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This study has three primary goals:

• • Compare the placement results of the new system with the 
old system.

• • Evaluate the relationship between the revised ELA course 
placement process and student outcomes.

• • Examine how well CMI’s revised ELA course placement 
process measures ELA course performance.

Researchers looked at how students were placed into ELA 
courses, including whether they completed those courses, 
stayed in college for at least a year, or eventually passed credit-
bearing ELA courses. Researchers focused on students who 
enrolled at CMI for the first time between spring 2022 and spring 
2024, after the new placement system was put in place.

What are the goals of this STUDY?

The College of the MarshalI Islands (CMI) places many students 
into developmental English Language Arts (ELA) courses, but 
these students often have a harder time staying on track and 
graduating. To help more students start and finish credit-bearing 
ELA courses, CMI changed its placement process before the 
2021/22 school year.

Why this STUDY?

**   Revised test includes both multiple-choice and writing components. 
Multiple choice scoring accounts for item difficulty.

2021 Revised Approach

ELA placement test score weighted 75 percent  
High school GPA weighted 25 percent

Student’s ELA placement  
test results**

Student’s high 
school GPA

Level 2
(Developmental)

Level 4
(Credit-bearing)

Level 3
(Developmental)

Within each level, students are assigned to one of two pathways:

Regular 
Placement

Students in the lower 
50% of the level.

1
Intensive Placement

Students in the upper 50% of the level. 
This pathway is designed to help students 

progress through developmental 
coursework more rapidly and reach 

credit-bearing courses sooner.

2

*   Test included both multiple-choice and writing components.  
Multiple-choice scoring did not account for differences in item difficulty.

Old Process

Student’s ELA placement test results*

Level 1
(Developmental)

Level 2
(Developmental)

Level 3
(Developmental)

Level 4
(Credit-bearing)

ELA Placement Reform at CMI:



Key findings of this STUDY

• • The new placement system enrolled fewer students in credit-
bearing courses compared to the previous approach.

• • Students placed in intensive pathways were more likely to 
pass credit-bearing courses and stay in college. 

• • The multiple-choice test and high school GPA predicted ELA 
course success equally well, whereas the writing test score 
did not predict passing credit-bearing courses.
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Placement results under CMI’s new approach

Percentage of students who placed into the three English language 
arts course levels

Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Percentage of students placed into ELA course levels

Students placed in intensive pathways level were more likely to pass 
credit-bearing courses and stay in college

Percentage of students who passed the credit-bearing course on their first attempt
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Placement Results

  Overall       Regular pathway      Intensive pathway  

Percentage of students who persisted to a 
second year of college

Level 2 Level 3 Level 4
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  Regular pathway          Intensive pathway  

  Regular pathway           Intensive pathway

ENGLISH 105 ENGLISH 111

Percent placed into 
credit-bearing ELA 
courses

Percent placed 
into developmental 
courses

Around 11 percent overall 
placed into Level 4 

highlighting that the new 
placement system enrolled 

fewer students in credit-
bearing courses compared 
to the previous approach, 

which was 22 percent.

Nearly 90% of students place 
into developmental courses

Level 2 Intensive students persisted 
to college at higher rates than 

Level 3 Regular students.

Previous 
placement 

system

New 
placement 

system

Level 2 Level 2

Level 3 +16 +21Level 3

Level 4 +23 +38Level 4

50%50%

39%39%

11%11%

34%34%
29%29%

5%5%

15%15%
10%10% 6%6%

38%38%
46%46% 46%46%

52%52%
58%58%

83%83%

78%

22%

50% 31%

71% 72%

86% 88%

56% 39%

55% 51%

63% 50%

11%

89%



The multiple-choice test and high school GPA predicted ELA course 
success equally well, whereas the writing test score did not meaningfully 
predict course success once other factors were considered.

This finding suggests that high school GPA 
could serve as a stand-alone measure for 
ELA course placement, which would be less 
complex and less burdensome for CMI while 
maintaining accurate placement decisions.

Students in intensive pathways had higher rates of passing credit-
bearing courses and higher college persistence rates than students 
in regular pathways.

• • What strategies could CMI implement to increase the number of students in intensive pathways?

• • Why might fewer students enroll in intensive pathways than are eligible, and what strategies could increase 
enrollment?

• • What factors might explain higher persistence rates among students in intensive pathways, and how could CMI 
further investigate these differences?

High school GPA and the multiple-choice component of the ELA 
course placement test similarly predicted passing the credit-bearing 
courses, whereas the writing test scores did not significantly predict 
passing these courses. From those results, this study identified two 
possible placement systems: 

Reflection Questions

High School GPA

Multiple-choice exam

Writing portion of exam

1.   A high school GPA-only placement system, in which students are placed into ELA pathways using high school GPA 
as the sole factor. 

2.  A combined high school GPA + multiple-choice test system, in which placement decisions are based only on the 
GPA and the multiple-choice test, and not the writing component. The weights for the GPA whould be greater than 
or equal to the weights for the multiple-choice test. The multiple-choice test would also need to be revised.

• • What would a high school GPA-only placement system look like?

• • Because the high school GPA-only placement system places students equally well as the GPA + multiple-choice 
test system, does it make sense to keep the placement test?

• • If the multiple-choice test is kept, what revision process should be followed?



Although English is the language of instruction at CMI, Marshallese 
is the primary language of its students.

• • How can Marshallese language supports be incorporated into ELA courses to assist students’ learning English?

• • What types of professional development would help instructors better support multilingual learners in ELA 
courses?
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Reflection Questions, continued

For certain credit-bearing courses, the performance difference 
between upper developmental level (Level 3) and the credit-bearing 
level (Level 4) students is minimal.

• • What strategies could CMI consider to increase direct placement into credit-bearing ELA courses?

Students placed in level 2 courses had the lowest passing ratings 
of credit-bearing courses.

• • How might CMI revise the Level 2 ELA curriculum to better meet the needs of students with a wider range of 
preparation levels?

• •  What additional supports might CMI provide to students to help them succeed in ELA courses?

• • How might CMI and RMI-PSS continue to examine alignment across ELA courses and identify additional 
opportunities for collaboration?
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