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Overview 

Purpose 
 

In this document, the placement, course-taking patterns, and progress through college of 

the fall 2003 cohort of first-time in college students are examined. This study parallels 

the work done for the National Governors Association on college readiness, which 

examined the fall 2003 cohort of recent high school graduates and tracked their 

performance for four years through the academic year 2005-06. By expanding the cohort 

to all first-time college students, we have the opportunity to study more broadly the 

patterns of student success through college and lay the foundation for further research 

and  in-depth analysis of issues.   

 

Research Questions 
 

Four main questions guided this study: 

 Who comprised the fall 2003 cohort? 

 What were their remediation needs? 

 What developmental and college-level English and mathematics courses did they 

enroll in? 

 How successful were they in progressing toward higher education goals? 

 

Population 

 

The fall 2003 cohort was chosen because it was the first year that most community 

colleges were administering the COMPASS placement test and the cohort could be 

tracked out four years to see how successful students were in achieving higher education 

goals. 

 

The fall 2003 cohort consisted of students who entered a community college for the first 

time in fall 2003. In addition, students who began their college work in the summer 

preceding the fall term were added to the cohort, and students who were formerly 

identified as dual enrolled while in high school were not included in this analysis. While 

in high school, dual enrolled students had already taken and passed placement tests in 

order to participate in dual enrollment courses and did not need remediation.  
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Highlights 
 

 The fall 2003 cohort of first-time college students was predominantly female, white, 

attending school part-time, and not needing federal financial aid. 

 Just over half (53%) of the cohort took at least one placement test.  

 Approximately one in four (27%) received recommendations for reading remediation, 

two in five (41%) received writing recommendations, and three out of four (75%) 

receive recommendations for remedial mathematics 

 Approximately one-third of students receiving remedial recommendations took a 

developmental education course that that discipline. If students took a developmental 

course, they took it within the first year. 

 Students who enrolled in two or three developmental courses were more likely to be 

full -time students, while overall more students (64%) enrolled part-time than full-

time. 

 Gatekeeper courses are the first college-level mathematics or English course in many 

of the collegesô programs and the courses for which developmental courses prepare 

students. Surprisingly few students enroll in gatekeeper courses. Just over half (52%) 

enrolled in ENG 111, while only 20% enrolled in one of the transfer programsô 

gatekeeper courses, and only 6% enrolled in a gatekeeper mathematics course for an 

occupational/technical program. 

 Retention rates for the fall 2003 cohort of first time college students were not very 

different from the retention rates for all students. However, rates for those not taking 

any developmental work were lowerð60% cohort fall-to-spring retention rate 

compared to 64% for all students and 33% cohort fall-to-fall retention rate compared 

to 40% for all students. On the other hand, retention rates for those taking all three 

developmental courses were higher, 83% for fall-to-spring and 62% for fall-to-fall. 

 The lower the levels of developmental work that the student began in the lower 

persistence rates are. For students who began in Reading 1, less than half (49%) 

persisted to college English. Similarly, for writing, those who began in the first level 

of developmental writing persisted at a rate of 46%, while those who began in the 

second level of developmental writing persisted at a rate of 61%. 

 Of students enrolled in ENG 111, most did not take developmental coursework. 

Ninety percent of those enrolled did not take developmental reading and 84% did not 

take developmental writing. In terms of success, developmental students succeeded at 

similar rates (85%) to those who were college ready, who did not complete 

developmental course sequences. 

 Patterns for mathematics persistence and success paralleled those for English, with 

students persisting less the lower the level of mathematics that they were enrolled in 

and success of developmental students was similar to success rates of college-ready 

students. However, there were dramatically poorer persistence rates. Only 17% of 

those beginning in MTH 02 persisted to a gatekeeper mathematics course in either 

transfer or occupational/technical programs. One in four (25%) of those beginning in 

MTH 03 persisted to a college level course, and over half (55%) of those beginning in 

MTH 04 persisted. The overall success rate in college level transfer mathematics was 

82% as compared to 79% for occupational/technical mathematics gatekeeper courses. 
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 Almost half of the students (46%) earned 0 to 11 college credits. The mean numbers 

of credits attempted and earned within four years were much higher than the 

corresponding median numbers of credits attempted and earned, showing that the 

distributions were skewed to the right. The mean number of college credits earned 

was 22, while the median number was 12. 

 Only 10% of the cohort received awards within four years. Those that did not take 

developmental courses were least likely to receive an award. Only 9% of that group 

received an award of certificate or higher. 

 Almost 30% of the cohort enrolled in a four-year institution within the succeeding 

three years from fall 2004 through spring 2007. Most of them enrolled in-state, while 

enrolled out-of state. The highest proportion (37%) of students who transferred were 

non-developmental students. 

 Interestingly, the highest proportion of students (35%) earned between 0 and 11 

credits, and the next highest proportion (25%) earned between 12 and 23 credits. This 

indicates that over half of the students transferring transfer before completing two 

full -time semesters worth of credits, where a minimum of 12 semester hours 

represents a full-time semester load.  

 In-state, the highest number of students transferred to Virginia Commonwealth 

University and Virginia Polytech and State University..Out-of-state institutions 

receiving the highest number of VCCS students were Strayer University in 

Washington and the University of Phoenix. 

Research Questions 

1. Who made up the Fall 2003 cohort?  

a. What were their characteristics? How did they compare to the whole 

population of VCCS students?  

b. In what programs did they enroll?  

2. How well prepared were the students for college work?  

a. What were the placement criteria?  

b. How many took the placement tests?  

c. What were the results of placement tests in reading, writing, and 

mathematics?  

3. In what English and mathematics courses did they enroll?  

a. How did enrollment compare to placement test results?  

b. Who took remedial coursework? What subjects?  

c. Who took gatekeeper courses?  

4. How successful were the students in progressing towards higher education goals?  

a. What were their retention rates?  

b. What were the mean and median number of college-level credits that they 

attempted and earned?  

c. How successful were developmental students in reaching gatekeeper 

courses?  

d. How did the success rates of developmental students compare to college-

ready students in gatekeeper English and mathematics courses?  

e. How many and what types of awards did they receive within four years?  

f. What proportion transferred to a four-year institution within four years?  
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Additional questions: 

1. What patterns of enrollment did unclassified students follow? How successful are they? 

(similar to questions in part 4 above)  
2. What happens to those students who were placed in developmental and did not take 

developmental?  
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Part 1: Demographic Profile of Fall 2003 Cohort 

Who made up the fall 2003 cohort?  

 

The fall 2003 cohort consisted of students who entered a community college for the first 

time in fall 2003. In addition, students who began their college work in the summer 

preceding the fall term were added to the cohort, and students who were formerly 

identified as dual enrolled while in high school were not included in this analysis.  

What were their characteristics?  
 

This first section examines characteristics of the fall 2003 cohort. The cohort was 

predominantly female, white, attending school part-time, and not needing federal 

financial aid.  

 

Table 1 Demographic Profile of Cohortand All Students Enrolled in Fall 2003 in VCCS 
 

 

Fall 2003 First time in 

VCCS Community College 

Fall 2003 All VCCS 

Enrolled Students 

N % N % 

GENDER     

Male 18386 45.8 61844 40.6 

Female 21740 54.2 90409 59.4 

RACE     

White 28519 71.1 102982 67.6 

Black 7428 18.5 29733 19.5 

American Indian 361 0.9 1583 1.0 

Asian 1592 4.0 7852 5.2 

Hispanic 1457 3.6 6317 4.1 

Other 769 1.9 3786 2.5 

ENROLLMENT     

Full-time 14425 35.9 48175 31.6 

Part-time 25701 64.1 104078 68.4 

PELL STATUS     

No Pell Award 33311 83.0 123371 81.0 

Pell Award 6815 17.0 28882 19.0 

TOTAL 40126 100.0 152253 100.0 
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The following three figures (Figures 1, 2, and 3) examine subgroups of students by race. 

Patterns in the full cohort are mirrored in the subgroups. Overall, more females enrolled 

than males except for American Indians and Asians, where more males enrolled. More 

students attended college part-time than full -time, except for American Indians and 

Asians. In addition, more students did not receive Pell awards, with the largest gap 

occurring for white students, where almost 90% did not receive Pell awards. 

 

Figure 1. Percent of Fall 2003 Cohort by Gender Within Race 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2. Percent of Fall 2003 Cohort by Full-time Part-Time Status Within Race 
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Figure 3. Percent of Fall 2003 Cohort by Pell Award and Race 

 

 
 

 

When examining curricular choices (Figure 4), most students (53%) were unclassified. 

One in four (27%) selected AA/AS programs which are general courses of studies 

designed primarily for transfer to four-year institutions; 11% selected two-year 

occupational technical (AAS) degrees; and only 7% selected certificate programs.  

In what programs do they enroll?  
 

Figure 4 Enrollment by Program Level of Fall 2003 Cohort 
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Table 2 shows that those who were undecided are least likely (83.6%) to go to school 

part-time. Overall, 64% of the cohort attended school part-time in Fall 2003, yet far more 

(64%) of those who were interested in transfer programs attended school full-time. 

 

Table 2 Number and Percent of CohortBy Program and Full-time/Part-Time Enrollment 
 

Program Level 
Full-time Part-time 

N % N % 

AA/AS  6959 64.2 3882 35.8 

Diploma  117 85.4 20 14.6 

Certificate  1395 45.3 1686 54.7 

Unclassified  3546 16.4 18084 83.6 

AAS  2408 54.3 2029 45.7 

All  14425 35.9 25701 64.1 
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Part 2: Placement 

How well prepared were students for college work?  

 

What are the placement criteria?  
 

The VCCS has established criteria for cut-off scores for placement into developmental 

and into college-level mathematics and English courses. Table 3 summarizes those 

guidelines. 

 

Table 3 VCCS Guidelines for Course Placement Based on COMPASS Cut-off Scores 

 

Content Area Scores Recommendation 

Writing 0-68 Writing 1 or 2 

 69-75 Decision Zone 

 76-99 College Level English 

Reading 0-75 Reading 1 or 2 

 76-80 Decision Zone 

 81-99 College Level English 

Pre Algebra 0-29 Basic Arithmetic  

 30-33 Decision Zone 

 34-99 Algebra I 

Algebra 0-31 Algebra I 

 32-35 Decision Zone 

 36-38 Algebra II 

 39-43 Decision Zone 

 44-99 College Level Math 

College Algebra 0-35 Algebra II 

 36-40 Decision Zone 

 41-99 College Level Math 

 

What were the results of placement tests in reading, writing, and 

mathematics? 
 

For the full cohort of first-time Virginia community college students, just over half took 

at least one placement test. Placement tests are usually given to program-placed students; 

however, many colleges require placement tests for other students as well, since some 

courses are demanding of reading and writing skills, such as history and psychology and 

of mathematical skills, such as science and technical courses. 
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Table 4 Number of Cohort Taking at Least One Placement Test 

 

N 

Number Taking at 

least one Placement 

Test 

Percent Taking at 

least one Placement 

Test 

40,126 21,257 53.0% 

 

Table 5 summarizes placement recommendations for the fall 2003 cohort. Approximately 

one in four (27%) received recommendations for reading remediation, two in five (41%) 

received writing recommendations, and three out of four (75%) receive recommendations 

for remedial mathematics.  

 

Table 5. Number and Percent of Placement Recommendations  

 
 College Level Decision Zone Remediation All  

 n % n % n % N 

Reading 

Placement 

Recommendations 

13857 72.3 227 1.2 5090 26.5 19174 

Writing 

Placement 

Recommendations 

10461 55.6 691 3.7 7662 40.7 18814 

Mathematics 

Placement 

Recommendations 

3950 21.7 544 3 13682 75.3 18176 

 

Since students see counselors or take additional assessments when they receive scores in 

decision zones, decision zones were taken out of the calculations for Table 6. Here one in 

four students receives no remedial recommendations, while 14% receive 

recommendations in all three areas of reading, writing, and mathematics.  
 

Table 6. Distribution of Placement Recommendations For Students Taking At Least One 

Placement Test  

 

 Remediation Recommendations  

No 

Remediation 

Reading 

Only 

Writing 

Only 

Math  

Only 

Reading 

and 

Writing 

Writing 

and Math 

Reading 

and Math 
All 3 Total* 

n % n % n % n % n % n % n % n %  

5327 25.1 485 2.3 1011 4.8 6736 31.8 707 3.3 1002 4.7 3048 14.4 2896 13.7 21212 

*Those receiving decision zone scores were eliminated from these calculations. 
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Part 3: Course Enrollment 

In what English and mathematics courses did students enroll?  

How did enrollment compare to placement test results?  
 

In Figure 5, approximately one-third of students receiving remedial recommendations 

took a developmental education course that that discipline. If students took a 

developmental course, they took it within the first year. Very few students waited a year 

or two to take a developmental course. 

 

Figure 5. Percent of Fall 2003 Cohort Receiving Placement Recommendations and When 

They Took Their First Remedial Course  

 

 
 

 

 

Who takes remedial coursework? What subjects?  
 

Females were the predominant enrollees in developmental coursework and most of them 

took mathematics courses (Table 7). Sixty-three percent of the cohort did not enroll in 

any developmental coursework and this was almost evenly split between males and 

females. 
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Table 7. Enrollment in Developmental Coursework by Gender 

 

 Male Female All  

 N % N % N % 

No Dev  12092 48.2 12986 51.8 25078 62.5 

RD Only  170 40.2 253 59.8 423 1.1 

WR Only  1027 50.3 1013 49.7 2040 5.1 

MTH Only  280 38.6 446 61.4 726 1.8 

RD & WR  2544 40.9 3681 59.1 6225 15.5 

RD & MTH  244 36.5 424 63.5 668 1.7 

WR & MTH  1220 45.6 1454 54.4 2674 6.7 

All Three 809 35.3 1483 64.7 2292 5.7 

Total Cohort 18386 45.8 21740 54.2 40126 100.0 

  

Table 8 examines the breakout of developmental coursework by full and part-time status. 

Students who enrolled in two or three developmental courses were more likely to be full-

time students, while overall more students (64%) enrolled part-time than full-time. 

 

Table 8. Took Developmental Coursework by Full/Part-Time Status  

 

 Full-time Part-time All  

 N % N % N % 

No Dev  5543 22.1 19535 77.9 25078 62.5 

RD Only  175 41.4 248 58.6 423 1.1 

WR Only  1145 56.1 895 43.9 2040 5.1 

MTH Only  407 56.1 319 43.9 726 1.8 

RD & WR  3455 55.5 2770 44.5 6225 15.5 

RD & MTH  349 52.2 319 47.8 668 1.7 

WR & MTH  1662 62.2 1012 37.8 2674 6.7 

All Three 1689 73.7 603 26.3 2292 5.7 

Total Cohort 14425 35.9 25701 64.1 40126 100.0 

 

In Table 9, most students did not receive Pell awards (83%), while 91% of those taking 

no developmental courses did not receive Pell awards and 55% of those taking all 

categories of developmental courses did not receive Pell awards. 
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Table 9. Enrollment in Developmental Coursework by Pell Status  

 
 No Pell Award Pell Award All  

 N % N % N % 

No Dev  22989 91.7 2089 8.3 25078 62.5 

RD Only  322 76.1 101 23.9 423 1.1 

WR Only  1550 76.0 490 24.0 2040 5.1 

MTH Only  495 68.2 231 31.8 726 1.8 

RD & WR  4506 72.4 1719 27.6 6225 15.5 

RD & MTH  435 65.1 233 34.9 668 1.7 

WR & MTH  1744 65.2 930 34.8 2674 6.7 

All Three 1270 55.4 1022 44.6 2292 5.7 

Total Cohort 33311 83.0 6815 17.0 40126 100.0 

 

Overall more white (71%) enrolled in the fall 2003 than any other race, and this was true 

in all the combinations of developmental coursework. However, in looking at the 

category where students took all three developmental courses, the proportion of white 

dropped to just under half (48%) while the proportion of blacks increased to 40%. 

 

 

Table 10. Enrollment in Developmental Coursework by Race  
 

 White Black 

American 

Indian Asian Hispanic Other All  

N % N % N % N % N % N % N 

No Dev 19180 76.5 3759 15.0 172 0.7 799 3.2 743 3.0 425 1.7 25078 

RD Only 231 54.6 126 29.8 6 1.4 22 5.2 24 5.7 14 3.3 423 

WR Only 1083 53.1 398 19.5 49 2.4 248 12.2 177 8.7 85 4.2 2040 

RD & WR 384 52.9 196 27.0 13 1.8 62 8.5 50 6.9 21 2.9 726 

MTH Only 4559 73.2 1133 18.2 57 0.9 190 3.1 202 3.2 84 1.3 6225 

RD & MTH 370 55.4 226 33.8 3 0.4 27 4.0 27 4.0 15 2.2 668 

WR & MTH 1608 60.1 682 25.5 34 1.3 137 5.1 133 5.0 80 3.0 2674 

All Three 1104 48.2 908 39.6 27 1.2 107 4.7 101 4.4 45 2.0 2292 

All  28519 71.1 7428 18.5 361 0.9 1592 4.0 1457 3.6 769 1.9 40126 
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Who took gatekeeper courses?  
 

Gatekeeper courses are the first college-level mathematics or English course in many of the 

collegesô programs and the courses for which developmental courses prepare students. 

Surprisingly few students enroll in gatekeeper courses. Just over half (52%) enrolled in ENG 111, 

while only 20% enrolled in one of the transfer programsô gatekeeper courses, and only 6% 

enrolled in a gatekeeper mathematics course for an occupational/technical program. 

 

Table 11. Number and Percent of Students taking a Gatekeeper Math or English Course 

within Four Years by Developmental Coursework Patterns  
 

 Took English 

111 

Took MTH 151, 

163 or 166 

Took MTH 120, 

121, 126 
Full Cohort 

  N % N % N % N % 

No Dev 10469 41.7 4547 18.1 990 3.9 25078 62.5 

RD Only 162 38.3 97 22.9 53 12.5 423 1.1 

WR Only 1390 68.1 671 32.9 182 8.9 2040 5.1 

MTH Only 372 51.2 185 25.5 95 13.1 726 1.8 

RD & WR 4915 79.0 1547 24.9 515 8.3 6225 15.5 

RD & MTH 353 52.8 92 13.8 65 9.7 668 1.7 

WR & MTH 1689 63.2 563 21.1 218 8.2 2674 6.7 

All Three 1365 59.6 363 15.8 205 8.9 2292 5.7 

Total 

Cohort  20715 51.6 8065 20.1 2323 5.8 40126 100.0 
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Part 4: Measures of Success 

How successful was cohort in progressing towards higher education 

goals?  

What were studentsô retention rates? 
 

From Table 12 and Figure 6, retention rates for the fall 2003 cohort of first time college 

students were not very different from the retention rates for all students. Rates for those 

not taking any developmental work were lowerð60% cohort fall-to-spring retention rate 

compared to 64% for all students and 33% cohort fall-to-fall retention rate compared to 

40% for all students. On the other hand, retention rates for those taking all three 

developmental courses were higher, 83% for fall-to-spring and 62% for fall-to-fall. 

 

Table 12. Fall-to-Spring and Fall-to-Fall Retention Rates by Developmental Status  

 

 Fall 

Cohort 

Return Spring 

2004 

Return Fall 2004 

 N % N % 

No Dev 25078 60.0 16939 8139 32.5 

RD Only 423 60.8 241 182 43.0 

WR Only 2040 71.5 933 1107 54.3 

MTH Only 726 72.0 332 394 54.3 

RD & WR 6225 73.2 2717 3508 56.4 

RD & MTH 668 68.9 350 318 47.6 

WR & MTH 2674 77.5 1115 1559 58.3 

All Three 2292 83.2 870 1422 62.0 

All  40126 65.5 23497 16629 41.4 
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Figure 6 Fall-to-Spring and Fall-to-Fall Retention Rates for Fall 2003 Cohort  

 

 

What percent of remedial English students continued to college-level 

gatekeeper English? 
 

The lower the levels of developmental work that the student began in the lower 

persistence rates are. For students who began in Reading 1, less than half (49%) persisted 

to college English (Figure 7); while those who began in Reading 2, 59% persisted to 

college-level English (Figure 8). 

 

Similarly, for writing, those who began in the first level of developmental writing 

persisted at a rate of 46%, while those who began in the second level of developmental 

writing persisted at a rate of 61% (Figures 9 and 10). 

 

Figure 7. Persistence of Students Who Began in ENG 04 ï Reading 1 
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Figure 8. Persistence of Students Who Began in ENG 05 ï Reading 2 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9. Persistence of Students Who Began in ENG 01 ï Writing 1 
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Figure 10. Persistence of StudentsWho Began in ENG 03 ï Writing 2 

 

 
 

How successful were remedial students in college-level English? 
 

Figure 11 and 12 show the composition of students enrolled in ENG 111, that most did 

not take developmental coursework. Ninety percent of those enrolled did not take 

developmental reading and 84% did not take developmental writing. In terms of success, 

developmental students succeeded at similar rates to those who were college ready, who 

did not complete developmental course sequences (Table 13). 

 

Figure 11. Composition (Number, Percent) of ENG 111 Classes Within 4 Years and 

Reading Remediation Taken 
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Figure 12. Composition (Number, Percent) of ENG 111 Classes Within 4 Years and 

Writing Remediation Taken 

 

 
 

 

Table 13. Success rates in Gatekeeper ENG 111 Course by Developmental Status 

 

 

Unsuccessful Successful Total 

N % N % N 

No Dev  1264 12.1 9205 87.9 10469 

RD Only  33 20.4 129 79.6 162 

WR Only  242 17.4 1148 82.6 1390 

RD & WR  69 18.5 303 81.5 372 

MTH Only  881 17.9 4034 82.1 4915 

RD & MTH  80 22.7 273 77.3 353 

WR & MTH  278 16.5 1411 83.5 1689 

All Three 211 15.5 1154 84.5 1365 

All  3058 14.8 17657 85.2 20715 

 

What were the persistence rates for students beginning in developmental 

mathematics courses to college-level mathematics? 
 

Patterns for mathematics persistence and success paralleled those for English, with 

students persisting less the lower the level of mathematics that they were enrolled in and 

success of developmental students was similar to success rates of college-ready students. 

However, there were dramatically poorer persistence rates (Figures 13, 14, and 15). Only 

17% of those beginning in MTH 02 persisted to a gatekeeper mathematics course in 

either transfer or occupational/technical programs. One in four (25%) of those beginning 
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in MTH 03 persisted to a college level course, and over half (55%) of those beginning in 

MTH 04 persisted.  

 

Figure 13. Persistence Rates to Entry-Level College Mathematics Classes for Students 

Starting in Mth 02  

 
 

Figure 14. Persistence Rates to Entry-Level Collegel Mathematics Classes for Students 

Starting in Mth 03  

 

 

 
 


