REGION AT A GLANCE

What the Test Scores Do—and Don’t—Reveal By Richard Greenough

Criterion-referenced tests (CRTs), like those used for stan-
dards-based testing and the National Assessment of Educa-
tion Progress (NAEP), can show wide variability in
proficiency levels—even for the same group of students.
Given differences among states in the standards adopted,
assessment design, and proficiency cut scores, it’s not unex-
pected that students who perform quite similarly on NAEP
show wide variability in proficiency on the state standards-
based assessments.

For example, although Idaho had very high proficiency
rates on its state math assessment at both the elementary and
middle school levels, its students are not necessarily “doing
better” than Washington students who performed at rela-
tively high levels on the NAEP, but had relatively low profi-
ciency rates on state assessments. Overall, fourth-grade
NAEP proficiency rates in math were in a narrow range from
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34 percent to 42 percent for the five Northwest states. In
contrast, proficiency rates on the state assessments varied
from 57 percent to 90 percent. That’s a range of 33 points
versus only eight points on NAEP. At the middle school level,
the range was 18 points on the state assessments versus seven
on NAEP.

Comparing the NAEP and state results might lead to
questions for further consideration. While Washington had
the next to lowest proficiency rate among the five Northwest
states on elementary-level math assessments, it had the high-
est fourth-grade math proficiency rate on NAEP 2005. These
results suggest that states such as Washington—with tougher
standards, assessments, cut scores, or some combination of
the three, and a longer term effort at alignment to stan-
dards—might do better on NAEP, at least in math at the ele-
mentary school level.
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