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Hello MNADE Members!

• I hope you are well!

• Visit communitycollegedata.com Resources page for PDF of this 
PPT with links to sources; Twitter @2yrcollegedata 

• As educators, please remember that you serve a very important 
role in society that is often unrecognized

• Keep up your crucial work even if it seems too difficult, 
especially after/during the pandemic; the goal today is to give 
you practical ideas to help you with your work
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

• My position: I support effective and well-supported reforms in 
remediation and developmental education (R/DE) (e.g., multiple 
“mixed” measures for placement, acceleration options, 
corequisites for students just beneath college-level cutoff, etc.)

• However, I also support the inclusion of traditional stand-alone 
prerequisite R/DE coursework as an option for students at 
institutions and state systems

• Holistic reform addressing income, including developmental 
courses as an option, is the best approach for at-risk students
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

• The problem is that for over a decade, R/DE have been 
mischaracterized as a barrier (Goudas, 2021, 2022)1,8; this claim has 
been repeated so frequently it has become an unquestioned 
assumption, a widely shared narrative even among practitioners; 
this is a false narrative; past and recent research support R/DE

• Definitions of terminology:

• remediation: coursework, typically in English or mathematics, 
designed to assist students in preparing for college-level courses

• developmental education: a system of supports, including 
remediation, based on the principles of adult learning
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

• The problem with the barrier claim is that policymakers are 
using it to eliminate or severely restrict R/DE in institutions and 
state systems across the nation

• In this presentation, I will discuss how placement practices have 
been shaped due to this claim and what to do to improve them

• For many students, prerequisite R/DE courses have been and 
still are beneficial; therefore, they should still be offered as an 
option, and placement into or out of these courses can be 
improved by adding measures beyond only HSGPA
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

The barrier claim was founded on the repetition of statements 
similar to this quote by Community College Research Center 
(CCRC) researchers Jaggars and Stacey (2014)2:

“Only 28 percent of community college students who take a 
developmental education course go on to earn a degree within 
eight years, and many students assigned to developmental 
courses drop out before completing their sequence and 
enrolling in college-level courses” (p. 1).
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

That percentage (i.e., “only 28%”) is from a well-known source in 
higher education, which is found in an endnote in Jaggars and 
Stacey (2014)2:

“4. Based on calculations using the National Educational 
Longitudinal Study (NELS:88). The comparison figure for 
nonremedial students is 43 percent (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, 
& Levey, 2006)” (p. 6).
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

However, the CCRC left out critical information about that 
percentage from Attewell et al. (2006)3:

“The NELS:88 shows that 28% of remedial students in two-year colleges 
graduate within 8.5 years (compared to 43% of nonremedial students)…. Our 
analyses were able to distinguish the effects of a poor high school academic 
preparation from the effects of taking remedial coursework in college, and 
we found that most of the gap in graduation rates has little to do with taking 
remedial classes in college. Instead, that gap reflects preexisting skill 
differences carried over from high school. In two-year colleges, we found that 
taking remedial classes was not associated at all with lower chances of 
academic success, even for students who took three or more remedial courses 
[emphasis added]” (p. 915).
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NCES Remedial Coursetaking (Chen, 2016)4,5
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Supplemental Data (Chen, 2016)5
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BPS:12/17 Data (Pretlow et al., 2020)6
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BPS:12/17 Data (Chen et al., 2020)7
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Remedial-Nonremedial First-Year GPA (Goudas, 2022)8
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Remediation and Developmental Education 
are Not Barriers

• Research has shown that R/DE never has been a barrier

• Aside from noncognitive barriers and issues that many public 2-
year college students face, if coursework is considered a barrier, 
then the first year of college is the primary “barrier” for most 
at-risk students, remedial or nonremedial

• Nonetheless, because of heavy promotion of these arguments, 
a very low cutoff for HSGPA, actual or self-reported, became the 
default; here is a little background about how this happened 
and more about HSGPA, actual and self-reported 
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Understanding 
multiple measures 

and HSGPA
for placement

Copyright A. Goudas 2022



How HSGPA Became the 
Default Placement Measure

CCRC Scott-Clayton et al. (2014)9: 

“We find that severe mis-assignments are common using 
current test score-cutoff-based policies, with ‘underplacement’ 
in remediation much more common than ‘overplacement’ 
college courses. Incorporating high school transcripts into the 
process could significantly reduce placement errors, but 
adding test scores to already available high school data often 
provides little marginal benefit” (p. 371).
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CCRC Scott-Clayton (2012)32
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How HSGPA Became the 
Default Placement Measure

CCRC Scott-Clayton & Stacey Research Overview (2015)10: 

“In the urban system, using high school information alone 
would increase the rate at which Black students are assigned 
to English remediation and substantially decrease their 
representation in college English. One way to avoid differential 
impacts on subgroups would be to allow students to test out 
of remediation based on either test scores or high school 
achievement” (p. 3).
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CCRC Study (Scott-Clayton & Stacey, 2015)10
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Up to Half of All Community College Students 
Do Not Submit HS Transcripts for HSGPA

• Several studies on HSGPA for placement (e.g., Scott-Clayton, 
2012)32 have noted that 30 to 50% of students in the samples 
did not even have a HSGPA transcript submitted to institutions

• My own college’s data reflect the same percentage (50%)

• This is concerning because to make up for this, colleges are 
asking for self-reported HSGPA instead (we will discuss this in a 
moment)

• Many without transcripts are not enrolling from HS immediately
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NAEP Average HSGPA (Nord et al., 2011)12
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Another Major Problem With HSGPA: 
Nontraditional Students (Age)

• Several studies on HSGPA have shown that its ability to predict 
placement is drastically reduced for students who enter college 
1 or more years after high school graduation

• The term nontraditional is typically used for students who are 
age 25 or higher when starting college, but researchers use their 
own definitions as well (1 or 2 years after graduating high 
school, respectively, in the next two slides)
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HSGPA, SAT/ACT, Accuplacer, and R2 

(Hodara & Lewis, 2017)13
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Compass Correlations (Westrick & Allen, 2014)14
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Self-reported data is less reliable for remedial students:

“Kuncel et al. argued that self-reported grades may be valuable 
and accurate reflections for academically higher-performing 
students but are of much less use for academically lower-
performing students” (as cited in Shaw & Mattern, 2009, p. 
1)11.
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Self-reported data is less reliable for remedial students:

“Freeberg noted that there were only very slight differences in 
overreporting or underreporting by gender and by 
race/ethnicity when controlling for prior academic 
performance; however, students with a lower actual HSGPA 
were far more likely to overreport their HSGPA than were 
higher-performing students” (as cited in Shaw & Mattern, 
2009, p. 2)11.
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Citrus College in California, a Study on 
Self-Reported HSGPA (2017)15
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The Dunning-Kruger Effect (Novella, 2019)16
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How to increase the 
accuracy of placement 

beyond HSGPA: 
What instructors and 

institutions can do
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Ideas for Both Instructors and Institutions

• I imagine an instructor in the classroom may be wondering, 
What can I do myself to improve placement?

• Faculty are busy teaching the students already in their classes!

• However, there are a few ideas to consider

• The key is working together as a division or discipline using a 
coordinated effort
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Idea for Instructors: 
First-Week Placement Test, Then Move Classes 

• Shift students into different classes during the first week based 
on a placement assessment (use same test for entire division)

• Pairs of prerequisite R/DE and college-level courses could be 
scheduled at the same days and times

• This is a model that divisions and disciplines could decide to use 
in conjunction with a division-approved standardized 
assessment (writing or mathematics)

• Some divisions already use their own placement assessments
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Idea for Institutions:
Free Accuplacer Retests

• Students could be encouraged to take a retest of the Accuplacer 
for free up to three times a year: The Advance Program is a 
highly successful program reducing misplacement by 25% at 
Delta; testing center staff should recommend a free retest if 
student places into any R/DE

• Approximately 1/3rd of students will return for a retest, and 
about 75% of them will move up a level

• They will perform equally well compared to others who placed 
into the higher level course initially
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Idea for Institutions:
Utilize Transcript-Level Data

• Transcript data, e.g., especially the type of mathematics course 
and grade in that course that a student took and received in HS, 
have been shown to be highly correlated with college math 
placement

• If your institution has enough resources to dedicate to 
admissions staffing and time, student transcript data could be 
used to place students into math courses
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HS Math GPA and Remediation (Fong et al., 2008)17
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Idea for Institutions:
Checklist for Advisors

• Noncognitives, i.e., the factors not related to knowledge or 
skills, have been shown to major factors interfering with 
student progress in college

• How should we assess those and use them for placement?

• Advisors could use an algorithm-based, computerized survey 
that would ask questions related to work and family obligations

• A serious discussion about what affects most students should 
take place, and only those items should go into the survey
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What About Using Noncognitives Such as Grit?
NYT Op-ed (Duckworth, 2016)19

• Angela Duckworth popularized grit and its use in predicting 
success in a paper called “Grit: Perseverance and Passion for 
Long-Term Goals” (2007)18 in the Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology

• However, she published an op-ed in the NYT (March 26, 
2016)19

• Here is what she said on a related matter, using grit to grade 
schools
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What About Using Noncognitives Such as Grit?
NYT Op-ed (Duckworth, 2016)19

“Attributes like self-control predict children’s success in school 
and beyond. Over the past few years, I’ve seen a groundswell 
of popular interest in character development…It seemed that 
the narrow focus on standardized achievement test scores 
from the years I taught in public schools was giving way to a 
broader, more enlightened perspective. These days, however, 
I worry I’ve contributed, inadvertently, to an idea I vigorously 
oppose: high-stakes character assessment” (paras. 2–4). 
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What About Using Noncognitives Such as Grit?
NYT Op-ed (Duckworth, 2016)19

“Does character matter, and can character be developed? 
Science and experience unequivocally say yes. Can the 
practice of giving feedback to students on character be 
improved? Absolutely. Can scientists and educators work 
together to cultivate students’ character? Without question. 
Should we turn measures of character intended for research 
and self-discovery into high-stakes metrics for accountability? 
In my view, no” (paras. 23–24).
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What About Using Noncognitives Such as Grit?
NYT Op-ed (Duckworth, 2016)19

• After reading this, I emailed Dr. Duckworth at the Character 
Lab housed in the University of Pennsylvania, and I asked her 
whether we should also apply her stance to placement in 
community colleges. A lab assistant emailed back 
immediately:

“Your assumption that the character measures should not 
be used in admissions decisions is correct” (Character Lab, 
personal communication, March 28, 2016).
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Idea for Institutions:
What About Guided Self-Placement (GSP)?

• Some colleges use a prefab template to insert their own 
questions and weight answers to arrive at a placement decision

• Embedded in many GSPs are self-reported HSGPA

• Other questions try to gauge noncognitive skills or personality 
traits that may indicate ability to pass higher level courses if not 
quite prepared

• Research on the effectiveness of these is quite limited
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Idea for Institutions:
Holistic Intake Process

• In 2012, I had an idea for a holistic and year-round intake 
process at community colleges that would address many issues: 
Many students, for example, do not submit HSGPA transcripts 
in a timely manner so that advising can use them for placement

• Community colleges have an open enrollment mission; most 2-
year colleges allow students to apply and enroll at any time in 
the year; compare this to universities where there are set 
processes to apply, be accepted, and start on campus (e.g., 
orientation week)
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Idea for Institutions:
Holistic Intake Process

• According to the Center for Community College Student 
Engagement (2018)31, 62% of incoming students meet with an 
advisor. What are the other 38% doing? Online self-advising? 

• Might we improve placement for all students by requiring a 
process that funnels them through the most important steps?

• Imagine this scenario:
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Idea for Institutions:
Holistic Intake Process

• New students attend a welcome process (intake session) on any 
Tuesday or Friday from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. (including free lunch!)

• Introduction, placement assessments (standardized, GSP, and/or 
division tests), sit-down with advisor (able to handle fully online?), 
advise to retest or get HSGPA (come back to a second intake 
session), discussion about work and family, talk to financial aid, 
online and in-person orientation, next steps, registration (or 
directions for registration later), free lunch (end of an experience 
changes how people view an entire experience; see peak-end rule)

• This would require more advisors than the average student-to-
advisor ratio of 1 to 800–1,200 (Jaggars & Fletcher, 2014)30

Copyright A. Goudas 2022



Warning: This is difficult!

An RCT of a comprehensive 
system for placement did 

not increase gateway course 
outcomes very much
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CAPR Placement Study (Barnett et al., 2020)20
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CAPR Placement Study (Barnett et al., 2020)11
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CAPR Placement Study (Barnett et al., 2020)11
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CAPR Placement Study (Barnett et al., 2020)11
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CAPR Placement Study (Barnett et al., 2020)11
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• As I have discussed before (Goudas, 2021, 2022)1,8, data on 
remediation presents a causation-correlation problem that, in 
addition to biases in data selection, makes it appear that 
remediation is a barrier; however, the problem is not 
remediation or developmental education per se: 

If remediation is a barrier, 

then all courses and semesters pose similar barriers

• CCRC has acknowledged that other first-year, first-semester 
courses at community colleges pose equal barriers to positive 
outcomes for students

Data Show Remediation is Not a Barrier
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CCRC researchers Zeidenberg et al. (2012)21 have demonstrated 
that other courses pose equal barriers to student success:

“Our findings indicate that despite the focus on college math 
and English, these courses are not the only obstacles to 
completion for community college students. In fact, they 
present no greater obstacle to completion than the other 
gatekeeper courses that are identified in this paper” (p. 4).
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Past studies have found positive results for remediation (Goudas, 
2021, 2022)1,8. Other peer-reviewed studies using statistical 
controls also have also concluded that remediation is not a barrier:

Cabrera et al. (2005)22: “Those taking math remediation courses were 
4% more likely to transfer than those who did not…. However, among 
Lowest-SES students, the effect of taking remedial reading is 
particularly noteworthy. For this group taking remedial reading actually 
increases their likelihood of transferring by 24%” (p. 23).

Fike and Fike (2008)23: “Students who did not enroll in developmental 
mathematics had lower odds of retention than those who enrolled in 
developmental mathematics but did not successfully complete the 
course. This finding suggests the significant role that developmental 
mathematics plays in student retention” (p. 78).

Data Show Remediation is Not a Barrier
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Lesik (2006)24: “Using the regression-discontinuity design and an 
instrumental variables strategy to model selection bias, I 
concluded that participating in a developmental mathematics 
program significantly increases the odds of successfully completing 
a college-level mathematics course on the first try” (p. 17).

Turk (2019)25: “When two groups of statistically similar students 
were compared, developmental education generally improved the 
chances of earning an associate degree” (p. 1090).

Data Show Remediation is Not a Barrier
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Saw (2019)26: “For 2-year college students, remediation 
enrollment in both mathematics and English improved the 
likelihood of transferring to a 4-year college and earning a 
bachelor’s degree” (p. 298). 

Sanabria et al. (2020)27: “Taking remediation is associated with a 
nearly nine percentage-point increase in bachelor’s degree 
completion for 2-year college students after accounting for 
demographic, familial, and academic background characteristics” 
(p. 474).

Data Show Remediation is Not a Barrier
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• The primary causes of low completion rates (first-year success, 
graduation, transfer, etc.) is not any particular set of one or two 
college courses; all first-year courses are equal “barriers” if 
viewed in this way

• Factors such as income, work, family obligations, children, 
daycare, transportation, race, age, parental education level, 
high school courses taken (HS quality), college choice, support 
levels in college, tutoring, disability status, mental health 
levels—all of these combined and more have a far larger impact 
on outcomes for at-risk 2-year college students

Data Show Remediation is Not a Barrier
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• The most effective reform, the City University of New York’s 
Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP), addresses all of 
these issues yet does not eliminate remediation

• The original model more than doubled graduation rates (21% vs. 
48% for developmental students) and was an RCT comprised of 90% 
students of color (Miller et al., 2021)28

• Miller et al. (2020)29 studied a replication of ASAP in Ohio and found 
that this model of true holistic developmental education caused a 3-
year graduation rate increase of 12 percentage points (49 vs. 37%) 
(p. 48) at a cost of $1,840 per student per year (p. ES-7)

• These studies included required developmental coursework first

Comprehensive Reform, Including Thoughtful 
Mixed Measures for Placement, is Best
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• A reasonable policymaker should conclude that traditional stand-
alone remediation should be retained as options for students

• I encourage policymakers to implement reforms such as well-
designed corequisites, i.e., just beneath the college-level cutoff, 
thoughtful multiple measures for placement reforms, i.e., actual 
mixed measures with more advisors and coordinated efforts at all 
levels of the institutions, and appropriate accelerated options, etc. 

• It is complicated and requires money, time, staffing, effort; but the 
goal is extremely important in society and is very much worth it

Comprehensive Reform, Including Thoughtful 
Mixed Measures for Placement, is Best

Copyright A. Goudas 2022



Thank you!

Keep up the good work in the field!

References below and more reading available:
communitycollegedata.com
alexmgoudas (at) gmail (dot) com

Follow me @2yrcollegedata

(See below for references with links)
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