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A Graphic Addition to the  
Performance Level Comparison Reports 

by Fred Cohen 
 
Performance Level Comparison Reports were created in response to opt-
ing-out students’ effect on grade 3-8 assessment analysis. Good data 
analysis is always based on having sound reference points to measure 
progress from one year to the next and using those reference points to 
compare district data to regional data.  When we must compare test data 
from potentially different sets of test takers, however, we lose our refer-
ence points. 
 

The strength of the Performance Level Comparison Reports is that we 
examine only data from district (or school) students who take tests in 
consecutive years.  A second county level report then allows compar-
isons between district data and regional or county level data which also is 
comprised of only repeat test takers. 
 

The original half-level comparison reports, as effective as they were, 
were created in table format.  We quickly realized that adding a graphic 
addition would make patterns of change far more visible and dramatic. 
Compare the table below to the chart at the bottom of the page.  Both are 
actually reporting on identical data, the results of the 62 students who 
took the 2016 ELA 4 (reading down on the table) and the 2017 ELA 5 
assessments (reading across on the table). 
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Notice how the chart displays graphically how more than twice as many students increased by a 
half level or more than decreased by a half level or more.  This can be discovered in the 
table as well but with a more protracted analysis.  Of course, one still should not yet conclude 
from this chart that this grade level was making outstanding progress on the ELA assessments as 
this cohort moved from grade five to grade six.  Three more analyses must be undertaken first, 
as shown below. 
 
Analysis 1. How Do District/School Results Compare to the Nassau County Region? 
Because New York grade 3-8 assessments are not necessarily vertically aligned from one year to 
the next, is it not possible that the results shown are typical of all districts? What if all districts in 
the region increased by the same amount when going from Grade 4 ELA in 2016 to Grade 5 
ELA in 2017?  To find out, the Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) also has a handy link to the 

Nassau County Regional 
report shown here. 
 
Remarkably, the pattern is 
almost entirely reversed. 
That is, in the rest of the 
Nassau Region, almost twice 
as many students declined a 
half level or more as in-
creased a half level. This 
makes the individual 
school’s improvement that 
much more dramatic. 
 
But there are still two more 
analysis tools we must use 
to safely conclude that this 
school’s progress was ex-
ceptional. 

 
Analysis 2. Is the Sample Large Enough? Is the Contrast to the Region Dramatic? 
The sample in this school was only 62 students.  Each student tested, therefore, represents al-
most two percent of the school’s tested population. So if two or three students had just changed 
one or two answers, the results might have looked somewhat different—perhaps only 35% of the 
students would have increased by a half level.  But that would still be a dramatically different 
result from the Nassau Region where far more students declined than increased.  So one has to 
consider both the sample size and the contrast to the region.  In this case, the sample size is 
small, but the contrast is dramatic.  Both most be taken into account. 
 
Analysis 3. How Does the Tendency to “Regress to the Mean” Affect the Analysis? 
For those who may have an aversion to statistical terms, here is a simple definition of regression 
to the mean: “Regression to the mean suggests that if a result is extreme on its first measure-
ment, it will tend to be closer to the average on its second measurement.” As an example, imag-
ine that the students in your class average between 75% and 80% on most of your tests.  Then, 
on the tenth test of the year, the class average is 90%, or perhaps only 60%.  Regression to the 
mean suggests that the next test will once again be closer to the 75%-80% average (or mean) 
established over the first nine or ten or tests.  
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The effects of regression to the mean can be most obvious when samples are small or the orig-
inal results are out of balance, with many scores at either the high or low end.  After all, if 
90% of scores are at Level 1 or Low 2, most scores can only increase.  Similarly, if all scores 
are at Level 4, they can only decrease. Look again at the table shown on the first page (shown 
again below with high and low scores grouped separately).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On the 2016 Grade 4 assessment, there were actually more high scores than low scores (34 
high, 13 low).  Regression to the mean would suggest that on the Grade 5 assessment, student 
scores might be more likely to decrease (regress to the mean or average score). But the chart 
on page one showed that 41.9% actually increased while only 19.4 decreased. In the Nassau 
County region, 22.1% increased and 37.7% decreased.  What a contrast! 
 
One Last Check on Regression to the Mean for the Region 
But is it yet possible that the Nassau County regional scores declined because the Grade 4 
ELA scores in 2017 were so high that they could only decrease on the 2017 ELA 5 assess-
ment.  Because the sample is so large for the county, it is far less likely that these scores would 
be skewed to the high or low end, but a responsible analyst should always check. Look at the 
regional results below. 

A quick review shows that there are over three thousand low end scores but only 2500 or so 
high end scores.  So regression to the mean would suggest that district scores were more 
likely to decline to the mean while regional scores would be more likely to increase. The 
charts, however show the opposite making the improvement that much more dramatic. 
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In the end, the new and improved Performance Level Comparison Reports offer a power-
ful new tool for grade 3-8 data analysts.  We can now view a school’s or district’s true co-
hort growth from one test year to the next and then compare that growth to the cohort com-
prised of the Nassau County region.  And with the new charts summarizing these data added, 
we can see an instant graphical comparison.  Finally, the three cautions detailed in this newslet-
ter offer three caveats to ensure that any inferences made are done with due caution for typical 
data analysis minefields. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


