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Introduction

Data and Methodology

According to a recent report, the college degree–attainment
rate in the U.S. has stagnated and has been surpassed by
other industrialized nations: In 1995, the United States was
ranked second in the percentage of students who received a
postsecondary degree, but fell to 15th among 25 countries in
2005.2 One approach to increasing college degree–attainment
and graduation rates has been to emphasize academic
preparation in high school. This view is bolstered by data
showing that unprepared students who require remediation3
in college have considerably lower graduation rates than do
students not needing remediation4, suggesting the importance
of being “college ready” upon graduation from high school.

Three separate samples were created for the analyses in this
study. Sample 1 is a subset of the College-Bound Seniors
2007 cohort containing approximately 68,000 students who
attended one of 110 four-year colleges and universities that
participated in a national validity study for the SAT. Sample 2
was derived by matching records from United States students
from the 2007 College-Bound Seniors cohort to postsecondary
data provided by the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC)7 to
obtain initial postsecondary enrollment data. Sample 3 utilized
United States students from the College-Bound Seniors 2010
cohort.

As the education community pays increasing attention to
issues surrounding college completion and remediation,
one clearly identified need is for objective and fair measures
of student preparedness for college.5 The College Board
has chosen to focus on the academic aspects of college
readiness as measured by the SAT® because prior research
has demonstrated that the SAT is related to a number of
college outcomes, including grades, retention, and graduation.
Additionally, the SAT is taken by a large percentage of high
school graduates,6 providing an easily understood and widely
available standardized metric of college readiness.

About the Research
The goal of this research was twofold: To develop a benchmark
that can assess the college readiness of groups of students
(e.g., at the high school, district, state, or national levels), and
to empirically validate whether this benchmark is predictive of
college success.
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As a first step toward establishing the benchmarks, the
College Board organized a panel of expert educators and
policymakers to establish a set of criteria upon which
to develop the college readiness benchmark. The panel
suggested that first-year GPA (FYGPA) would be an appropriate
criterion8 upon
Approximately 43 percent of the
which to base the
2010 graduating class of SAT
college readiness
takers in the nation received
benchmark, and
a combined score of 1550 or
that a FYGPA
higher and met the college
of B- (2.67) or
readiness benchmark.
higher would
be indicative of
future college success. The panel9 also felt that a probability
range of between 60 percent and 75 percent would be
appropriate; ultimately, the College Board chose 65 percent
because that probability has been used by NAEP10 and in other
educational settings. The benchmark was computed using
logistic regression and based on a 65 percent probability of
obtaining an FYGPA of B- or higher.11 The college readiness
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benchmark was obtained using SAT composite scores, and
subject (section) area benchmarks were computed using
critical reading, mathematics, and writing scores to provide
supplemental indicators of student readiness in those subject
areas. These benchmarks were established using Sample 1.

Results and Conclusions
The computations resulted in a college readiness benchmark
of 1550, so students scoring 1550 or higher on the three SAT
sections combined met the benchmark, while students scoring
lower than 1550 did not meet the benchmark. Approximately
43 percent of the 2010 graduating class of SAT takers in the
nation scored a 1550 or higher and met the college readiness
benchmark.
The results indicated that students who met the college
readiness benchmark were more likely to:
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•

Enroll in college (86 percent vs. 75 percent), and were
more likely to enroll in a four-year college (78 percent vs.
46 percent);

•

Earn a higher FYGPA, on average (3.12 vs. 2.57); and

•

Be retained for their second (91.4 percent vs. 81.3 percent)
and third years of college (84.7 percent vs. 69.3 percent).

The individual section benchmark scores were computed to
be 500 each for critical reading, mathematics, and writing.
Students who met a section benchmark were much more
likely to score a 3 or higher on an AP® Exam in that subject
and thus demonstrate the successful completion of collegelevel work while still in high school. In conclusion, benchmark
attainment is related to many positive college outcomes and
can be a useful tool for schools, districts, states, and educators
in measuring the college readiness of groups of students.

6. The SAT was taken by approximately 1.5 million United States high school
graduates in 2010.
7. NSC tracks student enrollment and degree attainment for over 3,100 two- and fouryear colleges and universities in the United States (a list of participating institutions
is located at “http://www.studentclearinghouse.org”, equivalent to 91% of the US
college going population.
8. The panel initially recommended using graduation, but there were not enough
years of data using the SAT with writing to use that variable. The College Board plans
to conduct follow-up studies when the data become available.
9. For more information, see Kobrin, Patterson, Wiley, Mattern, A Standard Setting
Study to Establish College Success Criteria. (New York: The College Board, in press).
10. NAEP stands for National Assessment of Student Progress, which conducts
continuing nationally representative assessments in various subjects. NAEP is part of
the U.S. Department of Education.
11. Logistic regression was used to calculate the benchmarks. See Wyatt et al., SAT
Benchmarks.
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