


By the time new students arrive at Rutgers-New Brunswick, they have likely spent years
in New Jersey public schools. And yet, too many of them still aren't ready for college-
level math, which costs them time and money and can make it harder to earn a degree

and launch a career.

The burden of addressing those math gaps falls on the state’s higher education
institutions, including Rutgers, the state’s flagship. Worse, by lowering the bar for what it
takes to graduate high school, state policymakers have played a role in making those
preparation gaps even wider. While this report focuses on the effects on Rutgers
students and faculty, a more useful question for state policymakers is why so many
students are arriving underprepared at the doors of the state's public colleges and

universities.

Lowering the Bar,

State leaders congratulate themselves on
rising high school graduation rates, which
reached a record high last year of 91.8%.
But this stat is obscuring the fact that
New Jersey, like some other states, has
diminished what it means to earn a
diploma. Over the past decade, New
Jersey has steadily expanded the ways
students can satisfy their high school
math requirement. On the lith-grade New
Jersey Graduation Proficiency
Assessment (“NJGPA”), only 58.5% of
students were deemed "graduation
ready" in math in 2025.

The difference between these
achievement levels —a graduation rate of
nearly 92% versus a math proficiency rate
under 60% — is due to the state’s
introduction of alternative graduation
pathways.

Those alternatives were designed to make
sure students who struggle with
standardized testing could still graduate
and pursue higher education (see the
Figure 2: A Decade of Lowering K-12
Standards for the full history). Instead of
the NJGPA, students can choose from a
menu of “substitute competency tests”
that include the SAT and ACT. Critically,
New Jersey policymakers have set the
minimum score on those alternative tests
lower than what the College Board and
ACT suggest is truly “college ready.”

As an example, New Jersey allows
students to satisfy the math requirement
with a 17 on the ACT. Meanwhile, the
ACT itself says that students need a 22
to “represent the level of achievement
required for students to have a 50%
chance of obtaining a B or higher...in
corresponding credit-bearing courses.”

If students can’t meet the bar on either
the NJGPA or these alternate
assessments, they can still graduate by
submitting a “portfolio” of their work,
which is evaluated subjectively. Portfolio
appeals alone accounted for 15 percent of
graduates in 2022, nearly double the
share from 2018.

The practical effect of these changes is
that a growing share of New Jersey high
schoolers have satisfied their state’s math
requirement through routes that do not
reflect the same algebraic and geometric
mastery as a passing score on the state’s
own objective assessment.

I Throughout the report, references to “Rutgers” refer to Rutgers—New Brunswick unless otherwise noted. 1


https://wrnjradio.com/new-jersey-graduation-rate-reaches-record-high-state-education-officials-say/
https://www.nj.gov/education/spr/download/
https://www.nj.gov/education/assessment/requirements/2023_2025.shtml
https://www.nj.gov/education/assessment/requirements/2023_2025.shtml
https://satsuite.collegeboard.org/k12-educators/about/understand-scores-benchmarks/benchmarks
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/college-and-career-readiness/benchmarks.html
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/college-and-career-readiness/benchmarks.html

Student Performance Goes

The policy changes around graduation
expectations have coincided with a
dramatic decline in student performance.
According to the Education Scorecard, a
collaboration between researchers at
Harvard, Stanford, and Dartmouth, the
average New Jersey student in grades 3—
8 is performing more than half of a grade
level below their 2019 math level as of
2025, despite showing modest gains
since 2022. New Jersey ranks 20th out of
38 states in math recovery, with students
in districts like Trenton, Paterson, and
Edison Township remaining more than a
full grade equivalent behind pre-
pandemic levels.

However, while the Garden State’s
lackluster recovery grabs headlines, the
reality is that the pandemic just added
fuel to a steady fire. In 2013, when the
state reached its highest score ever on
NAEP, the Nation’s Report Card, only
49% of New Jersey 8th graders scored at
the “Proficient” level in math. Scores have
only gone down since then.

Higher Ed

By lowering academic requirements, the
state has done a disservice not only to its
students but also to the state's future
workforce. This misguided compassion
has widened the gap between students’
mathematical proficiency and the skills
they need to succeed in college-level
coursework, graduate on time, and
compete in an increasingly demanding
economy.

Unless this divide is corrected quickly, the
consequences will extend far beyond the
classroom. Students will face greater
academic struggles, increased
remediation needs, and diminished career
opportunities, while taxpayers will bear
the escalating costs of lower completion
rates, workforce shortages, and
expensive interventions that could have
been avoided through stronger
preparation in earlier grades.

Rutgers has made a number of policy changes that both lean into and exacerbate these
trends. Starting with the Class of 2021, Rutgers made SAT and ACT scores optional in
response to COVID-19 disruptions. That policy remains in place today, which means the
university lacks an objective signal of math preparation before students enroll. Students
are required to take a placement exam before they sign up for classes in the fall, but
many are surprised to be told they lack the math skills to be successful in the majors

they intend to pursue.


https://educationscorecard.org/states/
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/stt2024/pdf/2024219NJ8.pdf
https://learningcenters.rutgers.edu/student-services/testing-placement

In other words, the state has made it
easier to graduate from high school, and
Rutgers has made it easier to get in.
Taken together, alongside real and
documented declines in underlying
student achievement, these have
contributed to a situation where students
can arrive at one of the country’s oldest
public research universities having met
their state’s high school math
requirements and still place into below-
college-level coursework on day one.

This report draws on placement data and
interviews with Rutgers-New Brunswick
math faculty, advisors, and department
chairs, as well as faculty and staff at
community colleges across New Jersey. It
traces the evolution of Rutgers’
placement decisions and then turns to
the effects of the larger math gaps, first
on the students who arrive
underprepared, and then on the faculty
and staff who must teach them anyway,
before closing with where the university
and the state can go from here.

A Widening Gap in

One piece of evidence for the widening
gap described above comes from
Rutgers' own placement data, which
shows where new students land in the
math curriculum the moment they arrive
on campus, before they have attended a
single class.

Each spring, incoming Rutgers students
who do not have prior Advanced
Placement credit, transfer credit, or
another exemption are contacted and
required to take a math placement exam
before orientation. Students take the
placement test early so that, during
orientation, they can sit down with their
counselors and build their fall schedules.

Since 2021, that exam has been delivered
on ALEKS, an online, proctored, adaptive
test that sorts students into one of
several starting points: Algebra, for
students not yet ready for college-level
math; Precalculus; standard Calculus I; or,
for the most prepared incoming students,
Calculus Il or Ill. Students pursuing
majors that require calculus (such as
engineering, the sciences, computer
science, or business) can't test out of it or
skip ahead. Where the exam places them
is where they start, and it shapes how
long it takes to clear the math
requirements standing between them
and their degree.

Over the last few years, Rutgers has been
dealing with a bifurcation of its freshman
class. At the top, the share of students
placing into Calculus Il or Ill, from 25.5
percent in 2019 to 29 percent in 2025.
That is, some portion of the incoming
class is arriving on campus stronger than
before.

But at the bottom, the tracks reserved for
students who aren't ready for calculus at
all now account for nearly a third of the
incoming class, up seven percentage
points from 2019 to 2025.

Officially, New Jersey’s high school
students must pass Algebra, Geometry,
and a third math class that “prepares
students for college and 21st century
careers” in order to earn a high school
diploma. But that hasn’t stopped the rise
in students having to retake those classes
in college. In 2025, 2.7% of Rutgers
students tested into Elementary Algebra
(up from 2.1%), 8.8% of students were
placed into Intermediate Algebra (up
from 6.3%), and 21.8% took Precalculus
(up from 16.9% in 2019). Cumulatively,
this represents ap proximately 2,500
Rutgers freshman who are placed into
classes below Calculus.


https://www.nj.gov/education/standards/docs/grad.pdf

Figure 1. More Rutgers students are placed into
math classes below calculus in 2025 versus 2019
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The 2025 figures do represent an
improvement over the post-pandemic
lows, but they still mean that a large share
of Rutgers’ entering class is forced to
retake material they should have learned
in high school.

One such student is Jalila Oquendo, a
current Rutgers senior. She took Algebra
and Geometry in in high school, got A’s in
those classes, and was on the honor roll

throughout high school. When she first
started she thought, “I got this. I did so
well in high school.” But she didn’t
understand how important the placement
test was, didn’t study, and was
disheartened to be placed into
elementary algebra.

Oguendo progressed and is now a
success story as she nears a degree in
animal science, but many of her
classmates were not able to persist.

Intermediate Algebra

® 2025

Precalculus

Her advice to future students is to
understand the importance of math,
saying that, “Chemistry [class] is math.
Organic chemistry is math. It’s just
different kinds of math.”

“Chemistry [class] is math.
Organic chemistry is math. It’s
just different kinds of math.”

Math skills gaps carry real costs. Students
placed into lower-level math courses take
longer to pass their prerequisites and
reach college-level courses, which delays
progress toward their degree and
increases the likelihood that they will
drop out, the subject of the next section.
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Students Pay

Nationally, somewhere between 40 and
60 percent of first-year college students
require remediation in English, math, or
both, depending on the study and the
year measured. Those numbers are
trending downward thanks to a shift to
alternative, subjective definitions of
readiness and to changing norms around
what qualifies as a “remedial” class.

This shift has also played out in New
Jersey, and it's hard to disentangle all of
the changes. Nevertheless, a substantial
body of national research documents
what is at stake for students who arrive at
college underprepared in math.

For students, the stakes of the placement
test are often invisible until it is too late.
Julie Nossier, now a senior at Rutgers,
transferred in planning to major in
psychology. She took the placement test
online the summer after her ad mission,
two years removed from high school
math, and, in her words, “did very badly.”

She learned what that meant only when
she tried to register for statistics and
found she couldn’t. An advisor explained
that her score required her to first pass
Elementary Algebra, a prerequisite chain
that kept her from officially declaring her
major until her senior year.

Higher education’s math gaps hit national
media outlets recently after a report from
the University of California San Diego
documented that the number of incoming
students whose math skills tested below
high school level rose nearly thirtyfold
between 2020 and 2025, up to 12% of the
incoming freshman class. The report
found that more than a quarter of
students placed into UCSD'’s lowest math
course had earned top marks in high
school math.

UCSD’s own review pointed to a familiar
combination of factors: pandemic-era
learning loss that hasn’t fully reversed,
growing high school grade inflation, and
the elimination of standardized testing
from ad missions, which removed a
common yardstick just as it was needed
most.

As it is at other campuses, at Rutgers it
can be a jarring experience for students
to discover they’ve been placed into
remedial math courses. “Many of the
students who come into pre-calculus feel
like they shouldn’t be there,” said Sally
Mulvey, a lecturer who has taught in the
Rutgers Department of Mathematics since
2007. “They feel disappointed in
themselves.”

“Many of the students who
come into pre-calculus feel

like they shouldn’t be there.
They feel disappointed in
themselves.”

Undergraduate math advisor Emily Sergel
hears a version of the same complaint
from students whose placement doesn’t
match their high school transcript.
“Students will say, ‘Il took honors pre-
calculus in high school and now I'm
placed below it in college.’ But course
names don’t necessarily match.” Some of
that mismatch, Sergel says, reflects real
variation in how rigorous a high school
course actually was and how much of the
material a student actually mastered.


https://njsds.nj.gov/wp-content/uploads/Exploratory_Review_of_Remedial_Education_Participation_and_Outcomes_in_New_Jersey-2.pdf
https://senate.ucsd.edu/media/740347/sawg-report-on-admissions-review-docs.pdf






https://www.americanprogress.org/article/remedial-education/
https://www.the74million.org/article/remedial-courses-come-with-a-massive-price-tag-and-low-income-college-students-arent-the-only-ones-footing-the-bill/
https://pressofatlanticcity.com/news/top_three/article_b443e028-609a-11df-a2ef-001cc4c002e0.html



https://www.chalkbeat.org/2026/07/28/teacher-math-anxiety-affects-student-learning-study-finds/



https://www.govtech.com/education/higher-ed/university-of-california-system-may-reinstate-sat-requirement



https://njedreport.com/breaking-nj-doe-releases-statewide-test-scores/
https://jerseycan.org/news/education-advocates-push-once-again-to-end-new-jerseys-high-school-exit-exam/
https://www.nwea.org/uploads/Behind-the-starting-line-what-kindergartent-test-scores-tell-us-about-reaching-proficiency-in-third-grade_NWEA_researchBrief.pdf?_sp=c0f87bf5-11f1-4889-8c0d-bfde0fdf2555.1786397477019
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED605735.pdf



https://www.chadaldeman.com/p/state-test-results-are-too-damn-slow
https://www.chadaldeman.com/p/state-test-results-are-too-damn-slow
https://forstudentsuccess.org/beyond-the-data-actions-speak-louder-than-numbers/



https://njedreport.com/breaking-nj-ed-department-releases-statewide-test-scores/
https://wrnjradio.com/new-jersey-graduation-rate-reaches-record-high-state-education-officials-say/
https://www.nj.gov/education/spr/
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