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AMENDMENT TO 1998 COMMON ASSESSMENT POLICY TO INCLUDE THE USE OF HIGH
SCHOOL GPA
MOVED:

The Board of Higher Education hereby amends the 1998 Common
Assessment Policy to allow institutions of public higher education to use
the following standards to place students directly into college-level, creditbearing English and mathematics courses:
•

•

2.7 cumulative high school GPA for students who have graduated
from high school within the past ten years to place directly into a
college-level, credit-bearing English course
2.7 cumulative high school GPA for students who have graduated
from high school within the past three years to place directly into
a college-level, credit-bearing mathematics course

To that end, the Board calls upon the Commissioner to (1) work with
institutions of public higher education to build upon work already
underway to transform developmental education; and (2) periodically
report to the Board on progress towards implementation.

VOTED:

Motion approved by AAC. 12/04/2018
Motion adopted by BHE. 12/11/2018

Authority:
Contact:

Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 15A, Section 6 and 9
Elena Quiroz-Livanis, Chief of Staff and Director of Academic Policy and
Student Success
Patricia A. Marshall, Deputy Commissioner of Academic Affairs and Student
Success

Introduction
The Department of Higher Education (DHE), in partnership with public higher education
institutions in Massachusetts, is focusing its efforts on three strategies to increase the numbers of
students graduating with degrees and certificates.1 The “Big Three” Completion Plan goals
include: Boost College Completion Rates, Close Achievement Gaps, and Attract and Graduate
More Students from Underserved Populations.
More recently, the Board of Higher Education (BHE) has adopted an enhanced focus on advancing
equitable outcomes for students attending public higher education institutions in the
Commonwealth. The Board seeks to significantly raise the enrollment, attainment and long-term
success outcomes among under-represented student populations. It intends to use an equity lens
priority to guide campus and system performance measurement and promote initiatives and
policies that collectively expand success for residents and for our economy and society. One of
the most pressing issues that affects both college retention and graduation rates, particularly for
traditionally underserved students, is the significant number of students who are required to enroll
in developmental education courses despite the fact that they have successfully met all high
school graduation requirements. Moving this important work forward and using an equity lens
will ensure all students, especially those from underrepresented backgrounds, have a stronger
chance at earning a postsecondary credential.
For almost a decade, the Department and Massachusetts public higher education institutions have
evolved their approach to developmental education in order to better serve students. The DHE
has adopted a three-pronged approach to reduce remediation and increase student success
(shown in Figure 1).
Figure 1: Three-Pronged Approach for Transforming Developmental Education in Massachusetts
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Additional information about the “Big Three” Completion Plan is available at http://www.mass.edu/visionproject/bigthree.asp.

The comprehensive strategy seeks to assess students properly for credit-bearing courses using
multiple measures; ensure that students are taking and completing the appropriate math for their
major; and give students who require remediation access to co-requisite support in English and
mathematics courses. The approach was developed in the first phase of this work, which included
convening the Task Force on Transforming Developmental Mathematics Education. The second
phase consisted of advancing the recommendations of the Task Force and campus
experimentation. The third and current phase marks a transition from pilot to policy. The first
policy under the transforming developmental education umbrella was advanced by the Board in
January 2018 with the acceptance of the Designing Math Pathways Report and endorsement of
its recommendations. The proposed policy to allow for the use of a 2.7 cumulative high school
GPA to place a student directly into college-level English and mathematics courses also seeks to
transition from simply piloting the use of GPA to formalizing it as a placement measure by
amending the 1998 Common Assessment Policy.
Figure 2
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Background
In March 2012, the Task Force on Transforming Developmental Math Education was formed and
charged with developing recommendations that would “systematically improve the percentage of
students that complete developmental math education and pass the first college-level math
course required for their program of study” (2013, page 6).

In Fall 2013, the Task Force released a report that contained four comprehensive
recommendations, all related to the comprehensive approach described above:
1. The BHE shall set a period of experimentation for campuses to experiment with the use
of GPA as an alternative placement measure;
2. The BHE shall encourage institutions to revise the content, sequencing, and timeframe of
their developmental math offerings;
3. The BHE shall urge campuses to design general “academic pathways” for all students,
including math sequences consistent with the academic requirements of each pathway
or “meta-major,” such as social sciences, liberal arts, and STEM (science, technology,
engineering and math); and
4. The DHE will provide ongoing support for the implementation of these
recommendations.
Once the report and recommendations were adopted, the BHE set a period of experimentation
and campuses were allowed to pilot new placement criteria, specifically high school GPA or limited
variation. Prior to this period, students were required to take Accuplacer and score 40 on the
College-Level Math test or 82 on the Accuplacer Elementary Algebra test in order to place in
college-level mathematics. Initially, the DHE focused its attention on the first recommendation
and the majority of institutions implemented pilots that used GPA and other criteria to assess
student readiness for college-level mathematics. While the initial Task Force’s report focused
exclusively on mathematics, the Department has since researched the use of GPA for placement
into college-level English and several campuses have begun to use this mechanism to assess and
place students.
In 2017, the DHE contracted the University of Massachusetts Donahue Institute (UMDI) to conduct
an independent evaluation of the campus GPA pilots (Appendix B). The primary purpose of this
evaluation was to assess the impact of these strategies on the rate of recent high school graduates
who successfully completed their first college-level mathematics course within two years of
enrollment; the provision of campus-level services to recent high school graduates enrolled in
developmental mathematics education courses; and the perspectives of students, faculty,
administrators, and others with regard to the implementation of these strategies. A summary of
the evaluation and the Department’s response can be found in a later section of this report.
In addition to exploring the expanded use of multiple measures, the DHE began exploring other
approaches to transforming developmental education. In 2015, the Department began examining
the adoption of the co-requisite model for developmental education in both English and
mathematics. With the co-requisite course model, “students enroll directly into college-level

courses and receive academic support alongside their classes. Rather than facing a long sequence
of pre-requisite, non-credit courses, students get up to speed while working toward their degree”
(Complete College America, 2016, p. 2). These courses allow students to complete college-level
gateway math and/or English courses within one academic year.

Since then, the DHE has

organized three statewide conferences in order to convene campus practitioners and national
content experts to bring these promising practices to scale.
Several states, including Georgia and West Virginia, have seen significant positive results after the
adoption of the co-requisite model. In Tennessee, “success in college-level math improved from
12 percent to 61 percent... [and] the state’s data suggest that this approach works for virtually all
students” (Complete College America, p. 3). Massachusetts is one of twelve states that has
partnered with Complete College America to bring the co-requisite model to scale statewide.
In Spring 2016, the DHE further expanded its approach to transforming developmental education
and partnered with the University of Texas at Austin Charles A. Dana Center to begin working on
designing and implementing multiple math pathways. In January 2018, the Board accepted the
“Designing Math Pathways: Supporting Students and Increasing Opportunity for Success” Report
and endorsed the report’s five recommendations:
1. In an effort to ensure students complete the right mathematics course for their major,
Massachusetts institutions of public higher education should develop at least four math
pathways: Calculus, Elementary Education, Quantitative Reasoning, and Statistics.
2. MassTransfer Associate-to-Bachelor (A2B) mapped pathway disciplines should identify
the appropriate default or recommended mathematics for their major.
3. Students who require remediation should have the opportunity to complete their
college-level mathematics course within one year of enrollment, preferably within a corequisite model.
4. The DHE should develop a course completion indicator (“flag”) for all courses that satisfy
Quantitative Reasoning requirements. This will improve the DHE’s data collection and the
ability to track student progress.
5. The Department of Higher Education should work with the Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education to ensure alignment between K-12 and postsecondary course
expectations and requirements.
Since the report was released and recommendations endorsed by the BHE, the Department
formed the Mathematics Pathways Working Group and held a two-day workshop that sought to
support institutions that were either beginning and/or deepening their efforts to develop and
implement multiple mathematics pathways. The Working Group has met several times since then

and will continue to be convened in order to advance the comprehensive approach to
transforming developmental education described above.

Results from the Campus GPA Pilots
As previously stated, the 2013 Task Force on Transforming Developmental Mathematics Education
recommended that the BHE set a period of experimentation for campuses to experiment with the
use of GPA as an alternative placement measure. At the time the report was released, enrollment
in at least one stand-alone developmental mathematics course was required for a majority of
Massachusetts community college students and one-fifth of state university students. Community
college students who enrolled into developmental courses have only a little over 20 percent
chance of continuing on to complete a credit-bearing math course. In Massachusetts, 20.6
percent of full-time first-time students who entered community college in Fall 2004 and did not
take developmental coursework finished in three years compared to 10.3 percent of those who
did take developmental coursework. For the four-year institutions, the figures are 59.1 percent for
the University of Massachusetts and 51.2 percent for the state universities. The figures below
show that progress has certainly been made, but more work is needed in order to dramatically
improve success rates.
Figure 3. Community College Students Progress to Credit-Bearing Coursework (Fall 2015
Cohort)

Source: Massachusetts Department of Higher Education

Figure 4. State University Students Progress to Credit-Bearing Coursework (Fall 2015
Cohort)

Source: Massachusetts Department of Higher Education

An analysis2 conducted by DHE staff of the GPA pilots from academic year 2014-2015
found that campuses that implemented the GPA pilots saw the percent of students
enrolling in developmental math decreased. This is true for both the community colleges
and state universities. Initially, institutions could choose either one or both of the pilot
standards described below:
●

Pilot A: The use of a 2.7 GPA or above. In many cases, campuses chose to use
additional measures, including high school math GPA and SAT scores.

●

Pilot B: The use of a GPA between 2.4 and 2.69. Like the Pilot A standard,
campuses had the option to use additional measure, including high school math
GPA and SAT scores.

The preliminary analysis can be found by reviewing AAC 16-19: Extending Campus Work in the Area of
Developmental Mathematics: http://www.mass.edu/bhe/lib/documents/AAC/10_AAC%201619%20Developmental%20Math%20Pilots%20and%20Qualitative%20Study.pdf.
2

DHE’s preliminary analysis found that at the community colleges, 77.3 percent of students
placed into college-level math using Accuplacer completed the course compared to 75.9
percent of students placed using Pilot A standard. Interestingly, 67.4 percent of students
assessed as not college ready also completed a college-level math course. Simultaneously,
at the state universities 84.3 percent of students placed into college-level math using
Accuplacer completed the course compared to 91.0 percent of students placed using Pilot
A standard. At the University of Massachusetts, 83.4 percent of students placed using
Accuplacer completed a college-level math course, while 81.1 percent of students placed
under Pilot A standard completed a college-level math course.
These results led Department staff to recommend to the Board an extended period of
experimentation and a refinement of the pilot standards, particularly to isolate the use of
a 2.7 high school GPA. Start in Fall 2016, institutions could choose from the following
options to place students directly into college-level mathematics:
•

Pilot A1: Student determined to be college ready based on a high school GPA of
2.7 or above.

•

Pilot A2: Student determined to be college ready based on a high school GPA of
2.7 and a “B” or higher in Algebra II.

•

Pilot A3: Student determined to be college ready based on a high school GPA of
2.7 and four years of high school math.

The DHE contracted the University of Massachusetts Donahue Institute (UMDI) to conduct
both qualitative and quantitative analyses of the campus GPA pilots (see Appendix B for
full results). Department staff would like to thank institutions who completed the survey,
as well as those who collaborated with UMDI and allowed them to conduct a site visit for
the qualitative study.
The results of the UMDI study indicate that students who entered college in fall 2016
(during the pilot) were just as likely as similar students who entered college in fall 2013
(prior to pilot) to take or complete a college-level math course within two years. The study
also found that community colleges were more likely to place a student who was
determined to be college-ready using Accuplacer into college-level coursework than a
student who was determined to be college-ready using GPA. Department staff believe this
explains why community college students determined to be college math ready by pilot
(in fall 2016) were less likely than similar students determined to be college math ready by
Accuplacer (in fall 2013) to complete a college-level mathematics course within two years.
In order for the use of multiple measures to meet its maximum potential, institutions

should use GPA to place students into credit-bearing English and mathematics courses.
This will require ensuring all campus faculty, staff, and administrators are advising students
appropriately, as well as broad use of the campus GPA standards as a placement measure.
Internal DHE analyses of the most recent version of the pilots reaffirm that students placed
into college-level mathematics courses using GPA succeed in these classes at the same
rate as students placed using Accuplacer. In Fall 2017, there were 1,169 community college
students who were determined to be ready for college-level mathematics using pilot
standard A1 and 1,640 community college students using Accuplacer. Of the students who
enrolled in at least one college mathematics course during their first year, 73.6 percent of
students placed using pilot standard A1 completed a college-level math courses compared
to 75.2 percent of students placed using Accuplacer.
There are similar results at the state universities. During the same time period, 798 state
university students were determined to be ready for college-level mathematics using pilot
standard A1 and 1,882 students using Accuplacer. Of the students who enrolled in at least
one college mathematics course during their first year, 83.6 percent of students placed
using pilot standard A1 completed a college-level mathematics course compared to 85.7
percent of students placed using Accuplacer.
These analyses indicate that students placed using Pilot Standard A had a similar likelihood
of success compared to those students who were placed using Accuplacer. At the same
time, if the GPA standards were adopted at scale, more students would enter directly into
credit-bearing mathematics courses, allowing more students to continue their
postsecondary studies and institutions would see an increase in retention and completion
rates.
The use of a single measure to determine whether a student is prepared for credit-bearing
coursework has been highly criticized. “When used as the sole measure for course
placement, these tests incorrectly place many incoming students (Bailey et al., 2015;
Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Scott-Clayton, Crosta, & Belfield, 2012 in Barnett & Reddy, 2017,
p. 3).
National Examples
This section will describe standards used in two states, California and North Carolina, to
place students directly into college-level English and mathematics courses.

North Carolina Community Colleges enacted a policy in 2016 for students who graduated
from state high schools within five years and enrolled in one of the segment’s institutions.
Those students with an unweighted cumulative GPA of 2.6 or higher and who completed
four math classes, including Algebra I, Algebra II, Geometry and a fourth math as
determined by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction are not required to
complete the Accuplacer exam and can enroll in a college-level mathematics course. Like
the 1998 Common Assessment Policy in Massachusetts, students may also place directly
into college-level English and mathematics courses based on SAT or ACT scores. Students
may also enroll in a college-level English and mathematics course if their transcript
indicates they have done so before at another postsecondary institution.
In California, Assembly Bill (AB) 705 was signed into law in October 2017 and sought to do
the following:
1. Increase the numbers of students who enter and complete transfer-level English
and mathematics/quantitative reasoning in one year;
2. Minimize the disproportionate impact on students created through inaccurate
placement processes; and
3. Increase the number of students completing transfer-level English within three
years.
One of the strategies implemented to advance this work was the use of multiple placement
measures. The policy also prohibits colleges from placing students into developmental
courses unless the student is highly unlikely to succeed in a college-level, credit-bearing
English and/or mathematics course and enrollment into a developmental course will
increase the likelihood of success within a one-year time frame.
The recommendations which informed AB 705 were based on research conducted by the
Multiple Measures Assessment Project (MMAP). Results indicated “even students with the
lowest levels of high school performance are more likely to successfully complete a
transfer level course in one year if they are placed directly into transfer level, rather than
being placed even one level below given the current structure of developmental
education” (Hope and Stanskas, 2018,, p. 5).
Below are the “default placement rules” to be used by California community colleges after
the passing of AB 705. The high school GPAs can be used for students who have graduated
within the past 10 years. The guidelines, based on the results of MMAP, are meant to
maximize the number of students placed directly into college-level coursework. The

supporting success rate data, also included in the tables, “demonstrate that higher
percentage of students are more likely to successfully complete a transfer level course in
one year than the data from the cohort paced one level below” (Hope and Stanskas, p. 5).
Figure 5. AB 705 Placement Rules for English
High School Performance Metric for English

Recommended AB 705 Placement for English

HSGPA ≥ 2.6

Transfer-Level English Composition

Success rate = 78.6%

No additional academic or concurrent support
required

HSGPA 1.9 – 2.6

Transfer-Level English Composition
Additional academic and concurrent support

Success rate = 57.7%

recommended

HSGPA < 1.9

Transfer-Level English Composition
Additional academic and concurrent support strongly

Success rate = 42.6%

recommended

Figure 6. AB 705 Place Rules for Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics
High School Performance Metric for

Recommended AB 705 Placement for

Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics

Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics

HSGPA ≥ 3.0

Transfer-Level Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics
No additional academic or concurrent support

Success rate = 75%

required for students

HSGPA 2.3 – 2.9

Transfer-Level Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics
Additional academic and concurrent support

Success rate = 50%

recommended for students

HSGPA < 2.3

Transfer-Level Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics
Additional academic and concurrent support strongly

Success rate = 29%

recommended for students

Figure 7. AB 705 Place Rules for Business/STEM Mathematics
High School Performance Metric for
Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics

Recommended AB 705 Placement for
Statistics/Liberal Arts Mathematics

HSGPA ≥ 3.4

Transfer-Level BSTEM Mathematics

OR

No additional academic or concurrent support

HSGPA ≥ 2.6 AND enrolled in a HS

required for students

Calculus score
Success rate = 75%
HSGPA ≥ 2.6 or Enrolled in HS

Transfer-Level BSTEM Mathematics

Precalculus

Additional academic and concurrent support
recommended for students

Success rate = 53%
HSGPA < 2.6 and no Precalculus

Transfer-Level BSTEM Mathematics
Additional academic and concurrent support strongly

Success rate = 28%

recommended for students

One group in Massachusetts, the Co-requisite at Scale English subcommittee, carefully
examined the use of multiple measures across the United States. Evidence indicates that
use of high school GPA as part of a multiple measures placement hierarchy improves the
accuracy of the placement process and facilitates student progression into and through
college-level coursework (Barnett and Reddy, 2017; Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Hetts, Sorey,
Lamoree, Newell, Fagioli, Willett, & Hayward, 2016; Scott-Clayton, 2012; Welbeck, Barnett,
Peterson, & Bostian, 2016). A number of studies have found that high school GPA is a
stronger predictor of college success than single measure, high stakes placement tests
(Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2016;
Hodara & Lewis, 2017; Scott-Clayton, 2012). This is because, unlike standardized test
scores, high school GPA measures learning over time and provides an indicator of a
student’s academic motivation, attitude toward learning, and other non-cognitive
characteristics that are associated with college success (Willett and Karandjeff, 2014).
Researchers have found a strong correlation between high school GPA and successful
completion of college-level English (Barnett and Reddy, 2017; Belfield & Crosta, 2012;
Hetts, Sorey, Lamoree, Newell, Fagioli, Willett, & Hayward, 2016; Hodara & Lewis, 2017;
Scott-Clayton, 2012; Welbeck, Barnett, Peterson, & Bostian, 2016).
Based on the research and local pilots, the Co-requisite at Scale English Subcommittee
recommended the use of GPA to place students directly into college-level English.
Department staff would like to thank members of the Co-requisite at Scale English
Subcommittee for their extensive research and recommendations.
Recommendations
Based on local results and national research, Department of Higher Education staff make the
following recommendations.
Recommendation I: Institutions of public higher education should use the following standards
to place students directly into college-level, credit-bearing English and mathematics courses:
•

•

2.7 cumulative high school GPA for students who have graduated from high school
within the past ten years to place directly into a college-level, credit-bearing English
course
2.7 cumulative high school GPA for students who have graduated from high school
within the past three years to place directly into a college-level, credit-bearing
mathematics course

Recommendation II: Department staff should continue to convene groups of campus
stakeholders who are working on areas related to transforming developmental education.
Recommendation III: Department staff should enhance data collections in order to better learn
which measures are being used to place students directly into college-level mathematics (e.g. 2.7
cumulative high school GPA is used to place students in college-level quantitative reasoning and
statistics courses).
Recommendation IV: Department staff should revisit the common assessment policy regularly,
at a minimum every two years.
Recommendation V: Department staff will present a policy on the formal adoption of the
comprehensive strategy to transform developmental education in the Commonwealth. At the
October 2018 Academic Affairs Committee meeting, staff presented the following goals codeveloped with the Mathematics Pathways Working Group:
• At community colleges, 75% of first-time, degree-seeking students will successfully
complete a college-level math course within one year of initial enrollment/before earning
24 credits unless specified differently in their course of study by AY 2020-2021.
• At state universities and University of Massachusetts campuses, 90% of entering first-year
degree-seeking students will successfully complete a college-level math course
appropriate for their major within the first year of initial enrollment/before earning 24
credits unless specified differently in their course of study by AY 2020-2021.
Department staff will collaborate with institutions of public higher education to develop a policy
that encourages adoption and scale of the three-pronged approach to meet these ambitious
goals. Progress on these efforts at a statewide- and campus-level will be reviewed through the
Performance Measurement System, which, if adopted by the Board, includes a metric which will
examine the percent of degree-seeking students completing gateway college-level mathematics
and English classes by the end of the first academic year and by the end of the second academic
year, disaggregated by initial enrollment in developmental courses.
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