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Performance Level Change Reports by Half-Levels 
Adding the Regional Benchmark 

by Fred Cohen 
 

In January, this newsletter introduced an important new set of reports to 
the Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW). Located in the “Performance 
Level Comparison Reports” folder, these new reports are labeled “Half-
level Change—This Year versus Last Year.”  The reports added a new 
level of sensitivity to Performance Level Change Reports by identifying 
students whose score, from one year to the next, changed by only a half-
level. Thus, fewer  students remained at the “Same Level” and more 
students were identified as increasing or decreasing by at least a half 
level in performance.  
 

As good as this report was, we started noticing certain surprising patterns 
across multiple districts. As an example, we noticed  that virtually every 
district analyzed showed more increases than decreases when moving 
from ELA 7 to ELA 8, and there were more decreases than increases 
when moving from Math 4 to Math 5. 
 

Since it is highly unlikely that almost all districts showed strengths 
and weaknesses in the same exact grades, it would mean that these 
state tests lacked vertical alignment from grade to grade and year to 
year.  The old way to check for  alignment was to use consecutive 
year Snapshot Reports to confirm that a given cohort of students, county-
wide, showed relative consistency as it progressed from one grade to the 
next. But the Snapshot Report shows all test takers each year, and we had 
no way of knowing which students opted out in the first year of testing 
and which opted out in the following year. 
 

Thus, we needed a Half-Level-Change Report for the Nassau County 
Region to parallel distr ict and school half-level reports already creat-
ed.  When virtually all students took assessments, we could use Snapshot 
Reports to note curriculum weaknesses in a grade.  Snapshot Reports 
showed district performance compared to the Nassau County region. If a 
district’s cohort performed well (when compared to the region) in grade 
four, and the next year performed poorly (when compared to the region) 
in grade five, we knew to examine the grade five instructional program 
more carefully.  But opting-out created a less reliable district sample and 
a less reliable county benchmark. 
 

A Regional Performance Level Change Report would serve as a per-
fect replacement reference point against which to measure student 
performance. Since the students are the same each year, the key variable 
affecting performance is the quality of instruction. Snapshot Reports, 
with different students opting out each year, gathered data from non-
comparable cohorts adding two additional variables. The IDW’s 
“Half-level Change—This Year versus Last Year Report,” for both 
the district and region, eliminates these two intervening variables. 
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Thus, performance level change reports can focus on the most important variable of all—the 
quality of the instructional program. In January, we introduced  half-level reports at the 
district level. In Apr il, we introduced them for  the Nassau County region so that distr icts 
can compare their own cohort’s progress to the region’s progress. The region becomes the ideal 
benchmark against which we can compare a distr ict’s instructional performance. 
 

Reprinted below (table on the right) is the summary data from the January newsletter. In Janu-
ary, we had no regional report as a benchmark for this district. On the left side is the new region-
al report including the percentages of actual students who advanced, declined, or  stayed 
the same.  Both district and regional percentages for grades four and five Math are shown. 
There were 246 students in this district, a reasonably sized sample. The regional report shows 

that more students declined than increased, but the district results show a more severe decline 
and therefore call for further program analysis. The cause of this decline might be the focus of a 
district curriculum initiative.  Why are our students declining more than the rest of the region? 
 

Some Surprising Data Points 
When we examined all 10 of the Regional Performance Level Change reports, we noticed some 
surprising relationships.  Vertical alignment between consecutive year tests was not as consistent 
as might have been assumed.  We naturally expected a lack of alignment when assessments and 
standard setting changed in 2010 and when Common Core assessments were introduced in 2013. 
In those years vertical alignment could not have been expected. But some might be surprised 
that the 2015 and 2016 assessments often show surprising misalignment region-wide and even 
state-wide. Examine this Regional Half-level Change Report from ELA 7 to ELA 8.  
 

A total of 6,109 students took both assessments. We can notice 
that 47% increased at least one half level while only 14% de-
creased at least one half level.  If  these tests were truly ver-
tically aligned, we should wonder why this imbalance oc-
curred. Looking at just proficiency (from the detail Half-Level 
Change Report not shown here), Level 3 and Level 4 students 
rose from 45.9% on the Grade 7 exam in 2015 to 54.9% in 
Grade 8 in 2016.  
 

Is it possible that the Nassau County region is so different from 
the rest of New York State? Did something occur instructional-
ly in Nassau County that caused this change in performance for 
these 6,109 students, or is there no vertical alignment ? 

47% 

14% 

39% 
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A quick review of state-wide data from the School Report Card is also revealing. Note es-
pecially the connected circled data points. 

First, notice the decrease in test takers (shown above the tables) from 154, 463 in 2015 to 
138,770 in 2016 (a decrease of 15,693 students).  Does that decrease fully explain the decline 
in the percent (and number) of Level 1 students from 38% to 24%? Perhaps. It is theoretically 
possible that much of the 2016 decrease in Level 1 students was due to special education stu-
dents opting out. But then notice the increase in Level 4 students.  Is it also possible that de-
spite 15,693 fewer test takers state-wide, there were 10,317 more Level 4 students in 
2016, a whopping 119% increase! And overall proficiency for this cohort increased from 
30% in 2015 to 41% in 2016, from 45,159 proficient students to 56,700 proficient stu-
dents (with the previously noted decline in test takers of 15,693 students).  With vertical-
ly aligned tests, this is a most unlikely result. 
 

Yes, any imaginative data-savvy educator could create a possible and rational explanation for 
these extraordinary results. Is it possible that, state-wide, Level 4 students who opted out in 
grade 7 in 2015 decided to take the grade 8 assessment in 2016 while Level 1 students who 
took the assessment in grade 7 decided to opt out in grade 8?  Though possible, we know this 
to be unlikely partly because, in Nassau County, where opting out was high, this did not occur.  
Our regional Nassau County data, in fact, does challenge the assertion that these two 
tests are vertically aligned, especially at the Level 4 cut point. 
 

Therefore, district curriculum analysts should carefully review all 10 Regional Perfor-
mance Level Change reports to possibly revise their previous analysis of district results.  
Where they might have believed there was evidence of program decline, they might find the 
reverse is actually true.  An example would be students going from Grade 4 Math to Grade 5 
Math.  Analysts should compare their own likely decline to Nassau County’s decline. It may 
simply be that the decline in performance levels from Grade 4 Math to Grade 5 Math is 
more an artifice of the nature of the two assessments than an effect of weaker instruction 
in grade 5.  Similar ly, increases in performance from ELA 7 in 2015 to ELA 8 in 2016 
may not be due to exceptional learning in grade 8 but due to the nature of the two assessments. 
 

The purpose of this newsletter is to announce that this new tool—the “Half Level Change-
This Year vs Last Year (Nassau Totals)”— is now available in the IDW toolkit for district 
use.  It can be found in the “Performance Level Comparison Reports” folder. District cur-
riculum analysts are welcome to use this new comparative tool and report special insights 
found.  
 
As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance and in-district training 
for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter or about other best practices for the 
IDW.  Call Fred Cohen at 608-6640, Meador Pratt at 608-6612, or Richard Nathan at 516 
971 7532 (cell) to schedule a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse 
questions.  
 


