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Susan Anderson came up with a brilliant idea last summer that I put into action this fall. She suggested that we capture
the initial and final mathematics course enrollment of new fall freshmen and compare both to the mathematics course
recommended by the math placement system. I captured initial enrollment in the first week of fall quarter, enrollment
at the end of the second week, and final course enrollment and grade at the completion of fall quarter for all new
General College freshmen. What follows is a very brief and preliminary report on some of the findings with the hope
of promoting some discussion on the implications of the results.

The first perspective I offer looks at students who were enrolled in GC 0615, GC 0621, or GC 0625. These courses are
grouped together because the mathematics placement system makes a clear placement decision into each of these
courses. If a student is not placed into one of these three courses, the recommendation is that the student go to the
MLAC and meet with the director to discuss which of the advanced courses (GC 0631 or higher) might be best.

While most students elect to enroll in the course recommended by the mathematics placement system, there are some
who choose either a lower level or higher level mathematics course. In fact, such choices were supported by
Orientation sessions this year where students received the opportunity to try out problems from two or three different
mathematics courses. Presumably, this gave students better information about the relative difficulty of the various
mathematics courses. If there is some validity to the mathematics placement system, then we would expect that students
who choose a mathematics course below the recommended level to do as well or better as those who choose the
recommended course, while those who enroll at a level higher than recommended should not perform as well. Table 1
presents results that speak to this latter question for students enrolled in GC 0615, GC 0621, or GC 0625 in fall 1994.
The results support the validity of the placement tests. The percentage of students with passing grades is about the
same for students at or below the recommended mathematics course level. There were lower percentages of students
earning passing grades among those who enrolled at a higher than recommended level with about a 47% incompletion
rate.

Table 1.

Percentage of fall 1994 General College freshmen earning various grade outcomes for students enrolled in
GC 0615, GC 0621, and GC 0625 (N = 360).

Final Math Course Level
Lower Than Equal to Higher Than
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Final Math Grade
  Math Placement 

(N = 49)
  Math Placement 

(N = 269)
  Math Placement 

(N=42)
A or B 59% 48% 24%

A, B, or C 71% 70% 45%
F or N 18% 15% 26%

Dropped or I 8% 7% 21%

A second perspective is to look at the students who were recommended to take a certain mathematics course and
determine whether their final grade was dependent on the mathematics course they actually took. Tables 2, 3, and 4
present results for students recommended to take GC 0621, GC 0625, or to seek counsel in the MLAC, respectively.
Table 2 indicates that students who were placed in GC 0621 were better off taking a course other than GC 0621,
regardless of whether the course level was lower or higher. The only exception is the 33% failure rate for those
students who took a course higher than GC 0625. Otherwise, two-thirds of these latter students passed their
mathematics course compared to only 47% of those enrolled in GC 0621.

Table 2.

Percentage of fall 1994 General College freshmen who were placed in GC 0621 earning various grade
outcomes in their fall 1994 mathematics course (N = 98).

Actual Math Course Enrollment

Final Math Grade
 GC 0615 
(N = 12)

 GC 0621 
(N = 57)

 GC 0625 
(N = 23)

GC 0631
  or Higher 

(N = 6)
A or B 58% 23% 35% 50%

A, B, or C 75% 47% 65% 67%
F or N 17% 26% 13% 33%

Dropped or I 8% 12% 9% 0%

Table 3 indicates that among students recommended to take GC 0625 they tended to do well if they self-selected a
course one step below or above the recommended level. In fact, there was slightly better performance outcomes among
students enrolled in GC 0631 than those enrolled in GC 0625. These students had more difficulty if they opted to
enroll in a MATH department course, with only a little more than half earning a passing grade and a third of these
students dropping the course. It is interesting to note that students recommended to take GC 0625 who chose to take
GC 0621 did better in this course than those who were placed into GC 0621, although there was still a high failure rate
(24%) among GC 0625 placed students.

Table 3.

Percentage of fall 1994 General College freshmen who were placed in GC 0625 earning various grade
outcomes in their fall 1994 mathematics course (N = 241).

Actual Math Course Enrollment

Final Math Grade
 GC 0621 
(N = 25)

 GC 0625 
(N = 176)

 GC 0631 
(N = 31)

 MATH 1031 
or Higher
(N = 9)

A or B 56% 53% 58% 44%
A, B, or C 64% 75% 81% 56%

F or N 24% 13% 7% 0%
Dropped or I 8% 5% 10% 33%
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Table 4 results indicate that students who did well on the placement tests tended to do well in GC 0625, GC 0631,
MATH 1031, or MATH 1051. The few students who enrolled in MATH 1251 did not fair well with the majority (5
out of 7) failing the course.

There are numerous additional ways that these data could be looked at and compared. Susan Anderson has suggested
comparing term GPA of students who enrolled in the various mathematics courses (with the mathematics course
graded excluded in the calculation) to see if differences in overall academic performance can account for differences in
mathematics grade performance. I also find it curious that the results for student placed in GC 0621 are so different
from the other comparisons and would like to see some discussion as to why this is the case.

Table 4.

Percentage of fall 1994 General College freshmen told to contact the MLAC for a mathematics placement
recommendation who earned various grade outcomes in their fall 1994 mathematics course (N = 69).

Actual Math Course Enrollment

Final Math Grade
 GC 0625 
(N = 11)

 GC 0631 
(N = 22)

 MATH 
1031

(N = 19)

 MATH 
1051

(N = 10)

 MATH 
1251

(N = 7)
A or B 73% 55% 58% 40% 0%

A, B, or C 82% 64% 79% 80% 29%
F or N 9% 14% 11% 0% 71%

Dropped or I 9% 14% 11% 0% 0%
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