
Trenholm State Community College 
Placement Assessment Information 

 What is the purpose of the COMPASS assessment?  
COMPASS is designed to measure students’ current reading, writing, and mathematics skills acquired 
through high school, work experience, or previous college work.  This computer-based assessment allows 
you and the College staff to work together to help you succeed in your courses. COMPASS scores indicate 
areas where you may need help and which course should be a starting point for your educational career.  
Give this assessment your VERY BEST EFFORT.  Your results will determine how many classes 
you must take before beginning the courses that count toward your degree. 

 But I have no computer experience!  
COMPASS is user-friendly and was designed for individuals with little or no computer experience.  Learning 
Enhancement Center (LEC) staff will show you how to begin the assessment and be available for any 
computer questions you may have.  COMPASS is untimed, so relax!  

 On what material will I be assessed?  
The COMPASS assessments focus on reading, writing, and mathematics skills.  What makes COMPASS 
unique is that it adapts to your abilities; questions increase or decrease in difficulty, depending on your 
skill level.  

 What should I do to prepare for the assessment?  
Sample assessment questions are attached.   Review them and you will know what to expect. 

 What should I bring with me?  
The required COMPASS assessment is free of charge, so you will not need to bring money.  Bring a photo 
identification (example: driver's license), which is required of all examinees.  You will be given scratch 
paper to work the problems.  A calculator is provided as part of the COMPASS assessment program.  
Refer to the last page of this information packet for what is provided on the calculator. 

 How can I do my best? 
Ask questions if you do not understand the process for COMPASS.  LEC staff members are available to 
assist you.  Remember that assessment questions may increase in difficulty.  Read each question 
carefully until you understand what the question is asking.  Respond to ALL questions presented to you, 
even if you are not certain of the answers.  Try to do your very best on this assessment.  

 How long is the assessment? 
You may take as long as you wish on the assessment.  Most students take approximately two hours to 
complete all sections of the assessment.   

 When will I receive my results?  
You will receive a printed score report upon completion of the assessment.  

 What do the scores mean?  
Although there is a cut-off score for enrolling in certain courses at TrenholmTech, you cannot fail the 
COMPASS assessment.  Doing well on the assessment can, however, test you out of certain classes.  
The assessment was developed to assist in college academic advising and course selection.  The results 
will help trained personnel decide where you should begin your academic coursework.  In other words, 
your scores will indicate where your academic strengths and needs lie in relation to college-level work for 
your chosen major.



 

 

C O M P A S S 
 

Items Covered on the Assessment   
 

The following identifies areas that will give you the best chance of obtaining 
scores needed to advance directly into your program of study. 
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Mathematics Skills Communication Skills 
Prealgebra  Algebra  Reading  Writing  

Problems to  
answer involve: 

Problems to  
answer involve: 

Questions to  
answer involve: 

Essays items to  
correct involve:  

1.  Operations with  
     integers  
    (signed numbers)  

1.  Substituting values 
     into algebraic  
     expressions  

1.  Vocabulary 1.  Punctuation  
      

2.  Operations with  
     fractions   

2.  Setting up  
     equations for given 
     situations 

2.  Reading  
     comprehension 

2.  Spelling  
 

3.  Operations with  
     decimals 

3.  Basic operations   
     (+, −, ×, ÷) with  
     polynomials 

3.  Capitalization   
 

4.  Positive integer  
     exponents,  
     square roots and  
     scientific notation 

4.  Factoring of  
     polynomials,  
     which may include 
     solving equations 

4.  Usage 

5.  Ratios and  
     proportions   

5.  Linear equations in 
     one variable 

5.  Verb formation  
      and agreement 

6.  Percentages 6.  Exponents and  
     radicals 

6.  Relationships of  
     clauses 

7.  Rational  
     expressions 

7.  Shifts in  
     construction 

7.  Averages 

8. Linear equations in  
    two variables 

An example of a  
referring and    

reasoning question: 
        
     A subway can best be   
     described as:    
     A.  bus route through   
           town 
     B.  an underground     
           train 
     C.  a pedestrian  
          right-of-way  
     D.  an exit ramp 
     E.  a bicycle path 

8.  Organization 

The MATH Assessment requires you to answer problems from the identified areas.  The 
assessment adapts to your performance by presenting you with higher-level questions if 
you are doing well, or moving you down to a lower-level if your answers are not correct.   
The READING Assessment requires you to read passages and respond to comprehensive 
(referring and reasoning) questions.    
The WRITING Assessment requires you to read essays.  After reading the essays, you are 
to find and correct errors in punctuation, grammar, writing style, and organization.  
 



 

 

Sample Reading Items 
The reading portion of COMPASS consists of 3-5 passages, each followed by five reading 
comprehension (referring and reasoning) questions.  
 
Sample Passage I - Humanities 
When I'm in New York but feeling lonely for Wyoming, I look for the Western movie ads in the 
subway.  But the men I see in those posters with their stern, humorless looks remind me of no one I 
know in the East.  In our earnestness to romanticize the cowboy we've ironically disesteemed his true 
character.  If he's "strong and silent" it's because there's probably no one to talk to.  If he "rides away 
into the sunset" it's because he's been on horseback since four in the morning moving cattle and he's 
trying, fifteen hours later, to get home to his family.  If he's "a rugged individualist" he's also part of a 
team: ranch work is teamwork and even the glorified open-range cowboys of the 1880's rode up and 
down the Chisholm Trail in the company of twenty or thirty other riders.  It's not toughness but 
"toughing it out" that counts.  In other words, this macho, cultural artifact the cowboy has become is 
simply a man who possesses resilience, patience, and an instinct for survival.  "Cowboys are just like 
a pile of rocks -- everything happens to them.  They get climbed on, kicked, rained and snowed on, 
scuffed up by the wind.  Their job is 'just to take it'," one old-timer told me. 
Adapted from Gretel Ehrlich, The Solace of Open Spaces. c. 1985 by Gretel Ehrlich. 
 
Referring 
1.  According to the passage, cowboys are probably "strong and silent" because: 

A.  their work leaves them no time for conversation. 
B.  they have been cautioned not to complain. 
C.  they are stern and humorless. 
D.  there is no one nearby to listen to them. 
E.  their work makes them too tired to talk.  

 
Reasoning 
2.  For which of the following statements does the passage give apparently contradictory evidence? 

A.  The cowboy's work takes endurance.  
B.  Cowboys work alone.  
C.  Cowboys are adequately paid.  
D.  The cowboy's image has become romanticized in American culture.  
E.  Cowboys think of themselves as humorless.  

 
Prior-Knowledge 
3.  A subway can best be described as: 

A.  a bus route through town. 
B.  an underground train. 
C.  a pedestrian right-of-way. 
D.  an exit ramp. 
E.  a bicycle path. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
Sample Writing Skills Placement Assessment Essay 

 
The writing skills portion of the placement assessment consists of 2-4 essays, similar to the 
one below.  During the assessment, you will be shown an essay that contains errors in 
punctuation, grammar, writing style, and organization.  You will be asked to read the essay, 
find the mistakes, and correct them.   
The essay below contains the same types of errors that an actual assessment essay would 
contain; however, for demonstration purposes, only a few of these segments have been 
selected for revision.  The selected segments are indicated by bold lettering and underlining, 
and the items associated with them are shown on the next page.  On the actual assessment, 
sections will not be marked for your revision.  You will have to decide yourself which areas 
need correcting. 

-----------------------------------------------Start of Essay---------------------------------------------------  

      An increasing number of lakes and rivers in the northern United States invaded are being by a 

mussel no larger than a fingernail.  The Zebra mussel probably steamed aboard a transatlantic ship 

some time in the mid-1980s from the Caspian Sea into U.S. waters.  Despite its growth was explosive, 

partly because the species was preyed upon by very few native predators in its new 

environment.  As a consequence, the Zebra mussels did find a plentiful food supply. They eat huge 

amounts of photo plankton, which tiny free-floating sea organisms that dwell in water.  Scientists are 

concerned when the mussels may compete aggressively with other species that depend on the 

same food supply.   

 

     Others concerned by the invading species are industry, public utilities, and boat owners.  Zebra 

mussels cluster in huge colonies, being anchored themselves to any hard surface.  These colonies 

can clog your water intake pipes of electric and water treatment plants.  Fishery specialists are 

currently casting about and baiting their hooks to gun down control methods that will cause the lowest 

amount of damage to water supplies and other aquatic species.  Two of the alternatives exploring are 

interrupting the species reproductive cycle and finding a bacterium harmful only to Zebra mussels. 

-----------------------------------------------End of Essay---------------------------------------------------- 

Writing assessment items follow. 



 

Note:  The first option (Answer A) always represents the section as it originally appears in the 
essay, and if you choose this option, you are indicating that no change is needed in that 
section of the essay. 
 
Basic Grammar and Usage: Ensuring Grammatical Agreement 
Segment 1 
A.  An increasing number of lakes and rivers 
B.  An increasingly number of lakes and rivers 
C.  A number increasing of lakes and rivers 
D.  A number increasingly of lakes and rivers 
E.  An increasing of lakes and rivers 
 
 
Style: Avoiding Redundancy 
Segment 2 
A.  was preyed upon by very few native predators in its new environment. 
B.  found very few predators in its new environment. 
C.  found very few native predators and was seldom eaten in its new environment. 
D.  was preyed on by very few native predator species in its new environment. 
E.  was seldom eaten or preyed on by native predator species in its new environment. 
 
 
Sentence Structure: Relating Clauses 
Segment 3 
A.  Scientists are concerned when the mussels 
B.  Scientists are concerned that if the mussels 
C.  Scientists are concerned wherein the mussels 
D.  Scientists are concerned that the mussels 
E.  Scientists are concerned as if the mussels 
 
 
Strategy: Making Decisions about Cohesive Devices 
Item 4 (end-of-passage) 
The writer wishes to add a sentence at the end of Paragraph 1 that will serve as a transition between 
Paragraphs 1 and 2 and will establish the main focus of the essay. Which of the following sentences 
most effectively fulfills that purpose? 
A.  The zebra mussel will provide a difficult challenge for public utility managers. 
B.  The zebra mussel is only the latest in a series of newly introduced species to thrive in the U.S. 
C.  No one knows how far south and west the zebra mussel is likely to spread, but scientists think 
they may be on the trail of important clues. 
D.  Although small in size, the zebra mussel may become a huge problem for pleasure boat owners in 
North American waterways. 
E.  Despite its size, the zebra mussel may have a dramatic effect on North American waterways. 

  

 
 



 

Sample Mathematics Items 
 This section of the assessment includes questions in two content areas: 
          I.  Numerical Skills/Pre-algebra 
         II.  Algebra 
You may not be presented with questions from all of these areas.  The assessment adapts to 
your performance.  It will present you with a higher-level question if you are doing well or will 
move you down to a lower-level question if your answers have not been correct.  Note: 
Calculators are NOT permitted.  A calculator will be provided as a part of the assessment 
program. 
  
 
(Computing an Arithmetic Average) 
1.  What is the average (arithmetic mean) of 8,7,7,5,3,2, and 2? 
A. 3 3/4  
B. 4  5/6 
C. 4  6/7 
D. 5 
E. 6  4/5 
 
(Basic Operations With Decimals) 
2.  Linda is making wooden toys for the next arts and craft sale.  Each toy costs Linda        
     $1.80 to make.  If she sells the toys for $3.00 each, how many will she have to sell to       
     make a profit of exactly $36.00? 
A. 12 
B. 20 
C. 30 
D. 60 
E. 108 
 
(Basic Operations With Fractions) 
3.  How many yards of material from a 24-yard length of cloth remain after 3 pieces,    
     each 3 ½ yards long, and 5 pieces, each 2 ¼ yards long, are removed? 
A. 2 1/4 
B. 4  1/4 
C. 4  5/6 
D. 10 1/4 
E. 10  5/6 
 
(Percentages) 
4.  Phillip charged $400 worth of goods on his credit card.  On his first bill, he was not   
     charged any interest, and he made a payment of $20.  He then charged another $18     
     worth of goods.  On his second bill a month later, he was charged 2% interest on his 
     entire unpaid balance.  How much interest was Phillip charged on his second bill? 
A. $8.76 
B. $7.96 
C. $7.60 
D. $7.24 
E. $6.63 
 

Numerical Skills/Pre-algebra Placement Assessment



 

 

 

Note:  Remember that, depending upon your skill level, you may not be presented with questions from 
the following Algebra section. 
(Elementary Algebra: Linear Equations With One Variable) 
1.  A student has earned scores of 87, 81, and 88 on the first 3 of 4 tests.  If the student 
     wants an average (arithmetic mean) of exactly 87, what score must she earn on the 
     fourth test? 
A. 85 
B. 86 
C. 87 
D. 92 
E. 93 
 
(Elementary Algebra: Basic Operations With Polynomials) 
2.  Which of the following expressions represents the product of 3 less than twice x and 
     2 more than the quantity 3 times x? 
A. -6x2 + 25x + 6 
B.  6x2 + 5x + 6 
C.  6x2 - 5x + 6 
D.  6x2 - 5x - 6 
E.  6x2 - 13x  - 6 
 
(Elementary Algebra: Substituting Values in Algebraic Expressions) 
3.  If x = -1 and y = 2, what is the value of the expression 2x3 - 3xy? 
A.   8 
B.   4 
C.  -1 
D.  -4 
E.  -8 
 

Algebra Placement Assessment 



 

SAMPLE COMPASS PLACEMENT ASSESSMENT ITEMS 
ANSWER SHEET 

 
 

Reading Sample Items 
1. D 
2. B 
3. B 

 
 
 
Writing Sample Items 

1. A 
2. B 
3. D 
4. E 

 
 
 
Mathematics Sample Items 
 
Numerical Skills/Prealgebra Items 

1. C 
2. C 
3. A 
4. B 

 
 
Algebra Items 

1. D 
2. D 
3. B 

 
 
 
 
 
If you have questions about the COMPASS, please call the Learning 
Enhancement Center at 420-4349. 

 

  c. 1995 by ACT, Inc. All rights reserved 
Permission to reproduce all or parts of the contents of this booklet is granted to institutions with a valid COMPASS license  
agreement in place. Such institutions are required to credit ACT as the source. 

 

Below are examples of calculators 
provided on the COMPASS 
assessment.  During the assessment, 
the calculator may be changed by 
clicking on View and selecting the 
calculator version you wish to use. 



 

 
 
 
 

http://school.discovery.com/homeworkhelp/webmath/ 
 

1. http://www.aaamath.com (Order of Operations) 

2. http://www.algebra.com/algebra/ 

3. http://www.algebra.com/algebra/homework/word/intro/ 

4. http://www.algebrahelp.com 

5. http://www.algebrahelp.com/worksheets/ 

6. http://www.discovery.com 

7. http://www.gomath.com 

8. http://www.mathforum.org  

9. http://mathforum.org/dr.math/tocs/exponent.middle.html (Exponents) 

10. http://www.mathleague.com/help/decwholeexp/decwholeexp.htm                                     

Decimals, Whole Numbers, Exponents and Square Roots 

11. http:// www.mathpower.com 

12. http://www.mathpower.com/mth1hmwk.htm 

13. http://www.mathpower.com/intalg1.htm 

14. http://www.mccc.edu/~kelld/CompFDP.htm (Decimal ↔ Fraction, Percentages)  

15. http://members.aol.com/algbrahlp/basicword.htm (Word Problems) 

16. www.purplemath.com 

17. http://www.purplemath.com/modules/modules.htm 

18. www.quickmath.com 

19. www.sosmath.com 

20. http://cne.gmu.edu 

21. http://cne.gmu.edu/modules/dau/math/dau1_frm.html 

22. http://cwx.prenhall.com/bookbind/pubbooks/deem 

 



1. http://webster.commnet.edu/grammar
Grammar and Writing Help  

2. http://englishplus.com/grammar/
 Grammar Help 

3. http://chuma.cas.usf.edu/~olson/pms/
Punctuation Made Simple: Colon, Semicolon, Dash, Apostrophe 

4. http://owl.english.pur5due.edu/handouts/grammar/
 Punctuations, Capitals, Spelling, Sentence Construction, Parts of Speech 

5. http://uottawa.ca/academic/arts/writcent/hypergrammar/punct.html
 Punctuation 

6. http://www.junketstudies.com/rulesofw/
Rules of Writing 

7. http://www.utoronta.ca/hswriting/hitparade.htm
Errors in Style, Grammar, Punctuation 

8. http://www.rightwords.co.nz/backnews.html
Punctuation, Grammar, Related Matters 

9. http://grammarbook.com
Grammar and Punctuation 
Finding subjects and Verbs; Agreement between Subjects and Verbs; Pronouns; Who and 
Whom; Adjectives and Adverbs; Prepositions; Effect vs. Affect; Effective Writing; Misplaced 
and Dangling Modifiers; Test Your Grammar 

10. http://www.speechtips.com/
Learn to Write a Speech 

11. http://www.kimberlychapman.com/essay/essay.html
Learn to Write an Essay 

12. http://members.tripod.com/~lklivingston/essay/
Guide to Writing an Essay

13. http://www.farmingdale.edu/CampusPages/ArtsSciences/AcademicDepartments/
English/Humanities/wccontents.html

Help with Writing a Technical Report

14. http://www.refdesk.com/factdict.html
Dictionary/Thesaurus Reference Page 


