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Meeting Agenda
1) Transition Math Project Phase II update—funding, timeline, partnerships, etc.

2) Achieve, Inc. “Alignment Analysis” report 
· Description of findings

· Responses to/interpretations of the findings

· Conclusions to be drawn, if any

3) Next steps for TMP’s statewide effort to address issues related to math placement testing
· Goals

· Timeline

· Who needs to be involved, and how

Discussion Highlights
With respect to the Achieve, Inc. alignment analysis report (see report excerpt below), there was general agreement and not much surprise about the major findings of the study:
· The placement tests reviewed didn’t cover the breadth of areas reflected by the College Readiness Standards, especially in terms of the process strand standards (problem-solving, communication, connections)—given the tests were developed separately without these standards in mind and with the specific and targeted purpose of placing students in an appropriate math course to maximize the chances of success  
· Given that purpose, there is a reasonably good balance of content in the tests, with an emphasis on algebra and functions

· Some of the College Readiness Standards in written in ways that make it difficult to draw firm conclusions about connections to specific test items

After dispensing fairly quickly with the ostensible reason for our conversation, i.e., dissecting the Achieve report, the group moved on to a less-structured but ultimately more productive broader discussion about the role of math placement tests in students making the transition from high school to college, differences in test formats and purposes, challenges with placement and diagnostic testing, and examples of relevant work underway in Washington and around the country. There seemed to be broad consensus that it’s important for Washington higher education to take the college readiness standards seriously by incorporating them into meaningful institutional processes where possible, including the placement testing process. This need to align current efforts with the standards is coupled with widespread dissatisfaction with the existing placement tests used across the community and technical system, making it a particularly appropriate time to explore these issues. A few notable comments/questions:
· Need to make recommendations both about placement testing and about placement process—how do we embed placement in a larger effort that’s useful and supportive for students as they enter college?
· Explore and clarify how computer-adaptive testing process works and how that process influences scores obtained (e.g., someone commented that where you start in adaptive testing process—in terms of item difficult—can make a difference in terms of score, that is, a 12 at one place might not mean the same as a 12 someplace else)
· Do all elements of all standards need to be covered by placement tests?

· Consider revising and building on baccalaureate Math Placement Test to develop broader battery of tests; need to infuse range of content topics (including probability/statistics) into “lower” version of test 

· Develop separate diagnostic and placement test options—consider subscales for various areas, with diagnostic information based on subscales
· Variations in role of assessment and pedagogy within various classrooms contribute to the wide range of student competence in math
· Important to look at curriculum alignment issues in high school and in college developmental education (pre-college) programs, as well as the de facto curriculum reflected by the placement tests used
· Need to address and balance faculty buy-in (around math content and placement success issues) as well as administrative buy-in (around efficiency and cost issues)

· Need to consider issue of math general predictive factor (good range of quality items) vs. subscale approach as diagnostic for specific areas (e.g., statistics)

Tentative Proposal for Next Steps
1) A diagnostic test aligned to the new college readiness standards would be developed by faculty at 2-year and 4-year institutions and administered to all 11th grade students in the state.  This would give students one year for remediation while still in high school.

2) The current pre-calculus MPT test would be modified to align with the standards and administered to all 12th grade students at the end of the academic year. Students with adequate math preparation could elect to substitute the current calculus MPT test (also modified to align with the standards) or could take that test later.

3) Students who took the pre-calculus MPT test but didn't place into college level math would be able to take a new lower-level version of the MPT test for placement into developmental math courses at community and technical colleges.  This test would be developed by a collaborative group of 2-year faculty in the same manner that the current MPT tests were developed by 4-year faculty.
Obviously many questions remain about how such work would be conducted (and by whom) and how it would be funded, but there was consensus among the advisory group that such an approach would be both desirable and technically feasible. As part of Phase II of the Transition Math Project, this Placement Test Advisory Group will continue to develop these plans, with the immediate next steps being to define a more specific process and budget for pursuing this proposal. A subgroup will convene during the TMP summer institute in August to draft some plans for the larger group to review.
Primary Findings: An Excerpt from 

An Alignment Analysis of Washington State’s College Readiness Mathematics Standards With Various Local Placement Tests
Achieve, Inc.

June 2006
(see the Transition Math Project website-- http://www.transitionmathproject.org/--for the full report)
Washington has done a substantive amount of work in its efforts to define the mathematical knowledge and skills students need to be prepared upon high school graduation for entry into credit-bearing mathematics courses in college.  The College Readiness Mathematics Standards (CRMS) developed by the Transition Math Project (TMP), coupled with the state’s Grade Level Expectations (GLEs)—which by summer 2006 are expected to be extended to encompass all four years of high school, at least in mathematics—set a strong foundation for students.  Standards alone are not sufficient to ensure student preparedness for postsecondary education, and it is important that key aspects of the K-12 and postsecondary communities are aligned if students are to get consistent messages about what is important in mathematics.  With this in mind, the TMP commissioned this analysis of three sets of postsecondary course placement tests to determine the degree of alignment between its articulated expectations and the de facto expectations students encounter when they go to enroll in their first college mathematics course.  Achieve’s major findings from this analysis are as follows:

· The CRMS developed by the TMP partnership involving K-12 educators, postsecondary educators, and the business community suggest a broader and richer view of what is needed for future success in postsecondary mathematics than is defined in the placement tests used to place students into entry-level college mathematics courses.  

The CRMS place considerable emphasis not only on the content students need to know to be successful in college-level mathematics classes, but also on the skills and processes they need.  The fact that the three mathematical process standards—Reasoning/Problem-Solving, Communication, and Connections—precede the content-specific standards shows the level of importance that the TMP partners attach to such skills.  None of the placement tests examined as part of this study include more than a few items that tap into these mathematical processes.  Rather, the items, and particularly those on the community college assessments, tend to require computation and symbolic manipulation, which are important foundational skills, but do not exemplify what it means to be able to do meaningful mathematics.   In addition, the CRMS define a broad set of content standards that encompass all of the domains of mathematics typically addressed in middle school and high school—Number Sense, Geometry, Probability/Statistics, Algebra, and Functions.  While both the CRMS and the placement tests tend to place their greatest emphasis on Algebra and Functions—which are important precursors to college-level mathematics—the treatment of these two domains of mathematics is balanced in the CRMS with a relatively balanced treatment of Number Sense, Geometry, and Probability/Statistics.  Comparable balance was not evidenced in the placement tests.  In particular, the community college assessments tend to place heavy emphasis on Algebra, Functions, and Number Sense.   

· Overall, the placement tests examined as part of this study do an insufficient job of assessing the CRMS developed by the TMP.
Coverage of the standards is weak, but this is not totally unexpected given that the tests now in use were developed long before the CRMS came into existence.  Refinements and revisions to placement tests now in place can remedy this by taking the CRMS into consideration as assessment items are developed.  In particular, the inclusion of items that provide students with opportunities to display their reasoning and problem-solving skills would improve alignment between the tests and the CRMS.  Additionally, rather than repeatedly assessing those less challenging aspects that might be easier to assess, items that more fully assess the breadth of the Algebra and Functions expectations and other items that more fully assess the level of expectation defined in the CRMS for Number Sense, Geometry, and Probability/Statistics would improve alignment.  Given the number of expectations defined in the CRMS, it would be difficult to develop tests that cover everything, but steps can be taken to do a better job of covering the standards. (Please see Appendices A, B and C for a detailed description of findings regarding specific tests.)
· Some components and learning indicators in the CRMS are written in ways that made it difficult to tell whether test items are entirely consistent with the articulated expectations.
Use of the CRMS in this alignment analysis uncovered some aspects of the standards that could be refined.  In a few instances (detailed in the institution-specific reports, as applicable), components or learning indicators are written so broadly and in such general terms that it is difficult to tell whether a particular item maps well to that objective.  This happened most often at the component level and affected items that could only be mapped at that level.  Other components or learning indicators were too specific, meaning that items that related closely to the content and performance defined in the expectation did not fit clearly with some part of the standard.  Other components and learning objectives contained several content topics or performance verbs joined by the conjunction “and,” which implies that students should be able to do all aspects of the standard.  While this is not necessarily a bad thing, it is important when developing assessments to align with the standards that care be taken to assess multiple content and performance aspects of the standard rather than repeatedly assessing one aspect.  This packaging of the CRMS will be a challenge to those tasked with developing assessment items to measure them.

Roles for a Math Placement Test within a High School-College System

Jerry Gillmore   
June 12, 2006

I. To promote a seamless system between high school and college mathematics 

A. To provide communication to high school teachers and students regarding expectations for students preparedness for college-level math courses.

Goals: To influence high school curriculum and teaching methods to have sharper aim towards preparing students to succeed in college level math courses 
To influence students to take courses in high school that will better prepare them for college-level math courses 

Item selection:  Items that demonstrate process and content knowledge and ability required for college-level success, perhaps as defined by the college readiness standards.  

Validation Question:  Does the test content reflect college readiness standards (see Achieve Report), both in content and in coverage?

B. To provide communication to college teachers regarding the preparation of high school students.

Goals: To influence college curricula and teaching methods to be consistent with how students have been prepared in high school.  

Item selection:  Items that are consistent with the goals of the high school curriculum.  (E. g., advanced WASL items.)

Validation Question:  Is the nature of the test such that it reflects how well students meet the goals of their high school math program?  (Like a final exam of sorts.)

II. To place students into college courses 

Goals: To minimize the number of students who fail or withdrawal from math courses
To minimize the number of students who enroll in courses the content of which is already more or less mastered.
To make teaching easier because of greater student homogeneity
To manage enrollments 

Item Selection:  Items that best predict student success at various levels of instruction (e.g., emphasis on functions on MPT) 

Validation Question:   Does performance on the test correlate with success in college-level math courses?

Editorial note:  Our students tell us that the biggest differences between high school and UW courses are that there are greater requirements for application and for thinking skills for the latter.  (The speed of coverage is also greater.)  A huge problem under all three roles above is that there is substantial agreement that process standards are important, but they are very difficult to measure, especially in a multiple choice item format.

