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ABSTRACT 

 

Language Minority Students at Community College:  

How Do Developmental Education and English as a Second Language Affect Their Educational 

Outcomes? 

 

Michelle Hodara 

 

Community colleges play an important role in providing first and second generation 

immigrants access to higher education and the opportunity to earn a postsecondary credential.  

However, immigrant students may face obstacles in pursuit of a postsecondary degree, 

particularly second language challenges that can inhibit their success in college-level 

coursework. This dissertation seeks to provide some of the first evidence on the impact of 

developmental reading, developmental writing, and English as a Second Language (ESL) 

courses on the educational outcomes of language minority students, first and second generation 

individuals who have some level of proficiency in two languages, at community college. To 

conduct this study, I use a large, administrative dataset from the City University of New York 

(CUNY) on applicants and enrollees in the fall 2001 to fall 2007 cohorts, tracked for at least 

three years to summer 2010. I begin with a description of the language minority community 

college population at CUNY, highlighting their diverse demographic and academic backgrounds. 

Then, I present two quasi-experimental studies.  

In the first study, I use a regression discontinuity approach to identify the effects of the 

most common pre-college English assignments for language minority students at CUNY. 



 
 

 
 

Compared to college English, placement in developmental writing or ESL reduced students' 

likelihood of enrolling in and passing college English and first-year college credit accumulation, 

but had no impact on students' long-term college outcomes. Compared to placement in just 

developmental writing or ESL, placement in both reading and writing (either developmental or 

ESL) slightly decreased students' early college credit accumulation, yet also reduced their 

likelihood of dropping out over three years. For a smaller sample of students on the margin of 

assignment to both reading and writing versus writing only, assignment to both subjects had a 

positive effect on passing college English, a measure of student learning. 

In the second study, I use a difference-in-differences approach, exploiting the variation in 

ESL placement across the community colleges, to identify the impact of ESL compared to 

developmental writing. I find that enrollment in ESL reduced students' college credit 

accumulation in their first and second year in college and lowered their likelihood of associate's 

degree completion within three years. The negative effect of ESL enrollment on college credit 

accumulation is most severe for foreign-born, foreign-educated students (first generation) and 

U.S.-born students (second generation) in their first year in college, but ESL enrollment had an 

unclear impact on foreign-born, U.S.-educated students (generation 1.5).  

This research provides suggestive evidence that certain features of pre-college English 

coursework can have potentially positive or negative effects on specific outcomes. In particular, 

assignment to and enrollment in pre-college reading and writing coursework compared to just 

writing coursework is tied to positive effects on persistence and perhaps learning, while the 

longer sequence length in ESL compared to developmental English decelerates language 

minority students' progression through college and degree attainment.  
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CHAPTER 1. 

RESEARCH MOTIVATION AND OVERVIEW 

 

The United States has always been a country of newcomers attracted by the promise of 

the American Dream: that economic prosperity is attainable through hard work and effort. 

Today, key to realizing the American Dream and attaining economic security is a postsecondary 

credential (Day & Newburger, 2002; Jacobson & Mokher, 2009; Osterman, 2008). The gap in 

earnings between high school and college graduates has been rising since the 1970s, and beyond 

their economic returns, college degrees are connected to many other positive outcomes, 

including higher levels of civic participation, healthier lifestyles, greater job satisfaction, and 

economic, educational, and health benefits that are passed down to one’s children (Baum, Ma, & 

Payea, 2010). Policies that focus on the college success of immigrants could, therefore, have a 

profound impact on not only immigrant’s individual well-being but the prosperity of the United 

States, whose economic growth is tied to a large and growing immigrant population. In 2009, 

almost one quarter of the United States population, 69.7 million people, was foreign-born (i.e. 

first generation) or had at least one foreign-born parent (i.e. second generation) (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010). 

Community colleges offer first and second generation immigrants one potential path to a 

postsecondary degree, increased earnings, and economic security. They are open-door 

institutions that are often more convenient and lower cost than four-year institutions, and, as a 

result, are credited with providing higher education access to students who may not be able to 

begin college at a four-year institution because of prohibitive tuition costs, a lack of academic 

preparedness, and/or work and family responsibilities that keep them close to home (Cohen & 
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Brawer, 2003). Historically, community colleges have enrolled a disproportionate number of 

low-income students and minorities compared to four-year institutions (Brint & Karabel, 1989), 

and today, immigrants are 14% more likely to attend a two-year or for-profit institution over a 

four-year institution (Erisman & Looney, 2007).  

There is ample evidence on the benefits of community college coursework and degrees.  

In Belfield and Bailey’s (2011) review of this empirical literature, they found that, based on 

more than 20 studies, the average gain in earnings from an associate’s degree is 13% for males 

and 22% for females, and there are even labor market returns to accumulating credits without 

earning a credential.  For example, for females, a semester of full-time coursework leads to 

earnings gains of 3 to 7%, and for males, about a year of credits leads to gains of 5 to 8%.  

Although no studies have looked at the labor market returns to community college for 

immigrants, specifically, gains in earnings vary across different demographic groups (Heckman 

& LaFontaine, 2006), and may be higher for foreign-born students.  

There has always been debate, however, regarding the larger effect of community 

colleges in the context of higher education where aspiring college students have a choice 

between a two-year institution and a four-year institution, whose degrees and overall benefits 

exceed that of community college credits and degrees (Baum et al., 2010).  One hypothesis is 

that while community colleges may provide access to some students who otherwise would not 

have gone to college, their overall effect is to divert students from four-year institutions and, as a 

result, bachelor degree attainment (Brint & Karabel, 1989).  Belfield and Bailey (2011) point out 

that it is difficult to identify students “who genuinely should have begun at a 4-year college” (p. 

56), and evidence on the high returns to earning a bachelor’s degree after transferring from a 

community college supports the community college democratization effect, reflected in 
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improving the educational attainment of individuals who otherwise would not have gone to 

college (Leigh & Gill, 2003; Rouse, 1995).   

A second issue related to the overall effectiveness of community colleges is that the 

majority of students who enter community college are deemed academically underprepared for 

college-level coursework (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006; Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 

2010; Strong American Schools, 2008).  So, while the community college access mission may be 

successful and there is support for the democratization effect, the reality for many community 

college students is that they do not actually begin college in college-level courses where they are 

earning credits toward a degree. Further, the majority of students who enroll in remediation or 

developmental education never complete their pre-college requirements, much less move on to 

college-level courses and earn a degree (Bailey, et al., 2010; Roksa et al., 2009). Among recent 

high school graduates who took at least one developmental course in community college, only 

about one quarter earned a degree within eight years (Attewell et al., 2006). 

There has been an increasing focus on the educational outcomes of community college 

students and students in developmental education specifically (e.g., Jaggars & Hodara, 20111; 

Rutschow et al., 2011), and yet there is scant focus on the persistence and completion of 

immigrants in community college, a growing student population (Bailey & Weininger, 2002; 

Bunch, 2009; Erisman & Looney, 2007; Gray, Rolph, & Melamid, 1996; Szelenyi & Chang, 

2002).  Similar to other students groups who attend community college, immigrant students may 

face a number of obstacles in pursuit of a postsecondary degree, but a unique challenge is second 

                                                
1 My dissertation grew out of and uses the same data as a mixed-methods case study of developmental education at 
the City University of New York community colleges that I conducted with a team of researchers at the Community 
College Research Center. The result of that study is the report Jaggars and Hodara (2011), which is an in-depth 
examination of developmental education assessment, programming, and policy at the CUNY community colleges. 
In this dissertation, I refer frequently to the findings of our study. 
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language issues that can inhibit their success in college-level coursework (Bunch, 2009; Erisman 

& Looney, 2007).  

Community college immigrant students whose first language is not English represent an 

extremely diverse group because of their varied demographic, linguistic, and educational 

backgrounds (Bers, 2004; Blumenthal, 2002; Bunch, 2009; Crandall & Sheppard, 2004; Curry, 

2004; Harklau, Siegal, & Losey, 1999; Llosa & Bunch, 2011).  In this study, I use the term 

“language minority” to refer to individuals whose first language is not English. According to 

August and Shanahan (2006),  “Language minority refers to individuals from homes where a 

language other than the societal language is actively used, who therefore have had an opportunity 

to develop some level of proficiency in a language other than the societal language” (p. 21). This 

definition highlights the strength of having some level of proficiency in two languages and is 

inclusive of different generations and all language levels. This term is entirely distinct from 

"ESL," which refers to a particular instructional setting.  

It is unknown exactly how many language minority students attend community college, 

but in states and cities with large immigrant populations, they make up a significant portion of 

the student population. In California, where 2.6 million students attend the community colleges, 

it is estimated that 25% speak English as a second language (Llosa & Bunch, 2011).  At the City 

University of New York in New York City where over 91,000 students attend the six community 

colleges, 44% of students were born outside the U.S. mainland and 46% speak a native language 

other than English (City University of New York, 2011).  

Three broad categories of language minority students include international students with 

a strong educational background and formal English training; recent immigrants with minimal 
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English study; or U.S.-educated, foreign-born students, often called “generation 1.5” (Harklau et 

al., 1999).  Llosa and Bunch (2011) also provide numerous examples of this student population: 

The larger population of community college students speaking 
languages other than English include those who were born in the US 
to immigrant parents, immigrants who arrived at some point during 
their K-12 schooling, immigrants who arrived as young adults after 
secondary schooling in their countries of origins, older immigrants 
who are returning to school to learn English or pursue vocational 
training, and students on international visas planning to return to 
their home countries after studying in the United States. (p.1) 

These examples of language minority students underscore that the English language proficiency 

levels of language minorities vary tremendously. Specifically, “a language minority student may 

be limited proficient in their second language, bilingual, or essentially monolingual in their 

second language” (August & Hakuta, 1998, p. 4).  

 For recent immigrants, both teenagers who attended high school in the United States and 

adults who want to go to college, limited English proficiency may be the result of a poor 

education in their home country and little to no English language training prior to arriving in the 

United States (Erisman & Looney, 2007).  Compared to these groups, children who have been in 

the United States for at least four years are less likely to be in the process of learning English, but 

limited English proficiency is still prevalent among first and second generation children partly 

because of trends in “linguistic segregation” within and across public schools (Ruiz-de-Velasco, 

Fix, & Clewell, 2000, p.3) and the poor quality of language development programs in some 

public schools (Bunch, 2009; Olsen, 2010).  For example, the majority of English Language 

Learners attend public schools where over one-third of their peers are also English Language 

Learners (Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000), and within public schools, English Language Learners 

are less likely to have access to a challenging curriculum and high-quality instruction (Bunch, 

2009).  These conditions can have a profoundly negative impact on immigrant students in 
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secondary school: in California, 60% of English Language Learners in secondary schools have 

been in school in the United States for at least six years and are still not fully proficient in the 

English language (Olsen, 2010). Weak English language skills continue to create obstacles as 

students transition to college and attempt to earn a degree. 

For language minority students who are considered academically unprepared for college-

level coursework, there are two main sets of academic coursework at community college: 

developmental education and English as a second language (ESL) courses.2 To prepare students 

for their first college English course, usually English Composition, community colleges have 

developmental writing and reading courses, and to prepare students for their first college math 

course, community colleges provide developmental courses in arithmetic, pre-Algebra, and other 

basic math areas. Developmental reading and writing usually consist of a sequence of courses 

that teach students basic skills. In writing, these skills generally include how to write complete 

sentences, construct a paragraph, and then write an essay according to different genres, and in 

reading, these skills generally include identifying a main idea, summarizing texts, and building 

vocabulary (Grubb, 2010). 

Some community colleges, usually those with large numbers of language minority 

students, also provide reading and writing courses specifically designed for language minority 

students in need of English language support in the form of ESL courses (Gray et al., 1996; 

Schuyler, 1999).  As the immigrant community college student population has increased, so has 

the offering of ESL courses: a comprehensive review of community college curriculum across 

the country found that the percentage of community colleges offering ESL increased from 40% 

in 1991 to 55% in 1999 (Schuyler, 1999).  ESL programs at community college may teach some 

                                                
2 There are many types of ESL programs in the United States, including "basic life skills/survival ESL, citizenship 
ESL (EL/Civics), vocational ESL (VESL), GED ESL, family literacy, and academic ESL" (Crandall & Shepard, 
2004). In this dissertation, ESL refers to academic ESL programs at community college. 
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of the same content as developmental reading and writing, but in contrast to the developmental 

English curriculum, ESL focuses on oral language skills as well as reading and writing and 

emphasizes features of the English language that are not as problematic for native English 

speakers, such as the use of the appropriate article and basic math vocabulary (Crandall & 

Sheppard, 2004). ESL programs are also unique in that some of their students have a strong 

academic background in their first language and advanced degrees in their native country 

(Crandall & Sheppard, 2004). 

ESL and developmental education seek to address a primary barrier to college success for 

language minority immigrants—the lack of English academic literacy skills. As a result, 

understanding the effectiveness of ESL and developmental education is key to understanding 

what may help or harm language minority students in their pursuit of a postsecondary degree 

and, extended even further, the American Dream of attaining economic security.  A 

straightforward comparison of the outcomes of language minority students in ESL versus 

college-level courses or in developmental education versus college courses cannot identify the 

effects of ESL and developmental education because these outcomes may be due to differences 

in student characteristics rather than the particular course of study.    

To identify the effects of ESL and developmental education, it is necessary to use a 

research design that addresses selection issue. There is a growing research base of rigorous 

quasi-experimental evaluations of developmental education (e.g., Bettinger & Long, 2009; 

Boatman & Long, 2010; Calcagno & Long, 2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011), but none of 

them address the effect of remediation on language minority students specifically, so it is 

unknown if English remediation has a distinct impact on language minority students’ 

performance in college English and long-term educational outcomes, such as college credit 
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accumulation, persistence, transfer, and degree attainment.  Further, there are no evaluations of 

ESL in higher education, so the effects of ESL on the educational outcomes of language minority 

students are also unknown. Using data from the City University of New York, this study seeks to 

address this substantial gap in the literature and offer some of the first causal evidence on the 

effects of ESL and English remediation on the educational outcomes of language minority 

community college students.  

This study is organized in the following way. In Chapter 2, I provide an overview of the 

literature from three main areas. First, I briefly summarize the literature at the elementary and 

secondary levels of education (K-12) on bilingual education and ESL, drawing from this vast 

research base those findings on the types of curriculum, instruction, and language support that 

language minority students may benefit from across the educational pipeline. I then describe the 

available set of rigorous evaluations of developmental education and hypothesize what their 

findings suggest about the potential effects of developmental education on language minority 

students. Third, I describe the qualitative and descriptive research on ESL in higher education to 

outline the similarities and differences between ESL and developmental English and identify 

features of ESL and developmental education that may be related to their potential to be effective 

or ineffective. 

In Chapter 3, I describe my data and sample. I use a rich longitudinal dataset that includes 

ten years of transcript data provided by the City University of New York (CUNY) as well as 

other data, such as placement exam scores and college application information. I focus on the fall 

2001 to fall 2007 cohorts, and track their outcomes for at least three years to summer 2010.  

Quantitative data are enhanced by qualitative interview data and documentary evidence that 

provides critical information on developmental education and ESL policies, programming, 
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course offerings, and curriculum.  In this chapter, I also present statistics on the characteristics 

and outcomes of the language minority population at the CUNY community colleges. 

Descriptive findings highlight the diverse demographics of this population, which consists of 

students who speak hundreds of different languages and were born in countries around the world. 

To provide some important context, I compare the average outcomes of language minority 

students to native English speakers at CUNY, and illustrate how outcomes vary for language 

minority students in different English coursework. 

The next two chapters present two quasi-experimental studies that address the main 

research questions of this dissertation. In the fourth chapter, I present a study on the effects of 

different pre-college English pathways--sequences of courses that prepare students for college-

level English--on the educational outcomes of the CUNY language minority community college 

population. At the CUNY community colleges, the most common pre-college English 

assignments are to 1) writing (either developmental writing or ESL) and 2) writing (either 

developmental writing or ESL) and reading. I limit my study to the effects of these two different 

assignments or pathways to college English. At CUNY, assignment to college-level English is 

based on both the reading and writing placement exam scores, so I use a multiple rating-score 

regression discontinuity design to identify the effects of assignment to and enrollment in 

developmental writing or ESL (versus college-level English) on the educational outcomes of 

language minority students and assignment to and enrollment in developmental writing or ESL 

and reading (versus just developmental writing or ESL) on the educational outcomes of language 

minority students.  

Since Chapter 4 examines the effects of developmental writing and ESL in the aggregate, 

in Chapter 5, I disentangle the effects of these two pre-college writing assignments to examine if 
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and to what extent ESL and developmental writing have differential effects on the educational 

outcomes of language minority students assigned to pre-college English. My causal strategy, a 

difference-in-differences approach, exploits the policy variation across the community colleges 

in placing similar language minority students into ESL or developmental writing.  

In Chapter 4, I find that assignment to and enrollment in developmental writing or ESL, 

compared to college English, had a large, negative impact on enrolling in and passing college 

English and a small, negative impact on students' college credit accumulation in their first year in 

college. Assignment to and enrollment in two subjects, writing (either developmental or ESL) 

and reading, also slightly reduced students' early college credit accumulation, yet had a positive 

impact on student persistence over three years.  Additionally, for a smaller sample of students 

who just placed into two subjects versus one, assignment to writing and reading improved their 

likelihood of passing college English. Overall, these findings reveal that language minority 

students assigned to writing/ESL, compared to college English, did not benefit from this 

assignment, but assignment to both writing and reading, compared to writing only, seemed to 

have positive impacts on students’ persistence and grade performance in college English, a 

measure of attaining college-level academic literacy skills. 

In Chapter 5, a qualitative exploration of ESL and developmental writing finds that at the 

upper levels of coursework these assignments seem very similar except some students in ESL 

courses have to take more courses before they can enroll in college English than students in 

developmental writing. The quantitative results suggest that the longer ESL sequence length 

results in negative impacts on students' college progression. Students in ESL earned 3 fewer 

college credits in their first and second year in college compared to their language minority peers 

with the same level of academic preparedness based on placement exam performance. The 
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negative impact on college credit accumulation may have prevented students in ESL from 

earning an associate's degree as quickly as their language minority peers who did not enroll in 

ESL: students in ESL had a lower likelihood of earning a degree within three years, but over five 

years, there was no statistical difference in their likelihood of earning a degree.  

This analysis also examines the effect of ESL courses on first generation (foreign-born), 

second generation (U.S.-born), and generation 1.5 (foreign-born, U.S.-educated) students. The 

sub-group analysis finds a negative effect of ESL on reducing the college credit accumulation of 

first generation and second generation students, but not generation 1.5 students. The lower 

college credit accumulation of first generation language minority students is likely explained by 

the fact that these students enrolled in many more levels of ESL than generation 1.5 and second 

generation students. Second generation students, however, enrolled at the upper level of ESL 

coursework, one level below college English, so the underlying reason for this finding is unclear. 

Perhaps it suggests that ESL is not an appropriate placement for U.S.-born language minority 

students.  

In the conclusion chapter, I outline my main findings in more detail. I also describe the 

questions that emerged from this dissertation, which present opportunities to extend upon my 

findings with further research in the area of evaluating how best to serve language minority 

students at community college. Future research should explore how to improve the assessment 

and placement process for language minority students at community college, to what extent 

taking reading and writing coursework together benefits language minority students in the 

process of learning English, and strategies and models for accelerating students through ESL 

sequences. 
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CHAPTER 2. 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Much of the literature on learning English as a second language has focused on students 

in kindergarten through fifth grade with less attention to students in middle and high school and 

even sparser research on teaching English to adult language minority learners (Snow, 2008). 

Therefore, I begin this literature review with a brief summary of important background 

information on second language learning from the K-12 literature. Next, I describe a set of 

rigorous, quasi-experimental evaluations of developmental education that provide evidence on 

the causal impact of remediation for all students. Third, I present research on ESL in higher 

education, which consists of qualitative and descriptive studies of ESL3. I end with a discussion 

on what this review of the literature suggests regarding the possible consequences of 

developmental education and ESL on the educational outcomes of language minority students at 

community college. 

Lessons from the K-12 literature 

Major reviews of the theoretical and empirical literature on learning English as a second 

language emphasize the complexity surrounding learning English since second language 

acquisition depends on the learner's first language proficiency; instruction, curriculum, and other 

aspects of schooling; the purposes of the first and second languages; and social and 

                                                
3 In searching for literature on ESL specifically, I conducted a search in the JSTOR and Education Full Text 
databases for studies that include the terms "ESL," "English as a second language," or "bilingual education" in their 
titles or abstracts. All quantitative studies I found pertained to K-12 students. The K-12 literature on ESL and 
bilingual education is too large to cover in great depth in this literature review, so I summarize the most important 
findings for higher education from K-12 literature reviews and important findings from individual studies, such as 
Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller (2010) and Robinson (2011). The literature on adult ESL includes descriptions of 
adult ESL programs, discussions of U.S. language policy, and issues surrounding specific aspects of language 
acquisition and the testing of non-native speakers. These studies do not directly address my research question of 
whether or not ESL is effective for second language learners in higher education, so I limit the literature I present on 
ESL for adult language minority learners to research on ESL programs in higher education.  
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environmental factors that affect learning (August and Hakuta, 1998; August & Shanahan, 

2008).  But, it is unclear how, or even if, age impacts learning a second language (Snow, 2008). 

August and Hakuta (1998) note that "even though there may be a critical period in the learning of 

a first language, this does not necessarily imply that there is such a period for learning additional 

languages” (p. 15). Marinova-Todd, Marshall, and Snow (2000) explain that studies that find a 

negative association between age and mastering a second language mistakenly interpret this 

finding as causal rather than the result of important factors, such as first language proficiency, 

individual motivation, and program and instructional quality, which directly affect learning a 

second language and can also be related to age.  For example, Marinova-Todd et al. (2000) point 

out that children who successfully learn a second language do so through a slow process of years 

of intense practice and effort while adult learners often do not spend nearly the same amount of 

time or expend the same level of effort on learning a second language. As a result, children are 

more likely to become proficient in a second language than adults. Additionally, high-quality 

bilingual education programs have been shown to be successful with students of all ages, from 

elementary to high school, highlighting the critical importance of curriculum and instruction in 

second language learning (Marinova-Todd et al., 2000).  The implications of dispelling the 

notion of a critical age for learning a second language means that high-quality ESL programs in 

higher education can be just as effective at developing adult students' English language skills as 

high-quality programs in K-12. 

Another major finding from decades of empirical K-12 research on teaching English as a 

second language with implications for higher education is that bilingual instruction, or programs 

that use students’ native language to teach English, are more effective than English-only 

instruction and can also help build literacy skills in and/or maintain students’ first language 
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(August et al., 2008; August & Hakuta, 1998; Francis, Lesaux, & August, 2006). But, bilingual 

education is rare at community colleges and in higher education in general (Epstein, 2010). 

Instead of bilingual education, ESL, an example of an English-only program where English is the 

language of instruction and English texts are utilized (Francis et al., 2006), is used in higher 

education (Grubb, 2010).  As a result, the implications of the vast research base on second 

language learning in the K-12 classroom for language minority college students are unclear. But, 

in general, it suggests that language minority college students in the process of learning English 

benefit from some of same instructional literacy strategies as monolingual English-speaking 

students as well as additional strategies that target their specific language challenges. 

There are many discrete aspects of literacy, including "phonemic awareness, phonics, 

sight vocabulary, meaning vocabulary, oral reading fluency, reading comprehension, writing, 

and spelling" (August et al., 2008, p. 140).  For each element, a small number of single-subject, 

quasi-experimental, and experimental studies have evaluated the effectiveness of instruction that 

explicitly teaches a particular element on improving the literacy of second language learners, and 

most of these studies have found that these strategies, which have been found to work for native 

English speakers, also help non-native English speakers develop their literacy skills (August et 

al., 2008).  This evidence suggests, then, that language minority students in need of English 

language support in college may benefit from some of the same instructional content and 

strategies that help academically underprepared native English speakers build their academic 

literacy skills.  Additionally, developmental English coursework and ESL programs might be 

equally effective in teaching language minority students certain aspects of literacy.  

There are also specific strategies that may be more beneficial to non-native English 

speakers than native English speakers. Some studies find that language minority students in the 
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process of learning English need greater focus on oral language proficiency in order to benefit 

from reading fluency instruction (Lesaux et al., 2008). For example, the ability to define words is 

related to improvements in reading comprehension for language minority students (Lesaux et al., 

2008).  This literature suggests then that language minority students in higher education would 

benefit more from ESL over developmental writing or reading if it focuses on certain aspects of 

literacy that are more difficult for second language learners to master.  ESL programs in higher 

education are, in fact, characterized by their emphasis on oral language proficiency (Crandall & 

Shepard, 2004).  

Another important set of research compares the effects of ESL courses versus mainstream 

English courses on the educational outcomes of language minority students; however, this 

research is relatively new and the evidence does not point to a conclusive finding regarding 

which setting may be most effective for language minority students. There is some criticism that 

the ESL track, especially in secondary schools, limits language minority students' access to 

college-prep courses and more challenging curricula (Callahan, Wilkinson, and Muller, 2010; 

Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000). Callahan et al. (2010) estimate the impact of ESL on students' 

enrollment in college-prep courses and academic achievement using a representative sample of 

sophomore language minority students and a multi-level propensity score matching design. 

Callahan and colleagues find that, compared to similar language minority high school students 

who were not placed into ESL, students who were placed in ESL were 42% less likely to take 

college-prep science, but the difference in enrollment in other subjects was insignificant, and 

students placed in ESL had a grade point average that was 0.18 points less, but the effect on test 

scores was nonsignificant. Effects on enrollment in college-prep coursework and grade point 

average varied quite a bit across the sample with generally positive effects of ESL placement for 
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recent immigrants, students with the highest propensity to be placed in ESL, and large negative 

effects for second generation and generation 1.5 students, students with a lower propensity to be 

placed in ESL. Callahan et al. (2010) refer to this latter group as "long-term ELLs" (p. 107) who 

need access to more challenging academic content earlier in the high school career. This study 

points to the possible heterogeneous treatment effects of ESL courses on students who have been 

in the United States for different lengths of time and have different language needs. 

Based on their findings, Callahan et al. (2010) contend that placement into ESL limits 

high school students' access to a challenging English curriculum as well as other college-prep 

coursework, but in a more rigorous, quasi-experimental study, Robinson (2011) finds that this is 

not necessarily true for language minority students with the highest levels of English language 

development. Using data from a large, urban California district and regression discontinuity, a 

method I will explain subsequently, Robinson examines the effect of reclassification into English 

Language Arts from ESL courses for language minority students who scored right around a 

cutoff on an English Language Arts test that is administered to determine reclassification. 

Students who score below the cutoff remain in the ESL track where they can only take courses 

with a certified ESL teacher while students who score at or above the cutoff are reclassified into 

English Language Arts where they have access to a broader set of courses. Robinson finds that 

reclassification has no effect on the English Language Arts standardized test achievement of 

elementary and middle school language minority students, and it has a negative effect on high 

school students, meaning that students in the ESL setting scored slightly higher on the 

standardized tests. Counter to the hypothesis that the ESL track hinders access to college-prep 

courses, Robinson finds no effect of reclassification on students' enrollment in and completion of 

college-preparatory coursework because students who scored right below the threshold for 



17 
 

 
 

reclassification completed a similar number of college-preparatory courses as reclassified 

students. Overall, this study finds that for students who demonstrate the minimum level of 

readiness for English Language Arts, reclassification into English Language Arts does not have a 

positive effect on their outcomes.  

Robinson (2011) makes several reform recommendations based on his findings. First, if 

the goal is that similar students in ESL and English Language Arts courses perform similarly on 

tests of English language development, then the cutoff should be raised, so that students who 

score right above the current cutoff remain in the ESL track longer, thus raising their test scores. 

An alternative reform is to improve the instructional setting of English Language Arts so that it is 

more effective for language minority students with the minimum level of English language 

proficiency required for placement into mainstream English. Robinson's findings provide some 

support for the ESL setting over English Language Arts for high school language minority 

students, and also imply that we should not assume that the alternative instructional setting to 

ESL will provide language minority students with a more challenging or higher quality English 

curriculum.  

Developmental Education: Does It Work? 

Community colleges must balance their open-access mission with maintaining academic 

standards, and they attempt to achieve this by offering pre-college coursework to students who 

are deemed academically underprepared for college-level coursework based on entry-level math 

and English standards. Nationally, the majority of students who enter community college are 

referred to pre-college coursework, called developmental or remedial education (Attewell et al., 

2006; Bailey et al., 2010). Improving community college students' academic preparation is 

critical to their success in college-level coursework and progression towards degree completion 
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and/or transfer to a four-year college. But, Bailey et al. (2010) show that the majority of students 

referred to developmental education never complete their developmental requirements because 

they avoid remediation all together by not enrolling in college; fail a course in the developmental 

sequence; or after passing a course in the developmental sequence or completing the 

developmental sequence, choose not to enroll in the next developmental course or in college-

level coursework.  

It is impossible to deduce if these poor outcomes are due to the ineffectiveness of 

developmental education or to the characteristics of students who are in developmental education 

courses without a strong research design that addresses selection issues. The main selection issue 

is that students are placed in developmental education because they did not meet some admission 

standard, usually a cutoff score on a placement exam, while students are referred to college-level 

courses because they scored above a cutoff on a placement exam or are exempt from testing and 

developmental education based on their performance on high school standardized assessments. 

These are observable measures of academic ability that are used as proxies for academic 

preparedness and are related to educational outcomes in college, especially for students who 

score very low or high on the placement exams.  

A second selection issue is that some students who place into developmental education 

manage to avoid it and enroll directly in college coursework.  A study of Virginia’s community 

colleges (Roksa et al., 2009) found that developmental education avoiders were just as likely to 

succeed in college-level math and English compared to students who complied with their 

developmental recommendations; moreover, in the long term, developmental avoiders were just 

as likely to successfully earn a credential or transfer to a four-year school as were developmental 

compliers. This could be due to several potential explanations. One is that developmental 
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education may be ineffective, so avoiding it does not harm student's outcomes in college 

coursework. On the other hand, the instruments used to place students into developmental 

education could be flawed. Recent studies find that commonly used placement exams are weak 

predictors of student success in college-level coursework, especially in English, and as a result, 

some students who could have succeeded in college-level English are assigned to remediation 

(Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Scott-Clayton, 2012).  A last, related reason is that students referred to 

developmental education who select out of it by avoiding their placement recommendations 

might be especially savvy about navigating college, a characteristic that we would assume is also 

related to higher educational outcomes. On the other hand, students who comply with their 

developmental recommendations may be much less savvy about college, a signal of low social 

capital and other characteristics related to lower educational outcomes.  

This selection issue is tied in some ways to economic theories of imperfect information. 

For example, according to the screening theory, in the labor market, employers have imperfect 

information about potential employees, so they look for signals of the employee's future 

productivity, such as a high school or college degree (Bills, 2003). In higher education, four-year 

colleges use the admissions process to screen students before they admit them, but as open-

access institutions, community colleges have limited information on incoming students. So to 

determine students’ readiness for college-level coursework, they administer placement exams. 

The problem, however, is that placement exams are poor signals of academic ability, and 

students sometimes have a better understanding of their own academic ability and capacity for 

hard work and effort, which were not captured by their placement exam performance. As a 

result, they ignore the placement recommendation and self-select into college-level coursework. 
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A third, perhaps less common, selection issue is that colleges in the same state or system 

may have different standards for placement into college-level coursework, and students may 

choose a particular college based on their knowledge of entry-level standards. For example, in 

Ohio, Bettinger and Long (2003) found that a student might have a 20 percent probability of 

placing into developmental education at one community college and a 90 percent probability at 

another. Again, some students who choose a college with lower standards for placement into 

college courses may be more college-savvy than students who are not aware of these differences, 

and as a result, their outcomes in college-level coursework compared to the outcomes of their 

peers at another college who are in developmental coursework may have more to do with their 

underlying characteristics rather than developmental education. However, there is evidence that 

students are generally unaware of the variation in placement policies across colleges within the 

same state or system (Bettinger and Long, 2009; Venezia, Bracco, & Nodine, 2010); instead, 

students, even those who attend highly selective private institutions, tend to select the college 

that is closest to their home (Bettinger and Long, 2009; Dee, 2004; Card, 2001; Nurnberg, 

Schapiro, & Zimmerman, 2012; Rouse, 1995). 

A growing body of rigorous research addresses these selection issues using quasi-

experimental designs, often regression discontinuity. I summarize the set of rigorous remediation 

studies reporting only the results for developmental English. In studies that also evaluated 

developmental math, the results were often the same as the results for developmental English; if 

they were different, I note this. Together, these studies make three main points: 1) developmental 

education is ineffective for the students who just place into it, 2) developmental education has 

different effects for students with different levels of academic preparation, and 3) curriculum and 

instruction may play an integral role in the efficacy of remediation programs.  
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Impact on the Marginal Student 

To evaluate the effects of remediation, Martorell and McFarlin (2011) use data from 

Texas on students who enrolled in public two-year and four-year colleges and universities from 

1991-1992 to 1999-2000. Martorell and McFarlin (2011) hypothesize that remediation will 

improve student outcomes if it helps them develop the academic skills they need to be successful 

in college-level coursework. A feature of developmental education in Texas that may contribute 

to this notion of positive instructional effects is that almost three quarters of remedial coursework 

is delivered out of academic departments rather than centralized developmental education 

departments, or departments that solely house remedial coursework (Martorell & McFarlin, 

2011). This organizational structure is thought to make it easier to align developmental and 

academic course work, but more difficult to provide supplemental support services to 

developmental students exclusively (Perin, 2002).   

However, hypotheses regarding the negative effects of developmental education seem to 

outweigh the positive. First, the structure of remediation may create negative peer effects 

because lower ability students are concentrated in classes together, and as a result, the impact of 

negative peer effects may counter any positive instructional effects (Sacerdote, 2001). Further, 

developmental education may be ineffective because assignment to developmental education 

serves as a "stereotype threat," or a negative stereotype that triggers psychological behaviors that 

hinder performance. Steele and Aaronson (1995) describe the mechanisms underlying stereotype 

threat: "As performance falters under stereotype threat, and as the stereotype frames that 

faltering as a sign of a group-based inferiority, the individual's expectations about his or her 

ability and performance may drop--presumably faster than they would if the stereotype were not 

there to credit the inability interpretation" (p. 809).  Finally, the most direct impact of 
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developmental education is that it requires students to take additional courses that do not count 

toward their degree, delaying their time to degree completion and increasing the likelihood that 

personal, family, and work-related responsibilities and circumstances will pull them away from 

college before they earn a credential (Edgecombe, 2011). 

Using the Texas data, Martorell and McFarlin (2011) use a form of regression 

discontinuity, called a fuzzy regression discontinuity, to identify the effect of developmental 

education. The intuition underlying regression discontinuity is that a cutoff (e.g., on a placement 

exam) determines if individuals are assigned to an intervention (e.g., developmental education) 

or not (e.g., college-level coursework), and the treatment assignment or forcing variable (e.g., 

scoring below the cutoff on the placement exam) may be related to the outcome, but this 

relationship should be smooth (Imbens & Lemieux, 2008).  The assumption is that individuals 

are similar around the cutoff, so any discontinuity, or sudden change, at the cutoff in the 

relationship between the forcing variable and the outcome can be attributed to treatment 

assignment (e.g., developmental education).  

 If students perfectly complied with their treatment assignment and enrolled in 

developmental education, one could just use the sharp regression discontinuity design and 

estimate a single equation in which a given outcome is the function of treatment assignment. But, 

since not all students comply with their developmental education referral, the fuzzy regression 

discontinuity design must be utilized. Fuzzy regression discontinuity is a two-stage, instrumental 

variable model.  In the first stage, remediation enrollment is a function of the forcing variable 

(i.e. student’s placement score) and treatment assignment (i.e. an indicator for scoring above or 

below the cut-off), which is the instrument. Treatment assignment is a valid instrument because 

it predicts students' course enrollment, but because cutoff scores are set by exogenous system-
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level or institutional remediation policies, treatment assignment is unrelated to students' 

educational outcomes (Calcagno & Long, 2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011). In other words, 

treatment assignment meets the exclusion restriction assumption of a valid instrument because 

assignment determines the outcome only through predicting the endogenous regressor, not 

through unobservables related to the outcome of interest (Angrist, Imbens, & Rubin, 1996). The 

fuzzy regression discontinuity yields the causal treatment effect for the compliers (i.e. students 

who followed their assignment and enrolled in developmental education), or the local average 

treatment effect (Angrist et al., 1996). 

In their model, Martorell and McFarlin (2011) use the students' first placement score, not 

their retest scores, in order to avoid any selection bias that occurs due to retesting.  For example, 

after retesting, students who scored above the cut-off would also include those who initially 

failed but passed after the retest, possibly signaling a certain level of motivation and/or skill level 

that cannot be controlled for in the model.  These students may not be similar enough to the 

students who barely failed, who include students who initially failed and did not retest and those 

who could not pass even after retesting.   However, a disadvantage of using initial test scores is 

that the first stage estimates are not as large as they would be if the actual scores used for 

placement were utilized.   

For similar students in a narrow score range around the cutoff, Martorell and McFarlin 

(2011) find a negative and insignificant effect of reading remediation across a range of outcomes 

including: total attempted college credits, transfer, persistence, graduation, and labor-market 

earnings over seven years.  Martorell and McFarlin empirically test two theories regarding why 

remediation in Texas is ineffective (i.e. students assigned to remediation pursue more difficult 

majors and having to take additional course work offsets any benefits of remediation), and 
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neither proves to be true. They conclude that remediation does not benefit students who just fail 

the placement exam in Texas either because the cutoff score is too high so these students do not 

need remediation, or the cutoff is too low so remediation is not enough to help the marginal 

student catch up to their peers.  

In an earlier study, Calcagno and Long (2008) use the same method, a fuzzy RD design, 

and find similar results for two-year college students in Florida. They are also concerned with the 

possibility of non-random sorting that occurs because of retesting, but they only have students’ 

scores that were used for placement.  Therefore, for each institution, the authors use McCrary’s 

test of a discontinuity in the test score density at the score cut-off.  A significant difference in 

densities at the cut-off suggests that an institution has retesting policies that lead to non-random 

sorting since non-passing students may have retested and passed, so passing scores accumulate 

right above the cut-off.  Most of the institutions (19 out of 28) pass this test for math but not 

reading, suggesting that more institutions allow retesting in reading (21 out of 28) or that more 

students take advantage of retesting in reading than math and, as a result, the reading results may 

be more biased.  Calcagno and Long report their results for the full sample around the 

discontinuity and for just the institutions who do not allow for retesting.  They use a bandwidth 

of 20 points above and below the cut-off of on the Florida College Entry Placement Test, which 

has a score range of 20 to 120, and they test the robustness of their results for different 

bandwidths, finding similar results.   

Calcagno and Long (2008) find that assignment to developmental reading has no 

significant impact on college credit accumulation and persistence, but students assigned to 

remediation were 9 percentage points less likely to pass English Composition, 2.5 percentage 

points less likely to transfer to a public four-year, and 4 percentage points less likely to earn an 
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associate degree. However, when the sample is limited to institutions that do not allow retesting, 

reading remediation no longer has a significant impact on transfer and degree completion.  This 

suggests that the reading results are biased downward because of retesting at most of the schools, 

and the true effect is simply that reading remediation decreases the likelihood of passing college 

English. The effects of math remediation were insignificant on almost all outcomes. Calcagno 

and Long come to similar conclusions as Martorell and McFarlin that remediation is not effective 

for students who just fail the placement exam. Both studies yield causal estimates of the impact 

of remediation, but their major drawback is that the local average treatment effect estimates only 

pertain to students who score around the cutoff, and developmental education may have 

heterogeneous treatment effects on students who score much lower on the placement exams. 

Impact on Students with Different Levels of Academic Preparation 

Bettinger and Long (2009) study the impact of remediation at four-year colleges in Ohio, 

and do not use regression discontinuity because placement policies differ across institutions and 

the authors did not have placement scores in their dataset. Instead, Bettinger and Long address 

selection issues by constructing an instrumental variable that measures the student’s probability 

of remediation at the closest four-year college to their home based on their ACT or SAT scores.  

This instrument takes advantage of variation in placement policies across Ohio four-year 

colleges that are assumed to be exogenous to student outcomes because students are unaware of 

the different placement policies at each college,  and such policies are often set by administrators 

or academic departments with little understanding of their effectiveness or connection to student 

outcomes.  Bettinger and Long limit their sample to students on the margin of remediation 

assignment by dropping students who had less than a 25% probability of being placed into 

remediation at schools with rigorous standards and students who had at least a 25% chance of 
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being placed into remediation at schools with lenient policies.  In doing so, their instrument sorts 

similar students into remediation or college-level courses based on exogenous remediation 

policies.  

Bettinger and Long (2009) find that students at the margin of remedial placement who 

take developmental English are 15.2% less likely to drop out than similar students assigned to 

college English4. Developmental English assignment has no impact on graduation. Bettinger and 

Long test the impact of remediation assignment on a unique outcome, major, and find that 

remediation has a statistically negative effect on majoring in English for students who had an 

interest in an English-related field. The opposite is true for math, though. This finding suggests 

that English remediation may discourage students from pursuing the field of English, perhaps 

because they do not feel successful in this subject area. It is not clear why Bettinger and Long 

(2009) find a positive impact on persistence while Martorell and McFarlin (2011) and Calcagno 

and Long (2008) find an insignificant effect. Martorell and McFarlin (2011) contend that 

differences in findings may be due to heterogeneous treatment effects: Bettinger and Long's 

sample consists of students who took the SAT or ACT and attended a four-year college and, 

therefore, are probably higher performing, on average, than the two-year college students in the 

Florida study and the two- and four-year college students in the Texas study.  

Boatman and Long (2010) pursue the idea of heterogeneous treatment effects in their 

study of remediation at public two-year and four-year colleges in Tennessee that also uses a 

fuzzy RD method.  This study is notable because they use cut-offs in Tennessee that sort students 

into different levels of developmental math, reading, and writing, and they find differential 

effects of developmental education for students in different levels of developmental education. 

                                                
4 In contrast to the RD remediation studies that use linear probability models, Bettinger and Long (2009) use a non-
linear probit model to estimate the effects of remediation. 
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Students who placed into the highest level of reading versus college-level English earned 7 fewer 

college credits by the end of three years while students who placed in into the lowest level of 

reading versus the highest level earned 4.6 fewer credits. In writing, students who were assigned 

to upper level developmental coursework were 24 percentage points less likely to enroll in 

college their second semester and took 5.2 fewer credits over three years than students assigned 

to college coursework. In contrast, there were no significant differences in college credit 

accumulation between students in lower level versus upper level developmental writing, and 

students in the lowest level were 34 percentage points more likely to have earned a degree after 

six years. 

The point estimates in Boatman and Long’s (2010) study may not be as important as the 

more general finding that while developmental education overall is not yielding the kind of 

positive results we would hope for given the considerable amount of taxpayers' dollars, 

institutional resources, and student time and tuition that are invested in it, there may be certain 

aspects of remediation or developmental courses that do have some positive effects.  The student 

that just fails the placement exam may not benefit from or may even be harmed by 

developmental education, but the effects of developmental education on students with much 

lower academic preparation are still very unclear and warrant much further investigation.  

Curriculum and Instruction 

The final study I discuss (Aiken, West, Schwalm, Carroll, & Hsiung, 1998) is a single 

institution study with a small sample of students. But, I include it here because the authors 

describe the misalignment between the developmental writing and college English curriculum.  

According to Aiken et al. (1998), the remedial writing course taught “(a) paragraph and essay 

structure and development, (b) sentence structure, and (c) grammar usage and mechanics” (p. 
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219), and students were only asked to write about their personal experiences. The course 

assignments consisted of five to seven papers. Freshmen composition emphasized critical 

reading and writing. Students were expected to write nine essays that all required they read and 

analyze a text and/or draw from multiple sources to construct an argument. These important 

details are missing from the most rigorous studies on developmental education, perhaps because 

researchers are not aware of the content of the courses they are evaluating. However, curriculum 

and instruction are key features of different types of coursework in college and can provide a 

deeper understanding of the underlying reasons why developmental education may or may not 

work.  

To evaluate the remedial writing course, Aiken et al. (1998) conducted a randomized 

experiment in which students whose ACT English or SAT Verbal scores were just below the 

cutoff for enrollment in freshmen composition were told that they could participate in a lottery 

that would exempt them from remedial writing. Those who “won” the lottery formed the non-

remediation group and could enroll in freshmen English (N=76), and those who “lost” formed 

the remediation group (N=53). For the non-experimental design, the outcomes of students who 

scored in the same range on the ACT or SAT but did not take place in the lottery (N=76) were 

compared to the non-remediation group from the randomized experiment. After the first 

semester, students randomly assigned to English Composition scored 0.51 standard deviations 

higher on the writing sample than students randomly assigned to remediation, but there were no 

differences in their performance on the standardized writing exam. The non-experimental design 

found similar results that were smaller in magnitude.  

This university concluded from the study that remedial writing was “ineffective in 

improving the types of writing deemed critical for success in college” (p. 238), explicitly noting 
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the curricular misalignment between the remedial writing course, which emphasized the 

mechanics of writing, and the college English course, which focused on academic modes of 

discourse (Aiken et al., 1998). This quantitative study corroborates qualitative field work at 

California community colleges that found that the typical developmental English classroom was 

characterized by a decontextualized curriculum and drill-and-practice instruction (Grubb, 2010; 

Grubb & Worthen, 1999). The potential prevalence of "remedial pedagogy" (Levin, 2007, p. 

1411) in developmental English courses is a concern because it may not support student learning 

as well as curriculum and pedagogy that teaches language skills through a challenging 

curriculum and contexts that are meaningful to students.   The university in the Aiken et al. 

(1998) study eliminated the remedial writing course and created a year-long freshmen English 

Composition course for students who fell below the ACT/SAT cutoffs that taught the same 

curriculum as freshmen composition in a year-long sequence rather than just a semester course.  

This reform is an example of an alternative to the traditional developmental course structure and 

curriculum that may be more effective for developmental students because they can immediately 

enroll in college-level coursework and gain access to a challenging curriculum that is aligned 

with English Composition.  

ESL Courses in Higher Education 

There are no causal studies that examine the impact of ESL course-taking in higher 

education, but the five developmental education studies presented in this literature review as well 

as forthcoming evaluations of developmental education (Dadgar, 2010; Scott-Clayton & 

Rodriguez, 2012; Xu, 2012) suggest that pre-college coursework does not improve the outcomes 

of students referred to it. An important caveat, however, is that developmental education seems 

to have heterogeneous effects on students with higher (e.g., the four-year college-goers in Ohio) 
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and lower (e.g., the students who placed into the lowest levels of remediation in Tennessee) 

levels of academic preparation. So, the benefits of pre-college English coursework may vary 

depending on students’ academic needs. Furthermore, pre-college English is far from uniform; 

pre-college English is characterized by different course structures, curriculum, and instruction, 

all of which may have differential effects on student outcomes. For example, differences in the 

curriculum and instruction of developmental English compared to ESL courses may be important 

to language minority student outcomes. The following descriptive and qualitative studies 

highlight the similarities and differences between ESL courses and developmental English in 

regards to the assessment and placement process, curriculum and instruction, and sequence 

length, and suggest possible consequences of ESL course-taking on the outcomes of language 

minority students at community college.  

Assessment and Placement 

 At community colleges that offer ESL courses, the assessment and placement process 

includes placement exams that assign students to developmental or college-level English 

coursework as well as policies for differentiating between native English speakers who are not 

academically prepared for college-level reading and writing and non-native speakers who need 

additional support in learning English (Bunch, Endris, Panayotova, Romero, & Llosa, 2011).   

For example, at the CUNY community colleges, the readers who score the writing placement 

exam determine if the student should be in ESL or developmental writing based on their 

judgment if the student is a native or non-native speaker in need of English language support 

(Jaggars & Hodara, 2011). In California, there is a separate ESL exam that places students into 

different levels of ESL, and students either choose to take it or are assigned to take it based on 

background questions about their first language or their performance on an initial placement 
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exam (Bunch et al., 2011). However, a college’s assessment process may not always identify 

students correctly, misplacing students who need second language support into a non-ESL 

developmental course or misplacing students with minimal second language challenges but who 

need additional instruction in basic reading and writing skills into ESL courses (Bers, 1994; 

Bunch, 2009; Curry, 2004).   

Misplacement into ESL or developmental writing may have several negative 

consequences. Students who are limited English proficient but are placed into remedial writing 

may not receive the kind of literacy instruction and support they need to improve their English, 

and as a result, they may experience high developmental English failure rates that hinder their 

academic progress in college in general (Bunch et al., 2011). Alternatively, placement into ESL 

of students who could have been successful in developmental writing or college-level English 

may prevent these students from entering credit-bearing coursework and decelerate their 

progress toward earning a degree, especially since ESL sequences are usually much longer than 

developmental English sequences and sometimes require that students complete the 

developmental sequence after they complete their ESL requirements (Bunch et al., 2011).5  

 A more complicated issue is that it is not always clear what the most appropriate 

placement is for some language minority students, especially when placement at many 

community colleges is typically based on a single computer-adaptive or essay exam (Hughes & 

Scott-Clayton, 2011). According to Bunch et al. (2011), misplacement is most common with US-

educated language minority students because “for language minority students who lived in the 

US for several years, attended US secondary schools, and completed some of their academic 

                                                
5 There are similar concerns at the secondary school level. Reclassifying language minority students who are in ESL 
into mainstream English Language Arts before they are proficient in English may negatively affect their academic 
performance (Robinson, 2011). On the other hand, placing students who could have been successful in English 
Language Arts in ESL courses may limit their access to more challenging academic content (Callahan et al., 2010). 
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work in English, it is not self-evident whether an ESL or regular English course of study is most 

appropriate” (p. x).  These students are referred to as “generation 1.5,” and their level of English 

proficiency is sometimes characterized by a strong grounding in English speaking and listening 

but second language weaknesses in their writing (Bunch, 2009; Bunch et al., 2011; Harklau et 

al., 1999).  Bunch et al. (2011) found that according to a survey of faculty and staff at California 

community colleges, generation 1.5 students would be "insulted" by an ESL assignment because 

they view ESL as courses for "international students and more recent arrivals" (p. 27). So, 

regardless if ESL programs provide the type of academic language support these students might 

need, ESL may not be an appropriate placement based on non-academic factors, such as how 

much students identify with their American identity (Bunch et al., 2011). 

Bers' (1994) findings illustrate the limitations of using a single placement exam to assign 

language minority students to the appropriate course. Bers examines the outcomes of language 

minority students, mostly from Asia and Eastern Europe, at a community college in the Midwest.  

Analyzing the outcomes of students who were referred to ESL, Bers finds that, controlling for 

gender and ethnicity, students who followed their placement test recommendation and enrolled 

in an ESL course were significantly more likely to earn a passing cumulative GPA (i.e. above 

2.0) than students who were referred to ESL but avoided remediation.  However, Bers finds that 

while this outcome holds true for student younger than 25, students 25 and older who followed 

their placement test referral to ESL were significantly less likely to earn a passing cumulative 

GPA than their counterparts who were referred to ESL but avoided remediation and enrolled in 

college-level English. Higher average outcomes of students who skip remediation or ESL 

compared to students who remain in remediation or ESL signals that 1) placement exams 

underplace some students and 2) students who self-select into higher level coursework tend to be 
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more self-aware of their own abilities than the placement exam determined and perhaps more 

self-assured that they can succeed in college-level coursework than their peers who followed 

their course referral, all factors that help explain their better outcomes. It seems likely that the 

placement exam underplaced both older and younger students in the Ber's study, but older 

students may have been better at self-placement than younger students and, as a result, younger 

students who skipped their ESL referral did not perform as well as their peers who followed the 

course referral. 

Curriculum and Instruction 

ESL curriculum and instruction may also contribute to the efficacy of ESL courses, and 

differences between developmental English and ESL curriculum and instruction may explain 

differences in their effects on language minority students' educational outcomes. ESL faculty 

have different qualifications and training than developmental English faculty and the ESL 

curriculum draws from a different field and research base than developmental English (Crandall 

& Shepard, 2004). As previously noted, there is an emphasis in ESL on oral language 

proficiency and speaking that is not addressed in the developmental English curriculum, and 

Crandall and Shepard (2004) note that sometimes listening and speaking are so central to the 

curriculum that reading and writing may be excluded entirely. In addition, the lowest levels of 

ESL may focus on "survival skills" and "employment" (Crandall & Shepard, 2004, p. 15), which 

is not typical of developmental English.  In Grubb's (2010) qualitative study of instruction at 

thirteen California community colleges, he observed that, compared to the curriculum and 

instruction in developmental writing and reading courses, ESL courses were more "varied" in 

that in addition to focusing on the typical discrete aspects of literacy emphasized in 
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developmental English classes, they also provided "extensive opportunities to practice a variety 

of oral language, reading and writing, in the model of whole language" (p. 11).  

However, while there may be differences in curriculum, qualitative studies describe ESL 

classroom content and pedagogy in the same way they describe developmental reading and 

writing: as consisting of decontextualized, drill and practice exercises on spelling, grammar, and 

language rules with little emphasis on the use of language in academic or real-world contexts 

(Bunch et al., 2011; Curry, 2004; Grubb, 2010). For example, similar to the remedial writing 

program in the Aiken et al. (1998) study, students in ESL courses may often be asked to write 

about their personal experiences rather than to read texts and draw on them to write an academic 

essay, which is what is expected of college students (Curry, 2004).  

Because of the similarities in the content and instruction of developmental writing and 

ESL, Bunch et al. (2011) ask if placement or misplacement into an ESL or developmental 

English course of study even matters when both are detached from the academic content 

students' learn in different degree programs.  ESL programs, or what Bunch et al. (2011) call 

"linguistic pathways" (p.14), tend to teach reading, writing, and speaking each in a separate 

sequence of courses.  Students move through the sequence as they reach higher levels of 

proficiency in each skill. Developmental English programs are "remedial literacy pathways" 

(Bunch et al., 2011, p. 14) that often teach reading and writing in a separate sequence of courses 

that students move through in a similar fashion. These pathways have a different curricular 

emphasis, employ faculty with different training, and draw from a different research base on 

teaching English, but if their instruction and content is equally disconnected from the skills and 

content students need to be successful in college-level coursework and, especially, in the fields 

of study they are interested in pursuing, then they may be equally ineffective. 
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Organizational and Structural Features 

Developmental education and ESL share certain programmatic and policy features and 

vary across colleges in similar ways. Similar to developmental reading and writing, ESL 

programs may be housed in academic departments (e.g., the English department) or centralized 

in a developmental education department or its own ESL department, and at some community 

colleges, the lowest levels of ESL are delivered through programs that are entirely separate from 

the academic function of the institution (Bunch, 2009; Gray et al., 1996; Ignash, 1995).  Second, 

while at most colleges, developmental English and ESL coursework do not bear credits, at some 

colleges, students may actually earn college credit for remedial and/or ESL coursework, although 

these credits usually do not count toward earning a credential (Bunch et al., 2011; Gray et al., 

1996).  This feature of remediation and ESL is important, especially since ESL also carries with 

it a similar kind of stigma that is attached to being placed in developmental education. The "ESL 

stigma" (Bunch et al, 2011, p. 40) may pose a similar stereotype threat for language minority 

students as the remediation stigma poses for students assigned to developmental education. 

Students may have had negative experiences with ESL in high school or may equate ESL with 

learning basic skills rather than the skills they want or need to pursue their academic and career 

goals (Bunch et al., 2011).  

One key difference between developmental and ESL coursework may be sequence 

length. ESL sequences tend to be much longer than developmental reading and writing 

sequences, and there is little consensus regarding how many levels of ESL an ESL program 

should have and if ESL courses should serve as prerequisites to developmental reading and 

writing courses or feed directly into college-level English (Bunch, 2009; Gray et al., 1996; 

Ignash, 1995).  For instance, Bunch et al. (2011) found that at a sample of ten California 
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community colleges, ESL sequences ranged from two to nine levels while developmental 

English sequences were typically two or three levels, and at four of these colleges, after students 

completed the ESL sequence they had to take and pass one or two levels of developmental 

English before enrolling in college-level English.  At the CUNY community colleges, I will 

show in Chapter 5 that ESL sequences are longer than developmental writing and reading 

sequences, and there is also considerable variation across the colleges in the number of levels in 

an ESL sequence and whether or not the sequence feeds directly into college-level English or 

developmental writing.  

The lower a student is placed in a sequence of developmental courses the lower their 

probability of ever completing their developmental requirements and progressing into college-

level coursework (Bailey et al. 2010; Jaggars & Hodara, 2011). As a result, the multiple-level 

course sequence structure is criticized as a key structural flaw of developmental education 

(Edgecombe, 2011). The more levels a sequence has, the more opportunities to lose students as 

they fail a course in the sequence or choose not to enroll in the next course for any number of 

reasons related to outside responsibilities and/or the time and resources required to persist 

through long course sequences  In a rare study on student progression through ESL coursework, 

Patthey-Chavez, Dillon, and Thomas-Spiegel (2005) examine the outcomes of almost 240,000 

students at nine California community colleges over an 11 year period and find that only 8% of 

students who began in the lowest levels of ESL ever passed a college-level English course 

compared to 29% of students who began in the advanced levels of ESL.   

While ESL coursework may have a positive effect on the learning outcomes of language 

minority students, ESL sequence length may pose a serious hindrance to their college 

progression. At the California community colleges in the Bunch et al. (2011) study with the 
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longer ESL sequences, it would take students who placed into the lowest levels of ESL three, 

four, and even five years before they ever reached a transfer-level, college English course, even 

if they passed every course in the sequence and enrolled in each subsequent course the following 

semester, never taking any time off.6 This is an enormous commitment of time and resources for 

community college students many of whom are non-traditional students: about two-thirds enroll 

in school part-time and nearly all must balance the demands of outside commitments, such as 

family and work, with their college coursework (Horn & Nevill, 2006).  In addition, placement 

into the lowest levels of ESL could simply discourage students from persisting, especially 

students who were potentially misplaced and should be in a higher level course.   

Discussion 

This dissertation examines three research questions that the previous literature does not 

clearly answer: 

1) What is the effect of assignment to and enrollment in developmental writing or ESL versus 

college-level English on language minority students at CUNY? 

Evaluations of developmental education presented in this review do not conduct sub-

group analyses on different demographic populations in their sample, so it is unknown if 

developmental education has differential effects on different demographic sub-groups. If it does 

not, then these studies suggest that language minority students who score at the margin of 

placement into developmental writing or ESL versus college-level English courses will have 

similar or lower success rates across a range of educational outcomes compared to their language 

minority peers who enroll in college-level coursework. The literature also suggests underlying 

                                                
6 For example, a relatively short ESL sequence with four levels consists of four courses that must be taken 
sequentially. If a student, who is placed in the lowest level of ESL, enrolls in and passes the lowest level course in 
her first fall semester, the second level course the following spring, the third level course the next academic year in 
the fall, and the fourth level course the following spring, she will have completed the ESL sequence over two 
academic years and be able to enroll in college-level English coursework in the fall of her third academic year.  
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reasons for the effects of developmental education that impact all community college students, 

not just certain sub-groups. For example, the highest level of developmental education might not 

adequately prepare developmental students for college English due to a curriculum misalignment 

between the courses.  Second, institutional policies often prevent developmental students from 

enrolling in college-level coursework, particularly core math and English courses they need for 

their degree programs, until they complete their developmental coursework, thereby extending 

their time-to-degree (Edgecombe, 2011). Pre-requisites for college-level courses affect all 

developmental students, so even if developmental English and ESL courses improve the English 

language skills of language minority students, they may never be able to catch up to their peers 

who place into college-level coursework. 

2) What is the effect of assignment to and enrollment in developmental writing or ESL and 

reading versus just writing or ESL on language minority students at CUNY? 

Less is known about the effects of developmental education for students who do not score 

around the margin of the placement exam cutoff into remediation or college-level coursework, 

and studies find heterogeneous effects for students with different levels of academic preparation. 

For example, Boatman and Long’s (2010) study finds some positive effects of the lowest levels 

of developmental writing compared to the highest levels. Perhaps the combination of 

writing/ESL and reading instruction taken concurrently in the same semester provides language 

minority students with the additional academic language support they really need, and they 

perform better in college than their counterparts who are referred to only developmental writing 

or ESL coursework. For example, a study from the K-12 literature supports the hypothesis that 

greater instructional intensity may benefit language minority students. Lesaux, Kieffer, Faller, 

and Kelly (2010) find that an academic vocabulary program for middle school students had a 
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statistically similar positive impact on language minority students compared to their monolingual 

English-speaking peers. But Lesaux et al. (2010) point out that the gains the language minority 

students made were not enough to close the gap in reading comprehension between themselves 

and their English-speaking classmates, and they may have needed more instructional time and/or 

individualized attention in order to comprehend classroom texts at the same average level as their 

peers.  

3) Do ESL and developmental writing have differential effects for language minority students 

assigned to remediation at CUNY? 

If ESL courses are not much different than developmental writing in terms of structural, 

curricular, and instructional features, then we might expect ESL courses to have similar effects 

on the educational outcomes of language minority community college students at CUNY as 

developmental writing does. On the other hand, ESL instruction focuses on specific literacy 

skills that non-native English speakers need more than native English speakers, so ESL may be a 

more appropriate and effective placement than developmental writing for language minority 

students in need of English language support. Complicating the relationship between ESL and 

community college student outcomes, however, is an assessment and placement process that 

assesses students using blunt instruments that cannot identify the diverse language needs of an 

extremely heterogeneous population and, as a result, may misplace large numbers of language 

minority students into ESL or developmental writing. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 

compared to developmental writing, ESL may hinder student progress into college coursework 

because its sequences are often found to be much longer. If differences in outcomes between 

similar language minority students in ESL and developmental English exist, the underlying 

reason may be the difference in sequence length between these two different pathways. 
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CHAPTER 3. 

LANGUAGE MINORITY STUDENTS AT COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

  

New York City is an important gateway to the United States for immigrants. Over the last 

few decades, the city has experienced increased growth in their immigrant population: in 1980, 

there were over 1.8 million foreign-born individuals in the New York metropolitan area, and by 

2007, this number grew to almost 3.4 million, representing one-third of the New York metro 

population and an additional 1 million individuals are native-born children of this foreign-born 

population (Fortuny, Chaudry, & Jargowsky, 2010).  Mirroring the diverse immigrant New York 

City landscape, the City University of New York (CUNY), New York City's public institutions 

of higher education made up of 23 two-year, four-year, and graduate colleges in the five New 

York City boroughs, have also experienced increases in their immigrant student population 

(Leinbach & Bailey, 2006).  CUNY reported that 32% of their students were foreign-born in 

1990 and predicted that by 2000, half of their student population would be foreign-born (City 

University of New York, 1995).  Bailey and Weininger (2002) found that, in fact, 48% of first-

time CUNY freshmen in fall 1997 were foreign-born, a 45% increase in the number of foreign-

born students in seven years.  

 The six CUNY community colleges--Borough of Manhattan Community College, Bronx 

Community College, Hostos Community College also in the Bronx, LaGuardia Community 

College and Queensborough Community College in Queens, and Kingsborough Community 

College in Brooklyn7--provide an ideal context to study the effects of developmental education 

and ESL on language minority students because of their large immigrant and language minority 

populations.  In this chapter, I describe the CUNY context, and introduce my data and sample. I 
                                                
7 For the remainder of my dissertation, I refer to the colleges with pseudonyms. 
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present selected descriptive statistics on language minority students' demographic background to 

illustrate the diversity of the language minority population, and I describe selected educational 

outcomes. These educational outcomes reveal how language minority students fare at the CUNY 

community colleges compared to other students, and the relationship between their college 

pathways and educational outcomes.  

Data 

 Through a restricted-use agreement, CUNY's Office of Institutional Research and 

Assessment provided anonymous college application, placement exam, and transcript data on all 

individuals who applied to one of the CUNY institutions but did not enroll and all CUNY 

enrollees from fall 2001 to fall 2009. This rich and unique dataset includes 347,713 students who 

enrolled at one of the CUNY institutions and 222,086 applicants who were admitted but did not 

enroll at any CUNY institution. College application data include detailed demographic 

information and high school transcript data. Placement exam data contain the score, test date, 

and test site of every placement exam the applicants and enrollees took up to the spring 2011 

semester. Transcript data include term-by-term course enrollment, course grades, overall GPA, 

credits attempted and earned, declared major and degree intent, full-time/part-time status, 

financial aid status, and degree attainment status up to summer 2010, as well as scores on the 

CUNY Proficiency Exam, a system-wide exam students had to take prior to earning a degree. 

Finally, the dataset also includes the latitude and longitude coordinates of the home address of a 

select number of students in each cohort. In Appendix A, I list the specific data elements 

received from CUNY OIRA. For this dissertation, since I have transcript data up to summer 

2010, I limit the sample to language minority applicants and enrollees at the six community 

colleges from fall 2001 to fall 2007, so I can track every cohort for at least three years.  
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 These quantitative data are enhanced by qualitative interview data and documentary 

evidence. Across the fall of 2009 and the spring of 2010, CCRC staff, including myself, visited 

each of the six community colleges, interviewing a total of 67 faculty and administrators. In our 

interviews, we focused particularly on developmental math, developmental writing, and ESL, not 

developmental reading. At each school, we interviewed developmental and college-level math, 

English, and ESL faculty; administrators involved with developmental assessment, policy, or 

programming; and senior administrators. Interviews, conducted on an individual basis, were 

typically an hour long. Questions focused on descriptions of developmental education 

programming and supports at each school, as well as on the perceived effectiveness of current 

policies and programs. See Appendix B for more detailed information regarding the qualitative 

methodology. Additional information on specific policies and programming were collected by 

analyzing documents provided by the university or by individual schools, and, in particular, I 

reviewed course catalogs from 2000 to 2010. I use interview data, course catalog information, 

and other important documentary evidence, such as policy memos, to understand the assessment 

and placement process for incoming community college students and developmental reading, 

developmental writing, and ESL course offerings, sequences, and curriculum.  

Sample 

 The full sample includes 46,466 language minority first-time freshmen at the six 

community colleges and 24,420 language minority individuals who applied to the CUNY 

system, were admitted to one of the six the community colleges, but did not enroll at any CUNY 

college. I identified 24,420 students as community college non-enrollees because these students 

were allocated (i.e. admitted) to a community college, but they did not enroll in the CUNY 

system. The full sample I describe in this chapter includes students who both tested on the 
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placement exams and did not test, but in the subsequent chapters, the sample is limited to 

students who tested on the reading and writing exams, which includes 79% of enrollees 

(N=36,717) and only 30% of non-enrollees (N=7,421). 

To identify language minority individuals in the dataset, I use four variables from the 

CUNY central application that ask students about their first language and country of origin.8 The 

most important variable is the first language variable that is an optional question on the CUNY 

central application that asks applicants, "What is your native language?" Individuals who did not 

answer this question or answered "English" are excluded from my sample. Out of 173,017 

individuals who applied or enrolled at a CUNY community college from fall 2001 to fall 2007, 

43,415 enrollees and 22,634 applicants who did not enroll indicated that their native language is 

not English, and so they are in the language minority sample.  

I then include individuals in the language minority sample who did not answer the native 

language question but indicated that they were born in a country where English is not the first or 

official language because I assume their first language is not English. In other words, these 

individuals are all first generation or international students from countries where English is not 

spoken. The CUNY application asks applicants who indicate that they are not U.S. citizens to 

identify their country of birth and country of citizenship, and all applicants are asked the optional 

question, "From what country did you or your family originally come from?"  In the dataset, 

English is the first or official language of the following countries: Antigua and Barbuda, 

Australia, Barbados, Canada, Dominica, Grenada, Ireland, Jamaica, South Africa, the United 

Kingdom, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and New Zealand. I do not count individuals from these 

                                                
8 Currently, students apply to CUNY online through a central application system. On the CUNY online application, 
to indicate their first language, applicants choose their language from a drop down menu of hundreds of languages. 
For the three questions about country of origin, applicants choose a country from a drop down menu of hundreds of 
countries. 
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countries as language minority. An additional 1,819 community college enrollees and 1,055 

community college non-enrollees did not answer the native language question but indicated they 

are not U.S. citizens and they were born in and are citizens of a country where English is not the 

first or official language; these individuals were added to the language minority sample. Another 

1,232 community college enrollees and 731 non-enrollees did not answer the native language 

question and identified as U.S. citizens, but on another application question they identified as 

foreign-born, and on the optional country of origin question, they selected a country of origin 

where English is not the first or official language. I also added these individuals to the language 

minority sample. 

It is possible that individuals in the language minority sample who did not answer the 

native language question are native English speakers, and thus, should not be included in the 

sample. If these individuals are also systematically different from applicants who answered the 

native language question, including them in the sample could bias the results of this study, 

favoring one particular result over the other. Therefore, I conduct sensitivity analyses to examine 

this potential source of bias. There are some differences between the applicants who indicated a 

first language other than English and those who did not, but the characteristics of the latter group 

suggest that they are probably language minorities. Compared to individuals who answered the 

native language question, a much higher proportion of the non-citizens added to the sample are 

undocumented, attended a foreign high school, and are citizens of countries in Africa, the 

Caribbean, and Latin America. In addition, more than three quarters of the foreign-born, U.S. 

citizens added to the sample indicated that they were born in Latin America (22%) or the 

Caribbean (54%).   
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I also conduct the regression analyses from the Chapters 4 and 5 (i.e. the evaluation of 

developmental English and ESL) with the sample restricted to individuals who identified their 

native language to assess if the estimates are different from the regression results with the sample 

I constructed of individuals who identified their native language, individuals who indicated they 

are not U.S. citizens and English is not the first or official language of their country of 

birth/citizenship, and individuals who indicated they are foreign-born, U.S. citizens and English 

is not the first or official language of their country of birth. When these samples are restricted to 

only applicants who tested, the difference in their sample sizes is actually quite small. As a 

result, the coefficient estimates from the smaller sample with the stricter definition of language 

minority are very similar to the estimates from the larger sample, but the standard errors on the 

estimates from the smaller sample are slightly larger across some outcomes and specifications 

because of the decrease in statistical power. This finding makes a strong case for using the larger 

sample of language minority individual that includes individuals who indicated their native 

language and those who did not, but indicated they were born in and/or are citizens of a country 

where English is not the first or official language. 

A final, important point about the sample concerns the external validity of this study. 

Included in the language minority sample are 41% of community college enrollees and non-

enrollees, or 70,886 individuals. The sample of native English speakers includes 43% of 

community college enrollees and non-enrollees, or 75,154 individuals who indicated English is 

their native language or did not answer the language question, but indicated they were born in a 

country where English is the first or official language. But, 15% of community college enrollees 

and non-enrollees, or 25,756 individuals, have an unknown first language because they did not 

indicate their native language and country of birth. The most likely reason that CUNY applicants 
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do not have answers to application questions recorded in the dataset is that they did not complete 

the CUNY central application at all. Students who applied directly to a CUNY college rather 

than through the central system only have limited demographic information in the dataset, often 

just gender and race or ethnicity, rather than the comprehensive set of high school transcript and 

demographic data that is pulled from students' college application. These students, called “direct 

admits,” missed the central application deadlines and, as a result, applied in person at a CUNY 

community college (Hinds, 2009).  

Excluding students without application data, presumably because they are “direct admits” 

and applied late, introduces sample selection bias into this study because these students are 

different along important observable and unobservable characteristics related to educational 

outcomes from students who applied on-time through the CUNY central application system.  For 

example, analyzing the data that is available for students with missing first language data, a 

much higher proportion of students with missing first language data are Pell recipients (54%) 

than students with first language data, both native English speakers (34% receive Pell) and non-

native English speakers (38% receive Pell). Therefore, if I were able to identify the language 

minority direct admits, the sample would be more disadvantaged then it is right now. As a result, 

the external validity of this study is limited to language minority individuals who applied on-time 

to a CUNY community college, and the results may be generalizable to similar populations but 

not to language minority college students who are more disadvantaged than this sample. 

The Language Minority Population: Selected Characteristics 

 Language minority applicants to the CUNY community colleges represent an extremely 

diverse group of individuals: they were born in hundreds of countries all over the world and 

speak over 200 different languages. Appendix C presents the full set of descriptive statistics on 
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language minority students as well as individuals who were admitted to a community but did not 

enroll, and subsequent Appendices explain how I derived these variables. In this section, I 

present selected characteristics on language minority students, beginning with where they were 

born and their first languages.   

Language minority students who are from the same racial or ethnic group share similar 

demographic characteristics, and, for the most part, countries of birth and first languages do not 

overlap across racial or ethnic lines (see Table 1). Almost all Latino language minority students 

speak Spanish, and about one third were born in the Caribbean, one third in Central and South 

America, and one third in the United States. In contrast, only about 12% of Asian, White, and 

Black language minority students were born in the United States. Most Asian language minority 

students were born in East, South, and Southeast Asian countries. In contrast to Latino language 

minorities, they speak numerous languages from four different language groups, or language 

families. Some of their most common first languages include Chinese (from the Sino-Tibetan 

family), Bengali and Urdu (from the Indo-Iranian family), and Korean (from the Altaic family). 

About half of White language minority students were born in Eastern Europe, and more than half 

speak a Slavic language: Russian and Polish are the most common languages. The remaining 

students originated from a diverse set of countries, mostly from other parts of Europe and Central 

and West Asia. Similar to Latino students, a large proportion of Black language minority 

students (39%) were born in the Caribbean, but most come from different countries in this region 

and speak Creole (36%), not Spanish. Almost half of Black individuals were born in Africa, most 

often West African countries, and they speak almost 40 different languages from the Niger-

Congo language family or French. About 15% did not report their first language, but indicated 

they were born in a country in Latin America or Africa where English is not the native language. 
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Table 1. First Language and Region of Origin of Language Minority Students  
 Latino 

N=20,732 
Asian 

N=9,364 
White 

N=6,769 
Black 

N=5,290 
Other 

N=2,429 
Unknown 
N=1,963 

Region of origin       
USA  33.1% 12.2% 11.8% 12.5% 16.5% 10.6% 
Caribbean 34.8% 0.3% 0.6% 38.5% 14.2% 15.5% 
South America 21.8% 0.6% 2.3% 3.3% 11.1% 13.2% 
Central America 8.8% 0.0% 0.2% 0.8% 2.6% 3.5% 

First Language       
Spanish 93.0% 0.8% 2.5% 2.5% 19.1% 25.4% 

Region of origin       
East Asia 0.1% 44.6% 0.2% 0.6% 5.8% 8.3% 
South Asia 0.0% 27.9% 1.6% 0.6% 16.1% 10.0% 
Southeast Asia 0.0% 10.9% 0.0% 0.3% 1.1% 2.8% 

First Language        
Sino-Tibetan family  0.0% 39.0% 0.1% 0.8% 4.0% 6.9% 
Indo-Iranian branch  0.0% 27.5% 2.2% 0.6% 17.8% 10.6% 
Altaic family  0.0% 14.9% 2.9% 0.2% 3.4% 4.3% 
Austronesian family  0.1% 7.6% 0.0% 0.2% 0.8% 1.7% 

Region of origin       
Eastern Europe 0.0% 0.3% 51.0% 0.3% 4.6% 9.6% 
Other European  0.3% 0.6% 15.5% 1.2% 4.8% 3.4% 
Central-West Asia 0.0% 1.2% 12.5% 0.2% 7.0% 6.3% 

First Language        
Slavic branch  0.0% 0.4% 55.6% 0.2% 5.1% 11.7% 
Other Indo-European  0.0% 0.2% 13.0% 0.7% 4.4% 3.0% 
Afro-Asiatic family  0.0% 0.6% 7.4% 2.2% 12.6% 6.6% 

Region of origin       
Africa 0.0% 0.3% 2.1% 41.5% 14.0% 7.4% 

First Language       
Creole 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 36.4% 4.2% 4.3% 
Niger-Congo family  0.0% 0.3% 0.1% 21.2% 3.6% 2.4% 
Italic branch  0.6% 0.2% 7.8% 20.3% 7.9% 6.4% 
Unknown 6.0% 5.0% 6.2% 14.6% 15.7% 15.4% 

Region of origin       
Unknown 0.9% 1.1% 2.1% 1.0% 2.3% 9.4% 

First Language        
Other  0.0% 3.5% 2.0% 0.3% 1.4% 1.3% 

Note. Race/ethnicity is from application data. On the college application, students identify themselves as: 
Asian, Black, Latino, White, or Other. See Appendix D for languages in each first language category. See 
Appendix E for countries in each geographic region of origin. Column totals for first language and region of 
origin may not add to 100% because of rounding. 
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Language minority college students’ characteristics, academic needs, and educational 

outcomes also differ based on how long they have been in the United States and where they were 

educated (Bailey & Weininger, 2002; Bunch, 2009; Bunch et al., 2010).  These differences have 

important policy implications for English and ESL faculty who are faced with the challenge of 

designing writing programs that build the academic literacy skills of students with varying levels 

of English proficiency (Harklau et al., 1999).   

Although the CUNY application does not ask applicants when they arrived in the United 

States, some of this can be inferred by where they went to high school and where they were born. 

About 25% were born outside the United States and attended high school outside the United 

States, 53% were born outside the United States and attended a U.S. high school, and 21% were 

born in the United States. Although it is not entirely accurate to impose generational labels on 

these groups, we might think of these three groups as first generation, generation 1.5, and (at 

least) second generation, respectively. These proportions are exactly the same when we exclude 

students who did not enroll at CUNY, so, presumably, one-quarter of language minority students 

at the CUNY community colleges have had no experience in an U.S. educational institutional 

before attending CUNY while about three-quarters of language minority students have had at 

least a few years of experience at a U.S. high school. The three generational distinctions may not 

apply to certain groups of students, such as international students who are in the United States to 

attend college before returning to their home country, and other labels for each of these groups 

may be more appropriate. However, regardless of the label, these categories of students are 

important because these groups share similar characteristics that are related to similar levels of 

observable academic ability (see Table 2).  
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Table 2. High School Performance and Developmental Referral Rates of Language Minority Students 
 Unknowna 

N=749 
Second 

generation 
N=10,068 

Generation 
1.5 

N=24,838 

First 
generation 
N=10,811 

Average high school performanceb     
Number of total units in high school courses  12.41 12.07 11.74 17.72 
Grade average in high school courses 73.37 71.07 72.63 80.19 
Grade average in high school math courses  68.93 66.00 67.24 77.79 

Developmental referral ratesc     
Assigned to college math 44% 35% 43% 53% 
Assigned to developmental math 51% 60% 52% 42% 
Assigned to college English 25% 30% 23% 9% 
Assigned to developmental writing 63% 59% 66% 78% 
Assigned to developmental reading 32% 27% 39% 56% 
Assigned to ESL 37% 20% 44% 73% 

Note. aAbout 1% of language minority applicants have an unknown place of birth and/or high school location. 
bThe CUNY dataset provides high school transcript information on college-prep courses, so all references to 
"high school courses" only include courses designated college-preparatory. Grades are on a scale from 0-100.  
cExcept for assignment to ESL, developmental referral rates are based on placement exam performance. See 
Appendix F for details on how developmental referral rates were calculated. Assignment to ESL is based on a 
qualitative judgment made by faculty who grade writing placement exams. 
 

First generation language minority students, or foreign-born students who went to high 

school abroad, performed better, on average, in high school than all other language minority 

students: their mean number of total units in high school college-prep courses is about 18 

compared to 12 for their language minority counterparts, their mean grade average in all college-

prep courses is a B- compared to a C-, and their mean average in high school math courses is a 

C+ compared to a D (see Table 2). First generation students also have higher rates of assignment 

to college math: over half of them scored above the cutoff scores on the math placement exams 

to place into college-level math or met the exemption from testing requirements by scoring 

above cutoffs on the Regents or SAT and were placed directly into college-level math. But, 

observable measures of English ability contrast with first generation students’ math ability.  
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For placement into college English, incoming CUNY students must score above cutoff 

scores on both the writing essay exam and reading placement exam, and only 9% of first 

generation students were able to do so; instead, most of these students were referred to 

developmental reading and/or writing and almost three-quarters were assigned to ESL. This 

profile is similar to what the literature finds on first generation, or foreign-born, college students 

who range from students who are highly educated in their home countries and have a strong first 

language background to adult immigrants who may have little experience with formal schooling 

(Harklau et al., 1999). First generation CUNY students seem to have a strong academic 

background in their first language, indicated by their relatively higher performance in high 

school and, in particular, math, but they struggle with academic English. 

The second generation group consists of U.S. born individuals who identified a language 

other than English as their native language, suggesting that these individuals have strong 

linguistic and cultural ties to the language of their parents' country, a connection many second 

generation college students are thought to share (Harklau et al., 1999). Compared to foreign-born 

students, it is not as common that second generation language minority students graduate from 

high school with limited English proficiency (Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000). At CUNY, second 

generation students have lower developmental English referral rates than first generation and 

generation 1.5 students, but 20% of these students were still assigned to ESL. These students 

were either misplaced into ESL or they are "long-term limited English proficient (LEP)" (Ruiz-

de-Velasco et al., 2000, p. 45). For these students, the bilingual or ESL programs they attended 

in secondary school failed to develop their academic English language skills, and based on their 

average grades in high school and performance on the CUNY math placement exams, their 

secondary schools may not have met their academic needs in general. Second generation CUNY 
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students have poorer math skills than other language minority students: 60% of them scored 

below the cutoffs on the math placement exams and were assigned to developmental math 

compared to about half of generation 1.5 students and 42% of first generation students.  

Generation 1.5 college students share characteristics with first and second generation 

students: they have some familiarity with American culture and academic preparation in English, 

but they are still relative newcomers to the United States (Bunch et al., 2011). In regards to 

observable measures of ability, generation 1.5 students at CUNY fall somewhere in the middle of 

their first and second generation counterparts.  Although second generation and generation 1.5 

students' total number of high school units, high school overall average, and high school math 

average are statistically different at the 1% level, these differences are so small that their overall 

grade in high school college-prep courses is the same (C-) and their average grade is math is the 

same (C+). But, generation 1.5 students do have significantly and substantially weaker English 

skills, represented by their higher developmental English and ESL rates, than students born in the 

United States.  However, on average, these students may have stronger academic preparation in 

their first language, represented by their lower developmental math referral rates, than second 

generation students. The lower math developmental referral rates of language minority 

immigrants who had some or all of their schooling in their home country also illuminates the 

possible failings of U.S. public schools, at least in regards to teaching math. Upon college entry, 

U.S. born, native English speakers also have lower levels of math performance than first 

generation and generation 1.5 students and similar levels of math performance as second 

generation students: 60% were referred to developmental math, and they have an average of 65.6 

in their high school math courses.  
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While the differences in mean high school performance and developmental education 

referral rates in Table 2 cannot paint a complete picture of language minority students' English 

proficiency and academic ability in their first and second languages, they do highlight some of 

the ways in which language minority students' academic preparation prior to attending CUNY 

varies depending on whether or not they are foreign or U.S.-born and the extent of time they 

spent in U.S. schools. We might expect, then, that language minority college students need 

different English pathways based on different English language needs. For example, foreign-

born students who are deemed academically underprepared for college-level English coursework 

but have strong first language skills may need an academic program that focuses on their second 

language needs but recognizes and builds on their academic strengths in their first language.  

In the evaluation of ESL courses in Chapter 5, both to address unanswered questions 

about ESL in higher education and to provide useful findings regarding how best to serve 

language minority college students, I estimate the effects of ESL compared to developmental 

writing coursework for first generation, second generation, and generation 1.5 students. This sub-

group analysis will assess the extent to which ESL benefits first generation students more than 

other language minority students, if it is an inappropriate placement for second generation 

students, and since the academic needs of generation 1.5 students are more difficult to 

understand, the extent to which generation 1.5 students benefit or do not benefit from ESL. 

The Language Minority Population: Educational Outcomes 

 The next set of descriptive statistics illustrates how language minority students fare at the 

CUNY community colleges, first compared to other native English speakers, then by generation, 

and finally by the English pathways they enroll in. The overall population of CUNY community 

college students is academically underprepared compared to students who attend the four-year 
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senior and comprehensive colleges because students who enroll in the CUNY system of two-year 

and four-year colleges are sorted prior to entry. Beginning in 1999, the CUNY system ended the 

official offering of remedial coursework at the four-year colleges, so students must complete 

their remedial requirements at a two-year CUNY college before they can enroll in a four-year 

CUNY college (Parker, 2007). All applicants who are not exempt from testing based on their 

Regents and SAT scores must take placement exams in math, reading, and writing, and students 

who score below the CUNY system-level cutoffs on these exams must enroll in remediation and 

cannot enroll at a four-year college.  The cutoffs for placement into college-level coursework are 

higher at the four-year colleges than the two-year colleges, so some students may be eligible to 

enroll in college-level coursework at the community colleges, but they still cannot enroll in a 

four-year CUNY. The result of this policy is that most students who enroll at the CUNY 

community colleges start in remediation. We found that for the fall 2004 to spring 2008 cohorts, 

82% of CUNY community college students tested into at least one remedial subject: math (64%), 

writing/ESL (56%), and/or reading (24%) (Jaggars & Hodara, 2011).9 

 A second "sorting" process applies to language minority students only. Students who 

score very low on their writing placement exam and are considered limited English proficient are 

referred to the CUNY Language Immersion Program (CLIP), an intensive ESL program which 

operates on the community college campuses but outside the academic function of the colleges. 

CLIP students are not admitted to the community college, and instead attend English language 

classes five days a week. Therefore, entry level standards influence the overall level of academic 

preparation of the CUNY community college student population, and the CLIP program draws 

away the lowest performing language minority community college applicants. This may be one 

                                                
9 We determined assignment based on student performance on the CUNY placement exams in relation to the CUNY 
central cutoffs in reading and writing and college-specific cutoffs in math, which at some institutions are higher than 
the CUNY central cutoffs. 
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reason why language minority students performed better across a range of educational outcomes 

at the CUNY community colleges than their peers whose native language is English and their 

peers who have an unknown first language (see Table 3).  

 

Table 3. Educational Outcomes of All Community College Students 

All Students 
Unknown 

first language 
N=25,756 

Native English 
Speakera 

N=47,495 

Language 
Minority 
N=46,466 

Passed introductory college-level English course 48.4% 57.1% 54.4% 
Passed introductory college-level math course 30.2% 31.0% 44.0% 
Avg. number of developmental hours attempted 12.5 9.9 15.5 
Avg. number of developmental hours passed 7.2  5.4  9.5  
Avg. number of college credits attempted 30.2 33.2 36.8 
Avg. number of college credits passed 24.8 27.1 32.1 
Dropped Out of CUNY system 61.0% 59.1% 50.0% 
Transferred to CUNY four-year 7.9% 10.1% 11.9% 
Passed CUNY Proficiency Exam 15.4% 18.5% 23.0% 
Earned A.A. within 5 years 14.8% 17.7% 23.1% 
Earned B.A. within 5 years 1.6% 2.1% 3.6% 

Language Minority Students Only 
Second 

generation 
N=10,068 

Generation  
1.5 

N=24,838 

First 
generation 
N=10,811 

Passed introductory college-level English course 52.9% 55.0% 54.3% 
Passed introductory college-level math course 32.0% 44.3% 54.4% 
Avg. number of developmental hours attempted 11.7 14.9 20.3 
Avg. number of developmental hours passed 6.3  9.0  13.8  
Avg. number of college credits attempted 33.2 37.2 39.4 
Avg. number of college credits passed 26.5 32.2 37.0 
Dropped Out of CUNY system 57.5% 49.9% 43.3% 
Transferred to CUNY four-year 9.8% 12.3% 12.8% 
Passed CUNY Proficiency Exam 18.1% 22.4% 28.7% 
Earned A.A. within 5 years 17.4% 22.4% 30.3% 
Earned B.A. within 5 years 2.2% 3.5% 5.1% 
Note. All outcomes are within 3 years unless otherwise noted. For details on how the educational outcome 
variables were derived see Appendix G.  
aOf this sample, 38,945 students indicated their native language is English on the CUNY application. Another 
7,641 students did not indicate their first language but indicated that they were born in the United States, and 
909 students indicated that they were born in a country where English is the first or official language. For just 
the sample of 38,945 students who indicated their native language is English, their outcomes are slightly better: 
58.2% passed English; 31.9% passed math; they passed an average of 27.9 college credits; their dropout rate is 
58.0%; their transfer rate is 10.7%; 19.4% passed the CUNY proficiency exam; 18.3% earned an A.A.; and 2.2% 
earned a B.A. 
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The CLIP program, however, may have only a small impact on differences in average 

outcomes of native and non-native English speaking students. As illustrated in Table 3, the 

higher average educational outcomes of language minority students compared to native-English 

speakers are driven by the higher average outcomes of the foreign-born population and, in 

particular, foreign-born students who attended high school abroad. Foreign-born, U.S.-educated 

students' educational outcomes mirror the average outcomes of language minority students, but 

U.S.-born language minority students have slightly lower average outcomes compared to native-

English speaking students. Bailey and Weininger (2002) find a similar pattern of results in their 

descriptive analysis of immigrants and native-born students in the fall 1990 cohort at the CUNY 

community colleges. This pattern suggests that, perhaps even more than first language, nativity is 

an important predictor of outcomes within the CUNY context. The foreign-born, foreign-

educated population may represent a group of students who immigrated or temporarily relocated 

to New York City from their home countries with the intent of earning an American associate's 

and/or bachelor's degree, a signal of a high level of motivation and determination. 

Focusing now on the specific outcomes, I examine the first two outcomes, passing 

introductory college-level English and math courses, because they represent a critical milestone 

for college students. Students typically cannot take more advanced courses and progress toward 

degree completion without passing introductory English and math courses, often called 

"gatekeeper" courses. At the CUNY community colleges, all degree programs require a year-

long sequence of English Composition and at least one introductory math course, both of which 

serve as prerequisites for many other required courses, so passing these gatekeeper math and 

English courses are essential to students' progression and eventual degree completion.  Overall, 

students at CUNY had a more difficult time passing introductory college math than college 
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English within three years, but a much higher proportion of language minority students passed 

gatekeeper math (44%) than students who are native English speakers (31%). Higher average 

gatekeeper math performance is driven by generation 1.5 and first generation students; U.S.-born 

native and non-native English speakers have a similar gatekeeper math pass rate. A slightly 

lower proportion of language minority students (54%) passed English Composition than students 

who are native English speaker (57%), suggesting that more language minority students, 

including U.S. born students who have the lowest gatekeeper English pass rate (53%), continued 

to struggle with academic English than students whose first language is English. 

Passing gatekeeper English and math has been linked to increases in the probability of 

degree completion (Calcagno, Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins, 2007), and indeed, first generation and 

generation 1.5 language minority students’ college outcomes further illustrate the important 

connection between early college success and later outcomes: their relatively higher pass rates in 

gatekeeper math are followed by higher outcomes, compared to their peers, as their college 

careers progress. About 43% of first generation and half of generation 1.5 language minority 

students left the CUNY system within three years, and while these are disconcerting outcomes, 

these dropout rates are far lower than the dropout rates of U.S.-born native (59%) and non-native 

(58%) English speakers.  

Degree attainment outcomes are also higher among the first generation and generation 

1.5 and similar among U.S.-born native and non-native English speakers. The CUNY 

Proficiency Exam was a system-wide exam that all two-year and four-year students had to take 

after earning 45 credits and prior to earning a degree.10 The exam tested students advanced, 

college-level reading, writing, and critical thinking skills, and passing the exam was required to 

                                                
10 CUNY stopped administering the CUNY Proficiency Exam to students in fall 2010 (A. Logue, memorandum, 
October 7, 2010). 
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earn a degree from CUNY and, therefore, a critical milestone to degree completion. Around 30% 

of first generation language minority students passed the CUNY Proficiency Exam within three 

years and earned an associate's degree within five years. Their long-term outcomes are much 

higher than any other group: 22% of generation 1.5 language minority students passed the 

CUNY Proficiency Exam and earned an associate’s degree, and about 18% of U.S.-born native 

and non-native English speakers passed the proficiency exam and earned an associate's degree. 

First generation students also have higher rates of bachelor’s degree attainment although 

bachelor’s degree attainment is low among all groups. Almost all CUNY community college 

students who earned a degree earned an associate's degree, with a very small proportion earning 

a bachelor's degree over five years.11 As a national comparison, based on data from the 

Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Studies, CUNY's five-year associate's degree 

attainment rates are above the national average of 13.1% for the 2003-2004 cohort, but their 

bachelor's degree attainment rates are slightly below the national average of 5.9% for the 2003-

2004 cohort (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011).  

The higher performance of language minority students is impressive given the fact that 

they attempted an average of 5.6 more developmental credits and passed an average of 4.1 more 

credits than students whose first language is English. Compared to native English speakers, 

language minority students had much higher referral rates to pre-college English. So, on average, 

they had to enroll in many more hours of coursework that did not count toward earning a degree, 

and yet as a group they were still able to complete more college credits over the same period as 

their peers who took fewer developmental courses: language minority students earned an average 

                                                
11 For the full sample of community college students, I find a five-year bachelor's degree rate of between 2.4% to 
4.4% for each cohort from fall 2000 to fall 2005. The CUNY Office of Institutional Research reports a five-year 
bachelor's degree rate for community college transfer students of between 2.9% to 4.3% for the fall 200 0 to fall 
2005 cohorts. Institution graduation rates are reported here: 
http://owl.cuny.edu:7778/portal/page/portal/oira/CURRENT_CUNY_DATA_BOOK_RET_GRAD_INSTITU 
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of 5 more college credits over three years. Again, however, these outcomes are driven by the 

foreign-born language minority students, both generation 1.5 and the first generation. Their 

higher outcomes suggest that their underlying aptitude and motivation is higher than U.S.-born 

students, both native and non-native English speakers. 

The selected educational outcomes in Table 3, while not comprehensive, situate language 

minority students’ educational outcomes within the broader context of overall student 

performance at the CUNY community colleges. Differences in outcomes of students by language 

minority status and generation raise important questions regarding the relationship between 

nativity and college success that are worthy of pursuing in future research. However, more 

relevant to this study are differences in educational outcomes among language minority students 

who start in different English pathways at CUNY.  

The six community colleges use system-wide English Regents and SAT verbal cutoff 

scores to determine if applicants are college-ready and, therefore, exempt from testing. Incoming 

students who are not exempt take math, reading, and writing placement exams to determine their 

college readiness.12 Students who score above the cutoffs on both the reading and writing 

placement exams are assigned to college English while students who score below the cutoff on 

the reading exam are assigned to developmental reading, and students who score below the 

cutoff on the writing exam are assigned to developmental writing or ESL. Central readers who 

grade the essay exam flag the exam "ESL" if they believe the student should be assigned to ESL, 

and the ESL faculty at each college reread exams flagged "ESL" to make the final determination 

                                                
12 The writing placement exam for the fall 2001 to fall 2007 cohorts was the CUNY/ACT essay exam. Applicants 
were given a prompt and had to respond to it with an essay. Due to widespread dissatisfaction with this exam, in fall 
2010, CUNY discontinued its use and replaced it with an essay placement exam that faculty developed. The reading 
placement exam was the computer-adaptive COMPASS reading exam, which, at the time of my study, is still in use 
at CUNY. 
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if the student is assigned to developmental writing or ESL. Figure 1 illustrates the English 

assessment and placement process. 

 

Figure 1. English Assessment and Placement Process at the CUNY Community Colleges 

 

Students can take one of six different pathways into college-level English: 1) enrolling 

directly in college-level English if they score above the cutoffs on the reading and writing exams 

or are exempt from testing based on their Verbal SAT or English Regents performance; 2) 

starting in developmental writing if they score below the cutoff on the writing exam, but above 

the cutoff on the reading exam; 3) starting in ESL if they score below the cutoff on the writing 

exam and are deemed a second language learner, but above the cutoff on the reading exam; 4) 

starting in developmental writing and reading if they score below the cutoffs on both exams; 5) 

starting in ESL and reading if they score below the cutoffs on both exams and are deemed a 
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second language learner; and 6) starting in developmental reading if they only score below the 

cutoff on the reading exam.13  

For language minority students, the most common pathway is enrolling in a pre-college 

writing sequence: 37% of students enrolled in ESL or developmental writing within three years. 

The next most common pathway is enrolling in a reading and writing sequence: 29% of students 

enrolled in reading and writing or reading and ESL. A similar proportion, 27%, started in English 

Composition because they were deemed ready for college-level English coursework upon entry 

to CUNY. Finally, only 4% took only developmental reading because it is rare for students to 

pass the writing placement exam but fail the reading exam. 

Table 4 presents the educational outcomes of language minority students by their starting 

point in English, ordered from the pathway with the highest proportion of students who earned a 

degree to the lowest proportion. I also show the outcomes of language minority students who 

took no English courses over three years. Students have to complete their English remediation 

requirements to be able to take most college courses at CUNY, and English Composition is 

required of all degree programs, so not enrolling in any English courses has serious 

consequences and signals other characteristics and behaviors related to dropping out of college. 

Not surprisingly, across all educational outcomes, language minority students who started in 

college-level English performed better over three years than their language minority peers in 

other pathways, and those who did not take any English courses in three years have the worst 

outcomes since 85% left the CUNY system in this time frame.   

                                                
13 These pathways apply to all but one CUNY community college where writing and reading are integrated and ESL 
and reading are integrated, so students take one sequence of developmental English or ESL courses, or they enroll in 
college English. 
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Table 4. Educational Outcomes and Selected Characteristics of Language Minority Students by English Pathway 

 

College 
English 
N=12,369 

ESL 
N=6,818 

Reading 
N=1,774 

Writing 
N=10,215 

ESL & 
Reading 
N=7,674 

Writing & 
Reading 
N=5,702 

None 
N=1,914 

Outcomes within 3 years        
Passed introductory college-level English course 86.1% 42.8% 54.3% 50.8% 39.7% 44.0% 0.0% 
Passed introductory college-level math course 53.7% 47.3% 40.5% 40.1% 47.8% 33.2% 10.3% 
Avg. number of developmental credits attempted 5.1 15.4 11.2 13.2 31.5 20.8 3.9 
Avg. number of developmental credits passed 3.4 13.5 9.2 7.4 19.5 11.9 1.2 
Avg. number of college credits attempted 47.1 35.7 35.9 36.8 31.6 30.6 15.5 
Avg. number of college credits passed 41.4 32.1 31.4 31.4 28.6 25.5 10.5 
Dropped Out of CUNY system 42.9% 50.4% 53.3% 52.4% 45.6% 54.0% 85.4% 
Transferred to CUNY four-year 19.0% 8.4% 15.3% 13.5% 5.7% 6.3% 8.0% 
Passed CUNY Proficiency Exam        
Earned A.A. within 5 years 31.7% 24.0% 22.2% 21.5% 21.4% 16.5% 1.6% 
Earned B.A. within 5 years 5.7% 3.2% 4.3% 3.8% 2.2% 1.6% <1% 

Selected Characteristics        
CUNY 4-year college was first choice  43.4% 21.3% 37.7% 32.5% 24.2% 32.5% 28.4% 
CUNY 4-year college was one of six choices  56.8% 33.9% 50.2% 45.0% 38.2% 47.5% 39.5% 
Mean # of total units in high school courses  14.4 13.5 13.4 11.9 14.1 12.1 11.1 
Mean grade average in high school courses 74.8 75.4 74.0 72.6 75.8 71.9 72.0 
Assigned to college math  56.6% 43.1% 39.0% 39.7% 42.4% 26.3% 36.6% 
Assigned to developmental math  38.6% 51.6% 55.9% 55.7% 52.5% 67.8% 54.6% 
Latino 44.4% 44.5% 39.1% 46.3% 38.3% 52.4% 45.5% 
Asian 18.1% 24.5% 20.7% 14.0% 33.9% 13.8% 13.8% 
White 18.5% 13.4% 16.0% 15.9% 10.2% 9.4% 17.5% 
Black 10.3% 9.2% 14.8% 12.4% 8.9% 15.5% 11.0% 
First Generation 10.4% 46.5% 20.9% 14.1% 44.6% 15.3% 12.6% 
Second Generation 30.2% 4.2% 23.3% 30.2% 4.0% 28.7% 32.1% 
Generation 1.5 57.4% 48.1% 54.6% 53.9% 50.4% 54.3% 53.0% 
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Outcomes of students in the remaining pathways each tell an interesting story. First, 

comparing the students who only had to take one developmental English subject, about one 

quarter of ESL students earned an associate degree at a community college and/or B.A. at a four-

year CUNY college, which is only 0.7 percentage points higher than developmental reading 

students, a statistically insignificant difference, and 1.9 percentage points higher than 

developmental writing students, a differences in means that is significant at the 1% level.  Their 

graduation rates are between 8.6 and 10.5 percentage points lower than students who started in 

college-level English, a difference that does not seem that large in comparison to the difference 

in their English gatekeeper pass rates, which are about 30 to 40 percentage points lower than the 

pass rate of students who started in college-level English. The lower English gatekeeper pass 

rates of students coming from the pre-college English pathways are a function of the lower 

enrollment rates of these students in English Composition, not a lower proportion of these 

students who started in pre-college coursework passing gatekeeper English; in fact, a statistically 

higher (in the case of ESL and reading) or similar (in the case of developmental writing) 

proportion of students who progressed to English Composition passed gatekeeper English 

compared to students who started in English Composition. 

On average, ESL students had to take more developmental education than developmental 

writing and reading students, but compared to developmental writing students, they passed a 

greater proportion of their attempted developmental credits, and compared to both developmental 

writing and reading students, within three years, they passed almost 1 more college credit even 

though they had to take more remedial coursework, a difference that is significant at the 1% 

level. These outcomes could be due to any number of reasons, including students in ESL are 
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more motivated on average, students in ESL have higher overall academic ability, ESL 

sequences are more effective, and/or ESL courses are easier to pass.  

A final important comparison is the substantially lower transfer rate of ESL students 

compared to developmental writing students and, especially, developmental reading students. 

The lower transfer rates of ESL students could be due to the fact that ESL sequences are longer, 

so a lower proportion of students were eligible to transfer within the three year time frame 

because they did not complete their remedial requirements. Or, perhaps fewer students who 

started in ESL wanted to pursue a bachelor’s degree than students who started in reading or 

writing, or perhaps their English language skills discouraged some students from pursuing a 

four-year degree because they felt they did not have the academic aptitude necessary to be 

successful at a four-year college.  

 Next, students who took ESL and reading took the highest number of developmental 

credits and have the lowest ratio of passed to attempted developmental credits, indicating that 

they have high developmental course failure rates. However, they still managed to earn about 3 

more college credits than students who took developmental writing and reading, and 5% more 

earned an associate or bachelor’s degree. Their dropout rate is also more similar to students who 

start in college-level coursework than students in any other pathways. This could be because 

taking ESL and reading together provides students with support and encouragement, preventing 

them from dropping out. But, then, we would expect to see lower dropout rates for students who 

only took ESL and only took reading. Another reason could be that CUNY students tend to 

dropout in large numbers when they fail a gatekeeper course (Jaggars & Hodara, 2011), and 

since students in both ESL and reading must take many more developmental credits, they reach 

the gatekeeper courses much later than other students, and so their dropout rates seem lower 
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within the three-year time frame.  Students who took ESL and reading also have a relatively low 

transfer rate, even lower than students who took reading and writing. This further suggests a 

connection between ESL course-taking and low rates of transfer and/or ESL students and low 

rates of transfer. 

 Finally, language minority students who took both developmental writing and reading 

have a higher gatekeeper English pass rate than students who took ESL and ESL and reading, but 

they have the lowest college math pass rate, lowest average number of college credits passed, 

highest dropout rate, and lowest degree attainment rate compared to their peers, except those 

who took no English courses. These outcomes point to different conclusions that tell widely 

divergent stories: either taking developmental reading and writing holds students back and 

causes their poor outcomes, or taking developmental reading and writing has a positive impact 

and these students’ outcomes would have been much lower if they did not take these courses, or 

taking developmental reading and writing has no impact and these outcomes are the result of 

developmental reading and writing students’ lower prior academic ability.  On the other hand, a 

greater proportion of these students passed college English than students who took an ESL 

course. Does this mean that developmental writing and reading is more effective at preparing 

students for college-level English than ESL? Or, is it that the students who took ESL courses 

have more serious English language deficiencies?  

Discussion 

Without a research design that can "discount all other plausible explanations--other than 

the anticipated causal one--for the link observed between the hypothetical cause and effect" 

(Murnane & Willett, 2011, p. 29), we do not know if differences in the educational outcomes 

presented in Table 4 are due to the types of students in these college pathways or the college 



66 
 

 
 

pathways themselves. To illustrate the bias inherent in a straightforward comparison of outcomes 

across the English pathways, I also include in Table 4 selected characteristics of language 

minority students in different English pathways.  

A simple example of student-level characteristics potentially driving educational 

outcomes is the connection between average measures of academic ability of students who 

enrolled in developmental writing and reading and their average outcomes. These students have 

the lowest mean grade average in high school and highest rate of developmental math 

assignment. Without a causal model, we cannot determine to what extent their observably lower 

prior academic preparation, along with related unobserved factors, is driving their educational 

outcomes, which are the lowest compared to their peers who enrolled in other pathways. 

Second, in regards to student-level characteristics that are potentially driving the low 

transfer rates of students who enrolled in ESL, I focus on the first two variables listed in Table 4. 

The first two characteristics are from application data that indicate students’ six college choices. 

For the most part, community college language minority students who chose a four-year college 

as their top choice did not attend the college because they placed into at least one developmental 

subject and, as a result, were not admitted. Compared to all other students, a higher proportion of 

students who started in English Composition wanted to attend a CUNY four-year, but did not. In 

contrast, students in the ESL pathway who performed better than students in all other pre-college 

pathways had the lowest desire to attend a four-year, even lower than students who did not take 

any English courses and students who took ESL and reading. Students select their college 

choices before taking the placement exams, so this selection is a reflection of their preferences, 

goals, and, perhaps, a self-assessment of their own academic preparation. In Dale and Krueger's 

(2011) self-revelation model, "students signal their potential ability, motivation, and ambition, by 
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the choice of schools they apply to" (p. 6), and they find evidence for this theory based on their 

finding that the average SAT score at the most selective college students applied to but were 

rejected from is a stronger predictor of labor market earnings than the selectivity, or average 

SAT score, of the college they attended. So, perhaps ESL students have a lower perception of 

their own ability than students who enrolled in other pathways because of their English language 

skills, and this self-perception is related to their lower transfer rates (see Table 4), not ESL 

course-taking. However, their self-assessment may actually be misaligned with their own 

potential since their educational outcomes are higher than their peers who started in pre-college 

coursework. 

The final example is the potential influence of first language on students' educational 

outcomes. For example, ESL and/or reading pathways have higher proportions of Asian students 

than the other four pathways. Many of the languages they speak (see Table 1) are further from 

English based on Chiswick and Miller's (2007) measure of linguistic distance, and, therefore, 

these students may have a more difficult time learning English and need more language support.  

For students who enrolled in both ESL and reading coursework, their English language skills 

may be especially poor and one of the underlying reasons for their educational outcomes.  

Identifying the unbiased effect of these English pathways is crucial from a policy 

perspective because community college stakeholders--system-level officials, college 

administrators, and practitioners--need to know what they can do to improve the outcomes of 

their language minority students considered academically underprepared for college-level work. 

They cannot change the background characteristics of their students and their prior educational 

experiences, but they can strive to provide them with a high-quality educational program. So, 

understanding if and how developmental and ESL pathways can, for example, improve language 
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minority students’ English Composition enrollment and pass rates could have a profound impact 

on their educational outcomes over the course of their college careers and eventual degree 

completion. In the following chapters, I present two studies that attempt to identify the causal 

effect of these different English pathways on language minority students at the CUNY 

community colleges.  
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CHAPTER 4. 

AN EVALUATION OF PRE-COLLEGE ENGLISH PATHWAYS  

  

Many language minority students enter community college with similar academic 

weaknesses as native English speakers or unique academic language needs related to limited 

English proficiency, and the most common academic language support provided to them is ESL 

or developmental English (Bunch, 2009). But, there is a limited understanding of the 

consequences of these programs on students whose first language is not English. In this chapter, 

I evaluate the most common pre-college English pathways at CUNY on the educational 

outcomes of language minority students. I begin with a more detailed description of how 

students are assigned to different English pathways at CUNY.  

English Assignment at CUNY 

For CUNY applicants who are not exempt from testing and must take the placement 

exams at entry, the colleges use system-wide cutoff scores on these exams to determine if they 

should be assigned to pre-college or college English coursework. In Figure 2, I adapt Reardon 

and Robinson’s (2010) framework to illustrate the different English assignments at the CUNY 

community colleges that are determined with two scores: the writing and reading placement 

exam scores. The lines separating the assignments indicate that the scores are equal to the 

cutoffs. In region A, applicants scored at the cutoff of “7” or above on the writing exam (E1) and 

at the cutoff of “65” or above on the reading exam (E2) if they entered from fall 2001 to spring 

2005 or at the cutoff of “70” or above on the reading exam if they entered from fall 2005 onward 

when the cutoff was raised. These incoming students could register for English Composition. 

The remaining applicants failed at least one placement exam and, therefore, could not register for 
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English Composition. In region B, applicants scored at or above the cutoff on reading but below 

the cutoff on writing, and, therefore, were assigned to developmental writing or ESL. In region 

D, applicants scored at or above the cutoff on writing but below the cutoff on reading, and, 

therefore, were assigned to developmental reading. In region C, applicants scored below the 

cutoffs on both exams, and, therefore, were assigned to both developmental reading and 

developmental writing or developmental reading and ESL. In each region, I include the 

proportion of language minority enrollee (N=36,717) and non-enrollee (N=7,421) test-takers 

who placed into each assignment. 

 

 

Figure 2. English Assignments at the CUNY Community Colleges 
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Only a small proportion of language minority test-takers were assigned to reading only 

because 93% of students who failed the reading exam also failed the writing exam. Because the 

reading only assignment is so uncommon, I only estimate the impact of the two most common 

pre-college English assignments. I use a regression discontinuity (RD) design, a method I 

introduced in the review of the literature that is commonly used to evaluate developmental 

education, to answer four questions: 

1. What are the effects of assignment to development writing or ESL compared to 

assignment to college English on the college outcomes of language minority students? 

2. What are the effects of enrolling in developmental writing or ESL compared to not 

enrolling on the college outcomes of language minority students? 

3. What are the effects of assignment to developmental writing/ESL and developmental 

reading compared to assignment to developmental writing/ESL only on the college 

outcomes language minority students? 

4. What are the effects of enrolling in developmental writing/ESL and developmental 

reading compared to not enrolling on the college outcomes of language minority 

students? 

I find that assignment to developmental writing or ESL, compared to college English, had 

a large, negative effect on enrolling and passing college English within three years of college 

entry and reduced the number of college credits students earned in their first year by about 1 

credit, but writing/ESL had no impact on college credits passed over the long-term, persistence, 

transfer, and degree attainment. The negative effect of enrollment in writing/ESL courses is 

larger, but may be upward bias. Other findings emerge from this analysis as well, but their 

internal validity is uncertain due to concerns with using the writing placement exam in a 
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regression discontinuity analysis. While developmental writing/ESL compared to college English 

had a largely negative impact on language minority students, I find that, compared to assignment 

to developmental writing/ESL only, assignment to writing/ESL and reading reduced language 

minority students’ early college credit accumulation by less than one credit, but lowered their 

probability of dropping out of the CUNY system. Further, for a smaller sample of students near 

the cutoff, this pre-college English pathway had a positive effect on passing college English. 

Again, the effects of actual enrollment in this pathway are larger, but subject to bias. In the 

following sections, I explain my methodology, present the results, and end with a discussion of 

this analysis and some lingering questions. 

Methodology 

A Straightforward Comparison of Outcomes 

A comparison of average educational outcomes of language minority students who 

placed into each of the English assignments reveals that language minority students assigned to 

college English were much more successful in college than individuals who scored on the other 

side of the cutoff (Table 5). Similarly, except for the lower dropout rates of language minority 

students assigned to two pre-college English subjects versus one, language minority students 

assigned to writing/ESL only experienced greater educational success than those assigned to 

reading and writing/ESL. But, as discussed in Chapter 3, these outcomes could be due to any 

number of underlying differences between students assigned to these different pathways. 

Therefore, I use a causal research design to address endogenous sorting of students into these 

assignments and identify the effects of developmental writing/ESL versus college English 

courses and coursework in developmental writing/ESL and developmental reading versus 

developmental writing/ESL only. 
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Table 5. Educational Outcomes of Language Minority Students Assigned to Writing/ESL vs. College 
English and Assigned to Writing/ESL and Reading vs. Writing/ESL Only 

Educational 
Outcomes within 3 

years (unless 
otherwise noted) 

Scored at/above cutoff on reading 
exam (N=16,924) 

Scored below cutoff on  
writing exam (N=23,701) 

Developmental 
writing or ESL 

assignment 
(scored below 

cutoff on writing) 
N=12,973 

College English 
assignment 

(scored at/ above 
cutoff on 
writing) 
N=3.951 

Developmental 
writing/ESL & 

reading assignment 
(scored below 

cutoff on reading) 
N=12,903 

Developmental 
writing/ESL 
assignment 

(scored at/above 
cutoff on reading) 

N=10,798 
Enrolled in college 

English 
64% 96% 47% 65% 

Passed college  
   English 

55% 83% 41% 55% 

College credits  
   passed in first year 

11.6 16.4 7.3 10.8 

College credits  
   passed  

31.8 38.4 25.9 30.0 

Dropped out of 
CUNY system 

52% 48% 52% 54% 

Transferred to 
CUNY four-year 

11% 17% 6% 10% 

Took CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

25% 35% 18% 23% 

Passed CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

23% 33% 15% 21% 

Earned A.A. and/or 
B.A. in 5 years 

25% 32% 19% 23% 

Note. Bolded means are statistically different at the 5% level of significance. 

 

Identification Strategy 

Since English assignment at CUNY is based on more than two placement exams, I use 

the multiple rating-score frontier RD method, which estimates the local average treatment effect 

at a single frontier (Reardon & Robinson, 2010). This method has the advantage of yielding an 

estimand that is easy to interpret: at the EA|B frontier, it is the local average treatment effect of 

assignment to pre-college writing (developmental or ESL) versus college English, and at the EB|C 

frontier, it is the local average treatment effect of pre-college reading and writing (developmental 

or ESL) compared to pre-college writing only. From a policy perspective, there is an advantage 

in identifying the precise effect of a treatment rather than combining the effects of multiple 
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different treatments in one estimand. For example, a more typical RD design that estimated the 

treatment effect at the writing cutoff score regardless of student performance on the reading 

exam would combine the effects of assignment to one subject (i.e. assignment A) and assignment 

to two subjects (i.e. assignment C). The disadvantage in using this method, however, is I 

sacrifice some statistical power because, for each question, I am only using data from two of the 

four regions. For questions 1 and 2, the sample includes language minority students who passed 

the reading exam and were assigned to developmental writing or ESL (treatment group) or 

college English (control group) based on their writing score. For questions 3 and 4, the sample 

includes language minority students who failed the writing exam and were assigned to 

developmental writing/ESL and reading (treatment group) or just developmental writing/ESL 

(control group) based on their reading score.14 Essentially, by limiting the sample by cutoff score 

performance, I am conducting sub-group analyses that improve the internal validity of the 

findings, but reduce their external validity (Reardon & Robinson, 2010).  

 I estimate both the effects of assignment to (questions 1 and 3) and enrollment in 

(questions 2 and 4) pre-college English courses. From the perspective of community college 

stakeholders, understanding the effects of taking pre-college English courses on students' 

subsequent outcomes in college may be more important than the effects of assignment since not 

all students enroll in their assignment. To evaluate the effects of enrollment, I use a fuzzy RD 

                                                
14 The illustration of the CUNY English assignments in Figure 2 pertains to four colleges. At one college, students 
who fail the writing exam are referred to a sequence of non-ESL or ESL integrated reading and writing courses. 
These courses were coded as writing courses (assignment B). In other words, region C does not exist for this school 
because students who fail both placement exams never take two separate sequences of courses. At another college, 
assignments A, B, C, and D hold for students who are not referred to ESL. For students who fail the writing exam 
and are referred to ESL, there is an integrated ESL reading-writing sequence. These courses were coded as writing 
courses (assignment B); therefore, region C does not exist for incoming students referred to ESL at this college. Due 
to these integrated reading-writing sequences, the sample to evaluate the effect of assignment to region C excludes 
all students at the college with an integrated reading-writing and excludes students who were referred to ESL at the 
college with the integrated ESL reading-writing sequence. The sample sizes in Figure 2, region C pertain to 
applicants and enrollees who failed both exams, not the sample I use to estimate the impact of assignment to region 
B versus C.  
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model to account for imperfect compliance to one's assignment. For example, among language 

minority students assigned to developmental writing or ESL, 15% skipped their assignment and 

enrolled directly in college English, and among language minority students assigned to 

developmental reading and writing/ESL, 13% enrolled only in developmental writing/ESL; some 

students did not enroll in any English courses at all. The fuzzy RD model uses treatment 

assignment (i.e. scoring below the cutoff) as an instrument that predicts course enrollment, and 

then estimates the effect of the treatment for compliers only (LATE), or those who actually 

enrolled in developmental writing/ESL (question 2) or writing/ESL and reading (question 4). 

The key assumption of this model is that treatment assignment meets the exclusion restriction by 

determining the outcome of interest only through predicting students' probability of enrolling in 

their assignment, not through any excluded or omitted variables related to the outcome of 

interest.  

In the fuzzy RD linear probability model for this analysis, the first stage predicts course 

enrollment within three years as a function of treatment assignment, and the second stage 

estimates the local average treatment effect of the predicted probability of enrollment on the 

educational outcome of interest: 

1 !!"#$%%!"# = !!! + !!(!"#$!"#) + !!(!"#$!"# ∗ !"#$%%&'(#!"#) + !!(!"##!"# ∗ !"#$%%&'(#!"#) !!

+ (!!)! + (!!!) + (!"ℎ!"#!) + !!"# 

2 !!!"# = !!! + !!(!"#$%%!"#) + !!(!"#$!"# ∗ !"#$%%&'(#!"#) + !!(!"##!"# ∗ !"#$%%&'(#!"#) !!!!!!

+ (!!)! + (!!!) + (!"ℎ!"#!) + !!"# 

Where!!"#$%%!"# indicates enrollment in developmental writing or ESL within three years of entry 

(question 2) or enrollment in developmental writing/ESL and reading within three years of entry 

(question 4); !"#$!"#  is the dichotomous indicator of treatment assignment, and identifies 

individuals who scored below the cutoff on the writing exam (question 2) or below the cutoff on 
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the reading exam (question 4); !"##!"# is the indicator of scoring at or above the cutoff on the 

writing or reading exam; !"#$%%&'(#!"# !is the distance from the cutoff, or the forcing variable, and 

the interaction terms account for the linear relationships above and below the cutoff between 

placement exam performance and the outcome. The outcomes of interest !!!"#  include enrollment 

in community college within 1 and 3 years of testing, enrolling in and passing college English 

within 3 years of entry, college credits passed over 1 and 3 years, dropping out of the CUNY 

system within 3 years, transferring to a CUNY four-year college within 3 years, taking and 

passing the CUNY proficiency exam within 3 years, and earning a degree within 5 years. The 

residual terms !!"# and !!"# capture the effect of random noise.15 

The vector of student-level covariates !! includes indicators of gender, race/ethnicity, age 

at entry, high school location and type, first language, region of birth, citizenship status, financial 

aid recipient status, full-time/part-time status, declared major at entry, dependency status, 

developmental math placement, and two/four-year college choice and allocation, and continuous 

variables of years since high school graduation and grade average and units in high school math 

and English (see Tables H1 and H2 in Appendix H for list of covariates in the model and 

descriptive statistics for treatment and control groups). The indicator variables are essentially 

fixed effects. For example, students who speak the same first language (e.g., Spanish, Creole, or 

a Slavic language) or who were born in the same region (e.g., the U.S., Caribbean, or East Asia) 

are compared to each other. The model also includes college (!!!) and cohort (!"ℎ!"#!) fixed 

                                                
15 Standard errors may be correlated within each college, but adjusting the standard errors for only six clusters may 
not be appropriate. Angrist and Pischke (2009) do not recommend clustering with less than 42 groups, and Donald 
and Lang (2007) show that clustering with a small number of groups leads to downward bias. In this study and the 
next study, I find that clustering the standard errors leads to a drop in standard errors for many outcomes, especially 
the long-term outcomes such as degree attainment, so I report the results with robust unclustered standard errors. 
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effects, which control for any variation across colleges and semesters of entry that explain the 

outcomes.16  

I also estimate the effect of assignment to developmental writing/ESL versus college-

level English (question 1) and assignment to developmental writing/ESL and reading versus 

writing/ESL (question 3) with the reduced-form equation: 

3 !!!"# = !!! + !!(!"!"!"#) + !!(!"#$!"# ∗ !"#$%%&'(#!"#) + !!(!"##!"# ∗ !"#$%%&'(#!"#) !+ (!!)!

+ (!!!) + (!"ℎ!"#!) + !!"# 

This model is the same as equation (1), but estimates the direct effect of treatment assignment on 

the outcomes of interest, controlling for how far above or below the student scores from the 

cutoff (the interaction terms), a vector of student-level characteristics, and college and cohort 

fixed effects. 

The intent-to-treat estimates have greater internal validity because they are not subject to 

endogenous sorting that occurs after assignment and that instrumental variable approaches, such 

as the fuzzy RD design, attempt to correct for (Deaton, 2010).  As previously discussed, after the 

assignment process, some students manage to ignore their developmental referral(s). Their 

enrollment behavior potentially signals unobservable characteristics, such as self-knowledge and 

college know-how, that are related to higher educational outcomes in college. By examining the 

impact of assignment, I do not have to worry about the bias due to the unobservable differences 

among students who actually enrolled in their assignment versus those who did not. 

                                                
16 I also present the results from a model with no covariates and fixed effects to assess the contribution of student-
level characteristics and college and cohort fixed effects on the outcomes of interest. I do not present the results 
from models with covariates but no college and cohort fixed effects because these results are not much different than 
the results from a model with college and cohort fixed effects, and including both college and cohort fixed effects 
provides the most conservative treatment effect estimates. In other words, when the covariates are included but 
college and cohort fixed effects are excluded from the model, the coefficient estimates are slightly larger in 
magnitude and standard errors slightly smaller. However, only a small number of outcomes lose significance when 
the college and/or cohort fixed effects are added because the college and cohort-specific factors explain very little of 
the variation in student outcomes. 
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More importantly, however, is the strong possibility that the instrument in the fuzzy RD 

model, treatment assignment, violates the key assumption that it impacts student outcomes only 

through determining their course enrollment in their developmental/ESL assignment or not. 

During the time period of this study, CUNY developmental referrals were strongly and 

consistently enforced as prerequisites to college-level math and English (Jaggars & Hodara, 

2011). At all six schools, most degree programs required key courses in the social sciences, 

humanities, or sciences that required prior completion of pre-college English coursework. At 

three colleges, some of these subject-area courses also required completion of college-level 

English as a prerequisite. Thus, students who placed into developmental reading, writing, or ESL 

progressed into college-level coursework, not just English Composition, behind their peers who 

placed into college English. In other words, within the CUNY context, developmental 

English/ESL assignment has a far-reaching impact on students, and treatment assignment likely 

impacts student outcomes not just through determining their course enrollment. As a result, I 

present the intent-to-treat results as my main findings. The effects of assignment rather than 

course enrollment may be less relevant to community college stakeholders interested in the 

impact of actual course-taking, but they also capture the direct impact of institutional policies 

regarding assessment and placement and course prerequisites on students and, therefore, should 

be of interest to community college administrators and faculty as well.  

An additional concern of the RD design is the bias due to retesting on the placement 

exam since highly motivated students can game the system by retesting until they pass the cutoff, 

and, as a result, there is not a random distribution of students above and below the cut-off.  Like 

Martorell and McFarlin (2011), I address this concern by using language minority applicants’ 

first reading and writing placement exam scores in the above equations instead of their highest 
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score, which was most likely the score used to place them into their first English course(s).  

Using the first score can lead to a weak first stage if the first score is not typically used to place 

students. But, at CUNY, this is not a concern since test-takers often have only one score: 88% of 

language minority applicants only have one writing placement exam score and 90% only have 

one reading score. During the time period of this study, retesting was relatively uncommon at 

CUNY because students had to complete a 20-hour educational intervention, such as Summer 

Immersion, before they could take the placement exam again (Jaggars & Hodara, 2011). 

Estimation Sample 

The RD model estimates the treatment effect at the cutoff no matter how large the score 

bandwidth, but it is more difficult to model the relationship between the outcome and forcing 

variable for students who score far from the cutoff (Murnane & Willet, 2011). Therefore, for 

both the enrollment and assignment models, I estimate a local linear specification, meaning I 

restrict the sample to students who scored around the cutoff and assume a linear relationship 

between the outcome and forcing variable. This linear relationship is apparent in subsequent 

graphs.  For questions 1 and 2, the sample for my main specification is restricted to a 6-point 

bandwidth (+/-3 points), a sample that includes individuals who scored 3 points below the 

writing exam cutoff to 2 points above the cutoff. I also display the estimates for the global score 

range (i.e. the full sample of individuals who scored from 2 to 12) and for a narrow 4-point 

bandwidth (+/-2 points), a sample that includes individuals who scored 2 points below the 

writing exam cutoff to 1 point above. These latter bandwidths provide a test for robustness since 

the strongest results are robust across bandwidths. For questions 3 and 4, the sample for my main 

specification is restricted to a 14-point bandwidth (+/-7 points), a sample that includes 

individuals who scored 7 points below the reading exam cutoff to 6 points above the cutoff. To 
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assess the robustness of my results to different bandwidths, I also display the estimates for a 

wide 20-point bandwidth (+/-10 points), individuals who scored 10 points below the cutoff to 9 

points above the cutoff, and for a narrow 10-point bandwidth (+/-5 points), individuals who 

scored 5 points below the cutoff to 4 points above the cutoff.  

Finally, the sample is restricted to applicants admitted to a community college. About 4% 

of language minority community college students were admitted to a four-year CUNY college. 

Most of these students attended a community college for one or two semesters to complete their 

remedial English requirement and then transferred to the four-year college they were admitted to. 

Since they are not "true" community college students, they bias the sample of students assigned 

to remediation, and I drop them from the sample. I then conduct the entire analysis for all 

questions with two different samples: 1) all language minority applicants admitted to a CUNY 

community college and 2) only admitted applicants who enrolled in a CUNY community 

college. Unlike other causal evaluations of remediation (Boatman & Long, 2010; Bettinger & 

Long, 2009; Calcagno & Long, 2008; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011), I have data on applicants 

who applied to a community college but did not enroll at CUNY, so I can test the impact of 

developmental assignment on their choice to enroll in college or not and assess if developmental 

assignment leads to the sorting of aspiring college students prior to entry. Some applicants 

assigned to pre-college versus college-level English or more pre-college education versus less 

may feel discouraged and seek a college education elsewhere. If treatment assignment 

significantly affected who enrolled at the CUNY community colleges, then excluding non-

enrollees could introduce sample selection bias into the estimates. However, even if assignment 

does not systematically affect college enrollment, the strict definition of intent-to-treat is the 
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impact of the treatment on all individuals initially assigned. Therefore, I present the results for all 

applicants, both non-enrollees and enrollees, and students only. 

Assignment and Its Relationship to Course Enrollment, Educational Outcomes, and 

Pretreatment Characteristics 

Course enrollment. 

 Regression discontinuity is based on several assumptions that must hold true (Imbens & 

Lemiux, 2008), and that I evaluate here graphically.17  The first graphs plot the proportion of 

language minority students who enrolled in a writing or ESL course within three years of entry 

by each writing placement score (Figure 3) and the proportion of language minority students who 

enrolled in writing/ESL and reading courses within three years of entry by each reading 

placement score (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 3. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Course Enrollment for Students Assigned to 
Writing/ESL vs. College English (N=16,924) 

 
                                                
17 In Figures 3-9, the x-axis is placement score performance, measured by the score's distance from the cutoff, which 
is recentered at zero. The circles in the graph represent the proportion of the entire sample that received each score. 
The reading test score is clustered in bins of 3-points. Each graph displays two fitted linear regression lines that 
estimate the relationship between the dependent variable, noted in the title, and placement score performance above 
and below the cutoff. 
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For students assigned to developmental writing or ESL, it is apparent from Figure 3 that 

around 90% of students who scored a 2 through 5 on the writing exam enrolled in a 

developmental writing or ESL course within three years of college entry while only around 65% 

of students who received a score of 6 did.  This is because two colleges had specific policies for 

students who scored a 6. At one college, students who passed reading but scored a 6 on writing 

could enroll in a special section of English Composition; as a result, about 30% of language 

minority students at this college who passed reading but failed writing enrolled directly in 

college English. Another college had a high rate of students who scored a 6 avoiding 

developmental writing by taking a 20-hour non-course based remedial writing intervention 

instead. At these two colleges, only about 58% of language minority students who failed writing 

but passed reading enrolled in developmental writing/ESL. At the other four colleges, 81% to 

94% of language minority students who failed writing but passed reading enrolled in 

developmental writing/ESL. 

Overall, of language minority students who scored above the cutoff in reading but below 

the cutoff in writing, within three years of entering college, 76% enrolled in developmental 

writing or ESL, 17% enrolled in college English and never enrolled in any pre-college course, 

7% did not enroll in any English pathway, and less than 1% enrolled in both writing/ESL and 

reading or developmental reading only. Of students who passed both exams, 95% enrolled in 

college English within 3 years, 4% enrolled in nothing, and less than 1% enrolled in 

developmental writing/ESL. (None of these students enrolled in developmental reading.) In 

addition, enrollment tends to occur in the first semester: 92% of students who enrolled in 

developmental writing or ESL did so in their first semester in college. 
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Figure 4. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Course Enrollment for Students Assigned to 
Writing/ESL and Reading vs. Writing/ESL Only (N=23,701) 

 

 

For students assigned to writing/ESL and reading, Figure 4 also illustrates very high 

compliance to enrolling in developmental writing/ESL and reading across placement score 

performance although compliance drops closer to the cutoff. Across the colleges, of students 

who scored below the cutoff on both exams, 79% enrolled in both developmental writing/ESL 

and reading within 3 years of college entry, 13% enrolled only in writing, 4% enrolled only in 

reading, 3% managed to enroll in college English without taking any pre-college English course, 

and only 1% enrolled in no English courses. Almost all students who enrolled in an English 

course did so in their first semester. The comparison group is students who scored above the 

cutoff on reading but below the cutoff on writing so were only assigned to developmental writing 

or ESL: 76% of these students enrolled only in developmental writing or ESL within three years 

prior to any college English coursework. 
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Educational outcomes. 

 The second set of graphs assesses discontinuities in educational outcomes at the cutoff. 

Smooth trends at the cutoff indicate no impact of treatment assignment, while jumps suggest an 

impact of the treatment assignment (Imbens & Lemiux, 2008). Overall, all graphs reveal a 

minimal impact of the developmental writing/ESL assignment and writing/ESL and reading 

assignment on educational outcomes, which are all three-year outcomes unless otherwise noted. 

The graphs also confirm a linear relationship between placement score performance and 

outcomes around the cutoff.  

 Figure 5 presents graphs for the relationship between treatment assignment and college 

enrollment for all language minority applicants. For both applicants assigned to writing/ESL 

compared to college English (N=19,652) and writing/ESL and reading compared to just 

writing/ESL (N=28,842), there are no discontinuities around the cutoff, indicating no impact of 

these assignments on students' decision to enroll at a CUNY community college. 

 

Figure 5. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Community College Enrollment  
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For language minority students who were assigned to writing/ESL versus college 

English, there are clear discontinuities around the writing cutoff in the proportion of students 

who enrolled in and passed college English within three years (Figure 6). These are quite large 

and show a jump at the cutoff in the proportion of students who enrolled in college English of at 

least 20 percentage points and a jump in passing college English of about 15 points. There is also 

a small discontinuity in college credits passed in students' first year in college, suggesting a 

possible negative effect of the writing/ESL assignment on students' early college credit 

accumulation. The writing/ESL assignment seems to have no impact on all other outcomes. 

 
Figure 6. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Educational Outcomes for Students Assigned 
to Writing/ESL vs. College English (N=16,924) 
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For language minority students who were assigned to writing/ESL and reading versus just 

writing/ESL, there are noticeable discontinuities at the cutoff in the average number of college 

credits passed in students' first year and the dropout rate, which has a negative relationship as 

applicants score closer to the cutoff and then increases at the cutoff and has a positive 

relationship with higher placement test performance (Figure 7).  For almost all graphs it is 

apparent that below the cutoff, as student reading exam performance increases, educational 

outcomes improve; while above the cutoff, this relationship is zero or negative. As a result, there 

seem to be smaller discontinuities for other outcomes at the cutoff. By controlling for any 

differential relationship above and below the cutoff between one’s exam score and the outcome, 

the regression models can estimate if there is an actual effect of assignment at the cutoff.  

 
Figure 7. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Educational Outcomes for Students Assigned 
to Writing/ESL and Reading vs. Writing/ESL Only (N=23,701) 
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Pretreatment characteristics.  

To attribute discontinuities in educational outcomes at the cutoff to assignment to 

developmental writing/ESL or developmental writing/ESL and reading, the key assumption of 

the RD design is that students are randomly sorted around the cutoff, and so we should not see 

sharp changes in student-level characteristics around the cutoff. For the most part, there is a 

smooth relationship between student-level characteristics and writing and reading placement test 

performance around the cutoff, which is illustrated in Figures 8 and 9 with a select set of 

important student-level characteristics. 

 
Figure 8. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Pretreatment Characteristics for Students 
Assigned to Writing/ESL vs. College English (N=16,924) 
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Figure 9. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Pretreatment Characteristics for Students 
Assigned to Writing/ESL and Reading vs. Writing/ESL Only (N=23,701) 

 

 

One potential concern regarding the validity of the RD design in evaluating the effects of 

developmental writing/ESL is the discontinuities around the cutoff in the proportion of White 

and Asian language minority students who scored above and below the writing cutoff (see graphs 

in Figure 8). I present two explanations for these discontinuities. The first is that they are not 

"real" jumps, but simply due to the nature of the writing exam and grading process. The second 

is the possibility that they may be due to the systematic sorting of students from certain language 

backgrounds. 

During the time period of this study, the writing essay exam was graded by two readers 

who gave students a score of 1 through 6 based on the quality of their essay, and scores were 

summed for the total score. Readers were encouraged to agree on their scores, and if they did 
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not, then three additional readers were supposed to read the essay to resolve the discrepancy, 

especially if one reader gave the student a 3, indicating the student needed remediation, and the 

other gave the student a 4, indicating the student was college-ready. If all three additional readers 

gave the essay a score of 3, then the final score was a 6, and if all three additional readers gave 

the essay a score of 4, then the final score was an 8. If the additional readers’ scores were not the 

same, then the final score remained a 7, and the student could enroll in college-level English 

even though there was disagreement over the student’s level of college readiness.   

This grading process ensured that there was generally broad agreement that students 

would benefit from a developmental writing or ESL placement: while only 9% of language 

minority students received a passing score of 7 on their first writing placement exam, 44% of 

language minority students received a score of 6. Furthermore, the small score range and grading 

process resulted in a very minimal distribution of students across the other scores: only 20% of 

language minority students received a score of 4, 13% received a score of 8, 9% received a score 

of 5, and 5% of students received a score of 2, 3, 9, 10, 11 or 12. For the most part, each score 

represents very different levels of academic preparation, so even around the cutoff students are 

different across observable characteristics. This is apparent when examining the average 

characteristics of applicants that scored just below and above the cutoff (see Table H1 in 

Appendix H). I attempt to address treatment effect bias due to observable differences of students 

around the writing cutoff by controlling for a large set of demographic and ability characteristics 

in the regression equations. 

The concern, however, is that the distribution of the scores at the cutoff is systematically 

concentrated among students from certain demographic backgrounds. Figure 8 illustrates that 

White language minority students received about 15% of all scores of 6 and 20% of all scores of 
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7 while Asian language minority students received 17% of all scores of 6 and 14% of all scores 

of 7. The remaining 6 and 7 scores are distributed as follows: Black language minority students 

received 11% of scores of 6 and 14% of scores of 7, Latino language minority students received 

47% of scores of 6 and 43% of scores of 7, students who indicated "other" as their race/ethnicity 

received 5% of scores of 6 and 4% of scores of 7, and students who did not indicate their race or 

ethnicity received 5% of scores of 6 and 5% of scores 7. While the relationship between 

race/ethnicity and treatment assignment is nonsignificant for these latter four groups, regression 

equations that control for how far one scores above or below the cutoff find a significant 

relationship between being Asian and the probability of receiving a developmental/ESL 

assignment and being White and the probability of receiving a college English assignment. But, 

these significant relationships around the cutoff may not be due to non-random sorting; even in 

randomized experiments, we find statistical differences in the characteristics of the treatment and 

control group because of natural aberrations (Murnane & Willett, 2011).  

If the discontinuities are real, one potential explanation is that grading decisions were 

based, in part, on readers' degree of certainty regarding the academic needs of students from 

different linguistic backgrounds. Perhaps compared to students who speak other languages, 

readers were more uncertain regarding the most appropriate placement for Polish and Russian-

speaking White language minority students, and, as a result, there was a disproportionate amount 

of disagreement in scoring the essays of Polish and Russian-speaking students, with more essays 

receiving both a failing score of 3 and passing score of 4 rather than two scores of 3. On the 

other hand, readers may have been more certain that Chinese-speaking Asian language minority 

students needed ESL coursework (or developmental writing) because of certain errors in their 



91 
 

 
 

writing, so, for Chinese-speaking students, there were more essays that received two failing 

scores of 3.  

Manipulation of the running variable compromises the basic identification assumption of 

the regression discontinuity design that assignment is only related to student outcomes through 

the endogenous regressor (course enrollment in this case) and not through any non-random 

sorting of students above and below the cutoff (McCrary, 2008; Urquiola & Verhoogen, 2009). 

Therefore, to address possible manipulation of the running variable, I also conduct the analysis 

for questions 1 and 2 with a sample that excludes White and Asian language minority 

individuals. For graphs that evaluate any discontinuities in outcomes and pre-treatment 

characteristics for the sample with no White and Asian language minorities, see Appendix H. 

Discontinuities in outcomes around the cutoff are limited to enrollment in and passing college 

English, with a possible discontinuity in first-year college credit accumulation (Figure H1). 

There are no discontinuities in pre-treatment characteristics (Figure H2). 

In contrast to the writing exam, there is no opportunity to manipulate the reading exam 

score because it is computer-adaptive, meaning that the testing software immediately grades each 

item as the examinee answers it and then selects the next item based on the examinee's 

performance on the previous item, so each examinee may receive a different number and type of 

items (ACT, Inc., 2006).  Many RD studies in higher education are based on cutoffs on 

computer-adaptive or computer-based exams (e.g., the ACCUPLACER in Calcagno & Long, 

2008; the COMPASS in Boatman & Long, 2010; the TASP in Martorell & McFarlin, 2011; the 

ACT in Scott-Clayton, 2011), which allow for exogeneity around the cutoff because there is 

some randomness in performance on these exams within limited score ranges. The same is true 

of the COMPASS reading exam used at the CUNY community colleges, and as evidence, we see 
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no discontinuities around the reading exam cutoff in pretreatment characteristics (Figure 9). 

Additionally, almost all average observable characteristics of students are not statistically 

different within a 10-point bandwidth, further illustrating that students who just place into two 

subjects versus one are very similar around the cutoff (see Table H2 in Appendix H). A final 

check is for any concentration of scores around the cutoff, which also points to systematic 

sorting above or below the cutoff (McCrary, 2008). Examining the density of reading scores 

reveals spikes in the reading test score where a large number of students earned that score, but 

there are no discontinuities in the density around the cutoff (Figure 10). Overall, the graphical 

analysis reveals some concerns in evaluating the effect of writing/ESL compared to college 

English, but demonstrates that the RD design provides a rigorous approach to assessing the effect 

of reading and writing versus just writing on language minority students' educational outcomes. 

 

Figure 10. Distribution of Reading Scores (N=28,482) 
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Results 

First Stage Fuzzy RD Findings 

 Holding constant individual-level characteristics, college of entry, and cohort, students 

assigned to developmental writing or ESL coursework had a 48 percentage point increase in their 

probability of actually enrolling in developmental writing or ESL within three years compared to 

students assigned to college English (Table 6, main specification). Across all specifications and 

samples, the interaction effects reveal that students who scored lower on the writing exam were 

much more likely to enroll in developmental writing or ESL than students who scored closer to 

the cutoff. This relationship is due to the institutional policies and practices I previously 

described that allowed a large proportion of students who received a score of 6 to avoid 

developmental writing and ESL and enroll directly in college English.  Therefore, the probability 

of treatment assignment decreases closer to the cutoff. For example, 4-points around the cutoff, 

students who failed the writing exam only had a 38 percentage point increase in the probability 

of enrolling in writing or ESL. 

 Assignment to developmental writing/ESL and reading is a stronger predictor of 

enrollment. Students who failed both the writing and reading exam were about 58 percentage 

points more likely to enroll in both developmental writing/ESL and reading courses within three 

years compared to students who failed the writing exam but passed the reading exam (Table 6, 

main specification). Confirming the graphical analysis, the interaction effects reveal that students 

who scored lower on the reading exam were slightly more likely to enroll in writing/ESL and 

reading courses than students who scored closer to the cutoff, but how far students’ scored above 

the cutoff had no influence on their enrollment since the estimates are significantly zero or close 

to zero.
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Table 6. Fuzzy RD First Stage Results  

Outcome: Enrolled in developmental writing or ESL within three years 
 Main specification 

+/-3 points 
Global score range 

+/-6 points 
Narrow bandwidth 

 +/-2 points 
 All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
Scored below cutoff on writing 

exam (passed reading) 
0.435*** 0.488*** 0.420*** 0.480*** 0.459*** 0.522*** 0.332*** 0.382*** 
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) (0.013) (0.014) 

Scored below cutoff on writing 
exam*Distance from cutoff 

-0.121*** -0.151*** -0.116*** -0.139*** -0.088*** -0.108*** -0.194*** -0.227*** 
(0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.010) (0.010) 

Scored at/above cutoff on writing 
exam*Distance from cutoff 

0.004 0.004 0.016** 0.017*** 0.015*** 0.014*** 0.023*** 0.027*** 
(0.002) (0.003) (0.007) (0.005) (0.005) 0.522*** (0.007) (0.007) 

Covariates and fixed effects   X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.326 0.506 0.506 0.528 0.516 0.534 0.475 0.500 
Observations 18,864 16,269 18,864 16,269 19,652 16,924 14,733 12,773 

Outcome: Enrolled in developmental writing/ESL and developmental reading within three years 
 Main specification 

+/-7 points 
Wide bandwidth 

+/-10 points 
Narrow bandwidth 

+/-5 points 
 All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
All 

Applicants 
Students 

only 
Scored below cutoff on reading 

exam (failed writing) 
0.491*** 0.567*** 0.505*** 0.577*** 0.524*** 0.608*** 0.545*** 0.627*** 
(0.021) (0.022) (0.019) (0.021) (0.015) (0.016) (0.023) (0.025) 

Scored below cutoff on reading 
exam*Distance from cutoff 

-0.023*** -0.032*** -0.023*** -0.030*** -0.017*** -0.021*** -0.014** -0.018*** 
(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.006) (0.006) 

Scored at/above cutoff on reading 
exam*Distance from cutoff 

-0.002** -0.002** 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.011*** 0.011*** 
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.003) 

Covariates and fixed effects   X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.435 0.564 0.528 0.600 0.565 0.632 0.518 0.582 
Observations 7,785 6,670 7,785 6,670 10,475 8,979 5,681 4,871 
Note. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10 
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Impact on Community College Enrollment 

Treatment assignment had no impact on the community college enrollment decisions of 

students (Table 7), confirming the graphical analysis in Figure 5. There is one significant finding 

indicating a positive impact of a writing or ESL assignment on applicants' decision to enroll in 

college within 1 year, but this result applies only to the full sample and is not robust to different 

bandwidths. Furthermore, the writing/ESL assignment had no impact on students’ college 

enrollment over three years, indicating that while initially it may have induced applicants to 

enroll in college, over time there was no difference in who enrolled at a community college by 

assignment status. The finding that assignment to developmental English and ESL did not impact 

applicants' decision to enroll in the CUNY system suggests that it may not be useful to present 

the results for the sample that includes community college applicants who did not enroll in 

CUNY. I present the results for all applicants as an additional sensitivity analysis for the main 

results of the impact of assignment and enrollment on students. 

 

Table 7. Impact of Treatment Assignment on Community College Enrollment 

 
Assigned to Writing/ESL vs.  

College English 
Assigned to Writing/ESL and Reading vs. 

Writing/ESL only 

 

Main  
specification  
+/-3 points 

Global 
+/-6 

points 

Narrow 
+/-2 

points 

Main 
specification 
+/-7 points 

Wide 
+/-10 
points 

Narrow 
+/-5 

points 
Enrolled in 

college 
within 1 
year  

0.013 
(0.011) 

0.008 
(0.006) 

0.014*** 
(0.005) 

0.002 
(0.008) 

-0.004 
(0.019) 

0.002 
(0.012) 

0.007 
(0.009) 

-0.010 
(0.007) 

Enrolled in 
college 
within 3 
years  

0.010 
(0.010) 

0.003 
(0.004) 

0.004 
(0.004) 

0.003 
(0.006) 

-0.002 
(0.017) 

0.002 
(0.011) 

0.010 
(0.006) 

0.007 
(0.015) 

Covariates & 
fixed effects 

 X X X  X X X 

Observations 18,864 18,864 19,652 14,733 7,785 7,785 10,475 5,681 
Note. These are the intent-to-treat results from equation (3). I report the coefficient estimate on the indicator variable 
that the individual scored below the cutoff on the placement exam. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars 
represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. 
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The Effects of Assignment to and Enrollment in Developmental Writing or ESL  

College English outcomes. 

The regression models confirm the graphical findings (Figure 6) that assignment to 

developmental writing/ESL had a significantly large, negative impact on enrolling in and passing 

college English. Before summarizing the main results, I point out three general findings from 

across the three tables of results on the effect of assignment to and enrollment in writing or ESL. 

First, the intent-to-treat estimates are similar for the full sample (Table 8) and sample that 

excludes White and Asian language minority students (Table 9), evidence that the findings for 

the full sample in regards to the college English outcomes are not biased due to possible non-

random sorting of White and Asian students above and below the writing exam cutoff. Second, 

the magnitude of the effect of enrolling in writing or ESL courses on enrollment in and passing 

college English are more than double the magnitude of the effect of assignment to developmental 

writing or ESL (Table 10). This is to be expected given that the LATE should be larger because 

it is the effect of writing/ESL only for the compliers; however, these findings may be upward 

bias since a writing/ESL assignment affects students not only through their course enrollment but 

also by preventing them from enrolling in other college-level coursework.  

Third, the results for the two college English outcomes are very robust across different 

samples and specifications. The results from the main specification illustrate that the estimates 

change only slightly after adding covariates and fixed effects, indicating that most of the effect 

on students can be directly explained by treatment assignment, not individual characteristics and 

college and cohort of entry. The estimates and standard errors are also fairly similar across 

different score ranges, indicating these are strong results that apply to individuals across the full 

range of writing placement exam scores.  Finally, as expected, the estimates are slightly lower 
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when the sample includes applicants who did not enroll at CUNY at all, but the estimates are 

very robust to this different sample, indicated by the stable standard errors. 

I report what I consider are the most unbiased estimates: the intent-to-treat effects from 

the main specification for the sample that excludes White and Asian language minority students 

although, again, these estimates are almost identical for the full sample. Compared to a college 

English assignment, a developmental writing or ESL assignment decreased students’ probability 

of enrolling in college English by about 19 percentage points and their probability of passing 

college English by about 15 points (Table 9, column 4), coefficient estimates that match the 

magnitude of the discontinuities in the graphs in Figure 6. One explanation for the lower 

likelihood of enrollment in and passing college English is that students assigned to 

developmental writing or ESL never completed their pre-college English requirement over three 

years, either because they never took the required pre-college course(s) or because of 

writing/ESL course failure, and as a result, they could not enroll in college English. A second 

explanation is that due to high attrition rates after the first semester among all students18, for a 

large number of students, they only have first-semester outcomes, which include never enrolling 

in English Composition for students assigned to writing or ESL or enrolling in and potentially 

passing English Composition for students assigned to college English.  

College credits passed. 

 Compared to college English, assignment to writing/ESL had a negative effect on the 

number of college credits students' passed in their first year in college (Table 8), which is 

consistent with the discontinuity we see in the graph in Figure 6. The full sample results also 

reveal a significant effect of assignment to writing/ESL on college credit accumulation over 

                                                
18 About 22% of language minority students assigned to developmental writing or ESL dropped out after the first 
semester, and 20% of language minority students assigned to college English dropped out after the first semester. 
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three years for individuals who scored across the range of writing exam scores, but these results 

are not robust to limiting the bandwidth to 4 points and 6 points around the cutoff, and this 

discontinuity is not apparent in the graph in Figure 6. The effect on college credit accumulation 

over three years may be upward bias due to estimating the effect at the cutoff using the global 

range of scores or perhaps due to non-random sorting around the cutoff since there is no effect 

on college credits passed over three years for the sample that excludes White and Asian language 

minorities (Table 9). Therefore, I do not consider these findings valid. In contrast, however, we 

see that the effect of assignment to writing/ESL on language minority students' early college 

credit accumulation is robust across different samples, bandwidths, and specifications.  

Again, I report as my main results the intent-to-treat effects from the main specification 

for the sample that excludes White and Asian language minority students, which are slightly 

lower in magnitude than the intent-to-treat effects for the full sample. Holding all else constant, 

compared to assignment to college English, assignment to writing/ESL reduced the number of 

college credits students passed in their first year by about 1 credit (Table 8, column 4). (Also, 

similar to the findings for the college English outcomes, the results for the effect of enrollment in 

writing/ESL are much larger in magnitude, revealing that language minority students who 

enrolled in writing or ESL passed at least one less college course within three years than students 

who did not enroll.) The negative effect of assignment to writing or ESL coursework, compared 

to college English coursework, on early college credit accumulation is most likely directly 

connected to the negative effect on enrolling in and passing college English: language minority 

students assigned to developmental writing/ESL were less likely to complete a key prerequisite 

course, English Composition, slightly hindering their progress into other college-level courses in 

their first year. However, this delay in early college credit accumulation did not negatively affect 
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students' long-term college progression. However, it certainly did not contribute to improving 

their outcomes either since there are no positive effects associated with assignment to 

developmental writing or ESL courses. 

Persistence, transfer, and degree attainment. 

 The models find no impact of assignment to or enrollment in developmental writing or 

ESL on language minority students' likelihood of dropping out of the CUNY system within three 

years, transferring to a CUNY four-year college within three years, and earning an associate's 

and/or bachelor's degree within five years (Tables 8 and 10).  For the most part, the confidence 

intervals for the coefficient estimates on dropping out, transferring to a four-year, and earning a 

degree span a small range around zero, indicating students assigned to developmental writing or 

ESL had similar likelihoods of dropping out, transferring, and earning a degree compared to 

students assigned to college English. However, assignment to and enrollment in writing or ESL 

negatively affected students' likelihood of taking and passing the CUNY Proficiency Exam. If 

assignment to writing/ESL substantially delayed students' progression through college this 

finding would make sense since students had to earn at least 45 credits before they could take the 

proficiency exam, but this assignment only reduced students' college credit accumulation by one 

credit in their first year. Furthermore, this effect is not robust to the narrow bandwidth, and in the 

arguably more unbiased sample that excludes Asian and White language minority individuals, 

the impact on taking and passing the CUNY Proficiency Exam is not significant (Table 9). 

Therefore, it is likely that the estimates on the effect of taking and passing the proficiency exam 

are biased, and the non-significant impact is closer to the true effect. 
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Table 8. Impact of Developmental Writing/ESL Assignment on Educational Outcomes  

Educational outcome 
within 3 years (unless 
otherwise noted) 

Main specification 
+/-3 points 

Global score range 
+/-6 points 

Narrow bandwidth 
+/-2 points 

All 
Applicants 

Students  
only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
only 

Enrolled in college 
English  

-0.146*** 
(0.012) 

-0.180*** 
(0.010) 

-0.151*** 
(0.010) 

-0.179*** 
(0.010) 

-0.162** 
(0.009) 

-0.189*** 
(0.009) 

-0.165*** 
(0.015) 

-0.195*** 
(0.017) 

Passed college 
English  

-0.119*** 
(0.014) 

-0.147*** 
(0.014) 

-0.119*** 
(0.012) 

-0.141*** 
(0.013) 

-0.127*** 
(0.011) 

-0.147*** 
(0.012) 

-0.147*** 
(0.017) 

-0.174*** 
(0.019) 

College credits 
passed in first yr. 

-1.327*** 
(0.313) 

-1.738*** 
(0.318) 

-1.323*** 
(0.244) 

-1.530*** 
(0.266) 

-1.490*** 
(0.222) 

-1.691*** 
(0.241) 

-1.090*** 
(0.314) 

-1.283*** 
(0.344) 

College credits 
passed over 3 yrs. 

-1.072 
(0.839) 

-1.807** 
(0.875) 

-1.036 
(0.684) 

-1.306 
(0.738) 

-1.247** 
(0.622) 

-1.496** 
(0.690) 

-1.146 
(0.925) 

-1.535 
(1.026) 

Dropped out of 
CUNY system 

0.010 
(0.015) 

0.002 
(0.016) 

-0.002 
(0.013) 

-0.004 
(0.015) 

0.001 
(0.012) 

-0.001 
(0.014) 

-0.005 
(0.018) 

-0.006 
(0.021) 

Transferred to CUNY 
four-year  

-0.001 
(0.010) 

-0.002 
(0.011) 

-0.001 
(0.009) 

-0.001 
(0.011) 

-0.006 
(0.008) 

0.006 
(0.010) 

-0.007 
(0.018) 

0.003 
(0.014) 

Took CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

-0.025* 
(0.013) 

-0.033** 
(0.015) 

-0.023* 
(0.006) 

-0.028** 
(0.014) 

-0.025** 
(0.011) 

-0.029** 
(0.013) 

-0.025 
(0.016) 

-0.030 
(0.020) 

Passed CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

-0.025* 
(0.013) 

-0.033** 
(0.015) 

-0.022* 
(0.012) 

-0.026* 
(0.013) 

-0.022** 
(0.011) 

-0.025** 
(0.012) 

-0.018 
(0.016) 

-0.022 
(0.018) 

Earned A.A. and/or 
B.A. within 5 yrs. 

-0.016 
(0.013) 

-0.023 
(0.014) 

-0.011 
(0.012) 

-0.015 
(0.014) 

-0.009 
(0.011) 

-0.011 
(0.012) 

-0.001 
(0.016) 

-0.005 
(0.018) 

Covariates & fixed 
effects 

  X X X X X X 

Observations 18,864 16,269 18,864 16,269 19,652 16,924 14,733 12,773 
Note. These are the intent-to-treat results from equation (3). I report the coefficient estimate on the indicator variable that the individual scored below the 
cutoff on the placement exam. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. 
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Table 9. Impact of Developmental Writing/ESL Assignment on Educational Outcomes (Sample Excludes Whites/Asians) 

Educational outcome 
within 3 years (unless 
otherwise noted) 

Main specification 
+/-3 points 

Global score range 
+/-6 points 

Narrow bandwidth 
+/-2 points 

All 
Applicants 

Students  
only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
only 

Enrolled in college 
English  

-0.140*** 
(0.016) 

-0.184*** 
(0.013) 

-0.155*** 
(0.012) 

-0.190*** 
(0.013) 

-0.173*** 
(0.011) 

-0.207*** 
(0.012) 

-0.153*** 
(0.019) 

-0.187*** 
(0.021) 

Passed college 
English  

-0.108*** 
(0.018) 

-0.143*** 
(0.018) 

-0.119*** 
(0.015) 

-0.146*** 
(0.017) 

-0.131*** 
(0.013) 

-0.156*** 
(0.015) 

-0.129*** 
(0.021) 

-0.157*** 
(0.024) 

College credits 
passed in first yr. 

-0.730*** 
(0.356) 

-1.170*** 
(0.369) 

-0.981*** 
(0.288) 

-1.227*** 
(0.321) 

-1.010*** 
(0.260) 

-1.230*** 
(0.289) 

-0.737** 
(0.370) 

-0.975** 
(0.416) 

College credits 
passed over 3 yrs. 

-0.500 
(0.839) 

-0.867 
(1.019) 

-0.619 
(0.801) 

-1.033 
(0.906) 

-0.803 
(0.725) 

-1.221 
(0.822) 

-0.301 
(1.082) 

-0.696 
(1.231) 

Dropped out of 
CUNY system 

-0.006 
(0.018) 

-0.009 
(0.020) 

-0.004 
(0.016) 

-0.006 
(0.019) 

-0.003 
(0.015) 

-0.004 
(0.017) 

-0.016 
(0.022) 

-0.019 
(0.026) 

Transferred to CUNY 
four-year  

0.005 
(0.010) 

0.004 
(0.012) 

0.001 
(0.010) 

0.000 
(0.011) 

-0.001 
(0.009) 

-0.001 
(0.011) 

0.004 
(0.013) 

0.004 
(0.015) 

Took CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

-0.004 
(0.015) 

-0.013 
(0.016) 

-0.008 
(0.014) 

-0.013 
(0.016) 

-0.009 
(0.013) 

-0.014 
(0.015) 

-0.002 
(0.019) 

-0.006 
(0.022) 

Passed CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

-0.009 
(0.015) 

-0.017 
(0.017) 

-0.013 
(0.014) 

-0.018 
(0.016) 

-0.010 
(0.013) 

-0.014 
(0.015) 

-0.003 
(0.018) 

-0.007 
(0.021) 

Earned A.A. and/or 
B.A. within 5 yrs. 

-0.005 
(0.015) 

-0.011 
(0.017) 

-0.005 
(0.014) 

-0.009 
(0.016) 

-0.006 
(0.013) 

-0.009 
(0.015) 

0.006 
(0.018) 

0.004 
(0.021) 

Covariates & fixed 
effects 

  X X X X X X 

Observations 12,568 10,816 12,568 10,816 13,296 11,267 9,757 8,450 
Note. These are the intent-to-treat results from equation (3). I report the coefficient estimate on the indicator variable that the individual scored below the 
cutoff on the placement exam. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. 
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Table 10. Impact of Developmental Writing/ESL Enrollment on Educational Outcomes  

Educational outcome 
within 3 years (unless 
otherwise noted) 

Main specification 
+/-3 points 

Global score range 
+/-6 points 

Narrow bandwidth 
+/-2 points 

All 
Applicants 

Students  
only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
only 

Enrolled in college 
English  

-0.336*** 
(0.030) 

-0.369*** 
(0.022) 

-0.360*** 
(0.023) 

-0.372*** 
(0.022) 

-0.354*** 
(0.019) 

-0.361*** 
(0.018) 

-0.495*** 
(0.049) 

-0.511*** 
(0.046) 

Passed college 
English  

-0.273*** 
(0.033) 

-0.301*** 
(0.028) 

-0.284*** 
(0.028) 

-0.293*** 
(0.027) 

-0.277*** 
(0.023) 

-0.282*** 
(0.023) 

-0.443*** 
(0.053) 

-0.456*** 
(0.052) 

College credits 
passed in first yr. 

-3.054*** 
(0.729) 

-3.563*** 
(0.652) 

-3.149*** 
(0.457) 

-3.184*** 
(0.549) 

-3.247*** 
(0.478) 

-3.238*** 
(0.458) 

-3.277*** 
(0.944) 

-3.361** 
(0.895) 

College credits 
passed over 3 yrs. 

-2.467 
(1.936) 

-3.705** 
(1.797) 

-2.466 
(1.625) 

-2.741* 
(1.573) 

-2.717** 
(1.352) 

-2.864** 
(1.317) 

-3.446 
(2.781) 

-4.022 
(2.682) 

Dropped out of 
CUNY system 

0.024 
(0.024) 

0.005 
(0.033) 

-0.004 
(0.032) 

-0.008 
(0.032) 

0.001 
(0.026) 

-0.003 
(0.027) 

-0.015 
(0.055) 

-0.014 
(0.054) 

Transferred to CUNY 
four-year  

-0.001 
(0.022) 

-0.005 
(0.023) 

-0.003 
(0.022) 

-0.002 
(0.022) 

-0.013 
(0.018) 

0.011 
(0.019) 

0.008 
(0.037) 

0.007 
(0.037) 

Took CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

-0.058* 
(0.030) 

-0.068** 
(0.030) 

-0.055* 
(0.028) 

-0.067** 
(0.030) 

-0.054** 
(0.024) 

-0.056** 
(0.024) 

-0.075 
(0.048) 

-0.075 
(0.048) 

Passed CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

-0.057* 
(0.030) 

-0.057** 
(0.028) 

-0.052* 
(0.028) 

-0.054* 
(0.028) 

-0.047** 
(0.024) 

-0.048** 
(0.024) 

-0.054 
(0.047) 

-0.058 
(0.047) 

Earned A.A. and/or 
B.A. within 5 yrs. 

-0.037 
(0.029) 

-0.047 
(0.030) 

-0.027 
(0.028) 

-0.031 
(0.028) 

-0.021 
(0.024) 

-0.022 
(0.024) 

-0.007 
(0.048) 

-0.014 
(0.048) 

Covariates & fixed 
effects 

  X X X X X X 

Observations 18,864 16,269 18,864 16,269 19,652 16,924 14,733 12,773 
Note. These are the second-stage fuzzy RD results from equation 2. I report the coefficient estimate on the predicted probability of enrolling in 
developmental writing/ESL within three years. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; 
*p<0.10. 
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The Effects of Assignment to and Enrollment in Writing/ESL and Reading  

College English outcomes. 

The college English outcomes are not robust across the three different bandwidths. But, 

the findings on passing college English are stronger than the findings on enrolling in college 

English and are somewhat supported by the graphs in Figure 7, which show no discontinuity in 

college English enrollment but a very small decrease at the cutoff in passing college English. 

Within a narrow bandwidth, assignment to two subjects compared to just one improved language 

minority students' likelihood of enrolling in and passing college English by about 6 percentage 

points (Table 11, column 8).  However, the positive effect on enrolling in college English is not 

significant in the main specification and the specification with the wider bandwidth, indicating 

that this is a weak result, sensitive to different samples and specifications. There is one 

significant finding in the main specification, but it is explained away by including covariates and 

fixed effects. On the other hand, the positive effect on passing college English is significant in 

the main specification at the 10% level of significance, but it is insignificant when the bandwidth 

is wider. Therefore, this finding only applies to students who scored 14-points around the reading 

exam cutoff. According to the results from the main specification, holding all else constant, 

assignment to reading and writing/ESL increased language minority students' likelihood of 

passing college English by 4 percentage points compared to language minority students who 

were only assigned to writing/ESL (Table 11, column 4). The magnitude of this effect is almost 

double for students who actually enrolled in reading and writing/ESL compared to students who 

did not enroll in both subjects (Table 12, column 4). 

 The positive impact on passing English Composition suggests a positive impact of more 

intensive academic language support (i.e. two pre-college English subjects versus just one) on a 
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learning outcome (i.e. passing English Composition) for language minority students.  In their 

review of the research on the developmental of literacy among language minority children and 

youth, Lesaux et al. (2008) emphasize the importance of providing language minority students 

with "language- and literacy-rich environments" (p. 33).  Enrolling in both a reading and writing 

course may provide language minority community college students with this kind of 

environment more than enrolling in just writing or ESL. The limitation of this finding, however, 

is it only applies to a small sample of students who just placed into reading and writing/ESL and 

is not robust to a slightly larger bandwidth. 

College credits passed. 

 As expected based on the graphical analysis, students assigned to reading and writing 

earned one less college credit in their first year compared to their peers assigned to writing only 

(Table 11, column 4). This effect estimate is similar in the models with no covariates and fixed 

effects and robust to different bandwidths. The effects of enrollment in reading and writing 

mirror the assignment effects, and they are only slightly larger in magnitude (Table 12). The 

effect of assignment and enrollment on college credits passed over three years is insignificant 

across most specifications.  

The small, negative effect on early college credit accumulation suggests that, on average, 

students who were assigned to both reading and writing may have progressed into college 

coursework slightly behind their peers assigned to writing only. However, similar to the findings 

from the analysis of developmental writing/ESL compared to college English, this small negative 

impact on early college credit accumulation did not have any long-term negative effects on 

language minority students' outcomes. In fact, over three years, language minority students who 

placed into two subjects versus one tended to have slightly better outcomes in college. 
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Persistence, transfer, and degree attainment. 

 In addition to the small, negative effect on college credits passed in students' first year, a 

second strong and robust finding is the positive impact of assignment to reading and writing 

versus just writing on persistence. Students assigned to reading and writing were 5 percentage 

points less likely to drop out of the CUNY system than their counterparts assigned to writing 

only (Table 11, column 4). This positive effect on persistence may be explained by the positive 

effect on passing English Composition:  since completing English Composition allows students 

to progress into more advanced courses, a higher likelihood of passing this course may be related 

to a higher probability of remaining in college. However, since a higher likelihood of passing 

college English does not apply to students who placed into reading and writing across the wider 

bandwidth, other underlying factors that could explain the positive impact of taking two subjects 

versus one on persistence should be explored. 

 In regards to the remaining outcomes, both assignment to and enrollment in reading and 

writing had no effect on the probability of transferring to a four-year college, but there are a 

number of significant findings for the other outcomes, although they are not robust to different 

bandwidths and specifications. Within a narrow bandwidth, assignment to reading and writing 

compared to just writing increased students' probability of taking and passing the CUNY 

Proficiency Exam, and course enrollment improved degree attainment. These findings are not 

significant with a wider bandwidth and only significant in the main specification that controls for 

covariates and fixed effects. In other words, like the impact on passing English Composition, 

these findings only apply to students around a very narrow bandwidth, but more concerning is 

that they are not significant when the covariates and fixed effects are excluded, meaning there is 

no direct relationship between these outcomes and treatment assignment/enrollment. 
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Table 11. Impact of Developmental Writing/ESL and Reading Assignment on Educational Outcomes  

Educational outcome 
within 3 years (unless 
otherwise noted) 

Main specification 
+/-7 points 

Wide bandwidth 
+/-10 points 

Narrow bandwidth 
+/-5 points 

All 
Applicants 

Students  
only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
only 

Enrolled in college 
English  

0.033 
(0.027) 

0.042* 
(0.026) 

0.029 
(0.021) 

0.029 
(0.025) 

0.006 
(0.017) 

0.003 
(0.020) 

0.054** 
(0.027) 

0.059* 
(0.030) 

Passed college 
English  

0.036* 
(0.022) 

0.043* 
(0.025) 

0.036* 
(0.021) 

0.041* 
(0.021) 

0.018 
(0.018) 

0.017 
(0.021) 

0.055** 
(0.028) 

0.060* 
(0.032) 

College credits 
passed in first yr. 

-0.829** 
(0.385) 

-0.919** 
(0.406) 

-0.566* 
(0.315) 

-0.755** 
(0.356) 

-0.640** 
(0.255) 

-0.838*** 
(0.287) 

-1.010*** 
(0.158) 

-0.995** 
(0.333) 

College credits 
passed over 3 yrs. 

1.346 
(1.273) 

1.686 
(1.352) 

1.670 
(1.051) 

1.953* 
(1.186) 

1.054 
(1.868) 

0.973 
(0.979) 

1.269 
(1.633) 

2.051** 
(0.455) 

Dropped out of 
CUNY system 

-0.047* 
(0.024) 

-0.050* 
(0.027) 

-0.043* 
(0.017) 

-0.049* 
(0.026) 

-0.030* 
(0.017) 

-0.036* 
(0.020) 

-0.073*** 
(0.028) 

-0.093*** 
(0.032) 

Transferred to CUNY 
four-year  

0.006 
(0.013) 

0.015 
(0.018) 

0.009 
(0.012) 

0.015 
(0.018) 

0.007 
(0.010) 

0.008 
(0.012) 

0.012 
(0.016) 

0.015 
(0.018) 

Took CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

0.036 
(0.025) 

0.042 
(0.025) 

0.045** 
(0.019) 

0.051** 
(0.022) 

0.024 
(0.015) 

0.027 
(0.017) 

0.058** 
(0.023) 

0.068** 
(0.027) 

Passed CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

0.030 
(0.019) 

0.036 
(0.022) 

0.037** 
(0.018) 

0.041** 
(0.021) 

0.018 
(0.022) 

0.020 
(0.016) 

0.047** 
(0.023) 

0.056** 
(0.026) 

Earned A.A. and/or 
B.A. within 5 yrs. 

0.015 
(0.020) 

0.019 
(0.023) 

0.032 
(0.020) 

0.036 
(0.023) 

0.011 
(0.023) 

0.012 
(0.017) 

0.039 
(0.025) 

0.045 
(0.028) 

Covariates and fixed 
effects 

  X X X X X X 

Observations 7,785 6,670 7,785 6,670 10,475 8,979 5,681 4,871 
Note. These are the intent-to-treat results from equation (3). I report the coefficient estimate on the indicator variable that the individual scored below the 
cutoff on the placement exam. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. 
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Table 12. Impact of Developmental Writing/ESL and Reading Enrollment on Educational Outcomes  

Educational outcome 
within 3 years (unless 
otherwise noted) 

Main specification 
+/-7 points 

Wide bandwidth 
+/-10 points 

Narrow bandwidth 
+/-5 points 

All 
Applicants 

Students  
only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
 only 

All 
Applicants 

Students 
only 

Enrolled in college 
English  

0.067 
(0.050) 

0.075 
(0.046) 

0.057 
(0.042) 

0.050 
(0.042) 

0.011 
(0.033) 

0.005 
(0.033) 

0.098** 
(0.049) 

0.093* 
(0.048) 

Passed college 
English  

0.074* 
(0.044) 

0.077* 
(0.045) 

0.073* 
(0.044) 

0.078* 
(0.043) 

0.034 
(0.034) 

0.028 
(0.034) 

0.100** 
(0.051) 

0.096* 
(0.050) 

College credits 
passed in first yr. 

-1.688** 
(0.792) 

-1.621** 
(0.710) 

-1.121* 
(0.619) 

-1.308*** 
(0.607) 

-1.220** 
(0.482) 

-1.380** 
(0.467) 

-2.084*** 
(0.731) 

-1.760** 
(0.703) 

College credits 
passed over 3 yrs. 

2.741 
(1.580) 

2.974 
(2.395) 

3.224 
(2.138) 

3.377 
(2.101) 

2.010 
(1.649) 

1.601 
(1.606) 

2.618 
(2.483) 

3.630 
(2.480) 

Dropped out of 
CUNY system 

-0.095* 
(0.050) 

-0.089* 
(0.047) 

-0.087* 
(0.045) 

-0.085* 
(0.045) 

-0.070* 
(0.039) 

-0.080** 
(0.039) 

-0.135*** 
(0.052) 

-0.149*** 
(0.051) 

Transferred to CUNY 
four-year  

0.012 
(0.026) 

0.011 
(0.026) 

0.018 
(0.025) 

0.017 
(0.025) 

0.010 
(0.019) 

0.007 
(0.019) 

0.022 
(0.028) 

0.024 
(0.029) 

Took CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

0.071 
(0.046) 

0.073 
(0.046) 

0.090** 
(0.037) 

0.088** 
(0.038) 

0.047 
(0.029) 

0.044 
(0.029) 

0.107** 
(0.043) 

0.109** 
(0.043) 

Passed CUNY 
Proficiency Exam 

0.061 
(0.039) 

0.063 
(0.039) 

0.072** 
(0.036) 

0.071** 
(0.036) 

0.035 
(0.028) 

0.033 
(0.028) 

0.086** 
(0.042) 

0.089** 
(0.042) 

Earned A.A. and/or 
B.A. within 5 yrs. 

0.031 
(0.040) 

0.034 
(0.040) 

0.064* 
(0.037) 

0.063* 
(0.038) 

0.022 
(0.029) 

0.021 
(0.029) 

0.072* 
(0.043) 

0.072* 
(0.043) 

Covariates and fixed 
effects 

  X X X X X X 

Observations 7,785 6,670 7,785 6,670 10,475 8,979 5,681 4,871 
Note. These are the second-stage fuzzy RD results from equation 2. I report the coefficient estimate on the predicted probability of enrolling in 
developmental writing/ESL and reading within three years. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significant levels: ***p<0.01; 
**p<0.05; *p<0.10. 
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Discussion 

 This study reinforces two general findings from past research on remediation: 

developmental education does not profoundly improve the outcomes of students, but it may have 

positive effects on some educational outcomes when we examine its impact on students with 

lower levels of academic preparation. This study diverges from past research in that it finds 

suggestive evidence of a positive impact of assignment to both reading and writing versus 

writing only on student learning.  

In evaluating the effects of developmental writing or ESL compared to college English, I 

encountered two methodological concerns. The first is that a cutoff score on an exam with a 

small score range and a human grader may not be appropriate to use as an indicator of treatment 

assignment in a regression discontinuity framework because students who receive each score are 

very different along observable characteristics and, potentially, unobservable characteristics. The 

second methodological concern is the possible non-random sorting of White language minorities 

into college English and Asian language minorities in developmental writing or ESL. One 

potential explanation for this finding is that writing exam graders were more certain that Asian 

language minorities needed academic language support prior to enrolling in college English but 

less certain about the academic language support needs of White language minorities.  

Therefore, in addition to the empirical results, an important lesson that emerged from this 

study is that the regression discontinuity intuition provides a useful strategy to investigate 

possible manipulation of the assignment variable. For example, Dee, Jacob, and McCrary (2011) 

examine the distribution of students’ New York Regents scores and find discontinuities in pass 

rates right at the state cutoffs for being eligible for a high school diploma. They conduct 

statistical tests to determine if these jumps in pass rates at the cutoff were due to chance or not, 
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and determine that a substantial number of tests that should have been marked failing were given 

a passing score. Investigations like these are valuable in exploring the potential non-random 

sorting of students around an exam cutoff, especially for exams with human raters. 

To address the methodological concerns regarding using the writing exam in an RD 

design, I adjust for a wide range of student-level covariates and measures of prior ability, and I 

focus on the results for a sample that that excludes White and Asian language minorities. I find 

that, compared to a college English assignment, assignment to developmental writing or ESL 

resulted in a 19 percentage point decrease in the likelihood of enrolling in college English and a 

15 percentage point decrease in the likelihood of passing college English. As a result, language 

minority students assigned to writing or ESL earned one less college credit in their first year in 

college than their peers assigned to college English. However, these negative effects did not have 

any long-term positive or negative impacts on language minority students. In other words, while 

I did not find that developmental writing/ESL achieved what it is intended to do—improve the 

college progression and success of students who enter college academically underprepared—it 

also did not seem to hinder students’ overall college success either. 

 The second analysis does not have the same threats to its internal validity as the first 

analysis because the reading exam is computer-adaptive and allows for the random sorting of 

students around the cutoff. The strongest findings from the second analysis are that, compared to 

assignment to developmental writing/ESL only, assignment to developmental writing/ESL and 

reading reduced language minority students' average college credit accumulation by less than one 

credit in their first year and decreased their likelihood of dropping out by 5 percentage points. I 

also find a positive effect on an outcome that I view as measures of student learning: passing 

college English. I find that language minority students assigned to reading and writing were 4 
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percentage points more likely to pass college English than their peers assigned to writing only. 

The limitation of this finding, however, is that it is not robust to a slightly wider bandwidth, and 

is, therefore, only applicable to a small sample of students who failed the writing exam and just 

passed or failed the reading exam.  

 Further investigation is needed to understand the underlying mechanisms between 

assignment to and enrollment in both reading and writing coursework and improvements in 

language minority students’ persistence and grade performance in college English. Assuming the 

persistence finding is largely tied to improvements in passing college English, I present three 

hypotheses for the positive impact of reading and writing/ESL on passing college English. One 

hypothesis that applies to all community college students, not just language minorities, is that the 

student who just places into developmental education versus college coursework could have 

performed just as well in college English coursework because he or she is only marginally 

underprepared. But, the student who just places into two pre-college English assignments versus 

one is better off than the student who just places into only one assignment because their skills are 

low enough to benefit from extra academic support.  

 A second hypothesis is simply that taking pre-college reading and writing together versus 

just writing provides language minority students in the process of learning English with the level 

of academic language intensity they need and results in greater gains in their English language 

development. Passing college English requires students to be able to read and respond to college-

level texts with strong academic writing. Perhaps assignment to reading and writing better 

prepared language minority student for this level of academic literacy than assignment to writing 

only. 
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 Third, taking a reading course concurrently with a writing course may improve the 

alignment between pre-college English and English Composition curriculum and expectations. 

At CUNY, during the time period of this study, developmental faculty who taught the highest 

level ESL and writing courses had to align their curriculum and instruction, in part, with the 

writing placement exam because it was also used as an exit exam from remediation. According 

to English and ESL faculty, the exam did not test the type of writing skills that were taught or 

expected of students in college-level English, and as a result, they felt that students who did well 

in the exam were not necessarily prepared for English Composition (Jaggars & Hodara, 2011).  

However, perhaps the addition of a reading course taken alongside a writing or ESL course 

provided students on the margin of needing reading and writing versus just writing better 

preparation for college English coursework.  

 A final essential question is the potentially differential effects of ESL compared to 

developmental writing on the educational outcomes of language minority students. The value of 

the multiple-rating score RD design is to estimate the impact of a single treatment, but in the 

CUNY context that is not entirely possible because students who score below the cutoff on the 

writing exam are assigned to either developmental writing or ESL. Therefore, this analysis 

combines the effects of these two treatments and gives no indication if the results are driven by 

the developmental writing or ESL treatment. In the following chapter, I attempt to disentangle 

the impact of ESL on the educational outcomes of language minority students assigned to 

remediation. 
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CHAPTER 5. 

AN EVALUATION OF ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

 

“We don’t have students coming in who don’t speak any English. We get a lot of generation 1.5 

kids who have gone through high school here and really don’t identify as ESL, but they speak 

another language at home. Their writing reflects interference, so it is a cross between 

interference and literacy issues. We can address those problems as well as if not better than the 

English department. The difference between the English language learner and the native English 

speaker is not as clear as it used to be.” 

-ESL faculty at a CUNY community college 

 

Due to the growing population of immigrants seeking a postsecondary credential, 

community colleges have become important providers of ESL instruction (Blumenthal, 2002; 

Crandall & Shepard, 2006; Szelenyi & Chang, 2002). But there has been little attention paid to 

the overall effectiveness of ESL in higher education. Therefore, in this chapter, I attempt to 

disentangle the effects of ESL from developmental writing for language minority students 

assigned to a pre-college English pathway at CUNY. 

There are challenges in evaluating ESL that are not unique to the CUNY context. First, 

ESL sequences often consist of many more course levels than remedial writing sequences 

(Bunch et al., 2011; Gray, Rolph, & Melamid, 1996; Ignash, 1995). As a result, any potential 

positive impact of curriculum and instruction or other programmatic features of ESL could be 

dwarfed by the potential negative impact of its long sequence length. On the other hand, the 
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“duration,” which refers to the number of course levels in a sequence, and “intensity,” which 

refers to the number of classroom hours of each course, of ESL programs are often intentionally 

designed to be much greater than remedial English programs because it takes more time to 

develop non-native English speakers' academic literacy skills (Crandall & Shepard, 2006).  I do 

not focus on the impact of ESL duration or intensity, but instead attempt to discount its potential 

impact by focusing on a very specific population of language minority students who just failed 

the placement exam, and as a result should start college only one or two course levels below 

college English. 

A second challenge in evaluating ESL is the amount of misplacement into ESL that is 

thought to occur at community college (Bunch et al., 2011; Harklau et al., 1999). Evaluating pre-

college coursework using regression discontinuity, as I did in the previous chapter, relies on the 

assumption that students are to some extent misplaced around the cutoff: students who just fail 

the placement exams are equally under-prepared as students who just pass, so students who just 

fail should perform better in college if developmental education is effective in improving the 

outcomes of under-prepared students, and students who just pass should perform worse because 

they did not receive the academic intervention they needed to succeed in college. An analysis of 

assignment to ESL versus college-level coursework based on a cutoff score would rely on a 

similar assumption. However, in this study, I focus solely on students who score below the 

cutoff, and placement into ESL or developmental writing is subject to a different type of 

misplacement that adds a level of complexity to disentangling the effects of ESL from 

developmental writing. 

Traditional assessment and placement policies and practices at community colleges are 

designed to identify the monolingual English speakers from the bilingual speakers and then to 
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assign those who are determined academically under-prepared to a developmental writing or an 

ESL pathway, respectively (Bunch & Panayotova, 2008).  But, this process does not account for 

the diverse linguistic and educational backgrounds of language minority students that make it 

difficult to identify their academic needs and assign them to the appropriate course of study. 

Although international students and recent immigrants may have very different levels of 

academic proficiency in their first language, their educational needs in learning English as a 

second language are often clearer than the educational needs of U.S.-educated language 

minorities (Harklau et al., 1999). U.S.-educated language minority students may struggle with 

literacy in both their first language and English, but the extent of their strengths and weaknesses 

in their first and second languages varies tremendously and depends on how they learned each 

language, and, as a result, it may be unclear what their strongest or even first language is and if 

they need ESL, developmental writing, or a different kind of English instruction all together 

(Bunch & Panayotova, 2008).  

Any evaluation of ESL in higher education must, therefore, not only consider if the 

program works or not for language minority college students on average, but if it has 

heterogeneous effects for students with different levels of exposure to academic English. Data on 

when students arrived in the United States is not available in the CUNY dataset, but information 

on where students were born and where they attended secondary school is and may be suggestive 

of different experiences with learning English in an academic setting. As a result, I examine the 

impact of ESL for U.S. born students (“2nd generation”); foreign-born students who attended 

high school outside of the United States (“1st generation”); and foreign-born students who 

attended high school in the United States (“generation 1.5”). 
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In the following sections, I first explain the assessment and placement process at the 

CUNY community colleges that assigns students to ESL or developmental writing, and I 

describe differences in the course structures and curriculum of these two pathways into college 

English. Then, I describe my analytic strategy in detail. I use a difference-in-differences (DID) 

approach to identify the causal impact of ESL, and I assess the robustness of my results with an 

alternative specification.  

Overall, my qualitative exploration of course content and sequence structure suggests that 

at the highest levels of ESL and developmental writing coursework, the most observably 

different feature of these pre-college English pathways is their sequence length. The DID model 

finds that ESL and developmental writing do not have substantially different effects on language 

minority students.  ESL enrollment had a negative effect on the number of college credits 

students earned in their first and second year in community college. The effect on college credit 

accumulation is strongly negative for first and second generation students, but unclear for 

generation 1.5 students. The negative effect on college progression may have affected students' 

ability to earn a degree as quickly as their peers: language minority students who enrolled in ESL 

were less likely to earn an associate's degree within three years, but there is no difference in 

degree attainment over five years.  

Developmental Writing and ESL at CUNY 

Assessment and Placement Process 

Up until fall 2010, incoming CUNY applicants who were not exempt from taking the 

placement exams, took the CUNY/ACT writing exam to determine their English course 

placement. Two readers graded the essays at a central location and assigned the essay a failing 

score of 1, 2, or 3 or a passing score of 4, 5, or 6. Scores were added together, and students 
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passed the exam if they earned at least a score of 7, meaning they received a score of 3 from one 

reader and 4 from another. Readers flagged failing essays (those they gave a score of 3 or lower) 

they believed had “ESL-type errors” with an “E.” Out of the 38,194 language minority 

community college enrollees who tested, 55% received an “E” on their writing placement exam. 

(Another 4,954 students, or 14%, of native English speakers who tested, and 6,626 students, or 

33% of students with an unknown first language who tested, received an “E” flag.) All essays 

marked with an “E” were sent to the ESL faculty at each of community colleges. ESL faculty 

interview respondents explained that the “E” flag did not accurately assign students to ESL 

because although the central readers were trained in a standardized rubric to evaluate writing 

quality, they did not receive formal training in detecting ESL errors. As a result, ESL faculty 

reread all exams marked “E” to determine if each student belonged in ESL or developmental 

writing, and if they belonged in ESL, which level of ESL to place the student.  

Although ESL faculty were better trained than the central readers at recognizing errors 

that a non-native English speaker would make in their writing, almost all ESL faculty 

respondents noted that it was difficult to determine if students belonged in ESL or developmental 

writing using a single essay exam. One ESL faculty member commented on this process: 

The problem is we only get the ones that get marked E. The first 
couple years we were doing it the ACT scorers were not marking E 
very much and later on they started marking everything E. And 
sometimes we end up with native speakers in ESL classes, and there 
are a lot of students where it is not clear where they ought to be. 

Another ESL faculty member explained some of the difficulties related to the assessment and 

placement process: 

Placement I think could be done much better if we had more 
information: longer essays or different kinds of essays…we don’t 
even get the reading scores…we’re under time pressure to get the 
placement done…We used to get information about where students 
were born – not the best, but it tentatively tells us whether they’re 
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ESL students or not -- but it would be useful information, and they 
can’t even consistently give us that. 

Reading a single essay exam is not the most effective way to determine if a student is a second 

language learner or what their level of English proficiency is (Llosa & Bunch, 2011), but it may 

be easier to determine the placement of first and second generation students than generation 1.5 

students. 

Some ESL faculty described how they placed generation 1.5 students. For example, one 

ESL faculty member explained who they placed in developmental writing: 

[The ESL flag] mixes the generation 1.5 with ESL. So when we 
reread the papers we look for idiomaticity—the kinds of features 
students who have lived here all their lives have that ESL students 
don’t have—and try to separate them out. Figuring that they 
identify more with English, we send them to English. 

Another ESL faculty member said that generation 1.5 students who went to high school in New 

York City were “offended” by an ESL placement, so they tried to place these students in 

developmental writing. These responses from ESL faculty highlight the challenges in 

determining the most beneficial English placement for language minority students, and justify 

why it is important to examine the impact of ESL for different sub-populations of language 

minority students since ESL may be more appropriate for certain language minority students 

over others. 

 The CUNY dataset does not identify students who received an ESL flag on their writing 

exam and then were reassigned to developmental writing by ESL faculty, but reassignment can 

be inferred by the first English course these students enrolled in. At the CUNY community 

colleges, there are registration blocks that prevent students from enrolling in coursework they did 

not place into, and almost all students enroll in the developmental math, reading, and writing 

courses that they were assigned to based on their placement exam scores (Jaggars & Hodara, 
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2011). It seems reasonable to assume, therefore, that an ESL or developmental writing course 

enrollment for students with an ESL flag represents an ESL or developmental writing 

assignment. As a result, for the remainder of this study, I interchangeably refer to colleges with a 

high enrollment of students in ESL as colleges with a high probability of ESL placement (i.e. 

assignment or referral) and colleges with a low enrollment of students in ESL as colleges with a 

low probability of ESL placement.  

Figure 11 illustrates the proportion of language minority students who failed the writing 

exam (i.e. scored a 6 or below) and received an ESL flag on their writing exam whose first 

course was an ESL, developmental writing, or college English course or who did not enroll in 

any English course within three years of college entry. There is some variation across the 

colleges in the proportion of students who enroll in ESL or developmental writing, but this 

variation is driven by the enrollment of students who received a score of 6, not students who 

received a score of 5 or below. Overall, for the large majority of low-scoring language minority 

students, ESL faculty seemed to adhere to the ESL assignment from central readers. Across the 

six community colleges, a low of 16% to a high of 29% of language minority students with a 

score of 5 or below seemed to have been reassigned to developmental writing (Figure 12). In 

contrast, there is considerable variation in the course enrollment of language minority students 

who received an ESL flag and just failed the writing exam. Across the six community colleges, a 

low of 18% to a high of 83% of language minority students who received a score of 6 seemed to 

have been reassigned to developmental writing (Figure 13).  
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Figure 11. First English Course, score of 6 or lower and ESL flag (N=19,159) 

 

Figure 12. First English Course, score of 5 or lower and ESL flag (N=12,513) 

 

Figure 13. First English Course, score of 6 and ESL flag (N=6,646) 
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According to interviews with ESL faculty from school F, they had an unofficial policy of 

placing students who received a score of 6 and ESL flag on the CUNY/ACT exam into 

developmental writing. School E did not have any such policy, official or unofficial, but ESL 

faculty at this college must have had a similar philosophy about placing most language minority 

students who just failed the placement exam into developmental writing. The variation in 

reassignment to developmental writing across the community colleges of language minority 

students who just failed the exam and were assigned to ESL by central readers reflects 

differences in beliefs about what is best for these students. It also provides a context for a natural 

experiment since language minority students who received the same score on the writing 

placement exam and an ESL flag had a very different likelihood of enrolling in ESL depending 

on where they attended community college.  

Features of ESL and Developmental Writing 

In this section, I describe the sequence structure and curriculum of ESL and 

developmental writing at CUNY based on a review of course catalogs from 2001 to 2007 and 

interview data, but more in-depth examination of these programs through classroom observations 

and student interviews is warranted to more accurately understand how ESL and developmental 

writing courses meet the academic needs of language minority students at CUNY. Based solely 

on my qualitative documentary and interview analysis, I find that the most significant difference 

between the two pre-college English pathways is that ESL students must complete longer 

sequences than developmental writing students, and while there seems to be curricular 

differences at the lower levels of ESL and developmental writing, upper level ESL and 

developmental writing have similar course descriptions.   
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At the CUNY community colleges, the ESL sequences were three or four course levels, 

and the writing sequences were one or two course levels (see Figures 14 and 15). All students 

had to take the same CUNY/ACT writing placement exam as an exit exam at the end of their 

developmental writing or ESL sequence, and if they passed the exam (as well as the COMPASS 

reading exam if they were in developmental reading), they could then enroll in college English 

the following semester. At one college, ESL students who did not pass the CUNY/ACT exam 

had to enroll in upper level developmental writing before they could retake the exam, extending 

the 4-level sequence to 5-levels. At two colleges, after students completed the ESL sequence, 

they had to enroll in the highest-level developmental writing course, extending the 3-level 

sequence to 4-levels, and at the end of the developmental writing course, they could take the 

writing exit exam. 

It is apparent from Figures 14 and 15 that students assigned to ESL must complete many 

more courses than developmental writing students. Even the majority of ESL students who just 

failed the writing exam had to take at least one more course level than developmental writing 

students before they could take the exit exam. Specifically, among language minority students 

who scored a 6, received an ESL flag, and were reassigned to developmental writing, 95% 

started in the highest level developmental writing course and only 5% started two levels below 

college-level English in writing. In contrast, among language minority students who scored a 6, 

received an ESL flag, and enrolled in ESL, only 58% started in the highest level ESL course, and 

many of these students were at colleges where they had to take developmental writing after they 

completed the ESL sequence, so they had to take an additional course before being eligible to 

take the exit exam. Additionally, 33% started in the second level, 8% started in the third level, 

and less than 1% started in the lowest level of ESL. The course enrollment of these language 
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minority students demonstrates that ESL students experienced greater course duration than 

developmental writing students with equivalent levels of academic preparation according to the 

writing placement exam.  

 

Figure 14. ESL Sequences 

 
 
 
Figure 15. Developmental Writing Sequences 
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Although only a small number of ESL and writing faculty mentioned their instructional 

strategies in interviews, those who did described similar approaches to teaching writing at the 

upper levels of the sequences. ESL and writing faculty both mentioned their use of writing 

portfolios to track the progress of their students, and faculty teaching the highest level courses  

spoke of devoting a substantial amount of course time to prepare students for the writing exit 

exam, which required students to write a persuasive argument for or against a policy. ESL and 

writing faculty criticized the writing exam because it constrained them to align some of their 

instruction and content with preparing students for an exit exam that did not require the type of 

writing emphasized in a college-level English Composition course. Therefore, in the highest 

level ESL and writing courses that had to prepare students for the English exit exam, content was 

somewhat similar because faculty were preparing students for the same exit exam. 

Course descriptions also suggest that the content of upper level ESL and developmental 

writing may not be vastly different within each college although there is variation across the 

colleges. Table 13 contains excerpts of course descriptions, copied directly from the six 

community colleges’ course catalogs from the same academic year, of the lowest level and 

highest level ESL and developmental writing courses. The lowest level course descriptions are 

different: in particular, there is no mention of oral language skills in the four developmental 

writing courses while four of the six course descriptions for the lowest level of ESL note a focus 

on oral language skills. In contrast, the course descriptions for the highest level developmental 

writing and ESL courses are almost exactly the same. The course descriptions for both the lowest 

and highest levels are also slightly more analogous at the three colleges where the ESL courses 

are located in the same department as developmental writing courses than at the three colleges 

where the ESL courses are in a separate department from the developmental writing courses.
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Table 13. Course Descriptions from 2006-2007 Course Catalogs (Each column corresponds to a different college.) 

 
3 colleges with separate departments for ESL & writing 3 colleges with same department for ESL & writing 

Lowest 
level 

writing 
course 

(Only 1 level in sequence.) 

Fundamentals of writing, 
including punctuation, 
spelling, grammar, word 
choice, sentence structure, 
and paragraphing. Focus on 
narration and description as 
modes of developing ideas.  (Only 1 level in sequence.) 

A course in 
reading, 
writing, and 
critical 
thinking. 

Grammar usage, 
sentence structure, 
and facility with 
paragraph 
development are 
stressed.  

Focus on 
grammar, 
paragraph 
and essay 
writing 

Lowest 
level 
ESL 

course 

Content-based course 
utilizes subject matter from 
selected disciplines. In 
response to topics, students 
expand their vocabulary 
and improve their grammar 
within an integrated skills 
context that will permit 
practice in reading, writing, 
listening and speaking. 

Two intensive English 
courses are designed in their 
combined form to improve 
the reading/writing and 
aural/oral skills of the 
beginning and low-
intermediate student.  

Develops students' 
proficiency in listening, 
speaking, reading and 
writing. Listening and 
pronunciation receive 
careful attention. 
Similarities and differences 
between written and spoken 
language are emphasized.  

Intensive work 
on reading, 
writing and 
revision, with 
an emphasis on 
developing 
fluency in 
writing and 
basic reading 
comprehension. 

Focus on 
fundamentals of 
grammar, usage, 
sentence structure, 
and paragraph 
development.  

Builds oral, 
listening, 
written, and 
reading 
skills for 
non-native 
English 
speakers 

Highest 
level 

writing 
course 

Emphasis on analytical and 
critical thinking through 
writing assignments across 
academic disciplines. The 
student will learn how to 
use class discussions and 
readings as the basis for 
composing organized and 
well-developed essays. 

Focus on basic components 
of effective writing, 
including word selection, 
punctuation, spelling, 
grammar, sentence structure, 
and paragraph development. 
Focus on argumentation, 
narrative, and description as 
modes of developing ideas.  

Emphasis on both the 
writing process and skills 
needed for timed and high 
stakes essays. Students learn 
to employ argument in the 
short essay form to clearly 
express ideas in support of a 
position. 

A course in 
reading, writing 
and critical 
thinking. 

Focus on 
paragraph and 
essay composition 
and preparation of 
reports stressed, 
with emphasis on 
organization, 
thought 
development, and 
grammar. 

Focus on 
paragraph 
developmen
t and unity, 
different 
styles of 
essay 
writing, and 
review of 
grammar 

Highest 
level 
ESL 

course 

Focus on writing as an 
effective means of 
communication with 
particular emphasis on 
persuasive writing, along 
with critical reading and 
analysis of selected works. 
Emphasis on grammatical 
structures and language 
usage.  

Focus on basic components 
of effective writing, 
including paragraph 
development and structure, 
sentence structure, word 
choice, and content. Students 
read and respond to texts and 
use argumentation, narrative, 
and description as modes of 
developing ideas in writing.  

Emphasis on the writing 
process, contrastive rhetoric 
and grammatical accuracy 
as well as timed, high stakes 
testing. Students learn to 
identify and correct 
grammatical errors they are 
likely to make, and employ 
argument and other 
rhetorical modes. 

A course in 
reading, 
writing, and 
critical 
thinking.  

Emphasis is on 
advanced 
grammar and 
organizing and 
writing a five-
paragraph essay. 

Review and 
practice of 
academic 
writing, 
paragraph, 
essay 
structure, 
grammar. 
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To sum, this brief comparison of the course structures and content of ESL and 

developmental writing courses uncovers similarities and differences between these English 

pathways that have important implications for their potential impact on language minority 

students. To identify the effects of ESL, I focus on similar language minority students assigned 

to ESL and developmental writing: students who just failed the placement exam. The majority of 

these students enrolled in upper level developmental writing or ESL, courses that seem to teach 

similar content according to their course descriptions and ESL and English faculty respondents 

who both described having to prepare their students to take the same exit exam. If upper level 

ESL and developmental writing curricular content is similar, then we may not expect ESL and 

developmental writing to have differential effects for students assigned to these pathways.  On 

the other hand, these students may experience distinct peer effects that contribute to the 

differential effects of developmental writing and ESL since language minority students in ESL 

are in classes with other non-native English speakers while language minority students in 

developmental writing are in classes with native English speakers. The most significant 

observable difference between ESL and developmental writing is that the majority of language 

minority students assigned to ESL had to take more pre-college courses before they could take 

the CUNY/ACT exit exam than developmental writing students, and as a result, any ESL effect 

might be largely the result of the longer sequence length.  

Methodology 

Language Minority Students in ESL and Developmental Writing 

 First, I present a straightforward comparison of the outcomes of language minority 

students who enrolled in ESL or developmental writing as their first English course within three 

years of college entry and have observably similar academic proficiency in English based on 
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their performance on the writing placement exam (Table 14). Mean outcomes illustrate that at a 

statistically significant level a higher proportion of students in ESL courses passed the writing 

exit exam, but a lower proportion transferred to a CUNY four-year college within three years. 

Additionally, students in ESL earned fewer college credits over one, two, and three years than 

their counterparts in developmental writing. Without a causal research design, however, it is not 

possible to attribute these differences in averages outcomes to the differential effects of enrolling 

in ESL or developmental writing because different types of students, even those who perform the 

same on the writing placement exam, enroll in ESL and developmental writing courses. 

 
Table 14. Outcomes and Characteristics of Language Minority Students with a Score of 6 and ESL Flag 
by Pathway 

 Pre-College English Pathway 
 ESL 

N=3,226 
Writing 
N=2,778 

Educational Outcome (within 3 years of college entry unless otherwise noted) 
Passed Writing Exit Exam  30% 28% 
Enrolled in college-level English course  64% 63% 
Passed college-level English course 59% 57% 
Avg. number of college credits passed in 1 yr 10.7 13.3 
Avg. number of college credits passed in 2 yrs 24.5 27.6 
Avg. number of college credits passed in 3 yrs 36.0 38.1 
Dropped out of CUNY system 42% 43% 
Transferred to CUNY four-year  11% 18% 
Earned AA within 3yrs  15% 16% 
Earned AA and/or BA within 5yrs   29% 27% 

Student Characteristic 
Asian  37% 21% 
Black  8% 14% 
Latino  35% 35% 
White  12% 19% 
Foreign-born, foreign high school (1st generation) 40% 26% 
Foreign-born, US high school (generation 1.5) 53% 57% 
US-born (2nd generation) 5% 16% 
Chose a CUNY four-year college on application 28% 37% 
Assigned to developmental math 42% 48% 
Assigned to developmental reading 55% 44% 

Note. Bolded means are statistically different at the 5% significance level. 
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Compared to students in developmental writing, a significantly higher proportion of 

students in ESL are Asian and foreign-born, and significantly more scored below the cutoff on 

the reading placement exam and were assigned to developmental reading but significantly fewer 

scored below the cutoffs on the math exams and were assigned to developmental math. In 

contrast, a significantly higher proportion of students in developmental writing are Black, White, 

and foreign-born but attended a U.S. high school or U.S.-born. Additionally, a higher proportion 

indicated that they wanted to attend a four-year college, a selection students make before they 

take the placement exams. Since college choice is potentially a reflection of students’ 

preferences, goals, and a self-assessment of their own academic preparation (Dale and Krueger, 

2011), this significant difference suggests that a greater proportion of students in developmental 

writing may have a higher perception of their academic ability than students in ESL. These 

differences in student-level characteristics are related to the educational outcomes of students in 

ESL and developmental writing, confounding the impact of ESL on student outcomes. 

Identification Strategy 

 The average demographic characteristics of students in ESL and developmental writing 

are statistically different due to a placement process in which ESL faculty reassign a large 

number of students with an ESL flag to developmental writing because their writing 

demonstrates that they are not limited English proficient. Most of these reassigned students were 

born in the U.S. or attended high school in the United States. However, variation in enrollment 

suggests that ESL faculty at colleges D, E, and F are more likely to reassign students to writing 

than ESL faculty at colleges A, B, and C (see Figure 13), and as a result, enrollment in ESL or 

writing is partly a function of college choice. 
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 In the CUNY system, according to home address information, 62% of language minority 

students with a score of 6 and ESL flag attended the community college closest to their home.19 

Therefore, for the majority of language minority students with a score of 6 and ESL flag, where 

they live influences where they attend college, which is related to their probability of enrolling in 

ESL. Proximity has been found to be a strong determinant of college choice in higher education 

research (Bettinger & Long, 2009; Dee, 2004; Card, 2001; Nurnberg, Schapiro, & Zimmerman, 

2012; Rouse, 1995), and distance to the nearest college has been used as an instrument in a 

number of studies because it is believed to affect students' educational outcomes only through 

determining their college of attendance (Bettinger & Long, 2009; Dee, 2004; Rouse, 1995).   

In the CUNY context, it is difficult to contend that community college proximity is 

entirely exogenous to outcomes because the neighborhoods in New York City are quite distinct 

along socio-demographic lines, which are correlated with student outcomes. In other words, 

students may select into neighborhoods based on characteristics that are also related to college 

outcomes, so college choice does not result in the random sorting of students into ESL or 

developmental writing courses. For example, one community college draws a large Eastern 

                                                
19 The CUNY dataset has home address information for between 7% and 36% of each cohort from fall 2001 to fall 
2007, a sample that is representative of all students in the dataset. A small proportion of students only gave their out-
of-state or home country address, so I could not calculate distance to each community college for these students. I 
only calculated distance for students who provided an address in the New York metropolitan area, which includes 
parts of New Jersey, Westchester, and Connecticut. To calculate students’ closest college to their home, I used GIS 
to plot students' home latitude and longitude coordinates and each community college's latitude and longitude 
coordinates, and then mapped the distance in miles of the shortest route from each student's home to each of the 
community colleges. However, this measure does not make sense for some students who do not take a direct route 
from their home to college, so Peter Crosta, research analyst at the Community College Research Center, calculated 
public transportation times from each student's home to each community college. Using Google Maps, in a large 
batch, he imputed students’ latitudinal and longitudinal coordinators as the starting address and each community 
college’s latitudinal and longitudinal coordinators as the destination address. Google Maps then provided the 
quickest route using New York metro area public transportation to each of the six colleges for every student and the 
amount of time in minutes this route would take. About 33% attended the college that is closest to their home in 
miles and by public transportation, 15% attended the college that is not closest by public transportation but is closest 
by distance (most often because they can walk to the college from their home), and 12% attended the college that is 
not closest in miles but is closest by public transportation travel time.  
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European student population from the surrounding neighborhood while other colleges draw large 

Latino populations from their surrounding neighborhoods.  

However, attending a college where language minority students with a score of 6 and 

ESL flag have a high versus low probability of ESL placement is not systematically related to a 

specific demographic.20 For example, a student who lives near college C and receives a score of 

6 and ESL flag might have a significantly high probability of referral to ESL as his or her first 

English course while an observably similar student who lives near college E might have a 

significantly high probability of reassignment to developmental writing. The random (or near-

random) sorting of students by the likelihood of ESL enrollment at one's college of attendance 

rather than actual ESL or writing course enrollment is evident when comparing student 

characteristics at colleges with a high versus low probability of ESL enrollment (Table 15). 

There are still significant differences in student demographics, but the racial/ethnic composition 

of students at the two types of colleges is less dissimilar than the students who enrolled in ESL 

and developmental writing (see Table 14). Furthermore, compared to colleges with a low 

probability of ESL placement, colleges with a high probability of ESL placement actually have a 

significantly lower proportion of foreign-born, foreign-educated language minority students who 

received a score of 6 and ESL flag, indicating that these three colleges do not have a similar 

philosophy of high ESL placement just because they have a greater foreign-born, foreign-

                                                
20 One way to identify the colleges where language minority students with a score of 6 and ESL flag have a high 
versus low probability of ESL placement is to simply observe the institutional variation in the proportion of 
language minority students who received a score of 6 and ESL flag whose first English course was ESL, which is 
illustrated in Figure 13. At schools A, B, and C, the majority of these students enrolled in ESL as their first English 
course while at schools D, E, and F, less than half of these students enrolled in ESL. I also run six, separate logistic 
regressions of the probability of ESL enrollment for language minority students who just failed the exam and have 
an exam marked “E” as a function of an indicator of the college the student attends and a set of student-level 
characteristics. Holding all else constant, attending colleges A, B, and C is associated with a positive and significant 
probability of enrolling in ESL as one’s first English course, and attending colleges E and F is associated with a 
negative and significant probability of enrolling in ESL as one’s first English course. Attendance at college D has an 
insignificant relationship with ESL enrollment.  



130 
 

 
 

educated language minority population. Instead, we see that nativity is much more similar at 

these two types of colleges than among students who actually enrolled in ESL and 

developmental writing (see Table 14).   Perhaps most importantly, differences in proxies for 

academic ability (i.e. developmental assignment) and for students' self-assessment of their 

academic preparation (i.e. college choice) are not statistically different from zero, characteristics 

that are important determinants of students' educational outcomes. 

 

Table 15. Outcomes and Characteristics of Language Minority Students with a Score of 6 and ESL Flag 
by College 

 High probability of 
ESL placement 
Attend college  

A, B, or C 
N=3,304 

Low probability of 
ESL placement 
Attend college  

D, E, or F 
N=3,342 

Educational Outcome (within 3 years of college entry unless otherwise noted) 
Passed Writing Exit Exam  28% 26% 
Enrolled in college-level English course  64% 63% 
Passed college-level English course 59% 58% 
Avg. number of college credits passed in 1 yr 10.6 13.5 
Avg. number of college credits passed in 2 yrs 23.8 28.0 
Avg. number of college credits passed in 3 yrs 34.2 39.1 
Dropped out of CUNY system 44% 43% 
Transferred to CUNY four-year  12% 17% 
Earned AA within 3yrs  13% 18% 
Earned AA and/or BA within 5yrs   27% 32% 

Student Characteristic 
Asian  32% 26% 
Black  9% 12% 
Latino  42% 39% 
White  10% 13% 
Foreign-born, foreign high school (1st generation) 31% 34% 
Foreign-born, US high school (generation 1.5) 58% 53% 
US-born (2nd generation) 10% 11% 
Chose a CUNY four-year college on application 33% 33% 
Assigned to developmental math 45% 43% 
Assigned to developmental reading 50% 50% 

Note. Bolded means are statistically different at the 5% significance level. 
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Therefore, I argue that institutional variation in the placement of language minority 

students who received a score of 6 and ESL flag provides an exogenous source of variation in 

student assignment to ESL versus developmental writing. However, as is also apparent from 

Table 15, most educational outcomes of language minority students attending colleges with a 

high versus low probability of ESL placement are statistically different. Except for a slightly 

higher pass rate on the writing exit exam, students who were likely to enroll in ESL had lower 

long-term success in college than their counterparts who were likely to enroll in developmental 

writing.  

One might argue, therefore, that by identifying the effects of ESL by exploiting 

institutional variation in ESL placement, any significant differences in outcomes between 

students who enrolled in ESL versus developmental writing may be due to factors related to 

attending colleges A, B, or C versus D, E, or F, not the ESL versus developmental writing 

treatment. For example, perhaps colleges with high ESL enrollment concentrate academic 

resources targeted to language minority students in the process of learning English within the 

ESL classroom while colleges with low ESL enrollment spread ESL resources throughout, so 

that language minority students developing their English language skills are supported in ESL 

courses, developmental writing courses, and through other services. This might bias the true 

effect of ESL since the effect of ESL on student outcomes might be downward bias not because 

of ESL course enrollment (the treatment) but because language minority students at schools with 

a low probability of ESL placement benefit from the greater dispersion of ESL resources. 

I account for any unobservable differences in academic quality, resources, and other 

confounding factors at colleges with high versus low ESL enrollment that may affect student 

outcomes by using a difference-in-differences approach. I limit the sample to all language 
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minority students who received a score of 6 on their exam and then exploit the interaction 

between receiving an ESL flag on one's writing exam and attending a college where there is a 

high probability of placing students with a score of 6 and an ESL flag into ESL coursework. The 

first difference is the impact of attending a college with a high versus low probability of ESL 

placement for language minority students assigned to ESL by central readers and, essentially, 

compares the impact of enrolling in ESL versus developmental writing. The second difference 

captures the effect of attending these two types of colleges for language minority students who 

did not receive an ESL flag and were assigned to developmental writing, and, therefore, it 

removes the impact of factors specific to these two types of colleges that explain any differences 

in educational outcomes for students with an ESL flag who attended a college with a high versus 

low probability of ESL placement. In other words, continuing with the example from the 

previous paragraph, if language minority students benefit from greater access to ESL resources at 

schools with a low probability of ESL enrollment, the second difference will remove any 

positive impact on language minority students that is associated with attending a school with a 

low probability of ESL enrollment, and the first difference will isolate the effect of ESL 

compared to developmental writing enrollment for language minority students with the same 

placement exam performance (a score of 6 and ESL flag). 

Table 16 displays how the difference-in-differences estimate is calculated. The outcome 

here is the proportion of students whose first English course is an ESL course within three years. 

According to the difference-in-differences estimate, language minority students who received an 

ESL flag and attended a college with a high probability of ESL placement were 33 percentage 

points more likely to enroll in ESL than their language minority peers who also scored a 6 on the 

placement exam. Again, the first difference is the difference in the outcome of interest between 
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language minority students who were likely to enroll in ESL versus developmental writing; in 

this case, the first difference is the difference in ESL enrollment for students who were likely to 

enroll in ESL versus developmental writing. The second difference is the difference in the 

outcome of interest between language minority students at the two different types of college who 

did not enroll in ESL, and, therefore, it removes any contribution on the outcome of interest 

associated with attending these two types of college. 

 

Table 16. Difference-in-differences Estimate 

  N 
Attends a college 

with a… 
ESL 
flag 

Proportion of students whose first 
English course is ESL 

(standard error) 

First 
difference 

Treatment 
group 3,304 High probability 

of ESL placement Yes 
0.655 

(0.008) 0.338 
 

0.329*** 
(0.011) 

Control 
group 3,342 Low probability 

of ESL placement Yes 
0.317 

(0.008) 

Second 
difference 

 4,299 High probability 
of ESL placement No 

0.022 
(0.002) 0.009 

 
 3,445 Low probability 

of ESL placement No 0.013) 
(0.002) 

 
 

Model 

Because the interaction between receiving an ESL flag and attending a college with a 

high probability of ESL placement is not a perfect indicator of ESL enrollment, I cannot estimate 

a single-equation difference-in-differences model. Instead, I estimate an instrumental variable 

difference-in-differences (IV-DID) model in which the first stage predicts the probability that a 

language minority student's first English course within three years is an ESL course: !

(1)  !"#! = !!! !"#$%&' ∗ !"#$%&& + !!(!"#$%&')+ !!(!"#$%&&)+ !!(!)+ !! 

Where the dependent variable (!"#!) is the indicator of ESL enrollment within three years and 

the instrument !! is the interaction between the dichotomous indicator of having an writing 
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placement exam marked "E"! !"#$%&'  and a dichotomous indicator of attendance at a college 

with a high probability of ESL enrollment versus low probability of ESL enrollment for language 

minority students who just failed the placement exam and were assigned to ESL by central 

readers !"#$%&& .! The variable! !"#$%&&  is equal to '1' if the student attended college A, B, or 

C where there is a high probability of student enrollment in ESL and '0' if s/he attended college 

D, E, or F where there is a low probability of enrollment in ESL. The vector of student-level 

covariates (!) includes indicators of gender, race/ethnicity, age at entry, high school type and 

location, citizenship status, four-year college choice, declared major, and assignment to 

developmental math and reading; financial aid recipient, dependency, full-time or part-time, and 

fall or spring entry status21; region of birth and first language fixed effects; and continuous 

variables of high school grades and units in English and math courses and years since high 

school graduation. See Table I1 in Appendix I for the full list of covariates in the model and 

descriptive statistics for students in the first difference and second difference. 

The second equation estimates the local average treatment effect of the predicted 

probability of ESL enrollment: 

(2) !! = !!! + !! !"# + !!(!"#$%&')+ !!(!"#$%&&)+ !!(!)+ !! 

Where the outcome of interest is a function of the probability that one’s first English course 

within three years is an ESL course, controlling for the terms that make up the excluded 

instrument and the same vector of student-level covariates from the first equation.22 

                                                
21 I also ran this model with cohort fixed effects (i.e. dummies indicating student's semester of entry) and found no 
difference in the results, so in my final model, I include only an indicator of fall or spring entry status. Fall entry 
status has a positive and significant relationship with all educational outcomes. 
22 As previously noted in Chapter 4, standard errors are likely correlated within each college, but clustering the 
standard errors seems to increase bias in the estimates, leading to an overrejection of the true null hypothesis, 
because of the small number of groups. Therefore, I report the estimates with robust unclustered standard errors. 
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 In an additional specification, instead of the dichotomous indicator !"#$%&& , I include a 

continuous variable !" !"#$%&'((  that represents the probability a student will enroll in ESL 

as their first English course. For each student, this variable is equivalent to the proportion of 

language minority students with a score of 6 and ESL flag whose first English course was ESL at 

their college, which are the proportions illustrated in Figure 13.23 When this variable is interacted 

with the ESL flag, it is equal to '0' for students who have no flag, indicating a zero probability of 

enrolling in ESL. I present the results from this specification alongside the results from the 

primary model as a check for the robustness of the results. 

Falsification Tests 

I further assess if the interaction term is an exogenous source of variation using the 

strategies proposed by Altonji, Elder, and Taber (2005), which can provide suggestive evidence 

that an instrument meets the exclusion restriction that it is only related to the outcome of interest 

through the endogenous regressor. First, if the interaction between receiving an ESL flag or not 

and attending a college with a high versus low probability of ESL placement was related to 

excluded variables or factors that impacted the outcome on interest, then we might see a 

relationship between the interaction term and outcomes for students who should not enroll in 

ESL. I conduct falsification tests by estimating the reduced form model with the sample of 

native-English speakers who received a score of 6 on the writing placement exam since about 

13% received an ESL flag but less than 1% enrolled in ESL and then with the sample of 

language minority students who received a score of 7 through 12 on the writing placement exam 

since 28% received an ESL flag but only 2% enrolled in ESL. With both samples, the interaction 

is insignificant, thus providing some indication that it does not influence the outcomes of interest 

                                                
23 These proportions are fairly similar to the coefficient estimates on the college of attendance dummies from the six 
logistic regressions that estimate the relationship between college of attendance and ESL enrollment. 
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through some omitted variable(s). A second strategy is to assess the relationship between the 

instrument and important observable characteristics that determine the outcomes of interest. Two 

of the most important student-level characteristics related to students' college outcomes are 

assignment to developmental reading and math. The interaction term has an insignificant 

relationship with these developmental assignment variables. Together, these findings provide 

evidence that the interaction between receiving an ESL flag or not and attending a college with a 

high versus low probability of ESL placement affects student’s educational outcomes only 

through determining their likelihood of ESL versus developmental writing enrollment, not 

through any relationship with unobservable or excluded variables that are also related to a 

students' educational outcomes. 

Simple Difference Results 

Before I present the main DID results, I first examine the extent to which the difference-

in-differences model will correct for any relationship between the outcomes of interest and 

attending a college with a high versus low probability of ESL placement by estimating the 

simple difference. I estimate the relationship between attending a college with a high versus low 

probability of ESL placement for the sample of language minority students who received an ESL 

flag and for the sample of language minority students who did not receive an ESL flag with the 

following model: 

(3) !! = !!! + !!!(!"#$%&&)+ !!(!)+ !! 

Where !"#$%&&  is the indicator of attendance at a college with a high versus low probability of 

ESL placement and !  is the same vector of student-level covariates from equations (1) and (2). 

In Table 17, for each outcome, I present the coefficient estimate on !"#$%&&  from equation (3) 

for both samples of students. 
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Table 17. Impact of Attending a College with a High versus Low Probability of ESL Course Placement 

Educational Outcome 

Students with score 
of 6 and ESL flag 

N=6,646 

Students with score 
of 6 and no ESL flag 

N=7,744 
Passed Writing Exit Exam  0.034*** 

(0.010) 
0.025*** 
(0.008) 

Enrolled in college-level English course  0.054*** 
(0.012) 

0.067*** 
(0.011) 

Passed college-level English course 0.023* 
(0.012) 

0.012 
(0.011) 

Avg. number of college credits passed in 1 yr -2.861*** 
(0.018) 

-0.738*** 
(0.018) 

Avg. number of college credits passed in 2 yrs -2.213*** 
(0.041) 

-0.488*** 
(0.038) 

Avg. number of college credits passed in 3 yrs -2.532*** 
(0.611) 

-0.999* 
(0.546) 

Dropped out of CUNY system 0.003 
(0.012) 

0.0008 
(0.011) 

Transferred to CUNY four-year  -0.029*** 
(0.008) 

-0.022*** 
(0.007) 

Earned AA within 3yrs  -0.031*** 
(0.009) 

-0.013* 
(0.007) 

Earned AA and/or BA within 5yrs   -0.015 
(0.011) 

-0.018* 
(0.009) 

Note. Educational outcomes are within 3 years of entry unless otherwise noted. Robust standard 
errors in parenthesis. ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10 

 

Since a greater proportion of ESL students passed the writing exam but lower proportion 

transferred to a CUNY four-year college compared to developmental writing students (see Table 

14), we would expect students with an ESL flag who attended the colleges where there is a high 

probability of ESL placement to be more likely to pass the writing exit exam but less likely to 

transfer to a CUNY four-year college. The simple difference results confirms that students at 

colleges with a high probability of ESL placement were 3 percentage points more likely to pass 

the writing exit exam and 3 percentage points less likely to transfer than students at colleges with 

a low probability of ESL placement. However, these outcomes are most likely driven by where 

these students attended college not their ESL enrollment. Even students whose writing exams 

were not flagged ESL were 2.5 percentage points more likely to pass the writing exit exam and 3 

points less likely to transfer than their counterparts at colleges with a low probability of ESL 
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enrollment. These findings suggest there are factors specific to these colleges related to a greater 

improvement in students' writing performance but lower rates of transfer to the CUNY four-year 

colleges. 

We would also expect that because average college credit accumulation in ESL is lower 

than in developmental writing, students with an ESL flag who attended the colleges with a high 

probability of ESL placement would pass fewer college credits over one, two, and three years. 

The simple difference model confirms that they earned about 2.5 fewer credits over three years 

than their counterparts at colleges where there is a low probability of ESL placement. But, lower 

college credit accumulation can only be partly explained by college-specific factors since 

students with no ESL flag earned only about 1 fewer credits over three years than their 

counterparts at colleges where there is a low probability of ESL placement. This suggests that 

some differences in college credit accumulation can be attributed to enrollment in ESL 

coursework. 

 Finally, there are additional findings that did not emerge from the straightforward 

comparison of student outcomes in ESL and writing. For all students with a score of 6, attending 

a college with a high probability of ESL placement had a positive and significant relationship 

with enrolling in college English, but this estimate is greater in magnitude for students without 

an ESL flag, so this finding cannot be attributed to ESL enrollment and is likely due to factors 

specific to these three colleges. However, the negative impact on earning an associate's degree is 

larger in magnitude and statistical significance for students with an ESL flag than without, so this 

relationship may be partly due to ESL enrollment. There are also two outcomes that are only 

moderately significant: attending a college with a high probability of ESL placement is related to 

higher college English pass rates for students with an ESL flag but lower associate's and/or 
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bachelor's degree attainment for students without a flag. Overall, this analysis illustrates that 

because the interaction term differences out all impacts that are related to attending a college 

with a high versus low probability of ESL placement, only the variation left in college credit 

accumulation and perhaps in A.A. degree attainment can be attributed to ESL enrollment. 

Main Results 

First Stage 

The interaction is a strong and significant predictor of ESL enrollment. Table 18 displays 

the first stage results for the full sample and sub-groups.24 Controlling for student-level 

characteristics, language minority students who received an ESL flag and attended one of the 

three colleges with a high probability of ESL enrollment were 33 percentage points more likely 

to enroll in ESL than all other language minority students who received a score of 6 on their 

writing placement exam. The interaction is a stronger predictor of ESL enrollment for foreign-

born students than for U.S.-born students: for first generation students, receiving an ESL flag and 

attending one of the three colleges with a high probability of ESL enrollment is related to a 35 

point increase in ESL enrollment compared to all other first generation students who received a 

score of 6 on their writing exam and a 34 point increase for generation 1.5 students, but only a 22 

point increase for second generation students.  Comparing the specifications with and without 

covariates reveals that the first stage estimates are not sensitive to the addition of student-level 

covariates, which is a sign of a strong instrument because it suggests that the relationship 

between the instrument and the probability of ESL enrollment is not confounded by omitted 

variables (Angrist & Pischke, 2009). 

                                                
24See Table I2 in Appendix I for the results for the alternative specification. They show that, for language minority 
students with a score of 6, the relationship between receiving the ESL flag and the proportion of students who enroll 
in ESL coursework at one's college has a strong and significant relationship with one's own probability of ESL 
enrollment. 
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English Outcomes  

Although there are some significant results in models that do not control for student-level 

covariates, overall, ESL enrollment has no effect on passing the writing exit exam, enrolling in 

college English, and passing college English with three years of college entry (Table 19). For the 

full sample, estimates from the alternative specification (model 2) are consistently significant 

when there are no covariates in the model, but these significant differences are explained away 

by student-level characteristics. In the models that include all controls, the coefficient estimates 

on passing the writing exam in both specifications are positive, but they are small in magnitude 

and the standard errors are also very small, meaning the confidence interval spans a fairly tight 

range around zero, and we can be confident that the impact of ESL on passing the writing exam 

is not statistically different from zero. Similarly, in the models for both specifications that 

include all controls, the estimates on enrolling and passing college English are negative, but 

small in magnitude with small standard errors, signifying that the estimate is likely zero. 

The estimates for the sub-group analysis do not consistently have the same sign as the 

estimates for the full sample and the standard errors are slightly larger in most estimates because 

of the increasing variability in the outcomes for the sub-groups. ESL has no significant impact on 

any of the English outcomes for the sub-groups, but some estimates indicate a zero impact while 

other estimates indicate an imprecise positive or negative impact. For example, for first 

generation students, ESL may have a positive impact on passing the writing exam because the 

confidence interval spans an estimate of 0.28 to -0.03, so it is likely positive, but there is too 

much variation in student performance on the writing exam for the model to yield a precise 

estimate. Finally, while the estimates in models 1 and 2 vary slightly, the standard errors are 
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stable across the different specifications for the full sample and sub-groups, evidence that the 

results are not sensitive to different measures of institutional variation in ESL placement.   

College Credits Passed 

All coefficient estimates on college credits passed over one, two, and three years in all 

specifications for both the full sample and sub-groups are negative (Table 20). At a significant 

level, holding all else constant, language minority students whose first English course was ESL 

earned between 3.3 and 3.7 fewer college credits in their first year than their counterparts who 

also received a 6 on their writing placement exam. ESL continues to have a negative effect on 

college credit accumulation in students' second year, and language minority students who 

enrolled in ESL were still about 3 credits, or one college course, behind their peers although this 

result is only significant at the 10% level in the main specification (model 1). However, by year 

three, this effect is no longer significant. The coefficient estimates are smaller indicating that 

students who started in ESL were able to catch up to their peers, but the standard errors are larger 

indicating that there is much more variation in college credit accumulation after three years, so 

the model cannot estimate the precise effect of ESL on college credits passed over three years. 

The negative effect of ESL on early college credit accumulation seems to be driven by its 

effect on first and second generation students, but ESL has an unclear impact on college credits 

passed over one, two, and three years for generation 1.5 students. The standard errors for 

generation 1.5 students are smaller, indicating less variation in their college credit accumulation 

compared to the other sub-groups, but the coefficient estimates are smaller, indicating that ESL 

had a smaller impact on their college credit accumulation. The overall impact, therefore, is 

unclear. In other words, compared to their language minority peers who also received a score of 

6 on the writing exam, while a large number of generation 1.5 student who started in ESL may 
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have not progressed into and through college-level coursework, some generation 1.5 students 

who took ESL progressed at the same rate and others passed even more courses than their peers, 

so it is difficult to estimate with certainty the average impact of ESL on their college 

progression. 

First generation students whose first English course was ESL earned between 4.7 and 7.2 

fewer credits, and second generation students earned between 6.7 and 4.9 fewer credits. These 

estimates are fairly large and suggest that 1) these students were prevented from enrolling in any 

college-level courses in their first year when they took ESL while their counterparts were 

allowed to take college-level courses and/or 2) their counterparts were more likely to exit from 

remediation after their first semester and enroll in college-level coursework in their second 

semester because they started only one level below college-level English in developmental 

writing. The estimates are more unstable over two years because, again, there is likely more 

variation in students' college credit accumulation as they progress further into college. The main 

specification (model 1) finds that, at a 10% level of significance, first generation students earned 

7.8 fewer credits than their counterparts who did not start in ESL, and the alternative 

specification (model 2) finds that, at a 10% level of significance, second generation students 

earned 7.2 fewer credits than their counterparts who did not start in ESL. After three years, the 

effect of ESL on college credit accumulation is unclear. 

A final point is that the large estimates on the models without covariates are not 

unexpected since they are similar to the estimates from the simple difference analysis (equation 

3) when the model is run without student-level covariates. For students with a score of 6 and 

ESL flag, attending a college with a high probability of ESL placement is related to earning 

almost 6 fewer credits over three years. Much of this impact can be explained by student-level 
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covariates, which is evident from the estimate of 2.5 fewer credits in Table 17, and a small part 

of this impact can be explained by college-specific factors, which is again evident because even 

students without an ESL flag at colleges with a high probability of ESL enrollment earned fewer 

credits over three years. The IV-DID estimates reveal that the difference that remains in college 

credit accumulation is the result of ESL enrollment. 

Persistence, Transfer and Degree Completion 

ESL has no effect on dropping out of the CUNY system within three years, transferring 

to a CUNY four-year college within three years, and earning an associate's and/or bachelor's 

degree within five years (Table 21). For the full sample and sub-groups, the signs on the 

coefficient estimates are not consistent, but the magnitude on most of the estimates and their 

standard errors are even smaller than the estimates and standard errors of the English outcomes, 

indicating that ESL likely has a zero effect on these outcomes, which is consistent with the 

straightforward comparison of outcomes and simple difference analysis (see Tables 14 and 17). 

For the full sample, however, both specifications find that ESL decreases the probability of 

earning an associate's degree by 6% although this finding is only significant at the 10% level in 

the main specification (model 1). This finding did not emerge from the straightforward 

comparison of outcomes. It does seem plausible that ESL students are less likely to earn a degree 

within three years because ESL causes them to progress into and through college-level 

coursework at a slower rate. The simple difference analysis also finds that factors specific to the 

three colleges with a high probability of ESL placement cannot entirely explain the lower three-

year degree attainment rate of students with an ESL flag, so ESL enrollment is a potential 

explanation. 
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Table 18. IV-DID First Stage Results  

  Outcome: First English course within 3 years is ESL 
  Full Sample 1st Generation Generation 1.5 2nd Generation 
Interaction: ESL flag*Attend 

college with high probability 
of ESL placement 

0.329*** 0.327*** 0.346*** 0.346*** 0.344*** 0.340*** 0.220*** 0.220*** 
(0.012) (0.011) (0.026) (0.027) (0.016) (0.015) (0.031) (0.031) 

ESL flag on writing exam 0.305*** 0.210*** 0.383*** 0.293*** 0.267*** 0.214*** 0.125*** 0.114*** 
(0.008) (0.008) (0.020) (0.022) (0.011) (0.011) (0.017) (0.017) 

Attend college with high 
probability of ESL placement 

0.009*** 0.001 0.009 -0.007 0.013*** 0.001 0.001 0.004 
(0.003) (0.004) (0.018) (0.019) (0.004) (0.005) (0.002) (0.003) 

Covariates Included  X  X  X  X 
Observations 14,390 14,390 2,901 2,901 7,766 7,766 3,499 3,499 

R-squared 0.377 0.439 0.321 0.407 0.363 0.406 0.231 0.250 
Note. The first stage results are from equation (1), and I present the coefficient estimate on the instrument (the interaction term) and the terms included in 
the interaction. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significance levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. Sample sizes of the 
generational sub-groups do not sum to 14,390 because there are 224 students who did not indicate where they were born and/or where they attended high 
school, so they are excluded from the sub-group analysis. 
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Table 19. Impact of ESL on English Outcomes 
 Full Sample 1st Generation Generation 1.5 2nd Generation 

 Model (1) Model (1) Model (2) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) 
Outcome: Passed Writing Exit Exam within 3 years of entry 
ESL 0.009 

(0.039) 
0.020 
(0.039) 

0.004*** 
(0.031) 

0.006 
(0.030) 

0.181* 
(0.097) 

0.123 
(0.079) 

-0.066 
(0.051) 

-0.035 
(0.041) 

0.018 
(0.134) 

0.044 
(0.117) 

Covariates   X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.006 0.047 0.005 0.046 0.053 0.067 0.041 0.042 0.047 0.047 

Outcome: Enrolled in College English within 3 years of entry 
ESL -0.102** 

(0.049) 
-0.062 
(0.048) 

-0.081** 
(0.039) 

-0.038 
(0.037) 

0.074 
(0.107) 

0.025 
(0.089) 

0.026 
(0.063) 

0.013 
(0.049) 

-0.294 
(0.180) 

-0.096 
(0.159) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared -0.003 0.084 -0.004 0.083 0.096 0.098 0.080 0.078 0.114 0.119 

Outcome: Passed College English within 3 years of entry 
ESL -0.037 

(0.051) 
-0.012 
(0.049) 

-0.067* 
(0.040) 

-0.016 
(0.038) 

-0.050 
(0.112) 

-0.027 
(0.092) 

0.085 
(0.064) 

0.023 
(0.051) 

-0.079 
(0.179) 

-0.001 
(0.160) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.001 0.091 -0.002 0.090 0.106 0.107 0.076 0.077 0.111 0.111 

Observations 14,390 14,390 14,390 14,390 2,901 2,901 7,766 7,766 3,499 3,499 
Note. For Tables 19-21: The results are from equation (2), and I present the coefficient estimate on the predicted probability of enrolling in ESL within three years. 
The specification without covariates only includes, in the first stage, the interaction term and the terms that make up the interaction and, in the second stage, the 
predicted probability of ESL enrollment and the terms that make up the interaction. Model (1) refers to the model with (ESLcoll), the dichotomous indicator of 
attending a college with a high enrollment of ESL students versus low enrollment. Model (2) refers to the alternative specification where (ESLcoll) is replaced with 
the continuous variable Pr(ESLenroll), which represents the probability of ESL enrollment at the student’s college. Sample sizes of the generational sub-groups do 
not sum to 14,390 because there are 224 students who are excluded from the sub-group analysis because they did not indicate where they were born and/or where 
they attended high school. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent significance levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10.  
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Table 20. Impact of ESL on College Credits Passed 
 Full Sample 1st Generation Generation 1.5 2nd Generation 
 Model (1) Model (1) Model (2) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) 
Outcome: College credits passed in 1 year 
ESL -5.529*** 

(0.893) 
-3.782*** 
(0.767) 

-4.557*** 
(0.747) 

-3.303*** 
(0.644) 

-7.244*** 
(1.978) 

-4.772*** 
(1.707) 

-0.978 
(0.993) 

-1.420 
(0.860) 

-4.864* 
(2.705) 

-6.711** 
(2.738) 

Covariates   X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.001 0.280 0.029 0.300 0.322 0.355 0.269 0.287 0.247 0.254 

Outcome: College credits passed in 2 years 
ESL -6.585*** 

(1.887) 
-3.187* 
(0.767) 

-6.152*** 
(1.577) 

-3.552*** 
(1.376) 

-7.805* 
(4.218) 

-5.726 
(3.738) 

-2.291 
(2.157) 

-0.407 
(1.824) 

-7.851 
(5.815) 

-7.206* 
(3.934) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.012 0.261 0.026 0.269 0.292 0.299 0.226 0.242 0.232 0.233 

Outcome: College credits passed in 3 years 
ESL -7.304*** 

(2.716) 
-2.640 
(2.401) 

-6.625*** 
(2.216) 

-2.896 
(1.952) 

-8.015 
(6.214) 

-6.070 
(5.491) 

-3.575 
(3.122) 

-1.369 
(2.563) 

-11.632 
(9.439) 

-9.917 
(8.239) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.014 0.245 0.023 0.250 0.241 0.245 0.213 0.223 0.221 0.228 

Observations 14,390 14,390 14,390 14,390 2,901 2,901 7,766 7,766 3,499 3,499 
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Table 21. Impact of ESL on Persistence, Transfer, and Degree Completion 
 Full Sample 1st Generation Generation 1.5 2nd Generation 

 Model (1) Model (1) Model (2) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) Model (1) Model (2) 
Outcome: Dropped out of CUNY within 3 years 
ESL 0.051 

(0.051) 
0.005 
(0.049) 

0.040 
(0.040) 

-0.008 
(0.038) 

0.084 
(0.118) 

0.046 
(0.095) 

-0.026 
(0.052) 

-0.035 
(0.051) 

0.205 
(0.182) 

0.075 
(0.162) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.008 0.105 0.010 0.105 0.083 0.085 0.094 0.094 0.117 0.123 

Outcome: Transferred to CUNY four-year within 3 years 
ESL -0.069** 

(0.034) 
-0.027 
(0.032) 

-0.059** 
(0.029) 

-0.026 
(0.017) 

0.022 
(0.093) 

-0.005 
(0.077) 

0.003 
(0.042) 

-0.002 
(0.036 

-0.046 
(0.101) 

-0.014 
(0.105) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.006 0.138 0.005 0.138 0.129 0.134 0.144 0.143 0.150 0.149 

Outcome: Earned A.A. within 3 years 
ESL -0.100*** 

(0.035) 
-0.059* 
(0.034) 

-0.091*** 
(0.031) 

-0.059** 
(0.029) 

-0.122 
(0.097) 

-0.057 
(0.084) 

-0.025 
(0.043) 

-0.009 
(0.038) 

-0.103 
(0.016) 

-0.130 
(0.119) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared -0.005 0.086 0.000 0.089 0.155 0.160 0.063 0.068 0.049 0.049 

Outcome: Earned A.A. and/or B.A. within 5 years 
ESL -0.066 

(0.044) 
-0.007 
(0.042) 

-0.065* 
(0.036) 

-0.015 
(0.034) 

-0.033 
(0.113) 

-0.025 
(0.090) 

0.058 
(0.055) 

0.035 
(0.046) 

-0.211 
(0.145) 

-0.138 
(0.140) 

Covariates  X  X X X X X X X 
R-squared 0.005 0.111 0.008 0.113 0.151 0.152 0.081 0.084 0.071 0.079 

Observations 14,390 14,390 14,390 14,390 2,901 2,901 7,766 7,766 3,499 3,499 
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Discussion 

This study is one of the first to evaluate ESL in higher education using a causal research 

design, and many more studies need to be conducted before we can understand if and how ESL 

programs work for language minority students at community college. Within the CUNY 

community college context, this study finds that for language minority students who just failed 

the placement exam, developmental writing and ESL do not have substantially different effects. 

The key finding is that ESL caused students to earn fewer credits in their first and second year in 

college, and this negative impact may have prevented ESL students from earning an associate's 

degree as quickly as their language minority peers who did not enroll in ESL. These quantitative 

findings may be partly explained by the qualitative findings, which suggest that at the upper 

levels of ESL and developmental writing these pathways are fairly similar. ESL and writing 

appear to teach the same course content according to the course descriptions and faculty 

respondents, who spoke of preparing students at the upper levels of ESL and developmental 

writing for the same exit exam. However, students who begin in ESL, even at the upper levels of 

the sequence, may have to take more courses than students with the same placement exam 

performance who begin in developmental writing. As a result, longer sequence length is perhaps 

the most impactful feature of ESL.  

The sub-group analysis findings are minimal and only reveal a negative impact on the 

early college credit accumulation of first and second generation students. The null effects for the 

generation 1.5 group are unexpected given the large sample size of this sub-group. But these null 

results deserve further examination, especially because foreign-born, U.S.-educated students 

represent a growing population across many community colleges and it is unclear how best to 

support their academic literacy needs (Bunch et al., 2011). For example, in this study, some 
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CUNY ESL faculty respondents suggested that ESL may not always be an effective placement 

for generation 1.5 students because they may have a strong American identity and literacy issues 

that are more similar to native English speakers than non-native English speakers. On the other 

hand, the faculty quoted at the beginning of this study believes that the ESL program at this 

faculty member's college can address the needs of generation 1.5 students better than the 

developmental English program.  

The sub-group results--that the effect of sequence length is limited to first generation and 

second generation students--are also more expected for first generation students since one-

quarter of first generation students in the sample started in an ESL course that was at least two 

levels below college-level English, but all second generation students whose first English course 

was an ESL course started in the highest level ESL course in the sequence. In other words, first 

generation students who started in ESL had to progress through more pre-college coursework 

before they were eligible to take the writing exit exam than their peers who started in 

developmental writing.  But this was not the case for second generation students, so it is not clear 

what the underlying reason is for the negative effect of ESL on their college credit accumulation.  

Compared to developmental writing, ESL courses within the CUNY context may have a 

positive impact on the English language proficiency of language minority students or other 

outcomes I was not able to measure, such as students' labor market earnings after completing 

ESL coursework. But, any positive impact on learning may not translate into long-term college 

success if language minority students do not ever reach or progress very far through college-level 

coursework. The traditional delivery of developmental education has been under particular 

scrutiny for its lengthy developmental course structure that often requires a substantial amount of 

time and resources on the part of students (Edgecombe, 2011). This study suggests that the 
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traditional ESL sequence structure in higher education should be examined as well, especially for 

students at the upper levels of coursework. One way to address long sequence length in 

developmental education is through contextualization in which 1) developmental courses teach 

literacy through an academic subject rather than as decontextualized literacy skills or 2) basic 

skills instruction is integrated into college-level coursework (Perin, 2011). Many experts in the 

areas of ESL in higher education advocate for the integration of English language learning into 

the disciplinary content of students' program of study (Bunch et al., 2011; Curry, 2004; Harklau 

et al., 1999). In other words, language minority students at community college may benefit from 

“academic and professional pathways” (Bunch et al., 2011, p. 15) that provide opportunities to 

learn English through the academic disciplines rather than in a lengthy, pre-college “remedial” or 

“linguistic” pathway.   
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CHAPTER 6. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 

Thus far, the vast research base on bilingual education and English as a second language 

has focused on the effects of language strategies, instruction, and programs on the literacy 

development and educational success of elementary and secondary school language minority 

students. There is far less attention paid to adult language minority college students in this 

scholarly research. Higher education research emphasizes the growing immigrant and language 

minority community college student population, their unique academic needs in learning English 

as a second language, and the need for research that addresses how best to serve them (Bailey & 

Weininger, 2002; Blumenthal, 2002; Bunch et al., 2011; Curry, 2004; Erisman & Looney, 2007; 

Szelenyi & Chang, 2002). Yet, there is no causal research on the effectiveness of academic 

language support programs on language minority students at community college. 

This dissertation addresses this gap in the research beginning with a descriptive chapter 

that highlights the diverse demographic and academic backgrounds of the language minority 

community college population at the City University of New York. Descriptive statistics 

illustrate that U.S.-born native and non-native English speakers share similar average outcomes 

as they progress through college while foreign-born language minority students have 

substantially higher educational outcomes in college compared to native-born students. Central 

to the context of this study are the average educational outcomes of language minority students 

in different pathways to college English, which vary considerably, and due to endogenous 

sorting, language minority students in each of the pathways differ along observable and, 

presumably, unobservable characteristics. The quasi-experimental studies in this dissertation 
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attempt to identify the contribution of different English pathways on the outcomes of language 

minority students, adjusting for observable and unobservable differences in student-level 

characteristics and any variation in outcomes due to college and semester of entry. The first 

analysis of this dissertation (Chapter 4) identifies the effects of the most common pathways to 

college English: developmental writing/ESL (compared to college English) and developmental 

writing/ESL and developmental reading (compared to developmental writing/ESL only). In the 

second analysis (Chapter 5), I attempt to disentangle the effects of ESL courses compared to 

developmental writing. 

Overview of Main Results 

In Chapter 4, I use a multiple rating-score regression discontinuity approach to identify 

the effects of assignment to and enrollment in developmental writing or ESL compared to 

college English. The strongest findings from this analysis are that compared to assignment to 

college English, developmental writing/ESL assignment reduced language minority students’ 

likelihood of enrolling in college English by about 19 percentage points and passing college 

English by about 15 points. It also had a small impact on first-year college credit accumulation: 

students assigned to ESL or writing lost about 1 college credit in their first year compared to 

their counterparts assigned to college English. However, this assignment seems to have no 

impact, either positive or negative, on students’ long-term college progression and degree 

attainment. These findings pertain to a sample of students who are randomly sorted above and 

below the cutoff; however, the small score range on the writing exam still presents some 

concerns in regards to using the writing exam cutoff as an exogenous source of variation in 

treatment assignment.  
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In the more rigorous design, I examine the effects of assignment to reading and 

writing/ESL compared to just writing/ESL. For language minority students who just placed into 

reading and writing/ESL, they were 4 percentage points less likely to drop out of the CUNY 

system within three years compared to students who placed into writing/ESL only. Assignment 

to more remediation versus less had a similar impact on early college credit accumulation as 

assignment to writing/ESL versus college English coursework: students assigned to reading and 

writing earned almost 1 less credit in their first year in college compared to students assigned to 

writing only. But, similar to the first analysis, this small loss in college credit accumulation did 

not have a negative impact on students' long-term college outcomes. In addition to the above 

results, which were robust across three different bandwidths, for a slightly smaller sample of 

students who scored 14-points around the reading exam cutoff, language minority students 

assigned to reading and writing/ESL, compared to writing/ESL only, were 4 percentage points 

more likely to pass English Composition. This finding suggests that for language minority 

students with lower levels of academic preparation, greater academic intensity through taking 

more English remediation, presumably in the same semester concurrently, had a positive effect 

on a measure of college-level academic literacy. The main limitation for the findings from this 

analysis is the lack of external validity since they pertain only to a unique sample of individuals 

who scored around the reading exam cutoff score. 

In Chapter 5, I use a difference-in-differences strategy to identify the effects of ESL 

enrollment compared to developmental writing. I find that among language minority students 

who just failed the writing placement exam (i.e. received a score of 6), students who enrolled in 

ESL earned about 3 fewer college credits in their first year and remained 3 credits behind their 

peers after two years. This finding highlights the potentially negative effect of the longer 
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sequence lengths in ESL on language minority students’ college progression. Although all 

students in the sample received a score of 6 on their exam, about 95% of developmental writing 

students enrolled in the highest-level writing course, one level below college English, which was 

a first-semester English Composition course, but only 58% of ESL students enrolled in the 

highest-level ESL course. Furthermore, after completing the highest-level ESL course, some 

students were required to take a developmental writing course before they could enroll in English 

Composition depending on their institution. As a result, students who enrolled in ESL progressed 

into college behind language minority students who did not, and my findings suggest that, as a 

result, they passed one less college course over two years. The negative impact on ESL students’ 

college progression is likely connected to their lower likelihood of early degree attainment. 

Language minority students who enrolled in ESL were 6% less likely to earn an associate’s 

degree within three years than language minority students who also received a score a 6 on their 

writing placement exam. Over five years, however, there is no difference in their likelihood of 

degree attainment.  

Sub-group analyses find that ESL courses had large negative effects on the college credit 

accumulation of first and second generation students, but not generation 1.5 students. Depending 

on the specification, ESL reduced first generation student’s first-year college credit accumulation 

by 5 to 7 credits, about two courses, and second generation student’s first-year college credit 

accumulation by 4 to 7 credits, again about two courses. The results for first generation students 

are supported by the finding that many of these students started two or three levels below college 

English in the ESL sequence, so they had at least one year of ESL coursework to complete 

before they could enroll in English Composition. However, U.S.-born students in ESL enrolled 

only one level below English Composition but ESL still had a negative impact on their college 
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credit accumulation, perhaps suggesting that ESL is not an appropriate placement for U.S.-born 

language minority students. 

Recommendations for Research and Practice 

Assessment and Placement Process 

 Throughout the dissertation, I describe a complex assessment and placement process with 

a number of potential shortcomings. In regards to placing students in developmental writing/ESL 

or college English, central readers at CUNY read and grade an essay exam. This process may 

result in the differential placement of students from different linguistic backgrounds into college 

English and remediation. A second layer of complexity is that central readers and then ESL 

faculty must then determine if developmental writing or ESL is the most appropriate placement 

for students assigned to remediation, a decision that faculty respondents found difficult to 

determine based on a single essay exam. One faculty simply expressed the need for “more 

information” to help them assign students to ESL or developmental writing coursework. As a 

result of this process, we see wide variation in the proportion of students who received a score of 

6 and ESL assignment from central readers who enrolled in ESL or developmental writing at 

each community college. Institutional variation in ESL placement for this population reflects a 

general lack of consensus across the colleges regarding the most appropriate placement for 

students who just failed the writing exam and were assigned to ESL by central readers. 

Recently, in fall 2010, CUNY developed a new writing exam designed by English faculty 

(the CUNY Writing Assessment Test). English and ESL faculty respondents thought that the 

new exam would be superior to the old exam in two main ways. First, the new exam asks 

students to complete a task they would be expected to accomplish in college English: read a 

complex text and respond to it, demonstrating their ability to summarize and reference a reading 



156 
 

 
 

in their own voice as well as integrate and synthesize their own ideas. Second, the exam is 

graded on a 5-scale rubric, so readers score the exam along 5 different objectives: the extent to 

which the writer identifies and responds to the main idea of the reading, develops the essay with 

specific references to the text, structures the essay in an organized and logical way, includes 

sentence variety and a strong vocabulary, and uses correct grammar and mechanics. These scores 

are summed together for the final score. The exam rubric provides exam readers and faculty with 

a more comprehensive representation of each student’s level of English language proficiency and 

identifies areas of strength and weakness. The new CUNY writing exam is an excellent model of 

a placement exam that can be administered efficiently during the matriculation process but still 

provide some level of diagnostic information about each student in an effort to improve 

placement accuracy. However, without follow-up research, it is unknown if this new exam has 

improved the placement accuracy of language minority students, specifically, and if it has helped 

in determining, for language minority students who need pre-college English coursework, if ESL 

or developmental writing is the most appropriate placement. 

While there are many critical questions surrounding how to improve the assessment and 

placement process for language minority students, my research raises three main sets of 

questions: 

1) What would the ideal placement instrument that determined college readiness in 

English coursework and identified language weaknesses that warranted an ESL 

placement look like? Is an essay exam like the new exam designed by CUNY the best 

measure of English proficiency? Or are additional or different measures of academic 

literacy needed?  
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2) What types of multiple measures should be used and even required in assigning 

language minority students to ESL or developmental English coursework? 

3) What are alternative approaches to the status quo (i.e. placing students primarily 

based on a cutoff score on a placement exam) that may be more effective in placing 

language minority students in the process of learning English into the appropriate set 

of coursework?  

The first question could be addressed with follow-up research at CUNY that assesses the 

effectiveness of the new writing exam, in comparison to the old exam, in determining student 

readiness in college English and assigning students to ESL or developmental writing would be 

useful. This research should include interviews with English and ESL faculty that explore faculty 

perceptions regarding to what extent and why the new exam is more helpful in placing language 

minority students into both pre-college or college-level English and developmental English or 

ESL. Additionally, a predictive validity study, similar to those conducted by Scott-Clayton 

(2012) and Belfield and Crosta (2012), could empirically test how accurately the new CUNY-

designed essay exam places students into pre-college or college-level English coursework. This 

empirical study should examine placement accuracy rates for language minority students, 

specifically, as well as assess the extent to which multiple measures, such as high school G.P.A., 

can predict language minority students' success in college English coursework.  

Addressing all three questions could also be accomplished with a national convening of 

community college stakeholders and experts in the field of ESL and bilingual education with the 

aim of answering these questions and imagining what the "ideal" assessment and placement 

process for language minority students might look like.  Additionally, a qualitative study that 

identifies and learns from colleges across the United States that have large language minority 
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populations and use multiple measures and/or alternative approaches to assessing and placing 

language minority would be useful. Perhaps community college stakeholders, in collaboration 

with researchers, could work to evaluate these approaches and expand them to other colleges 

interested in reforming their assessment and placement process. 

The assessment and placement process is only one component that exists within a 

complex system of developmental education policy, practice, and programming. Even if the 

assignment process improved, if the treatment condition is ineffective, then students will not 

benefit from an appropriate placement. As previously stated, Bunch et al. (2011) question if it is 

useful to determine if ESL or developmental English is the most appropriate pathway for 

students if both pathways do not adequately address the academic and professional goals of 

language minority students. In the following section, I outline recommendations for research and 

practice in regards to improving the “treatment” for language minority students in the process of 

learning English. 

Developmental English and ESL Courses 

In examining the impact of developmental English on language minority students, this 

dissertation adds to a growing research base of studies that evaluate the effects of developmental 

education. These studies together provide rigorous evidence on the effects of developmental 

education in different settings across the country (i.e. Ohio, Florida, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, 

and New York City) for students with different levels of academic preparation (i.e. students who 

just place into remediation, students who place into the lowest levels, and students who are 

assigned to more than one developmental subject) and demographic backgrounds (i.e. language 

minority students).  



159 
 

 
 

This research, including my dissertation, consistently finds that for the marginal student 

who just places into developmental education, developmental education has a negative or 

insignificant effect on their educational outcomes. Perhaps in response to this research and 

descriptive findings at both the institutional and national level that show few students ever 

complete their remedial requirements, community colleges have been experimenting with course 

structures that accelerate students’ progress through developmental education, such as shortening 

the developmental sequence or providing opportunities for developmental students to 

immediately enroll in college coursework (Edgecombe, 2011). For example, the Accelerated 

Learning Program (ALP) at the Community College of Baltimore County is a mainstreaming 

model of acceleration that allows upper-level developmental writing students to enroll in college-

level English while concurrently taking an academic support course.  An evaluation of ALP 

(Jenkins et al., 2010) found that ALP students were more likely than similar non-ALP students to 

pass the first college-level English course and to take and pass the second required college-level 

English course.  Accelerated developmental English course structures show promise for 

improving the outcomes of developmental students, especially those assigned to the upper levels 

of coursework. However, accelerated strategies are seemingly rare in ESL, an area for research 

and experimentation at the institutional level that I will discuss in more detail subsequently. 

Despite the increasing number of studies on developmental education, there is still a 

limited understanding of how developmental education can be delivered more effectively, 

especially for students with lower levels of academic preparation. My dissertation suggests a 

benefit of taking reading and writing sequences together on persistence and academic literacy 

skills, but tells us little about whom these results are generalizable to and why taking reading and 

writing together might have these positive effects on language minority college students. There 
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are several direct extensions of my findings that should be pursued through quantitative research 

both within the CUNY context and in other community college contexts: 

1) Within the CUNY context, do native English speakers also benefit from the reading 

and writing versus writing only assignment? If these findings only apply to language 

minority students, then what explains the benefits of taking reading and writing 

together for non-native speakers only? 

2) In other community college contexts, do we find that native and non-native English 

speaking students benefit from taking reading and writing sequences together? 

Findings consistent with my own would suggest an underlying mechanism related to 

taking these subjects together. Inconsistent findings point to additional research 

questions that seek to uncover differences between contexts and samples that may 

explain differences in outcomes. 

3) What contexts and methods would allow us to identify the effects of taking reading 

and writing together for students with lower or higher levels of academic preparation 

rather than only the “marginal” student who just places into two subjects versus one? 

4) What are the effects of taking reading and writing in separate sequences versus 

reading and writing together in an integrated course structure on the educational 

outcomes of college students, both native and non-native English speakers? Similarly, 

what are the effects of taking an integrated reading-writing sequence versus just 

taking one sequence of developmental writing or one sequence of developmental 

reading? (This question can be explored with CUNY data since one college within the 

system has an integrated reading-writing sequence.) 
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My research also finds that long ESL sequences may do more harm than help language 

minority students who are still developing their English language skills progress into and through 

college-level coursework. These findings suggest that shortening the sequence may improve 

student outcomes. However, a singular evaluation conducted in a specific context cannot point to 

a recommendation for reform. Further quantitative research should examine the impact of ESL 

sequences that have a different number of course levels on similar ESL students perhaps with a 

matching method or by exploiting an assignment process that assigns similar language minority 

students to sequences with a different number of course levels.  

Quantitative evaluations of ESL courses at community college are needed, but perhaps 

even more useful to the field of higher education would be a deeper understanding of the 

structure, curriculum, and instruction of ESL programs and sequences at community colleges 

that serve large numbers of language minority students. For example, Grubb (2010) conducted 

qualitative observations of developmental math and English, as well as a small number of ESL 

classes, at thirteen California community colleges, and found, in almost every classroom, an 

emphasis on decontextualized skill-and-drill curriculum and instruction. This research points to 

clear recommendations for reform to pedagogy in the developmental education classroom. The 

limitation of this type of research, however, is the lack of external validity. For the purposes of 

generalizability, a large-scale survey of ESL faculty would be useful in understanding common 

structural and curricular features of ESL in college classrooms across the country, how faculty 

and programs address different English language levels and needs, and the extent of and types of 

reform taking place. The survey could address the following broader research questions: 

1) What are the overarching goals of the ESL pathway that faculty seek to achieve? 

How/why do these goals vary within and across colleges? 
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2) How does sequence length vary across colleges? What are common reasons for the 

length of the sequence? 

3) How common is it for ESL sequences to feed into the developmental English 

sequence? What are reasons for and against this structural feature? 

4) What are typical learning objectives in lower ESL levels? Middle levels? Upper 

levels? How do these differ from the learning objectives in developmental English?  

5) Are ESL programs typically targeted to a certain type of student (e.g., foreign-born, 

foreign-educated)? Or do they try to address different academic needs in the same 

classroom? How do instructors address different academic needs? 

6) How typical are accelerated course structures and strategies in ESL? For example, 

how many colleges have shortened their ESL sequence? How common is integrating 

reading and writing sequences into a single sequence? How common is the 

contextualization of academic subject matter into ESL courses or the integration of 

English language learning and content into college coursework? 

Answering research questions such as these would improve our understanding of the state 

of ESL programs at community colleges and potential directions for reform. For example, 

perhaps there are essential learning objectives that ESL faculty across the country agree should 

be covered in an ESL program, but there is disagreement in regards to the importance of other 

objectives. This type of information could be used to design shorter sequences that align course 

curriculum and/or dispense with certain topics that may not be essential for preparing students 

for college English coursework (if that is the stated goal of the ESL sequence). Further, 

identifying colleges that have reformed their ESL courses and sequences may provide models for 

how academic intensity for language minority students can be preserved within an accelerated 
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course structure rather than by requiring students to complete a long sequence of courses. 

Finally, in surveying ESL faculty across the country, we can better understand the overall goals 

and learning objectives of different ESL programs and how these are achieved for students with 

various levels of first and second language proficiency as well as diverse academic and career-

related goals.  

Understanding the Evolving Needs of Language Minority Students 

A final, important direction for research concerns developing a better understanding of 

how best to serve college students who were educated in U.S. secondary schools but who still 

have second language challenges. As the population of U.S. educated, language minorities 

grows, the language needs of college students is becoming increasingly diverse and complex 

(Bunch et al., 2011). It is not clear if ESL in its typical form is the most appropriate placement 

for these students. The survey described above seeks to understand the perspectives of faculty 

regarding how, or perhaps if, their ESL programs can address the academic language needs of a 

diverse population of language minority students, such as a classroom that includes recent 

immigrants and foreign-born, U.S.-educated students. Quantitative evaluations should also 

evaluate the effects of ESL programs on all language minority students as well as sub-groups of 

students based on place of birth and secondary school education. Sub-group analyses can provide 

some insight into if ESL courses have heterogeneous effects on students with different language 

needs and if certain models of ESL are more effective for generation 1.5 students than others. 

 To conclude, as a growing population of immigrants and language minorities transition 

from high school to community college or enter community college as adults, there will be a 

greater need for high-quality developmental English and ESL programs that improve their 

academic literacy and support their college progression and eventual degree attainment. This 
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dissertation finds suggestive evidence of a potentially positive feature of pre-college English 

coursework (i.e. taking reading and writing together) and negative feature (i.e. the long sequence 

lengths in ESL) for specific groups of language minority students at CUNY with the same levels 

of academic preparation upon entry. Cumulative evidence can confirm if my findings are 

generalizable to other populations and context, but in the meantime there are important directions 

for research based on my findings. Additionally, community colleges should continue to 

experiment with reforms to developmental English and ESL that, for example, improve the 

curricular alignment between pre-college and college English content or shorten the length of the 

ESL sequence. Focusing greater attention on the efficacy of academic literacy programs for 

community college students both in the scholarly research and more immediately in practice at 

the institutional level is essential to improving the college success of immigrants and language 

minority students, increasing their chances of earning a postsecondary credential and of attaining 

economic security in the United States.  
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Appendix A 
Data Elements Received from CUNY Office of Institutional Research 

 
The dataset includes anonymized unit record data on all first-time applicants and enrollees to all 
colleges in the CUNY system (four-year, two-year, and graduate schools) from the fall 2001 
through the fall 2009 cohorts. Each student record is indexed using a unique identifier, which 
does not correspond to any ID number used to identify the actual student. A fall “cohort” is 
defined as all entering first-time certificate-/degree-seeking students who either enrolled in the 
summer/fall or took the CUNY assessment exams with the intent to enroll in the summer/fall, but 
did not enroll in the CUNY system at all. A spring “cohort” is defined as all entering first-time 
certificate-/degree-seeking students who enrolled in the spring or took the CUNY assessment 
exams with the intent to enroll in the spring, but did not enroll in the CUNY system at all.  
 
 
Table A1. Data elements in CUNY Dataset 

Category Element 
Provided 
for each 

term 

Data 
available on 

non-
enrollees 

Record identifier Unique student unit record identifier static X 

Demographics (from 
college application) 

Age at first enrollment (or admission for non-
enrollees) 

static X 

Gender static X 
Race/ethnicity static X 
First Language static X 
Citizenship/Residency status static X 
Place of birth (for applicants and their parents) static X 
Latitude and longitudinal coordinates of home 
address if available 

static  

High school educational 
background (from 
college application) 

High school ETS code static X 
High school "type" (foreign, GED, NYC public, 
private, etc.) 

static X 

High school credits/grades (by discipline) for 
college-prep courses 

static X 

SAT and Regents scores static X 
Date of high school graduation static X 

College Entry 
Information (from 
college application) 

Date of first CUNY enrollment (or date intended to 
enroll based on college application phase) 

static X 

Top 6 college choices on application static X 
Top 6 program of study choices static X 
College student was allocated/admitted to static X 
College of entry static  

Placement exam data 
up to spring 2011 

ESL flag(s) on writing exam(s)  X 
All placement exam scores for math, reading, and 
writing assessments 

 X 

Institution where student tested for every test 
administration 

 X 

Date of every test administration  X 
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Category Element 
Provided 
for each 

term 

Data 
available on 

non-
enrollees 

Transcript data up to 
summer 2010 

College of attendance X  
Degree pursued  X  
Financial aid indicators (Pell, TAP, APTS) & 
dependency status 

X  

Program major (CIP code) X  
Course name and number for all courses completed 
and attempted 

X  

Grade in courses (including withdraw, incomplete, 
etc.) 

X  

Total college credits attempted at end of term X  
Total college credits completed at end of term X  
Total college credits & developmental hours 
attempted at end of term 

X  

Total college credits & developmental hours 
completed at end of term 

X  

Grade point average at end of term X  
CUNY Proficiency 
exam data up to 
summer 2010 

All CUNY Proficiency exam scores   

Credentials up to 
summer 2010 

Cumulative credits earned at graduation   
Cumulative GPA at graduation   
Credential type and date earned   
Credential major field (CIP code)   
CUNY institution granted credential   
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Appendix B 
Qualitative Methodology 

  
A team of CCRC researchers, including myself, collected the qualitative data, first 

receiving approval for the study from the Teachers College Institutional Review Board and the 
City University of New York Institutional Review Board. We also received letters of support 
from each of the six CUNY community colleges and the CUNY Office of Institutional Research 
and Assessment, the office that provided us with the administrative data for the quantitative 
analyses.  

We followed a process for gathering general and program-specific information on 
institutional priorities, policies, and practices that was developed through CCRC’s National Field 
Study (Bailey & Morest, 2006). According to this protocol, researchers first define the pool of 
appropriate respondents and conduct semi-structured interviews and, second, examine relevant 
documentary evidence.  

For this study, we defined the pool of appropriate respondents as assessment 
coordinators, developmental education coordinators, higher-level administrators, and English 
and math developmental education and gatekeeper faculty. Our lead contacts at each of the 
CUNY community colleges helped us identify these individuals at their college. We contacted 
potential respondents, making it clear that their participation in this study was voluntary and that 
if they agreed to participate, we would work to ensure their confidentiality by using general job 
functions as pseudonyms and by masking identifying information wherever possible. We 
interviewed about 11 respondents per institution for a total of 67 interviews. The majority of 
respondents at each college were faculty. Most interviews took place face-to-face at the 
respondent’s college, although some were conducted by telephone and generally lasted for about 
one hour. Prior to each interview, we described the purpose of the study and interview, and 
participants read and signed an informed consent. CCRC researchers took notes during the 
interviews, and if participants consented, we recorded their interviews as well.  

The interview covered the following topics: official assessment and placement policies, 
policies in practice, perception of student responses to assessment, the role and effectiveness of 
assessment, and the organization and delivery of developmental education at the college. Each 
respondent was asked at least 20 questions, and the interview questions varied based on the 
respondent’s position. Examples of questions asked of faculty respondents include:  
1. What are the college’s policies regarding how students advance out of developmental 

coursework?  
2. Would you have concerns if the assessment cutoffs were raised or exemption policies made 

more stringent? If yes, please describe your concerns. What about if they were lowered or 
made less stringent?  

3. Do you think there is a better way to assess students? If yes, what is it? Why doesn’t your 
college do assessment that way?  

4. Do you feel students who enter your college-level course are ready for that level of academic 
work, or not? If they have taken basic skills courses, do you feel that these courses have 
prepared them for the work in your class, or not?  
The second source of data was documentary evidence. I reviewed each college’s website and 

college catalogs for information relevant to the study, such as placement policies and 
developmental course offerings. I also collected and reviewed memos and official documents 
that outlined system-level and institutional-level assessment and placement policies. 
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Appendix C 
Full Sample Descriptive Statistics 

 
Table C1. Characteristics of Language Minority Sample, Fall 2001 to Fall 2007 cohorts 

Characteristic 
Admitted, did not enroll 

N = 24,420 
Students 

N = 46,466 
Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

Gender     
Male 43.4% 0.496 43.4% 0.496 
Female 56.6% 0.496 56.6% 0.496 

Race/Ethnicity     
White* 12.3% 0.329 14.6% 0.353 
Black* 10.8% 0.311 11.2% 0.315 
Latino* 45.8% 0.498 44.6% 0.497 
Asian* 16.1% 0.367 20.2% 0.401 
Other Race 5.2% 0.223 5.2% 0.223 
Unknown Race* 9.7% 0.296 4.2% 0.201 

Age at entry/on application     
18 or younger* 35.9% 0.480 34.4% 0.475 
19* 16.0% 0.367 18.1% 0.385 
20* 10.0% 0.300 11.3% 0.316 
21 * 5.8% 0.234 7.2% 0.259 
22 or more* 31.9% 0.466 29.0% 0.454 

First Languagea     
Spanish* 46.5% 0.499 44.3% 0.497 
Creole 3.4% 0.181 3.4% 0.181 
Altaic family (e.g, Turkish, Korean, Japanese) 3.9% 0.194 3.8% 0.191 
Austronesian family (e.g., Tagalog)* 1.1% 0.103 1.7% 0.130 
Afro-Asiatic family (e.g., Arabic, Hebrew)* 2.9% 0.167 2.4% 0.153 
Indo-Iranian branch (e.g., Bengali)* 6.5% 0.247 7.3% 0.261 
Italic branch (e.g., French) 4.3% 0.203 4.4% 0.205 
Slavic branch (e.g., Russian, Polish)* 7.4% 0.262 9.0% 0.286 
Other Indo-European (e.g., German, Greek) 2.6% 0.159 2.4% 0.153 
Niger-Congo family (e.g., Twi, Yoruba)* 3.6% 0.185 2.8% 0.164 
Sino-Tibetan family (e.g., Chinese)* 6.5% 0.246 8.5% 0.278 
All other languages 1.2% 0.111 1.2% 0.108 
Unknown* 10.1% 0.301 8.8% 0.284 

Region of originb     
U.S.A.* 20.2% 0.402 21.7% 0.412 
Africa* 7.3% 0.260 6.0% 0.237 
Caribbean* 23.9% 0.427 21.4% 0.410 
Central America* 4.8% 0.215 4.3% 0.203 
South America 11.8% 0.323 11.7% 0.321 
East Asia* 8.5% 0.279 9.8% 0.297 
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Characteristic 
Admitted, did not enroll 

N = 24,420 
Students 

N = 46,466 
Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

South Asia* 6.6% 0.249 7.2% 0.259 
Southeast Asia* 1.9% 0.137 2.5% 0.163 
Central-West Asia* 3.3% 0.178 2.7% 0.274 
Eastern Europe* 6.7% 0.249 8.2% 0.274 
All Other European countries* 3.5% 0.183 3.0% 0.172 
Unknown 1.5% 0.120 1.6% 0.125 

Citizenship status     
U.S. citizen* 39.9% 0.490 40.9% 0.492 
U.S. resident* 35.3% 0.478 38.3% 0.486 
Visa Holder* 13.0% 0.336 10.7% 0.309 
Undocumented* 9.2% 0.290 7.3% 0.261 
Parolee/Refugee/Asylum 1.2% 0.113 1.3% 0.110 
Expired Visa* 1.3% 0.113 1.8% 0.122 
Unknown  <1% 0.014 <1% 0.015 

High school type/location     
NYC public HS* 43.3% 0.495 50.0% 0.500 
Foreign HS* 28.1% 0.449 24.1% 0.428 
GED* 13.4% 0.341 17.9% 0.383 
NYC private HS* 3.6% 0.185 2.9% 0.167 
Other HS (NYS HS, USA HS, unknown HS)* 11.6% 0.321 5.1% 0.220 

High school performancec     
Grade average in college-prep math 69.53 12.96 69.45 12.36 
Grade average in college-prep English* 65.59 13.23 66.56 12.79 
Units in college-prep math 1.93 1.26 1.92 1.22 
Units in college-prep English* 1.97 1.82 2.11 1.82 

Years since high school graduationd* 3.21 5.82 2.61 4.71 
Applied/Entered in fall (versus spring)* 76.9% 0.421 68.1% 0.466 
Four-year college was 1st choice on application* 38.8% 0.487 32.4% 0.468 
Four-year college was any choice on application * 56.4% 0.496 45.6% 0.498 
Admitted to four-year college N/A 4.9% 0.215 
Part-time student at entry (versus full-time) N/A 13.0% 0.337 
Financial aid recipient     

Pell Recipient N/A 58.1% 0.493 
Tuition Assistance Program Recipient N/A 44.4% 0.497 
Assistance for Part-time Students Recipient N/A 1.0% 0.098 

Dependency Status     
Dependent N/A 54.7% 0.498 
Independent N/A 18.9% 0.392 
Unknown N/A 26.4% 0.441 

Major at entrye     
Liberal Arts N/A 37.4% 0.484 
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Characteristic 
Admitted, did not enroll 

N = 24,420 
Students 

N = 46,466 
Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

Business/Marketing N/A 21.0% 0.407 
Computer Science N/A 7.4% 0.262 
Allied Health N/A 16.5% 0.371 
Other N/A 3.2% 0.177 
Unknown N/A 14.5% 0.352 

CUNY Math Placementf     
Placed in college math* 23.8% 0.426 43.6% 0.496 
Placed in developmental math* 23.4% 0.423 51.2% 0.500 
Unknown* 52.8% 0.499 5.2% 0.222 

Writing Placement Exam flagged ESL* 21.2% 0.409 45.4% 0.498 
Note. Stars signify that the mean difference between all applicants and students only is statistically significant at 
the 5% level. 
a See Appendix D for details on how I derived the first language dummy variables. 
b See Appendix E for details on how I derived the region of origin dummy variables. 
c About 2,200 language minority applicants and enrollees (or 3%) were missing data on the number of high school 
units in math and English and grade average in math and English. I used the total number of high school units and 
grade average in all college-prep courses variables to impute missing data on units and average in English and 
math. First, I had to impute data on these variables, and I did this using the number of high school units and grade 
average in the other college-prep courses (Science, Social Studies, and Art). Only 2 students were missing data on 
their total number of high school units, and so I added up their units in all their college-prep courses to calculate 
their total number of high school units. For students who had 0 units and a missing high school average in all 
college-prep courses, I imputed an average of '50' since this is the minimum grade average in the dataset. For 
students who had units and a missing high school average, I calculated their overall average with the averages from 
each of their college-prep courses by summing the course averages and dividing by the number of courses. Then, 
for students missing the number of high school units in math and/or English, I imputed their total number of high 
school units in college-prep courses. If their total number of units exceeded the maximum number of high school 
units in math and/or English of students who had math and English unit data, I gave them the maximum number of 
high school units in math and/or English. Finally, for students missing a grade average in math and/or English, I 
imputed their overall grade average in all college-prep courses. The minimum grade average is 50 and maximum is 
100 in both subjects. The minimum number of math units is 0 and maximum is 9.5. The minimum number of 
English units is 0 and maximum is 8.5. 
d The variable 'years since high school graduation' was calculated by subtracting student's cohort entry year (or 
admission year for non-enrollees) from their high school graduation year. Some students were missing their high 
school graduation date, so their age at entry (or admission) was subtracted from 18 to infer their years since high 
school graduation.  The minimum for this variable is 0 and the maximum 58 years. 
e In the dataset, majors have a "CIP" code attached to them that are nationally-recognized codes for college majors. 
Jenkins & Cho (2012) present a taxonomy that categorizes CIP codes into larger programs of study. (Their 
taxonomy is adapted from an unpublished National Center for Education Statistics taxonomy.) I use the Jenkins & 
Cho (2012) taxonomy to categorize students' declared major at entry into the four most common programs of study 
at CUNY: Liberal Arts, Business/Marketing, Computer Science, and Allied Health. I combined the almost 20 other 
programs of study with very small sample sizes into the "other" category. 
f Math placement variables are derived; see Appendix F for details on how I generated the developmental/college-
level assignment/placement variables. 
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Appendix D 
First Languages 

 
Constructing the first language dummy variables: 
The first language of CUNY applicants is recorded in the data from the application question that 
asks, "What is your native language?" Since the sample sizes are small for most languages, I 
grouped the languages together based on their language family or language branch, which 
represent groups of related languages.25 Spanish, which is in the Indo-European Italic language 
family, and Creole, which is its own language family, are spoken by a large number of 
individuals, so they were not combined with other languages in a language group. In Table D1, I 
list all the native languages of language minorities in the sample (both non-enrollees and 
enrollees) by language group. The bold language groups represent the first language indicator 
variables I use throughout the study. 
 
Table D1. First Languages of Sample (N=70,886) 

Language Groupings and Languages in Each Group 
Spanish N=31,967 
Creole N=2,396 
Altaic familya 

Altaic family N=436 
AZERBAIJANI 
KAZAKH 
KIRGHIZ 
MONGOLIAN 
TATAR 
TURKISH 
TURKMEN 
UBZEH 
UIGHUR 

Japonic family N=643 
JAPANESE 

Language isolate N=1,648 
KOREAN 

Austronesian family N=1,068 
BALINESE 
CEBUANO 
ILOCANO 
INDONESIAN 
LAMPUNG 
MAKASSAR 
MALAGASY 
MALAY 

                                                
25 I used the encyclopedic reference work Ethnologue: Languages of the World by Paul Lewis (2009) to categorize 
native languages. 
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Language Groupings and Languages in Each Group 
PAMPANGAN 
PILIPINO 
SUNDANESE 
TAGALOG 
TAUSUG 

Afro-Asiatic family N=1,821 
AMHARIC 
ARABIC 
BEJA 
BERBER 
HADIYYA 
HAUSA 
HEBREW 
KABYLE 
OROMO 
SHILHA 
SOMALI 
TIGRINYA 
WOLAYTTA 

Indo-Iranian branch (Indo-European family) N=4,996 
BALUCHI 
BENGALI 
BHILI 
FARSI 
GUJARATI 
HINDI 
KASHMIRI 
KONKANI 
KURDISH 
LURI 
MAZANDARANI 
NEPALI 
PASHTU 
PERSIAN 
PUNJABI 
PUSHTO 
ROMANY 
SINCHI 
SINHALESE 
SYLHETTI 
TAJIKI 
URDU 
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Language Groupings and Languages in Each Group 
Italic branch (Indo-European family) N=3,098 

CATALAN 
FRENCH 
GALICIAN 
ITALIAN 
LATIN 
PORTUGUESE 
PROVENCAL 
ROMANIAN 

Slavic branch (Indo-European family) N=5,978 
BULGARIAN 
BYELORUSSIAN 
CZECH 
MACEDONIAN 
POLISH 
RUSSIAN 
SERBO-CROATIAN 
SLOVAK 
SLOVENE 
UKRAINIAN 

All other Indo-European languages N=1,744 
AFRIKAANS 
ALBANIAN  
ARMENIAN  
DANISH 
DUTCH-FLEMISH 
GAELIC 
GERMAN 
GREEK 
LATVIAN 
LITHUANIAN 
NORWEGIAN 
SWEDISH 
YIDDISH 

Niger-Congo family N=2,146 
AKAN 
BAULE 
BEMBA 
CHAGGA 
EDO 
EFIK 
EWE 
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Language Groupings and Languages in Each Group 
FANG-BULU 
FON 
FULA 
FULAKUNDA 
FUTA JALON 
IBIBIO 
IGBO 
IJAW  
KIKUYU 
LINGALA 
MAKUA 
MALINKE-BAMBARA-DYULA 
MENDE 
NUPE 
NYANJA 
RUANDA 
SHONA 
SONTINKE 
SOTHO 
SWAHILI 
SWATI 
TEMNE 
TIV 
TWI-FANTE 
WOLOF 
YORUBA 
ZULU 

Sino-Tibetan family N=5,517 
BURMESE 
CANTONESE 
CHINESE 
HAKKA 
HANI 
KAREN 
MANDARIN 
MIN 
TIBETAN 

All other languagesb 
Austro-Asiatic family N=287 

CAMBODIAN 
HO 
KHMER 
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Language Groupings and Languages in Each Group 
SANTALI 
THO 
VIETNAMESE 

Dravidian family N=254 
GONDI 
KANNADA 
MALAYALAM 
TAMIL 
TELUGU  

Kartvelian family N=95 
GEORGIAN 

Nilo-Saharan family N=5 
DYERMA 
LUO 

Nimboran family N=2 
SOGO  

Tai-Kadai family N=73 
THAI 
LAO 
BUYI 
SHAN 

Uralic family N=124 
ESTONIAN 
FINNISH 
HUNGARIAN 
MORDVIN 

Tupi family N=3 
GUARANI 

Quechuan family N=1 
QUECHUA  

Unknown language family N=8 
ESPERANTO (Poland) 
MORE 

Note. aSome linguistic scholars believe that Japanese and Korean are related to the Altaic 
languages (Lewis, 2009). As a result, since very few students speak an Altaic language or 
Japanese, I combined these languages with Korean into the Altaic language category. 
bA small number of individuals in the sample speak a large number of unrelated languages, 
but I combined them into one language category. 
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Appendix E 
Countries of Birth 

 
Constructing the region of origin dummy variables: 
The CUNY application asks applicants if they are U.S. citizens or not. Applicants who indicate 
they are not U.S. citizens are asked to select their country of birth and citizenship. I identified the 
country of birth for non-citizens from these two variables. The application also asks all 
applicants if they are foreign-born or U.S. born, and an optional question, "From what country 
did you or your family originally come from?" I identified the U.S. born individuals from the 
former question, and the country of birth for language minority applicants who indicated they 
were foreign-born (but U.S. citizens) from the latter question. Applicants who did not select any 
country on the application or indicate they were born in the U.S. have an unknown place of birth. 
Then, since the sample sizes are very small for most countries, I grouped the countries into 
geographic regions using the United Nations' classification of countries into geographic 
regions.26 In Table E1, I list all the countries of birth of the language minority sample (both non-
enrollees and enrollees) by the region of origin they are grouped together in. The bold regions 
represent the region of origin indicator variables I use throughout the study. 
 
 
Table E1. Countries of Birth of Sample (N=70,886) 

Region of Origin and Countries in Region of Origin 
Africa 

Africa 
Eastern Africa N=317 

Burundi  
Comoros  
Eritrea  
Ethiopia  
Kenya  
Madagascar 
Malawi  
Mauritius 
Mozambique  
Rwanda  
Somalia  
Uganda  
United Republic of Tanzania  
Zambia  
Zimbabwe  

Middle Africa N=177 
Angola 
Cameroon  
Central African Republic  
Chad  
Congo  
Democratic Republic of the Congo  

                                                
26The UN geographical region and composition classification can be accessed here: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/m49/m49regin.htm 
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Region of Origin and Countries in Region of Origin 
Gabon  
Sao Tome and Principe  

Northern Africa N=487 
Algeria   
Egypt  
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya  
Morocco  
Sudan  
Tunisia  

Southern Africa N=43 
Botswana  
Lesotho  
Namibia  
South Africa  
Swaziland  

Western Africa N=3,528 
Benin  
Burkina Faso  
Cape Verde 
Cote d'Ivoire  
Gambia  
Ghana  
Guinea  
Guinea-Bissau  
Liberia  
Mali  
Mauritania  
Niger  
Nigeria  
Senegal  
Sierra Leone  
Togo 

Americas 
Caribbean N=15,781 

Antigua and Barbuda  
Aruba  
Bahamas  
Barbados  
Bonaire, Saint Eustatius and Saba  
British Virgin Islands  
Cuba  
Curaçao  
Dutch Antilles 
Dominica  
Dominican Republic  
Grenada  
Haiti  
Jamaica  
Montserrat  
Puerto Rico  
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Region of Origin and Countries in Region of Origin 
Saint Kitts and Nevis  
Saint Lucia  
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines  
Sint Maarten (Dutch part)  
Trinidad and Tobago  
United States Virgin Islands  

  
Central America N=3,177 

Belize  
Costa Rica  
El Salvador  
Guatemala  
Honduras  
Mexico  
Nicaragua  
Panama  

  
South America N=8,312 

Argentina 
Bolivia  
Brazil  
Chile  
Colombia  
Ecuador  
Guyana  
Paraguay  
Peru  
Suriname 
Uruguay  
Venezuela  

  
United States of America N=15,002 
  

Asia 
Eastern Asia N=6,637 

China  
Hong Kong  
Macao  
Democratic People's Republic of Korea  
Japan  
Mongolia  
Republic of Korea  

           
Southern Asia N=4,968 

Afghanistan  
Bangladesh  
Bhutan  
India  
Iran (Islamic Republic of)  
Nepal  
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Region of Origin and Countries in Region of Origin 
Pakistan  
Sri Lanka  

  
South-Eastern Asia  

South-Eastern Asia N=1,598 
Brunei Darussalam  
Cambodia  
Indonesia  
Lao People's Democratic Republic  
Malaysia  
Myanmar  
Philippines  
Singapore  
Thailand  
Viet Nam  

Oceaniaa N=14 
Australia 
New Zealand  
Fiji  
Papua New Guinea  
Vanuatu  
Guam  
Nauru  
Northern Mariana Islands  
Palau  
American Samoa  
Samoa 
Tonga  
Tuvalu  

  
Central-West Asia 

Western Asia N=1,533 
Armenia  
Azerbaijan  
Bahrain  
Cyprus  
Georgia  
Iraq  
Israel  
Jordan  
Kuwait  
Lebanon  
Occupied Palestinian Territory  
Oman  
Qatar  
Saudi Arabia  
Syrian Arab Republic  
Turkey  
United Arab Emirates  
Yemen  
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Region of Origin and Countries in Region of Origin 
Central Asia N=535 

Kazakhstan  
Kyrgyzstan  
Tajikistan  
Turkmenistan  
Uzbekistan 

  
Europe 

Eastern Europe N=5,426 
Belarus  
Bulgaria  
Czech Republic  
Hungary  
Poland  
Republic of Moldova  
Romania  
Russian Federation  
Slovakia  
Ukraine  

  
All other Europe 

Northern Europe N=335 
Denmark  
Estonia  
Finland  
Iceland  
Ireland  
Isle of Man  
Latvia 
Lithuania  
Norway  
Sweden  
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland  

Southern Europe N=1,569 
Albania  
Andorra  
Bosnia and Herzegovina  
Croatia  
Gibraltar  
Greece  
Italy  
Malta  
Montenegro  
Portugal  
San Marino  
Serbia  
Slovenia  
Spain  
The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia  

Western Europe N=322 
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Region of Origin and Countries in Region of Origin 
Austria  
Belgium  
France  
Germany  
Liechtenstein  
Luxembourg  
Monaco  
Netherlands  
Switzerland  

Northern Americab N=36 
Bermuda  
Canada  
Greenland  

Note.  aIndividuals born in countries in the Oceania region share some similar 
characteristics with individuals born in Southeast Asia. 
bSome applicants from Bermuda, Canada, and Greenland speak similar languages as 
applicants from the countries in the "All Other Europe" category (e.g., French is the 
most common language reported from students born in these North American countries). 
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Appendix F 
Developmental Assignment Variables 

 
To infer developmental or college-level assignment in each subject, reading, writing, and math, I 
used students’ placement exam scores on the placement exam tests. I began with data that 
includes every exam score, date, and test location for every placement exam of applicant and 
enrollee test-takers. I distinguished between pretests in each subject, or the tests taken prior to 
college entry (used to assign applicants to courses in their first semester), and posttests in each 
subject (used to determine if students can exit the developmental education sequence). For all 
applicants, any tests taken within two weeks after the first day of the first term at the given 
school were considered pretests. For example, for fall applicants at four colleges with terms 
beginning the last week of August, I counted any test taken before September 15 as a pretest. A 
small proportion of language minority applicants who tested have more than one pretest: 6% 
have more than one pre-algebra pretest, 7% have more than one algebra exam pretest, 14% have 
more than one CUNY math assessment test, 11% have more than one reading pretest, and 13% 
have more than one writing pretest. All tests that are not pretests are considered posttests. A 
higher proportion of language minority students took multiple posttests: for example, 45% of 
students who took the writing exit exam took it more than once. I use the maximum writing test 
exam score as an outcome in Chapter 5 because I assume the student’s highest posttest score is 
the exam score used to determine if they could exit the developmental writing/ESL sequence. 
Below I describe how I used the pretest scores. 
 
Chapter 4 study 
The sample for questions 1 and 2 is restricted to students whose first reading pretest score is a 
passing score, and the sample for questions 3 and 4 is restricted to students whose first writing 
pretest score is a failing score. In the RD model, the first reading or writing pretest score is used 
for the treatment assignment and forcing variables.  
 
Chapter 5 study 
Sample is restricted to students whose highest writing exam pretest score is a '6'. 
 
Assignment variables used for descriptive statistics and controls 
For reading, writing, and math, I created three dummy variables that indicated that the student 1) 
was assigned to college-level courses in the subject, 2) was assigned to developmental 
coursework in the subject, or 3) has an unknown assignment. I used the applicant’s highest 
pretest score in each subject to determine if they were assigned to developmental or college-level 
coursework because I assume that their highest score was the one used to determine their first 
semester course assignments. Some language minority applicants did not test at all: only 65% of 
language minority applicants tested in writing, 66% tested in reading, and 68% tested in math. 
These proportions are much higher for the sample of enrollees: prior to entry, 82% of language 
minority students tested in writing, 84% of language minority students tested in reading, and 
86% tested in math. I assigned applicants who did not test but were exempt from testing 
according to CUNY central test exemption policies to college-level coursework. Applicants who 
have no placement test score and no SAT or Regents scores to determine if they were exempt 
from testing were coded as having an “unknown assignment.” In the studies in Chapters 4 and 5, 
I include in all regression models assignment to developmental math, college-level math, or an 
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unknown math assignment. These are the most consistently and strongly significant covariates 
across all regression equations. In Chapter 5, I also include the reading assignment variables in 
all regression equations. In Table F1, I summarize the placement rules I used to determine 
assignment. 
 
Table F1. CUNY System-Level Assessment and Placement Policies, Fall 2001 to 2007  

CUNY central policy Developmental 
Assignment College Assignment 

Math   
Exempt from math testing  480-800 on SAT math and/or 

75-100 on Regents Math A, B, 
2 or 3 

Placement scores on CUNY 
Math Assessment Test 

1-24 (fall ’01-spr ’04) 24-40 (fall ’01-spr ’04) 
 

Placement on COMPASS 
Pre-Algebra 

17-26 (fall ’04-spr ’07) 
17-29 (fall ’07) 

27-99 (fall ’04-spr ’07) 
30-99 (fall ’07) 

Placement scores on 
COMPASS Algebra 

15-26 (fall ’01-spr ’07) 
17-29 (fall ’07) 

27-99 (fall ’01-spr ’07) 
30-99 (fall ’07) 

Reading   
Exempt from reading and 

writing tests 
 480-800 on SAT 

verbal/critical reading and/or 
75-100 on Regents English 

Placement scores on 
COMPASS reading 

19-64 (fall ’01-spr ’05) 
19-69 (spr ‘05-fall ’07) 

65-99 (fall ’01-spr ’05) 
70-99 (fall ’01-fall ‘07) 

Writing   
Exempt from reading and 

writing tests 
 480-800 on SAT 

verbal/critical reading and/or 
75-100 on Regents English 

Placement scores on 
CUNY/ACT writing 

2-6 7-12 

Note. The above placement policies are CUNY central policies. Many of the community colleges 
have higher math cutoff scores, so my variables do not represent all the applicants and enrollees 
assigned to developmental math. However, I wanted to use a standardized program assignment 
variable rather than college-specific assignment variables, so that the assignment variables are not 
correlated with the college fixed effects variables and, instead, only capture the contribution of 
placement in developmental math on the dependent variable. 
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Appendix G 
Full Sample Educational Outcomes  

 
Table G1. College Enrollment Outcomes of Language Minority Sample, Fall 2001 to Fall 2007 cohorts 

Outcome 
N=51,659 

Mean Std. Dev. Range 
Community college enrollmenti    

Enrolled within 1 year after testing  78.5% 0.41 0-1.0 
Enrolled within 2 years after testing  82.7% 0.38 0-1.0 
Enrolled within 3 years after testing  83.1% 0.37 0-1.0 

 
 
Table G2. Educational Outcomes of Language Minority Students, Fall 2001 to Fall 2007 cohorts 

Outcome 
N=46,466 

Mean Std. Dev. Range 
Writing exit exam outcomes within 3 yearsii    

Took writing exit exam 53.0% 0.50 0-1.0 
Passed writing exit exam 17.5% 0.37 0-1.0 
Highest score among test-takers (N=24,610) 7.30 1.00 0-12 
Pass rate among test-takers (N=24,610) 33.0% 0.47 0-1.0 

College English outcomes within 3 yearsiii     
Enrolled in college-level English course 62.3% 0.49 0-1.0 
Passed college-level English course 54.4% 0.50 0-1.0 

College credits & developmental hoursv    
Credits & hours attempted in 1 year  24.73 9.99 0-57 
Credits & hours attempted in 2 years 40.92 20.37 0-104.5 
Credits & hours attempted in 3 years 52.29 29.14 0- 149.5 
Credits & hours passed in 1 year 13.57 8.87 0-51 
Credits & hours passed in 2 years 26.69 18.13 0-96 
Credits & hours passed in 3 years 36.85 26.29 0-134 
Credits attempted in 1 year 18.74 11.28 0-56 
Credits attempted in 2 years 31.91 21.32 0-104 
Credits attempted in 3 years 41.62 29.61 0-142 
Credits passed in 1 year 11.47 9.14 0-51 
Credits passed in 2 years 23.01 18.61 0-96 
Credits passed in 3 years 32.11 26.58 0-134 

Dropped out of CUNY systemv    
Dropped out after 1st semester  21.1% 0.41 0-1.0 
Dropped out within 2 years 40.4% 0.49 0-1.0 
Dropped out within 3 years 50.0% 0.50 0-1.0 

Transferred to CUNY four-year collegevi    
Transferred within 1 year  1.6% 0.13 0-1.0 
Transferred within 2 years 4.4% 0.20 0-1.0 
Transferred within 3 years 11.9% 0.32 0-1.0 
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CUNY Proficiency Exam outcomes within 3 yearsvii    
Took CUNY Proficiency Exam  25.1% 0.43 0-1.0 
Passed CUNY Proficiency Exam  23.0% 0.42 0-1.0 
Highest score among test-takers (N=11,652) 42.72 7.61 0-72 
Pass rate among test-takers (N=11,652) 91.6% 0.28 0-1.0 

Degree attainment within 5 yearsviii    
Earned A.A.  23.1% 0.42 0-1.0 
Earned A.A. and/or B.A.  24.6% 0.43 0-1.0 

 
i Community college enrollment: 

I only examine the impact of developmental/ESL assignment on community college enrollment 
in Chapter 4, so these outcomes only include individuals who tested and 1) were admitted for 
entry for the fall 2001 to fall 2007 terms but did not enroll or 2) enrolled in the fall 2001 to fall 
2007 terms. Individuals who enrolled in a community college within 1, 2, and 3 years of their 
writing and reading placement exam test date are coded '1', and those who did not enroll within 
1, 2, and 3 years of their writing and reading placement exam test date are coded '0'.  
Most applicants had one (pretest) test date, but for the 13% of language minority applicants who 
took more than one writing pretest and 11% who took more than one reading pretest, I used the 
test date that was closest to the start of the school year (see Appendix F on defining the start of 
the school year). Almost all applicants took the reading and writing exam on the same date, but 
for the small proportion that did not, I still used the writing or reading placement exam date that 
was closest to the start of the school year.  
 
ii Writing exit exam outcomes within three years: 
To exit the sequence and progress to college-level English, students must pass the CUNY/ACT 
writing placement exam with a score of 7. Individuals who passed the writing exit exam within 
three years are coded '1' and individuals who failed or did not take the exam within three years 
are coded '0'. I only examine this outcome in Chapter 5. 
 

iii College English outcomes within three years: 
Based on my scan of the community colleges’ course catalogs, I identified all college-level 
English courses in the dataset. For the enrollment outcome, individuals who enrolled in at least 
one college English course within three years are coded '1' and '0' otherwise. The most common 
first college-level English course is first-semester English Composition. For the completion 
outcome, individuals who passed at least one college-level English within three years are coded 
'1' and '0' otherwise. Passing at CUNY is equivalent to earning a D- or higher; however, only 2% 
of language minority students passed a college English course with a D grade and only 15% 
passed with a C grade. The remaining 83% of language minority students who passed a college 
English course earned a B- or higher.   
 

iv College credits & developmental hours: 
Course transcript data includes college credits and developmental hours attempted and passed for 
each student’s enrolled term at all CUNY institutions. At CUNY, developmental education and 
ESL courses do not bear college credit, but for financial aid eligibility purposes, developmental 
and ESL courses must have an equated number of credit “hours” attached to them. I added the 
hours/credits attempted and passed from each term together to generate hours/credits attempted 
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and passed over one, two, and three academic years. One academic year is equivalent to three 
terms: the fall, spring, and summer for fall entrants and the spring, summer, and fall for spring 
entrants. I only use college credits passed over 1 and 3 years as outcomes in the regression 
models. 
 

v Dropped out of CUNY system: 
Dropped out after first term means the student has no credits or hours passed at any CUNY 
institution after their first term to the end of the three-year tracking period. Dropped out within 
two years includes students from the first variable and students who have no credits or hours 
passed at any CUNY institution after their second or third term to the end of the three-year 
tracking period. Dropped out within three years includes students from the first two variables and 
students who have no credits or hours passed at any CUNY institution after their fourth or fifth 
term to the end of the three-year tracking period. Students who earned a degree within the three-
year tracking period are not counted as dropouts. 
 

vi Transferred to CUNY four-year college: 
Transfer means community college students enrolled in a CUNY four-year institution within one 
year, two years, or three years of their cohort entry date. 
 

vii CUNY Proficiency Exam outcomes within three years: 
The passing score on the CUNY proficiency exam is 34. These outcomes indicate that students 
took and passed the exam at any CUNY institution within three years.  
 

vii Degree attainment within 5 years: 
Since degree attainment takes longer than three years for many community college students, my 
degree attainment outcome is earning an A.A. and/or B.A. within five years even though cohorts 
from spring 2006 to fall 2007 cannot be followed for five-years. I assigned a '1' to individuals 
who earned one or both of these degrees within 5 years and '0' otherwise. 
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Appendix H 
Chapter 4 Additional Tables and Figures 

 
Table H1. Characteristics of Language Minority Applicants Assigned to Writing/ESL vs. College English 

Covariates in Regression 
Models 

Full Sample 
N=19,652 

6-point bandwidth 
N=18,864 

4-point bandwidth 
N=14,733 

Below 
writing 
cutoff 

N=15,075 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,477 

Below 
writing  
cutoff 

N=14,425 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,439 

Below 
writing 
cutoff 

N=10,412 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,312 
Gender       

Female 51% 60% 51% 60% 53% 59% 
Race/Ethnicity       

White§ 14% 19% 14% 19% 15% 19% 
Black 11% 13% 10% 13% 11% 13% 
Latino  47% 42% 48% 43% 47% 44% 
Asian 18% 15% 17% 15% 18% 15% 
Other Race 5% 4% 5% 5% 5% 5% 
Unknown Race 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 5% 

Age at entry/application       
18 or younger 34% 40% 34% 40% 36% 40% 
19 18% 17% 19% 17% 19% 17% 
20 10% 11% 11% 10% 11% 10% 
21  7% 6% 7% 6% 7% 6% 
22 or more§ 29% 27% 29% 27% 27% 26% 

First Language       
Spanish§ 48% 43% 48% 44% 47% 44% 
Creole 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 
Altaic family  4% 2% 4% 2% 3% 2% 
Austronesian family  2% 1% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Afro-Asiatic family  3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 2% 
Indo-Iranian branch  6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 
Italic branch  5% 4% 5% 4% 4% 4% 
Slavic branch  8% 12% 8% 12% 9% 12% 
Other Indo-European  3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 
Niger-Congo family  3% 5% 3% 5% 3% 5% 
Sino-Tibetan family  7% 6% 7% 5% 7% 5% 
All other languages 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Unknown 8% 10% 8% 10% 8% 10% 

Region of origin       
USA§ 26% 30% 27% 30% 28% 30% 
Africa 5% 8% 5% 8% 5% 8% 
Caribbean 20% 16% 20% 16% 19% 16% 
Central America 5% 4% 5% 4% 5% 4% 
South America 12% 9% 12% 9% 11% 9% 
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Covariates in Regression 
Models 

Full Sample 
N=19,652 

6-point bandwidth 
N=18,864 

4-point bandwidth 
N=14,733 

Below 
writing 
cutoff 

N=15,075 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,477 

Below 
writing  
cutoff 

N=14,425 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,439 

Below 
writing 
cutoff 

N=10,412 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,312 
East Asia 8% 5% 8% 5% 7% 5% 
South Asia 6% 6% 5% 6% 6% 6% 
Southeast Asia 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 2% 
Central-West Asia 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 2% 
Eastern Europe 8% 11% 8% 11% 8% 11% 
All other European 
countries 

3% 5% 3% 4% 3% 4% 

Unknown 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Citizenship status       

U.S. citizen§ 47% 52% 47% 52% 49% 52% 
U.S. resident 33% 29% 32% 28% 30% 28% 
Visa Holder 11% 11% 11% 11% 11% 11% 
Undocumented 7% 6% 7% 6% 7% 6% 
Parolee/Refugee/Asylum <1% <1% <1% <1% <1% <1% 
Expired Visa 1.5% 1.5% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Unknown <1% 0 <1% <1% <1% <1% 

High school performance       
Grade average in math 68.6 69.9 68.3 69.7 68.5 69.6 
Grade average in English 66.9 70.4 66.9 70.3 67.9 70.1 
Units in math 1.84 1.76 1.72 1.81 1.74 1.81 
Units in English 2.71 2.16 2.17 2.69 2.33 2.69 

High school type/location       
NYC public HS§ 46% 48% 46% 47% 48% 48% 
Foreign HS 20% 16% 19% 16% 17% 16% 
GED 25% 25% 26% 26% 26% 26% 
NYC private HS 3% 4% 3% 4% 3% 4% 
Other HS  6% 7% 6% 7% 6% 7% 

Years since HS graduation 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.5 2.3 2.4 
Chose four-year college on 
application 

45% 48% 29% 33% 31% 33% 

Part-time student (vs. full-time) 13% 13% 13% 13% 13% 13% 
Financial aid recipient       

Pell  48% 46% 48% 46% 48% 46% 
Tuition Assistance Program  39% 39% 38% 39% 39% 39% 
Assistance for PT Students  1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 2% 

Dependency Status       
Dependent§ 46% 46% 46% 46% 47% 46% 
Independent 16% 15% 16% 16% 15% 15% 
Unknown 38% 37% 38% 39% 38% 39% 
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Covariates in Regression 
Models 

Full Sample 
N=19,652 

6-point bandwidth 
N=18,864 

4-point bandwidth 
N=14,733 

Below 
writing 
cutoff 

N=15,075 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,477 

Below 
writing  
cutoff 

N=14,425 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,439 

Below 
writing 
cutoff 

N=10,412 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=4,312 
Major at entry       

Liberal Arts§ 33% 33% 31% 32% 32% 33% 
Business/Marketing 18% 17% 18% 17% 19% 17% 
Computer Science 6% 6% 6% 5% 6% 5% 
Allied Health 14% 17% 14% 17% 15% 17% 
Other 16% 16% 17% 16% 16% 16% 
Unknown 13% 12% 13% 12% 13% 12% 

CUNY Math Placement       
Placed in college math§ 47% 53% 46% 54% 47% 53% 
Placed in developmental 
math  

51% 44% 52% 44% 51% 44% 

Unknown assignment 2% 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 
Writing exam flagged ESLa 45% 17% 43% 17% 38% 17% 
Note. Bolded means are statistically different at the 5% significance level. 
§These variables are the reference group in the regression models. 
aSome writing exams with a score of 7 have an “E” flag from the reader who gave the exam a non-passing score of 3, 
but since these students passed, they are not assigned to ESL.   
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Table H2. Characteristics of Language Minority Applicants Assigned to Writing/ESL and Reading vs. 
Writing/ESL Only 

Covariates in Regression 
Models 

Full Sample 
N=28,842 

20-point bandwidth 
N=10,475 

10-point bandwidth 
N=5,681 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=16,011 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=12,471 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=4,627 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=5,848 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=2,789 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=2,892 
Gender       

Female 59% 50% 57% 54% 55% 55% 
Race/Ethnicity       

White§ 9% 11% 10% 10% 10% 10% 
Black 11% 10% 11% 11% 11% 10% 
Latino  47% 51% 49% 52% 50% 50% 
Asian 24% 18% 21% 19% 20% 19% 
Other Race 5% 6% 6% 5% 5% 6% 
Unknown Race 4% 4% 4% 4% 3% 4% 

Age at entry/application       
18 or younger 25% 34% 32% 34% 32% 33% 
19 18% 19% 20% 19% 20% 18% 
20 12% 11% 12% 11% 12% 12% 
21  9% 7% 8% 7% 7% 7% 
22 or more§ 35% 29% 28% 28% 28% 29% 

First Language       
Spanish§ 46% 51% 49% 51% 49% 49% 
Creole 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 
Altaic family  5% 4% 5% 5% 5% 5% 
Austronesian family  1% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Afro-Asiatic family  2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Indo-Iranian branch  9% 6% 8% 7% 8% 7% 
Italic branch  4% 5% 4% 4% 5% 5% 
Slavic branch  5% 5% 5% 4% 4% 5% 
Other Indo-European  2% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Niger-Congo family  2% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 
Sino-Tibetan family  10% 6% 8% 7% 7% 8% 
All other languages 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Unknown 9% 9% 8% 9% 9% 9% 

Region of origin       
USA§ 18% 26% 20% 25% 22% 23% 
Africa 6% 6% 6% 6% 7% 6% 
Caribbean 26% 21% 22% 22% 21% 22% 
Central America 4% 5% 4% 4% 4% 4% 
South America 14% 13% 14% 14% 15% 13% 
East Asia 14% 8% 11% 9% 11% 10% 
South Asia 10% 6% 8% 6% 8% 7% 
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Covariates in Regression 
Models 

Full Sample 
N=28,842 

20-point bandwidth 
N=10,475 

10-point bandwidth 
N=5,681 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=16,011 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=12,471 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=4,627 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=5,848 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=2,789 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=2,892 
Southeast Asia 2% 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 
Central-West Asia 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Eastern Europe 4% 5% 4% 4% 4% 5% 
All other European 
countries 

2% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

Unknown 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Citizenship status       

U.S. citizen§ 32% 47% 40% 43% 40% 41% 
U.S. resident 48% 32% 37% 35% 37% 37% 
Visa Holder 10% 12% 12% 12% 12% 12% 
Undocumented 7% 7% 8% 7% 9% 7% 
Parolee/Refugee/Asylum 1% <1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Expired Visa 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Unknown <1% <1% <1% <1% <1% <1% 

High school performance       
Grade average in math 69.3 68.4 68.7 68.3 68.6 68.3 
Grade average in English 62.9 67.0 65.7 66.5 65.3 65.7 
Units in math 1.92 1.75 1.87 1.79 1.81 1.80 
Units in English 1.48 2.19 1.91 2.05 1.94 1.97 

High school type/location       
NYC public HS§ 46% 48% 52% 50% 52% 51% 
Foreign HS 33% 18% 24% 21% 23% 23% 
GED 14% 23% 16% 20% 17% 18% 
NYC private HS 2% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 
Other HS  5% 6% 6% 6% 5% 5% 

Years since HS graduation 2.2 2.5 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 
Chose four-year college on 
application 

34% 36% 30% 30% 30% 30% 

Part-time student (vs. full-time) 10% 14% 10% 14% 10% 13% 
Financial aid recipient       

Pell  50% 48% 50% 50% 49% 49% 
Tuition Assistance Program  32% 37% 35% 37% 37% 38% 
Assistance for PT Students  <1% 1% <1% 1% 1% 1% 

Dependency Status       
Dependent§ 44% 46% 46% 47% 47% 48% 
Independent 17% 16% 15% 15% 14% 15% 
Unknown 39% 38% 39% 37% 38% 37% 

Major at entry       
Liberal Arts§ 33% 28% 30% 31% 29% 31% 
Business/Marketing 18% 18% 19% 19% 20% 19% 
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Covariates in Regression 
Models 

Full Sample 
N=28,842 

20-point bandwidth 
N=10,475 

10-point bandwidth 
N=5,681 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=16,011 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=12,471 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=4,627 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=5,848 

Below 
reading 
cutoff 

N=2,789 

At or 
above 
cutoff 

N=2,892 
Computer Science 7% 7% 6% 7% 7% 7% 
Allied Health 13% 14% 15% 15% 15% 14% 
Other  11% 12% 11% 13% 12% 12% 
Unknown 22% 16% 19% 16% 18% 17% 

CUNY Math Placement       
Placed in college math§ 36% 46% 39% 42% 40% 41% 
Placed in developmental 
math  

61% 51% 58% 55% 57% 56% 

Unknown assignment 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 3% 
Writing exam flagged ESL 73% 43% 60% 50% 59% 53% 
Note. Bolded means are statistically different at the 5% significance level. 
§These variables are the reference group in the regression models. 
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Figure H1. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Educational Outcomes for Students Assigned 
to Writing/ESL vs. College English, sample excludes White and Asian language minorities  

 
Figure H2. Relationship between Treatment Assignment and Pretreatment Characteristics for Students 
Assigned to Writing/ESL vs. College English, sample excludes White and Asian language minorities  

 
Note. For all graphs, the x-axis is placement score performance by the score's distance from the cutoff, which is 
recentered at zero. The circles in the graph represent the proportion of the total sample that received each score. 
Each graph displays two fitted linear regression lines that estimate the relationship between the dependent variable, 
noted in the title, as a function of how far the score is below the cutoff and as a function of how far the score is 
above the cutoff. All outcomes are three-year outcomes unless otherwise noted. Sample size is 11,267 students.  
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Appendix I 
Chapter 5 Additional Tables 

 
Table I1. Characteristics of Language Minority Students with Writing Score of 6  

Covariates in Regression Models 

DID first difference  
ESL flag 
N=6,646 

DID second difference  
No ESL flag 

N=7,674 
Attend college 

A, B, or C 
N=3,304 

Attend college 
D, E, or F 
N=3,342 

Attend college 
A, B, or C 
N=4,229 

Attend college 
D, E, or F 
N=3,445 

Gender     
Female 58% 60% 55% 58% 

Race/Ethnicity     
White§ 10% 13% 12% 16% 
Black 9% 12% 11% 15% 
Latino  42% 39% 56% 50% 
Asian 32% 26% 14% 10% 
Other  3% 6% 4% 5% 
Unknown  4% 4% 3% 4% 

Age at entry     
18 or younger 29% 28% 42% 44% 
19 19% 18% 21% 19% 
20 13% 12% 11% 10% 
21  8% 8% 7% 6% 
22 or more§ 30% 33% 20% 20% 

First Language     
Spanish§ 39% 34% 55% 48% 
Creole 2% 2% 3% 5% 
Altaic family  6% 4% 2% 1% 
Austronesian family  1% 1% 2% 1% 
Afro-Asiatic family  2% 3% 2% 3% 
Indo-Iranian branch  13% 8% 6% 4% 
Italic branch  3% 4% 4% 4% 
Slavic branch  7% 14% 5% 9% 
Other Indo-European  2% 2% 3% 3% 
Niger-Congo family  3% 4% 3% 3% 
Sino-Tibetan family  13% 15% 3% 5% 
All other languages 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Unknown 8% 8% 9% 10% 

Region of origin     
USA§ 10% 11% 35% 36% 
Africa 7% 9% 5% 5% 
Caribbean 18% 18% 19% 21% 
Central America 4% 4% 4% 5% 
South America 16% 10% 12% 7% 
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Covariates in Regression Models 

DID first difference  
ESL flag 
N=6,646 

DID second difference  
No ESL flag 

N=7,674 
Attend college 

A, B, or C 
N=3,304 

Attend college 
D, E, or F 
N=3,342 

Attend college 
A, B, or C 
N=4,229 

Attend college 
D, E, or F 
N=3,445 

East Asia 17% 17% 3% 2% 
South Asia 13% 9% 6% 4% 
Southeast Asia 3% 3% 2% 2% 
Central-West Asia 2% 5% 2% 3% 
Eastern Europe 7% 13% 5% 8% 
All other European countries 2% 3% 3% 4% 
Unknown 1% 1% 2% 2% 

Citizenship status     
U.S. citizen§ 25% 27% 57% 61% 
U.S. resident 48% 45% 26% 25% 
Visa Holder 15% 16% 7% 7% 
Undocumented 9% 7% 7% 5% 
Parolee/Refugee/Asylum 1% 2% <1% <1% 
Expired Visa 2% 2% 1% 1% 
Unknown <1% 0% 0 <1% 

High school performance     
Grade average in math 71.2 72.0 67.5 67.1 
Grade average in English 65.0 64.7 69.7 69.6 
Units in math 2.01 2.12 1.69 1.67 
Units in English 1.75 1.71 2.67 2.63 

High school type/location     
NYC public HS§ 50% 42% 59% 53% 
Foreign HS 31% 35% 10% 10% 
GED 13% 17% 21% 27% 
NYC private HS 1% 2% 4% 4% 
Other HS  4% 4% 5% 6% 

Years since HS graduation 2.7 3.1 1.7 1.7 
Four-year college was first choice  33% 33% 34% 34% 
Entered in fall (versus spring)  66% 65% 68% 67% 
Part-time student (versus full-time) 13% 9% 15% 10% 
Financial aid recipient     

Pell  55% 59% 56% 62% 
Tuition Assistance Program  42% 43% 44% 51% 
Assistance for PT Students  <1% <1% 1% 1% 

Dependency Status     
Dependent§ 52% 52% 60% 63% 
Independent 17% 18% 15% 15% 
Unknown 30% 29% 25% 22% 

Major at entry     
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Covariates in Regression Models 

DID first difference  
ESL flag 
N=6,646 

DID second difference  
No ESL flag 

N=7,674 
Attend college 

A, B, or C 
N=3,304 

Attend college 
D, E, or F 
N=3,342 

Attend college 
A, B, or C 
N=4,229 

Attend college 
D, E, or F 
N=3,445 

Liberal Arts§ 29% 23% 39% 40% 
Business/Marketing 21% 26% 18% 21% 
Computer Science 6% 9% 5% 8% 
Allied Health 19% 14% 18% 14% 
Other 14% 13% 16% 13% 
Unknown 4% 2% 4% 3% 

CUNY Math Placement     
Placed in college math§ 52% 52% 40% 34% 
Placed in developmental math  45% 43% 57% 62% 
Unknown assignment 3% 5% 3% 4% 

CUNY Reading placement     
Passed reading exam§ 46% 47% 64% 66% 
Placed in developmental reading  50% 50% 32% 31% 
Unknown 4% 3% 4% 3% 

Note. Bolded means are statistically different at the 5% significance level. 
§These variables are the reference group in the regression models. 
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Table I2. IV-DID First Stage Results (Alternative Specification) 

  Outcome: 1st English course within 3 years is ESL 
  Full Sample 1st Generation Generation 1.5 2nd Generation 
Interaction: ESL flag*Proportion 

of students who enrolled in 
ESL at college 

0.967*** 0.980*** 1.022*** 1.069*** 0.996*** 0.981*** 0.609*** 0.614*** 
(0.021) (0.02) (0.051) (0.054) (0.025) (0.026) (0.050) (0.050) 

ESL flag on writing exam -0.001 -0.106*** 0.070*** -0.057** -0.047*** -0.093*** -0.071*** -0.085*** 
(0.010) (0.009) (0.026) (0.026) (0.011) (0.012) (0.016) (0.017) 

Proportion of students who 
enrolled in ESL at college 

0.033** 0.030*** 0.095*** 0.066 0.037*** 0.033*** 0.007** 0.018*** 
(0.005) (0.008) (0.037) (0.041) (0.008) (0.011) (0.003) (0.007) 

Covariates Included  X  X  X  X 
Observations 14,390 14,390 2,901 2,901 7,766 7,766 3,499 3,499 

R-squared 0.426 0.486 0.412 0.489 0.413 0.451 0.241 0.262 
Note. The first stage results are from equation (1), and I present the coefficient estimate on the instrument (the interaction term) and the terms included in the 
interaction. Sample sizes of the generational sub-groups do not sum to 14,390 because there are 224 students who did not indicate where they were born 
and/or where they attended high school, so they are excluded from the sub-group analysis. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. Stars represent 
significance levels: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.10. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


