ‘ - \‘\
§ : L - s T R L SN .
n Faculty)nd the Admi%ﬁons Office may wi sh to exp1ore ti ghtening the .
. reg'astratm proceduré to incl ude a prerequisi te check prior to confi rmng
rx ’ )
o ' 'enroUment in comwnications 101.. ] C ‘ . L g . i
Lo Faculty may wish to review whether a studedit must earn a T'in X
", %7 communications 05 priér to enrolling in100., ' ..
) ° 2 - "' g . ‘./
¢ r "' - 4 gi. . t
“ ' » ) l 3 ’ " s )
» . z "
- e et e e _.,Lj‘_' B T e o ¢ - - T o
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.. Table 1
° . Nelson-Denny Scores of 1981 Sample .
- . Mean Score! Standard Deviation  Percent at College Level
Yocabulary 12,2 2.6 48.4
. Comprehension 1.2 2.9 . <[ T .
Total - |, n.7 2.6 . 43.7
Reading’ . | 10.6 3.5 N 3.5
. TN=128 -7 . | -
v " -
\ . . =
// .. )
~/ -
{ -
a’a )
v, . - "
_ . 14 ) ‘ ’
;:{b ,‘0 . q




Table 2
~Grade; Distribution of Students Who Took Piacement Tests -
. ‘ Communications_101_- Fall 19811
Grade N "% ]
; A 15 - 5% Cw 'é"g C
{ B 23 . 3970 e
S c 10 16.9
: a . D " 1.7
- X 1 BR; )
L R ) 3 5.1 N
Withdraw' 6 - 10.2
. G _ rd
. 1 pata are drawn from 1981 sample; percentages are generalizable to . ‘ o
population of students who took placemént tests and enrolled fn communications
10] L] o - . - .o, - i
| - .
| . ) 15 - .
- S o R N




Table ‘3
) " . ETS Score and Percent of Courses Completed -
Students Who Took Placement Tests - Fall 1981
Percent - T
.Courses S -
"Compieted 0-25 33-50 60-80 - - 100 /}
1-38 19 10 10 . 14 |
- (36) ° (19) 19 - (26) :
/- 19 12 30 ]
(25) 16 . (19 - (40)
X2= 2.95; df = 3; pp.0S . ° . -7 LT
Numbers in parentheses are perceitages of those in each ETS category who
completed this percent of courses. Percentages are generalizable to
poputation Aof students who took placement tests. ,
' o
o
‘ 16 :
é v
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