
Introduction
This work was born of confusion and curiosity. After 

engaging in too many disputes with frustrated college freshmen 
over below average grades, I conducted an informal research 
project to ascertain the high school English grades of the 
students enrolled in the our college’s remedial writing course.  
Responding to my inquiry, high school and college administrators 
told me that our swelling enrollment in remedial courses was 
indicative of a freshman class who had performed marginally in 
high school. Most students who excelled in high school English, 
I was told, aimed higher and enrolled in public or private four-
year colleges.  

The data I collected between 2001 and 2003 suggested 
otherwise. After administering “retro surveys” and examining 
high school transcripts, I found that almost one third of the students 
enrolled in our college’s remedial writing courses had received 
above average grades in high school English. Indeed, grades 
typically do not measure a singular skill, as they may represent 
the composite of multiple competencies. However, the grade may 
send a distorted signal to the student, resulting in misperceptions of 
ability, false confi dence and, in many cases, unexpected placement 
into a college remedial course. This transitional friction between 
secondary and post-secondary schools provided the impetus 
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for creating an inter-institutional alignment model designed 
to identify, clarify, and support college-ready writing skills. 

Trends and Challenges
National and state college admissions data point to 

a disturbing trend among freshmen who require remedial 
coursework. According to the National Center for Education 
Statistics, among the 70 percent of high school graduates who 
enroll in a two- or four-year public college, one third of them 
take a remedial English or math course. In the California State 
University System, more than half of its 2002 freshman class was 
placed into remedial English or math courses (California State 
University).  In Minnesota, 49 percent of the 2002 graduating 
class enrolled in a Minnesota public higher education institution.  
36 percent of these college-bound students took one or more 
developmental course. Among public two-year community or 
technical colleges, 46 percent of Minnesota’s 2002 graduates 
enrolled in at least one remedial course (Minnesota State 
Colleges and Universities and the University of Minnesota). At 
Minnesota State Community and Technical College – Fergus 
Falls, 50 percent of entering freshmen are placed into a remedial 
English or math course. 

Further, the substantial institutional and individual 
investments in remedial courses yield a modest return. The 
average cost expenditure for remediation among community 
colleges nation-wide is approximately 8 per cent of a college’s 
operating budget, tallying a national price tag of 1 billion dollars 
annually (Saxon and Boylan 5-6). There also is an immediate 
and lingering personal cost to students. For students placed into 
remedial courses, the realization that the coursework does not 
bear college credit brings frustration and embarrassment at the 
very onset of their college career.  “You get discouraged. You 
don’t want to tell anybody you’re in these classes,” says one 
Atlanta, Georgia, college freshman who, despite her 3.6 high 
school GPA and a scholarship award, had to take remedial classes 
in math and reading (Schouten).

 While the fi nancial and personal costs of remediation 
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are noteworthy, perhaps the most disconcerting data relate to 
the escalating rate of attrition among those students who enter 
college in the remediation pipeline. Students who take remedial 
courses are less likely to fi nish college, and the more remedial 
courses they take, the less likely they are to attain a degree. More 
than half of all students enrolled in one remedial course will not 
persist to earn a degree. Of the students who take three or more 
remedial courses, less than 20 percent earn a degree (National 
Center for Education Statistics).  

The placement and persistence data on post-secondary 
remediation reveal some bleak and perplexing numbers that may 
look even bleaker in the near and distant future. Demographic 
forecasts and college enrollment data project signifi cant 
increases in admissions of immigrants, students of color, fi rst-
generation college students, and low-income students during the 
next ten years. College enrollment among African American and 
Hispanic students doubled between 1993 and 2003. Almost one 
third of the nation’s 17 million college students are students of 
color, and this trend is expected to continue (American Council 
on Education).  These students, who typically represent the 
under-served and under-prepared populations in secondary 
institutions, are enrolling in colleges all over the country with 
high aspirations and low-level skills. 

Stumbling into Post-Secondary Remediation: 
The Causes

When the Minnesota college-readiness alignment project 
began in 2004, each site team, comprised of six secondary and 
six post-secondary English faculty, reviewed the regional and 
national data on college students requiring remedial coursework. 
Realizing the futility of dwelling on the data or fi nger pointing, 
we shifted our focus to examining the causes of this troubling 
trend.  We asked ourselves, “Why is this happening?” Our 
discussions explored a vast terrain of possibilities, with causal 
factors ranging from reduced auto insurance premiums to 
curricular bypasses. As we contemplated the causes, two distinct 
yet overlapping themes emerged – cultural phenomena and 
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institutional practices. 
Today’s high school students, according to the high 

school teachers in the project, experience a gamut of personal, 
fi nancial, social, and emotional problems. As a result, their 
course performance is neglected or compromised. However, 
despite their marginal performance, some students expect, even 
demand, acknowledgment of and praise for their effort. Some 
observers worry that the self-esteem movement that sprouted in 
the early 1980’s has served only to cultivate a generation of less 
than competent students who feel good about themselves. In his 
observations of why America schools are failing, Sykes claims 
that schools have shifted their focus from objective measures 
of academic performance to a preoccupation with a student’s 
emotional fragility, an approach that eventually backfi res 
when the student encounters objective criticism in college or 
the workforce (10-14).  The C has become the new D, for the 
notion of having one’s work perceived as average can be both 
devastating and unacceptable. In his book, Hello I’m Special: 
How Individuality Became the New Conformity, Hal Niedzviecki 
explores the collective consciousness of a new generation bent 
on exhibiting uniqueness at any cost. According to Niedzviecki, 
“Today conformity is about doing whatever you feel like, 
whenever you feel like, so long as what you are doing  is all about 
the new you. Individuality is the new conformity. Institutions 
take the back seat to our personal quest to be ourselves” (xvi).  
These and other cultural infl uences (e.g., “helicopter” parents, 
indifferent parents, cheating, a dependency on editing software, 
technology’s impact on minimizing language, a preoccupation 
with grades, etc.) divert students, parents, and teachers from 
focusing on the requisite rigor and skill mastery for college-
level tasks. 

These cultural undercurrents fl ow in a wide, irreversible 
sociological stream, but they hold even greater signifi cance 
when examined within the context of a high school’s institutional 
practices. According to the high school teachers who participated 
in this project, many high school graduates lack college-readiness 
skills because they strategically avoid rigorous coursework. 
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In their determination to maintain a high GPA, high school 
students take the path of least resistance when designing their 
class schedules, thereby ensuring a spot on the B or A honor 
roll, increasing their chances for scholarships, and reducing their 
auto insurance premiums. 

In its recent study, The Toolbox Revisited: Paths to 
Degree Completion from High School to College, the U.S. 
Department of Education found that a rigorous high school 
curriculum - not family income or race - is the strongest 
indicator of post-secondary preparation and degree attainment.  
High school graduates who go on to college concur with these 
fi ndings. One survey found that only 25 percent of high school 
graduates felt that they had faced high expectations or that 
they were signifi cantly challenged in high school. Almost one 
quarter of them felt that expectations were too low and that it 
was “easy to slide by” (The American Diploma Project 9). Other 
institutional causes include: the proliferation of extra credit, 
which distorts grades and perception of ability;  the onset of pre-
college complacency due to an empty senior-year curriculum 
(a.k.a. “senioritis”); large class sizes, which discourage English 
teachers from assigning “enough” essays; high passing rates for 
“low-bar” state-mandated profi ciency tests that are incongruent 
with college-ready standards; lack of curricular continuity 
between grade levels; and insuffi cient guidance and support 
services for under-served populations . 

Colleges also bear some responsibility in not preparing 
students for post-secondary success. Disparities among placement 
tests among colleges within the same system and ambiguous 
or inconsistent information on post-secondary expectation are 
some of the ways in which colleges indirectly contribute to the 
remediation challenge. 

A College-Readiness Inter-institutional Alignment 
Model

This alignment model is designed to facilitate an ongoing 
dialogue between college and secondary English instructors for 
the purpose of aligning high school exit competencies with college 
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entrance requirements. The model is theoretically infl uenced 
by the Bridge Partnership, which is a project supported by 
The League for Innovation in the Community College, and by 
Oregon’s PASS assessment system. The purpose of the project 
is three-fold: fi rst, to design a college-readiness “fence” rubric 
that might serve as a diagnostic and intervention assessment 
instrument for high schools; second; to measure and compare 
levels of reader agreeability between and among high school 
and college English instructors; and third, to inform high school 
students of their college-readiness writing profi ciency levels. 

Since the fall of 2004, four alignment sites have been 
established in suburban as well as rural regions of Minnesota. 
Each site connects English faculty from one college with English 
teachers from two of its feeder high schools. Approximately 400 
high school students from eight high schools have participated 
in the project.  Most of the participating students were fi rst-
semester juniors enrolled in one of the high school’s basic English 
classes. Students enrolled in college prep or advanced placement 
courses were excluded from the participant pool. During a 50-
minute session, each student composed an essay in response to 
a common prompt.  The prompt was a composite of the writing 
prompts used for the SAT writing section and the Minnesota 
Basic Skills Test.  The essays were collected, numbered, and 
distributed for reader scoring. 

For an essay to clear the college-readiness “fence” 
standard, it had to meet college-ready competency in the 
fi rst three of fi ve rubric categories – content, organization, 
conventions, sentence fl uency, and word choice (see Appendix 
A). Failure to meet competency levels in content, organization, 
and conventions resulted in a “not college ready” rating. 
Though we recognized the importance of sentence fl uency and 
word choice in a writer’s development, we concluded these were 
stylistic elements that were not essential for success in entry-
level college English courses.  Each essay was read by twelve 
readers – six high school teachers and six college instructors.  In 
order for the essay to be “project certifi ed” as college ready, eight 
of the twelve readers had to rate it as college ready according to 
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the rubric criteria. 
Each site followed a scheduled sequence of meetings and 

implementation activities (see Table 1). During the fi rst meeting, 
the project members discussed the causes of the ever-increasing 
enrollment of college freshmen in remedial writing courses. 
These discussions, though initially tense and awkward, proved 
enlightening for college instructors and mildly therapeutic for the 
high school teachers. During the second meeting, the participants 
reviewed the scoring data, compared levels in inter-institutional 
reader agreeability, discussed scoring splits, identifi ed high-
frequency error patterns, and made recommendations.                                                                                                         

Table 1. The College-Readiness Alignment Project 
Implementation Chart     
Phase I FIRST MEETING:

- Discuss post-secondary remediation and its causes
- Discuss college-ready writing competencies and expectations
- Review college-readiness “fence” rhetoric
- Read anchor papers and score sample essays

Phase II IMPLEMENATION:
- Distribute writing prompt to high schools
- Collect, number, distribute, and score essays
- Sort College Ready (CR) from Not College Ready (NCR) 
- “Micro-score” NCR essays for high-frequency error patterns
- Return essays and scored rubrics to students
- Survey students

Phase III SECOND MEETING:
- Review scores for inter-institutional agreeability
- Dicuss scoring agreeability and scoring “splits”
- Clarify inter-institutional writing standards and expectations
- Recommend support strategies and networks for improvement

                       
Of the 388 total essays submitted for scoring during 

the project’s fi rst two years of project implementation, only 
18 percent were rated as demonstrating college ready writing 
skills. Essays rated as not college-ready were “micro-scored” 
with a more meticulous application of the rubric. We wanted 
to provide more precise feedback for students whose essays 
were rated not college ready. From the micro-scored rubrics, 
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we gathered aggregate data on high frequency errors for each 
high school. After receiving their scored essays, the students, in 
consultation with their English teacher, were asked to review the 
rubric and identify the strengths and weaknesses in their essay. 
Subsequent to reviewing their essay, the students completed a 
self-assessment survey. The survey results indicated that most 
students who participated in the project, regardless of their essay 
rating, felt that they gained a clearer understanding of college-
ready writing standards.  It’s also interesting to note that 96 
percent of students whose essays were rated “not college ready” 
were planning to attend college. 

In its special report on the high school to college transition, 
The Chronicle of Higher Education  surveyed several thousand 
high school and college faculty members. The survey asked 
about their respective perceptions of students’ preparation for 
college. The survey found that, while 36 percent of high school 
teachers felt that students were very well prepared for college 
writing tasks, only 6 percent of the college faculty responded 
likewise. Among the college faculty, 40 percent felt that entering 
freshmen were not well prepared, whereas only 10 percent of 
the high school teachers felt that their graduates were not well 
prepared.  The Chronicle’s research on teacher attitudes reveals 
the differences in expectations between high school teachers and 
college faculty. 

Our project attempted to move beyond attitudinal 
comparisons and examine the different evaluative lenses through 
which high school and college teachers identify college-readiness 
writing skills. We embarked on answering the research question: 
How do high school and college English teachers’ perceptions 
of college readiness compare when applying the same rubric to 
the same set of essays?  The agenda for each site’s fi nal meeting 
was to examine and compare levels of inter-institutional reader 
agreeability.

 Two years of data collection show similar patterns 
of inter-institutional agreeability. During the fi rst year of the 
project, the average number of essays (191 total essays) rated as 
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college ready by the high school readers was 72. By comparison, 
the average number of essays rated as college ready by the 
college readers was 47. The second year of the project revealed 
only slightly different numbers. Working with a total of 197 
essays, the high school readers’ ratings averaged 59 college-
ready scores compared to an average of 45 college-ready scores 
among the college readers. When we reviewed the data and 
examined our individual scoring grids, we identifi ed the rubric 
categories that caused the greatest number of inter-institutional 
scoring splits. The data comparisons and subsequent discussions 
suggested that college teachers held higher expectations for 
essay content, particularly in the formation and development of 
the thesis.  After reviewing the data, we speculated that the high 
school language arts curriculum, in its adherence to the state’s 
high-stakes profi ciency exams, may emphasize organization and 
conventions over content. These discussions proved benefi cial 
to readers at both institutional levels, for they illuminated and 
clarifi ed commonalities and differences in our expectations of 
college-bound high school graduates.

Continued Support for College-Readiness Alignment 
A fi fth alignment site was established in 2006-2007, 

and approximately 200 high school students participated in the 
project. Many Minnesota high schools are using the fence rubric 
to redesign curriculum and assess student writing.  The project 
recently has extended another arm of support to high schools 
with the availability of an online college-readiness assessment 
service. Ready or Not Writing (www. readyornotwriting.org) 
invites high school students to submit their essays to Minnesota 
college English faculty for college-readiness assessment and 
feedback. Applying the fence rubric, the college instructors 
score the essays and offer constructive feedback to the students.  
In addition to providing reports on individual student error 
patterns, the program offers high schools aggregate data reports 
on writing error patterns among participating students.  

Students statewide will benefi t from a new resource 
center funded by a $2.2 million grant from the Minnesota State 
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Colleges and Universities System. The Center for College 
Readiness,  electronically housed at Minnesota State Community 
and Technical College, aims to improve high school graduation 
and college participation rates among students who are currently 
underrepresented in the state’s higher education institutions.  In 
addition to expanding availability of Ready or Not Writing to 
high schools, the Center will develop and implement Step Write 
Up, a writing readiness program designed to prepare 8th graders 
for high school language arts tasks. 
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