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Thirty years ago, a high school diploma was generally sufficient to earn a
middle class income. This is no longer the case. Jobs today – from
manufacturing to advanced computing to healthcare – are requiring
additional education and training beyond high school. Ensuring that
individuals are able to access and complete postsecondary credentials has
become essential for North Carolina to develop a globally competitive
workforce. While enrollment in university and community college programs
has risen in North Carolina during the last decade, many students never
complete their degrees or certificates. Data from North Carolina’s
postsecondary institutions show that significant numbers of incoming
students are not prepared for introductory college coursework and require
remediation before moving into credit-bearing courses. This lack of
preparedness for college-level coursework is one of the first hurdles many
students face in their pursuit of a credential beyond high school.

For North Carolina’s students to be successful, our state’s educational
institutions must not only help them graduate from high school, but also
prepare them for, and support them through, postsecondary training leading
to a degree or certificate. Improving student success in postsecondary
programs requires active collaboration among the state’s K-12, community
college, and university systems.

In the upcoming months, a series of coNCepts will discuss how to strengthen
the higher education continuum so that more students successfully complete
their degrees or certificates. This first issue outlines the challenge of aligning
standards and assessments from K-12 to postsecondary and presents possible
models for ensuring high school graduates are fully prepared for
postsecondary work.

By Emily Loney, Program Coordinator 
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The Economic Imperative for
Postsecondary Education

Successfully completing some education
beyond high school has become an
economic necessity for today’s students.
A recent Georgetown University study
estimates that from 2008 to 2018, the
number of new jobs in North Carolina
that will require at least some
postsecondary education is expected to
grow by 13 percent. By 2018,
approximately 59 percent of all jobs in
North Carolina (2.9 million) will
require some type of training beyond
high school.1

Individuals who fail to obtain a
postsecondary credential will earn
significantly less than their peers who do.
In 2008, individuals with associate’s
degrees earned $42,000 on average,
nearly $10,000 more than the median
earnings of high school graduates; the
median income for those with completed
bachelor’s degrees was $55,700.2

Completing a postsecondary degree or
certificate will not only give individuals
access to higher paying jobs, but will also
provide them with greater job security
and quality of life over the course of their
careers.

Recent high school graduates clearly see
a benefit in pursuing higher education
and their aspirations are high. In 2003-
2004, 69 percent of North Carolina’s
high school seniors expected to attain a
bachelor’s degree or higher, and another
18 percent expected to complete some
postsecondary education.3 As one would
expect, postsecondary enrollment rates
have increased both nationally and in
North Carolina over the last decade. In
North Carolina, the percentage of 18-to-
24 year olds enrolled in college has
grown from 29 percent in 1991 to 33
percent in 2007. Nationally, 44 percent
of college-aged students were enrolled in
postsecondary coursework in 2007.4

Students may be participating in
postsecondary education in high
numbers, but they are not all making it
to graduation. Nationally, less than one-
third of students in public four-year
institutions graduate within four years,

and only 55 percent of these students
complete their degrees within six years.5

This pattern holds true in North
Carolina as well: fewer than 60
percent of the state’s four-year public
university students complete their
degrees within six years, and just 20
percent of two-year college students
complete their degrees or certificates
within three years.6 Research shows 
that students from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds or with low
ACT or SAT scores are even less likely 
to complete postsecondary degrees.7

With these low completion rates, it is 
no surprise that the United States is
being outpaced by the rest of the world.
Twenty years ago, the United States
had the highest postsecondary
attainment rate in the world for adults
ages 25 to 34; today, the United States
ranks 12th among developed countries.8

Postsecondary attainment in the United
States has indeed grown in the last two
decades, yet other countries have been
able to increase postsecondary enrollment
and graduation at far faster rates.

Losing Momentum: The Cost of
Remediation

The first hurdle that a number of
students face on the road to a degree or a
certificate is the rigor of the college and
university courses. Today, earning a high
school diploma does not guarantee that a
student is ready for postsecondary work.
ACT estimates that as many as 60 to
70 percent of high school graduates
are not well-prepared academically for

college.9 Students who fail postsecondary
placement tests are often required to take
one or more remedial, or, developmental*
courses in English, reading, or math.
According to the U.S. Department of
Education, approximately 40 percent of
new university students and half of those
at two-year institutions need at least one
remedial course.10

It is logical that students entering a
community college, college, or university
would expect every course to count
towards a degree or certificate; however,
this is not the case with most remedial or
developmental courses. When students
discover they are required to take these
courses, many leave before they attend
their first classes or before the end of the
term. According to an analysis of data on
community colleges from the Achieving
the Dream Project, 46 percent of
students referred to developmental
courses never completed the first
course.11

Even for those students who continue
with their courses, taking
developmental or remedial courses is
strongly associated with a decreased
likelihood of degree completion.
Nationally, less than 25 percent of
students who begin in developmental
education at two-year institutions
ultimately complete a degree or certificate
program. At four-year institutions, only 

*Certain colleges and universities prefer to call
remedial courses “developmental” classes or
coursework. Most community colleges, including 
the North Carolina Community College System, 
use this terminology.

Projected Change in Jobs in NC by Education Level:
2008 and 2018

EDUCATION LEVEL 2008 2018 %
JOBS JOBS GROWTH

HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUTS 550,000 593,000 +7.8%

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES 1,310,000 1,425,000 +8.8%

POSTSECONDARY 2,553,000 2,875,000 +12.6%

Source: Help Wanted: Projections of Jobs and Education Requirements Through 2018. (2010). Georgetown

University Center on Education and the Workforce
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17 percent of students who take a
remedial reading course and 27 percent
who take a remedial math class
eventually graduate, compared to 58
percent of students who did not need
remediation.12

North Carolina’s postsecondary
institutions have seen a growing need for
remediation. The North Carolina
Community College System, which has
an open enrollment policy, found that
61 percent of first-time, credential-
seeking students were enrolled in at
least one developmental course in
English, reading, or math in 2009; 33
percent were enrolled in two or more
developmental courses.13 In 2008,
nearly one in ten incoming students at
The University of North Carolina was
enrolled in at least one remedial course. 

Remedial courses are costly for
institutions, individuals, and the country
as a whole. Providing remedial courses
can tie up limited classroom space, faculty
resources, and student support services

for postsecondary institutions with
strapped financial resources. For 
example, remedial courses cost The
University of North Carolina an
estimated $2.5 million in the 2007-08
academic year.14 Students who enroll 
in these courses must exhaust their time
and finances for courses that do not
count as credits towards their degrees 
or certificates.

Given that individuals who need
remediation are more likely to drop out of
a college or university, it is probable that
they will also have a lower earning
potential and total pay over the course of
their careers. In its 2006 report, Paying
Double, the Alliance for Excellent
Education estimated that this loss of
earnings cost the United States’ gross
domestic product as much as $2.3 billion
a year. The same study suggested that a
reduced need for remediation in
community colleges could add a total
benefit of almost $100 million to
North Carolina’s economy.15

Improving Postsecondary Readiness
to Reduce Remediation

One reason so many high school
graduates struggle at the start of their
postsecondary careers is that they are
unprepared for the rigor of
postsecondary coursework. In fact,
significant differences exist between the
content high schools teach and the
expectations postsecondary institutions
have for incoming students. For example,
the typical 12th grade English course
focuses on reading pieces of literature
whereas entry-level college English
courses place a stronger emphasis on
expository reading and writing. These
courses ask students to move beyond the
simple summarization of text to create
coherent arguments based on evidence.16

Without a full alignment of high school
graduation and college entrance
standards, high school students receive
different messages about what material
and skills they need to master to succeed
in postsecondary education.

Source: Organisation for Economic and Co-operative Development, 2008. U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2009.

Percentage of 25- to 34-Year Olds with an Associate Degree or Higher, 2008
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Given that the standards are not aligned
between secondary and postsecondary
levels, it is no surprise that the
assessments students take in high school
do not have a relationship with the
placement tests they take at the college or
the university level. In North Carolina, the
End-of-Course (EOC) tests taken in high
school evaluate students’ mastery in core
content areas (see box). These tests are
aligned to a set of state standards that do
not have a formal relationship to the
expectations postsecondary institutions
have for incoming students. Passing the
English I EOC test may count towards a
student’s high school graduation, but it
does not mean that the student will be
prepared for introductory college English.
Currently there is no mechanism available
to high school students to help them
understand their preparedness for
postsecondary work before they graduate. 

The numbers of students who need
remedial assistance beyond high school
will only continue to grow without action
to strengthen expectations and supports
for students before they reach a
postsecondary campus. As recommended
by the Southern Regional Education Board
report, No Time to Waste, many states are
taking steps to evaluate high school
students’ postsecondary readiness early
enough so that they can improve their
skills before high school graduation.
Providing targeted remedial courses to
high school students allows them to
improve their skills in basic content areas
before they must pay out of pocket to

cover the same material in their
postsecondary program. California and
Florida present two examples of states that
are working to align expectations between
K-12 and higher education institutions
and smooth students’ transitions to
postsecondary coursework.  

California State University Early
Assessment Program

The California Early Assessment Program
(EAP) assesses the readiness of California
public high school students for college-
level English and mathematics courses
and provides intensive remedial high
school coursework to those students who
need additional preparation. Established
by legislation in 2001, the program came
about as administrators of the 23-campus
California State University (CSU) noted
that more than 60 percent of first-time
students needed remedial assistance in
English or mathematics. CSU worked
together with administrators from the
California Department of Education and
the California State Board of Education to
create an aligned system of assessments
and remediation. In 2008, state legislation
expanded the EAP to include the
California Community Colleges.18 There
are three components to the program: 

• Early testing: Fifteen early assessment
test items and an essay are integrated
into the state’s 11th grade English and
math assessments. Students who score
at a high enough level to be deemed
college-ready based on their results are
exempt from taking remedial

coursework at CSU or the community
colleges. Test items were jointly
developed by CSU and K-12 faculty
and cover both California high school
standards and CSU placement
standards.  

• 12th grade coursework: Students who
do not score at a college-ready level on
the EAP test items are able to enroll in
an expository reading and writing
course while in high school. The course
was developed by CSU faculty and is
aligned with California English
Language Arts content standards.

• Professional development: The EAP
includes in-depth professional
development for high school English
and mathematics teachers. The math
professional development was
developed by a team of university
professors, educators from CSU, and
high school math teachers.

The EAP has remarkably high
participation rates; in spring 2009,
approximately 82 percent of eligible 11th

grade students participated in the English
EAP, while 77 percent of eligible 11th

graders took the math EAP. 19 Analyses 
of the EAP show that the program has
demonstrated results in improving student
preparation for college. One study found
that from 2004 to 2009 the number of
students who needed remedial assistance
in English dropped by six percentage
points; there was also a four percentage
point drop in the number of students who
needed remediation in math.20

Assessment in North Carolina

High School: In order to graduate, high school students must score at the proficient level or higher on five End-of-Course (EOC)
exams: Algebra I, Biology, English I, Civics and Economics, and U.S. History. Currently, 25 percent of a student’s final grade
comes from the EOC test score.  

Community College: All community colleges in North Carolina require newly enrolled students to take placement tests in
reading, writing, and mathematics using ASSET, COMPASS, or ACCUPLACER. Certain students may not need to take these
tests if they have met established scores on the SAT or ACT. In 2007, the North Carolina Community College System
implemented a uniform placement policy for each of the System’s 58 colleges. Prior to that time, each of the campuses
had relative autonomy in setting placement and assessment policies.

University: Each of the campuses within The University of North Carolina has the autonomy to set their own entry and
placement requirements. North Carolina Central University requires students to take the ACCUPLACER test prior to
enrollment. Students enrolled at UNC-Chapel Hill are placed into math and English courses based on their ACT or SAT
performance. High scores on the SAT II, Advanced Placement, or International Baccalaureate exams also allow advanced
students to place out of introductory coursework at all campuses.17
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Florida College and Career 
Readiness Initiative

In 2007, more than half (55 percent) of
students entering Florida’s postsecondary
institutions needed remediation in at least
one subject area.21 The following year,
Governor Charlie Crist signed legislation
establishing the Florida College and Career
Readiness Initiative. This law seeks to
improve students’ postsecondary readiness
by requiring secondary-postsecondary
collaboration, college- and career-readiness
testing for interested 11th grade students,
and remediation opportunities for 12th

grade students.22 The state initially
responded by administering the College
Board’s ACCUPLACER test to 11th grade
students who expressed a desire to attend
a postsecondary institution. Remedial
courses in mathematics, writing, and
reading were offered to students who did
not test at a college-ready level.

In 2010, the Florida Department of
Education launched a new college
placement test that fully aligns high
school exit and college entry
expectations. Beginning in fall 2010, the
Florida Postsecondary Education Readiness
Test (PERT) will be administered in each of
the state’s 28 community colleges. Like the
California Early Assessment Program, the
PERT was developed in collaboration
among high school and college educators.
The state initially worked with the national
organization Achieve to identify essential
indicators of college readiness. These
competencies were thoroughly reviewed
by K-12 educators, college faculty, and
members of the business community. 
To ensure that the PERT matches the
information students learn in high school,
the Florida Department of Education will
align the test to the Common Core State
Standards. Moving forward, Florida
eventually plans to administer the
computer-based PERT to all high school
students to assess their college
readiness prior to graduation.
Remediation will continue to be offered 
to high school students who need to
strengthen their skills before college.

North Carolina Efforts to Improve
Postsecondary Readiness

North Carolina can benefit from the
examples of Florida and California. 
The state is currently in the process of
revising and implementing a new set of
standards and assessments through the
Common Core State Standards Initiative
and North Carolina’s Accountability and
Curriculum Reform Effort. These efforts 
are discussed below.

Common Core State Standards
Initiative

North Carolina has been actively engaged
in the state-led Common Core State
Standards Initiative (CCSSI) as part of an
effort to increase the rigor of all state
standards. The CCSSI, guided by the
National Governors Association and the
Council of Chief State School Officers, 
has created a set of common grade-level
standards for mathematics and English
Language Arts (ELA) for grades K-12. The
standards are internationally benchmarked
and draw from the best standards of other
states and countries. Both K-12 and higher
education experts participated in the
standards development process, and 
the final set of standards includes the
knowledge and skills students need to
succeed in entry-level college courses 
and workforce training programs. The
alignment of the Common Core State
Standards across grade levels allows the
knowledge and skills students acquire
to build to an ‘end point’ of college and
career readiness by the time they
graduate from high school.   

The final versions of the Common Core
mathematics and ELA standards were
released in June 2010, and North Carolina
became the sixth state to officially adopt
the Common Core in that same month.
As of February 2011, more than 40 states
have adopted the Common Core State
Standards. 

The state is also involved in the
development of new assessments
aligned to the Common Core State
Standards. North Carolina and 31 other
states in the SMARTER Balanced
Assessment Consortium recently won a
four-year, $160 million Race to the Top
grant from the U.S. Department of 

Education. Together, these states will work
with K-12 and higher education experts to
develop interim and final assessments for
students in grades 3-8 and 11. These 
tests will be benchmarked to college and
career readiness standards, providing
teachers and parents with more accurate
information on whether students are on-
track for success beyond graduation.23

North Carolina’s Accountability and
Curriculum Reform Effort

North Carolina’s participation in the
Common Core State Standards Initiative is
part of a comprehensive revision of state
standards and assessments. Through its
Accountability and Curriculum Reform
Effort (ACRE), the state is working to
develop a new set of K-12 standards,
assessments, and accountability
measures in all subject areas that are
aligned to one another and will lead to
increased student achievement.

Beginning in 2008, staff from the North
Carolina Department of Public Instruction
(NC DPI) worked with experts to identify
key standards that all students need to
know in the 21st century; this research
drew upon national and international
standards and incorporated the feedback
of multiple stakeholder groups. As of
February 2011, the State Board of
Education had adopted new North
Carolina Essential Standards in Science,
Social Studies, Healthful Living, Arts, and
World Languages, as well as the Common
Core mathematics and ELA standards.24

College and career readiness will also play
an important role in the new state
accountability model, approved by the
North Carolina State Board of Education in
October 2010. Whereas the current model
evaluates schools based on student
performance on the End-of-Grade (EOG)
and End-of-Course (EOC) tests, the new
accountability system will include a
collection of measures including student
performance, graduation rates, and
postsecondary readiness. Both the new
standards and the accountability system
are expected to be fully implemented
beginning in the 2012-2013 academic
year.25
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North Carolina Early Math Placement Testing Program

The North Carolina Early Math Placement Testing Program (NC EMPT) provides a free, optional practice college placement test to
evaluate state high school students’ readiness for college-level mathematics. The test, which is only a self-assessment of math abilities
and does not serve as a replacement for college admission or placement tests, is offered to all high school students in upper-level
math courses, regardless of grade level. 

The program has been operated by East Carolina University since its creation in 1996-1997. A team of math experts from UNC
institutions, the North Carolina Community College System, and NC DPI oversee the program and develop a new practice placement
test each year. The voluntary assessment has a limited scale across the state; in 2008-2009, only one-third (184) of North Carolina
public high schools participated in the test.26

Concluding Thoughts
It is clear from the research that a high school diploma will no longer be sufficient for students to be globally competitive. If more
students are to complete a credential beyond high school, our state must ensure that they graduate from high school without the
need for remediation at the postsecondary level. The following elements are essential components of an education continuum that
will get students where they need to go, from kindergarten to successful postsecondary completion:  

1. Clear, rigorous K-12 standards are essential to prepare students for college and career.
The Common Core State Standards provide a perfect opportunity for North Carolina’s K-12, community college, and university
systems to come to a consensus around the academic expectations for both high school graduation and postsecondary enrollment,
and to collaborate around how to better assess and monitor students’ progress towards postsecondary readiness. The state must
work to ensure that all new standards are fully implemented so that the content students learn builds to postsecondary and career
readiness.    

2. K-12 and postsecondary institutions must come to agreement about how to define and measure college readiness.
Institutions of higher education have historically been uninvolved in setting or providing input on K-12 standards, leaving K-12
leaders to independently develop coursework and tests that they presume to be college and career ready.  It is essential for K-12
and postsecondary leaders to be active partners in the creation of standards, readiness assessments, and professional
development so that each step in a student’s education journey builds to postsecondary readiness and eventual certificate
or degree completion.

3. Students need information about their postsecondary readiness before they leave high school.
One of the principal recommendations in the SREB report, No Time to Waste, is that the postsecondary readiness of high school
students be assessed in reading, writing, and mathematics no later than their junior year.27 The NC Early Math Placement Testing
Program currently provides useful information to a limited number of students across the state, but it does not have a formal
relationship to postsecondary entrance or placement exams. A college and career readiness assessment directly linked to university
and community college placement decisions will help high schools identify who is truly not ready for postsecondary work and
provide targeted instruction before the students graduate.

4. Effective postsecondary readiness programs incorporate additional student instruction and teacher professional
development. 
Assessing students’ postsecondary readiness in high school is only the first step to preparing them for college. Students not yet
performing at the college-ready level should have the opportunity to enroll in supplemental courses in their 12th grade year.28  

The California Early Assessment Program and the Florida College and Career Readiness Initiative provide valuable models
of how professional development and supplemental coursework can be used to strengthen high school students’
knowledge before they graduate. 

North Carolina has made substantial progress, but it has much to learn from other states. The models from California and Florida
demonstrate that creating quality college and career readiness standards requires the involvement of both K-12 and postsecondary
institutions. If North Carolina’s education systems can effectively collaborate to align standards and assessments, the state will be well-
positioned to provide its students with timely information and instruction that will ultimately allow them to be successful on their
chosen paths.
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