To: Board of Regents

From: Jonathan Gourlay

Thru: Ringlen Ringlen, VPSSA

Re: Changes to the Admissions Procedure

Date: 03/09/04


This is a short report to share information regarding the admissions procedure. This is done to clear up any confusion about the admissions process and to aid the college community in dealing with the public.

Short History of the Entrance Test

From 1998-2001 the COM-FSM entrance test consisted of a practice TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) exam with three sections: grammar, reading, and listening comprehension. The TOEFL is scored with a range of 200-680 for each section. A 500 average across the three sections is commonly considered “passing” for international students who wish to study in the United States. COM-FSM used the scores in the following manner: 

· Any two scores above 470 meant that you were admitted directly into the degree programs. 

· Three scores above 400 without two above 470 meant that you were admitted into the IEP (now IEC).

· Any one score below 400 meant that you went to the certificate programs.

In 2002 the listening comprehension portion of the test was dropped in favor of a written essay. This was done because the quality of the cassette tape and stereo (and electricity) could not be uniform at all test locations. In 2002 the essay portion of the test was not fully implemented in the scoring because of rampant cheating.


In 2003 the test was essentially the same as 2002, with different essay questions used to avoid cheating.

Issues with the Entrance Test


There were three main problems with our entrance test:

1) It is illegal, unethical, and contrary to accreditation standards to use a copyrighted practice TOEFL exam as the only entrance criteria for COM-FSM. 


2) The way we used the test, taking scores from individual sections, is contrary to the design of the test. The margin of error for scores below 500 is up to 50 points. Therefore, there isn’t necessarily any difference between a 420 or a 470 score on an individual TOEFL section.
3) Because the test was unreliable, entrance to COM-FSM could fluctuate wildly depending on the toughness of, say, the reading section. There could be no useful prediction of student numbers from Finance Committee when student numbers were arbitrarily controlled by an unreliable test. 
Changes in the Admissions Procedure

In fall 2003, after over a year of discussion, the Admissions Board voted to take a set number of students rather than use a test cut-off. Specifically, the board accepted the top 400 FSM citizens directly into the degree programs. The board accepted varying numbers in each state into the IEC courses, depending on space and faculty availability. Therefore the total admissions to degree programs from the fall 2003 test is around 600 students. The reasons for this action are as follows:

· This gives the control of student numbers at the campuses to the college, rather than the test. If Finance Committee predicts an enrollment of 850 for fall term, Admissions Board can respond by letting in the number of students necessary to meet that prediction.

· Comparing student performance against others who have taken the same test was deemed less arbitrary than choosing unreliable “cut-off” points in the TOEFL.

It is important to note that this action should not effect enrollment predictions. The board chose the number “400” based on acceptance rates in past years.

Does this mean we are letting in fewer students?
The high schools will notice a “drop” in their acceptance rates from last year to this year. The reason for this is that last year, using the TOEFL cut-off system, about 200 more students than usual were allowed into the degree programs. Unfortunately, some high schools, state governors, and state departments of education took this upturn in admissions to mean that the high schools were doing “better” than before. 

How did the board arrive at the number “400”?
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The following table shows the admissions rate for the last four years:

The following table shows the acceptance rates for the last three years:
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In 2003 there was a significant rise in the admissions rate and a significant drop in the acceptance rate. This drop most likely due to the fact that the admissions letters and scoring were not properly processed until early May. 


Taking the top “400” scorers means that, given an acceptance rate between 50%-60%, between 200-250 new students should enroll in degree programs in fall 2004. Add to this the large number of Marshallese who took the test, and an as-yet-to-be-determined number from the March test and the total new student enrollment should be about 300. This would represent an increase in enrollment for fall 2004.

The future of the entrance test

For the reasons stated above, it is imperative that the college move away from using the TOEFL exam for entrance purposes. The long-term plan to hire an assessment specialist to help create an in-house instrument has finally come to fruition. There is currently a proposal before Admissions Board concerning the format of the new, in-house test. The new test will have a similar format to the previous test. It will be created, tested, and implemented by our assessment specialist, with aid from the college community. Further, the new test will based upon the outcomes of our courses and should therefore be useful for placement purposes as well. 


In the more distant future, there is a proposal to use more than just English ability on one test in admitting students. Things such as high school GPA and other factors would be taken into account in admittance.


There are a number of other issues surrounding the admissions procedure. However, this report is limited just to the recent changes in the admissions procedure. Thank you for your time and attention to this matter. 
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