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Review Changes to Minimum College Admissions Standards 
 
 
Background 
The Higher Education Coordinating Board (HECB) is required by state law1

 

 to establish 
minimum college admission standards for use by all of Washington's public baccalaureate 
institutions.  Students who complete a high school curriculum that meets these standards are not 
guaranteed admission to the state’s public baccalaureate institutions.  Each school retains the 
authority to accept or reject individual applicants based on the prospective students’ applications 
for admission.   

The HECB adopted a new set of minimum standards for freshman admission in May 2007, and 
approved further revisions in September 2009.  These standards, which include a set of College 
Academic Distribution Requirements (CADR), are scheduled to be fully implemented by 
baccalaureate institutions in summer 2012. 
 
The new standards are intended to ensure that students admitted to Washington’s baccalaureate 
institutions are academically prepared to enter college and earn their degrees.  They encourage 
students to enroll in challenging coursework throughout their high school careers, a goal 
reaffirmed in the 2008 Strategic Master Plan for Higher Education.   
 
The need to better align school graduation requirements with college admissions standards has 
been the subject of much national debate in the last decade. Over the last three years, that debate 
has intensified in Washington.  Significant changes in the state’s high school testing 
requirements and graduation requirements have been approved.  
 
In addition, the minimum college admission standards adopted by the HECB became the subject 
of legislation during the 2010 session.  
 
In response to these changes and new perspectives in the national debate about high school/ 
college connections, the HECB is developing additional revisions to the College Admissions 
Standards approved originally in 2007 and revised in 2009.  
 
It is important to note that minimum standards are necessary because students from a variety of 
academic backgrounds annually seek admission to Washington’s baccalaureate institutions, 
including those from in-state public and private schools as well as those applying from out of 
state.

                                                 
1 RCW 28B.76.290 
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Alignment with CORE 24 
Most states struggle with the challenge of aligning high school graduation requirements and 
college admissions standards because the two sets of standards are not designed to fully address 
the same outcome.  In 2009, Washington’s State Board of Education (SBE) approved a new set 
of high school graduation requirements, partly in response to the new college admissions 
standards approved by the HECB in 2007.  
 
The new SBE requirements, called “CORE 24”, will become effective beginning in 2013, and 
they will be phased in over a period of several years following.  CORE 24 is designed to produce 
high school graduates who are fully prepared for life after high school.  CORE 24 eventually will 
require high school students to earn 24 credits for their diploma, an increase of five credits over 
the current requirement of 19.  CORE 24 brings high school graduation requirements into much 
closer (but not exact) alignment with the HECB’s minimum college admission standards.  
 
The similarities in the HECB admissions standards and CORE 24 requirements are readily 
apparent.  Each requires three credits of mathematics through Algebra II, including math-based 
quantitative coursework in the senior year.  The new high school math requirement will apply to 
students who graduate from high school in 2013.  
 
Each set of standards also requires students to complete the same numbers of courses in English, 
world language, and social sciences; however, in science, the standards differ slightly.  The 
HECB requires two credits of laboratory science, one algebra-based.  The CORE 24 calls for 
three credits in laboratory science, one algebra-based. (Attachment A contains a comparison of 
the CORE 24 and HECB standards). 
 
 
Changes in Washington’s High School Testing System 
The current HECB minimum admission standards award students who pass the WASL in 
reading and math the first two CADR credits of English and math (respectively).   However, 
effective this year, the WASL has been replaced by an end-of-course exam, the High School 
Proficiency Exam (HSPE).  The HECB plans to work with stakeholders to determine whether 
passage of HSPE can be applied in the same way WASL was applied to satisfy English and math 
requirements.  
 
 
Alignment with National Standards 
The current federal administration is strongly focused on achieving improved college and career 
readiness among high school graduates.  The National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices (NGA Center) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) have 
developed the “common core2

                                                 
2 Common Core State Standards Initiative is a state-led effort coordinated by the National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices, and the Council of Chief State School Officers.”  

” curriculum in English and math that outlines requirements for 
students at each grade level, with a goal of preparing all students for college or career when they 
graduate from high school.   

www.corestandards.org/ 

http://www.corestandards.org/�
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In Washington, E2SSB 6696, passed in 2010, encourages the Office of the Superintendent of 
Public Instruction to revise math, reading, writing, and communication standards so they are 
“substantially identical with” the common core standards.  On the surface, it appears this might 
not impact the HECB’s college admission standards, but further examination will be needed to 
confirm this.   
 
These changes also provide an opportunity for the HECB to better define courses that meet the 
college entry CADR credits and develop equivalencies that may be met through assessment of 
student competency.  In addition, it is important that the state’s standards are aligned with other 
national benchmarks, including the requirements for NCAA participation. 
 
 
Legislative Interest in Admission Standards 
Two bills proposed in the 2010 legislative session (HB 3025 and SB 6778) would have provided 
an opportunity for students who meet only the College Academic Distribution requirements with 
a minimum GPA of 3.0 to graduate from high school.  While the recognition that high school 
and college admission standards should be aligned was quite welcome, the bills failed to 
recognize other requirements that are part of the college admission standards.  They also failed to 
address the need for admissions requirements to include additional provisions related to college 
testing, a rigorous curriculum each year in high school, and a senior year quantitative course.  
 
 
Next Steps 
The HECB will convene meetings with stakeholders in May and June 2010 to solicit their advice 
concerning the following key issues in college entry standards: 
 

• Alignment of HECB’s CADR with K-12’s CORE 24 and the Common Core National 
Standards; 

• Definitions of CADR courses and equivalent competencies;  

• Changes in high school testing; 

• Applicability of dual credit courses in meeting minimum college admission requirements. 
 
After this summer’s meetings, HECB staff will circulate draft revisions among stakeholders to 
consider additional suggestions and present a revised draft for discussion at a meeting of the 
Board’s Education Committee in August 2010, and for consideration by the full Board in 
September.  Final adoption of the changes is planned for November 2010. 
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3 Reviewed by Dan Newell, OSPI April 1, 2010.  
4 Reference: http://www.sbe.wa.gov/mhsd.htm accessed December 28, 2009 and reviewed by Kathe Taylor, SBE March 18, 2010.  
5 3 CADR credits are encouraged each year of high school; required grades 10-12. Reference: http://www.hecb.wa.gov/research/issues/admissions.asp  accessed December 28, 2009. 

 
Credit 

Requirements 

Minimum State High School 
graduation requirements3

CORE 24 

 Graduation 
Requirements4

Higher Education Coordinating Board 
College Academic Distribution 

Requirements (CADR)  
(Effective 2012-13*)5 

Subject Areas Credits Credits Credits 

English 3 4 4 

Mathematics 2 
(3 for class of 2013 and beyond) 

3 
Algebra II, including 1 math in senior  

year or a third credit math option 

3 
Algebra II or Integrated III, including  

1 math in senior year 

Science 2 
One must be a laboratory science 

3 
2 laboratory science - 

1 algebra-based 

2 
both lab science --1 algebra-based, 
1 in biology, chemistry, or physics 

*(effective 2010) 
World Languages 0 0 - 2 2 

Arts 1 
Visual or performing arts 

2 
Visual or performing arts 

1 
Fine, visual, or performing arts 

Social Sciences 2.5 3 3 

Health & Fitness 2 2 
(1.5 fitness; .5 health)  

Career 
Concentration 

1  
(Occupational education) 3  

Electives 5.5 2 - 4 
depending on pathway  

Total Credits 19  
 (20 for the class of 2013 and beyond 

 – see Math above) 

24 15-16  
(Depending on how math and science 

 requirements are met) 

http://www.sbe.wa.gov/mhsd.htm�
http://www.hecb.wa.gov/research/issues/admissions.asp�
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5/5/2010   Information compiled by the Higher Education Coordinating Board        

 
Washington State Board of Education and Superintendent of Public Instruction  
High School Graduation Requirements and Assessment Alternatives6

 
 

1. Earn high school credit (see table) 
2. Pass state tests or approved alternatives to those tests7

• Students may use their reading, writing or math scores on the SAT or ACT to show they have key knowledge and skills.
 

8

• Students must meet or exceed one of the following scores in a subject area: 
  

  SAT  ACT  
Mathematics 470  19  

Reading 350 13  
Writing 380  15 

• In addition, students who earn a score of three or higher on specified Advanced Placement (AP) tests may use these 
scores.9

Mathematics 

 

Calculus or Statistics examination 
Reading English Literature and Composition, Macroeconomics, 

Microeconomics, Psychology, United States History, 
World History, United States Government and Politics, or 
Comparative Government and Politics examination 

Writing: English Language and Composition examination 
 

3. Complete a Culminating Project 

4. Complete a High School and Beyond Plan 

                                                 
6 RCW 28A.655.061 - http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.655.061  accessed January 21, 2010. 
7 http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment/CAAoptions/Equivalency.aspx accessed January 20, 2010. 
8 RCW 28A.655.061(10)(b)(i) as of January 21, 2010. 
9 RCW 28A.655.061 (10)(b)(iii) as of  January 21, 2010. 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.655.061�
http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment/CAAoptions/Equivalency.aspx�

