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MEMO

To: College Council 
From: Stefan Baratto, faculty/chair; Math Department
Re: Student Placement Issues
Date: 15 May 2009


The math department at Clackamas Community College believes that our current placement-testing instrument (COMPASS) does not provide students with the best opportunity to succeed. After much discussion and evaluation, we would like to implement a new placement-testing instrument.


We believe that this new instrument (ALeKS) will better enable students to succeed in their CCC math classes by providing them with more precise placement advice. The math department is looking to pilot an experiment with this new instrument beginning in June. This is the culmination of a yearlong effort by a college-wide ad hoc committee set up to examine this issue.
Note: This discussion addresses MTH 020, 050, 060, 065, 095, and 111. 

· We refer to Fall-Winter-Spring term data from these courses only.

· We omitted data from summer terms, Clackamas Middle College sections, independent study sections, etc. Including the omitted data would not significantly alter the analyses. 
· All data are approximations; the basics of the analyses presented are accurate.

The Need for Change
Student success rates in math classes have been dismal for many years, especially at the algebra stages. An excruciatingly large number of students have to register for, say MTH 065, two terms in a row in order to succeed. They then do the same for the next course. We maintain that if such a student were placed in MTH 060 from the beginning, it would increase the probability that the student would complete their developmental math sequence in three terms rather than four.
Data: Student Success Rates in Clackamas CC Math Classes
· In the math classes being discussed, between 10% and 15% of all students who enroll drop the course within the first four weeks.

· Fully 40% of students who enroll in these math courses do not finish the term successfully.

· This is vastly superior to the national average (approximately 60% of the students who enroll in these math courses do not succeed, nationally), but it is still far too high.

To understand the impact of these success rates it is important to recognize the sheer size of the population affected by our placement policies.
· Approximately 4,500 students will be enrolled in these math courses on the first day of the three terms next year.
· Fewer than 4,000 will remain after four weeks; approximately 500 students will drop or withdraw during this period.
· Over a third of the remaining students will not succeed. That is, 1,300 more students will not complete their math course successfully.

· In total, approximately 2,700 students will succeed in a year in which 4,500 students enroll in these math classes; 1,800 students will not succeed.

It is the professional opinion of the math department faculty that:

· Better placement will significantly decrease the number of students who drop in the first four weeks.

· Better placement would have a positive affect on student success for those students who continue to be enrolled after the fourth week but who still do not succeed in their math class.

· Student retention is at least as important to the overall goals of the college as initial enrollment. Many of the 1,800 students who do not succeed in their math classes will not return the following term to complete their academic goals. 
· Nationally, 63% of matriculated students who fail a developmental math course fail to earn their degree.

Particular Issues with the Current Placement Tool: COMPASS
Our current placement testing falls short in several key areas. We feel that COMPASS is not very precise when it comes to student placement and that a more accurate placement tool is needed.

First, and foremost, COMPASS does not provide us with any precision about the Algebra sequence. That is, the content for MTH 060, 065, and 095 is contained in a single module in COMPASS. Students are given questions from any topic in the sequence and then COMPASS does its algorithmic thing to move students up or down based on correct answers. 


To give an example of how this becomes a problem: Consider two students who should place into MTH 065 based on their knowledge and abilities. The first student might begin with two questions from MTH 060, get them right, and move up the ladder. This student will frequently place into MTH 095 by the end of the exam (and be overwhelmed by the class). The second student might begin with two questions from MTH 095, get them wrong, move down the ladder, and end up in MTH 060 (where the student will be bored during the first two weeks and disengage).


Our experience is that both of these scenarios happens rather often and are primary reasons for us to try to enact a change in our placement instrument. 
COMPASS also has a single module for prealgebra material and one for precalculus material, though Clackamas CC splits each of these levels into two classes.
Exacerbating the problem (and ensuring that students get misplaced), COMPASS is a multiple-choice test. A student who guesses correctly slightly better than the expected value (such as the student who placed into MTH 095 in the example above) ends up placed too highly. Guess slightly worse than the expected value and you are placed in too low a class.

Designing an exam which is not multiple choice but can be administered by non-math personnel has long been a “grail” in the higher-education community. Several years ago, the technology had reached the point where we reached this goal. Over the last few years, the technology has been improved upon and there are now good products that do not use multiple-choice questions.
The Process and Our Solutions
Having stabilized the developmental mathematics curriculum at Clackamas CC over the last four years, the math department felt that it was time to address the issues with our current placement tool, COMPASS. 


The math department has been looking at and discussing placement-testing issues for as long as the College has existed. We have a standing committee that meets, as needed, and includes a Testing Office representative. This committee has been meeting since the 20th century, though particular members have rotated in and out.

This year (AY2008-09), the committee consists of Rhonda Hull (chair), Kathy Taylor, Amy Van Wey, and Stefan Baratto (ex officio). When it began to look like the committee might advocate a change, Tara Davisson (Testing Office) and then Mindy Brown (Student Leadership and Outreach) joined the committee, along with David Holcomb (Director) and representatives from the College’s IT department. It was at this point that Stefan Baratto recused himself to avoid the perception of any conflict-of-interest.

Placement-Testing Instrument
The math department’s placement committee evaluated a host of available products before settling on the particular one that we are advocating.
The committee recommended that we run a pilot last summer and the math dept approved the committee's recommendation at our 5/20/08 department meeting. We then brought forth our intention to pilot this instrument to both the Dean’s Meeting and Vice President’s Meeting in August 2008. We received approval from both groups to move forward with the pilot.
Our timeline slowed down a bit, but after solving some technical issues, we are ready to move ahead again.
The pilot, as designed, looks to determine if it is feasible to administer the testing instrument at scale, see if it improves student placement, and determine if the opportunity it provides to review prerequisite material is of value to our students. This instrument specifically identifies where students are weak (particular content areas) and tailors review materials for that student. Students can then be placed properly based on their abilities and knowledge.
This experiment uses an ALeKS-related product. It does not have multiple-choice exercises, it enables us to gain precision with regards to content, and our previous experiences with ALeKS products in math classes has been positive(such as with the MTH 010-020 PC Lab classes that we do).

The data that we have compiled from Clackamas CC shows that students who take our PC-Lab MTH 010-020 ALeKS-based sections succeed at a significantly higher rate than students who take these classes in the traditional classroom format.

We are being offered an opportunity to administer a pilot program without fees to the service provider. Assuming that we see the results we expect, we would then recommend that the College adopt the new instrument as soon as is feasible.
Conclusions
Our College administration, SEM group, and even outside consultants have all confirmed the need for the College to improve its student retention rates. While we have seen many efforts to increase the number of students who begin at Clackamas CC, we have not seen an equal effort to increase student retention.


Because mathematics classes present a significant barrier to the overall college success of many of our students, it is critical that we position students our students as best we can in an effort to reduce the barriers they face.


We feel that with better student placement, more students will be successful in math, which necessarily leads to more students being successful at Clackamas Community College.


The math department believes that a better placement instrument is essential in order to give students the best opportunity to succeed. We are hopeful that the ALeKS Testing and Review Tools provide us with these benefits.

