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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Cuesta College (San Luis Obispo Community College District) uses a locally-developed essay as 

one of the multiple measures used to aid in English placement recommendations. Because placement 

recommendations are based upon a combination of objective test scores and essay scores, some of the 

sections of this report mirror those submitted in support of re-validating our objective tests (e.g., 

consequential validity). The essay is used for placement into the following courses: 

- English 100 - Pre-collegiate basic skills 

- English 56 - Associate of Arts degree applicable English 

- English 1A – CSU and UC transferable English composition  
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(1)  VALIDITY AND FAIRNESS 

 

a. Content-Related Validity Evidence 

Cuesta College's essay portion of the English Placement Exam is intended as a complement to the 75-

question objective exam. For this analysis of the essay, faculty from Cuesta's English Department have 

been able to identify three essential components: the prompt, the rubric, and the readers, who very often 

teach the courses that students will be placed into through our assessment process. 

 

Once we identified these components, we then identified four courses that students will be placed into 

according to our assessment process and the necessary specific pre-course skills and content 

knowledge (outcomes and objectives) that a student will possess upon completion of these courses. 

 

The courses in question are ACASK 36, ACASK 50, English 100, and English 56. 

 

We then evaluated how the prompt, rubric, and the readers work in concert as a process to help place 

students into the proper courses. We also noted when this essay assessment process did not seem to 

address pre-course expectations. 

 

Prompt: students have a choice of two questions: one asks them to reflect upon a personal experience 

that seemed traumatic at one point in their life and what they later learned from this experience. The 

second question asks them to describe an experience from their high school years that they didn’t handle 

well, and then they are asked to explain how they might have handled this experience more effectively. 

 

Rubric: this was developed to aid faculty in both an objective and subjective manner. Scores are clearly 

delineated, from 50 down to 10, and descriptors are provided to help readers distinguish one category 

from another. These descriptors address issues of rhetorical savvy, style, thesis statements, support and 

development of main ideas, overall coherence, coherence at the paragraph and sentence levels, 

grammar and mechanics. 

 

Other distinguishing features of the rubric: three “window scores” are also available to readers (the 35, 

25, 20). If a paper is given one of these window scores by a minimum of two readers, then the student is 

placed according to both the essay score and the objective scores (see the rubric for further 

explanation). In other words, a student who receives two 35 scores for a cumulative score of 70 will be 

placed into 1A if they also score above 75% on both sections of the objective exam. Otherwise, if this 

student scores below 75% on the objectives, they will be placed in English 56. 
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Readers: all readers for this assessment process are members of the English and ESL faculty at Cuesta 

College, and most faculty who participate in the assessment teach the classes that students will be 

placed into. Dialogue between faculty is necessary during the assessment process if faculty do not agree 

on the score. If the two faculty who have performed their initial readings on the essay cannot agree on a 

score, a third reader is brought in to read as a tiebreaker. This faculty member’s score is then combined 

with the matching score and these two scores are doubled to produce the final score. 

 

We believe that our process is more effective if we can, when needed, supplement the descriptors on the 

rubric with our professional experiences teaching the courses identified in this evaluation.  

 

Performance: students are asked to produce a minimum of 2-2 ½ pages of single-spaced writing. They 

have 60 minutes in which to complete the essay. The students are encouraged to pre-write and to revise 

if they feel that they have the time to do so. 

 

ACASK 36 is a pre-English 100 course that focuses on developing rudimentary reading skills. It is one of 

two entry-level courses (the other being ACASK 50) in the series listed above. The content knowledge 

for this course is focused almost exclusively upon the act of reading. Students who successfully 

complete ACASK 36 will be able to recall information more completely; they will have improved their rate 

of reading and their comprehension of what they read. These students will be able to recognize 

vocabulary words in context, and they will have learned more effective modes of communication, both 

written and verbal. They will learn to recognize main ideas and supporting ideas, and they will have 

increased their ability to focus on an academic task. 

 

Conclusion: although ACASK 36 focuses primarily on the development of reading skills, it’s content 

appears to have significant relevance to the performance of students on the essay exam.  

    

 

ACASK 50 is a pre-English 100 course that focuses almost exclusively upon developing rudimentary 

writing skills. It is one of two entry-level courses (the other being 36) in the series listed above. Upon 

completion of ACASK 50, students will be able to do the following: use multi-sensory brainstorming 

techniques to create logical topic and support sentences; to correctly identify and write a variety of 

sentence types, including simple, compound, compound-complex sentences; to correctly identify 

sentence structural errors, such as fragments, run-ons and usage errors; to proofread and evaluate their 

own paragraphs for clarity and for grammatical and mechanical errors. 
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Conclusion: the content knowledge for this course seems to be completely addressed by the essay 

exam. 

 

English 100 is Cuesta's pre-English 56 course that focuses on teaching students to analyze written 

materials and to help them make inferences. They are taught to recognize rhetorical modes and are 

taught to employ particular modes, on a rudimentary level, in their own essays. This course also focuses 

on the concept of audience and on the recognition of main ideas and supporting details in their own 

work, as well as in the works that they read by professional writers. Students are taught to recognize and 

to write clear, coherent sentences, make competent use of vocabulary, grammar and mechanics. 

Students are also taught basic proofreading and editing techniques. 

 

b. Consequential-Related Validity Evidence 

Because the Essay has been used to assist in the placement of students, intra-course variability 

in the predictor (essay scores) is very low. Given this restriction of range on the predictor, consequential-

related validity evidence is provided. 

First, students were surveyed in English 100, English 56, and English 1A as to their perception of 

the appropriateness of their placement. Only those students who both arrived in a given course via 

assessment testing at Cuesta College and followed their recommended placement were included in the 

analysis presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Consequential-Related Evidence – Student Ratings 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The recommended standard of 75% affirmative endorsement by students was met in English 56 (83.3%), 

English 1A (88.9%) and overall (80.5%). Students enrolled in English 100 are not as satisfied with their 

placement: 35.7% of the respondents felt they should have been placed in a higher level course. 

 

Second, instructors rated the preparedness of students who arrived in English 100, English 56, 

and English 1A via assessment testing at Cuesta College. The results are presented in Table 2 below: 

 

STUDENT RATING   
English 

100 
English 

56 
English 

1A Total 
Count 1 0 1 2 I should have enrolled in a lower 

level (easier) course % 2.4 0.0 1.9 1.0 

Count 26 95 48 169 I belong in this course 

% 61.9 83.3 88.9 80.5 
Count 15 19 5 39 I should have enrolled in a higher 

level (harder) course % 35.7 16.7 9.3 18.6 
Count 42 114 54 210 Total 

% 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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Table 2: Consequential-Related Evidence – Faculty Ratings 

FACULTY RATING   
English 

100 
English 

56 
English 

1A Total 
Count 25 13 7 45 The student should have enrolled 

in a lower level (easier) course % 34.2 12.6 11.3 18.9 

Count 42 87 51 180 The student belongs in this course 

% 57.5 84.5 82.3 75.6 
Count 6 3 4 13 The student should have enrolled 

in a higher level (harder) course % 8.2 2.9 6.5 5.5 
Count 73 103 62 238 Total 

% 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 

 The recommended standard of 75% affirmative endorsement by Faculty was met in English 56 

(84.5%), English 1A (82.3%) and overall (75.6%).  Faculty felt that 34.2% of students enrolled in English 

100 should have enrolled in a lower level class.  

 Overall, both students and instructors met the 75% criterion for affirmative endorsement of the 

consequences of placement. Further research will be necessary, however, to disentangle the seemingly 

contradictory ratings of students and instructors vis-à-vis the appropriateness of placement 

recommendations in English 100.  

 

c. Evidence Addressing Test Bias 

The essay prompts have been reviewed by a diverse group of faculty and students. From these reviews, 

none of the prompts has been found to be biased, prima facie, against or for any particular ethnic, 

gender, disability, age or socioeconomic group. While essay scores do vary by group membership, there 

do not appear to be any inter-prompt differences by equity group status. 

 

e. Evidence Addressing Adequacy of the Cut Scores 

 

 That both students and instructors rated the appropriateness of recommended placements high 

(greater than 75% endorsement overall) provides qualitative assurance that the cut scores are generally 

adequate. Students and instructors endorsed placements in English 56 and English 1A at levels 

exceeding 80%. Conversely, instructor and student ratings of placements in English 100 were below the 

75% recommended level of endorsement. Roughly 36% of students who placed into English 100 felt they 

should have been placed into a higher level course, whereas faculty felt that approximately 34% should 

have been placed in a lower level course. This finding deserves further research, and begs the question 

as to whose opinions carry more weight in addressing the adequacy of cut scores. 
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2. RELIABILITY AND ERRORS OF MEASUREMENT 

 

a. Reliability 

Inter-rater reliability was high (�=.937).  In the rare case of a disagreement between the first two 

raters, a third rater’s score is used to break the tie.  

 

3. IMPACT OF TESTING ON VARIOUS GROUPS 

 

a. Disproportionate Impact 

Disproportionate impact was examined with respect to ethnicity, gender, age, and disability 

Status. The method of analysis used was adapted from the EEOC guidelines as suggested in the 

Standards document. Tables 5, 6, 7, and 8 (below) examine student placement recommendations into 

either Basic Skills or Degree-Applicable by the categories within each equity group listed above. 

 

Table 3: Disproportionate Impact - Ethnicity 

PLACEMENT RECOMMENDATION     
Ethnic Group  Basic 

Skills Degree Applicable Total 80% EEOC 
Count 130 62 192     Decline to State 
% 67.7 32.3 100.0   X 
Count 65 29 94     American Indian 
% 69.1 30.9 100.0   X 
Count 73 40 113     Asian 

% 64.6 35.4 100.0     
Count 21 15 36     Pacific Islander 

% 58.3 41.7 100.0 33.3   
Count 62 23 85     Black Non-

Hispanic % 72.9 27.1 100.0   X 
Count 3038 1979 5017     White Non-

Hispanic % 60.6 39.4 100.0     
Count 521 228 749     Hispanic 
% 69.6 30.4 100.0   X 
Count 58 25 83     Filipino 
% 69.9 30.1 100.0   X 
Count 205 119 324     Other 

% 63.3 36.7 100.0     
Count 4173 2520 6693     Total 

% 62.3 37.7 100.0     
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Table 4: Disproportionate Impact - Gender 

PLACEMENT RECOMMENDATION     
Gender Basic 

Skills Degree Applicable Total 80% EEOC 
Count 78 30 108     Decline to State 
% 72.2 27.8 100.0   X 
Count 2072 1010 3082     Male 
% 67.2 32.8 100.0   X 
Count 2034 1483 3517     Female 

% 57.8 42.2 100.0 33.7   
Count 4184 2523 6707     Total 

% 62.4 37.6 100.0     
 

 

Table 5: Disproportionate Impact – Disability Status 

PLACEMENT RECOMMENDATION     
Disability Status Basic 

Skills Degree Applicable Total 80% EEOC 
Count 258 106 364     Decline to State 
% 70.9 29.1 100.0   X 
Count 272 57 329     Learning 

Disabled % 82.7 17.3 100.0   X 
Count 3654 2360 6014     Not Learning 

Disabled % 60.8 39.2 100.0 31.4   
Count 4184 2523 6707     Total 

% 62.4 37.6 100.0     
 

 

Table 6: Disproportionate Impact – Age Groups 

PLACEMENT RECOMMENDATION     
Age Group Basic 

Skills Degree Applicable Total 80% EEOC 
Count 1236 864 2100    Under 18 
% 58.9 41.1 100.0 32.9  
Count 2366 1332 3698    18 - 25 
% 64.0 36.0 100.0    
Count 485 289 774    Over 25 

% 62.7 37.3 100.0    
Count 4087 2485 6572    Total 

% 62.2 37.8 100.0    
 

Using the EEOC guidelines, with White Non-Hispanic students as the reference group, American 

Indidans, Black Non-Hispanic, Hispanic, Filipino and students declining to state their ethnicity were 

disproportionately directed toward Basic Skills courses.  With respect to gender, males and students 

declining to state their gender were disproportionately directed toward Basic Skills courses compared to 

females. Disabled students and those who declined to state, compared to students without disabilities, 
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were disproportionately directed toward Basic Skills courses. Finally, there does not appear to be a 

disproportionate impact upon any of the age groups examined. 

These unfortunately ubiquitous trends will continue to be monitored locally. 

 

a. Standardization 

 The mode of administration of the English Essay is adjusted to meet the individual needs of 

students with verified physical and mental disabilities. A complete list of the procedures for verifying the 

existence of disabilities, and the subsequent adaptations made in the administration of the essay 

instrument is on file in the campus Disabled Students Programs and Services (DSPS) office. 

 


