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Using New York State Assessments to Determine 

Proficiency and College Readiness  

College ready may be described as “a high school graduate has the knowledge and 

skills in English and mathematics necessary to qualify for and succeed in entry-

level, credit bearing postsecondary coursework without the need for remedia-

tion” (Achieve, 2016). As a broad goal, this probably would not lead to much de-

bate. The debate comes from the criteria set to identify students as being college 

ready.  

The debate about college and career ready is about who should set the criteria and 

what the criteria for proficiency or readiness should be. Should the classroom 

teacher decide what content to include on a grade nine Algebra I course? Should 

the decision be made at the district, state or national level?  

As early as the 1800’s New York State decided that the decision should not be at 

the district level. The first grade eight examination was administered in 1865 for 

entrance into academic high school classes (NYSEDa). The first high school exam-

ination was June 1878. It was instituted because of concern about the quality of 

instruction students were receiving in high school and their knowledge at gradua-

tion.  A year later there was a series of examinations to be given in November, Feb-

ruary, and June for 42 subjects. There were examinations for courses such as Latin 

grammar, Caesar’s Commentaries, Homer’s Illiad, and bookkeeping. By 1911, 

twelve more courses had been added. These courses included Hebrew, business 

writing, and history of music and acoustics. The number of assessments continued 

to increase and change through the early 1900’s. The trend to comprehensive as-

sessments was obvious by 1970. The business  examinations were discontinued in 

1987.  The high school assessments in New York have been part of education for 

over 100 years. The subjects tested, the content, and the design have changed re-

peatedly over that time.   

In 1966 assessments were added for grades three and six (NYSEDb). Grades three 

through eight testing was added in 2006. This testing was aligned to the Common 

Core in 2013.  

Until 1906, the assessments were written by NYSED staff. That was the first year 

that committees of teachers wrote the examinations in Albany. The first field test-

ing of questions for the assessments was in 1938.   

Throughout this history NYSED has determined the  score that indicates a student 

has gained the skills and knowledge appropriate for that course. Though statistics 

may inform the decision about where that score should be, the decision is based on 

judgment.  
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 The decision for setting the cut point for the 2013 grades three to eight assessments was based on alignment with 

international assessments. The placement of the cut points resulted in push-back from parents and teachers. In 

2006, about 74% of grade seven students in Nassau County taking the NYSED mathematics assessment were con-

sidered proficient.  This compares to 48% being considered proficient in 2015 based on the new cut scores (Table 

1). In 2009, 88% of Nassau County Integrated Algebra students were considered proficient. The cut points for the 

June 2015 Algebra I assessment were set so that 77% were considered proficient (Table 2).  

It seems that voters no longer trust NYSED to make a reasonable decision. Parents are not trusting the NYSED 

testing system and are expressing that lack of trust by opting out of their children taking the NYSED 2016 grades 

three through eight assessments. Based on anecdotal information at the February 26 Long Island middle school 

principals meeting, it seems that more parents may opt-out this year than in 2015.  

What is the message from parents? Are they saying that the Common Core standards expect more than is neces-

sary to be ready for college? Are they saying that students who are rated as not proficient for their grade level and 

by inference will not be ready for college, will actually be ready and that the cut scores are too stringent?  

Should school districts pay the cost for services needed by students who are not currently entering college with 

sufficient mathematics, reading, and writing skills to successfully earn a college degree? Should students be re-

ceiving those services before graduation rather than paying for the services at the college level?  

Two assessments used to compare students from different localities around the nation are the ACT and SAT. The 

same test is given across the nation regardless of each state’s curriculum or lack of curriculum. These assessments 

are developed based on the set of criteria used by those publishers to determine what it means to be college ready. 

For these assessments the publishers are setting the criteria for college readiness.  

For over 100 years NYSED has seen a need to determine if students are proficient regardless of where they grew 

up in the state. Before Common Core, this was extended to elementary and middle grades. There has been a long 

history of assessment of learning in NYS. Assessment of learning has been seen as a way to encourage equity of 

education for all students in NYS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 

Nassau County Grade 7  Math Students Considered 

Proficient on NYSED Assessment 

Level 2006 2015 

Level 1 6.1% 23.4% 

Level 2 20.0% 28.3% 

Level 3 51.7% 30.7% 

Level 4 22.2% 17.1% 
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Table 2 

Nassau County  Algebra Students Considered  

Proficient on NYSED Assessment 

Level 2009 June  

Integrated Algebra 

2015 June  

Algebra I 

Level 1 6.4% 8.6% 

Level 2 5.9% 14.4% 

Level 3 57.3% 41.1% 

Level 4 30.4% 25.2% 

Level 5  10.7% 


