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“US News and World Report”  High School Rankings 
Are these really the best schools, as Newsday reports? 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 
 

On April 27th, Newsday blared the following headline on page 8 in the 
main news section:  “20 LI Schools Lauded.” The article that fol-
lowed listed the named schools, 15 in Nassau and the rest in Suffolk, 
and cited that they were among the highest ranked nationally and in 
New York State. The article noted that of the 18,000 schools looked at 
in this national sampling from US News and World Reports maga-
zine, these 20 schools were among the top 1000 in the country. 
 
The Newsday article cited six factors in the magazine’s rankings—
college readiness (participation and performance on AP and IB ex-
ams), math and reading proficiency, math and reading performance, 
underserved students' performance, college curriculum breadth, and 
graduation rates. 
 
More specifically, the original article in US News cites these six factors 
as the basis for their rankings, with all data coming from the 2018-19 
school year. 

 
Although it is more than likely that the schools named appreciated the 
public recognition, it is almost certain that many other schools felt they 
were equally deserving. Let’s look at the data and to see if Newsday 
should have been more diligent in publishing the rankings without 
thoroughly examining the methodology. 
 
In explaining their methodology, US News says it weighted each of the 
criteria (as shown on the next page) and further defined the six de-
scriptors to more fully frame the rankings picture. 
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College Readiness accounted for 30% of the ranking value, and US News explains the com-
position of the College Readiness factor. 
 

There are two elements. One is a participation rate – the number of 12th grade students 
in the 2018-2019 academic year who took at least one AP or IB test by the end of their 
senior year, divided by the total number of 12th graders at the school. The other is a 
quality-adjusted participation rate, defined as the number of 12th grade students in 
the 2018-2019 academic year who took and earned a qualifying score – received an AP 
score of 3 or higher or IB score of 4 or higher – at least one AP or IB test by the end of 
their senior year, divided by the number of 12th graders at that school.  
 

Further, “Quality-adjusted participation was weighted at 75%, and the simple participation rate 
was weighted at 25% toward CRI,”  
 
College Curriculum Breadth accounted for 10% of the ranking value and also was based on 
AP and IB scores. The complex formula for calculating the ranking value is described below. 
 

The College Curriculum Breadth Index, or CCBI, is calculated among a school's 2018-
2019 12th graders from the percentage who took and the percentage who earned quali-
fying scores on multiple AP or IB exams. Students who took and earned qualifying 
scores in four AP or IB content areas earned full credit. Those who earned qualifying 
scores in two or three AP or IB content areas were given partial credit – 50% and 75%, 
respectively. 

For both exams, the percentage of students taking exams in multiple areas was weighted 
at 25% and the percentage of students earning qualifying scores in multiple areas was 
weighted at 75% to derive a CCBI score from which the natural log was taken to handle 
outlier cases. Altogether, high schools where the largest proportion of 12th grade stu-
dents in the 2018-2019 academic year took and earned a qualifying scores on AP or IB 
tests in at least four AP or IB content areas scored highest.  

Although schools not offering AP or IB exams were not automatically excluded from the rank-
ings, schools offering other forms of college credit, instead of AP or IB, were certainly dis-
counted by the ranking formula. 
 

Math and Reading Proficiency accounted for 20% of the ranking value and is based on 
scores on state administered tests in math and reading. One might initially assume, in NY 
State, that the tests used were the Algebra I and ELA Regents, but it is not clear how the other 
49 states’ assessments compare to our two Regents exams. 
 
Math and Reading Performance also accounted for 20% of the ranking value. Noted below 
is US News description of this indicator as factored into the ratings. 
 

This ranking indicator also is derived from math and reading state assessments. But in 
this case, the total assessment scores are compared with what U.S. News predicted for a 
school with its demographic characteristics in its state.  

 

In all 50 states, there is a very positive statistical relationship between the proportion of 
a student body that is Black, Hispanic and/or from a low-income household – defined as 
being eligible for free or subsidized school lunch – and a school's results on state as-
sessments. Schools performing best on this ranking indicator are those whose assess-
ment scores far exceeded U.S. News' modeled expectations.  
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Underserved Student Performance accounted for an additional 10% of the ranking value. 
Underserved students are defined as follows: 
 

This is a measure assessing learning outcomes only among Black, Hispanic and low-
income students. This evaluates how well this underserved subgroup scored on state as-
sessments compared with the average for non-underserved students among schools in 
the same state. Schools performing above the 50th percentile nationally in this compari-
son received the highest score while other schools’ scores decreased the greater the dis-
tance between their underserved students and their state’s median for non-underserved 
students.  
 

It is unclear, from this description, how the size of the underserved population was factored in. 
For example, imagine two schools of 1000 students each whose underserved population scored 
identically on state assessments (i.e., having the same percentage of their students scoring 
above the 50th percentile). One school, however, was comprised of 90% underserved students 
(900 underserved students), and the other school was comprised of just 5% underserved stu-
dents (50 students). I would hope that the first school would rank higher because, although the 
performances of the underserved students were the same, in the first school, the critical mass of 
students was comprised of underserved students while the second school had a only a few such 
students. 
 

The final 10% is reserved for graduation rate. What percent of the cohort of students enter-
ing in September 2015 graduated four years later in 2019? (Remember that US News is using 
data from the 2018-19 school year.) For a more detailed summary of the US News full ranking 
criteria or their even more detailed appendix, see https://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-
schools/articles/how-us-news-calculated-the-rankings.  
 

One might quibble with the weight given to each indicator or the emphasis on quality AP and 
IB scores over just participation on those exams, but the factors included here are surely rea-
sonable if not perfect. If one compares the actual scores on Regents exams, however, to the 
US News Math and ELA rankings, a major problem appears. 
 

The School Report Card lists Math and ELA scores in two different places. When viewing a 
high school’s report card on the NY State Report Card site for 2018-19, the user can choose 
among a number of data sets including “Annual Regents Examinations” and “Total Cohort Re-
gents Examinations.”  The “Annual Regents Examinations” data set includes exams taken 
during August, January and June for the 2018-19 school year eliminating the lower scores of 
any student who takes an exam more than once. But the “Total Cohort Regents Examina-
tion” data set includes exams taken by the cohort of students who entered in September of 
2015, including Regents exams taken in 8th grade prior to entering high school. Here too, lower 
scores are eliminated if a student has taken an exam more than once. 
 

The difference between these data sets for Reading (those who take the English Regents) is in-
consequential. But the difference between these data sets in Math can be dramatic depend-
ing on the percentage of students who take Algebra 1 in eighth grade. Here is the difference for 
one such district who accelerates  a high percentage of students. 
 

 
 
 

Data Set Number Passing Number Test Takers Percent Passing 

Annual Regents Exams 45 60 67% 

2015 Cohort Exams 261 266 98% 
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Dramatic differences occurred because all the students who passed Algebra 1 in 8th grade 
were eliminated from the Annual Regents Exam calculation. The calculation includes only 
the weakest students who were not accelerated and adds in the 8th grade failures who retake the 
Algebra 1 Regents exam in high school. That’s why there are only 60 students, a non-
representative sample. The Total Cohort Regents report includes all students who passed Alge-
bra 1 whether they passed in grade 8 or in high school, a much more representative report. Ad-
mittedly, some students in the Cohort report may have taken the exam multiple times and that is 
why US News rejects this data set. 
 
Oddly, the US News Math Performance indicator for this district reads “87% “which was con-
fusing, at first, until one calculates that this is actually the weighted average proficiency for Al-
gebra 1, Geometry, and Algebra 2. I have corresponded with US News chief statistician, Robert 
Morse, and he confirms that is how US News calculates Math Proficiency for NY State high 
schools. He has not yet responded to my challenging this illogical methodology. In their de-
fense, remember that US News must do a separate calculation for each of the 50 states, and 
most state do not have three math exams available on state report cards.  
 
But ignoring accelerated students’ Algebra 1 performance and averaging in more advanced 
math courses (Geometry and Algebra 2) is absurd if one understands what math proficiency 
means in NY State. By this logic, the highest scoring district would be one who accelerates no 
students, thereby earning a very high proficiency rate for Algebra 1 in 9th grade and offering 
Geometry and Algebra 2 to only those few students guaranteed to be proficient. This would be 
antithetical to US News obvious support of offering AP and IB to many more students. 
 
Let’s remember too that Math and Reading count twice in the US News calculations—Math 
and Reading Proficiency and Math and Reading Performance.  Each count for 20% for a 
total of 40% of the ranking score.  Since only the Math calculation is in question, therefore, at 
least 20% of the calculation is suspect. Of course, a closer look at the full data set or the 
weighting given to each ranking factor can give cause for further concern.  
 
Ultimately, crediting schools for worthy instructional practices and performance is always a 
positive; however, placing schools in a rank order, especially using an arbitrarily developed 
weighting system does not serve the interests of schools. Finally, Newsday serves up someone 
else’s snapshot and presents it as a true representation of school quality rather than offering a 
more in-depth analysis of what the best high schools might really aspire to be.  
 
 
 
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, Stephanie Witt at 608-6623, or Tammy Mazza at 608-
6633, to schedule a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


