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Summary

By comparing Oklahoma’s achievement test results with those reported by the Nation’s Report Card, we know that the State grossly exaggerates or inflates the numbers of public school pupils who are deemed to be performing proficiently- at or above grade level.

For technical reasons, results from the Nation’s Report Card, also known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), are not available locally at the school or district levels. To remedy this “deficit” we have devised a method, the ELQ mapping, that converts the inflated state reported OCCT proficiencies to ones aligned with the NAEP. This then allows us to find a better measure as to how well Oklahoma’s public schools are performing. With few exceptions we learn that these schools are engaged in massive social promotion of children who are not proficient- with even the very best schools promoting upwards of 40% of their children to levels for which they are not prepared. In the worst schools, more than 95% are improperly promoted. Thus, at the low end fewer than 5% of pupils display proficient skills- a sure indication of a failed public school. Perhaps this is, as President George W. Bush notably said, an example of “the soft bigotry of low expectations?”

This report is introductory. For more specific and technical information, please see our detailed report, How Would Oklahoma’s Public Schools Perform On The Nation’s Report Card? and its accompanying spreadsheets that show the reading and mathematics proficiency estimates for all public schools and districts within the State of Oklahoma (for which reliable data was available).

Comparing The Oklahoma Test To The Nation’s Report Card 

The oldest national program for testing is that of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)- also known as the Nation’s Report Card. Important characteristics of the NAEP include:

· A long track record of 37 years, establishing itself as the defacto national standard for achievement.

· Content standards tested by the NAEP are drawn from the National Assessment Governing Board.

· The NAEP achievement level of “proficient” defines and measures what it is to be at “grade level.”

· NAEP tests children in 4th and 8th grades and reports proficiencies at the state level.

· In 12th grade NAEP reports only at the national level.

· The use of statistical sampling techniques prevents reporting at district and school level.

Based partly on tradition and partly on the requirements of the federal legislation, including that of No Child Left Behind, achievement testing in reading and mathematics is performed in nearly every state, every district, and every school within the public education systems of the United States. Tests administered by the states, including Oklahoma, also determine which students have become proficient in the tested subject areas. Generally, the state administered achievement tests:

· Examine the achievement of sufficient numbers of children to report results for schools and districts.

· Measure against content standards and use cut-scores inconsistent with the NAEP.

· In most states significantly inflate the number of children deemed “proficient” compared to the NAEP.

· In the case of Oklahoma, grossly inflate the proficiencies about 210% above the NAEP results.

Comparing student proficiencies and inflation to those of other states

The Oklahoma Core Curriculum Test (OCCT) results were obtained from Oklahoma’s Education Oversight Board.
 Our NAEP data is from the NAEP website.
 To give this some perspective we show in Table 1 some information about achievement test inflation in the selected states of California, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, as well as Oklahoma. The proficiencies shown are the average of 4th grade and 8th grade results. It also shows the inflation factor by which these states “augment” their proficiency percentages above the trusted NAEP results. 

	State
	State determined proficiency percentage in reading
	NAEP determined proficiency percentage in reading
	Inflation factor for reading
	State determined proficiency percentage in math
	NAEP determined proficiency percentage in math
	Inflation factor for math
	Average inflation factor

	MS
	71.0%
	18.0%
	3.94
	67.5%
	16.5%
	4.09
	4.02

	OK
	87.5%
	26.5%
	3.30
	79.0%
	27.0%
	2.93
	3.11

	PA
	72.6%
	36.0%
	2.02
	73.0%
	36.0%
	2.03
	2.02

	CA
	45.0%
	21.0%
	2.14
	44.3%
	25.0%
	1.77
	1.96

	RI
	57.9%
	29.5%
	1.96
	49.6%
	27.5%
	1.80
	1.88

	MA
	65.5%
	44.0%
	1.49
	46.5%
	46.0%
	1.01
	1.25

	USA
	NA
	29.5%
	NA
	NA
	31.5%
	NA
	NA


Table 1. Shows how K-8 state reported proficiency percentages are inflated by comparing against the defacto national standard: The NAEP benchmark.

The table is ordered by the average inflation factor (last column) with the nation’s most flagrant inflator, Mississippi shown first, and its least flagrant, Massachusetts, shown last. 
Where Oklahoma falls in the inflation spectrum

A U.S. Department of Education report
 shows that Oklahoma, with its 211% inflation, falls well above the median of the states when they are ranked according to inflation. Oklahoma’s reported proficiencies, which are approximately triple those of NAEP, seem to foster a complacent attitude among stakeholders in Oklahoma’s public schools. Were more accurate results available these parties might be alarmed and seeking remedies. Thus, in some cases where the proficiencies reported by the OCCT are in the 90% and above ranges they are mistakenly seen as a matter of pride when the actual NAEP scale proficiencies, now rarely more than 50%, are really quite troubling.

Relationship to NCLB concepts and requirements

Under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, states are expected to maintain what is called, Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), in each public school. Each year the requirements are increased until 2014 when every public school student will be expected to score proficiently on the state’s achievement tests.

This seemingly rigorous requirement is not what it appears to be. It’s really quite lax because states are free to set their own standards for proficiency. For example, Missouri recently relaxed their achievement test standards in a questionable attempt to raise their proficiencies. And as we have seen here, Oklahoma’s count of proficient students is about 210% above the NAEP benchmark. Under NCLB, states are free to weaken their standards. By moving the bar low enough, all students can be made to appear proficient by year 2014.

By using tests consistent with (aligned with) the NAEP or by removing the inflation from the state reported proficiencies, states can then report meaningful proficiency percentages. Typically, these numbers are low. Stakeholders can respond by employing various remedial measures. 

We think the ending of social promotion is essential to improving proficiencies if there is to be any hope of legitimately meeting the NCLB goal of 100% proficiency by 2014.

Estimating NAEP Consistent Proficiencies Of Schools & Districts

For stakeholders within Oklahoma communities who are interested in specific schools or districts, the well-respected NAEP results are not available and the state generated results are unreliable, due to the inflation. To address this lack of useful information:

· We developed a conversion formula or mapping procedure to produce realistic local proficiencies.

· We have tested our mapping method to show it is sufficiently accurate.

· The mapping procedure essentially removes the inflation from the state reported scores.

Based on the results from our mapping analysis we have constructed report cards for every public school and every school district within the State of Oklahoma where reliable OCCT proficiencies were available. Our findings include:

· In the worst performing schools, less than 5% of children are proficient in reading and math.

· In the “best” (least deficient) schools, rarely more than 50% of the children are proficient.

Highlights of Oklahoma estimates of public school proficiencies

As we indicated in the Summary section, much more information can be found in our detailed report, How Would Oklahoma’s Public Schools Perform On The Nation’s Report Card, and its accompanying spreadsheets.

The results we have obtained are very disappointing: The State’s very best public schools are significantly deficient while its lowest performing schools are in grave condition.

Focusing on the ten least proficient schools within the State at each tested grade level, we show in the following Table their average proficiency levels:

	Grade Level
	Percent proficient on NAEP
	Inflated percent proficient on OCCT

	4th
	4.9%
	48.1%

	8th
	1.6%
	27.9%

	11th
	0.3%
	3.0%


Table 2. A survey of Oklahoma public schools’ estimated NAEP scores shows that its bottom ten schools at each of the indicated grade levels had less than 5% of its children at or above grade level. One trend evident here is a general degradation over time as children evolve from primary levels to high school. These proficiencies are so low that even when inflated they are still unacceptable.

As Table 2 makes clear the worst schools not only “fail” on their NAEP estimated proficiencies, they also have enormous majorities of children below the so-called state determined proficiency levels. 

Looking for bright spots in our spreadsheets is a discouraging process for there are few to be found. We should remember that these are not just numbers. These low proficiencies indicate that the vast majority of children in these schools are not receiving anything close to a good education and it means that the system is harming them. While the discussion of suitable remedies is not the focus of this report, we nevertheless find that social promotion needs to be ended as it is a key causal factor that enables and fosters the low proficiencies.

We also see some evidence of erroneous OCCT results in the fact that a statistically unlikely and relatively large number of schools reported 100% of their 4th grade pupils as proficient in both subjects- significantly higher than for those reporting OCCT proficiencies in the mid to high 90% range and certainly at odds with a typical probability distribution. In fact, there were 73 such schools out of a total of 828 or about 9%. 

Lastly, are public school authorities misleading their stakeholders when they award high school diplomas to students with sub-par levels of proficiency? In Oklahoma, with only 10% of its 11th grade students estimated to being proficient, the answer would appear to be “yes.” Thus, approximately 90% of its diplomas attest to skills not yet mastered by those receiving them. In other industries such misrepresentation would face legal redress- but not in K-12 education.

Conclusions and Remedies

In this short report we have briefly considered the achievement test proficiencies of Oklahoma public school students with regard to the widely regarded NAEP (Nation’s Report Card) assessment and from the State’s OCCT tests. Rather than accept the significantly inflated OCCT reported proficiency percentages for schools and districts, we have used the reasonably accurate ELQ mapping procedure to convert those results into ones consistent with the NAEP. This provides stakeholders with more realistic results that are also more alarming. It gives us a clearer picture of the ills of social promotion. It also helps us understand what steps can be taken to implement reforms. 

We have not addressed private schools in this report. Nationwide, the NAEP reports approximately 45% of such students to be proficient. This suggests that while better than most public schools, America’s private schools also suffer from having a majority of their students below grade level and from having far too many graduates lacking 12th grade skills. 

Our evaluation of Oklahoma’s public school student proficiencies suggests:

· Social promotion is the key dysfunction leading to the low proficiencies.

· Group instruction hinders the ability to properly “place” students consistent with skill levels.

· Strict retention policies, such as used in India, could correct and eliminate social promotion.

· Or replacing group instruction with self-paced (probably online) instruction would be effective.

· We would reform the math curriculum first and extend it to all grade levels before addressing other subjects. 

What remedies should be considered?

There are many aspects of public schools that could be improved, including the quality of instruction, dealing with disruptive students, and helping children with learning disabilities. Surely, improvements in those areas will help, but we think the fundamental remedy requires ending social promotion. In other words, children should be placed in learning situations for which they are prepared. They should not be promoted simply to stay with their cohorts.

As a less drastic alternative to the strict enforcement of retention as a means of keeping students in grade levels in which they are proficient, we believe it is possible to redesign a school’s instructional systems to fully eliminate social promotion. We believe that the use of online, self-paced instruction would accomplish this. It would enable schools to have a higher quality of instruction while at the same time trimming costs. It prevents social promotion by removing the concept of age based grade levels. A child’s academic placement, in the new regime, is strictly a function of what courses they have mastered. Retention, in such a system, is effectively replaced by having a child work at a slower pace or by having the child spend more time per week on a difficult subject. 

This is not a new concept. In the adult world we are all accustomed to professions that require certifications- such as CPA. No one asks an accountant for his or her age when they are considered for the designation of CPA. Rather they must pass a skills based test. Similarly, at the YMCA the swimming achievement levels have nothing to do with a child’s age. Rather they depend on the child’s demonstrated skills. Similarly, skills based certifications should be tried in public and private K-12 education.

Endnotes:







































































































































� The information from the OCCT was found at � HYPERLINK "http://www/schoolreportcard.org/reports.htm" ��http://www/schoolreportcard.org/reports.htm� with the school and district proficiencies provided in spreadsheet form by Jerry Hsieh of Oklahoma’s Education Oversight Board and its Office of Accountability.





� The NAEP data can be obtained directly from the NCES website at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nde/" ��http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nde/�





� Found in Mapping 2005 State Proficiency Standards Onto the NAEP Scales, Research and Development Report, June 2007, U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, NCES2007-482. The report is downloadable from � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/studies/2007482.asp" ��http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/studies/2007482.asp� .
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