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METHODS 
 
This study is focused on three areas in which the college placement tests and the WASL have 
similar content:  Reading, Writing, Pre-Algebra and Algebra Math.  Largely excluded from 
analysis were tests occurring in only one of the two systems, such as the Listening WASL, and 
college placement tests in Trigonometry. 
 
Different study methods were designed to analyze test content and test results: 

1) Content was analyzed by a structured panel of experts from the involved agencies. 
 
2) The patterns of test scores were statistically analyzed using a sample of individuals who 

took both tests at about the same time. 
 
Content Analysis 
 
Expert Panel Process 
 
Evaluation of the content of the tests was done by three subject-specific expert panels, using a 
workshop format developed in pilot sessions conducted by OSPI and SBCTC staff in February 
2002.  Panels for Reading, for Writing/Editing, and for Math consisted of two members each 
from the K-12 system and from the community college system.  Panel members had extensive 
classroom experience in their subject areas.  Each expert panel included a K-12 representative 
who had involvement in the development of EALRs and the WASL.   
 
The Math and Reading expert panels met for two days, and the Writing expert panel for one day.  
Each panel was provided with copies of tests starting with the WASL.  Using a consensus model, 
each item was rated for the primary and secondary WASL strands/targets assessed, and for level 
of difficulty.  Early discussions on item ratings quickly led to a high level of agreement and 
ultimate consensus on all items.  The college placement tests were rated using the same 
framework.   
 
Tests evaluated were: 

- the 2001 WASL,  
- representative sample questions for  COMPASS and ASSET provided by the national 

ACT staff, and  
- an extracted set of current ACCUPLACER questions.2 

 
Score Analysis 
 
Data Sources 
 
This analysis was based on a sample of students who took both the 10th grade WASL and college 
placement tests in the same year, during 1999, 2000, or 2001.  This sample avoided the 
confounding or contaminating effects of other education, experiences, and maturation that would 
have occurred in a sample of students for whom one or two years elapsed between their WASL 
tests and their college placements tests. 
                                                 
2 ACCUPLACER questions were sampled online to represent what the adaptive software would give to a student 
who answered about 90% of the questions correctly. 
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The students whose scores were used in this study were primarily those seeking to begin the 
Running Start program.  For these students the placement tests functioned as eligibility exams - 
the Reading and Writing/Editing tests for non-quantitative courses, and the Math tests for 
quantitative courses.3  As a result, significantly more students took the Reading and Writing 
placement tests than the Math placement tests. 
 
This is not a random or representative sample of all high school students, or of all high school 
students who take community and technical college placement tests.   We would expect these 
students to be above average both in academic capability and in some types of motivation.  
However, they are a sizable and diverse group.  There is no obvious reason why the relationship 
between performance on the two tests should be substantially different for other students. 

 
Data was voluntarily contributed by 16 of the 34 community and technical colleges, and 
combined with WASL test scores from OSPI, resulting in a sample of 3,757 students who took a 
placement test during their 10th grade year near the time of WASL administration.4  The paper 
and pencil ASSET tests were taken by more students than the combined total who took either of 
the two computer-based tests: there were over 6900 ASSET test scores used, compared to less 
than a combined total of 2500 COMPASS and ACCUPLACER test scores.  Fewer students took 
the Math placement tests than the Reading or Writing tests: our sample included about 3400 tests 
each for Reading and Writing compared to less than 2600 Math scores on key qualifying tests. 
 
WASL “scale” scores were used throughout the analysis, so that scores are comparable across 
years.  All WASL scores of zero, which indicate that a student did not take that particular 
component of the test, were deleted from analyses. 
 
Because each community and technical college sets its own “passing scores”, national standards 
for college placement were used in this study.  The “college ready” threshold scores used in 
statistical analysis were those recommended by ACT’s national office, and the National 
Median threshold scores were used for schools using ACCUPLACER.  Although some 
colleges’ standards are lower than these national standards, on average, Washington colleges 
passing scores are slightly higher than the national standards.  Therefore, this study somewhat 
overestimates the proportion of students passing placement exams at the community and 
technical colleges.   
 
Students may have had quite different motivation for their performance on the two tests.  WASL 
scores are not yet part of graduation or college entrance requirements, and therefore students 
have little at stake in taking the WASL.   In contrast, students applying for Running Start will not 
be able to enroll at their local college without a passing score on the relevant college placement 
tests. 

                                                 
3 In some community and technical colleges, other factors beyond placement tests scores are also considered in 
Running Start acceptance and placement.  However, placement tests scores are the sole criterion in many places and 
the predominant factor across the community and technical college system. 
4 Records of test dates are not precise.  Scores were selected to be for tests no more than about six weeks apart. 
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RESULTS 
 
Major Differences In Administration and Content of the WASL and College Placement Tests  
 
While the 10th grade WASL and the college placement tests have some similarities, they were 
developed for different purposes at different times. As a result, they are not parallel in many 
important aspects. Starting with test administration, there are differences both between the 
WASL and placement tests and among placement tests (See Table 2).    

 
- Placement tests are exclusively multiple-choice, while WASL tests include a range from 

multiple-choice through short answer questions, to the original essays required in the 
Writing WASL. 

 
Treatment of content also varies considerably. 
 

- WASL includes a wider variety of types of questions and content strands.   
 
- WASL includes more questions that require drawing on multiple content strands.  Most 

questions on the college placement tests evaluate a single strand or content area. 
 

- Some college placement test material is above the level normally covered through grade 
10: for example, quadratic equations and texts at higher than 10th grade reading levels. 

 
As an example of these differences in content treatment, see Table 3 for comparison of Reading 
tests.  Reading is the subject area in which the tests are most similar in form and content. 
 
Table 2  
Test Administration  
 

 WASL ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER 

Test Author State of Washington ACT ACT College Board 

Type of Test Hard Copy 
Paper/Pencil  

Hard Copy 
Paper/Pencil 

Computer  
Based 

Computer-
Internet Based 

Questions/Items Fixed within test 
version 

Fixed within test 
version 

Adaptive to test 
taker’s answers 

Adaptive to test 
taker’s answers 

Scoring More points for Short 
Answer & Extended 
Response; Writing 
Scored holistically 

All items 
multiple choice 
and weighted 
equally 

All items 
multiple choice, 
weighted by 
difficulty rating 

All items 
multiple choice, 
weighted by 
difficulty rating 

Timed No Yes No No 

Immediate Access 
to Test Results/ 
Retests 

No No Yes Yes 

Stakes for the 
Student 

Low High High  High 
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Table 3  
Content of Reading Tests 
 

  Type Question Primary Strand and Target Assessed 

  Percent of Total 
Test Percent of Total Test 
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WASL 37  70 24 6  14 16 8 32 19 11  2.51 
ASSET 24  100         100      2.42 
COMPASS 42  100    12     88      1.62 
ACCUPLACER* 25  100         88 8  4  2.96 

*    Excludes 23 Item Vocabulary Test 
** The difficulty rating is based on panel consensus:  1 =“very easy” to 5 =“very difficult.” 

 
Note that the Reading WASL’s average degree of question difficulty shown in the table above is 
in the middle of the difficulty range for the college placement tests.  More detailed data show 
that  16% of the Reading WASL items required drawing on multiple strands, while the 
percentage of multi-strand questions on college placement tests ranged from 0% to less than 5%. 

 
Despite Differences, Test Content and Outcomes Are Significantly Related 
 
There is substantial overlap between the content of placement tests and the WASL.  The content 
on which the college placement tests concentrate is significantly present in the WASL (with the 
exception of some Math beyond normal 10th grade coursework). 

 
Test scores are moderately correlated.  Running Start applicants who scored well on a WASL 
subject tend to score well on placement tests in the same subject.  This correlation means that the 
higher a student’s WASL score, the more likely they are to place into college level courses, as 
shown on the following tables and graphs.  Statistically significant correlations are found both 
when calculated separately for each test, and when combined by normalizing the data using Z-
scores.5  (See Table 4) 

                                                 
5 This is a standard technique for normalizing data when there are differences in measurement.  In effect, it replaces 
each test score with a mathematical measure of how far that score was above or below the average score for that 
particular test. 
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These statistics also indicate some differences among subject areas and among tests in the 
strength of the relationship between the testing systems. 
 

- ASSET tests have higher statistical correlation with WASL scores than COMPASS or 
ACCUPLACER, although this may partly be a result of the larger number of ASSET 
tests included in the study sample.  It could also be because both ASSET and WASL are 
“paper and pencil” tests. 

 
- Of all the subjects, the strongest correlations were between the Math WASL and the 

Intermediate and College Algebra placement tests- despite the presence of material 
beyond the WASL level on significant portions of those placement tests. 

 
Table 4 
Correlations of WASL Scores with College Placement Test Scores  
 
Reading Tests 
 R* 
All Tests (Z-Score) 0.446
Reading scores on ASSET  0.479
Reading scores on COMPASS  0.382
Reading scores on ACCUPLACER  0.338
 
Writing Tests 
 R 
All Tests (Z-Score) 0.403
Writing scores on ASSET 0.427
Writing scores on COMPASS 0.364
Writing scores on ACCUPLACER 0.374

 
Intermediate Algebra Tests  
  R 
All ACT Intermediate Algebra  0.580
   ASSET Intermediate Algebra Score  0.622
   COMPASS Algebra Score  0.406
  
College Algebra Tests  
  R 
All ACT College Algebra  0.547
   ASSET College Algebra Score  0.584
   COMPASS College Algebra Score  0.446
* R is a measure of the strength of correlation among factors: it ranges from zero for factors with no relationship to 
theoretical maximum of 1 for perfect correlation.  All correlations are statistically significant at the .01 level.    
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The relationship between WASL scores and placement test scores can be statistically estimated 
with reasonable accuracy.  Levels of WASL score can be identified at which high proportions of 
students also qualify on college placement tests.  (See Table 5) 
 
Table 5 
Estimated WASL Score Levels by Probability of College Level Placement 

 

 
95% 
Placement 

90% 
Placement 

80% 
Placement 

75% 
Placement  

WASL 
Standard 

Reading 439 428 419 410 400 
Writing 11 9 8* 8* 9 
Math 486 466 456 442 400 
* Students who scored 8 on the Writing WASL achieved a college placement rate in Writing between 75% and 80%. 

 
The following graphs show how the percentage of students “passing ” college placement tests 
systematically rises with increasing WASL scores.  In general, except for scores at the low end 
(for which there were relatively few cases in this sample)6, the points map out a smooth, upward-
sloping line, indicating a consistent relationship between results on the two tests.7  WASL Levels 
2, 3, and 4 are indicated on Reading and Math graphs by vertical lines. 
 
 

Figure 1
College Level Placement by WASL Score - Reading
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6 The correlation of WASL Writing and Reading scores with college placement tests in those areas is weaker for low 
scores than for middle or higher scores.  This may be due to motivational factors and/or the nature of the Running 
Start applicant group. 
7 Score categories that contained less than three student scores are omitted. 
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Figure 2
College Level Placement by WASL Score - Writing
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Figure 3
College Level Placement by WASL Score -  Math
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Writing Tests Differ More in Format and Results 
 
Of the three subject areas covered in this study, Writing was the area in with the greatest 
differences both in the tests and in student results. 
 
The original essay format of the WASL Writing test is very different from the Writing/Editing 
multiple-choice tests used for college placement.  This, and other differences, can be seen in 
Table 6.  There is much less format difference between the Reading or Math tests. 

 
The pattern of students passing these two tests varies greatly by subject. (See Table 7) 
 

- Both Reading exams were passed by a large proportion of this sample of students.   
 
- The Writing WASL had the lowest pass rate of all the WASL tests. Fewer students 

passed the Writing WASL than the college placement tests in Writing/Editing.  Almost 
three-fourths of the students who did not passed the Writing WASL passed their college 
placement exam in Writing/Editing.   

WASL 
Standard
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- Both math tests were relatively difficult for this sample: the pass rate for college 
placement tests in Math was just over 50%, by far the lowest pass rate of any test in this 
study.  Very few students who did not pass the Math WASL passed a college placement 
Math test.  

 
Table 6 
Writing/Editing Tests  
 
TEST Sub Test 

Name 
Content Task Grade Level 

of Material 
to be Edited 

Type of 
Questions 

WASL Writing Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Write 2 original 
compositions 
1) Expository 
2) Persuasive 
Each scored holistically  

Depends on level 
at which student 
writes 

Original 
Composition and 
Revision 

ASSET Writing Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Edit 3 passages with 36 
multiple choice items 

11.4-11.7 Multiple Choice 

Writing 
Skills 

Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Edit 2 essays with 45 
multiple choice items 

Punctuation 5 multiple choice items 
Verb Formation & 
agreement 

5 multiple choice items 

Word usage 5 multiple choice items 
Relationship of 
Clauses 

5 multiple choice items 

Shifts in Construction 5 multiple choice items 
Organization 5 multiple choice items 
Spelling 5 multiple choice items 

COMPASS 

Writing 
Diagnostics  

Capitalization 5 multiple choice items 

10.3 Multiple Choice 

ACCUPLACER Sentence 
Skills 

Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Edit 25 sentences with 
25 multiple choice 
items 

11.2 Multiple Choice 

 
Table 7 
Comparison of WASL Pass Rates with College Placement Pass Rates 
 

WASL Pass Rates College Placement Pass Rates 

 

All Students Receiving 
Non-Zero Scores on 
1999-2001 WASL 

Running Start Applicants Who 
Took Both WASL And Placement 
Test in the Subject 

Running Start Applicants Who Took 
Both WASL And Placement Test in 
the Subject 

Reading 64% 92% 84% 
Writing 46% 73% 88% 
Math 39% 75% 52% 
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FURTHER DIRECTIONS 
 
This report does not explore the possible policy implications of the relationship identified 
between the two testing systems.  It also does not exhaust the possibilities for relevant analysis, 
either of the tests or of the sample of student scores. 
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Relationship of the Washington Assessment of Student Learning 
(WASL) and Placement Tests 

Used at Community and Technical Colleges 
 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
As part of the general movement toward accountability and reform in public education, new 
instruments have been developed by Washington State’s K-12 system for assessing student 
learning.   These assessments are designed for administration at the 4th, 7th and 10th grades.  
Eventually, adequate performance on the 10th grade Washington Assessment of Student Learning 
(WASL) test will be a graduation requirement for all Washington public high schools. 
 
For many of the graduates of Washington’s K-12 system, their first steps into post-secondary 
education involve enrollment at colleges that are part of the Washington State Community and 
Technical College system.  Students entering that system are assessed for placement levels in 
Math and English primarily through the use of standardized tests provided by two national 
testing companies.  The basic design of these tests has been in place for many years, and they are 
intended to cover a wide range of adults seeking placement in educational curricula.   
 
There are many differences in content, purpose, administration and methodology between the 
WASL and the standardized national placement tests.  However, for many students, the 10th 
grade WASL will be the last high-stakes standardized test they face before seeking placement at 
a community or technical college.  Further, it would be hoped that the capabilities tested in 
measuring progress in the K-12 system would include those needed for entry into college-level 
work. 
 
Therefore, both the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) and the State Board for 
Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) have an interest in better understanding the 
relationship between, and the alignment of, the 10th grade WASL and the placement tests used by 
community and technical colleges. This independent study, jointly sponsored by OSPI and the 
SBCTC, is a first step in understanding that relationship. 
 
Objectives 
 
Currently the K-12 and post-secondary assessment systems are not integrated and set different 
expectations for students. The K-12 system uses the WASL while the post-secondary system 
uses a number of different tests (the ASSET, COMPSS, and ACCUPLACER at state community 
and technical colleges, and the SAT and ACT at 4-year institutions). The assessments of the two 
systems are administered in different ways and use different methods to measure different 
content areas and skills.  OSPI and SBCTC had an interest in investigating the relationship 
between the content of the different assessments, the results of the assessments, and how well the 
results of the assessments predict student performance in higher education. 
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In particular, this study focused on the following two questions:   
 

•  In what ways is the grade 10 WASL similar to and different from the placement tests used 
at the community and technical colleges? 

 
•  What is the relationship between individual students’ scores on the grade 10 Reading, 

Writing, and Mathematics WASL and their scores in the same subject areas on the three 
placements tests (ASSET, COMPASS, and ACCUPLACER) used at Washington 
community and technical colleges? 

 
These research activities are focused on interim objectives for improved understanding of the 
role of testing in the transition from secondary education to post-secondary education.  Longer-
term research objectives include examining how well WASL scores predict performance in post-
secondary institutions.  However, addressing that longer-term objective requires both more 
elapsed time for student performance to occur and be assessed, and more detailed data from 
student transcripts.  The questions addressed in this study will be useful in designing further 
research. 
 
Background 
 
WASL 
 
The WASL is administered in four areas—Reading, Writing, Listening and Mathematics—in 
grades 4, 7 and 10.  The WASL assesses the extent to which students in the last trimester of 
those grades have met the state’s essential academic learning requirements (EALRs).  The 
Reading and Mathematics assessments are divided into two parts, with all strands assessed in 
each part.8  Most of the items are multiple choice, but more points are assigned to short answer 
or extended response items.  All students at the designated grade levels are given the test, except 
for some students who are exempted because of limited English proficiency or disability.  (An 
alternative assessment is administered to students in special education who are unable to take the 
WASL, even with accommodations.)  Reading and Math WASL scores are summarized into 4 
levels, with Level 3 representing meeting state standards, and Level 4 exceeding standards.  
Writing and Listening WASL scores are summarized only as below standard or meeting 
standard. 
 
In addition to tests in Reading and Mathematics, the WASL includes tests in Writing and 
Listening.  The grade 10 Writing test evaluates two original student essays: one persuasive, and 
the other expository.  The Listening test measures the ability to answer questions about material 
the students have heard read to them. 
 
Phased implementation of the 10th grade WASL has been underway for several years, but 
passing the WASL is not scheduled to be a requirement for high school graduation until the 
graduating class of 2008, which will have taken the tests in 2006. 
 

                                                 
8 See http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment/assessproginfo/subdocuments/testspec.asp for WASL test specifications. 
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Community and Technical College Placement Tests 
 
Washington’s public community and technical college system includes 34 institutions across the 
state (See Appendix A for a list of the institutions), each with a separate president and board.  
The state-level Board for Community and Technical Colleges is the central coordinating and 
policy body for the system.  In addition, the Higher Education Coordinating Board has policy 
responsibilities that include much of the community and technical college program, and the 
Workforce Training and Education Coordinating Board has some performance measurement 
responsibilities for their workforce education programs.  Annual enrollment includes nearly a 
half million students, with a majority of part-time students. 
  
Washington community and technical colleges primarily choose among three sets of nationally-
available placement tests designed to assess student readiness for college level Reading, Writing 
and Math.  These tests are designed for and used with a wide range of students who apply to the 
public community and technical colleges.  For some students, the placement tests serve to 
determine whether they need developmental coursework to prepare for college-level studies.  For 
others, the tests determine where their current skills place them within the college-level 
curriculum. While specific policies are determined by individual colleges and vary across the 
state, general practices of making course level assignments based on placement test scores are 
similar throughout the system.   
 
The majority (26) of the community and technical colleges use the ASSET tests or COMPASS 
tests produced by American College Testing, Inc. (ACT). Another seven colleges use 
ACCUPLACER tests, developed and distributed by The College Board.9  These tests cover 
Reading, Writing, and Math, although the “Writing” tests are limited to choosing among a range 
of options or edits by the multiple choice format of the tests.   The COMPASS and 
ACCUPLACER tests are computerized tests, which provide immediate scoring and feedback on 
performance, and facilitate re-taking of tests.  They are also adaptive tests, which draw on a 
larger bank of test items to change the questions presented based on the specific responses to 
previous questions.  The ASSET test, like the WASL, is a paper and pencil test. 
 
Normally, these tests do not serve as institutional admissions criteria, but rather determine 
prerequisites and student placement.  Typically, the Reading and Writing tests are used jointly to 
place students in non-quantitative courses, and the Math tests are used to place students in the 
quantitative curriculum.  For most students there is a gap of two or more years between taking 
the 10th grade WASL and seeking placement in a college curriculum.  
 
However, there is a more limited group of high school students for whom the college placement 
tests have both a different function and a different timing.  Under a state-sponsored program 
called Running Start, high school students can apply to attend community or technical college 
courses tuition-free, and receive dual credit in both high school and college.  Each college 
determines its own specific Running Start eligibility criteria, but they rely heavily on test scores 
from their standard placement tests.  Because this program (and its funding) is available only for 
college-level coursework, the placement tests serve as de facto entrance exams for Running Start 
applicants.  Further, because a significant proportion of Running Start applicants seek to begin 
                                                 
9 In a few colleges, locally-developed Math tests are used rather than national standardized tests. 
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attending college in their 11th grade year, they take both the WASL and placement tests in the 
spring of their 10th grade year. 
 
Sponsorship 
 
In order to ensure objectivity in this study, OSPI and SBCTC jointly asked the Olympia office of 
SESRC to conduct this comparison of the tests administered in their systems. 
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METHODS 
 
This report combines two very different types of analysis to advance understanding of the 
relationship between testing systems.  The content analysis relied on quantifying expert 
judgment using a systematic protocol for panel review of the actual tests.  The analysis of 
patterns and relationships between scores on the two types of tests required statistical analysis of 
the records of a sizable sample of individuals who took both tests.  
 
Content Analysis 
 
Evaluation of the content of the tests was done by three subject-specific expert panels.  The 
workshop format used was based on a pilot session conducted by OSPI and SBCTC staff in 
February 2002. 
 
Expert Panel Composition 
 
An analysis of the WASL and community and technical college (CTC) placement tests’ contents 
focused on three subject areas:  Reading, Writing/Editing, and Math.  Separate expert panels 
were convened for each subject area.  Panels were staffed by SESRC and consisted of four 
members:  two each from the K-12 and community college systems (see Table 1).  Panel 
members were identified by OSPI and SBCTC.  Each panel member had extensive classroom 
experience in their respective subject area and system.  In addition, each expert panel included a 
member with intimate involvement in the development of EALRs and the WASL, and some 
members had participated in the earlier pilot study.   
 
Table 1   
Membership of Content Review Panels 
 

 
 

  
K-12 Community and Technical Colleges 

Math Expert Panel 
Barbara Chamberlain, Seattle School District Sue Norris, Peninsula Community College 
Duane Olson, Olympia School District Beverly Parnell, Yakima Valley Community College 
  

Reading Expert Panel 
Phyllis Keiley-Tyler, Seattle School District Susan Bickley, Yakima Valley Community College 
Christie Christman, South Kitsap School District Yilin Sun, Seattle Central Community College 
  

Writing Expert Panel 
Beth Niemi, Marysville School District Robin Jeffers, Bellevue Community College 
Holly Stein, Edmonds School District Joe Safdie, Lake Washington Technical College 
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Panel Review Process 
 
The Math and Reading expert panels each convened for two days of review, and the Writing 
expert panel met for one day.  For each panel, an experienced K-12 content expert discussed how 
the EALRs were developed, the content of individual strands and targets,10 and how the WASL 
was created and scored.  Test and item specifications were discussed as well.  After discussing 
the confidential nature of the meeting and security procedures, each expert panel was provided 
with copies of tests starting with the WASL.  Using a consensus model, each item was rated 
according to the primary and secondary WASL strands/targets it assessed, and a difficulty rating 
was assigned.  For each expert panel, early discussions/clarification on item ratings quickly led 
to a high level of agreement and ultimate consensus on all items across all tests.  The placement 
tests were then rated using the same framework.   
 
Test material used included the 2001 WASL, and representative sample sets of both COMPASS 
and ASSET questions, provided by the national ACT staff.  For ACCUPLACER, an extracted 
set of current questions was used because no standard representative question set was available 
from the test developer.  Project staff extracted a list of questions by accessing the online 
ACCUPLACER tests, using an administrative access code provided by the test developers.11   
 
Framework for Analysis 
 
The framework for the content analysis used in this study is based on Washington State’s 
extensive work in the Washington Commission on Student Learning (CSL) and K-12 system, 
which produced the EALRs and WASL instruments.12  
 
To answer the question about how WASL compares to CTC placement tests, the content and 
format of each test (Math, Reading and Writing portions only) were examined and included the 
following:  
 

1. Similarities and differences in test specifications, format and administration were 
identified.  

 
2. Each test item was examined by the panel to determine the alignment with EALRs, 

benchmarks and strands, as well as relative difficulty of the item. 
 

3. The panels’ item-by item assessments were compiled and analyzed to measure the degree 
to which all the EALRs, benchmarks and strands are assessed on the various tests (i.e., 
the balance and range of all the items) and the relative difficulty of each assessment as a 
whole. 

 
4. Other comparative information was compiled, such as reading level of Writing/Editing 

test materials. 
                                                 
10 See http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment/assessproginfo/subdocuments/testspec.asp for WASL test specifications. 
11 Because ACCUPLACER is an adaptive test, the answers given in accessing the tests influenced the subsequent 
questions available for evaluation.  The set of questions selected for panel evaluation were those generated when 
approximately 90% of the questions were answered correctly. 
12 For more information see:  http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment/ 
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Score Analysis 
 
Data Sources 
 
The first sizable and representative cohort who had taken the 10th grade WASL occurred in the 
spring of 1999. These students mostly graduated in June 2001, and their placement scores from 
entering the community and technical college system that fall were not available at the time this 
research was begun.  Further, two years of varying amounts of further education, and experience 
(or lack thereof) would have been a confounding factor, impossible to easily disentangle from 
the real relationships between test results on a 10th grade WASL and a 13th year placement test.  
 
However, the more limited groups of Running Start students among the 10th grade WASL 
subjects of 1999, 2000, and 2001 provided a sample that avoided those difficulties.  Since many 
of these students took placement tests in 2001 or earlier, the test results had already been 
compiled by the colleges.  And because these placement tests had been taken within weeks or a 
few months of the spring WASL administration, the confounding or contaminating effects of 
other education, experiences, and maturation are minimized. 
 
Therefore, the students whose scores on both tests were used in this study were primarily those 
seeking to begin taking CTC courses under the Running Start program at the start of their Junior 
year of high school.  Because Running Start program statutes require that tuition replacement 
funding be available only for courses that produce college credit, for these students the 
placement tests functioned partially as entrance exams - the Reading and Writing/Editing tests 
typically as entrance exams for non-quantitative courses, and the Math tests typically for 
quantitative courses.13  As a result, significantly more students took the Reading and Writing 
placement tests than the Math placement tests. 
 
This opportunistic sample was the best currently available for examining the relationship 
between the two sets of tests.  However, because of the particular nature of this sample, it is not 
truly random or representative of all high school students, or of all high school students who do 
(or will) go on to take CTC placement tests.  These Running Start applicants are not average 
students, but rather those who have both adequate motivation and high enough self-estimate of 
capabilities to seek at least the option of spending time in a more adult learning environment 
during their junior year in high school.  We would expect them to be above average both in 
capability and in some types of motivation. Different motivational factors affect different 
students: some may want to get a head start on a college degree while others may be dissatisfied 
with the high school environment.   
 
However, because actual Running Start eligibility rules vary from college to college, as well as 
by type of course within a college, and include non-test criteria in many cases, this study is NOT 
about Running Start eligibility. Rather, this study uses a sample consisting predominantly of 
Running Start applicants to compare results between two testing systems. 

 

                                                 
13 In some community and technical colleges, other factors beyond placement tests scores are also considered in 
Running Start acceptance and placement.  However, placement tests scores are the sole criterion in many places and 
the predominant factor across the CTC system. 
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OSPI supplied test records for the full population (about 225,000) of all 10th grade WASL test 
takers in 1999, 2000, and 2001.  Data for the analysis of placement scores was voluntarily 
contributed by 16 of the 33 community and technical colleges in Washington State.  These 16 
colleges provided data on about 25,000 high school aged placement test takers during the same 
time period (see Figure 1).     
 
Figure 1   
Map of Community and Technical Colleges Providing Data for This Study  
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Each dataset was cleaned and unduplicated.  Then records were matched on the student’s last 
name, first name, date of birth, and high school of origin.  From this matched file, a working 
sample of 3,757 students was identified.  This sample includes only those students who took a 
placement test during their 10th grade year within 47 days of May 1 (the approximate date of 
WASL administration).14   If a student took a placement test more than once during the sampling 
period, the student’s highest score was used in the analysis.   
 
Rather than use raw WASL scores, WASL “scale” scores were used.  The scaling process adjusts 
for annual changes in WASL items so that scores are comparable across years.  All WASL 
scores of zero, indicating that a student did not take that particular component of the test, were 
deleted from analyses in this report. 
 
For some analyses, ASSET and COMPASS scores were normalized into a single “ACT” score 
using concordance tables of equivalent scores provided by ACT.  In other analyses, 
ACCUPLACER scores were included as well.  To accomplish this, scores on different tests were 
brought into a common metric using a “Z-score”.  In this measure, each student’s score is 

                                                 
14 CTC tests were assumed to be given on the 15th day of the month if only the month was specified in the record. 



Relationship Between the WASL and Placement Tests Used by Community and Technical Colleges 9 

measured as the number of standard deviations each student was above or below average for that 
particular test.15 
 
Analysis was only performed for areas in which there was nominally parallel content on the two 
sets of tests.   There are subject area tests in the WASL and in college placement tests that were 
not included in this study.  The Listening portion of the WASL, Vocabulary tests in the 
COMPASS exam, and the Geometry Math tests by COMPASS and ASSET all have no parallel 
instruments for comparative analysis of scores or content. 
 
National standards for “passing scores” for college placement were used in this study, because 
different community and technical colleges use different “passing score” threshold criteria for 
placing at college level.  In this report, the “college ready” threshold criteria used in 
statistical analysis were the recommended criterion scores from ACT’s national office, and 
National Median criterion scores for ACCUPLACER. 16   (See Table 2) 
 
Using the varying standards set by particular colleges would have made interpretation of the 
analysis very difficult.  On average, the Washington colleges set passing scores slightly higher 
than the national standards.  Therefore, this study slightly overestimates the proportion of 
students passing placement exams at the community and technical colleges contributing to this 
study.  (See Appendix B for table on statewide variation in passing scores.) 
 
Table 2    
Score Standards for College Placement Tests 
 

 TEST USED  Reading Writing 
Algebra/ 

Int. Algebra 
College 
Algebra 

ASSET Range of possible scores 23-53 23-54 23-55 23-55 
 ACT Standard 41 41 41     23 (*) 
            
COMPASS Range of possible scores 0-100 0-100 0-100 0-100 
 ACT Standard 81              70 66 0  (*) 
      
ACCUPLACER Range of possible scores 0-120 0-120 N/A 0-120 
 National Medians 80 86 N/A 47 
           
* Students who do well enough on a lower level test to be advanced to the College Algebra test are considered to be 

“college ready.” On ASSET, the minimum possible score in College Algebra is 23. 

                                                 
15 This is a standard technique for normalizing data when there are differences in the measurement.  In effect, it 
replaces each test score with a mathematical measure of how far above or below average the score was for that 
particular test. 
16 ACT has formal recommendations of score cutoffs to use for college placement.  The College Board does not 
make a formal recommendation for ACCUPLACER “passing” scores, but does maintain a national database of the 
cutoff scores used by its customers: the median cutoff score used by ACCUPLACER customers was considered to 
be “placing at college level” in this study. 
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Framework for Analysis 
 
The framework for the score analysis used in this study was developed in collaboration with 
assessment and research specialists at OSPI and SBCTC.  Issues of interest included the 
following: 

1. Correlations between individuals’ scores on the WASL and placement tests. 
2. Average WASL scale scores of students who pass the college entrance exam. 
3. Percentage of students meeting the WASL standard according to scores on the placement 

tests. 
4. Distribution of WASL scores of students approved for college level courses based on the 

placement tests. 
 
Key Differences 
 
In analyzing the relationship of content and scores on the top types of tests, it is important to 
remember major fundamental differences between them. 
 
Purpose 
 
The underlying purpose of the WASL and placement tests is fundamentally different.  The 
WASL attempts to assess a student’s performance against Essential Academic Learning 
Requirements while the placement tests attempt to assess specific knowledge/skills for 
appropriate placement in specific college courses.   
 
Administration 
 
There was considerable variation among tests on numerous aspects of test structure and 
administration (Table 3).  The WASL and one placement test are traditional paper and pencil 
hard copy tests.  Two of the placement tests are computer-based with one utilizing a resident 
computer program and the other utilizing internet-based software.  Both computer applications 
are “adaptive” tests that respond to the student’s skill/knowledge.  Specifically, if the student 
responds correctly, a more difficult question comes next; an incorrect response elicits an easier 
question.  Placement test items are exclusively multiple-choice, while WASL includes a few 
short answer and extended response items, which are also given more weight in scoring than the 
multiple-choice items.  WASL and the two computer-based tests are not timed while the hard-
copy placement test is timed.  The use of a calculator is permitted entirely or for parts for three of 
the four tests.  One feature offered by the computer-based tests is immediate results and feedback 
as well as ability for the site/school to manage data themselves.  With immediate scoring, CTC 
placement tests can be and are re-taken by a significant number of students in an effort to 
improve scores.  In contrast, WASL tests are administered once a year in the spring (April-May). 
 
Additional differences specific to particular subject areas and tests are discussed in later sections 
of this report. 
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Table 3  
Test Administration Format 
 

 WASL ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER 

Test Author State of Washington ACT ACT College Board 

Type of Test Hard Copy 
Paper/Pencil  

Hard Copy 
Paper/Pencil 

Computer  
Based 

Computer-
Internet Based 

Questions/Items Fixed within test 
version 

Fixed within test 
version 

Adaptive to test 
taker’s answers 

Adaptive to test 
taker’s answers 

Scoring More points for Short 
Answer & Extended 
Response; Writing 
Scored holistically 

All items 
multiple choice 
and weighted 
equally 

All items 
multiple choice, 
weighted by 
difficulty rating 

All items 
multiple choice, 
weighted by 
difficulty rating 

Timed No Yes No No 

Immediate Access 
to Test Results/ 
Retests 

No No Yes Yes 

Stakes for the 
Student 

Low High High  High 

 
Stakes 
 
For all students included in this study, motivation for student performance on the two sets of 
tests is quite different.  Because WASL scores are not yet part of any graduation17 or college 
entrance requirements, they were low-stakes tests for students during the years under study.   In 
contrast, students seeking to take college coursework under the Running Start program are in a 
high-stakes situation.  Without a passing score on a CTC placement test, students who seek 
Running Start credits will not be able to enroll at their local college. 
 
Other Complications 
 
Not all students take all sections of every test.  For Running Start students, the placement test 
they take depends on the types of courses they wish to enroll in.  For example, a student wanting 
to enroll in college level English courses may not take a Math placement exam.  While most 
students complete all sections of the WASL, there are some that do not. 

                                                 
17 It is only in 2006 (for the class of 2008) that the WASL becomes a graduation requirement. 
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DESCRIPTION OF STUDY POPULATION 
 
This study is based on the scores of 3,757 students who took both the WASL and a CTC 
placement test within 47 days of each other in 1999, 2000, or 2001.  Students most often take the 
WASL and a placement test in proximity when they apply for Running Start at end of 10th 
grade.18  While it is possible that a few students in this sample were not 10th graders applying for 
Running Start, it is believed that such cases are rare.  Few students took the WASL beyond 10th 
grade in these years, and there are no common reasons beyond Running Start application for a 
10th grade student to take a placement test. 
 
The sample of students included in the study is not a random sample of all high school 10th 
graders.  As a sample of 10th grade Running Start applicants, these students would be assumed to 
have a higher than average performance, test scores and self-assessed academic capability, in 
that they believe themselves ready for college-level coursework.  They also should be assumed 
to be above average in motivation/assertiveness, in their willingness to voluntarily enter a 
different, adult-oriented environment.  Due to the timing of WASL scoring, most, if not all, of 
these students decided to apply for Running Start and/or took placement tests before they knew 
whether or not they had passed or scored well on the WASL.  Therefore, self-assessments of 
preparedness for college-level work should be presumed to be based on evidence other than 
WASL scoring. 
 
As seen in Table 4 below, a much higher proportion of students in our sample passed the WASL 
tests in comparison to all 10th graders.  For both the Running Start applicants and the overall 
student population, the Writing and Math WASLs were more challenging tests than Reading and 
Listening.  (For detailed data by level, see Appendix C.) 
 
Table 4 
WASL Performance of Study Sample Compared to Statewide Performance  
 

 
 

WASL 
Test 

Section 

Number of 
Students 
Passing 

Statewide 

Number of 
Students 

Not Passing 
Statewide 

Percent of 
Students 
Passing 

Statewide  
1999-2001 

Number of 
Students in 

Sample 
Passing 

Number of 
Students in 

Sample 
Not 

Passing 

 
Percent of 

Study 
Sample 
Passing 

Reading 127,464 71,447 64% 3,323 291 92% 
Writing 87,600 103,991 46% 2,582 981 72% 
Math 78,488 123,884 39% 2,672 973 73% 
Listening 171,890 28,976 86% 3,541 89 98% 

* These numbers may differ from those published elsewhere because they do not include “zero” scores for students 
not taking one or more components of the WASL.  They also differ slightly from percentages in Tables 13, 20, 
and 28, each of which excludes Running Start applicants who did not take the college placement test in the 
particular subject area of the table.

                                                 
18 WASL scores of “Zero” in the records indicate that a student did not take or otherwise did not receive a score for 
a particular WASL test and were not included in this study. 
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The study sample is demographically similar to the population of students who enroll in 
Running Start programs at the CTC’s.  (See Table 5.)   It is also more female and less minority 
than the overall student population, characteristics it shares with the Running Start enrollees. 

 
Table 5 
Comparison of Sample Demographics with Statewide Student Demographics 
 

 
Study 

Sample 
Running Start 

Students 
All WASL Test 

Takers 
 1999-2001 Fall 2001 1999-2001 
Gender       
Female 58% 59% 49% 
Male 42% 41% 51% 
    
Ethnicity    
White 83% 80% 74% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 8% 8% 7% 
Latino/Hispanic 4% 3% 7% 
African American 2% 2% 4% 
Native American 1% 1% 2% 
Mixed/Unknown 3% 5% 4% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 
* Columns may not add to 100% because of rounding. 
 
(See Appendix C for data comparing WASL performance of this sample with the overall student 
population taking the WASL.) 
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The “paper and pencil” ASSET tests were taken by more students than the combined total who 
took either of the two computer-based tests. 
 
Table 6   
Sample Size for each College Placement Test19 

 

READING 
Number 
of Tests 

Percent of 
Reading 
Sample 

ASSET  2503 72%
COMPASS  736 21%
ACCUPLACER  233 7%
   
   

WRITING 
Number 
of Tests 

Percent of 
Writing 
Sample 

ASSET 2485 73%
COMPASS 706 21%
ACCUPLACER 211 6%
   
   

MATH** 
Number 
of Tests 

Percent of 
Math 
Sample 

ASSET Intermediate Algebra  1242 49%
COMPASS Algebra   326 13%
   
ASSET College Algebra  707 28%
COMPASS College Algebra  284 11%
* Percentages may not add to 100% because of rounding. 
**Only a few colleges use the ACCUPLACER Math tests, and the number of student scores obtained from them 

was too small to provide statistically reliable results. 

                                                 
19 Students whose records included usable scores on both and “intermediate” and “college” algebra tests are counted 
only under College Algebra. 
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READING RESULTS 
 
The Reading subject area focuses on the comprehension of textual material.  Colleges typically 
use placement tests in Reading- alone or in combination with tests in Writing/Editing - in 
determining Running Start admission to non-quantitative courses.  Some colleges also use other 
non-test criteria as well.  Compared to other criteria, the college placement test in Reading 
appears to be the single most significant factor in Running Start admission for the applicants 
covered in this study. Of the three WASL tests in this study, Reading has the highest rate of 
students meeting standard. (Table 4) 
 
Content 
 
Test Administration Format 
 
There are differences in test format/construction among and between the WASL and placement 
tests, as summarized in Table 7.  In three of the four tests, students read passages and respond to 
multiple questions.  In one placement test (ACCUPLACER), discrete sentences or pairs of 
sentences or short paragraphs were utilized for each individual item.  One placement test 
(COMPASS) also added a vocabulary section not present in any of the other tests. Only the 
WASL utilized short answer and extended response items in addition to multiple choice.  Finally, 
the number of items for the Reading portions varied from 23 to 42 items. 
 
Table 7  
Composition of Reading Tests 
 
TEST Sub Test Content Total 

Items 
Type 
Questions 

WASL Reading 6 passages 37 Multiple Choice, 
Short Answer, 
Extended Answer 

ASSET Reading 4 passages 24 Multiple Choice 

Reading 
Comprehension 

3 passages  

Reading 
Diagnostics 

5 passages  

42 COMPASS 

Vocabulary 23 Sentences 23 

Multiple Choice 

ACCUPLACER Reading 
Comprehension 

25 Sentences, sentence pairs 
or short paragraphs  

25 Multiple Choice 
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Reading EALRs Strands and Learning Targets for the K-12 System 
 
The Reading EALRs consist of reading skills students should possess in order to be successful 
lifelong learners.  As can be seen in Table 8, strands are divided into “Literary Text” and 
“Informational Text”, each with Comprehension, Analyze/Interpret and Critical Thinking.  In 
this case learning strands are referenced consecutively from 1 to 20.  Therefore, an item coded 
LC02 assesses the “Content Strand” Literary Text: Comprehension, learning target: 02, 
summarizes literary texts.  Similarly, an item coded IC12 assesses the parallel learning target: 12, 
summarizes informational and task-oriented texts for the strand Informational Comprehension. 
 
 
Table 8   
Reading EALRs, Content and Process Strands, and Learning Targets for the K-12 System 
 

Literary Text Informational Text 

Literary Text: Comprehension: 
Comprehends important ideas and details in 
literary texts 

Informational Text: Comprehension: 
Comprehends important ideas and details in 
informational texts 

01 Demonstrates understanding of major ideas 
and supportive details of literary texts 

11 Demonstrates understanding of major ideas 
and supportive details of info texts 

02 Summarizes literary texts 12 Summarizes informational and task-oriented 
texts 

03 Makes inferences or predictions about 
literary texts 

13 Makes inferences or predictions about 
informational/task-oriented texts 

LC 

04 Interpret general and specialized vocabulary 
critical to the meaning of the text 

IC

14 Interpret general and specialized vocabulary 
critical to the meaning of the text 

Literary Text: Analyze/Interpret: 
Analyzes, interprets and synthesizes ideas in 
literary texts 

Informational Text: Analyze/Interpret: 
Analyzes, interprets and synthesizes ideas in 
informational text 

05 Applies understanding of literary elements, 
graphic elements and illustrations 

15 Applies understanding of info/task 
elements, graphic elements and illustrations 

06 Compares/contrasts elements of the text or 
makes connections within the text 

16 Compares/contrasts elements of the text or 
makes connections within the text 

LA 

07 Compares/contrasts or makes connection or 
synthesizes among or between texts 

IA

17 Compares/contrasts or makes connections 
or synthesizes among or between texts 

Literary Text: Critical Thinking: 
Thinks critically about literary texts 

Informational Text: Critical Thinking: 
Thinks critically about informational texts 

08 Analyzes author’s purpose and evaluates 
effectiveness for different audiences 

18 Analyzes author’s purpose and evaluates 
effectiveness for different audiences 

09 Evaluates reasoning and ideas/themes 
related to the text 

19 Evaluates reasoning and ideas/themes 
related to the text 

LT 

10 Extends information beyond text 
 

IT 

20 Extends information beyond text 
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Comparison Across Tests  
 
The first major content difference between the WASL and placement tests is that the WASL 
items are relatively balanced across the range of strands/targets, from 8% to 32% in each strand.  
In contrast, the placement tests primarily focus on one strand; Informational Text: 
Comprehension Strand (88% to 100%).  In contrast to the placement tests, which consist entirely 
of multiple-choice questions, WASL uses 70% multiple choice, 25% short answer and 6% 
extended response.   
 
WASL and ASSET had similar average item difficulty ratings; with ACCUPLACER having 
higher average difficulty and COMPASS having much lower difficulty. 
 
 
Table 9  
Content of Reading Tests 
 

  Type Question Primary Strand and Target Assessed 
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WASL 37  70 24 6  14 16 8 32 19 11  2.51 
ASSET 24  100         100      2.42 
COMPASS 42  100    12     88      1.62 
ACCUPLACER* 25  100         88 8  4  2.96 

* (Excludes 23 Item Vocabulary Test) 
** The difficulty rating is based on panel consensus.  1 =“very easy” to 5 =“very difficult” 

 
Although there was not a formal rating of the reading level or complexity of the texts used in the 
Reading tests, there was a consensus of the panel that the college placement tests included some 
material at a higher level than that included in the WASL Reading test.  However, as shown in 
Table 9 above, the WASL test items were more demanding of analytic and critical thinking 
skills.  In a more detailed analysis, 16% of the WASL items required drawing on multiple 
strands, while the percentage of multi-strand questions on college placement tests ranged from 
0% to less than 5%. 
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Score Comparison 
 
Sample 
 
In our sample, 3,475 students took both a Reading placement test and the Reading WASL, the 
largest number in any subject area in this study.   
 
Correlations Between Individuals’ Scores on the WASL and Placement Tests 
 
The correlations of WASL Reading scores with the three college placement tests are moderate, 
both when calculated separately for each test, and when taken together by normalizing the data 
using Z-scores.20  Among the placement tests, ASSET appears to be more strongly correlated 
with the WASL than the other standardized tests, although that appearance may be partly due to 
the much larger sample of ASSET test-takers. 
 
 
Table 10  
Correlation of WASL scores with College Placement Test scores  
 

  R* 
Sample 

Size 
All Tests (Z-Score) 0.446 3,475
Reading scores on ASSET  0.479 2,504
Reading scores on COMPASS  0.382 737
Reading scores on ACCUPLACER  0.338 234
* R is a measure of the strength of correlation among factors: it ranges from zero for factors with no relationship to 

theoretical maximum of 1 for perfect correlation.  All correlations are statistically significant at the .01 level.   
 
Passing Scores 
 
Cutoff Scores used by colleges in Washington State that participated in this study differ from 
college to college. (See Appendix B)  In order to have a standard measure for college level 
placement, which did not vary across the state, threshold scores for college level placement were 
obtained from national sources.  For COMPASS and ASSET scores, this report uses the cutoffs 
recommended by the test developer, ACT, to identify students as placing at “college level”.  For 
ACCUPLACER test scores, this report uses ‘national medians’ of placement cutoff scores, 
which were provided by The College Board from their nationwide records for colleges using 
those tests. 
 
Statewide, 64% of sophomores passed the Reading WASL compared to 92% of the study sample 
of those who also took the college placement test in Reading. The students who took both tests 
passed the college placement tests in Reading at a slightly lower rate, 84%. 

                                                 
20 This is a standard technique for normalizing data when there are differences in measurement.  In effect, it replaces 
each test score with a mathematical measure of how far that score was above or below the average score for that 
particular test. 
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Median WASL Scale Scores of Students Who Pass the College Entrance Exam  
 
The median WASL scale score of students who received a “passing” score on the Reading 
portion of the college placement test is 430 and those who did not “pass” had a median WASL 
score of 414.  (The median is the value where half of the students had a score at or above the 
value and half are below.)  WASL scores of 400-424 are considered to be “meeting standard” 
and those 425 and above are “exceeding standard”.  This suggests that all students who elected to 
take a placement test in their sophomore year are capable readers, but that in general, students 
who place into college level Reading exceeded state standards in that area. 
 
 
Table 11  
Median WASL Scores and WASL Levels - Reading 
 

  
WASL Reading 

Score  
Not College Ready 414 
College Ready 430 
  
Range of Level 3 Scores on WASL 400-424 
Range of Level 4 Scores on WASL 425-519 
 
The placement test scores of students who did and did not pass the WASL also follow expected 
patterns: students passing the WASL had higher median placement test scores than those who 
did not.  However, for ACCUPLACER, the median score of students who did not pass the 
WASL was above the typical passing placement score.  For ASSET, the median score of 
students who did not pass the WASL was just one score point below the passing placement 
score. (See Table 12)  Students who apply for Running Start do reasonably well on the Reading 
placement tests- even those who did not pass the Reading WASL. 
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Figure 2 
Median Placement Reading Scores of Students Who Did and Did Not Pass the Reading 
WASL 
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Table 12   
Data for Figure 2 
 

 

Percent of Total Possible Score Score 

READING ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER
Passed WASL 77% 91% 84%  46 90.5 101 
Did Not Pass WASL 57% 75% 71%  40 75 85 
       
Maximum 100% 100% 100%  53 100 120 
National Standard for Placement 60% 81% 67%  41 81 80 
Minimum  0% 0% 0%  23 0 0 
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Percentage of Students Meeting the WASL Standard and Their Success on Placement Tests 
 
Reading is the subject area in which the WASL and the college placement tests are most alike in 
score results.  Of the 3,475 students who took both types of Reading tests, 80% both met the 
WASL standard and had a placement score high enough to place at college level.  This equates to 
a college placement tests “passing rate” of about 87% among those who met the Reading WASL 
standard. (The 80% of the sample in Table 13, below, is 87% of the 92% of sample who met the 
WASL standard).  Only 4% of Running Start applicants failed the Reading WASL yet passed the 
Reading placement test. 
 
Table 13  
Percentage Meeting WASL and/or College Placement Standards 
 

 
Met WASL 
Standard 

 No Yes 

College 
Level 
Total 

No 4% 12% 16% Met College 
Level Yes 4% 80% 84% 
WASL Standard 
Total 8% 92%  

 
 
Figure 3 
Consistency of WASL and College Placement Test Outcomes for Reading 
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Distribution of WASL Scores of Students Testing at College Level 
 
When graphed by WASL scale score, the pattern of correlation is clearer.  In Figure 4 below, the 
height of each bar represents the number of students, and the percentage above the bar is the 
proportion of students in that score range who passed the college placement test.  As the WASL 
scale score increases, the proportion of students passing the placement test also increases, in a 
consistent pattern. (See Appendix D for additional graphs illustrating this relationship.)  
 
At the threshold level for meeting WASL standard (Level 3 = 400), the proportion placing at 
college level is about 63%.  As noted above, for those who passed the WASL (score of 400 or 
better), the collective rate for testing at college level was 87%.  At the Level 4 benchmark for 
exceeding standards (425), 87% placed at college level, with a collective rate of 93% for those 
who met or exceeded Level 4. (See Appendix D) 
 
The relationship of WASL score to probability of success on college placement tests can be 
estimated from the data for a wide range of scores and probabilities.  For example, beyond a 
WASL Reading score of about 410, the proportion passing the Reading College Placement Test 
becomes 75% or more (odds of 3-to-1 or better).  At a score of about 439, 95% of students in this 
sample are college ready according to these national tests.  There were 865 of the 3,475 students 
who scored at this level.  (27% of sample.)  Of those that scored at least 440, only 35 did not 
score high enough on their placement tests to place at college level.  (Appendix D contains  
detailed data and additional examples.) 
 
However, the relationship with low WASL scores is much less clear.  Though the numbers are 
small, a substantial proportion of students with low WASL Reading scores tested at college level 
on placement tests.  Possible contributing factors include:  lack of motivation to take the WASL 
seriously and the inability to re-take the WASL.  
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Figure 4 
WASL Reading Scale Scores of Students Who Did and Did Not Score at College Level in 
Reading (Scores of Zero Excluded) 
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WRITING/EDITING21 RESULTS 
 
The Writing/Editing subject area focuses on correctness, clarity and style in constructing and 
revising prose.  Colleges typically use the Writing college placement tests, usually in 
combination with the Reading placement tests, as a factor in determining Running Start 
admission to non-quantitative courses. Some colleges also use other non-test criteria as well.   
 
A lower percentage of Running Start applicants passed the Writing WASL than passed any of 
the other three WASL components. (See Table 4)  
 
Content 
 
Test Administration Format 
 
Of the three subject areas, Writing/Editing is the one in which there is greatest difference in test 
format and structure.  As can be seen in Table 14, there are substantial differences in test 
format/construction among and between the WASL and placement tests making it difficult to 
quantitatively compare and contrast what they are assessing.  Most important is the WASL’s 
complete reliance on two pieces of the student’s original writing.  One student essay is required 
to be expository and the other persuasive.  Each essay is scored holistically utilizing a scoring 
rubric including specific criteria. 
 
Each of the college placement tests requires the student to edit someone else’s work.  Two tests 
utilize passages with multiple questions while one placement test uses discrete sentences or pairs 
of sentences for each individual item.  One placement test also incorporated a specific Writing 
Diagnostics Sub-Test to assess specific elements required in effective writing.  There was also 
some difference in the reading level of the material used in the college placement tests.  The 
table shows Flesch-Kincaid grade level scores for the material.  In contrast, students completing 
the Writing WASL edit their own essays, so the complexity of their editing varies considerably. 

                                                 
21 While the tests are generally labeled  “Writing” tests, only the WASL actually requires original writing.  All of the 
college placement tests require making choices in editing presented text.  The “Writing/Editing” label is used 
frequently in this document to reflect that reality.  
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Table 14  
Writing/Editing Test Composition 
 
TEST Sub Test 

Name 
Content Task Grade Level 

of Material 
to be Edited 

Type 
Questions 

WASL Writing Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Write 2 original 
compositions 
1) Expository 
2) Persuasive 
Each scored holistically  

Depends on level 
at which student 
writes 

Original 
Composition and 
Revision 

ASSET Writing Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Edit 3 passages with 36 
multiple choice items 

11.4-11.7 Multiple Choice 

Writing 
Skills 

Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Edit 2 essays with 45 
multiple choice items 

Punctuation 5 multiple choice items 
Verb Formation & 
agreement 

5 multiple choice items 

Word usage 5 multiple choice items 
Relationship of 
Clauses 

5 multiple choice items 

Shifts in Construction 5 multiple choice items 
Organization 5 multiple choice items 
Spelling 5 multiple choice items 

COMPASS 

Writing 
Diagnostics  

Capitalization 5 multiple choice items 

10.3 Multiple Choice 

ACCUPLACER Sentence 
Skills 

Content, 
organization, style & 
conventions 

Edit 25 sentences with 
25 multiple choice 
items 

11.2 Multiple Choice 

 
Writing Framework Based on Scoring Rubric 
 
Table 15 presents the analytical framework used to assess the writing portions of the WASL and 
placement tests.  This framework is divided into two strands, each with associated learning 
targets actually assessed in the WASL.22 
 
Each of the two WASL essays is given an overall score, based on a scoring rubric, for:  
 

 Content, Organization and Style (0-4 points) 
 Conventions (0-2 points) 

 
Thus, the maximum possible score on the Writing WASL is 12 points. 
 
In contrast, placement tests require specific edits of someone else’s work using multiple-choice 
questions.  While it is impossible to directly compare content of these two approaches, both 
                                                 
22 See Appendix E For WASL Scoring Rubric for Writing. 
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types of tests were reviewed using the scoring rubric as a framework and expert panel 
evaluations structured in a manner similar to that used for Math and Reading.   
 
Table 15   
Evaluation Categories for Writing/Editing Tests 
 

Content, Organization & Style Conventions 
Ideas & 
Content 

Maintains consistent focus on the 
topic and has ample supporting 
details  
 

Usage-Grammar Consistently follows the rules of 
standard English for usage  

 

Organization & 
Completeness 

Has a logical organizational pattern 
and conveys a sense of 
completeness and wholeness  
 

Spelling Consistently follows the rules of 
standard English for spelling of 
commonly used words  
 

Transitions to 
Connect 

Provides transitions which clearly 
serve to connect ideas  
 

Capitalization & 
Punctuation 

Consistently follows the rules of 
standard English for capitalization 
and punctuation  
 

Word Choice Uses language effectively by 
exhibiting word choices that are 
engaging and appropriate for 
intended audience and purpose  
 

Complete 
Sentences 

Consistently exhibits the use of 
complete sentences except where 
purposeful phrases or clauses are 
used for effect  
 

Sentence 
Fluency 

Includes sentences, or phrases 
where appropriate, of varied length 
and structure  
 

Paragraphs 
Indicated 

Indicates paragraphs consistently 

Voice Allows the reader to sense the 
person behind the words 
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Comparison Across Tests 
 
Despite the structural differences between the WASL and college placement tests, some general 
differences are worth noting.  As seen in Table 16, while the WASL weights Content, 
Organization & Style Strands/Targets two-thirds of the test and Conventions one-third, the 
placement tests do almost the reverse, with the conventions of Usage/Grammar and 
Capitalization/Punctuation receiving the most emphasis.  Some of the topics included in WASL 
scoring are largely or totally ignored in the college placement tests, such as Voice, Spelling, and  
Paragraphing. Each of the standardized tests concentrates more than 70% of its questions in the 
three areas of Sentence Fluency, Usage/Grammar, and Capitalization/Punctuation. 
 
Table 16 
Content of Writing Tests 
 

Percent of Total Strands and Targets Assessed*  Question 
Type  Content, Organization & Style Conventions  
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yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes 

WASL 2 X    
Scoring Weighted  

2/3 of test   
Scoring Weighted  

1/3 of test   N/A 

ASSET 36   X  8 4 2 2 18 4   33   20 8     2.4 
COMPASS 85   X  3 7 5 3 6 0  44 6 22 5    1.7 

ACCUPLACER* 25   X      9   32     38   12 9     2.8 
*    Excludes 23 Item Vocabulary Test 
**  The difficulty rating is based on panel consensus:  1 = “very easy” to 5 = “very difficult.” 
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Score Comparison 
 
Sample 
 
In the sample, 3,405 students took a Writing/Editing placement test within 47 days of taking the 
Writing WASL.   
 
Correlations Between Individuals’ Scores on the WASL and Placement Tests 
 
Though the content and structure of the tests is very different, correlations between writing 
scores on the two types of test are modest but significant. Significant correlations are found both 
when calculated separately for each test, and when taken together by normalizing the data using 
Z-scores.23  Among the placement tests, ASSET has a higher mathematical correlation than the 
other standardized tests, although that may be a function of the much larger sample of ASSET 
test takers. 
 
Table 17  
Correlation of WASL scores with College Placement Test scores –Writing 
 

  R* 
Sample 

Size 
All Tests (Z-Score) 0.403 3,405
Writing scores on ASSET 0.427 2,486
Writing scores on COMPASS 0.364 707
Writing scores on 
ACCUPLACER 0.374 212
* R is a measure of the strength of correlation among factors: it ranges from zero for factors with no relationship, to 

theoretical maximum of 1 for perfect correlation.  All correlations are statistically significant at the .01 level.   
 
Passing Scores 
 
Cutoff scores used by colleges in Washington State that participated in this study differ from 
college to college. (See Appendix B)  In order to have a standard measure for college level 
placement, which did not vary across the state, threshold scores for college level placement were 
obtained from national sources.  For COMPASS and ASSET scores, this report uses the cutoffs 
recommended by the test developer, ACT, to identify students as placing at “college level”.  For 
ACCUPLACER test scores, this report uses ‘national medians’ of placement cutoff scores, 
which were provided by The College Board from their nationwide records for colleges using 
those tests. 
 
Statewide, 46% of all students passed the Writing WASL, compared to 72% of the sample of 
students who also took a college placement test in Writing/Editing.  Of those same students who 
took a CTC placement test in Writing/Editing as well as the Writing WASL, 88% placed as 
college ready.  Unlike the Reading and Math subject areas, students passed the college placement 
tests in Writing/Editing at a higher rate than they passed the 10th grade Writing WASL. 

                                                 
23 This is a standard technique for normalizing data when there are differences in measurement.  In effect, it replaces 
each test score with a mathematical measure of how far that score was above or below the average score for that 
particular test. 
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Median WASL Scale Scores of Students Who Pass the College Entrance Exam 
 
The median WASL score of students who received a “passing” score on the college placement 
test is 10 and those who did not “pass” have a median WASL score of 9.  (The median is the 
value where half of the students had a score at or above the value and half are below.)  WASL 
scores of 1 to 8 are below standard and those of 9 and above meet state standards. 
 
 
Table 18   
Median WASL Scores and WASL Levels –Writing 
 

  

WASL 
Writing  
Score 

Not College Ready 9 
College Ready 10 
  
Range of Scores  Not Meeting Standard 0-8 
Range of Scores Meeting Standard 9-12 
 
The placement test scores of students who did and did not pass the writing portion of the WASL 
also follow expected patterns.  Students passing the WASL had higher median placement test 
scores than those who did not.  However, on every test, the median score of Running Start 
applicants who did not meet WASL standard was still at or above the standard passing placement 
score. 
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Figure 5 
Median Placement Writing Scores of Students Who Did and Did Not Pass the Writing 
WASL 
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Table 19   
Data for Figure 5 
 

 

Percent of Total Possible Score Score 

WRITING ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER 
Passed WASL 77% 91% 90%  47 91 108 
Did Not Pass WASL 71% 80% 83%  45 79.5 99 
       
Maximum 100% 100% 100%  54 100 120 
National Standard for Placement 58% 70% 67%  41 70 86 
Minimum  0% 0% 0%  23 0 0 
 
Percentage of Students Meeting the WASL Standard and Their Success on the Placement Tests 
 
Writing is the only subject in which more students in the sample passed college placement tests 
(88%) than passed the WASL (73%).  Of the 3,405 students who took both types of Writing 
tests, two-thirds met the WASL standard and had a placement score high enough to place at a 
college level.  This equates to a college placement tests “passing rate” of about 93% among those 
who met the Writing WASL standard.  (The 68% of sample in Table 20, below, is 93% of the 
73% of sample who met standard.)  One fifth of the study sample passed college placement 
Writing/Editing tests while not passing the Writing WASL. 
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Table 20  
Percentage Meeting WASL and/or College Placement Standards –Writing24 
 

 
Met WASL 
Standard 

 No Yes

College
Level 
Total 

No 7% 5% 12% College 
Level Yes 20% 68% 88% 
WASL 
Standard Total 27% 73%  

 
 
Figure 6 
Extent of Coincidence of WASL and College Placement Test Outcomes for Writing 
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Distribution of WASL Scores of Students Assessed at College Level Based on Placement Tests 
 
When analyzed by WASL Writing scale score, the pattern is clearer.  In Figure 7 below, the 
height of each bar represents the number of students and the percentage above the bar is the 
proportion of students in that score range that passed the college placement test.  As the WASL 
scale score increases, the proportion of students passing the placement test also increases.  (See 
Appendix D for additional graphs illustrating this relationship.)  
 

                                                 
24 These percentages are slightly different from those in Table 4 and Appendix B, which include some Running Start 
applicants who took other college placement tests, but not a Writing test. 
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At the threshold level for meeting WASL standard (9), the proportion passing the Writing 
college placement tests is 90%.  As noted above, for those who achieved the standard or better, 
the collective rate for testing at college level was 93%.  
 
The relationship of WASL score to probability of success on college placement tests can be 
estimated from the data for a wide range of scores and probabilities. For example, at a WASL 
Writing score of 8, the proportion passing the college placement test in Writing exceeds 75%  
(3-to-1 odds). Of those who scored 11 on the Writing portion of the WASL, 95% tested as 
college ready. Twenty-nine percent of the sample (972 of the 3,173 students) scored 11 or higher 
and only 40 of those did not test at college level on the placement tests. (Appendix D contains 
detailed data and additional examples.) 
 
However, the relationship with low WASL scores is much less clear.  About half the applicants 
who had low WASL scores (5 or less) placed at college level on the standardized tests.  Possible 
contributing factors include:  small sample size of low scores, possible lack of motivation to take 
the WASL seriously, and inability to re-take the WASL.  The fact that college placement tests 
require no original writing may also enter into this effect:  students may be decent editors 
without being capable writers. 
 
Figure 7 
WASL Writing Scale Scores of Students Who Did and Did Not Score at College Level in 
Writing (Scores of Zero Excluded) 
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MATH RESULTS 
 
The Math subject area focuses on quantitative concepts, manipulation of numbers, and 
mathematical problem solving.  Colleges typically use the Math college placement tests, 
sometimes in combination with other non-test factors, as a Running Start eligibility criterion for 
quantitative courses.   Fewer Running Start applicants take the college placement test in Math 
than in Reading or Writing/Editing.  Presumably, this is because many applicants do not intend 
to take quantitative courses under the Running Start program.  Only 73% of Running Start 
applicants - and only 39% of all students - meet standards on the Math WASL.  In Math, both the 
college placement tests and the WASL appear to be challenging for students. 
 
Analysis of the Math college placement tests is particularly challenging because there is no 
single “test” or “score” used for qualifying for college level coursework within the commonly 
used placement test systems.  Each “Math placement test” is really a combination of 3 or 4 tests, 
in which a student can choose to start at any level.  These tests include Basic Numeric Skills/Pre-
Algebra, Elementary Algebra, Algebra/Intermediate Algebra, and College Algebra.  
Additionally, there are Geometry and/or Trigonometry tests sequenced after College Algebra. 
 
Students start and stop at different points in the sequence of tests and do not always follow the 
same order, nor complete the same tests.  The higher levels in the sequences involve subject 
matter not addressed in the WASL, and is outside the experience of most 10th graders, e.g., 
problems involving trigonometry or quadratic equations.   
 
Note: ACCUPLACER Math tests and locally developed tests were used by some colleges, but 
too few students in our sample had scores on those tests, so no score analysis for those tests was 
attempted.   
 
Content 
 
Test Administration Format 
 
In addition to the overall format differences between WASL and standardized placements tests, 
the extent to which the use of calculators is permitted varies among tests. 
 
Table 21 
Math Test Composition and Characteristics 
 

 WASL ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER 

Type Questions Multiple Choice, 
Short Answer, 
Extended Answer 

Multiple Choice Multiple Choice Multiple Choice 

Use of Calculator 
for Math 

Partial Partial Yes No 
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Math Framework 
 
The EALRs consist of mathematic concepts and procedures and fundamental processes.  As can 
be seen in Table 22 there are five “Content” strands and three “Process” strands each with 3 to 7 
“Learning Targets.”   
 
These strands/learning targets are commonly referenced by the strand code (NS, ME, SR, etc.) 
and the associated Learning Target Number (01, 03, etc.).  Therefore, an item coded NS04 
assesses the “Content Strand” Number Sense strand, learning target: 04, computation.  Similarly, 
an item coded SR05 assesses “Process Strand” Solves Problems & Reasons Logically strand, 
learning target: 05: Construct solutions with justification. 
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Table 22  
Math EALRs, Content and Process Strands, and Learning Targets for the K-12 System 
 

Strands and Learning Targets 
Content  Process  

Number Sense Solves Problems & Reasons Logically 

01 Number and Numeration 01 Define Problem 

02 Number Theory 02 Analysis 

03 Conceptual Understanding of Operations 03 Strategies, Concepts and Procedures 

04 Computation 04 Predict, Verify and Evaluate 

05 Estimation 05 Construct Solutions with Justifications 

06 Ratio and Proportion 06 Test Conjectures 

NS 

07 Mental Arithmetic and Tools 

SR 

07 Flexibility 

Measurement Communicates Understanding 

01 Attributes and Dimensions 01 Gather Information 

02 Calculate 02 Organize, Represent and Express 

03 Approximation and Precision 03 Collect Information from Variety  of Sources 

ME 

04 Systems and Tools 

CU 

  

Geometric Sense Makes Connections 

01 Properties and Relationships 01 Connections within Mathematics 

02 Location 02 Connections to other Disciplines 

03 Symmetry, Congruence & Similarities 03 Connections with Real Life 

04 Transformations 04 Career Connections 

05 Environment 

MC 

05 Historical Connections 

GS 

06 Constructions 

Probability & Statistics 

01 Probability and Experimentation 

02 Data Collection 

03 Data Organization and Analysis 

04 Inferences and Predictions 

05 Prediction and Comparison 

PS 

06 Collect Data 

Algebraic Sense 

01 Patterns 

02 Representation 

AS 

03 Operations 
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Comparison Across Tests, Sub Tests and Level 
 
As seen in the table below, the number of items and sub test categories vary greatly.  The 
COMPASS and ASSET Math test systems are the primary assessments used by Washington 
community and technical colleges for placement.  In these systems, both as recommended by 
ACT and as implemented in Washington State, a student may place into college level courses 
based on results from either the College Algebra tests, or the algebra test sequenced before 
College Algebra.  This pre-College Algebra test is labeled “Algebra” in the COMPASS system, 
and “Intermediate Algebra” in the ASSET system.  As shown in the table below, students 
attempting to qualify for Running Start face considerable content beyond that covered in the 
WASL. As previously discussed, college placement tests assess knowledge and skills beyond 
what a 10th grade student is expected to know and has usually been exposed to.  Consequently, 
the EALRs and strand/learning targets were not constructed to include higher-level Math skills 
and conventions.  This Table shows the number of items rated at WASL level and the number 
beyond WASL level (Trigonometry test was not evaluated as it is both beyond the experience of 
most 10th grade students and beyond the time available to the review panel). 
 
Table 23  
Math Test Configuration 
 

WASL ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER 
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Math Assessment 41   Number Skills 32   Pre Algebra 17   Arithmetic 17   

      Elem. Algebra 17 8    Elem. Algebra 12   
      Inter. Algebra 12 13 Algebra 9 10       
      College Algebra   25 College Algebra   15 College Algebra   20

Su
b 

Te
st

 N
am

es
 

      Geometry 6 19 Geometry 9 7       
Total Items   41     67 65   35 32   29 20
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Math Item Alignment with EALRs, Strands/Targets 
 
Given the higher-level subject matter in the College Algebra tests, the only feasible quantitative 
content comparison is between the WASL and the Algebra/Intermediate tests- or at least the 
portion thereof that the evaluation panels rated.  That comparison shows some substantial 
differences, including: 

- A heavier emphasis on word problems in the WASL  
- A heavier emphasis on process strands in the WASL 
- The WASL’s wider range of subject matter, including areas largely absent from the 

placement tests, such as probability and statistics, and communicating understanding of 
mathematical content 

- The WASL’s more even distribution across content areas, contrasted with heavy 
placement tests emphasis on algebraic sense content. 

 
Table 24  
Math Test Content 
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WASL 41   63 25 12 12% 15% 15% 12% 12% 66%   15% 7% 12% 34%   66% 3.3 

ASSET- 
Intermediate 

Algebra WASL 
Level 12   100     8%   8%   58% 74%   8%   17% 25%   25% 2.8 

ASSET- 
Intermediate 

Algebra Above 
WASL Level   13  100     not rated    not rated     

not 
rated

not 
rated

COMPASS- 
Algebra WASL 

Level 
9   100     

  

11%    67% 78%   11%   11% 22%   22% 2.3 

COMPASS- 
Algebra Above 
WASL Level 

  10  100        10% 20%  60% 90%       10% 10%   20% 3.6 



Relationship Between the WASL and Placement Tests Used by Community and Technical Colleges 38 

Score Comparison 
 
As noted above, due to the limited number of students in the sample who took the 
ACCUPLACER Math exams, this analysis focuses solely on records for students taking ASSET 
or COMPASS Math tests. 
 
Sample 
 
The analysis of Math placement test scores is complicated because some students qualify based 
on Intermediate Algebra alone, others by taking the College-level Algebra test.  Other students 
take lower-level Math tests but do not progress to a test on which they could qualify for college-
level placement.   In the study sample, 3,218 students took a Math placement test within 47 days 
of taking the WASL.  Of these, only 2,563 took one of the qualifying Intermediate or College 
Algebra tests.  Most of the others took lower level Math tests such as Number Skills, but failed to 
proceed to the levels that would qualify them for college level courses.  For some analyses, only 
the smaller sample could be used. 
 
All students who took the Algebra COMPASS test or ASSET’s Intermediate Algebra test but not 
a College Algebra test are grouped together for analysis. All student records including a College 
Algebra test score were grouped together, and analyzed based solely on that score, without 
considering the Intermediate Algebra test scores of those who had taken both algebra tests.  
Students who took only lower level Math tests were included in some analyses, which did not 
require college placement test scores, but only required classification as not having achieved 
college level placement in Math. 
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Correlations Between Individuals’ Scores on the WASL and Placement Tests 
 
Correlation tests were done separately for those who took College Algebra placement tests and 
those who took Intermediate Algebra tests but did not progress to College Algebra tests.  
Correlation tests were not conducted for students who took only lower level math tests on which 
they could not have qualified for college level placement.  Correlations between Math scores on 
the WASL test and college placement tests are moderate, but stronger than correlations for 
Reading or Writing/Editing.  This is true for both the intermediate algebra and college algebra 
tests.  As with other placement tests, ASSET appears significantly better correlated than 
COMPASS, but again, this may be a function of the larger ASSET sample size. 
 
Table 25 
Correlation of WASL Scores With College Placement Test Scores-Math 
 
Intermediate Algebra Tests   
  R* Sample Size
All ACT Intermediate Algebra  0.580 1569
   ASSET Intermediate Algebra Score 0.622 1243
   COMPASS Algebra Score  0.406 327
   
College Algebra Tests   
  R Sample Size
All ACT College Algebra  0.547 992
   ASSET College Algebra Score  0.584 708
   COMPASS College Algebra Score  0.446 285
* R is a measure of the strength of correlation among factors: it ranges from zero for factors with no relationship, to 
a theoretical maximum of 1 for perfect correlation. All correlations are statistically significant at the .01 level.   
 
Passing Scores 
 
Cutoff Scores used by colleges in Washington State that participated in this study differ from 
college to college. (See Appendix B)  In order to have a standard measure for college level 
placement, which did not vary across the state, recommended threshold scores for college level 
placement were obtained from the test developer, ACT.  These recommended cutoff levels for 
college placement were used to identify students as placing at “college level”. 
 
Those who achieved any score in College Algebra, regardless of their scores on preceding tests, 
are considered college ready under the standards recommended by ACT.  Students who did not 
take an Algebra/Intermediate Algebra or College Algebra test are all “not college ready”.  Scores 
for students within a test category (e.g. College Algebra tests) are combined using ACT’s 
concordance table to generate an “All ACT” score.   
 
Because the content of the placement tests goes beyond the skill level of most 10th graders, fewer 
students attempted a Math placement test and the smallest proportion of those taking the test 
qualified for college level Math.    Thus most were classified as not placing into college level, 
but not included in correlation analyses.   
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Of the overall sample that also took a Math college placement test, 52% placed as college ready.  
However, this group is still a relatively mathematically-skilled group of 10th graders.  While 
statewide 36% of sophomores met standards on the Math portion of the WASL, 71% of the 
students in this study sample met those standards.   
 
Median WASL Scale Scores of Students Who Pass the College Entrance Exam 
 
The median WASL score of students who received a “passing” score on the Math portion of the 
college placement test is 441 and those who did not “pass” have a median WASL score of 408.  
(The median is the value where half of the students had a score at or above the value and half are 
below.)  WASL scores of 400-424 are considered to be “meeting standard” and those above 425 
are “exceeding standard”.  There is a wider gap between these scores than exists for the Reading 
or Writing tests. 
 
Table 26  
Median WASL Scores and WASL Levels- Math 
 
  WASL Math Score  
Not College Ready 408 
College Ready 441 
  
Range of Level 3 Scores on WASL 400-424 
Range of Level 4 Scores on WASL 425-593 
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As with other subjects, students passing the WASL had higher median placement test scores than 
those who did not.  There is no “passing score” for the College Algebra test because, according 
to ACT, anyone who has successfully progressed to that level of test and obtained any score at 
all is college ready. 
 
Figure 8 
Median Placement Math Scores of Students Who Did and Did not Pass the Math WASL 
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* Students who do well enough on a lower level test to be advanced to the College Algebra test are considered to be  
   “college ready”. 
 
 
Table 27   
Data for Figure 8 
 

 

Percent of Total Possible Score Score 

MATH 
ASSET 

Intermed 
Alg. 

ASSET 
College 

Alg. 

COMPASS 
College Alg.  ASSET COMPASSACCUPLACER

Did Not Pass WASL 34% 60% 32%  34 33 32 
Passed WASL 63% 73% 55%  43 40 55 
        
Maximum 100% 100% 100%  55 55 100 
National Standard for Placement 56% 0% 0%  41 0 0 
Minimum  0% 0% 0%  23 0 0 
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Percentage of Students Meeting the WASL Standard and Their Success on the Placement Tests 
 
Because the Math tests contain more content clearly beyond 10th grade, a higher proportion of 
students will pass the WASL but not the college placement test simply because they have not 
covered the specific material yet.  Of those students who took both the WASL and a qualifying 
Math placement test, only 46% both met the WASL standard and had a placement score high 
enough to place at college level.  This equates to a college placement tests “passing rate” of 
about 62% among those who met the Math WASL standard.  (The 46% of sample in Table 28, 
below, is 62% of the 75% of sample meeting the WASL standard.25) 
 
Table 28 
Percentage Meeting WASL and/or College Placement Standards- Math26 
 

 
Met WASL 
Standard 

 No Yes

College 
Level 
Total 

No 20% 29% 49% College 
Level Yes 6% 46% 52% 
WASL 
Standard Total 26% 75%  

 
Figure 9 
Extent of Coincidence of WASL and College Placement Test Outcomes for Math 
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25 When calculated using the rounded percentages, 46%/75% would equal 61.33%: however, using unrounded 
counts, 1,483 placing at college level out of 2,410 who passed the WASL equals 61.54%.  
26 Totals do not add to 100% due to rounding. These percentages are slightly different from those in Table 4 and 
Appendix B, which include some Running Start applicants who took other college placement tests, but not a Math 
placement test. 
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Distribution of WASL Scores of Students Assessed at College Level Based on the Placement 
Tests 
 
When analyzed by WASL scale score, the pattern is clearer.  In Figure 10 below, the height of 
each bar represents the number of students and the percentage above the bar is the proportion of 
students in that score range that passed the college placement test.  As the WASL scale score 
increases, the proportion of students passing the placement test also increases.  (See Appendix D 
for graphs illustrating this relationship.) 
 
At the threshold level for meeting WASL standard (Level 3 =400), the proportion placing at 
college level in Math is 33%.  However, as noted above, for the group of all those who passed 
the WASL (score of 400 or better), the collective rate for testing at college level was about 62%.  
At the Level 4 benchmark for exceeding standards (425), 54% placed at college level, with a 
collective rate of 76% for those who met or exceeded Level 4. (See Appendix D) 
 
The relationship of WASL score to probability of success on college placement tests can be 
estimated from the data for a wide range of scores and probabilities.  For example, beyond a 
WASL Math score of about 442, the proportion passing the Math college placement tests 
becomes 75% or more (odds of 3-to-1 or better).  Of those who scored 480 or higher on the Math 
portion of the WASL, 95% scored at college level on Math placement tests.  Of the 3,218 
students in the sample, 118 scored 480 or higher on the Math portion of the WASL.  Of these, 
only 6 did not place at college level. (Appendix D contains detailed data and additional 
examples.) 
 
Low Math WASL scores appear better correlated with weaker performance on college placement 
tests, than are low WASL scores in Reading and Writing/Editing.  Very few students with low 
Math WASL scores achieve college-level scores on college placement tests. 
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Figure 10 
WASL Math Scale Scores of Students Who Did and Did Not Score at College Level in 
Math (Scores of Zero Excluded) 
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SUMMARY 
 
There are Major Differences Between the Content and Administration of the WASL and College 
Placement Tests  
 
While the 10th grade WASL and the placement tests used in community and technical colleges 
have some similarities, they were developed for different purposes at different times, and as a 
result, cannot be expected to parallel each other in many important aspects.   
 

- WASL includes a wider variety of types of questions and content strands.  Placement 
tests are exclusively multiple-choice, while WASL tests also include a range from 
multiple-choice through short answer questions, to the original essays required in the 
Writing WASL.  

 
- WASL includes more questions that require drawing on multiple content strands.  Most 

questions on the college placement tests evaluate a single strand or content area. 
 

- Some college placement test material is above the level normally covered through grades 
10: for example, trigonometry, quadratic equations, and texts at higher reading levels. 

 
- Students can and do retake the college placement tests to improve their scores, an option 

currently not available for the WASL assessments. 
 
Despite these differences, average difficulty ratings of WASL test items were not greatly 
different between the WASL and college placement tests.  For both the Reading test and for the 
rated portions of the Math tests, the average question difficulty ratings were in the middle of the 
difficulty range of the college placement tests evaluated. 

 
Despite Their Differences, the Content and Outcomes of the WASL and College Placement Tests 
are Significantly Related 
 

- There are major areas of substantial overlap in content between the placement tests and 
WASL.  The content on which the College Placement Tests concentrate is significantly 
present in the WASL (with the exception of some Math beyond normal 10th Grade 
coursework). 

 
- Test scores are moderately well correlated.  Running Start applicants who scored well on 

a WASL subject tend to score well on placement tests in the same subject.   
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- This correlation means that the higher a student’s WASL score, the higher their college 
placement test score in the same subject is likely to be, and therefore the more likely they 
are to be able to place into college level courses under Running Start. (Appendix D)  This 
relationship can be statistically estimated with reasonable accuracy.  Levels of WASL 
score can be identified at which high proportions of students also qualify on college 
placement tests.  (See Appendix D for detailed table.) 

 
Table 29  
Estimated WASL Score Levels by Probability of College Level Placement 

 

 
95% 
Placement 

90% 
Placement 

80% 
Placement 

75% 
Placement  

WASL 
Standard 

Reading 439 428 419 410 400 
Writing 11 9 8* 8* 9 
Math 486 466 456 442 400 
*Students in the sample used in this study who scored 8 on the Writing WASL passed college placement tests in 

Writing at a rate between 75% and 80%. 
 
 
The Relationship Between the WASL and College Placement Tests is Not Uniform Across All 
Subject Areas, and Tests 
 

- The original essay format of the WASL Writing test is very different from the 
Writing/Editing multiple-choice tests used for college placement.  There is much less 
format difference between the Reading tests. 

 
- ASSET tests have higher statistical correlation with WASL scores than COMPASS or 

ACCUPLACER, although this may partly be a result of the larger number of ASSET 
tests included in the study sample.  It could also be because both ASSET and WASL are 
“paper and pencil” tests. 

 
- Of all the subjects, the strongest correlations were between the Math WASL and the 

Intermediate and College Algebra placement tests- despite the presence of material 
beyond the WASL level on significant portions of those placement tests. 

 
- The pattern of students passing these two tests varies greatly by subject.  Some of these 

patterns may be due to motivational factors and/or the nature of the Running Start 
applicant group, and which students choose to take which placement exams.   

 
o Both Reading exams were passed by a large proportion of this sample of students.   

Of those who did not meet standard on the Reading WASL, half went on to pass a 
college placement test in Reading. 
 

o The Writing WASL had the lowest pass rate of all the WASL tests for this 
sample, and also had a lower pass rate than the college placement tests in 
Writing/Editing.  Almost three-fourths of the students who did not passed the 
Writing WASL passed their college placement exam in Writing/Editing.  The 
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WASL requirement for original student composition, rather than multiple-choice 
editing, is probably a major factor in this difference. 

 
o Both Math tests were relatively difficult for this sample: the pass rate for college 

placement tests in Math was just over 50%, by far the lowest pass rate of any test 
in this study.  The Math WASL had a pass rate only slightly higher than the 
Writing WASL. Very few students who did not pass the Math WASL passed a 
college placement Math test: slightly more than one out of five. 

  
Table 30 
Comparison of WASL Pass Rates with College Placement Pass Rates 
 

 WASL Pass Rates College Placement Pass Rates 
Reading 92% 84% 
Writing 73% 88% 
Math 75% 52% 
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FURTHER TOPICS 
 
The analyses conducted so far do not exhaust all the information that can be extracted from this 
data.  Further, additional data is now becoming available that would allow this inquiry to be 
extended in other directions. 
 
Candidates for further investigation include: 
 
WASL as a Predictor of Placement Test Scores 

- Do WASL scores correlate with or “predict” placement test performance outside of their 
subject areas?  For example, do higher WASL scores in Reading or Listening “predict” 
better college placement Math scores, even among students with equal WASL Math 
scores? 

- How reliable is the WASL as a predictor for students who are not Running Start 
applicants? 

- Are particular types of WASL questions, by format or by strand, better predictors of 
placement test scores than overall WASL score? 

- Would the addition of other test scores- ITBS or SAT- provide additional insight?  Are 
combined test scores more powerful than the sum of the parts? 

- Is the WASL a better predictor of placement test scores for some students, by 
demographic characteristics, geography or high school course taking patterns 
performance? 

- Does the relationship between WASL and placement test scores vary by the testing year 
in which the WASL was taken? 

- What is the effect of the option to re-take the college placement tests on results and 
correlations with WASL- either short-term retaking or in subsequent years? 

- Is there a pattern to the college-to-college variation in “passing scores?” 
 
 

WASL as a Predictor of Subsequent College Success 

- How do the WASL, placement tests, or the combination of the two relate to subsequent 
performance in post-secondary courses? 

- Do low WASL scores predict remedial coursework at 2-year or 4-year colleges? 

- Does WASL performance by subject “predict” performance on particular subjects in 
post-secondary education? 

- Does the Listening portion of the WASL predict post-secondary academic performance? 

- For most students, who have two years of high school courses between WASL and entry 
to community college, how good a predictor is WASL, alone or in combination with 
information about course-taking? 
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APPENDIX A 
 
List of Colleges 
 
Table A-1 
List of Community and Technical Colleges 
 
College City 
Bates Technical College Tacoma 
Bellevue Community College Bellevue 
Bellingham Technical College Bellingham 
Big Bend Community College Moses Lake 
Cascadia Community College Bothell 
Centralia College Centralia 
Clark College Vancouver 
Clover Park Technical College Lakewood 
Columbia Basin College Pasco 
Edmonds Community College Lynnwood 
Everett Community College Everett 
Grays Harbor College Aberdeen 
Green River Community College Auburn 
Highline Community College Des Moines 
Lake Washington Technical College Kirkland 
Lower Columbia College Longview 
North Seattle Community College Seattle 
Olympic College Bremerton 
Peninsula College Port Angeles 
Pierce College-Fort Steilacoom Lakewood 
Pierce College-Puyallup Puyallup 
Renton Technical College Renton 
Seattle Central Community College Seattle 
Shoreline Community College Shoreline 
Skagit Valley College Mount Vernon 
South Puget Sound Community College Olympia 
South Seattle Community College Seattle 
Spokane Community College Spokane 
Spokane Falls Community College Spokane 
Tacoma Community College Tacoma 
Walla Walla Community College Walla Walla 
Wenatchee Valley College Wenatchee 
Whatcom Community College Bellingham 
Yakima Valley Community College Yakima 
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APPENDIX B  
 
Threshold Scores for Placement at College Level Used in Washington State 
 
Table B-1 
Threshold Placement Scores Used by Participating Colleges, with National Standards Used 
for Analyses in this Report 
 
Reading ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER* 
Range 23-53 0-100 0-120 
Highest Cutoff Score 44 86 96 
Lowest Cutoff Score 39 74 85 
National Standard 41 81 80 
Number of Colleges Using Test** 10 10 2 

 
 
Writing/Editing ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER* 
Range 23-54 0-100 0-120 
Highest Cutoff Score 46 82 98 
Lowest Cutoff Score 41 65 96 
National Standard 41 70 86 
Number of Colleges Using Test** 10 11 2 
 
 
Algebra/Intermediate Algebra ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER* 
Range 23-55 0-100 N/A 
Highest Cutoff Score 50 77 N/A 
Lowest Cutoff Score 35 46 N/A 
National Standards 41 66 N/A 
Number of Colleges Using Test** 10 5 N/A 
 
 
College Algebra ASSET COMPASS ACCUPLACER* 
Range 23-55 0-100 0-120 
Highest Cutoff Score 41 51 43 
Lowest Cutoff Score 23 (any) 0 (any) 43 
National Standards 23 (any) 0 (any) 47 
Number of Colleges Using Test** 8 10 1 
* (ACCUPLACER score ranges included for reference only) 
**Some schools use more than one type of test, while others use locally developed tests not listed here.  Therefore    

the rows titled “Number of Colleges Using Test” cannot be summed to the 16 colleges contributing student test 
scores to this study, and the row sum varies by subject area. 
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Table B-2 
Current Threshold Placement Scores: All Washington State Community and Technical 
Colleges 
 

 TEST USED  Reading Writing 
Algebra/ 

Int. Algebra 
College 
Algebra 

           
ASSET Range of possible scores 23-53 23-54 23-55 23-55 
 WA college highest cutoff score 44 46 50 46 
 WA college lowest cutoff score 35 35 35     23 (any) 
 ACT Standard 41 41 41     23 (any) 
            
COMPASS Range of possible scores 0-100 0-100 0-100 0-100 
 WA college highest cutoff score 86 82 86 51 
 WA college lowest cutoff score 74 65 46 0  (any)  
 ACT Standard 81              70 66 0  (any) 
           
ACCUPLACER Range of possible scores 0-120 0-120 N/A 0-120 
 WA college highest cutoff score 96 98 N/A 51 
  WA college lowest cutoff score27 71 60 N/A 35 
 National Medians 80 86 N/A 47 

                                                 
27 One school, which makes limited use of the ACCUPLACER Reading test, reports a significantly lower cutoff 
score, but it is unclear that this lower threshold is actually applied to a significant number of cases, if at all. 
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APPENDIX C 
 
WASL Score Comparison of Sample with Student Population 
 
Table C-1 
Comparison of WASL Levels of Study Sample With Performance of All Students Taking 
WASL* 
 

Reading WASL 

Percent 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Percent 
Students 
in Study  

Students 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Students 
in Study** 

Met Standard 64% 92%  127,464 3,323 
Level 4 44% 77%  87,414 2,776 
Level 3 20% 15%  40,050 547 
Not Meeting Standard 36% 8%  71,447 291 
Level 2 23% 7%  45,016 245 
Level 1 13% 1%  26,431 46 
      

Writing WASL 

Percent 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Percent 
Students 
in Study  

Students 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Students 
in Study** 

Met Standard 46% 72%  87,600 2,582 
Not Meeting Standard 54% 28%  103,991 981 
      

Math WASL 

Percent 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Percent 
Students 
in Study  

Students 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Students 
in Study** 

Met Standard 39% 73%  78,488 2,672 
Level 4 17% 40%  35,061 1,460 
Level 3 21% 33%  43,427 1,212 
Not Meeting Standard 61% 27%  123,884 973 
Level 2 23% 18%  46,104 650 
Level 1 38% 9%  77,780 323 
      

Listening WASL 

Percent 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Percent 
Students 
in Study  

Students 
Statewide 
1999-2001 

Students 
in Study** 

Met Standard 86% 98%  171,890 3,541 
Not Meeting Standard 14% 2%  28,976 89 
* Does not include scores of zero. 
**Sample sizes are larger than in other tables in this report because not all students in sample took all placement 

tests. 
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APPENDIX D 
 
Graphs of Percentage Placing at College Level by WASL Score, with Data Tables 
 
Score categories which contained less than three student scores are omitted from graphs. 
 
Note that these graphs are not weighted for the varying number of students at each particular 
score.  Therefore these graphs visually over-represent some outliers which include fairly few 
student scores, and the relationship between WASL scores and the probability of placing at 
college level on a placement test is stronger than it appears.   
 
WASL Levels are indicated on graphs by vertical lines. 
 
 
Figure D-1 
 

College Level Placement by WASL Score - 
Reading

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

345-349
350-354
355-359
360-364
365-369
370-374
375-379
380-384
385-389
390-394
395-399
400-404
405-409
410-414
415-419
420-424
425-429
430-434
435-439
440-444
445-449
450-454
455-459
460-464
465-469
470-474
475-479
490-494
495-499
510-514

WASL Reading Score

Pe
rc

en
t P

la
ci

ng
 a

t C
ol

le
ge

 
Le

ve
l

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WASL 
Standard 

L 4 

L 2 

L 3 

L 1 



Relationship Between the WASL and Placement Tests Used by Community and Technical Colleges 54 

Figure D-2 
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Figure D-3 
 

College Level Placement by WASL score - Math
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The following table (D-1) shows the overall numbers of students whose test records were used in 
the analyses in this Appendix. 
 
Table D-1 
Counts of Students Passing WASL and/or Placement Tests 
 

Reading  

Did Not 
Place at 
College 
Level 

Placed at 
College 
Level 

Total 

Percent 
Placing at 
College 
Level 

Did not Meet WASL Standard 150 134 284 47.2% 
Met WASL Standard   416 2,775 3,191 87.0% 
        
Writing        
Did not Meet WASL Standard 255 678 933 72.7% 
Met WASL Standard   165 2,307 2,472 93.3% 
        
Math        
Did not Meet WASL Standard 631 177 808 21.9% 
Met WASL Standard   927 1,483 2,410 61.5% 
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Table D-2  Table D-3 
Reading Writing 
 
OSPI 
Reading 
Scale 
Score     

 

  
Passed Reading: National 

Standard Used 
 

Range No Yes Total 
Percent 

Yes 
 

260-264 0 1 1 100% 
325-329 0 1 1 100% 
330-334 0 1 1 100% 
335-339 1 1 2 50% 
340-344 1 0 1 0% 
345-349 0 1 1 100% 
350-354 1 2 3 67% 
355-359 3 5 8 63% 
360-364 4 1 5 20% 
365-369 6 2 8 25% 
370-374 8 5 13 38% 

L
evel 1 

A
verage 45%

 

375-379 17 14 31 45% 
380-384 21 5 26 19% 
385-389 34 28 62 45% 
390-394 25 21 46 46% 
395-399 29 46 75 61% 

L
evel 2 

A
verage 48%

 

400-404 61 106 167 63% 
405-409 62 129 191 68% 
410-414 57 193 250 77% 
415-419 66 256 322 80% 
420-424 32 194 226 86% 

L
evel 3 

A
verage 76%

 

425-429 55 384 439 87% 
430-434 28 344 372 92% 
435-439 20 339 359 94% 
440-444 10 155 165 94% 
445-449 8 227 235 97% 
450-454 4 108 112 96% 
455-459 5 60 65 92% 
460-464 4 93 97 96% 
465-469 1 31 32 97% 
470-474 3 67 70 96% 
475-479 0 30 30 100% 
490-494 0 33 33 100% 
495-499 0 11 11 100% 
510-514 0 14 14 100% 
515-519 0 1 1 100% 

L
evel 4 

 A
verage 93%

 

Total 566 2,909 3,475 84% 

 

OSPI 
Writing 
Scale 
Score     

 

  
Passed Writing: National 

Standard Used 
 

  No Yes Total 
Percent 

Yes 
 

3 7 1 8 13% 
4 10 12 22 55% 
5 22 28 50 56% 
6 53 91 144 63% 
7 62 163 225 72% 
8 101 383 484 79% 

B
elow

 Standard 
A

verage 73%
 

9 63 588 651 90% 
10 62 787 849 93% 
11 27 538 565 95% 
12 13 394 407 97% 

M
eeting 

Standard 
A

verage 93%
 

Total 420 2985 3405 88% 
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Table D-4  
Math 
 
OSPI 
Math 
Scale 
Score       

 

  
Passed Math: National 

Standard Used 
 

Range No Yes Total 
Percent 

Yes 
 

195-199 0 1 1 100% 
285-289 0 1 1 100% 
300-304 1 0 1 0% 
310-314 1 1 2 50% 
315-319 1 0 1 0% 
320-324 8 0 8 0% 
325-329 3 0 3 0% 
330-334 7 2 9 22% 
335-339 10 0 10 0% 
340-344 5 1 6 17% 
345-349 10 0 10 0% 
350-354 24 1 25 4% 
355-359 20 3 23 13% 
360-364 24 8 32 25% 
365-369 59 11 70 16% 
370-374 45 15 60 25% 

L
evel 1 

A
verage 17%

 

375-379 64 14 78 18% 
380-384 77 22 99 22% 
385-389 103 25 128 20% 
390-394 89 29 118 25% 
395-399 80 43 123 35% 

L
evel 2 

A
verage 24%

 

400-404 155 78 233 33% 
405-409 112 61 173 35% 
410-414 115 87 202 43% 
415-419 104 120 224 54% 
420-424 109 103 212 49% 

L
evel 3 

A
verage 43%

 

 
 
 

 

OSPI 
Math 
Scale 
Score 

  
  
   

  
Passed Math: National 

Standard Used 
 

Range No Yes Total
Percent 

Yes 
 

425-429 73 98 171 57%
430-434 64 124 188 66%
435-439 67 122 189 65%
440-444 30 95 125 76%
445-449 22 89 111 80%
450-454 22 82 104 79%
455-459 21 85 106 80%
460-464 11 67 78 86%
465-469 6 46 52 88%
470-474 6 48 54 89%
475-479 4 51 55 93%
480-484 2 28 30 93%
485-489 1 34 35 97%
490-494 0 7 7 100%
495-499 2 20 22 91%
500-504 1 13 14 93%
505-509 0 3 3 100%
510-514 0 4 4 100%
515-519 0 3 3 100%
520-524 0 4 4 100%
525-529 0 4 4 100%
530-534 0 3 3 100%
535-539 0 2 2 100%
555-559 0 2 2 100%

L
evel 4 

A
verage 76%

 

Total 1,5581,660 3,218 52%  



Relationship Between the WASL and Placement Tests Used by Community and Technical Colleges 58 

Estimated Placement Rates by WASL Score: Marginal and Cumulative 
 
The first table below shows the WASL score levels at which particular rates of passing college 
placement tests for students are predicted by the data for students with exactly that score.  They 
are called “marginal rates” and they constitute the lowest score at which a student is predicted to 
have a particular probability of placing at the college level. 
 
The table also shows the cumulative placement percentages, that is, the college placement rate 
for all students in the sample who scored that score or higher.  This cumulative rate is quite 
sensitive to the population for which it is calculated, as it is a function of how many students 
exceed any particular score threshold. Therefore, while all of the score analyses in this report are 
based solely on the study sample, largely of Running Start applicants, these cumulative 
percentage results are more likely to vary for groups of students significantly different from 
Running Start applicants. 
 
Table D-5 
Examples of Estimated WASL Scores for Specified Marginal College Placement Rates 
 

Subject  95% 
Placement  

Cumulative 
Rate for 
Running 
Start 
Applicant 
Sample,  
95% and 
Above 

 90% 
Placement

Cumulative 
Rate for 
Running 
Start 
Applicant 
Sample,  
90% and 
Above 

 80% 
Placement

Cumulative 
Rate for 
Running 
Start 
Applicant 
Sample,  
80% and 
Above 

 75% 
Placement

Cumulative 
Rate for 
Running 
Start 
Applicant 
Sample,  
75% and 
Above 

Reading  439 96%  428 94%  419 92% 410 90%
Writing*  11 96%  9 93%  8* 91% 8* 91%
Math  486 96%  466 93%  456 91% 442 85%
* Students in this study who scored 8 on the Writing WASL passed college placement tests in Writing at a rate 

between 75% and 80%. 
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The second table (below) shows the same marginal and cumulative placement rates for the 
WASL scores which are the minimums defining WASL standards and levels. 
 
These are the threshold and cumulative placement rates estimated for the scores used to define 
meeting WASL standards, as well as those for the WASL Levels 2 and 4 in Reading and Math.  
The estimates for Level 2 cutoffs are not as precise or reliable as the other estimates due to the 
relatively small number of low scores in the sample of mostly Running Start applicants. 
 
Table D-6 
Estimated Marginal and Cumulative College Placement Rates for WASL Level Thresholds 
 

Subject 
WASL 
Below 
Standard 

Placement 
Rate For 
Students 
at 
Threshold 
Level 

Cumulative 
Rate For 
Running 
Start 
Applicants 
from 
WASL 
Below 
Standard & 
Up 

WASL 
Meets 
Standard

Placement 
Rate For 
Students 
at 
Threshold 
Level 

Cumulative 
rate for 
Running 
Start 
Applicants 
from 
WASL 
Meets 
Standard & 
Up 

WASL 
Exceeds 
Standard 

Placement 
Rate For 
Students at 
Threshold 
Level 

Cumulative 
Rate For 
Running 
Start 
Applicants 
from WASL 
Exceeds 
Standard & 
Up 

Reading 375 31% 84% 400 63% 87% 425 87% 93%
Writing N/A N/A N/A 9 90% 93% N/A N/A N/A
Math 375 18% 55% 400 33% 62% 425 54% 76%
 
Note: The estimated marginal placement cutoffs and rates used in Tables D-5 and D-6 above and 
in Figure D-4 below are trend estimates, and not based purely on the small number of cases 
exactly at the threshold scores.  This procedure can be thought of as fitting a line to the points in 
Figures D-2, D-3 and D-4 and estimating the marginal values from the plotted line, rather than 
choosing the closest point.  Therefore, these marginal rates and cutoffs do not always match the 
exact data for specific score categories in Tables D-1 through D-3.  
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The following figures graphically compare college placement pass rates by WASL Level for 
Reading and Math.  The first figure displays placement rates at the WASL threshold levels: the 
second shows collective or “cumulative” placement rates for all students that meet or exceed 
each threshold. 
 
Figure D-4 
 

Percent Passing College Placement Exam at Thresholds of 
WASL Levels in Same Subject

18%

31%

63%

87%

33%

54%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Reading                                   Math
Below Std Level 2 Meets Standard Exceeds Std Level 4

  
 
 
Figure D-5 
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APPENDIX E 
 
WASL Scoring Rubric for 10th Grade Writing Assessment 
 
Content, Organization, and Style Scoring Guide 

 
Points Description 

4 •  maintains consistent focus on the topic and has ample supporting details 
•  has a logical organizational pattern and conveys a sense of completeness and 

wholeness 
•  provides transitions which clearly serve to connect ideas 
•  uses language effectively by exhibiting word choices that are engaging and 

appropriate for intended audience and purpose 
•  includes sentences, or phrases where appropriate, of varied length and structure 
•  allows the reader to sense the person behind the words 

3 •  maintains adequate focus on the topic and has adequate supporting details 
•  has a logical organizational pattern and conveys a sense of wholeness and 

completeness, although some lapses occur 
•  provides adequate transitions in an attempt to connect ideas 
•  uses effective language and appropriate word choices for intended audience and 

purpose 
•  includes sentences, or phrases where appropriate, that are somewhat varied in length 

and structure 
•  provides the reader with some sense of the person behind the words 

2 •  demonstrates an inconsistent focus and includes some supporting details, but may 
include extraneous or loosely related material 

•  shows an attempt at an organizational pattern, but exhibits little sense of wholeness 
and completeness 

•  provides transitions which are weak or inconsistent 
•  has a limited and predictable vocabulary which may not be appropriate for the 

intended audience and purpose 
•  shows limited variety in sentence length and structure 
•  attempts somewhat to give the reader a sense of the person behind the words 

1 •  demonstrates little or no focus and few supporting details which may be inconsistent 
or interfere with the meaning of the text 

•  has little evidence of an organizational pattern or any sense of wholeness and 
completeness 

•  provides transitions which are poorly utilized, or fails to provide transitions 
•  has a limited or inappropriate vocabulary for the intended audience and purpose 
•  has little or no variety in sentence length and structure 
•  provides the reader with little or no sense of the person behind the words 

0 •  response is “I don’t know”; response is a question mark (?); response is one word; 
response is only the title of the prompt; or the prompt is simply recopied 



Relationship Between the WASL and Placement Tests Used by Community and Technical Colleges 62 

Conventions Scoring Guide  
 

Points Description 
2 •  consistently follows the rules of standard English for 

usage 
•  consistently follows the rules of standard English for spelling of commonly used words 
•  consistently follows the rules of standard English for capitalization and punctuation 
•  consistently exhibits the use of complete sentences except where purposeful phrases or 

clauses are used for effect 
•  indicates paragraphs consistently 

1 •  generally follows the rules of standard English for usage 
•  generally follows the rules of standard English for spelling of commonly used words 
•  generally follows the rules of standard English for capitalization and punctuation 
•  generally exhibits the use of complete sentences except where purposeful phrases are 

used for effect 
•  indicates paragraphs for the most part 

0 •  mostly does not follow the rules of standard English for usage 
•  mostly does not follow the rules of standard English for spelling of commonly used 

words 
•  mostly does not follow the rules of standard English for capitalization and punctuation 
•  exhibits errors in sentence structure that impede communication 
•  mostly does not indicate paragraphs  
•  response is “I don’t know”; response is a question mark (?); response is one word; 

response is only the title of the prompt; or the prompt is simply recopied 
 
 
 


