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Summary

Nearly every state in the United States administers achievement tests to children at the primary, middle and high school levels to determine, among other things, who is proficient (at or above grade level) in reading and mathematics skills. The United States federal government also administers an achievement test, the NAEP, also known as the Nation’s Report Card, which likewise measures the percentages of children who are proficient in these same two areas at the 4th, 8th, and 12th grade levels. Moreover, the NAEP is widely regarded as the standard or benchmark criterion against which the other tests can be “rated.”

Unfortunately, the state administered tests, in every instance, report proficiency percentages well in excess of the numbers reported by the NAEP tests when they are compared on a statewide basis. These inflated results deprive educators, parents and students of a more realistic assessment of children’s skills and are therefore harmful in a number of obvious ways. The discrepancies are not small but generally involve gross distortions of the actual situations; it is not uncommon to find the proficiency percentages markedly increased as here in California where the inflation is about 90%. The least flagrant violator of achievement test proficiency reporting is Massachusetts’s where they have “set” their inflation to about 30%. 

For reasons of statistical sampling, the NAEP exam scores are not available for individual schools districts or schools. Thus local stakeholders are left in a quandary as to the proficiency percentages in their school or district because they can’t rely on the inflated results from the state administered exams. In this report we use a reasonably accurate mapping formula R(S) to convert the state reported proficiency percentages, S, for a locality into more realistic proficiency percentage, R, which is aligned with the NAEP results- insofar as they are known. A separate report presents its derivation. Numerical experiments suggest our errors are comparable to the sampling error inherent to the NAEP examinations. We have also used our method to predict NAEP scores for ethnic groups for which NAEP itself provides results and again found errors consistent with the NAEP sampling errors. In most circumstances we believe our proficiency percentages are within 5% or less of what an actual NAEP examination would produce.

Applying our formula to the various published test results of public school students at the various reported grade levels we provide estimates of what the Nation’s Report Card would have reported for all districts and public schools in Ventura County. We find that only 11% of these schools have more than half of their students proficient. Statewide, in California only 21% of 4th graders exceed the mark and by 10th grade it is only 20%. A small increase is seen in Ventura County where the proficiencies of a median school increase from 27% to 33% between 4th and 10th grades. The county’s worst schools have barely 2% proficient.  Thus, it may not be an exaggeration to describe such schools as custodial care centers where the academic development of children is not given much, if any, priority. The consequent waste of human potential in these children is sad. We argue that social promotion causes of much of this degradation. 
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This is a Preliminary Report

Readers should be aware that the author has not, at the time of this writing, analyzed the data or its mappings as they pertain to the individual public schools in Ventura County. For a more extensive discussion about some of the issues involved in performing the analysis and in evaluating the results, please review the reports cited in the endnotes.  One of those reports contains fairly extensive discussions about achievement test inflation and about its principal cause: social promotion. Social promotion is endemic in public schools throughout the United States.

This report also lacks some of the references, citations, and justifications that a final draft would include.

What is a Passing Grade?

The nationally administered examinations of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) are achievement tests that, among their other purposes, measure if students are performing at grade level. Generally, students are tested in 4th, 8th, and 12th grades. In each examination there are four possible “grades” given:

1. Below Basic: The student performs more than one-year below grade level

2. Basic: The student performs essentially one-year below grade level
3. Proficient: The student performs at grade level
4. Advanced: The student performs beyond grade level
The more detailed definitions used by NAEP officials are given in a glossary on the Standard & Poor’s SchoolMatters website.

Given the definitions, there are two passing grades: Proficient and Advanced.

Most states also use these four labels to indicate student performance. However, it is well known from comparing the scores at the statewide level that the state exams “pass” higher fractions of the students than is the case for the NAEP- and sometimes more than double the number. 

Relationship to social promotion

We define social promotion as the practice of promoting children who are not proficient in a grade level. This means the promotion of children who would be in the categories of Basic and Below Basic on the NAEP test or a similar achievement test administered by the state or district officials. We advisedly use the word “similar” because nearly every state within the U.S. does not use achievement tests consistent with the NAEP. Rather the states use tests that produce inflated numbers of children designated proficient or better. Missouri is the only state that has not inflated these scores in the past, but has recently abandoned that practice- probably in an unethical effort to make their public schools appear better than they really are. Because of the consequent misrepresentation of the tests’ proficiency numbers it becomes difficult to determine how many students are realistically proficient against a benchmark such as the NAEP.

To raise proficiency levels there are two things educators can do even before considering instructional reforms. They should:

1. Use testing regimes consistent with the NAEP.

2. Aggressively apply retention or other strategies to insure each child is in a proficient level.

If schools would apply these two policies, the numbers of students deemed proficient would approach 100% by virtue of the fact that most of the sub-par students would have been removed from each grade level. Surely, no policy implementation is going to be perfect, but we would expect proficiency percentages to certainly exceed 90% in every school managed this way.

Unfortunately, such policies are rarely followed anywhere in the United States. And in district after district the fact that very large majorities of the students fail to achieve Proficiency (on the NAEP scale) is a clear indication of their policies of social promotion.

Finding that state standards are lax compared to NAEP’s

The Standard & Poor’s organization has established the website www.schoolmatters.com where one can find considerable information about achievement test scores in the American public education sector. Of particular prominence in their data archives are the results of state administered achievement tests as well as the federal NAEP test results. Generally, the state administered results are available for individual schools and for districts as well as statewide. In comparison, the NAEP results are only available statewide and nationwide.( Additionally, NAEP and the states also report proficiency percentages for a number of demographic groups defined by ethnicity or sex. The precise URL’s within the schoolmatters.com website, where we found California’s testing results, are provided in an endnote.
 The NAEP results have been obtained from the NAEP Data Explorer on the NCES website.

From the just referenced “pages” on the schoolmatters.com website, you can see that the local state criteria for proficiency are more easily met than the NAEP levels for California. 

How inflation is introduced:

One way to understand the inconsistent proficiency levels is to recognize the interplay between content standards and cut-scores when determining which students should be accorded the status of proficient. Assuming that the tests used by the states reliably measure mastery of their content standards, there are at least two ways to artificially raise proficiency percentages above those obtained from the NAEP tests. They are:

· Lowering the cut scores

· Reducing the content standards, thus making the tests easier

Ideally, by adjusting these cut scores and content standards up or down, each state should be able to align its proficiency percentages to those reported by the NAEP.( However, since states tend to allow other considerations (including political issues) to influence the cut scores and content standards, it is not surprising to find large discrepancies and ones that in almost every case inflate student performance. It is not likely that these discrepancies are due to technical difficulties in the administration of the tests for if they were one would expect the state tests to sometimes report lower proficiencies than found on the NAEP. It is more likely that test administrators designed their testing regimes to provide results at least as high as the NAEP- or higher. Thus we believe that the inflation is there primarily by design and is generally not the result of inadvertent errors.
Mapping State Reported Results To The NAEP Scale 

We use a reasonably accurate mapping method to convert state reported proficiencies in math and reading to the same scale used by the Nation’s Report Card or the NAEP. We refer the interested reader to a pair of reports we have written that detail how the mapping method is derived and how it was applied to the State of Rhode Island.

The mapping method is based on understanding the two mechanisms, described above, for inflating examination proficiency results. By constructing an artificial examination environment with a numerical model we were able to understand/deduce what kinds of interpolation functions (mapping functions) generally apply. We chose the one that in nearly every case had the smallest errors. It is called the Ellipse-Quartic (ELQ) method because the interpolation curve is generally an ellipse except that in extreme cases quartic terms improve its accuracy. The method’s errors, as deduced from our derivation, are of similar magnitude to the sampling errors published by NAEP. In the curves below, the accuracy of the method is indicated by how well the curves pass through or near the  X  markers which locate published data for various demographic groups who have taken both the NAEP and the state administered tests. Again, the errors are of the same order as the sampling errors- rarely more than 5% in terms of proficiency percentages. Thus, if a low performing school is estimated to have 2% of its children proficient on the NAEP scale, it would be very unlikely that the actual number would exceed 7%.

Mapping curves relating California’s exams to the NAEP exams

The curves shown in the graphs below allow one to take a state reported proficiency on the horizontal scale and read off on the vertical scale the estimated result had the same group taken the NAEP or Nation’s Report Card examination.

In the graphs below the circle marker locates the statewide proficiencies for mathematics while the square marker locates the reading numbers. Since NAEP and the California tests publish statewide results we can directly plot these locations. Each of these data locations is sufficient to determine the ellipse-quartic curve that passes directly through the location. And as is evident in the figures that follow, the curves always pass directly through these points.

There are six other demographic groups for which test results are disaggregated in both the NAEP and in the California testing environments. Thus we can also plot their locations with the  X  markers as suggested above. Their “closeness” to the curves are indications of the method’s accuracy.
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Figure 1. The interpolation curves or mapping curves allow one to convert the inflated 4th grade proficiencies reported by the state (horizontal axis) to proficiencies consistent with the Nations Report Card- also known as the NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress). The  X  markers show the results for demographic groups (DG’s) and give one an idea of our method’s accuracy. The inflation shown here is about 100% for a median school.

If the California examination environment operated consistently with the national (NAEP) criteria, the curves in Figure 1 would approximate a straight line running diagonally up across the square. We would not expect perfect agreement, but would tolerate small amounts of “inflation” or “deflation” on the order of 10% or less.
We have similar curves for 8th grade as follows:
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Figure 2. The level of inflation is somewhat lower in 8th grade than what we showed for 4th grade. Here the inflation is about 70% for a median school.

The mapping for high school examinations is not quite as accurate as for 4th and 8th grades, but we believe it is sufficiently accurate for our purposes. We refer the reader to the author’s reports listed in the endnotes for details on the high school mapping methodology. The difficulty stems from the fact that NAEP does not provide statewide 12th grade proficiencies and thus they must be approximated. Doing that introduces additional errors. Nonetheless, we have indications that these errors are also comparable to the published NAEP sampling errors for each state’s 8th grade results.
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Figure 3. The mapping curves for 10th grade are nearly identical. Inflation is quite large- somewhat exceeding 100% for a median school in Ventura County. 

As the reader may be aware, the approximate 12th grade NAEP proficiencies are not “consistent” with the state’s 10th grade examination regime. Our methodology also includes an interpolation between the 12th grade NAEP approximations and the reported 8th grade NAEP results to obtain an estimate of what the 10th grade NAEP results would have been. It is those 10th grade NAEP approximates that are compared to the state’s reported proficiencies.

Results For Ventura County: Proficiency Estimates on NAEP Scale

In the tables that follow we report at both the school level and at the district level. We take the smaller of the reading and math proficiencies to be the figure of merit or overall NAEP proficiency for each school and district. Results are then ranked in the order of increasing overall NAEP proficiency. 

Results are only as good as the data that produce them. We believe that the NAEP testing process produces fairly reliable and reproducible numbers. The numbers reported from the California Achievement Tests (CAT), however, have been observed to possess some strange patterns- at least in so far as the schools in Ventura County are concerned. To mention the most extreme example, we doubt that Foothill Technology High School really had 100% of its students proficient in both math and reading on the state’s tests. Yet, that’s what was reported. Another troubling pattern of results was the large fluctuations, year-on-year, shown for school results in the series of years tested over 5 or 6 consecutive grade levels. We would have expected to see more of a smooth trend (up or down) in these scores as one observes in other states.

With those caveats in mind we now present the results:
Tabulated Results for Ventura County Schools at 4th Grade Level
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Table 1A. We show the estimated NAEP proficiencies of 4th graders in Ventura County public schools, ranked by NAEP proficiencies, for the bottom half of the proficiency spectrum. The last one shown is just below the median of elementary schools in the county. It has 95% inflation in math and 102% in reading. The pink backgrounded data shows the state reported proficiencies. The blue backgrounded estimates provide the corresponding NAEP proficiencies. We equate being proficient with being at or above grade level.
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Table 1B. This continuation of Table 1A shows the estimated NAEP proficiencies of 4th graders in Ventura County public schools, ranked by NAEP proficiencies, for the upper half of the proficiency spectrum. As estimated by the NAEP proficiencies even the best schools in the county have at least 34% of the students performing below an acceptable (proficient) level. The pink backgrounded data shows the state reported proficiencies. The blue backgrounded estimates provide the corresponding NAEP proficiencies. We equate being proficient with being at or above grade level.

We also have obtained 4th grade proficiencies for the various school districts in Ventura County.
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Table 2. Here we show 4th grade estimated NAEP proficiencies on a district-by-district basis.
Tabulated Results for Ventura County Schools at 8th Grade Level
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Table 3. We show the estimated NAEP proficiencies of 8th graders, ranked by proficiencies, in Ventura County public schools for the entire proficiency spectrum. Sinaloa Middle School is just above the median. It has 52% inflation in math and 81% in reading proficiencies. The pink backgrounded data shows the state reported proficiencies. The blue backgrounded estimates provide the corresponding NAEP proficiencies. We equate being proficient with being at or above grade level.
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Table 4. Here we show 8th grade estimated NAEP proficiencies on a district by district basis.
Tabulated Results for Ventura County Schools at 10th Grade Level
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Table 5. We show the estimated NAEP proficiencies of 10th graders, ranked by proficiencies, in Ventura County public schools for the entire proficiency spectrum. Santa Susana High School is just above the median. It has 124% inflation in math and 102% in reading proficiencies. The pink backgrounded data shows the state reported proficiencies. The blue backgrounded estimates provide the corresponding NAEP proficiencies. We equate being proficient with being at or above grade level.
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Table 6. Here we show 10th grade estimated NAEP proficiencies on a district-by-district basis.
Conclusions and Discussion

Given the preliminary nature of this report, we shall postpone giving any kind of detailed discussion.

Best and worst schools and districts

We can provide highlights of the preceding tabular information by citing the worst and best performing schools and districts within Ventura County. Table 7 depicts the situation for 4th grade.

	Worst Performing
	Entity Name
	Proficiency Percentage
	Best Performing
	Entity Name
	Proficiency Percentage

	District
	Oxnard
	11%
	District
	Oak Park
	53%

	School in County
	Chavez
	1%
	School in County
	Weathersfield
	66%

	School in VUSD
	Foster
	13%
	School in VUSD
	Mound
	66%


Table 7. Fourth grade proficiency percentages are shown for the worst and best tested entities in each category.

Similarly, in Table 8 we depict the situation for 8th grade.

	Worst Performing
	Entity Name
	Proficiency Percentage
	Best Performing
	Entity Name
	Proficiency Percentage

	District
	Santa Paula
	10%
	District
	Oak Park
	47%

	School in County
	Nueva Vista
	2%
	School in County
	Sycamore Cyn
	54%

	School in VUSD
	De Anza
	16%
	School in VUSD
	Cabrio
	36%


Table 8. Eighth grade proficiency percentages are shown for the worst and best tested entities in each category.

To put these numbers in perspective how do Ventura County average proficiencies compare to the national averages. In Table 9 we show the national averages for both public and private schools that we obtained from the NAEP.

	Tested Domain
	Fourth Grade Proficiency
	Eighth Grade Proficiency

	National Public Schools
	30%
	28%

	National Private Schools
	44%
	41%

	Ventura County Schools
	27%
	28%


Table 9. Average proficiencies are shown for public schools nationwide, private schools nationwide, and public schools in Ventura County. The numbers shown for Ventura County pertain to the median school. In a later draft these numbers will be replaced with the actual county averages.

Assuming that our numbers are valid, it appears that Ventura County public schools perform near or at the national average public school. We don’t have, as of yet, information about Ventura County private schools, but we do know that nationally private schools are significantly better than public schools on an average basis.

In terms of absolute numbers, none of these proficiencies indicate that even half of the students are at or above grade level. Thus social promotion seems to be at work nationally, at work in private schools, and surely is occurring here in Ventura County.

Remedies for social promotion

However, a few words about remedying social promotion are warranted. We believe that social promotion is going to be (as it has been) difficult to eradicate in our traditional group instructional environments. In such environments, retention is a crude tool to use. It can surely be used to block social promotion, but it also puts a child into a lower academic level when that child’s proficiencies may be good in some areas while not in others.

We also believe that the practice of group instruction must be ended. We have a model school on the “drawing boards” that would use self-pacing in all core curricular subjects and would eliminate defined grade levels. Thus, it would end group instruction. Instead, students would be required to master certain courses to receive a diploma or to receive certification that a certain “school’s” curriculum had been completed. Our model relies on distance education provided online and on-demand. Teachers become tutors at the school sites while the actual instruction is provided and produced by “star” teachers would author the online instructional materials.

There are scattered schools around the country that are beginning to apply online instruction to address some of these problems. There is the online, self-paced high school math program, “I Can Learn,” that is being used in dozens of public schools within the United States to help children get proficient in math.

Thus there is “light at the end of the tunnel.”

Endnotes




































































































































( The reason for this restriction relates to the fact that the NAEP tests are administered to sparsely located samples of students. The statistical sampling is very reliable to produce statewide and national results, but would be unreliable for any smaller subdivisions such as school districts or individual schools.  A further restriction applies to the 12th grade test where the results are reported only for the nationwide sample. 


( There are two basic ways to inflate proficiency percentages. One is to use a similar test to the NAEP but to lower the cut-score for proficiency, which is the minimum proficient score. When this threshold is lowered, more students will have scores surpassing the new lower level. The other way to inflate proficiency percentages requires the use of an easier test where the cut-scores are kept the same. In reality, we suspect that most states employ a combination of these two “modifications.” As of this writing we do not have much information about these issues so we generally assume that both are employed. 





� Please see the glossary at � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolmatters.com/app/glossary/q/stid=40/lt=N" ��http://www.schoolmatters.com/app/glossary/q/stid=40/lt=N� 


� The information for California and Ventura County was found at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolmatters.com/app/location/q/stid=5/llid=111/stllid=323/locid=5/stype=/catid=-1/secid=-1/compid=-1/site=pes" ��http://www.schoolmatters.com/app/location/q/stid=5/llid=111/stllid=323/locid=5/stype=/catid=-1/secid=-1/compid=-1/site=pes� 


� The NAEP data is extracted with the NAEP Data Explorer which can be accessed directly from the NCES website as follows: � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nde/" ��http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/nde/� 


� The author wrote two relevant reports. The first, MapToNAEP.doc, presents the derivation of the mapping methodology and its error analysis. The other, GrtrPvdProfNums.doc, presents results of the mappings applied to Rhode Island and has a much more extensive discussion of these issues than we have so far written about Ventura County. Both reports can be downloaded at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.asoraeducation.com/page35/page40/page40.html" ��http://www.asoraeducation.com/page35/page40/page40.html� .
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