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Statement of the Problem 

In 2010, 35.5% of incoming freshmen entered the California State University (CSU) 

system unprepared for college-level mathematics despite the fact that CSU draws from the top 

third of California’s high school graduates (The California State University, 2011).  The need for 

academic remediation negatively impacts students, the CSU system and society.  Students will 

accumulate greater debt; spend more time in college; and delay their entrance into the workforce 

(Tierney & Garcia, 2011). CSU is adversely impacted by the $30 million annual cost of 

remediation and lower graduation rates (The California State University, 2011a). Society is 

equally affected by an unskilled workforce and lower income tax revenues (Johnson, Sengupta, 

& Murphy, 2009).   

In 2004 the CSU launched the Early Assessment Program (EAP) in an effort to lower the 

percentage of students arriving unprepared to college; however, little noticeable improvements 

have occurred as a result of this program (Educational Testing Service, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 

2010).  Research suggests that a misalignment between the high school math curriculum and the 

EAP is a key factor impeding success (Howell, Kurlaender, & Grodsky, 2010; Kirst, 2004; 

Wesley, 2008).  Specifically, the Algebra II state standards do not include the higher order 

critical thinking skills assessed by the EAP and required for college-level mathematics 

coursework.  Since the need for remediation persists (only 15% of students earned exemptions 

from the math EAP in 2010), the CSU enacted Executive Order 1048 which established the Early 

Start Initiative.  In 2012 Early Start will require incoming freshmen to begin math remediation 

prior to their first term at a CSU, meaning that 85% of entering freshmen may be required to take 

remedial courses at CSU in the summer of 2012.  In response, CSU campuses are looking to high 

schools for help in lowering the percentage of students requiring remediation.  A possible 
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solution to decrease the rate of college freshmen requiring remediation is the creation of a senior 

year course that bridges the curricular gap and satisfies the Early Start requirement.     

Background 

While only 15% of the high school juniors whom participated in the EAP were identified 

as “Ready for College” and earned an exemption in 2010, a deeper look reveals additional key 

information about this population.  The data illustrate that success on the EAP varies greatly by 

race and economic status. 

In 2010 California public schools had a total of 487,505 students categorized as high 

school juniors.  Of these, the largest subgroup by race was Hispanic (229,897), followed by 

White (144,861), Asian (43,926) and African American (36,208).  Given these data, one might 

expect to find significantly more Hispanics taking the EAP but this is not the case.  Recall that 

the EAP is only accessible to high school juniors taking Algebra II or higher.  In 2010, only 

88,677 (39%) of Hispanic juniors were enrolled in Algebra II or higher compared with 77,306 

(54%) of Whites, 34,193 (78%) of Asians and 12,322 (34%) of African Americans.  EAP 

participation among the groups was similar with less that 5% difference in any category.  The 

lower rates of students of color in higher-level mathematics classes suggest that access is limited 

for these subgroups. 

A deeper look at the data highlights the disparity of educational experiences for students 

of color.  Table 1.1 below summarizes the performances of students by race.   
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2010 EAP Mathematics Totals1 by Race 
Early Assessment of Readiness for College 

Mathematics (Total1) African Hispanic White Asian 
Ready for College 4% 6% 17% 35% 
Ready for College – Conditional 32% 36% 48% 46% 

Did Not Demonstrate College Readiness on This 
Assessment 64% 58% 34% 20% 
                                    Table 1.1  

Even though the EAP passing rates were dismal for all demographics and particularly 

low for students of color, almost the same pattern can be found when comparing by economic 

status.   For all races, the passing rates for students who are not economically disadvantaged are 

almost double their disadvantaged peers.  This pattern is highlighted in Table 1.2 below. 

2010 EAP Mathematics Totals1 by Economic Status 
NOT Economically Disadvantaged 

Early Assessment of Readiness for College 
Mathematics (Total)1 White Asian Hispanic African 

Ready for College 18% 42% 9% 5% 
Ready for College – Conditional 49% 44% 41% 36% 
Did Not Demonstrate College Readiness on 
This Assessment 33% 14% 51% 58% 

Economically Disadvantaged 
Early Assessment of Readiness for College 

Mathematics (Total)1 White Asian Hispanic African 

Ready for College 10% 22% 5% 3% 
Ready for College – Conditional 43% 48% 35% 27% 
Did Not Demonstrate College Readiness on 
This Assessment 47% 30% 61% 70% 

Table 1.2 

Inequitable educational experiences and outcomes for students of color is a growing 

problem for the United States.  The Lumina Foundation (2009) warns that the rate of college 

attainment for underserved students – first-generation, low income and students of color – is 

decreasing in comparison to white, non-Hispanic students.  This achievement gap comes at a 

 
1 Total refers to the aggregation of data for high school juniors who took the Algebra II or Summative Math CST.   
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time when our nation’s fastest growing demographic is students of color (Burciaga, 2009; 

College Board, 2008; Lumina Foundation, 2009).  Given the current college graduation rates, 

there will be shortage of 16 million college-educated workers nationally and one million in 

California by the year 2025 (Johnson, Sengupta, & Murphy, 2009); Lumina Foundation, 2009).  

Due to the changing demographic of the United States, the rate of college access and persistence 

of minority and low-income students must increase in order to meet future workforce demands.  

An analysis of the factors that inhibit underserved students’ access to, and persistence through, 

college is necessary to develop recommendations for closing the attainment gap. 

The research suggests that K-12 academic preparation, counseling, college retention 

strategies, and affordability are four factors that dramatically affect access to and persistence 

through college (College Board, 2008; Ed Source, 2007; Kirst, 2007; Lumina Foundation, 2010; 

McDonough & Calderone, 2006; Oakes, 2008).  In the past 30 years, these factors have been 

exacerbated by the practice of tracking in K-12 schools, the disconnect between California’s K-

12 and higher education systems, and the decrease in the availability of college counseling in 

regards to access, preparation and affordability to minority students and their families (Kirst, 

2007; McDonough & Calderone, 2006; Oakes, 2008).   

Institutional Factors Inhibiting College Access and Persistence 

It would seem logical that high schools do most of the preparation for college given the 

direct transition between high school and college.  However, it is actually a student’s track in 

middle school that determines whether or not that student will be prepared to enter a top-tier 4-

year university (College Board, 2008; Ed Source, 2008, Oakes, 2008).  For example, our nation’s 

selective universities do not offer any math courses below Calculus.  In order to be prepared, and 
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admitted, to these colleges and universities a student must take Algebra in middle school 

(College Board, 2008; Oakes, 2008).   

The inability to complete the required pre-requisite course sequence is only one negative 

outcome of tracking.  According to Oakes (2008), “students in lower-level classes have less 

access than their peers in high-level classes to high-status knowledge, fewer opportunities to 

engage in stimulating learning activities, and classroom relationships less likely to foster 

engagement with teachers, peers, and learning” (p. 1890).  Additionally, most low-track classes 

consist of low-income students and students of color (Oakes, 2008).  The College Board (2008), 

contends that “curriculum rigor trumps just about everything else in predicting college success” 

(p. 14).  Thus it is clear that tracking low-income and minority students in low-level classes 

prevents them from accessing and persisting through college. 

Another institutional policy that hinders college access and persistence is the availability 

and purpose of counseling for students and families.  McDonough and Calderone (2006) attest 

that “no professional is more important to improving college enrollment than counselors” (p. 

1705).  Unfortunately, public schools have few counselors with the highest ratio of counselors to 

students (more than 1:1,056) in low-income schools (McDonough & Calderone, 2006; Powell, 

1996).  Compounding matters further are the demands beyond college counseling required by 

counselors.  McDonough and Calderone (2006) concluded “that counselors engage in college 

guidance only 13% of the time” (p. 1706).  Low-income students and their families are 

particularly ill-informed about the cost of college and methods for financing post-secondary 

education (Burciaga, 2009; Kane, 1999; McDonough & Calderone, (2006).  Even if more 

counselors were available to students and their families, McDonough (2006) contends that 

“school personnel’s expectations are largely influenced by their beliefs about race, ethnicity, and 
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social class. These assumptions in turn affect how they interact with, support, and advise 

students and their families” (p 1711-1712).   

State Policies Inhibiting College Access and Persistence 

Outside of academic institutions, factors at the state level also inhibit college access and 

persistence.  In California, the K-12 and higher education systems were once connected.  For 

example, Community Colleges were previously part of the K-12 system (Kirst, 2008).  Currently 

California’s K-12 and higher education systems are disconnected with little or no collaboration 

or communication between them (College Board, 2008; Kirst, 2008).  Therefore, students, 

parents, and teachers mistakenly think that the courses students take in high school determine 

their placement in college.  This is incorrect.  As Kirst (2008) points out, “at broad access two- 

and four-year colleges, placement exams are the crucial standard that students confront when 

they enter, and they are the pathway to credit-level courses” (p. 116).  Unfortunately, there is a 

disconnect between the high school curricula and the placement tests.  The result is a vast 

majority of students placed in remedial, non-credit courses.  Kirst points to remediation rates of 

30% for 4-year broad access colleges.  Ed Source (2008) argues that “many community college 

districts report that about 75% of their incoming students are not ready to take college level work 

in English language arts and mathematics” (p 120).  Research suggests that the lack of college 

readiness and placement in remedial college courses significantly lowers students’ rate of 

persistence (Kirst, 2008; College Board, 2008). 

Significance of the Research 

 It is imperative that we find a solution to our state and nation’s problems surrounding 

high school graduates arriving to college unprepared for college level mathematics.  Students, 

colleges, and society all suffer great consequences from these issues.  Our K-12 institutions are 
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not successful when their students graduate ill equipped for college.  It is my hope that this 

project will produce an option for struggling high school seniors that bridges the curricular gaps 

and leads to increased graduation rates for the CSU.  Additionally, the senior year course should 

be a project that can be replicated in any high school in California.   
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