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College and Career Preparedness Part II 
Is there a better metric than grade 3-8 proficiency  

to determine college readiness? 

by Fred Cohen  
 

 Last month, this newsletter challenged some of the assumptions the New 

York State Education Department (NYSED) made in establishing profi-

ciency standards for the 2013 grade 3-8 assessments. Was NYSED correct 

in setting ELA and math proficiency at 31% for NY State and claiming 

that the 31% level of proficiency matched corresponding NAEP and SAT 

scores which NYSED said represented “college readiness”? 
 

We discovered last month that many districts’ success in earning college 

degrees was far higher than their ELA and math proficiency rates in 2013 

when the proficiency standard was set by NYSED. For this month’s news-

letter, we examine another metric which, at least intuitively, sounds much 

more like college readiness than grade 3-8 proficiency—the earning of 

an Advanced Regents Diploma. 
 

In general, compared to earning a regular NY State Regents Diploma, 

earning an Advanced Regents Diploma necessitates passing at least one 

additional science Regents, the Geometry and Algebra 2/Trig Re-

gents, and two additional years of foreign language. To many, this rep-

resents an easy to understand picture of what college readiness looks like. 

It also represents a broader set of abilities than earning an 80 on the Alge-

bra Regents and a 75 on the English Regents which NYSED claims corre-

lates with success in first year college courses.* 
 

How does the percent of Advanced Regents Diplomas earned compare to 

grade 3-8 proficiency? Which metric is a better indicator of college readi-

ness?  I used the 2013 grade 3-8 assessments for this analysis because 

2013 was the only year unaffected by large numbers of opt-outs. I com-

pared this proficiency rate to the percent earning Advanced Regents Di-

plomas in 2013. Knowing that Nassau County’s percent of Economically 

Disadvantaged students was far below the New York State’s percentage, I 

wanted to also include a higher poverty county to see the effect of poverty 

on this comparison.  Thus, Bronx, NY was also used. 
 

The following page shows charts comparing grade 3-8 Proficiency rates to 

Advanced Regents Diploma rates for three sets of students with varying 

percentages of Economically Disadvantaged students—the entirety of NY 

State, Nassau County, and Bronx County.   

*See slide 2 in Dr. King’s Oct 29, 2013 presentation ( http://usny.nysed.gov/docs/reform

-agenda-hearing-testimony-nyc.pdf ) 
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The charts below compare grade 3-8 proficiency to the percent of Advanced Regents Di-

plomas earned for 2013.  The Advanced Regents Diploma rate is for the entire cohort of stu-

dents who entered ninth grade four years earlier in 2009.  Thus, dropouts and students 

who will be in high school for a fifth year are counted as part of each cohort’s denominator.  
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New York State, at 53% poverty, shows total balance between earning an Advanced Re-

gents Diploma and grade 3-8 assessment proficiency (both at 31%). In Nassau County, how-

ever, with only 24% poverty, the Advanced Regents Diploma rate is far greater than 

grade 3-8 proficiency (54%-43%).  And, in the Bronx, with 85% poverty, the percent of 

Advanced Regents diplomas earned is actually less than grade 3-8 assessment proficiency 

(10%-18%). It is fully expected that Economically Disadvantaged students would underper-

form non-Disadvantaged students on both metrics.  But why did poverty have differing effects 

on these two metrics? Perhaps, by adding college success rates to the mix, we might gain some 

insight. 
 

The Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) offers us a solid data base to measure college 

success and to disaggregate the data by Economically Disadvantaged students and non-

Economically Disadvantaged students.  Ideally, we could analyze the success of that same co-

hort of students who entered ninth grade in 2009 and were scheduled to graduate from high 

school in 2013.  But we want to take a snapshot of college success about six years after stu-

dents graduate from high school. So, for the analysis below, I used the high school graduating 

class of 2009 and used a sample of about 30% of the students in Nassau County.  I chose sta-

ble districts where 2009 data was typical of other years enabling one year of data to be repre-

sentative of these districts’ college success rates. I then compared  the college degrees earned 

by 2009 high school graduates to the Advanced Regents Diplomas earned by the 2013 cohort. 

 

The table below shows an interesting correspondence. The total number of students earning 

Advanced Regents Diplomas in 2013 was slightly greater than the number earning four 

year degrees within six years from the class of 2009. Certainly, some additional students in 

the 2009 cohort who did earn two year degrees might also be added to the degree-earning col-

umn making for an even closer correspondence between the number of students earning Ad-

vanced Regents Diplomas and the number who successfully earn college degrees in a timely 

fashion.  Once again, these are students from two different cohorts, but who come from dis-

tricts exhibiting little year-to-year change. 

 

 

Not surprisingly, the 

numbers are quite compa-

rable. One would expect 

students earning the high-

est high school credential 

would be similar, year by 

year, to the students 

showing success in col-

lege (“college ready” stu-

dents).  The surprise 

comes, however, when 

the data is disaggregated 

by poverty subgroups as 

shown on the following 

page.. 
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When disaggregated, the differences between poverty subgroups are stark. 

 

For the Economically non-Disadvantaged students on the first table, the numbers correspond 

even more closely.  The ratio between four year degree earners and Advanced Regents Di-

ploma earners is 86% (2546/2975).  But for Economically Disadvantaged students, the ratio 

is only 39% (114/290) for this admittedly much smaller sample.  Why is the ratio lower for 

Economically Disadvantaged students? Are the two subgroups not similarly college 

ready!  According to their academic credentials (earning an Advanced Regents Diploma), 

they appear to be similarly well-prepared. 
 

This disparity in results by poverty subgroup complicates what began as a simple in-

vestigation—which metric better estimates college readiness—grade 3-8 proficiency or 

Advanced Regents Diploma rate?  The investigation now involves factoring in the influ-

ence of poverty for each metric.  College readiness is not simply a function of academic 

preparation, whether represented by assessment proficiency or by earning an Advanced Re-

gents diploma.  Surely, being Economically Disadvantaged (as well as other non-academic 

factors) adds to the complex set of circumstances that make for true college readiness.  

This informal study thus raises some interesting questions and challenges some of NYSED’s 

assumptions. 
 

Statistically reliable studies need to be undertaken to better understand how assessment pro-

ficiency really relates to college readiness and why college success for similarly proficient 

students seems so dependent on whether a student is Economically Disadvantaged or 

not. NYSED’s and Dr. King’s analysis implies that student’s lack of college readiness is 

based on a poor academic foundation which can be corrected by more rigorous grade  

3-8 assessment standards.  But the informal study cited above suggests that, in lower pov-

erty districts, college success (and Advanced Regents Diplomas earned) exceeds grade 3-8 

assessment proficiency while in high poverty districts the reverse is true.  More in depth 

analysis must be undertaken to fully understand the  components of college readiness. 
 

As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance and in-district train-

ing for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter or about other best practices 

for the IDW. Call to schedule  a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Ware-

house issue. 
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