Partners for Success: COMPASS Math Project
As the new president of Harper College in 2009, Dr. Ender approached the superintendents of the three
district high schools to partner with the College as it embarked on a new strategic plan to build community
through student success. The plan included a joint project to examine the success of students in the
academic pipeline. Within a year, a formal intergovernmental agency was created with a Strategic
Partnership Memorandum of Understanding that outlined the vision to “ensure that every high school and
college graduate will have the opportunity to be prepared for 21st century careers and postsecondary
readiness/success” (2010). With shared fiscal support, the Northwest Educational Council for Student
Success (NECSS) was formed in fall of 2010. With one of its goals to “increase the percentage of firsttime, full time freshman from feeder school districts who begin in credit bearing courses” (2010), the
formalized partnership began efforts to immediately collect and examine success data of students moving
from high school to Harper College. Approximately 33% of college- bound graduates from the high
schools enter Harper College. In 2009, about 56% of students entering Harper College from the high
schools were placing into developmental math. It was also noted that not taking math in the senior year
(not required in the state of Illinois), negatively affected college-readiness (see Figure 1.). Also, those
students who were in the lower track algebra class junior year were the most in need of a senior math
course but were far less likely to take one. In addition, as the high school and college faculty began to
examine the preparation in the “catch-all” senior math course, it was discovered that the topics were not
aligned with the college-readiness skills needed to avoid developmental math at Harper College. These
initial discoveries encouraged further investigation and joint intervention efforts.

Figure 1. Math college‐readiness without senior math

A strategy aptly named Partners for Success: COMPASS Math Project was identified in 2009-10 and was
developed to address five goals:
 Identify students at-risk of not being college-ready in math before the senior year;
 Increase math enrollment in the senior year;
 Align high school Algebra II and Harper College Intermediate Algebra curriculum;
 Identify multiple methods to qualify for college credit mathematics; and
 Offer dual credit general education as a senior year math option.
The first step taken to reach the goals was to identify the target population. The focus was on identifying
the at-risk math students prior to exiting high school. This population was identified by the level of math
and math success in the junior year. The examination of the target group began in 2009 with District
211. Harper College worked with the district personnel to administer COMPASS math assessment to
junior level high school students in regular and college prep Algebra II. The discovery was that only
16.2% of those in regular Algebra II were placing at or above the course they were currently enrolled in
and 64.4% of those in college prep Algebra II were placing at or above the course they were enrolled in.
The NECSS partnership agreed to work together to address math readiness for students identified in the
junior year as likely to be lacking in college-readiness. Math COMPASS testing of juniors extended to all
high schools districts in 2010 to impact the full targeted population of high school students at-risk of being
not college-ready.
The COMPASS Math Project gave important information to the student, the counselors and to the parents
that college-readiness was an issue. It also accentuated the fact that math curriculum was misaligned
and therefore, student preparation was not always leading to college readiness. Math alignment was a
key factor. Harper College math faculty began to examine topics covered in our math sequences as
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compared to the non-STEM Common Core. Changes were made to decrease coverage on STEMrelated topics in our highest level developmental math course (Math 080) such as radical and rational
equations, exponential and logarithmic equations and graphs and leave these properties/applications for
higher level mathematics. The high schools were also adjusting Algebra II based on the common core
with the removal of conic sections. By the 2011-2012, the regular-track Algebra II course in high school
and Harper College’s Math 080 class were covering the same topic list.
There was still a question of what to do with students who at the end of junior year had taken Algebra II
but were not ready for an AP or dual credit math class. In the fall of 2012, the math instructors at the high
schools and at Harper College were in agreement to offer our highest level developmental math course
(Math 080) in high school as an option for the targeted population. This new course replaced the high
school trigonometry/statistics course taught in the high school. With only four trigonometry questions out
of 60 on the ACT test, this change also addressed important preparation issues for non-stem majors. It
also addressed the alignment issue identified with the “catch-all” senior math course previously taught in
the high schools, as noted above. The new course now gives students who are identified as not collegeready at the end of the junior year a chance to catch-up senior year (instead of doing that work in
developmental math at Harper College). The alignment work and resulting curricular adjustments
improved the process for placing students in the right senior year math course. A clearer pathway was
identified: upper STEM students enroll in AP Calculus; upper non-STEM students enroll in AP Stats;
STEM students enroll in dual credit Math 103; non-STEM students enroll in dual credit Math 101; and
those not college-ready enroll in Math 080.
Seniors who successfully pass the Math 080 requirements now enroll directly into college-level math at
Harper College. However, for the students who do not pass, they are given access to MyMath Test to
help prep for the COMPASS placement exam. After COMPASS testing, students who remain not
college-ready may participate in a summer bridge program. The REACH Summer Bridge program
(REACH) is designed for students with two or more developmental placements (or sequence) and with
particular focus on students of color. The summer program is divided into six cohorts grouped by math
level. Academic workshops are provided by discipline-related faculty and there are college acclimation
sessions provided by counselors. There is pre and post COMPASS testing that allows students to
demonstrate skill improvement and increase placement levels.
As noted, one of the main goals of our Partner for Success: COMPASS Math Project was to increase the
college-readiness in math of students entering Harper from the district high schools. As noted in Figure
2, there has been an upward trend in entering college-ready since 2010 (42.9%-53.3%). Additionally, data
are indicating a shift upward in developmental placement levels. Figure 2 indicates a decline in the
percentage of students placing in the lowest levels of developmental.

Figure 2. Math course enrollments in their first semester following high school.
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Overall, Partners for Success has built trust among the staff in the high schools and Harper College and
enhanced our mutual understanding of shared data about students. The focus was not on fault-finding but
rather on partnering to improve the alignment of our educational systems and increase college-readiness
before entering Harper College.

