PARTNERING WITH SCHOOLSTO IMPROVE COLLEGE READINESS:
THE CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY EARLY ASSESSMENT PROGRAM

Over 60 percent of the students arriving at the doors of California State University (CSU)
are not prepared for college-level work, requiring developmental education in English,
mathematics, or both.! Thisjarring statistic—one that is not unique to California—led
the CSU to establish the Early Assessment Program (EAP), an effort designed to improve
college readiness and align standards and curriculum between high schools and colleges.

CSU, which is made up of 23 campuses and serves 405,000 students, admits 40,000 first-
time freshmen each year. By most standards, CSU admits students who appear qualified
for college—CSU freshmen took the college preparatory curriculum in high school and
graduated in the top third of California’s high school graduates with at least a B average.?
The fact that more than half of CSU’s students are not ready for college-level work
illuminates the disconnect between high schools and colleges experienced around the
country.

PERCENT OF CSU FRESHMEN NEEDING DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION

1998° 2004*
English 47% 47%
Math 46% 37%°

Under the leadership of Chancellor Charles Reed, CSU teamed up with the State Board
of Education and the California Department of Education to assess high school students’
readiness for college-level English and mathematics, and for successful entry into the
workforce directly out of high school, in the spring of their junior year.® The premise of
the program is that, with performance information in hand prior to high school
graduation, students have their senior year ahead to work on areas where they need
improvement. For college-bound students, making the necessary skill improvements
while still in high school can eliminate the need to take developmental education courses
before being able to get started in credit-bearing college-level courses, thus reducing their
time-to-degree and decreasing the educational costs to both the student and the state.
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Also, students receiving the necessary scoresin their junior year are not required to take
placement tests at the time of enrollment in CSU.

“Perhaps the key point is that we can’t expect high school students to be prepared for
college in astate if higher education doesn’t speak with a clear voice about what
readiness is.”—David Spence, President of the Southern Regional Educational Board and
former Executive Vice Chancellor and Chief Academic Officer of the California State
University system’

The Early Assessment Program is not, however, only about testing. A significant
component of the program is supporting students and teachers so that students can meet
the readiness standards. Resources are focused on high school teacher professional
development in reading, writing and mathematics, and self-help programs for seniors.
The programs for seniors include diagnostic testing to help students understand where
they need the most help, and then courses and programs to help students gain the skills
they need. Courses and programs at the students’ disposal include a Math Success Web
site, an English Success Web site, and a new 12th grade English course on expository
reading and writing.?

EARLY ASSESSMENT PROGRAM KEY PRINCIPLES
There is ashared view of college-readiness standards across higher education.
e Thereisasubstantial core of K-12 standards and assessments that can be aligned
with collegiate readiness standards.
e Postsecondary education should lead in connecting its readiness standards to K-12
standards.
K-12 standards and postsecondary education readiness standards need to be aligned.
There needs to be direct assessment of college-readiness standards.
Additional tests and testing time should be minimized.
The timing of tests should be early enough to help students improve their preparation
for college.
e Thework should be cost-effective.
Source: David Spence, “Early Assessment Academic Preparation Initiative,” presentation
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In recognition of the fact that high school students were already being subjected to a
battery of tests, CSU worked with the K-12 faculty and the California Department of
Education to modify existing exams, called the California Standards Tests, which are
mandatory exams used for accountability purposes. The California Standards Tests were
expanded to include additional, voluntary questions and an essay that cover CSU’s
readiness standards in math and English. While taking the California Standards Tests is
mandatory for all students, completion of the additional questions and essay added by
CSU isvoluntary.

To spread the word about the benefits and resources of the EAP, CSU also developed a
series of marketing materials. Brochures, flyers, posters, and cards have been distributed
to students and high schools to raise awareness and encourage students to take the EAP
college readiness exams.’® In addition, the CSU annually sends out letters to college
counselors, K-12 principals, superintendents and other administrators, eleventh grade
English and math teachers, and eleventh grade students to provide information about the
exams and encourage participation.™

“The goal of the EAP program is to have California high school graduates enter the CSU
fully prepared to begin college-level study.”*?

So far, tests have been administered in the spring of 2004, 2005, and 2006.*® While the
EAP istoo new to have produced concrete results, early indicators suggest some bumps-
in-the-road for implementation, but also some promising devel opments. One study, based
on interviews conducted in late 2005, found that students were not receiving timely
feedback on their test scores, and thus were not able to revise their course schedules for
senior year. The study aso concluded that the schools did not have adequate systems in
place to respond to the data coming out of the Early Assessment Program.** A further
concern is that California’s community college system has not yet participated in the
EAP, which greatly limits the reach and impact of the program for the state (about two-
third’s of California’s college students are in the community college system, which
boasts 109 colleges and serves 2.5 million students).™

However, the same study that found that students were not receiving timely feedback in
the early years of the EAP aso concluded that the opportunity for faculty from K-12 and
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CSU to engage in important discussions and collaborate on new curricula was a positive
outcome that would likely lead to improved student preparation. In addition, more
students are choosing to take the voluntary tests, and there has been adlight increase in
test scores. In spring 2005, 184,695 juniors took the English test, representing 46 percent
of al high school juniors and an increase of 21 percent over the number of students who
took the test in spring 2004.° In spring 2005, 69 percent of the high school juniors
eligible to take the math section of the California Standards Tests (based on the courses
they have already taken) also took the voluntary EAP test.*” That represents a 3 percent
increase over 2004. Between 2004 and 2005, the number of students who demonstrated
college-level proficiency, and thus were exempted from taking the placement tests at
CSU, rose 2 percent for English (from 22 percent to 24percent) and 1 percent for
mathematics (from 55 percent to 56 percent).™®

A pilot evaluation of the curriculum used in the 12th Grade Expository Reading and
Writing Course revealed that teachers found the materias rigorous and engaging for their
students, and students who had taken the course scored higher on the English Placement
Test (taken upon entry into CSU) than students who had not taken the course.™

Finally, the EAP is reaching teachers as well. In 2004-05, 700 teachers received
professional development in English and then taught at least two English course modules
in their classrooms.”® Professional teacher development activities are under development
for mathematics teachers aswell.?* CSU, which isamain provider of teacher education
in California, isensuring that its teacher preparation programs incorporate the college
readiness standards.
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