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States are increasingly implementing college readiness assessments as part of
statewide efforts to increase student awareness of, preparation for, and access to
higher education. Since Oklahoma first made PLAN® available statewide
during the 1994-1995 school year, for example, nine other states have followed
suit, and eight of the same states a so offer EX PLORE® statewide. This brief
outlines the long-term impact and benefits of statewide implementation of
EXPLORE and PLAN, two elements of the longitudinal-assessment program
within ACT’ s College Readiness System.

EXPLORE, PLAN, and the ACT® test measure student achievement in English,
mathematics, reading, and science. The assessments measure achievement
because each isfirmly based in the curriculum of the grade level for whichitis
intended. Every 3 to 4 years, we conduct the ACT National Curriculum
Survey®, in which we ask more than 20,000 educators nationwide to identify
the knowledge and skills that are important for studentsin grades 7 through 14
to know to be ready for college-level work. We examine the objectives for
instruction for grades 7 through 12 for all states that have published such
objectives. We also review textbooks on state-approved lists for courses at
these grade levels. We then analyze the information to refine the scope and
sequence for each section of EXPLORE, PLAN, and the ACT. In thisway, the
three assessments represent a consensus among educators and curriculum
experts about what is important for students to know and be able to do.

The knowledge and skills measured by the ACT (for students in grade 11 or 12)
are closely aligned with successin college. The higher a student’ s score on the
ACT, the more likely that student is to be ready for college, to achieve higher
gradesin college, and to persist to a college degree. EXPLORE and PLAN are
early measures of college readinessin the eighth and tenth grades, respectively.
EXPLORE, PLAN, and the ACT allow teachers, counselors, and students to
track academic progress from eighth through twelfth grades on skills directly
related to college preparation.

Moreover, though the skills are described differently for different contexts,
many of the skills most important for both college and workforce training
readiness are comparable (ACT, 2006c). All of these skills can be acquired
through rigorous high school courses, regardless of the context (academic or

A(:T® career focused) within which they are taught.
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In conjunction with assessing academic progress, EXPLORE, PLAN, and the
ACT help students plan for the future by providing information on careers that
match their interests and skills. Encouraging students to think about possible
careers early on allows them to plan more effectively to take the academic
courses they will need to achieve their career goals.

Previous ACT research (e.g., ACT, 20063, 2006b, 2006d) has shown repeatedly
that students, schools, and states benefit from participating in EXPLORE,
PLAN, and the ACT. Use of these assessments is associated with student
increasesin:

e educational achievement in high school and in college

e the number of core-curriculum courses taken during high school

e college and career readiness, including among underrepresented
minority students

e college enrollment and retention

In the present study, trends over time were examined among public school
students in Arkansas, Oklahoma, and West Virginia, states that have used
EXPLORE and/or PLAN on a state-funded voluntary basisin their public
schools for more than ten years. Outcomes before and after statewide
implementation were compared.”

Table 1 givesthe years of EXPLORE and PLAN state implementation for each
state and the percentages of its eighth and tenth graders tested in 2004—2005.

Table1l: Summary of Statewide EXPLORE and PLAN Implementation in
Arkansas, Oklahoma, and West Virginia

Statewide
Implementation

% EXPLORE-tested

Statewide
Implementation

% PLAN-tested in

State Year” for EXPLORE in 2004058 Year” for PLAN 2004-058
Arkansas 1995-96 62 1995-96 69
Oklahoma 1996-97 85 1994-95 78

West Virginia 1996-97 88 2002-03 84

A“Statewide Implementation Year” isthe school year in which statewide implementation was fully

implemented.

B Denominators based on numbers from each state’s Department of Education Web site, except for Oklahoma,
where the numbers were obtained from Oklahoma's State Board of Regents for Higher Education.

This study looked at several educational indicators:

Nogok,rwdpE

Student academic achievement
High school core coursetaking
Achievement gaps
College and career readiness
Remediation rates
Student successin college

Economic return on investment




1. States saw improvementsin students academic
achievement.

Implementation of EXPLORE and PLAN was associated with increasesin
students’ average ACT Composite and subject-area test scores. These increases
were aso seen for underrepresented minority students (i.e., African Americans,
American Indians, and Hispanics) and low-income students.? Figure 1 shows
the average score increases for all studentsin Arkansas, Oklahoma, and West
Virginiain comparison to the average achievement test score increases seen
nationally over the same time period.

Figure 1: Averagelncreasein ACT Scoresfor States Using EXPLORE and
PLAN and for the Nation asa Whol€e®
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For each ACT subject—English, mathematics, reading, and science—the
average score increases between the pre- to post-implementation periods in the
states using EXPLORE and PLAN exceeded those in the nation as awhole.

2. States saw improvementsin cor e cour setaking in high
school.

From pre- to post-implementation, Arkansas and Oklahoma saw increasesin
the percentage of students taking the ACT-recommended core curriculum.* All
three states saw increases in the percentage of students taking mathematics
courses beyond Algebra 2 (Figure 2). In genera, dlightly larger increasesin
core coursetaking were seen for underrepresented minority and low-income
students, particularly in mathematics and science (Radunzel, 2007, 21-27).

For each ACT
subject, average
scoreincreasesin
the statesusing
EXPLORE and
PLAN exceeded
those in the nation
asawhole.



Studentstaking a
corecurriculumin
high school are
morelikely to
enroll and succeed
in college,
particularly in
mathematics and
science.

Figure 2: Increasesin the Per centage of Students Taking Mathematics
Courses beyond Algebra 2 in States Using EXPLORE and PLAN, Before
and After Implementation®
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Students taking a core curriculum in high school are more likely to enroll and
succeed in college, particularly in mathematics and science.

3. States saw reductionsin participation gaps and
achievement gaps.

The ACT participation rate indicates the extent to which students are
encouraged to consider, and are provided opportunities to prepare for,
postsecondary education. The three states saw an average increase of 4 pointsin
the percentage of their high school students taking the ACT after EXPLORE
and PLAN had been implemented statewide.’

In Arkansas and Oklahoma, the percentages of underrepresented minority
students taking the ACT rose after statewide implementation (Figure 3).” In
Arkansas the number of participating minority students increased by 42
percent. In comparison, in the demographically similar states of Kentucky and
Mississippi that did not have statewide implementations of EXPLORE and
PLAN, the average increase in minority student participation was 23 percent.



Figure 3: Percentage Increasesin ACT Participation for Underrepresented
Minority Studentsfrom Pre- to Post-l mplementation Years, by State
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Similarly, the percentage increase in minority student participation was 57
percent in Oklahoma. In comparison, the average increase in minority student
participation in the demographically similar states of Kansas and South Dakota
was 42 percent.

In each case, EXPLORE and PLAN exposed some students to readiness tests
who may not otherwise have been considering college. Apparently, some of
these students al so took the ACT and thereby opened awindow of opportunity.

4. States saw improvementsin students' college readiness.

From pre- to post-implementation, states adopting EXPLORE and PLAN
experienced increases in the percentages of students who were college and
career ready® in all four subject areas, with the exceptions of social sciencein
Arkansas and science in West Virginia. The three states also experienced
notable decreases in the percentages of students who were not ready for college
or career in any of the four subject matter areas.

Improvementsin readiness in English and mathematics were especially notable.
Figure 4 shows the average increasesin English and mathematics for the three
states (as measured by both the ACT College Readiness Benchmarks and state-
specific benchmarks). A similar pattern of increases was found for
underrepresented minority and low-income students.

EXPLORE and
PLAN exposed
some studentsto
readiness tests who
may not otherwise
have been
considering
college.



Increasesin
college and career
readiness, and in
students
awareness of their
readiness,
eventually
trandate into more
college students
and graduates and
more highly-skilled
state citizens.

Figure 4: Averagelncreasein Percentage of Students M eeting Selected
ACT College Readiness Benchmarks and State Benchmarks after
Statewide | mplementation
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West Virginia, with statewide testing of EXPLORE for more than ten years and
statewide testing of PLAN for five years, saw the largest increase of any U.S.
state in the percentage of students college and career ready in English, and the
largest decrease in the percentage of students not ready in any subject matter
area.

Between 2003 and 2006, all three states saw increasesin average PLAN
Composite and subject area scores.

Increasesin college and career readiness, and in students' awareness of their
readiness, eventually trandate into more college students and graduates and
more highly-skilled state citizens.

5. States saw declinesin students need for remedial
coursework in college.

Percentages of students taking remedial courses during their first year of
college decreased over time in Arkansas and Oklahoma, the two states for
which data were available. This was aso true for underrepresented minority
and low-income studentsin the two states. Figures 5 and 6 compare the
percentages of entering college students taking remedia courses over atwo-
year period in Arkansas and a five-year period in Oklahoma, respectively. This
is particularly noteworthy because this happened when the percentage of high
school graduates enrolling in state postsecondary ingtitutions increased dightly
in both states over the same time periods (from 57 to 59 percent for Arkansas
and from 57 to 60 percent for Oklahoma).



Figure5: Remediation Ratesfor 2002 and 2004 ACT-Tested Arkansas
Public High School Graduates Enrolled in an | n-State Postsecondary
I nstitution®
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AThe percentages shown for each subject area represent all students who took remedial
coursework in that subject, even if they also took remedial coursework in either or both of the
other two subjects. The percentage shown for “Any” represents all students who took any
remedial coursework in English, mathematics, or reading.

Figure 6: Remediation Ratesfor 1998 and 2003 ACT-Tested Oklahoma
Public High School Graduates Enrolled in an | n-State Postsecondary
Institution®
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coursework in that subject, even if they also took remedial coursework in any of the other three

subjects. The percentage shown for “Any” represents al students who took any remedial
coursework in English, mathematics, reading, or science.
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Remedial coursework can benefit those who need it but, without question,
students are better off if they do not need it. Remedial education costs time and
money and, because even perfect mastery of aremedial course provides a
student with no credits toward a degree, it delays completion of adegree. A
decline in the need for remedid education will eventually trand ate into more
college graduates.

Some researchers estimate the savings in direct instructional expenditures from
not having to remediate underprepared college students ranges from $1,300 to
$1,800 per student per year per subject area (Breneman & Haarlow, 1998).
(Also considering an array of indirect benefits [e.g., students’ increased
probability of college completion and higher future income] could double or
triple those estimates [Alliance for Excellent Education, 2006].) Combining
these per-student savingsin instructional expenditures at the state level implies
total savings for Arkansas of between $421,000 and $583,000 per year, and for
Oklahoma of between $781,000 and $1,040,000 per year.’

6. States saw improvementsin therate of student success
in college.

Longitudinal data series that address indicators of college success were
available from Oklahoma. The percentage of ACT-tested college students
earning afirst-year grade point average (GPA) of 3.0 or higher from an in-state
postsecondary institution rose from 37 percent of Oklahoma public high school
graduates in 1994-1995 to 40 percent in 1996—1997 and then to 45 percent in
2003-2004. Similar trendsin percentages were observed for underrepresented
minority students (Figure 7). Thisimprovement occurred as the percentage of
Oklahoma public school graduates enrolling in in-state colleges the fall
following graduation increased dlightly over the same time period (from 58
percent in 1994 to 60 percent in 2003).

Figure 7: Percentage of ACT-Tested Oklahoma First-Year College
Studentswith GPAsof 3.0 or Higher, before and after Statewide
I mplementation
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The percentage of ACT-tested college students who re-enrolled in the same in-
state college for a second year rose from 63 percent of Oklahoma public high
school graduates in 1994—-1995 to 65 percent in 1996—1997 and then to 68
percent in 2002—2003. Similar trends in percentages were seen for
underrepresented minority students (Figure 8). Thisimprovement occurred at
the same time that there was a dight increase in public high school graduate in-
state college enrollment over the same time period (from 58 percent in 1994 to
60 percent in 2003).

Figure 8: Percentage of ACT-Tested Oklahoma First-Year College
Studentswho Re-Enrolled for a Second Y ear, before and after Statewide
Implementation
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First-year college GPA and second-year re-enrollment represent indicators of
college success. The higher the first-year GPA, the more likely a student will
continue their college career. Higher rates of second-year re-enrollment will
tranglate into more college graduates, and highly-skilled state citizens, afew
years later.

7. States saw increased economic return on educational
investment.

Since implementation of EXPLORE and PLAN on a state-funded voluntary
basis Arkansas, Oklahoma, and West Virginia have seen increasesin the
percentages of their students who are college ready—ready for credit-bearing
college coursework without remediation.

Some researchers estimate institutional costs of remediating underprepared
college students to range from $1,300 to $1,800 per student per year per subject
area (Breneman, 1998; Breneman & Haarlow, 1998; Parsad, Lewis, & Greene,
2003). In contrast, it costs these states less than $10 per student per year to
administer PLAN on a state-funded voluntary basis, or less than $18 per student
per year to administer both EXPLORE and PLAN on a state-funded voluntary
basis.

First-year college
grade-point
average and
second-year re-
enrollment
represent
indicators of
college success.



A combination of the former savings with the latter costs indicates benefits for
postsecondary institutions in excess of $1,000 for each student who no longer
requires remediation. The students themselves would benefit, aswell, if they
can more quickly enter credit-bearing courses and reduce their tuition and fee
burden.

Conclusion

Comparisons of student academic performance in three states before and after
statewide implementation of EXPLORE and PLAN reveal that, after
implementation:

ACT and PLAN Composite and subject-area scores increased.

More high school students took core curriculum courses.

More underrepresented minority students took the ACT.

M ore students became college and career ready.

In states for which data were available, college freshman remediation
rates declined and the percentage who obtained GPAs of 3.0 or higher
and re-enrolled for a second year increased.

e Participating states are estimated to have saved over $1,000 in foregone
expenses for each additional college ready student (who no longer
required postsecondary remedial coursework) after taking EXPLORE
and/or PLAN.

Each of these indicators shows a positive trend, as each is associated with
increased socia benefitsin the form of a better-educated and more highly-
skilled and productive citizenry. Postsecondary education institutions clearly
benefit if fewer of their students require remedial coursework and, instead,
enroll in credit-bearing coursework earlier. Students clearly benefit if they
accelerate their progress toward degree by eliminating time spent in non-credit
courses and attaining higher grades in the credit-bearing courses. Findly,
society benefits by reducing ethnic- and income-based gaps in educational
achievement and productively employing alarger proportion of its human
resources.

Statewide adoption of EXPLORE and/or PLAN appears to benefit states by
enlarging the pool of students who consider college and career and then take the
necessary steps to prepare themselves for them. The implications for state
economic development are profound. Human capita is any state’ s single most
important resource. Converting afew percent of a state' s population from high
school leaversto college students, and another few percent from college
remedial students to credit-earning college students, will transform the
character of astate’ s workforce and, in turn, raise the state' s economic

potential.
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APPENDI X

As of February 2009, ten states had adopted EXPLORE and/or PLAN
statewide (see Table 2). Adoption can take any one of several forms. some
states require one or both tests to be administered to all students at one or more
grade levels, some states do not require that al school districts administer one
or more tests but provide financial support to those that do; and some states
require that a college admission test must be administered to all students at one
or more grade levels but alow school districts to choose which one.

Table 2: Statewide Adoption Yearsfor EXPLORE and PLAN, by

State
Statewide adoption | Statewide adoption
State year for EXPLORE year for PLAN
Arkansas 1995-1996 1995-1996
Florida™ n/a 1999-2000
Illinois® 2008-2009 2008-2009
Kentucky 2006-2007 2006-2007
Louisiana 2001-2002 2001-2002
Minnesota 2005-2006 2005-2006
Oklahoma 1996-1997 1994-1995
South Carolina® 2006-2007 1999-2000
Tennessee 2007-2008 2007-2008
West Virginia 1996-1997 2002-2003

n/a= not adopted statewide.

A South Carolina and Florida have adopted PLAN or the PSAT on a statewide
basis. In Florida, districts choose which to administer.

B Prior to 2008-2009, |1linois had not adopted EXPLORE and PLAN statewide,
but the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) had adopted both citywide. In 2000—
2001 PLAN was administered to all CPS juniors; from 2001-2002 PLAN has
been administered to all CPS sophomores. From 20012002 to 2004—2005,
EXPLORE was administered to al CPS freshmen; from 2005-2006 EXPLORE
has been administered to all CPS eighth graders.

11




Notes

! For each state, averaged data for the three yearsimmediately prior to initial statewide
implementation (pre-implementation period) of either EXPLORE or PLAN were
compared to averaged data for the three years 2003 through 2005 (post-implementation
period). The pre-implementation years were 1993-1995 for Arkansas, 19921994 for
Oklahoma, and 1994—-1996 for West Virginia. Analysis limited to public school
students.

2 Underrepresented minority students are defined here as African American, American
Indian, and Hispanic students combined. Low-income students are defined here as
students whose annual family income was less than $24,000 (during the years 1991—
1994), less than $30,000 (during the years 1995-1998), or less than $36,000 (during the
years 1999-2005). By contrast, the median family income during the periods 1991—
1994, 1995-1998, and 19992005 averaged $37,063, $43,554, and $57,226,
respectively (SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Income: Historical Income Tables—
Families, Table F-7 Type of Family, All Races by Median and Mean Income: 1947 to
2006, Retrieved July 1, 2008, from
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/histinc/fO7ar.html).

% The comparison “pre-implementation years’ used for the nation as a whole are 1993~
1996.

* The ACT-recommended core curriculum includes four or more years of English and
three or more years each of mathematics, science, and social studies (4-3-3-3). Because
most students take PLAN and the ACT before the end of their school career and, thus,
before they have completed a core curriculum, we count PLAN-tested students as
taking a core curriculum if they respond that they either “have completed or am now
enrolled in this course” or “have not taken this course, but plan to take it prior to
graduation” for the appropriate courses. Similarly, we count ACT-tested students as
taking a core curriculum if they respond that they either “have taken or am taking” or
“have not taken but will take” the appropriate courses.

® Counting mathematics courses taken by time of ACT testing. Calculations include
only those students who completed the Mathematics portion of the ACT Course Grade
Information Section.

® Estimated numbers of high school graduates per state and year were obtained from
Knocking at the College Door: Projections of High School Graduates by State, Income
and Race/Ethnicity. © 2003 by the Western Interstate Commission for Higher
Education.

" The lack of similar increases in West Virginia may be explained by a 17 percentage-
point decrease in the number of all West Virginia public high school graduates from
pre- to post-implementation. However, the percentage of underrepresented minority
students in West Virginiawho took the ACT did increase during this period.

8 ACT has developed its College Readiness Benchmarks to identify students who are
prepared for college-level coursework. The ACT Benchmarks (English = 18,
Mathematics = 22, Reading = 21, and Science = 24) reflect at least a 50 percent chance
of achieving aB or higher grade, or at least a 75 percent chance of a C or higher grade,
in entry-level, credit-bearing college English Composition, College Algebra, social
science, and Biology courses, respectively.

9324 fewer college students were remediated in Arkansas in 2004 than in 2002. 578
fewer college students were remediated in Oklahomain 2003 than in 1998.
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