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Introduction and Overview
Accurately placing students in classes that meet their academic skill attainment is a crucial first step for any incoming student, none more so than with first-time freshmen.  Fayetteville State University (FSU), a regional institution, attracts students not only from throughout Cumberland County, but throughout Southeast North Carolina and beyond.  As such, students arriving to FSU have a variety of skill sets and academic preparation and experiences. It thus becomes essential to ensure student progression that students be placed in classes that neither exceed nor negate their skills, but rather meets their current skill level and systematically builds onto it.  Accurate student placement uses previous exposure in math and English in concert with the implementation of the ACCUPLACER to determine suitable math and English classes for each individual student. 
ACCUPLACER has become one of the most widely used online assessment programs in the world.  Fayetteville State University, a pioneer in the use of ACCUPLACER, implemented its use in 1999 and has continued its use through fall 2010.  The exam evaluates new Fayetteville State University students’ academic knowledge in reading comprehension, arithmetic, elementary algebra, and college-level mathematics.
The results of the examination are used to determine the most suitable courses for entering students.  All new FSU students are required to complete the profile examination before registering for classes.  Non-degree seeking students, transfer students with thirty or more credits including six credit hours in math and English, and students who have permission from other institutions to enroll in FSU courses are exempt from completing the ACCUPLACER.  The test is typically administered during new student orientation but can also be scheduled throughout the academic year.  There is no time limit for exam completion. This allows students the opportunity to complete the exam which is also answer-adaptive.  Each test provides two scores, raw and percentile, on a scale of 20 to 120.
Results:
The ACCUPLACER test (Profile Exams) was administered to approximately 572 students entering the fall 2010 semester.  The average scores for reading comprehension, elementary algebra, and college-level mathematics were 71, 65, and 32, respectively.  The average reading comprehension score has seen an increase of two points, in relation to the score of 69 that has been maintained over previous years, and the 70 reported for 2009.  Based on last year’s data there was also a one point increase in elementary algebra (65). College-level mathematics remained steady from last year (32).
The average entering Fayetteville State University student’s reading comprehension score (71) remains six points below the national reference group score (77).  The entering FSU students scored five points above the national reference group score in algebra (60).  The average elementary algebra score (65) is 13 points higher than in fall 2003 indicating apparent increased preparation in mathematic skills.  

Figure 1:  Average ACCUPLACER Reading and Math Scores Obtained by Entering FSU Students – 8-Year Trend

Note:  The math score represented above is only Elementary Algebra.
All students take the Reading Comprehension and Elementary Algebra sections of the ACCUPLACER. Based on how the student scores on Elementary Algebra he/she could be asked to take either Arithmetic (testing down) or College-Level Math (testing up), and will typically be placed in either MATH 121 (Introduction to College Algebra) or MATH 123 (College Algebra).   Proper math placement is considered essential as the score for the mathematics section of the entrance test [COMPASS] was found to have a positive correlation with persistence and graduation rates (Parker, 2005).  Parker’s study indicated that the better students do on the mathematics section of the placement exam, the more likely the students are to be retained, and the more likely the students are to graduate within four years. 
Student retention and graduation are important tenants at any university, and studies have shown that proper math placement is a proven indicator for student retention.  Appropriate math placement will help students adapt to the academic setting and stay in school (Jacobson, 2006).  Furthermore, the Jacobson study demonstrates how proper placement increased retention by two percent, due in part to the fact that because student success rates were increasing students were more apt to enroll in the next level course in essence because they felt confident in the skills and abilities that they learned in their initial course.  By completing standard courses students are able to move into major-related courses, at which point the retention rate tapers off.  Hence, students who are most likely to be successful in their mathematics courses are also most likely to be retained and graduate in four years (Jacobson, 2006).   
As stated, the ACCUPLACER is only one aspect of student placement; in addition, student high school GPA (Figure 2) and SAT scores (Figure 3) are used in calculating student placement.  Parker (2005) noted the following:
Ginger Pederson’s 2004 Ed.D. dissertation entitled “Academic Performance and Demographic Variables in Predicting Success in College Algebra and Graduation Rates in an Urban Multi-Campus Community College (Florida)” determined that a student’s mathematics placement score was one of the four variables that were significant predictors of the ability to graduate with an Associate of Arts Degree.  Other variables found to be significant were GPA, number of developmental courses, and level of mathematics courses.
Thus, by taking into consideration prior exposure in math along with placement scores counselors are better equipped to appropriately place students in classes thus increasing the likelihood of retention and graduation.





Figure 2:  Incoming Freshmen Average SAT Scores (Disaggregated)

Note: 2005 was the first year that the modern written portion of the SAT was given.

Figure 3:  Incoming freshmen’s High School GPA 

The ACCUPLACER examination is one indicator of academic support needed for entering FSU students that with proper course placement can impact students’ academic progress and retention.  The profile examination can reveal academic skill areas requiring an increased level of preparation.  The ACCUPLACER can also be used after students have received academic support to measure the effectiveness of support programs.  Considering the impact of college readiness/academic preparedness relative to student retention and progression, FSU may consider using ACCUPLACER results to help design academic support programs for specific populations.  Further investigation into additional use of the instrument is thus recommended.
An additional means to gauge if students are properly placed is to examine students’ grades collectively in both math and English.  The University defines a grade of “D” (at least 70% passing) as successfully having completed a non-major course; thus, in reviewing figure 4 it should be noted that at least 70% of first-time freshmen taking English 110, Math 121 or Math 123 passed the respective class with at least a “D” (not including the extension grade of EX-D).  Those students earning a grade of “D” represents the smallest portion of students with a grade of “A” through “D.”  Given that at least 70% of first-time freshmen are passing their recommended math and English courses demonstrates that students are being properly placed in classes that meet their academic abilities.  As stated in the 2005 Parker study, 
…this study has determined that there are many variables that can affect students’ retention and graduation rates, including GPA, number of developmental courses, score on placement exams, and level of mathematics courses.  This research has shown that students who were more successful in their mathematics courses were more likely to be retained at the university and graduate in four years.
Given the research conducted in the Parker study, it would be conceivable that those students that scored a “C” or better in math 123 would be likely not only to be retained by the university for at least another semester, but also have a significantly higher chance of graduating in four years. 

Figure 4:  Grading Totals and Percentages for Classes Assigned Using ACCUPLACER
	
	English 110
	Math 121
	Math 123

	Total Enrolled
	418
	287
	361

	Average GPA
	2.30
	2.63
	2.16

	A
	74 (17.70%)
	67 (23.34%)
	57 (15.79%)

	B
	112 (26.79%)
	70 (24.39%)
	59 (16.34%)

	C
	84 (20.10%)
	50 (17.42%)
	107 (29.64%)

	D
	24 (5.74%)
	26 (9.06%)
	30 (8.31%)

	F
	64 (15.31%)
	17 (5.92%)
	47 (13.02%)

	EX-D
	0 (0.00%)
	10 (3.48%)
	7 (1.94%)

	EX-F
	0 (0.00%)
	2 (0.70%)
	6 (1.66%)

	FN
	25 (5.98%)
	25 (5.71%)
	20 (5.54%)

	I
	13 (3.11%)
	1 (0.35%)
	0 (0.00%)

	W
	8 (1.91%)
	12 (4.18%)
	19 (5.26%)

	WU
	14 (3.35%)
	7 (2.63%)
	9 (2.49%)


Note:  A grade of EX-D or EX-F is an extension grade and is not calculated into a student’s GPA.  The student must re-enroll in the course the following semester or the grade will revert to the original grade of “D” or “F.”  A grade of FN is given when a student fails due to non-attendance.  A grade of “I” must be removed before the end of the first nine weeks of the of the student’s next regular semester, or within one year (whichever comes first), otherwise the grade is converted to an “F.”  A grade of “W” indicates that the student withdrew from the class prior to the academic deadline with no impact to GPA.  A grade of “WU” indicates that the student withdrew from all courses for the semester or term.  There is no impact to the GPA.    

Lastly, as an additional means of proper placement ACCUPLACER hosts a plethora of other exams that test students for preparedness including the WritePlacer which examines students’ writing ability, the Computer Skills Placement (CSP), the Sentence Skills test, and local tests which can be created by individual departments to test students’ abilities and knowledge in specific areas.  Local tests are created by departments to measure a student’s knowledge prior to beginning a course.  In addition, ACCUPLACER offers diagnostic exams that are used to better pinpoint specific deficiencies that students have.  Currently, ACCUPLACER offers diagnostic exams in Reading Comprehension, Sentence Skills, Arithmetic, and Elementary Algebra.  By properly utilizing these exams students can be placed in classes that focus on their specific problem area(s) or referred to targeted support efforts.



Conclusion:

In closing, ACCUPLACER has shown to be an effective tool for evaluating new FSU students’ skill sets and academic attainment in English and math. Exam results are used to help advisors place students in appropriate math and English courses relative to their academic preparation.  Although student scores have remained rather constant over time the university will continue to administer the ACCUPLACER to ensure that incoming students are placed in the appropriate classes consistent with their academic preparation.  The university will, however, need to continuously explore changes in both additional course alternatives and ACCUPLACER cut-scores to ensure that the university is adequately meeting the academic needs of not only unprepared students, but those that excel academically. Fayetteville State University remains committed to ensuring student success by investing in strategies based upon data and results that improve student success, ensure persistence and result in improved retention and graduation rates. 
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