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Abstract: This study explored a key predictor of success in the pre-collegiate to collegiate English and Math course sequences.  Specifically, the relationship between grades in the previous course in a sequence (feeder course) and success in the subsequent course (target course) were investigated.  Although one would expect to find that students with higher grades in the feeder course have increased success rates in the subsequent target course, the magnitude of the relationship observed in the data was surprising.  Especially in the Math sequence, students who received “C” grades in the feeder course were much more likely (up to 4 times) to be unsuccessful in the target course.

Methodology: Data was extracted from an IR&P validated enrollment file providing course success by student ID from Summer 1996 to Summer 2002.  Post-census course enrollments were obtained for the selected course sequences.  Course success was defined as receiving an A, B, C, or P in a given course, while non-success was defined as receiving a course grade of D, F, NP, I, or W.  

In Mathematics, the full sequence follows a pathway from Math 200 (Structure of Arithmetic) to Math 101 (Elementary Algebra) to Math 105 (Intermediate Algebra) to a set of college-level math courses selected for this analysis - Math 001A (Calculus), Math 10 (Elementary Statistics), Math 49 (Precalculus), and Math 51(Trigonometry).  

In English, there is technically not a strict “sequence” between the three relevant courses – English 100 (Introduction to College Reading), English 110 (Introduction to College Writing), and English 1A (Composition and Reading).  However, most students who succeed in English 100 are required to take English 110, and then potentially move on and take English 1A – although some students do go directly from English 100 to English 1A.  In addition, students also enter English 1A from ESL 26 (Advanced Composition and Reading).  Although ESL 26 is not technically a feeder course, given the number of students in English 1A who have followed this path, it is accounted for in the analysis.

It also should be noted that students may place into and start at any step in the Math or English sequences, which is also reflected in the analysis.  

For each target course, students were divided into three primary groups, which accounted for 95-98% of the students in the target courses:

1) Students who most recently had succeeded in the previous course in the sequence (further subdivided into A, B, and C grades in the previous course);

2) Students who placed into the target course (by test or counselor) and were attempting the course for the first time;

3) Students who were repeating the target course, having most recently been unsuccessful at the target course.  These students may or may not have taken the previous course in the sequence.

Results/Discussion:  Figure 1 illustrates the results for the three target Math courses - Math 101, Math 105, and College-Level Math.  In Math 101, students receiving an A in Math 200 had an 81% chance of succeeding, compared to 43% for students receiving a B in Math 200, and only 18% for students receiving a C in Math 200.  Stated another way, Math 200 C students were 4.3 times more likely to be unsuccessful (82% vs. 19%) than Math 200 A students in Math 101, and Math 200 B students were 3.0 times more likely to be unsuccessful (57% vs. 19%) than Math 200 A students.  

It is also interesting to note that students with no prior attempts at Math 101, therefore having placed into the course, succeeded at 65%, which is higher than those students receiving either a B or C in Math 200.  The same basic relationships between the A/B/C grades hold for Math 105 and College-Level math, although the magnitude of the differences are not quite as strong as in Math 101.

As can be seen in Figure 2, the English 110 results were not quite as pronounced as the results in the Math courses.  The relationship is still strong, however, as students with an A in English 100 succeeded at 85%, B students at 76%, and C students at 59%, with students with no prior attempts succeeding at 77%.  This more gradual drop in success rates with lower feeder course grades in English compared to the Math sequence may be explained by the more “building-block” nature of Mathematics courses, where deficits in previous courses may have a more direct bearing on success in subsequent courses.

The results for English 1A are a bit more complex (see Figure 3), given the more multi-dimensional nature of the prior courses.  Of the 8,084 students who enrolled in Eng 1A from Summer 1996 to Spring 2002, 25% most recently succeeded in English 110, 3% most recently succeeded in English 100, 15% most recently succeeded in ESL 26, 43% were attempting English 1A as their first English course, and 11% were attempting English 1A after a most recent unsuccessful attempt at 1A.

The relationships for grades in the previous course and success in 1A are fairly symmetrical, regardless of the prior course.  “A” students had success rates of 89% (110), 91% (100), and 89% (ESL 26), B students had success rates of 74%/72%/74%, and C students success rates of 60%/55%/65%.  Given that few students progress directly from 100 to 1A because of placement test requirements, the more interesting comparison is between students entering into 1A from English 110 and ESL 26.  This analysis suggests that when matched for course grade in English 110/ESL 26, these students succeed at nearly exactly the same rates in English 1A.  The point has been made, however, that ESL 26 and English 1A are both university-level transfer courses, and perhaps students succeeding in ESL 26 should have higher success rates in English 1A, given that they have already passed a transfer-level composition course.

As in the Math courses, students placing into English 1A directly perform at levels similar to slightly higher than those receiving B grades in the prior courses, and 13-23 points higher than those receiving C grades in the prior courses.

Summary Statement: This study provides strong evidence that there is an extremely predictive relationship between course grades in feeder courses and grades in the subsequent courses in the Math and English sequences.  Without drawing value judgments, the “good news” in these findings is that the grading process is being validated by this relationship – the common complaint that course grades are not indicative of anything is certainly countered by these findings. 

The flip side of these findings, however, is that students receiving C grades in a course sequence (and to some extent in the Math sequence, B grades) have a relatively high risk of failure in the subsequent courses.  One potential resolution that has been proposed to address these findings is the formation of study skills courses for those students receiving C grades in the feeder courses.
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												Foothill Research - 5/8/03





Eng 1A

		A in Eng 110

		B in Eng 110

		C in Eng 110

		A in Eng 100

		B in Eng 100

		C in Eng 100

		A in ESL 26

		B in ESL 26

		C in ESL 26

		No Prior Course, 1st attempt



Eng 110 Success

Foothill College
Success Rates in English 1A 
by Grade in Prior Course

0.894

0.737

0.603

0.906

0.722

0.549

0.887

0.736

0.654

0.778



Chart Data

				Math 101		Math 105		CL Math

		A Grade in Prior Crse		81%		85%		83%

		B Grade in Prior Crse		43%		57%		64%

		C Grade in Prior Crse		18%		29%		42%

		No Prior Course, 1st attempt		65%		65%		67%

		A in Eng 100		85%

		B in Eng 100		76%

		C in Eng 100		59%

		No Prior Course, 1st attempt		77%

				Eng 1A

		A in Eng 110		89%

		B in Eng 110		74%

		C in Eng 110		60%

		A in Eng 100		91%

		B in Eng 100		72%

		C in Eng 100		55%

		A in ESL 26		89%

		B in ESL 26		74%

		C in ESL 26		65%

		No Prior Course, 1st attempt		78%






