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Closing the ELA Gap 

 

A traditional American view of education has been that education will “launch 

students from low-income families up the economic and social ladder” (Spark). 

A CALDER study indicated that mobility is dependent upon the district that 

nurtured the student (Austin, 2020). “In some districts, students throughout the 

distribution, including initially low performers, gain on other students in the 

statewide distribution, and vice-versa” (Austin, Abstract). In some districts, low 

performing students were able to grow six percentile rankings. The Austin study 

(p. 27) showed that “district value-added to student achievement and the share 

of students who are FRL are the most important factors for predicting academic 

mobility.” Sparks noted that a student’s third grade ranking on a state reading 

test was 80% predictive of tenth grade performance. That is, 80% of students 

who were in the lowest quartile in grade three were in the lowest quartile in 

grade ten.  

 

Nassau BOCES Instructional Data Warehouse student ELA data was used to ex-

plore the success of low performing Grade 3 students by Grade 8. The data from 

students in grade three was matched to their grade eight data. The data sets 

matched to grade eight data in the years from 2015 through 2019 were analyzed 

(Table 1). The analysis was done year by year because of changes in NYS scor-

ing The NYS levels were used for the comparison. Prior to 2015, it was possible 

to match the third and eighth grade scores for about 10,000 students each year.  

There were 4095 students with matched scores that took the 2019 NYS grade 

eight assessment. In 2015 19.4% of Level 1 students increase one or more lev-

els. In 2019, 62.1% of grade three Level 1 students increased one or more levels. 

In 2015, 64.2% of grade three Level 4 students dropped to a lower level in grade 

eight. In 2019, 21.6% of grade three Level 4 students dropped to a lower level in 

grade eight. This table indicates the effect that the change in NYS scoring has 

had on the assignment of student levels when the results for 2015 through 2017 

are compared to 2018 and 2019. 

 

Because of the variation in the data, only students who took the 2018 and 2019 

NYS ELA assessments will be considered in the analyses that follow. The sec-

ond analysis was to determine the inter-relationship of poverty and ethnicity 

within this group of students (Table 2).  The results indicated that there was a to-

tal 8,079 students who took both the third grade and the eighth grade NYS ELA 

assessments in 2018 and 2019 and that poverty and ethnicity are confounding 

variables.  
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56 Participating Districts 
Baldwin  
Bellmore 
Bellmore-Merrick CHSD 
Bethpage 
Carle Place  
East Meadow  
East Rockaway  
East Williston  
Elmont  
Farmingdale  
Franklin Square 
Floral Park-Bellerose  
Freeport 
Garden City  
Glen Cove  
Great Neck  
Hempstead  
Herricks 
Hewlett-Woodmere  
Hicksville 
Island Park  
Island Trees  
Jericho  
Lawrence  
Levittown  
Locust Valley  
Long Beach  
Lynbrook  
Malverne  
Manhasset  
Massapequa  
Merrick 
 Mineola 
New Hyde Park-Garden City 
Park  
North Bellmore 
North Merrick  
North Shore  
Oceanside 
Oyster Bay-East Norwich 
Plainedge 
Plainview-Old Bethpage  
Port Washington  
Rockville Centre  
Roosevelt 
Roosevelt Children’s Acad-
emy 
Roslyn 
Seaford  
Sewanhaka CHSD  
Syosset 
Uniondale 
Valley Stream CHSD  
Valley Stream #13 
Valley Stream #24 
Valley Stream #30  
Wantagh 
West Hempstead  
Westbury 
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Table 1: Percent of students who changed levels  

 Grade 3 

Grade 8 

Year 

Level 1* Level 2* Level 3* Level 4** 

2015 19.4% 19.2% 13.5% -64.2% 

2016 27.7% 18.2% 27.1% -37.3% 

2017 28.0% 18.5% 23.8% -44.3% 

2018 56.9% 48.5% 44.4% -18.7% 

2019 62.1% 51.1% 47.5% -21.6% 

*Percentage who scored one or more levels higher between grade three and grade eight 

** Percentage who dropped from Level 4 in grade three 

 

Table 2: Relationship of ethnicity and poverty 

Ethnicity N Poverty - Low 

Income Family 

Asian 1570 10% 

Black/African American 737 53% 

Hispanic/Latino 1796 70% 

Multi-racial 107 12% 

White 3838 6% 

 

The third analysis compared the growth of economically disadvantaged students to non-economically disad-

vantaged students (Table 3). For students who are economically disadvantaged the change from one level to a 

higher level is more challenging. Though 55% of students not economically disadvantaged were able to move 

up from Level 2 in grade three, only 38% of economically disadvantaged students were able to accomplish 

this. It seems that school districts need to focus more on supports that students from low income families need 

to close the achievement gap.  

 

Table 3: Percentage change NYS grade three level to higher grade eight level 

Grade 3 

Level 

Not 

Poverty 

Poverty 

1 63% 57% 

2 55% 38% 

3 47% 33% 

4 -20%* -32%* 

*Percentage drop from Level 4 in grade 3 to grade 8 level 

 

The fourth analysis identified districts that had at least 20 students who scored on Level 2 in grade three and at 

least 65% of these students moved up one or more levels in grade eight. Eight districts in Nassau County met 

these criteria. This analysis identified districts that tested at least 20 students who scored Level 4 in grade three 

and 20% or fewer of the students dropped to a lower level in grade eight. Eight districts met these criteria. The 

lists were not identical. Five of the districts qualified for both lists. Additionally, there were seven districts with 

at least 20 students on Level 2 in grade three which moved 35% or fewer of their students up at least one level 

in grade eight.  

 

For the first two groups of districts the poverty rate ranged from 0% to 14% for the students who were included 

in the fourth analysis. It does seem that students from low poverty districts will have more opportunity to move 

up from Level 2 in grade 3 to a higher level in grade eight. Also, it seems that students from low poverty dis-

tricts who scored Level 4 in grade three will more likely score Level 4 in grade eight. For the districts with the 
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lowest percentage of students moving up from grade three Level 2, the percent of poverty ranged from 7% to 

70%.  

 

For the four districts with poverty rates higher than 70%, between 39% and 57% of their grade three Level 2 

students moved to a higher level by grade eight. When the seven districts with poverty rates over 50% are ex-

amined, for five of the districts more than 35% of their grade three students on Level 2 moved up one or more 

levels by grade eight.  

 

Public Impact (2018, p. 5) has indicated that improving student achievement is multi-dimensional involving 

instruction, social-emotional learning, practical needs of students, practical needs of families, and attitudes of 

educators. There are no quick fixes. There is no short list of policies and procedures. Improving student 

achievement takes “commitment, engagement, action, and accountability” (p.14). Districts need to be commit-

ted to equity not equality; engaged with students, families, and the community to understand needs and per-

spectives; persistent in actions for change; and accountable for the outcomes of student learning.  

 

Equity means asking the question, “Will this action increase access and opportunity for underrepresented stu-

dents?” For the teacher it may mean considering the impact of an assignment on all students in the class. An 

assignment that requires crayons, glue, and construction paper may mean that the student who receives free 

lunch at school may not complete the assignment. Mom may need that $10 to buy milk or transportation to 

work next week.  

 

Action needs to go beyond plans for change. It needs to be known who is responsible for a positive outcome, 

where will the resources come from, who will monitor continuous progress, how will adjustments be made to 

keep on track to the goal, what is the timeline for each of the steps and the outcome, and who will inform the 

community of progress toward the desired goal. 

 

There are multiple factors that affect a student’s success in school. These may be categorized as school-based, 

psychological and emotional, and out-of-school. Effective teachers are the most important school-based factor. 

School/district policies that may widen the achievement gap include criteria for referral to gifted and talented 

programs, criteria for placement in advanced courses, and out of school suspensions. Unless the district pro-

vides supplemental services, poverty students have little means to pay for supplemental services such as tutor-

ing.  

 

“Research suggests that … teachers … have two to three times the impact of any other school factor” (Public 

Impact, p. 11). “Lighthouse” teachers need to be identified. These may not be the teachers with the highest per-

cent of students scoring at or above a certain level. Rather, they may be identified as the teachers who have 

created the greatest change in their student’s learning. Who are the teachers who move students more Fountas 

and Pinnell levels than other teachers? Who is that fifth grade teacher of an autistic boy reading at the third-

grade level at the beginning of the year and willingly finishing seventh grade novels at the end of the year? 

What are the practices of these teachers? Do you feel the emotional warmth in their classroom? How do they 

achieve that warmth? Do they have better relationships with the parents of their students? Are they more aware 

of the social and emotional needs of their students? What practices do these teachers use to teach reading? 

How do they determine how to challenge students to higher levels without frustrating the students to the point 

of giving up? How does the district provide opportunities for these “lighthouse” teachers to share best practices 

with their colleagues?  

 

The effectiveness of teachers is not fixed at graduation from an undergraduate college. When teachers are life-

long learners their approach to lesson planning and classroom management may change throughout their ca-

reer. When districts provide ongoing targeted professional development, these changes will benefit student 

learning.  
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The effect of the psychological/emotional/social well-being on student learning has received more attention in 

recent years. When students experience harassment and bullying their self-esteem is impacted. When students 

live in an economically disadvantaged home, they experience more stress. Lower self-esteem and higher stress 

may impact a student’s focus on academic learning (Public Impact). If the achievement gap is to be narrowed, 

teachers need classroom strategies that mitigate behaviors that interfere with learning. Some of these behaviors 

may be distractibility, apathy, aggressiveness, deficient vocabulary, and emotional overreactions (Jensen, 2017, 

p. 7).  

 

Out of school factors include the household environment such as parents who read with their child, check the 

child’s homework, and set high expectations. A student’s vocabulary prior to entering kindergarten may be de-

termined by the home and/or an academically rich pre-kindergarten/day care program. If a child has experi-

enced trauma, this may lead to lower reading achievement (Public Impact, p. 12). Research has shown a con-

nection between overcrowding in the home and decreased likelihood that the student will graduate from high 

school. More access to health care and early intervention services has also been connected to a student’s 

achievement in school.  

 

The commitment of a school district and intentional policies to narrow the achievement gap will improve stu-

dent learning. There are a variety of practices and policies that seem to narrow the achievement gap (Public 

Impact, p. 14 - 22). 

• Focus on actions that increase access 

• Outreach to the community to hear more voices 

• Provide continuous monitoring of implementation of plans 

• Evaluate practices, policies, and outcomes for impact on student learning 

• Improve teacher effectiveness 

o Assign outstanding teachers to lead teacher teams  

o Adopt a strong curriculum aligned with NYS standards 

o Differentiate lessons 

o Provide focused professional development 

• Provide universal screening for and response to learning disabilities 

• Provide school-based tutoring 

• Implement research-based discipline and grading programs 

• Provide in-school mental health services 

• Offer breakfast, lunch, or snacks 

• Reduce number of school transitions that result from housing changes within the district 

• Provide school-based health services 

• Provide access to advanced courses 

• Encourage community leadership 

o Provide structures that allow for engagement 

o Provide training for effective leadership 

o Create strategic action plan 

 

The increasing diversity on Long Island may be viewed as a challenge for educators. Narrowing the achieve-

ment gap is not an easy endeavor. It is a complex endeavor that requires productive persistence. Districts need 

to measure not only absolute learning but also relative learning. Absolute learning being the percent of students 

in a district reaching a certain level. Relative learning being when the progress of students from one point to 

another is measured.  
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