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Grade 3-8 ELA and Math—”How Am I Doing?” 
What Can the 3-8 ELA and Math Assessments Tell Me? 

 

As with most data analyses, the quickest way to discover if a district is 
making progress on assessments is to compare scores to similar districts, 
especially in a year of changing test standardization, as has occurred in 
2018. But because so many districts have large numbers of students opt-
ing out, these comparisons can sometimes be difficult.  So to help with 
district comparisons, here are some tables and charts produced from vari-
ous IDW (Instructional Data Warehouse) reports. 
 
Who’s opting out? 
Using the “Subgroup Analysis by Performance Level” reports (both Dis-
trict and Regional reports), one can compare the percentage of test takers 
by subgroup as well as the percent proficient for  that subgroup.  
Here are some interesting data points for the Nassau County region. 
 Asians comprise 17% of test takers in grade 3 ELA, but steadily in-

crease to 24% of test takers by grade 8 ELA. Yet Asians comprise 
only 13% of the Nassau County student enrollment (Grade K-12). 

 Black or African American test takers make up about 13.5% of test 
takers and comprise about 12% of Nassau County enrollment. 

 Hispanic and Latino students decrease from 29% of test takers in 
grade 3 ELA to 22% in grade 8 ELA. They comprise 24% of Nassau 
County Student enrollment. 

 White students range between 37% and 40% of test takers, but actual-
ly comprise 49% of the Nassau County total enrollment. 

 Students with Disabilities range from 8.6% of test-takers in grade 3 
ELA to 10.1% in grade 8 ELA.  But Students with Disabilities com-
prise fully 13% of Nassau County enrollment. 

 Finally, Economically Disadvantaged students average 35% of the 
tested population but only 31% of the enrollment. 

 

Thus, it appears that white students and Students with Disabilities in Nas-
sau County tend to opt out of testing more frequently while Asian stu-
dents and Economically Disadvantaged students tend to take the assess-
ments in percentages greater than their county representation.  Each dis-
trict, of course, can compare its own results to county results using the 
IDW Subgroup Analysis by Performance Level reports. 
 

But how are my test takers doing? 
This year, SED has chosen to release some School Report Card data ear-
ly, allowing the IDW to publish its grade 3-8 Comparison Reports in 
timely fashion. To find them, simply click on the “District Comparison 
Reports” folder and then on the “Reports Based on the NYS Media Da-
tabase” subfolder. Three report selection will appear.  This newsletter 
will examine just one, the “Comparison of 3-8 ELA and Math Scores 
Across Districts and Subgroups.” 
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The options menu for this report allows the user to compare the home district to all other dis-
tricts in the county on any 3-8 assessment. One can choose to compare all district students to all 
students in other districts county-wide or to compare just one subgroup to other districts. The 
user also has the option of comparing average scale scores or proficiency levels. Below is the 
resultant chart for students reaching proficiency on Grade 6 ELA. 
 
Note the home district (shown in green) and details for this chart on the left above the chart.  The 
user can hover over any bar to find each district’s name and the percent proficient. By clicking 
on “Page Down” at the bottom left of the page, the user can see a table with detailed information 
including numbers of test takers for each district. 

What additional analysis tools (besides Gap and WASA Reports) does the IDW have? 
Some of the most powerful analysis tools in the IDW arsenal are the Performance Level Com-
parison Reports. But because of changes in proficiency standards between the 2017 assess-
ments and the 2018 assessments, one cannot directly compare students’ level scores as they pro-
gress from grade to grade, from ELA 4 in 2017, for example, to ELA 5 in 2018.  
 
A quick look at  Commissioner Elia’s Power Point detailing ELA proficiency results shows that, 
in 2017, 42% of students were proficient in Grade 4 while only 38% were proficient in 2018 in 
grade 5. Because test standards were changed for 2018, we are warned not to compare 2017 
scores to 2018 scores. 
 
But we can compare a district’s changes in level scores to Nassau County’s changes in Level 
scores.  And because we are able to select only those students who took tests in both years, we 
are able to eliminate the effect of certain students opting out one year and a different set opting 
out the next year.  Our report tracks only students who took both tests in both years. Our goal is 
to draw instructional insights based on half level changes within our district compared to half 
level changes in all of Nassau County.  Did our  distr ict show more increases in half level 
scores than the county or more decreases?  That is key to assessing district performance. 

 
District 

New York State  
Proficiency Level 

Nassau County  
Proficiency Level 
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Of course, all conclusions drawn must be done with care, especially noting assessments where 
2017 scores were bunched at the high or low end. Surely, to take an extreme example, if a 
district’s scores were all Level 4 in 2017, there would be virtually no way to increase scores 
any further, and a decline for 2018 would, in fact, be somewhat likely.  Simply put, Level 4H 
scores have no way to go but down, and Level 1 scores have no way to go but up. This is the 
filter through which one must view the Half Level Performance Change Reports. 
 
The Half Level Change report consists of two tables and a chart. Shown below are the chart 
and one table showing students going from Math 3 in 2017 to Math 4 in 2018. 
 

The chart at the right shows that more students increased a half level (or more) of performance 
than decreased (35.4% compared to 25.3%), while 39.3% stayed at the same level.  But SED 
warns us not to compare proficiency levels from 2017 to 2018. So we look to the Nassau 
County regional benchmark for guidance.  What happened elsewhere? 

 

We see a similar but somewhat less dramatic increase in half level performance for the Nassau 
County region (33.1% increase compared to 27.0% decrease).  So the district is pleased to see 
that its increase/decrease percentage was better than the County’s, but with only 229 test tak-
ers (see bottom right corner of the table), the difference in relative performance between the 
district and the county is not overwhelming.  
 

So let’s read the table more carefully to see what the full data facts show.  Note that if one 
reads the table from top to bottom, the 2017 half level results for  grade 3 are repor ted.  
To see the same students results for 2018 and grade 4 math, read the table from left to right. 
On the district table for 2017, most scores were bunched at half levels 4L (82) and 4H (65). 
That represents 64% of the 229 total scores. These scores (especially the Level 4H) could not 
likely increase.  Only 4 scores were at Level 1 meaning that only 2% could not decrease. 
 

Compare Nassau County scores: 1,077 out of 8,496 (13%) were at Level 1 and had no way to 
go but up while only 34% were at Half Levels 4L and 4H.  So because district scores were 
bunched so high, it makes it more likely that district students would decrease and less likely 
that they would increase.  The fact that they actually had a higher percentage of increasing 
scores than the county makes their increased scores that much more impressive. 

District Results                                                                    

Nassau County Results                                                                    
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A Two Stage Task 
So the data analyst using these half level change reports actually has a two stage task.  The first 
stage is simple—checking to see if the percentage of students increasing (and/or decreas-
ing) a half level or more is greater or less than the county benchmark.  That gives the ana-
lyst an initial comparative picture of the home district when compared to most students in Nas-
sau County who took both assessments. 
 
But the second stage is just as important and is more nuanced.  It requires a Part A and a Part B 
as well as careful discernment.   Part A is to see if the district’s student sample is sufficiently 
large. Sufficiency, of course, depends on how dramatic the differences were between the 
district and the county.  Smaller differences from the county naturally require larger samples.  
But a smaller sample might be sufficient if the increase/decrease differences between the dis-
trict and the county were exceptional. 
 
Part B is to determine how district students were distributed for the 2017 assessments. 
Students bunched at Level 1 and 2L make half level increases more likely, and students 
bunched at Level 4L and 4H make decreases more likely. The pattern that is revealed for the 
district should then be compared to the Nassau County pattern to see if this accounts for 
differences in increasing or decreasing scores.   
 
Although this analysis seems complex at first, Performance Level Comparison Reports are 
sometimes the only tool a district has to monitor instructional progress in grades 4-8.  Using 
this tool with discretion and care can give administrators and teachers powerful insights. 
 
 
 
 
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, Stephanie Witt at 608-6623, 
or Richard Nathan at 516 971-7532 (cell) to schedule a training session or to discuss any In-
structional Data Warehouse questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


