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Leveraging Grade 3-8 Assessment Results 
 How representative are the students who take exams? 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 
District and school administrators often suggest that Grade 3-8 ELA and 
Math assessment results are not representative of their full student 
enrollment. Higher scoring students, some suggest, tend to opt out of 
the exams.” So who does take the exams, and who opts out? Is the test 
taking population representative of the actual enrollment? 
 
Using reports from the Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW), administra-
tors can compare a district’s total enrollment to the enrollment of students 
who actually take the assessments. Is it true that lower performing stu-
dents opt out at lower rates than higher performing students? 
 
To illustrate, I will use Nassau County as a demonstration district. 
School administrators can use district data in a similar fashion.  Let’s 
begin by using the “Subgroup Analysis by Performance Level” report. In 
this case, therefore, I will use the regional version which reports all test 
takers for Nassau County. I chose the  2018-19 ELA 4 assessment for 
this example, but any assessment (other than Math 8) could be used. 
 
 
Subgroup Analysis by Performance Level Grade 4 ELA (Regional) 

 
On this table we can see what 
percentage of total test-takers 
each subgroup comprises. Then 
we can compare these percent-
ages to the actual Nassau County 
enrollment for the same sub-
groups. 
 

We can find and then compare 
Nassau County enrollment data 
(from the School Report Card). 
District enrollment data can be 
found on the IDW Enrollment 
Dashboard (shown on page 3 for 
a typical district).  
 

Now let’s compare Nassau County assessment enrollment to county ac-
tual enrollment data for the three subgroups which had the lowest profi-
ciency rates on the Grade 4 ELA Assessments—students with disabilities 
(14.2%), economically disadvantaged students (43.5%) and LEP students 
(6.2%). Overall proficiency, of course, was much higher (61.9%). 
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County Test Takers Grade 4 ELA                                Actual County Enrollment* Grade 4 

 
 
  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Enrollment data is taken from the 2018 School Report Card because NYSED has not yet re-
leased 2019 county enrollment data.  
 

Because both Poverty and LEP data have trended up in recent years, 2019 County enrollment 
rates will likely match 2019 county test-taking rates.  Special education students, however, are 
slightly underrepresented as test takers. This is true for Nassau County, and, in my experience, 
for every district whose data I have so far viewed. The number of special education students 
may be quite small on each assessment, but if the pattern is present in every grade and on both 
math and ELA assessments, the “n” grows in significance.  In terms of ethnic groups, white 
students are underrepresented in the test sample, and Asian students are overrepresented. 
 

The data, at least for Grade 4 ELA for Nassau County, suggest that proficiency rates would 
not be appreciably differently if all subgroups participated at a 95% rate as they once did when 
the Common Core was first introduced.  It might be noted that white students tend to have 
higher proficiency rates than the county average and are underrepresented in the test sample,  
and Asian students tend to have much higher proficiency rates than average and are 
overrepresented in the test sample. Thus the underrepresentation of white students in test par-
ticipation and the overrepresentation of Asian students tend to balance out proficiency overall. 
You might check the demographics of your district to see if the pattern is the same. 
 

One might suggest, however, that special education students in prior years might also have 
chosen to opt out, but even in 2013, when the Common Core was first introduced, special edu-
cation participation ranged from 11.8% in Grade 3 to 12.8% in Grade 7. This corresponded to 
their actual enrollments of 11.9% in third grade and 12.7% in Grade 7. So it turns out that spe-
cial education students fully participated in testing at the outset of the Common Core com-
pared to 2019 participation which ranged from 9.2% in Grade 3 to 9.8% in Grade 7. 
 

What about your district?  How can you determine your participation rate when compared to 
your actual enrollment? Once again, determine participation for key subgroups using the Sub-
group Analysis by Performance Levels reports and then compare test participation to enroll-
ment using the Enrollment Dashboard found in the dashboard section of the IDW. 
 

For consistency, we will use the same ELA 4 test for 2019 and then choose another assessment 
at random (Math 6 was selected) to see if the pattern holds true.  Once again, we will use the 
test results for the same three subgroups which typically underperform the “All Students” 
group—economically disadvantaged, special education and ELL (or LEP).  
 

It’s a good idea, of course, to first verify that these three subgroups did indeed underperform 
the “All Students” group and then compare their test participation to the actual grade level en-
rollment for that grade. Ethnicity will not be examined because districts ethnic enrollment var-
ies widely from district to district.  The sample district chosen for this demonstration is not 
among the highest scoring districts in the county nor among the lowest scoring, and it has test 
and enrollment representation somewhat similar to Nassau County. 

12.5% “Disabled” 

35.8% “Low Income” 

9.3% “LEP Eligible” 
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Sample District Proficiency Scores for ELA 4 and Math 6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As evidenced by the above tables, these three subgroups did underperform the “All Stu-
dents” population of the district on these two assessments.  Now let’s examine how repre-
sentative these subgroups were. As can be seen from the comparisons below, there is little 
variability between the tested and enrolled populations for Low Income and LEP students, 
but Special Education students are clearly underrepresented in both tested populations. 
 
Sample District Test Takers Grade 4 ELA       Sample District Enrollment* Grade 4  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sample District Test Takers Grade 6 Math      Sample District Enrollment* Grade 6  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The pattern is similar to the Nassau County pattern shown earlier.  Two of the three sub-
groups who tend to underperform (when compared to the overall population) seem to have 
sat for the assessments in representative numbers. But special education students are un-
derrepresented in the tested population, slightly inflating proficiency scores since special 
education students typically score low in proficiency as shown in these samples.  Of course 
every district exhibits its own pattern of both proficiency and test participation.  Check your 
enrollment and participation scores as shown here to see if your test takers actually repre-
sent the district’s true enrollment. You might also want to factor in special education stu-
dents who took the NYSAA if that number affected your participation. 
 
Finally, there is a new report in the IDW which allows users to dramatically view participa-
tion in on the Grade 3-8 ELA and Math Assessments and to compare district participation 
to every other district’s participation in Nassau County. There are two dashboard reports 
located on the Dashboard section of the IDW—ELA Refusals and Math Refusals.  Each 
report has both a visual and tabular representation. 

11.5% “Disabled” 

ELA 4 Test  
Takers 

Percent  
Proficient 

Special  
Education 

18.8% 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

60.0% 

LEP  6.2% 

All Students 74.2% 

Math 6 Test  
Takers 

Percent  
Proficient 

Special  
Education 

28.6% 
 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

60.9% 

LEP  11.1% 

All Students 81.5% 

29.8% “Low Income” 

5.4% “LEP Eligible” 

12.2% “Disabled” 

29.0% “Low Income” 

2.6% “LEP Eligible” 
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Most impressive is that the dashboards also show disaggregations by the key subgroups report-
ed by SED—English Language Learners,  Economically Disadvantaged, and Students with Dis-
abilities. Let’s examine the ELA dashboard and legend below. 

 
First, note that the 
towns listed refer to 
geographical names and 
not necessarily the 
school district. Next, as 
the legend indicates, the 
percentage of refusals 
grows as the circles get 
darker and larger.  
 
Thus, the darkest and 
largest circle, as the 
legend indicates,  repre-
sents a district with a 
73.5% refusal rate 
while the smallest and 

lightest circle represent a district with a re-
fusal rate of only 0.7%. Hovering over each 
circle reveals the district name and percent 
refusals.  All districts can see data for the 
entire county because this is public data 
from the School Report Card. 
 

There are tabs on the top of the report to disaggregate by subgroups and to view the data in tab-
ular form as shown below. Be cautious to interpret these data correctly. The percentage shown, 
whether in the visual data or the table, indicates the subgroup’s percent of all refusals.  

 
 
The column to the left indicates a typical cross-section of district refusals for stu-
dents with disabilities. This grouping shows that an unweighted average of 23% of 
these district’s refusals was for students with disabilities. Since Nassau County’s 
overall enrollment for students with disabilities is only 13%, this cross-section 
shows an overrepresentation of students with disabilities in the refusal population.  
 
A quick perusal of the entire table shows similar high refusal rates for almost all dis-
trict populations of students with disabilities. Of course, each district can check its 
own data on this dashboard to confirm its own refusal pattern. 
 
 
 

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, Tammy Mazza at 608-6633 , or Richard Nathan at 516 971-7532 (cell) to schedule a 
training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 
 


