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Section I

State Standards and Student Growth: Why State 
Standards Don’t Matter as Much as We Thought
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Background Information

• Two common criticisms of NCLB

– The requirement that 100% of students meet 
proficiency may force states to lower their 
standards in order to avoid sanctions

– Use of proficiency rates forces schools to focus on 
ά.ǳōōƭŜ ƪƛŘǎέΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ 
students
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Background Information

• Kingsbury Center researchers wanted to 
examine these two criticism more thoroughly

– Prior research has examined cross state 
differences in proficiency standards (e.g., “The 
Proficiency Illusion”)

–One of the nation’s largest repositories of 
information on academic growth
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Research Questions

• Are the difficulty of a state’s proficiency standards in 
math and reading related to student growth in these 
areas?

• Do high achieving students fare differently than 
lower achieving students?
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Virtual Comparison Group

• Each sample student was matched to 51 VCG 
students

• Each of the VCG students

– Was the same gender and in the same ethnic 
group as the sample student

– Entered fall at the same level of achievement

– Received similar instructional time between tests

– Came from a school with a similar poverty rate
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The Study Model

ÁOutcome or Independent Variable –Growth of 
sample students relative to their Virtual 
Comparison Group (VCG Index)

ÁDependent Variables - The difficulty of the 
proficiency cut score and the pass/fail status 
of the student

ÁControl –Differences in performance that are 
explained by the state in which the student 
attends school
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Student Samples

• Students randomly selected from Growth 
Research Database

• Examined Growth over the Fall 08 to Spring 09 
school year

• Students came from 32 U.S. states

• Enrolled in Grades 3 and 8

• Between 80-100K students per grade/subject 
combination
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Student Growth by Proficiency 
Level

Student growth is significantly lower for proficient 

students than for not-yet proficient students
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Growth by Proficiency Level
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Takeaways

• State proficiency standards shows essentially no
relationship to student growth 

– High classroom expectations versus legislated state 
benchmarks

• A student’s proficiency status does have an impact 
on growth.

– Need for more equitable accountability metrics (e.g., 
growth)

• Setting standards based on desired results

– College readiness, etc
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Section II

Do State Standards Bear Different Relationships 
to Academic Growth of Students with Different 

Achievement Levels?
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The Purpose of the Section

• Whereas section one examines all students as a single group, 
in this section we investigate whether students with different 
achievement levels show different growth patterns related to 
state standards.

• The same sample and the same methodology (Hierarchical 
Liner Model)
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Quintiles in the Sample
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• How do we define different achievement levels 
(national percentile ranking by Northwest Evaluation 
Association (NWEA) )
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Gender Distribution in the Sample
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• Compared with female students, more male students are 
high achievers (Quintile 5) and low achievers (Quintile 1)
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Ethnicity Distribution in the Sample
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Average Growth by Quintile
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VCG Growth Statistic

NWEA’s VCG Index measures individual student growth in comparison to a 

Virtual Comparison Group which holds student and school factors constant
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State Standards and Student 

Achievement Levels
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Limited Relationship 
Between State Standards and Student Growth Across Achievement Levels 
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Takeaways

• Whether state standards are high or low is not related with 
growth of low achievers.

• Setting high state standards in math may improve growth for 
middle and high achievers at third grade. 

• In reading, academic growth shows no relationship to state 
proficiency standards for grades we examined.
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Section III

Direction of Next Study
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Two Research Questions We Will 
Continue to Pursue

As a follow up we want to investigate how high achieving 
learners from disadvantaged backgrounds grow and what is 
the implication to the accountability system. 

1) Has the growth of “bubble kids” been achieved at the expense of the growth of 
students, both high and low performers, who score farther from the proficiency 
cut line? 

2) How have high performers from disadvantaged schools performed and grown 
compared to students from schools with more resources under the NCLB 
accountability system?
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Data and Model

• A sample of over 20,000 students from sixteen states in 
elementary grades (3 to 5) and middle grades (6 to 8)

• The growth models applied in this study will control for 
initial achievement in order to more precisely evaluate 
growth.

• We will examine high achievers’ growth in wealthy 
schools versus high poverty schools, integrated versus 
segregated schools, and high-performing versus low-
performing schools.
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Visit our website at:

http://www.kingsburycenter.org

Or email the authors at

yun.xiang@nwea.org

michael.dahlin@nwea.org
sarah.durant@nwea.org

john.cronin@nwea.org

For More Information
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Models
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3rd grade math proficient rate of the sample relative 

to the state proficiency cut scores
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Results

Results of the four models
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Intercept Standards Line Random 

Effects

G3 Reading 0.976063** N.S. -0.790222** Sig

G3 Math 0.63712 ** 0.044807* -0.450534** Sig

G8 Reading 0.995069** N.S. -0.660567 ** Sig

G8 Math 0.920597** N.S. -0.597857** Sig

*p<.05   **p<.01    N.S.: Not significant   Sig: Significant


