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The Power of the Benchmark 
and the Nassau County Standard 

by Fred Cohen 
 

Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) reports gain much of their power 
through the magic of comparisons. Some reports compare performance 
from one year to the next (Trend Reports, AP Reports) while others com-
pare local performance to regional performance (Gap Reports, Snapshot 
Reports). Ideally, these reports compare both parameters. 
 

Year to year comparisons should be straightforward.  Here’s a simple 
personal example. I can compare what I weighed last year to what I 
weigh this year. A pound means the same in 2017 as it did in 2016.  So 
weight gain or loss is easily understood based on this standard measure. 
 

NY Assessment Proficiency Standards 
With NYSED assessments, however, both the assessments themselves, 
and the standards for proficiency, have undergone so much change from 
year to year that we are left with meaningless comparisons.  Looking at 
just one assessment, Math 4, Nassau County proficiency was 95% in 
2009, 79% in 2010, and 48% in 2013. Most would agree that the 
change in percent proficient was not due to a decline in actual proficien-
cy in Math 4, but to a reevaluation of the standard for proficiency. This 
makes measuring progress or decline nearly impossible. 
 

The Power of the Benchmark 
By using the other comparison tool, comparing local performance to re-
gional performance, we can actually reestablish the meaning of year  
to year comparisons.  It is why I often say that the Nassau County bench-
mark is “truth serum.” Regional benchmarks establish the flow of large 
populations offer ing a stable anchor of consistency.  A quick look at 
a typical Trends Report for Math 4, with the Nassau County regional 
benchmark included, makes sense of this typical district’s performance 
on the Math 4 assessment. The height of the green bars represent district 
proficiency and the white line represents regional proficiency. 
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Yearly progress can be determined by measuring the differences between district and regional 
performance from year to year.  If a district begins with proficiency greater than the region, pro-
gress can be measured by maintaining or increasing that gap.  If a district begins with  proficien-
cy lower than the region, progress can be determined by decreasing that gap. 
 
The Nassau County Benchmark 
But how high a standard does the Nassau County region represent? Because so many IDW re-
ports include both New York State and Nassau County benchmarks, we are accustomed to see-
ing Nassau proficiency as a higher standard than State proficiency.  But what about most other 
counties in NY? Where does Nassau rank overall? Because the raw data site from NYSED is 
complex, I chose one assessment randomly (ELA 7) and sorted the county results from greatest 
proficiency to lowest. Certainly opting out affects results, but having done similar analyses in 
the past, I found that Nassau, Suffolk, and Westchester were always among the top scorers with 
Nassau being number one on virtually all assessments.  (Occasionally, a county with relatively 
low enrollment, such as Hamilton, would surpass Nassau.)  In all, there are about 70 counties in 
New York State.  This list shows only the highest achievers. 

 
 
 
Certainly, counties 
with low enrollments 
have more volatility 
in their scores, but 
large counties (even 
with the effects of 
opting out) have 
maintained relatively 
consistent perfor-
mance. 
 
Note that Nassau, 
Westchester and Suf-
folk are all among the 
top 20 of the 70 or so 
counties in NY. 
 
Since the results 
shown are for just one 
assessment, on the 
following page, we 
report the overall as-
sessment results for 
2017 for both com-
bined ELA (Grade 3-
8) and combined 
Math (Grade 3-8) . 
 
 
 
 

Proficiency 
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Math Grade 3-12 Assessment Results with Proficiency and Level 4 achievement noted. 

Compare both proficiency and Level 4 performance for all three 
counties. Nassau County is the clear leader. 

ELA Grade 3-12 Assessment Results with Proficiency and Level 4 achievement noted. 
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These summaries taken from NYSED’s School Report Card site show Nassau County’s overall 
performance when compared to all New York State Counties and, in particular, to the two other 
large New York State suburban counties near New York City. It is clear that Nassau County’s 
overall performance is stellar, making it an appropriate benchmark for comparison purposes. 
 

Some Caveats 
Remember, of course, that our Nassau County region is an average of very disparate districts. 
Some districts have very high percentages of economically disadvantaged students while other 
districts have percentages in the single digits.  Nationally, high poverty rates are typically an 
indicator of lower achievement on standardized tests. Nassau County reported an economically 
disadvantaged rate of 33% for its 2017 grade 3-8 test takers, so for districts reporting high rates 
of economically disadvantaged students, the Nassau County benchmark would likely be an un-
fair standard, while for  those distr icts repor ting single digit economically disadvantaged 
rates, the Nassau County benchmark might not represent a sufficient challenge. 
 

And although Regents exams, individually, have been fairly stable, in terms of passing rates, 
the Nassau County regional benchmark can be deceptive.  Some districts allow their best stu-
dents to take AP exams instead of Regents exams in some subjects, and districts vary in how 
many students are enrolled in elective science and math courses. (The “Regents Summary for 
Elective Exams Report” corrects for differences in enrollment practices.) Finally, county-wide, 
the passing rates are so high for some exams (U.S. History—91%, for example) that differences 
among many districts are so minor that they are really inconsequential.  
 

A Better Comparison for High Schools 
A more effective and more global comparison can be made at the high school level using the 
“Comparison of Diploma Types Awarded by Districts” report. Here, districts can see what 
percentage of students achieve at the highest level county-wide (Regents Diploma with Ad-
vanced Designation) and compare their  distr ict’s achievement on a report that sums up each 
child’s total high school performance. This report can be found in the “District Comparison Re-
ports” folder.  Data for 2017 is typically released by NYSED before the end of the calendar 
year. 
 
In sum, remember the “truth serum” effect of the benchmark.  When there is so much var i-
ation in the assessment program, year to year and test to test, you can find “true” district perfor-
mance by looking to the Nassau County benchmark as a secure anchor. It provides stability in a 
sea of stormy weather (changing proficiency standards, the effect of opting-out students, etc.). 
The benchmark reveals average performance for thousands of students living in your region 
and, because it represents a large sample, indicates the true trends in student performance. 
 
 
 
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 
ques 
 
 
 
 
 


