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Executive Summary 
 
Nationally, many students who earn a high school diploma do not have the knowledge and skills 
needed to succeed in postsecondary education and work training programs.  About one third of 
high school graduates are required to take remedial classes upon entry to college and only 30 
percent of high school graduates who must take remedial courses go on to earn a bachelor’s 
degree. The attached Accountability Update, prepared by staff in the Office of Shared 
Accountability, provides an overview of the process employed to identify an approach that 
would enable students to be ready to begin college and succeed in the workplace when they 
graduate.     
 
Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) has identified a pathway—the Seven Keys to 
College Readiness—that will help prepare students for college beginning in elementary school.  
Attainment of these research-based benchmarks increases the likelihood of students being ready 
for college-level work in order to earn a bachelor’s degree.  They are designed to prepare 
students for a world in which competition for jobs is high and nearly all new jobs will require 
education beyond high school. 
 
The most recent data from the National Clearinghouse (April 1, 2009) reveal that for the Class of 
2001, 62.0 percent of high school graduates in the nation enrolled in college, compared to 86.4 
percent in MCPS.  Nationally, 27.5 percent of high school graduates who went on to college 
completed a bachelor’s degree within six years.  The percent for MCPS was significantly above 
the national average.  MCPS proudly is outpacing the number of 2001 high school graduates in 
the nation that earned a bachelor’s degree by 22 percentage points.  Preliminary data for the 
classes of 2002–2008 reveal that MCPS graduates earn a bachelor’s degree within six, also 
above the national average. 
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The racial/ethnic disproportionalities in college and career readiness observed nationally also are 
evident among MCPS graduates. District data indicate that the beginnings of racial/ethnic gaps in 
achievement are evident as early as kindergarten and continue through middle and high school.  
Closing these gaps in primary grades, and monitoring these gaps throughout elementary, middle, 
and high school is essential for preparing all students to be successful in college and the 
workplace.  A clearly articulated pathway to college readiness, coupled with a system of 
intervention and acceleration, are fundamental components of our efforts to ensure success for 
every student.  Based on the April 2009 National Clearinghouse data, the focus over the past nine 
years to prepare all MCPS graduates for college readiness has resulted in all racial, ethnic, and 
special services subgroups earning a bachelor’s degree within six years at a higher rate than the 
national average. 
 
The MCPS strategic plan, Our Call to Action: Pursuit of Excellence, identifies key performance 
targets that raise expectations and standards so that student and school performance will not be 
predictable by race/ethnicity. The performance targets reflect the requirements of national, state, 
and local accountability mandates for high school graduation.  Although all of the performance 
targets are rigorous, performance standards that place students on track for high school 
graduation may not be rigorous enough to place students on a trajectory to be college ready and 
competitive in a global economy. 
 
The MCPS college-readiness trajectory identifies the following seven keys to attainment of the 
knowledge and skills needed for college and career readiness: 
 

1. Reading Above Grade Level in Grades K–2 
 Kindergarten:  Reading at Text Level 6 or Higher 
 Grade 2:  Terra Nova 2nd Edition (TN/2) Reading at the 70th National Percentile 

(NP) or Higher 
2. Maryland School Assessment (MSA) Advanced Reading in Grades 3–8 
3. Grade 6 Math in Grade 5 
4. Algebra 1 with a “C” or Higher by Grade 8 
5. Algebra 2 with a “C” or Higher by Grade 11 
6. Advanced Placement (AP) Exam Score of 3 or Higher or International Baccalaureate (IB) 

Exam Score of 4 or Higher by Grade 12 
7. SAT Combined Score of 1650 or Higher or ACT Composite Score of 24 or Higher by 

Grade 12 
  

MCPS developed the college-readiness trajectory by looking backwards from the goal of college 
and career readiness and linking successful attainment of one key with the likelihood of 
successful attainment of a subsequent key.   The performance levels associated with each data 
point on the college-readiness trajectory were selected after examination of the literature related 
to college readiness for students nationwide and analysis of patterns of achievement outcomes 
for MCPS students.   
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Attainment of these seven keys is challenging, particularly for some students who are English 
language learners or have special education needs.  Nonetheless, MCPS is committed to provide 
all students with the instructional support they need to attain the seven keys and exit MCPS 
ready for college and the workplace.     
 
This memorandum expands upon the development of the seven keys, the research supporting the 
keys, the rollout plan and implementation status, and parent/community outreach efforts.   
 
Background 
 
Beginning with the 1999 MCPS educational reform plan, Our Call to Action:  Raising the Bar 
and Closing the Gap Because All Children Matter, the district’s goal has been to raise academic 
achievement for all students while eliminating the achievement gap for African American and 
Hispanic students.  This plan states the following:  “All students must learn to communicate 
effectively, read challenging materials with understanding, analyze data, and solve complex 
problems.” 

 
These are the skills required for students to be successful in AP, IB, and other college-level 
courses, as well as on the SAT and ACT.  MCPS has made great effort to make the pathway to 
college readiness transparent for students, families, and school staff. Beginning with a standards-
based curriculum that prepares students for success in AP courses, the district has removed 
barriers and created structures for students who may require additional support to be successful 
once they enroll in advanced-level courses.   
 
MCPS continues to be committed to providing all families with the information they need to help 
their children excel in the most challenging instruction.  The parent guides, Aim High!, 
developed between 2001 and 2003, assist parents in supporting their children’s development of 
strong academic skills and confidence as learners.  These guides focused on preparation for 
challenging instruction at all grade levels and raised awareness of opportunities for college 
acceptance, success, and financial aid.   
 
Research 
 
The Seven Keys to College Readiness represent the most current thinking based on the study of 
MCPS kindergarten through Grade 12 achievement data over time, and current literature on 
college readiness and performance nationwide. The attachment presents some of the research and 
analyses that were used to inform decisions about the selections of the current performance 
levels for each of the seven keys. The research that shows correlations among the keys is 
summarized below. 
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Primary Reading—Kindergarten 
 
MCPS expects all kindergarten students to be able to read at text level 4 or higher.  Kindergarten 
students who read at text level 4 are likely to be reading at the 50th NP or higher on the TN/2 two 
years later in Grade 2.   However, kindergarten students who read at or above text level 6 are 
more likely to score at or above the 70th NP on the Grade 2 TN/2 Reading subtest, the above-
grade performance level on the college-readiness trajectory.    
 
Primary Reading—Grade 2 
 
MCPS expects all students to read at or above the 50th NP on the TN/2 Reading subtest 
administered in Grade 2.  Students who score at or above the 50th NP on the TN/2 are likely to 
score proficient or advanced on the Grade 3 MSA in Reading.  However, Grade 2 students who 
score below the 70th NP on the TN/2 reading are unlikely to score advanced on the Grade 3 MSA 
in Reading, the level associated with a greater likelihood of college readiness. 
 
MSA Reading in Grades 3–8 
 
Because the MSA in Reading assessments varies in difficulty for different grade levels, advanced 
performance on the MSA in Reading is a relatively consistent measure of above-grade 
performance.  Students who score at an advanced level on the MSA in Reading administered in 
Grade 3 are likely to continue to read at advanced levels in Grades 4–8. 
 
Grade 8 MSA Reading Performance and College Readiness 
 
Performance on the Grade 8 MSA in Reading is an early indicator of SAT performance in 
critical reading.   Students who score advanced on their Grade 8 MSA in Reading are likely to 
earn critical reading scores of 550 or higher on the SAT, the level expected for a student who 
would earn a score of 1650 on the SAT or a score of 24 on the ACT.  
 
Linking Reading and Mathematics Keys to College Readiness 
 
Although the college-readiness trajectory does not include MSA Mathematics performance 
levels, students who score advanced on the MSA in Reading in one grade are more likely to 
score advanced in reading and mathematics in subsequent grades.  
 
Accelerated Mathematics in Grades 5 and 8  
 
Students who successfully complete Math 6 in Grade 5 are more likely to continue to take 
accelerated mathematics courses upon entry to middle school.  Students who complete Algebra 1 
by the end of Grade 8 with a “C” or higher are more likely to earn SAT math scores of 550 or 
higher scores than students who take Algebra 1 in high school or who earn lower grades in 
Algebra 1.   
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Algebra 2 Performance and College Readiness 
 
Students who complete high school mathematics through the level of Algebra 2 have the content 
background needed to do well on the SAT math section.  However, course completion alone 
provides insufficient preparation because the SAT assesses mathematical reasoning skills as well 
as content knowledge.   Students who earn a “C” or higher in all of their high school 
mathematics courses are more likely to earn scores of 550 or higher on the SAT math section.     
AP and IB Participation and Performance 
 
AP and IB exam participation and performance are highly correlated with SAT and ACT 
performance.  Students who take these exams are more likely to perform well in college and the 
workplace than students who have not taken these rigorous exams. 
 
Rollout Plan and Implementation Status 
 
In the fall of 2008, a systemwide communication plan was developed to ensure that all 
stakeholders understand what students need to accomplish to be college ready. Members of a  
cross-functional work group developed a training plan and support materials for schools and 
offices. The Office of Communications and Family Outreach also developed an introductory 
video designed for schools and offices. Resource materials including training plans, PowerPoint 
presentations, student data, and videos related to the Seven Keys to College Readiness were 
provided to staff members.   
 
The Seven Keys were rolled out at the February 11, 2009, Superintendent’s Administrative and 
Supervisory (A&S) meeting in a “train-the-trainer” format, with the expectation that district 
leaders will replicate the training with their staff members.  Approximately 425 administrative 
leaders were introduced to the Seven Keys by viewing the video and attending the overview 
session they are now delivering at their schools and offices.   On that same day, community 
superintendents and directors of school performance facilitated deeper K–12 cluster discussions 
about the implications of the disaggregated system and local school data related to the Seven 
Keys. These sessions helped prepare administrators to facilitate similar conversations with their 
school staff as they work to incorporate the seven keys into their School Improvement Plans and 
action planning for the 2009–2010 school year.  
 
Following the A&S meeting, four training sessions were planned for school and office leaders 
tasked with providing training on the Seven Keys to their staff members.  These sessions filled 
quickly, so eight additional sessions were scheduled upon request from schools.   As of March 
20, 2009, 149 staff members, representing 98 schools, have completed training; and 84 staff 
members are registered for future sessions.  Attendees have included principals, assistant 
principals, staff development teachers, reading specialists, math content coaches, resource 
teachers, and central office administrators. Participant feedback for these sessions has been 
overwhelmingly positive.  Self-reported learning data were collected in each of the sessions to 
determine if participants had a better understanding of the information to be delivered in schools 
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following the session than they had previously.   The median response on a 10-point scale was 5 
at the beginning of the training sessions and 9 at the completion of the sessions, indicating an 
average gain of 4 points. 
 
Parent/Community Outreach 
 
Helping parents understand the Seven Keys and what they can do to guide and encourage their 
children is a critical part of our work in preparing all students for college. The Office of 
Communications and Family Outreach, in collaboration with other parent outreach staff, held a 
series of focus groups with parents in order to better understand what they already know about 
college readiness and what information would be most useful to them in supporting their children 
along the pathway. Parent representatives from the following groups and organizations were 
among those who provided input: the Montgomery County Council of Parent Teacher 
Associations, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the Asian 
American Parents Advocacy Council, Conquista tus Sueños (Follow Your Dreams), the George 
B. Thomas, Sr. Learning Academy Saturday School, Padres Latinos, the MCPS Parent Advisory 
Council, and the Special Education Continuous Improvement Advisory Committee.  Parent 
outreach staff also solicited input from groups of parents with which they regularly work.  
 
Most notable was that all parents in each of the focus groups said that they wanted and expected 
their child to go to college. Parents said that it was good to be able to see the “big picture” and 
for all parents to know the Seven Keys pathway. They asked for materials to be available in 
different languages and in a variety of formats. They also noted that children vary in how quickly 
or how much they progress, and that parents need reassurance that missing a key does not close 
the door to attending college for any student. 
  
Input was solicited from the Elementary Principals’ Action Team, the Middle School Principals’ 
Professional Learning Community, and the High School Principals’ Professional Learning 
Community regarding resources and support that schools need to assist in parent outreach and to 
answer parents’ questions about the Seven Keys. In addition, input was solicited from the 
presidents of the three employee associations. 
 
The following resources have been developed to communicate with parents about the Seven 
Keys and the importance of college readiness. These products reflect the input received from 
individuals and focus groups— 
 

• print brochure in six languages, which includes specific information about each key, what 
parents can do to guide their child along the pathway, and questions that parents can ask 
teachers to monitor their child’s academic progress; 

• video in six languages about the Seven Keys; and 
• MCPS website (www.mcps7keys.org) that includes video clips explaining the Seven 

Keys and video tips from parents of MCPS students (in six languages) on supporting 
student learning and advocacy. 
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The Parent Academy will hold workshops on the Seven Keys (one in each quad/quint cluster) 
this spring, with additional workshops planned for the fall. In addition, parents from the MCPS 
Parent Advisory Council will lead a workshop on Thursday, April 30, 2009, on strengthening 
parent advocacy skills. Specific training on the Seven Keys for parent outreach staff is being 
provided through the Parent Involvement Cross-functional Team. A brochure on the seven keys 
for students in elementary, middle, and high school also is being developed. 
 
Students, as well as their parents, will benefit from receiving a clear and consistent message 
about the Seven Keys from all the individuals and groups with which they interact—including 
summer recreation and after-school providers, faith-based groups, and social services agencies. 
To leverage the power of these collaborative partnerships, a special summit of community, faith-
based, and local government organizations has been scheduled for Friday, May 29, 2009, during 
which information and parent resources about the Seven Keys will be shared. Montgomery 
College and The Universities at Shady Grove are partnering with the school system to organize 
this meeting, and these institutions also are supporting some of the other parent outreach efforts 
on the Seven Keys. 
 
Next Steps 
 
Discussions on equity and achievement will focus on the Seven Keys to College Readiness in the 
coming year.  Upcoming Superintendent’s A&S meetings will continue to focus on building the 
capacity of all MCPS administrative staff to lead for equity, using the Seven Keys to raise 
expectations and close racial/ethnic gaps in achievement.  M-Stat sessions for principals and 
school-based staff will remain focused on critical data points, including the seven keys.  Training 
on the Seven Keys will be ongoing in schools and offices throughout the spring.  MCPS will 
continue to help parents understand the Seven Keys and how they can best guide, encourage, and 
advocate for their children.  
 
At the table for tonight’s discussion are Ms. Jody A. Leleck, chief academic officer; Mr. Stephen 
L. Bedford, chief school performance officer; Dr. Stacy L. Scott, associate superintendent, Office 
of Shared Accountability; Mr. James J. Virga, associate superintendent, Office of Organizational 
Development; and Ms. Aggie Alvez, director, Office of Communications and Family Outreach.  
 
JDW:rad 
 
Attachment 
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Closing the Gap:  Seven Keys to College Readiness for  
Students of all Races/Ethnicities 

 
by 
 

Clare Von Secker, Ph.D. 
 
 
Nationally, many students who earn a high school diploma do not have 
the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in postsecondary college 
and work training programs (ACT 2008; Boser & Burd, 2009; 
National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008; Strong 
American Schools, 2008).  About one third of high school graduates 
are required to take remedial classes upon entry to college (Associated 
Press, 2008; Boser & Burd, 2009; Maryland Higher Education 
Commission, 2008; National Center for Education Statistics, 2003; 
National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008).  While 
more than 50% of high school graduates who enter college attain a 
degree within six years, only about 30% of high school graduates who 
must take remedial courses go on to earn a degree (Graves, 2008; 
Strong American Schools, 2008).  The problem is worse among 
African American and Hispanic students (Maryland Higher Education 
Commission, 2008; National Center for Public Policy and Higher 
Education, 2008; Von Secker, 2008).   

 
The racial/ethnic disproportionalities in college and career readiness 
observed nationally also are observed among Montgomery County 
Public Schools (MCPS) graduates (Table A1).  Racial/ethnic gaps in 
achievement are evident as early as kindergarten to Grade 2 and 
continue through middle and high school (Von Secker 2005b, 2006a, 
2006b, 2007a, 2007b; Von Secker & Zhao, 2006; Von Secker, Zhao, 
& Powell, 2008).  Closing these gaps in primary grades, and 
monitoring these gaps throughout elementary and middle school, is 
essential for preparing all students to be successful in college and the 
workplace (ACT, 2008).     
 
The MCPS college-readiness trajectory identifies seven keys to 
attainment of the knowledge and skills needed for college and career 
readiness (Figure 1).  MCPS developed the college-readiness 
trajectory by looking backwards from the goal of college and career 



readiness and linking successful attainment of one key with the 
likelihood of successful attainment of a subsequent key.     
 

 

 
Figure 1.  Seven keys to college readiness identified on the MCPS 

college-readiness trajectory. 

Seven Keys to College Readiness 
 

1. Advanced reading levels in Grades K–2 
• Kindergarten: reading at text level 6 or higher 
• Grade 2: TN/2 reading at 70th national percentile or higher 

2. MSA Reading advanced in Grades 3 to 8 
3. Successful completion of Grade 6 Math in Grade 5 
4. Algebra 1 by Grade 8 with a C or higher  
5. Algebra 2 by Grade 11 with a C or higher  
6. AP exam score of 3 or higher or IB exam score of 4 or higher 

by Grade 12 
7. SAT combined score of 1650 or higher or ACT composite score 

of 24 or higher by Grade 12 

 
These keys are challenging, particularly for students who are English 
language learners or have learning disabilities.  Nonetheless, MCPS is 
committed to providing all students with the instructional support they 
need to attain the seven keys and leave MCPS ready for college and 
the workplace.     

 
The purpose of this document is to provide information that can be 
used to better understand the seven keys to college readiness.  The 
following section compares the seven keys with their corresponding 
strategic plan targets.  The section after that presents some of the 
research and analyses that were used to inform decisions about the 
selections of the current performance levels for each of the seven keys.  
The last section discusses some next steps that MCPS will take as the 
district uses the seven keys to monitor the college and work readiness 
of all students. 
 
Performance Targets versus Keys 
 
The MCPS strategic plan, Our Call to Action: Pursuit of Excellence, 
identifies key performance targets that raise expectations and standards 
so that student and school performance will not be predictable by 
race/ethnicity (MCPS, 2008). The performance targets reflect the 
requirements of national, state, and local accountability mandates for 
high school graduation.  Although all of the performance targets are 
rigorous, performance standards that place students on track for high 
school graduation may not be rigorous enough to place students on a 
trajectory to be competitive in a global economy (Kirst & Venezia, 
2001; National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008; 
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Strong American Schools, 2008; Venezia, 2001; Venezia, Kirst, & 
Antonio, 2003).   
 
This section compares the seven keys to college readiness with their 
performance target counterparts in the MCPS strategic plan.  Three of 
the seven keys are the same as performance targets that currently are, 
or are scheduled to be, monitored as part of the MCPS strategic plan.  
Three other keys overlap but have more rigorous desired performance 
levels than their current strategic plan counterparts.  Only one of the 
seven keys currently is not monitored by the strategic plan.  
 
Reading Keys to College Readiness 
 
Performance Targets.  MCPS expects all students to be reading on 
grade level beginning in kindergarten.  MCPS uses a variety of local, 
state, and national assessments to monitor student attainment of 
reading performance in kindergarten to Grade 8.  These assessments 
include the MCPS Assessment Program in Primary Reading (AP–PR), 
the TerraNova second edition (TN/2), and the Maryland School 
Assessment (MSA) Reading (Table 1).  Elementary and middle school 
students currently meet desired on-grade reading benchmarks and 
targets if they—  
 

o Meet MCPS primary reading benchmarks 
 Read at text level 4 or higher by the end of kindergarten 
 Score at or above the 50th national percentile (NP) on 

the TN/2 reading subtest in Grade 2  
o Meet MSA Reading proficiency standards in Grades 3 to 8 

 
Table 1 

Comparison of Strategic Plan and College Readiness  
Reading Performance Levels in Kindergarten to Grade 8 

Grade(s) 
 

On-Grade  
Performance Level 

Above-Grade  
Performance Level 

Kindergarten Text level 4a Text level 6a

2 50th NP or higherb 70th NP or higherb

3 to 8 Proficient or Advancedc Advancedc

a  The AP-PR is a local assessment developed by MCPS to monitor reading at text levels that range in 
difficulty from 1 (simplest) to 38.  The strategic plan performance target for this benchmark is not yet set.     

b  The TN/2, published by CTB/McGraw-Hill, is a norm-referenced, standardized assessment that is used to 
compare the reading performance of MCPS Grade 2 students with Grade 2 students nationwide.  The 
national average for the TN/2 reading subtest is the 50th NP.  The strategic plan performance target for this 
benchmark is not yet set.        

c  The MSA Reading is a criterion-referenced standardized assessment that is used to monitor attainment of 
state reading proficiency standards in Grades 3 to 8.  MSA Reading proficiency levels are basic, 
proficient, and advanced. 
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Keys 1 and 2. Students who attain on-grade reading performance 
levels in kindergarten to Grade 8 may be college and career ready by 
the end of Grade 12.   This likelihood is increased for students who 
exceed the on-grade performance levels and attain two keys to college 
and career readiness, namely— 
 

o Surpass MCPS primary reading benchmarks 
 Read at text level 6 (versus 4) or higher by the end of 

kindergarten 
 Score at or above the 70th NP (versus 50th NP) on the 

TN/2 reading subtest in Grade 2  
o Meet MSA Reading advanced (versus proficient) standards in 

Grades 3 to 8 
 

Mathematics Keys to College Readiness  
 
Performance Targets.  MCPS expects students to be prepared for 
higher-level mathematics upon entry to high school.  Two MCPS 
mathematics performance targets that monitor above-grade level 
mathematics acceleration are successful completion of Math 6 by the 
end of Grade 5 and successful completion of Algebra 1 by the end of 
Grade 8 

 
Table 2 

Comparison of Strategic Plan Targets and Keys to College Readiness 
for Mathematics in Grades 5 to 11 

Grade 
 

Strategic Plan  
Performance Target 

Key to  
College Readiness 

5 Successful Completion of 
Math 6a

Successful Completion of 
Math 6a

8 
Successful Completion of  

Algebra 1  
with a D or Higherb

Successful Completion of  
Algebra 1 

 with a C or Higherb

11 -- 
Successful Completion of  

Algebra 2  
with a C or Higherc

a  To successfully complete Math 6, students are required to meet the on-grade proficiency standard on the 
unit assessments developed by MCPS.   

b  To successfully complete Algebra 1 by the end of Grade 8, students must earn required marks each of two 
semesters of Algebra 1 (Algebra 1A and Algebra 1B) and pass the semester 2 countywide semester 
examination for Algebra 1B.   

c  To successfully complete Algebra 2 by the end of Grade 11, students must earn marks of C or higher each 
of two semesters of Algebra 2 (Algebra 2A and Algebra 2B).  The MCPS strategic plan performance 
targets currently do not monitor Algebra 2 completion. 

 
Keys 3, 4, and 5.  Three keys to college readiness overlap or extend 
MCPS goals for high school preparedness (Table 2).  Key 3, 
completion of an accelerated mathematics class (Math 6) by the end of 
Grade 5, has the same desired performance level as the target 
monitored as part of the MCPS strategic plan.  Key 4, successful 
completion of Algebra 1 with a C or higher by the end of Grade 8 is 
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more rigorous than the current strategic plan target (D or higher).  Key 
5, completion of Algebra 2 with a C or higher by the end of Grade 11, 
currently is not monitored by the MCPS strategic plan. 

 
Grade 12 Outcomes and College Readiness 
 
The skills that are needed for success in the first year of college are the 
same as those needed to be successful in work place employment that 
offers career advancement opportunities (ACT, 2006; Boser & Burd, 
2009).  MCPS expects graduates to demonstrate their preparedness for 
postsecondary education and careers (MCPS, 2008).   
 
Performance Targets and Keys 6 and 7.  Two strategic plan 
performance targets MCPS uses to monitor student attainment of 
college and career readiness are the same as keys 6 and 7 on the 
college-readiness trajectory (Table 3).  To attain Key 6, students must 
earn a score of 3 or higher on an Advanced Placement (AP) exam, or a 
score of 4 or higher on an International Baccalaureate (IB) exam.  To 
attain Key 7, students must earn an SAT combined score of 1650 or 
higher or an ACT composite score of 24 or higher. 
 

Table 3 
Comparison of Strategic Plan Targets and Keys to College Readiness 

for MCPS Grade 12 Students 
Grade 

 
Strategic Plan  

Performance Target 
Key to  

College Readiness 

12 Earn an AP score of 3  
or an IB score of 4 

Earn an AP score of 3  
or an IB score of 4 

12 Earn an  SAT score of 1650 
or an ACT score of 24 

Earn an  SAT score of 1650 
or an ACT score of 24 

Note.     AP and IB exams measure performance in college-level courses offered during high school.  AP 
and IB exams are scored on scales of 1 to 5 and 1 to 7, respectively.  The SAT and ACT are college 
entrance exams with score ranges of 600 to 2400 and 1 to 36, respectively. 

 
AP and IB examinations are criterion-referenced assessments that 
measure student performance in college-level courses that are taught 
as part of the regular MCPS high school program.  AP and IB exam 
scores are reported in increments of 1 on scales that range from 1 to 5, 
and 1 to 7, respectively.  Students who earn AP exam scores of 3 or 
higher or IB exam scores of 4 or higher may be awarded course credit 
upon entry to college.  
 
The SAT and ACT are norm-referenced college entrance examinations 
that are used by colleges and universities to assess the relative college 
readiness of their applicants compared with test takers nationwide.  
SAT scores are reported in increments of 10 on scales of 200 to 800 
for each of the critical reading, math, and writing subtests.  ACT 
composite scores are reported in increments of 1 on a scale of 1 to 36.  
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SAT and ACT scores are not statistically equivalent.  However, an 
SAT combined score of 1650 (an average of 550 on each of the three 
subtests) corresponds to an ACT composite score of 24.  Students who 
attain these scores are unlikely to be required to take remedial course 
work upon entry to college.   
 
Selecting College-readiness Trajectory Performance Levels 
 
The performance levels associated with each data point on the college- 
readiness trajectory were selected after examination of the literature 
related to college readiness for students nationwide and analysis of 
patterns of achievement outcomes for MCPS students.  The following 
section presents some of the research and analyses that were used to 
inform MCPS decisions about the performance levels that are 
associated with each data point on the college-readiness trajectory. 

 
Primary Reading—Kindergarten 
 
MCPS expects all kindergarten students to be able to read at text level 
4 or higher.  Kindergarten students who read at text level 4 are more 
likely to be reading at the 50th NP or higher on the TN/2 two years 
later in Grade 2 (Zhao &Von Secker, 2008).  However, kindergarten 
students who read at text level 4 are unlikely to be reading at the 70th 
NP or higher on the TN/2 in Grade 2, the level associated with college 
and work readiness (Figure 2). 
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Note.  Results are reported for students who were enrolled in kindergarten in 2006 and Grade 2 in 2008 and took both tests.  
Figure 2.  Percentage of students reading at the 70th NP or higher on 

the TN/2 reading subtest by kindergarten text level 
attainment.  

 
Text level 6 is more challenging than text level 4.  Kindergarten 
students who are reading at or above text level 6 are more likely to 
score at or above the 70th NP on the Grade 2 TN/2 reading subtest, the 
above-grade performance level on the college-readiness trajectory.   

Office of Shared Accountability                                                                   Seven Keys to College Readiness 6



Among a cohort of students who took both tests, 63% reading at text 
level 6 or higher in kindergarten in 2006 also were reading at the 70th 
NP or higher on the TN/2 reading subtest in Grade 2 in 2008.  In 
contrast, 25% of students who were reading at text level 4 at the end of 
kindergarten in 2006 were reading at the 70th NP or higher on the 
TN/2 reading subtest at the end of Grade 2 in 2008. 
 
Primary Reading—Grade 2 
 
MCPS expects all students to be reading at or above the 50th NP on 
the TN/2 reading subtest administered in Grade 2.  Students who score 
at or above the 50th NP on the TN/2 are likely to score proficient or 
advanced on the Grade 3 MSA Reading (Zhao & Von Secker, 2008).  
However, Grade 2 students who score below the 70th NP on the TN/2 
reading are unlikely to score advanced on the Grade 3 MSA Reading, 
the level associated with a greater likelihood of college readiness 
(Figure 3).   
 
Among a cohort of students who took both tests, 45% of Grade 2 
students who scored at the 70th NP or higher on the TN/2 reading 
subtest in 2007 also scored advanced on the Grade 3 MSA Reading in 
2008.  In contrast, 13% of Grade 2 students who scored between the 
50th NP and 60th NP on the TN/2 reading subtest in 2007 scored 
advanced on the Grade 3 MSA Reading in 2008.  Only 2% of Grade 2 
students who scored below the 50th NP on the TN/2 reading subtest in 
2007 scored advanced on the Grade 3 MSA Reading in 2008.     
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Figure 3.   Percentage of Grade 3 students who scored advanced on 
the MSA Reading in 2008 by Grade 2 TN/2 reading NP 
score range in 2007.  
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MSA Reading in Grades 3 to 8 
 
Because MSA Reading proficiency levels are not equated from grade 
to grade, students with reading scores close to the cut point between 
proficient and advanced in Grade 3 may score advanced on easier tests 
and proficient on more difficult tests administered in subsequent 
grades.  Although the tests vary in difficulty, MSA Reading advanced 
performance is a relatively consistent measure of above-grade 
performance.   
 
Figure 4 presents results of a longitudinal analysis of a cohort of 
continuously enrolled students who took the MSA Reading for their 
grade level each year between 2003, when students were in Grade 3, 
and 2008, when the same students were in Grade 8.  That analysis 
revealed that reading at an advanced level on the MSA Reading 
administered in 2003 (Grade 3) was strongly correlated with reading at 
advanced levels on MSA Reading tests administered from 2004 
(Grade 4) through 2008 (Grade 8). 
 
Nearly all (96%) students who scored advanced on the MSA Reading 
in Grade 3 also scored advanced on at least three of the five MSA 
Reading administrations between 2004 and 2008.  More than one half 
of students who scored proficient on the MSA Reading in Grade 3 in 
2003 “caught up” and scored advanced on three or more of the five 
MSA Reading administrations between 2004 and 2008.  In contrast, 
3% of students who scored basic on the Grade 3 MSA Reading scored 
advanced three or more times on the MSA Reading tests administered 
over the next five years. 
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Figure 4.  Percentage of continuously enrolled students who scored 
advanced three or more times on five MSA Reading tests 
administered from 2004 (Grade 4) to 2008 (Grade 8) by 
Grade 3 MSA Reading proficiency level. 
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Grade 8 MSA Reading Performance and College Readiness 
 
Academic attainment by the end of Grade 8 is strongly correlated with 
college readiness by the end of Grade 12 (ACT, 2008).  Performance 
on the Grade 8 MSA Reading is an early indicator of SAT 
performance in critical reading (Figure 5).    
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Note.  Results are reported for students in the Classes of 2006 to 2008 who took the SAT.  
Figure 5. Percentage of students who scored 550 or higher on the 

SAT critical reading subtest by Grade 8 MSA Reading 
level.   

 
Examination of results for the MCPS Classes of 2007 and 2008 
revealed that 80% of SAT test takers with Grade 8 MSA Reading 
scores in the advanced range earned SAT critical reading scores of 550 
or higher, the level expected for a student who would earn an SAT 
score of 1650 or an ACT score of 24.  In contrast, 27% of SAT test 
takers with Grade 8 MSA Reading scores in the proficient range and 
3% of SAT test takers with Grade 8 MSA Reading scores in the basic 
range earned SAT critical reading scores of 550 or higher. 
 
Linking Reading and Mathematics Keys to College Readiness 
 
College readiness in the primary years focuses on reading, with a goal 
of being able to attain MSA Reading scores of advanced as early as 
Grade 3.  Although the college-readiness trajectory does not include 
MSA Mathematics performance levels, students who score advanced 
on the MSA Reading in one grade are more likely to score advanced in 
reading and mathematics in subsequent grades (Rethinam & Schatz, in 
press; Schatz & Gheen, 2007; Schatz, Gheen, & Rethinam, 2007).  

 
Students who read at advanced levels by the end of Grade 3 also are 
likely to develop cognitive skills that prepare them for accelerated 
mathematics in Grade 5 (Figure 6).  In 2008, 86% of Grade 5 students 
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who scored advanced on the Grade 3 MSA Reading in 2006 also 
successfully completed Math 6 or higher.  In contrast, 48% of students 
who scored proficient and 7% of students who scored basic on the 
Grade 3 MSA Reading in 2006 successfully completed Math 6 or 
higher by the end of Grade 5 two years later.   
 

%
 G

ra
de

 5
 S

tu
de

nt
s 

C
om

pl
et

ed
 M

at
h 

6 
or

 H
ig

he
r 

by
 th

e 
E

nd
 o

f G
ra

de
 5

 in
 S

pr
in

g 
20

08

7

48

86

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Basic on Grade 3 MSA Reading Proficient on Grade 3 MSA
Reading

Advanced on Grade 3 MSA
Reading

Note.  Results are reported for students enrolled in Grade 3 in 2006 and Grade 5 in 2008 who took Grade 3 MSA Reading.  
Figure 6.  Percentage of Grade 5 students who completed Math 6 or 

higher in 2008 by Grade 3 MSA Reading level in 2006.  
 

Accelerated Mathematics in Grade 5 and Algebra Completion 
 
Students who successfully complete Math 6 in Grade 5 are more likely 
to continue to take accelerated mathematics courses upon entry to 
middle school (Figure 7).  Among a cohort of MCPS students who 
were enrolled in Grade 6 in 2006 and Grade 8 in 2008, 80% who 
completed Math 6 prior to Grade 6 also completed Algebra 1 or 
higher.  In contrast, 29% of Grade 8 students who did not successfully 
complete Math 6 prior to Grade 6 successfully completed Algebra 1. 
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Algebra 1 Performance and College Readiness 
 
Students who complete Algebra 1 by the end of Grade 8 are more 
likely to earn SAT math scores of 550 or higher than students who 
take Algebra in high school (Von Secker, 2005a).  However, Algebra 1 
course marks, as well as grade level, are important indicators of 
college and work readiness (Figure 8).  
 
Analysis of course taking patterns of the MCPS Classes of 2006 to 
2008 revealed that 82% of SAT test takers who completed Algebra 1 
by the end of Grade 8 with course marks of A or B, and 46% of test 
takers who completed Algebra 1 by the end of Grade 8 with a course 
mark of C, earned SAT math scores of 550 or higher.  In contrast, only 
29% of SAT test takers who completed Algebra 1 by the end of Grade 
8 with marks of D or E earned SAT math scores of 550 or higher.   
 
Students may earn SAT math scores of 550 or higher if they complete 
Algebra 1 in Grade 9 or later (Figure 8).  However, even if they earn 
course marks of C or higher in Algebra 1, these high school Algebra 1 
students are more likely to need additional support to develop the 
thinking skills that are measured by the SAT math test.  
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Figure 8. Percentage of SAT test takers in the MCPS Classes of 
2006 to 2008 who scored 550 or higher on the SAT math 
subtest by grade level completed Algebra 1 and Algebra 1 
course mark.   

 
Algebra 2 Performance and College Readiness 
 
Students who complete high school mathematics through the level of 
Algebra 2 have the content background needed to do well on the SAT 
math sections (College Board, 2005; Deng & Kobrin, 2007; Horn & 
Nuñez, 2000).  However, course completion alone provides 
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insufficient preparation because the SAT assesses mathematical 
reasoning skills as well as content knowledge.   Students who earn a C 
or higher in all of their high school mathematics courses are more 
likely to earn scores of 550 or higher on the SAT math (Fong, Huang, 
& Goel, 2008; Von Secker & Liu, 2009).   
 
Most graduates who take the SAT or ACT do so in spring of Grade 11 
or fall of Grade 12.  Analysis of course taking patterns of the MCPS 
Classes of 2006 to 2008 revealed that 81% of SAT test takers who 
completed Algebra 2 by the end of Grade 11 with course marks of A 
or B, and 49% of test takers who completed Algebra 2 by the end of 
Grade 11 with a course mark of C, earned SAT math scores of 550 or 
higher (Figure 9).  In contrast, 20% of SAT test takers who completed 
Algebra 2 by the end of Grade 11 with marks of D or E scored 550 or 
higher on the SAT math subtest.  Less than 10% of SAT test takers 
who had not taken Algebra 2 earned SAT math scores of 550 or 
higher.  Students who score below 550 on the SAT math may be 
required to take remedial math courses upon entry to college.   
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Note.  Results are reported for students in the Classes of 2006 to 2008 who took the SAT.  
Figure 9.  Percentage of students who scored 550 or higher on the 

SAT math subtest by Algebra 2 course mark.   
 

AP and IB Participation and Performance 
 
MCPS encourages all students to challenge themselves to take at least 
one AP or IB exam by the end of Grade 12.  AP and IB exam 
participation and performance are highly correlated with SAT and 
ACT performance.  Students who take these exams are more likely to 
perform well in college and the workplace than students who have not 
taken these rigorous exams (Camara, 2003; Ewing, 2006; College 
Board, 2005; Hargrove, Godin, & Dodd, 2008; Scammacca & Dodd, 
2005).    
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by AP/IB exam participation and performance level.   

 
Among students in the Classes of 2006 to 2008, 79% of test takers 
who took one or more AP or IB exams and earned at least one AP 
exam score of 3 or higher or one IB exam score of 4 or higher also 
earned SAT combined scores of 1650 or higher or ACT composite 
scores of 24 or higher (Figure 10).  About 17% of test takers who took 
an AP or IB exam and did not earn at least one score of at least 3 or 4, 
respectively, earned SAT/ACT scores of 1650/24 or higher.  About 
10% of SAT/ACT test takers who did not take an AP or IB exam 
earned SAT/ACT scores of 1650/24 or higher. 
 
Next Steps 

 
Although many MCPS graduates are college and work ready, the 
percentages of students who meet desired SAT and ACT performance 
level outcomes vary considerably among students of different 
races/ethnicities (Von Secker, 2008).  MCPS has employed a Plan-
Do-Study-Act (PDSA) process to find solutions to that problem.  Over 
the past two years, MCPS has aligned action plans to focus on seven 
key performance targets that are critical leverage points for college 
readiness.  Research conducted as part of the study phase of the PDSA 
improvement process has led to better understanding of the keys to the 
goal of college readiness and future success.  As PDSA processes are 
implemented further, the seven keys may be modified or the levels of 
rigor associated with one or more of the seven keys may be increased.  

 
Although the seven keys are useful for monitoring student progress, 
they should not be used to create a sense of certainty about students’ 
college and work readiness.  Performance on the seven keys provides 
only one source of information about how well students are meeting 
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and exceeding grade-level expectations.   Students who do not meet 
above-grade performance levels in one grade may “catch up” and 
perform at higher levels in subsequent grades. Opportunity to learn, 
targeted instruction, student motivation, and many other factors 
influence student performance from one year to another.  Parents, 
teachers, and school leadership should consider multiple sources of 
information, including evidence from day-to-day interactions with 
students, to identify individuals’ strengths and adjust instruction 
appropriately.   
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Table A1 

2008 Status of MCPS Students on Seven Keys to College Readiness by  
Grade Level and Race/Ethnicity 

   All African Am. Asian Am.    Hispanic White
Key to College Readiness Grade 

Level N  
Total 

% Met 
Key 

N  
Total 

% Met 
Key 

N  
Total 

% Met 
Key 

N  
Total 

% Met 
Key 

N  
Total 

% Met 
Key 

K–2 Reading            
Text Level 6 or Higher            K 9048 65.4 1884 58.5 1496 78.5 2078 42.3 3567 77.2
TN/2 70th NP or Higher 2 9700          44.9 2189 30.1 1554 52.3 2082 25.2 3855 61.0

            
MSA Reading            

 Advanced 3 9504          22.3 2189 8.3 1454 31.4 1992 8.2 3836 34.4
 Advanced 4 9617          38.0 2227 18.6 1457 52.9 1973 15.8 3932 54.6
 Advanced 5 9751          60.8 2273 42.4 1509 74.0 2120 38.3 3826 79.0
 Advanced 6 10068          55.4 2251 37.2 1548 68.7 2164 30.5 4077 73.7
 Advanced 7 10131          55.8 2362 34.9 1478 71.6 2095 30.3 4162 75.0
 Advanced 8 10195          49.1 2359 28.1 1512 63.7 2058 22.6 4239 68.3

            
Successful Completion of Math 6 5 9936 43.1 2309 25.1 1563 64.0 2196 22.8 3844 56.8 
            
Algebra 1 with a C or Higher 8 10285 56.8 2354 34.1 1557 78.4 2110 34.0 4238 72.9 
            
Algebra 2 with a C or Higher 11 10659 49.0 2422 28.5 1621 70.8 1996 24.7 4596 62.6 
            
AP Exam 3 or IB Exam 4a  12 9876 47.4 2097 20.5 1513 62.3 1602 33.5 4632 59.6 
            
SAT 1650 or ACT 24b 12 9876 37.6 2097 11.5 1513 51.4 1602 12.0 4632 53.9 
Note 1.   The total numbers of students for the K–2 and MSA Reading keys are based on the number of test takers.  The total numbers of students for the Math 6, Algebra 1, and Algebra 2 

keys are based on enrollment at each grade level.  The total numbers of students for the AP/IB exam and SAT/ACT keys are based on the number of June graduates.   
Note 2.  American Indian students are included with all students but are not reported separately.  District results include students enrolled in special schools.  
a  Graduates who met this key took at least one AP or IB exam and earned at least one an AP exam score of 3 or higher or one IB exam score of 4 or higher, or both during high school. 
b  Graduates who met this key took an SAT or ACT and had an SAT combined score of 1650 or higher or an ACT composite score of 24 or higher, or both.. 

  

 


