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By Larry Gavin

At the Evanston RoundTable’s request, 
Paul Zavitkovsky, of the Urban School 
Leadership Program at the University of 
Illinois-Chicago, prepared an analysis of 
School District 65’s test results on the Il-
linois Standard Achievement Tests (ISATs) 
for the period 2001-09 and School District 
202’s test results on the Prairie State 
Achievement Tests (PSAEs) for the period 
2004-09. The ISATs and the PSAEs are the 
State’s assessments to measure adequate 
yearly progress under the No Child Left 
Behind Act.

Rather than analyzing the test results 
using proficiency benchmarks (e.g., 
“below standards,” “meet standards,” and 
“exceed standards”), Mr. Zavitkovsky ana-
lyzed the data using normative measures. 
In other words, he compared how District 
65 and 202 students were doing in relation 
to all other students in the State who took 
the ISATs and PSAEs. The analyses he 
performed are similar to those discussed in 
his research report, “Something’s Wrong 
with Illinois Test Results,” which he pre-
sented to the Illinois Education Research 
Council in June 2009. 

The normative data show that District 
65 students have made good progress over 
the period 2001-2009, but the progress is 
much less than portrayed by the dramatic 
increases in the percentage of students 
“meeting standards” on the ISATs. African 
American eighth-graders – even with high 
percentages of low-income students – are 
approaching the state average in achieve-
ment for all students in the State. There 
is still a substantial gap in achievement 
levels, though, when their scores are com-
pared to the very high level of achieve-
ment of white students in the District. The 
gap is more pronounced when it comes to 
measuring whether students are on track 
for college readiness. 

The normative data also show there 
has been growth in achievement at ETHS 
when the trend of eleventh graders’ scores 
is analyzed for the period 2004-2009. 
While many African American students 
excel at ETHS, there is a substantial differ-
ence between the average scores of African 
American students and white students.

Taking a Fresh Look at Achievement Data  
For School Districts 65 and 202

The data also show that white students 
overall appear to have made slight gains at 
ETHS between eighth and eleventh grades, 
while African American students overall 
have shown declines between eighth and 
eleventh grades in some subjects in some 
years. The declines, however, are far less 
than those portrayed by a comparison of 
the percentage of students “meeting stan-
dards” on the ISATs and PSAEs.

This article will highlight some of the 
limitations of using the “meets standards” 
proficiency benchmarks of the ISATs and 
the PSAEs to measure student achieve-
ment, and illustrate how using normative 

measures (such as percentiles, quartiles 
and stanines) provides a more reliable, 
nuanced view of student achievement and 
growth over time. In addition, stanines can 
be used to measure whether students are 
on track for college readiness. Articles in 
subsequent issues of the RoundTable will 
take a look at trends at each of the school 
districts using normative data. 

Limitations of ISAT Reporting
When students take the ISATs they 

are assigned a “scale score” in reading, 
math and science. A student’s scale score 
is determined by the number of his or her 
correct responses to questions in the test. 

Paul E. Zavitkovsky holds a masters 
degree in reading and language acquisi-
tion from Harvard University (1973) 
and completed doctoral coursework 
at Harvard in organizational behavior 
(1982). He was a classroom teacher 
for five years and a school principal at 
three different schools for a total of 18 
years. As a principal he aggressively 
used formative assessment to support 
school improvement; he was one of only 
six principals nationwide to receive the 
Chase/National Principals’ Leadership 
Institute School Change Award in 2000. 
During his tenure as a Chicago principal, 
his school was the first Chicago Public 
School ever to receive the International 
Reading Association’s Exemplary Read-
ing Program Award for the State of 
Illinois (1999). 

From 2001 to 2004, Mr. Zavitkovsky 
was a Senior Policy Analyst for the Civic 
Committee of the Commercial Club of 
Chicago and provided analytical support 
for two Civic Committee reports, “Left 
Behind: Student Achievement in Chi-
cago’s Public Schools” (June 2003) and 
“Still Left Behind: Student Learning  
in Chicago’s Public Schools,” (June 
2009). Since 2004, he has served as an 
instructor and leadership coach at the 
Urban School Leadership Program, Uni-
versity of Illinois-Chicago, a four-year 
doctoral program designed to prepare 

Acknowledgment of Paul Zavitkovsky’s Work
urban school leaders to turn around 
unsuccessful schools and to contribute 
directly to the knowledge base on urban 
school transformation. Part of his assign-
ment at UIC has been to build more valid 
and reliable ways to report state and 
local test information to school personnel 
and to the public at large. During the past 
two years, elements of this work have 
been presented to a number of state and 
national audiences, including the Chi-
cago Renaissance School Fund National 
Symposium, the American Education Re-
search Association, the Kirwan Institute 
for the Study of Race and Ethnicity, and 
the Illinois Education Research Council. 

At the RoundTable’s request, Mr. 
Zavitkovsky prepared three extensive 
reports containing data tables and charts 
that use normalized ISAT and PSAE test 
data to report achievement in School 
Districts 65 and 202. ISAT results for 
District 65 are from 2001 through 2009. 
PSAE test results for District 202 are 
from 2004 through 2009. These reports 
have been provided to School Districts 
65 and 202, and Mr. Zavitkovsky has met 
with administrators of both Districts (ac-
companied by the RoundTable) to answer 
questions regarding the reports.

Mr. Zavitkovsky prepared the reports 
on a pro bono basis. The RoundTable 
thanks him for his work and for his sub-
stantial contributions to this article. 
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The Illinois State Board of Education 
(ISBE) has set “cut scores” that a student 
needs to achieve to “meet standards” for 
each subject and grade. Cut scores are also 
set for the other Illinois proficiency levels 
of “academic warning,” “below standards” 
and “exceed standards.” 

Many studies have concluded that 
Illinois has set a low cut score to “meet 
standards” on the ISATs and that numerous 
changes to the test, particularly in 2006, 
have made it substantially easier to meet 
standards on the ISATs. Last year U.S. 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said 
the ISATs (and other states’ proficiency 
benchmarks) were “dumbed down” as 
a way to enable more students to meet 
standards and thereby comply with the 
adequate yearly progress goals of the No 
Child Left Behind Act.

In “Something’s Wrong with Illinois 
Test Results,” Mr. Zavitkovsky, concludes, 
“Sound decision making begins with good 
metrics. At best, current ISAT reporting 
strategies present a confusing picture of 
student learning, school effectiveness and 
value-added over time. At worst, they flat 
out misrepresent what is actually going 
on.”

The State’s reporting methods on the 
ISATs present at least four problems or 
limitations in assessing student achieve-
ment: a) changes to the test and a low 
benchmark to meet standards give a 
misleading picture of student achieve-
ment and growth over time; b) using a low 
“meet standards” proficiency benchmark 
to measure progress in closing the achieve-
ment gap masks what is happening across 
the full distribution of achievement levels; 
c) the ISAT’s “meet standards” benchmark 
is grossly misaligned with the proficiencies 
required to be on track for college readi-
ness; and d) the ISATs are grossly mis-
aligned with the PSAEs.

The ISAT’s Low Benchmark Gives a 
Misleading Picture of Achievement

Setting a low benchmark to determine 
whether a student “meets standards” on 
the ISATs makes it impossible to mea-
sure student growth reliably over time by 
simply comparing the percent of students 
who “meet standards” from year to year. In 
addition, low benchmarks give a mislead-
ing picture of a student’s achievement.

These problems are illustrated by the 
wide difference between how Illinois 
students do on the ISATs and how they do 
on the National Assessment of Education 
Progress (NAEP). The NAEP test is given 

every two years to a representative sample 
of students in fourth and eighth grades 
from every state. The test, which covers 
reading and math, is sponsored by the 
U.S. Department of Education and is often 
referred to as the Nation’s Report Card. 

Between 2003 and 2009, the percentage 
of Illinois eighth-graders who met profi-
ciency standards in reading on the NAEP 
declined from 34% to 32%. In math, the 
percentage of Illinois eighth-graders who 
met proficiency standards on the NAEP in-
creased from 29% in 2003 to 33% in 2009. 

By contrast, during the same pe-
riod much higher percentages of Illinois 
eighth-graders met proficiency standards 
on the ISATs, and those percentages have 
dramatically increased over time. The 
percentage of Illinois eighth-graders who 
met standards in reading on the ISATs in-
creased from 64% in 2003 to 84% in 2009. 
In math, the percentage of Illinois eighth-
graders who met standards increased from 
53% in 2003 to 82% in 2009. 

Figure No. 1 graphically shows the 
difference. 

Using NAEP as a yardstick, the Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics, the 
Institute of Education Sciences and the 
U.S. Department of Education, concluded 
that Illinois’ benchmarks for measuring 
whether eighth-graders met proficiency 
standards on the ISATs ranked very low 
when compared to other states: 37th in 
reading and 44th in math. See “Mapping 
State Proficiency Standards Onto NAEP 
Scales: 2005-2007” (October 2009). 

In addition, focusing on just the period 
2005-2007, during which comprehensive 
changes were made to the ISATs, these 
agencies also found that the percentage of 
Illinois eighth-graders who met standards 
in reading on the ISATs increased by 7.8 
points more than their changes in profi-
ciency on NAEP. The percentage of Il-
linois eighth-graders who met standards in 
math on the ISATs increased by 24.3 points 
more than on NAEP.

While not trying to 
pin down the precise 
reason that Illinois and 
other states’ students 
showed higher increas-
es on state tests than 
on NAEP, the agencies 
said the discrepancy 
was most likely caused 
by some change in the 
state tests or testing 
procedure.

Mr. Zavitkovsky agrees that changes 
to the ISATs in 2006 artificially increased 
the percentage of students who met state 
standards. He also adds, however, that the 
cut scores used to measure proficiency for 
the ISAT and NAEP fall at very different 
points of the achievement distribution. 
Changes in achievement at the lower end 
of that distribution (as measured by Illinois 
cut scores) can easily occur without any 
real change in achievement at the higher 
end (as measured by NAEP cut scores) 
because changes at each end reflect very 
different types of learning.     

To address the many inconsistencies 
that have accompanied the ISAT reporting 
system, Mr. Zavitkovsky has “normalized” 
the last nine years of student-level test 
data for both the ISATs and the PSAEs, 
as part of his work in the Urban School 
Leadership Program.  He recommends that 
ISAT and PSAE results be reported using 
norm-referenced measures in addition to 
the current system that relies on setting cut 
scores to report on whether students “meet 
standards” or other proficiency levels. 

Norm-referenced measures show how a 
specific student group is doing in com-
parison to all other students who took the 
ISATs and PSAEs, rather than how that 
group did in relation to a “meet standards” 
cut score.

In essence, normative data enables a 
group’s performance on the ISATs and 
PSAEs to be assessed and compared over 
time using a common standard – the pool 
of all other Illinois students who took the 
same test. Mr. Zavitkovsky says this allows 
for more reliable comparisons of achieve-
ment and progress over time, regardless 
of changes in test format, test procedures, 
grading scales or proficiency benchmarks.

Other researchers in the field conclude 
that relying on the percent of students who 
“meet standards” to assess student growth 
can give a distorted view of achievement 
because so much depends on the selec-

64
73

82 84

53 55

81 82

34 31 29

3229 28 31

33

0

20

40

60

80

100

2003 2005 2007 2009

FIGURE 1: % Illinois 8th Graders Scoring Proficient 
on ISAT and NAEP

% ISAT Read % ISAT Math % NAEP Read % NAEP Math



• 3 •

tion of the “cut score” used to determine 
whether a student meets standards. Andrew 
Dean Ho, Ph.D., a leading researcher, 
strongly urges that normative measures, 
such as the percent of a group scoring at 
or above the average, be used. See, “The 
Problem with ‘Proficiency’: Limitations of 
Statistics and Policy Under No Child Left 
Behind” (2008).

Figure 2 illustrates the difference in 
the two reporting methods. It shows a) the 
percent of District 65 African American 
eighth-graders who “met standards” in 
math on the 2001-2009 ISATs, and b) the 
percent that scored at or above the aver-
age score of all Illinois students taking the 
same test (the 50th Illinois percentile).

The chart shows a big jump in the 
percent of District 65 eighth-graders who 
“met standards” in 2006, when ISBE ad-
mittedly changed the benchmark and made 
it substantially easier to meet standards 
in math. Obviously an increase because it 
became easier to meet standards does not 
reflect real academic growth. The chart 
does not show a comparable jump in 2006 
in the percent of District 65 eighth-graders 
who performed at or above the 50th Il-
linois percentile, which measure provides a 
common standard over time.

Figure 2, nonetheless, shows that Af-
rican American eighth-graders have made 
good progress during the period 2001-2009 
when compared to all other students in the 
State. This represents real growth com-
pared to other students, albeit less than that 
shown by the “meet standards” measure.

Subsequent issues of the RoundTable 
will present additional data concerning 
trends in achievement at School Districts 
65 and 202 using normative data.

The Low Benchmark for Meeting 
Standards on the ISAT Masks the  
Extent of the Achievement Gap

One limitation of Illinois’ reporting sys-
tem is that it measures progress in closing 

the achieve-
ment gap in 
terms of the 
percentage of 
students meet-
ing standards 
on the ISATs. 
This is a low 
standard, rest-
ing on low 
expectations.

Dr. Ho 
demonstrates 
that measur-
ing progress in 

closing an achievement gap by comparing 
the percent of students who “meet” state 
standards over time produces a distorted 
and misleading view. More specifically, 
he demonstrates that setting cut scores to 
meet standards at a low level artificially 
decreases achievement gaps, but it fails to 
describe changes in achievement that occur 
above that low benchmark. 

Figure 3A, below, prepared by Mr. 
Zavitkovsky, illustrates this point using 
2006 ISAT data. Students who performed 
at the 21st Illinois percentile met standards 
in reading on the 2006 ISATs. In other 
words, a student met standards if he or she 
performed the same or better than just 21 
percent of all other students who took the 
same test. 

As Dr. Ho suggests, however, perform-
ing at or above the 21st Illinois percentile 
says nothing about differences in achieve-
ment that are occurring between the 21st 
percentile and the 99th percentile. 

The dotted red line in Figure 3A shows 
the distribution of District 65 African 
American eighth-graders (who were not 
low-income) across the entire continuum 
of achievement. It reflects that the high-
est concentration of students in this group 
scored between the 23rd and 59th Illinois 
percentiles. 

The dotted blue line shows that District 
65 white eighth-graders (who were not 
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low-income) had the highest concentra-
tion of students between the 77th to 95th 
Illinois percentiles.

Clearly, using “meet standards” on 
the ISATs as the measure of whether the 
achievement gap is being closed masks 
substantial differences in achievement that 
exist above that low benchmark. Both Dr. 
Ho and Mr. Zavitkovsky urge that alternate 
normative measures be used that reflect 
achievement patterns across the entire 
distribution of student achievement, such 
as the percent of students who scored at or 
above the average, or the average percen-
tile of each group. Other measures such as 
stanine levels give a more nuanced view.

Figures 4 and 5, above, illustrate the 
point. Using the “meet-standards” measure 
of the ISATs (which sets a low standard), 
Figure 4 shows that the gap in achieve-
ment between white and African American 
students in reading narrowed from 48 
points in 2001 to 17 points in 2009 – a 
reduction of 65%.  

By changing the measure to the per-
centage of African American and white 
students who score at or above the state 
average (which sets a higher standard 
and reflects achievement across the entire 
distribution), Figure 5 shows the gap nar-
rowed from 63 points in 2001 to 45 points 
in 2009 – a reduction of 29%. 

Figure 5 
reflects that there 
is still a wide gap 
in achievement 
between District 65 
white and African 
American students. 
However, Figure 
5 also shows that 
District 65 African 
American eighth-
graders made good 
progress during the 
period 2001-2009 
and that they are 
approaching the 
state average of 50. 
This upward trend 
has occurred even 
though the percent 
of low-income 
African American 
eighth-graders has 
increased from 55% 
in 2001 to 67% in 
2009.

Normative data 
showing trends in 

achievement at School Districts 65 and 202 
will be presented in subsequent issues of 
the RoundTable.

ISAT Proficiency Benchmarks Are 
Grossly Misaligned With Being On 
Track for College and Career Readiness.

A recent study sponsored by the ACT, 
“The Forgotten Middle: Ensuring All Stu-
dents Are on Target for College Readiness 
before High School” (2008) concludes, 
“Eighth-grade students who are not on 
target for college and career readiness face 
severe academic obstacles in high school 
and are substantially more likely to be un-
prepared for college and career when they 
graduate than students who are on target to 
become ready for college and career in the 
eighth grade.”

The study also says that in today’s 
world “college readiness also means career 
readiness.” To obtain a decent paying job 
with opportunities for career advancement 
“require[s] knowledge and skills compa-
rable to those expected of the first-year 
college student.”

Yet, in “Something’s Wrong with 
Illinois Test Results,” Mr. Zavitkovsky 
demonstrates that the benchmark for 
meeting standards on the ISATs is “grossly 
misaligned” with being on-track to college 
readiness. Eighth-graders who performed 
at the 21st Illinois percentile in reading on 

the 2006 ISAT met standards. Yet, on aver-
age, those same students needed to be at or 
above the 60th Illinois percentile (i.e., at 
or above 60% of the students in the state) 
to have a 50-50 likelihood of meeting ACT 
college readiness benchmarks for reading 
in eleventh grade.

Mr. Zavitkovsky’s conclusion is sup-
ported by a similar finding reached by 
researchers with the Consortium on Chi-
cago School Research at the University of 
Chicago in their study, “From High School 
to the Future: The Pathway to 20” (October 
2008). The “Pathway to 20” study focused 
on students in the Chicago Public School 
system. The study found that the bench-
mark to “meet standards” on the ISATs 
was set very low and that eighth-graders 
who just “meet standards” on the ISATs 
have, on average, less than a 5 percent 
chance of meeting ACT college readiness 
benchmarks as high school juniors. 

The study found that an eighth-grader 
in the Chicago Public Schools needed an 
ISAT scale score in the low 260s in reading 
and an ISAT scale score in the low 290s in 
math to be on track for college readiness. 
By contrast a student needed a scale score 
of only 231 in reading and a scale score of 
246 in math to meet standards.

In his report, Mr. Zavitkovsky says, 
“The specific ISAT scores that predict 
ACT college readiness vary from district 
to district, depending on the demographics 
of the student population and the academic 
expectations of high schools students at-
tend.” 

As an example of this variation, he 
notes that students entering Naperville Dis-
trict 203 in 2005 with eighth-grade ISAT 
scores of 250 in reading and 280 in math 
were typically on track, i.e. had a 50-50 or 
better likelihood, to meet college-readiness 
benchmarks in 2008.

 “Despite these differences,” he says, “it 
is still possible to make general predictions 
about ACT college readiness.” Statewide, 
he estimates that in 2009, eighth-graders 
who scored in the sixth Illinois stanine 
or above (the 60th Illinois percentile or 
above) in reading are likely to be on-track 
to meet college readiness standards in 11th 
grade. 

For math, the rough benchmark is the 
mid-Illinois sixth stanine or above (the 
68th Illinois percentile or above). 
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Mr. Zavitkovsky bases his estimates 
on an analysis of the percent of Illinois 
eleventh-graders who met ACT college 
readiness benchmarks from a sampling of 
school districts throughout the state and on 
an analysis of statewide figures.  

What this means is that on the 2009 
ISATs, eighth-graders statewide generally 
needed a scale score of 255 or above in 
reading and a scale score of 283 or above 
in math to be on track for college readi-
ness. These scale scores fall between those 
pegged for students in the Chicago Public 
Schools and Naperville District 203. Mr. 
Zavitkovsky adds that over longer peri-
ods of time, statewide changes in student 
demographics and teaching and learning 
effectiveness can change the prediction 
points of ACT college readiness.

The misalignment between the bench-
marks for meeting standards on the ISATs 
and the benchmarks for being on track for 
college readiness is evident: 

Eighth-graders who were at the 21st 

Illinois percentile in reading met standards 
on the 2006 ISATs. Yet, they needed to be 
at the 60th Illinois percentile to be ontrack 
for college readiness.

Eighth-graders who were at the 22nd 
Illinois percentile in math met standards 
on the ISATs. Yet, they needed to be at the 
68th Illinois percentile to be on track for 
college readiness.

Figure No. 6, below, shows the mis-
alignment. The vertical green line shows 
where the benchmark to meet standards on 
the 2006 ISATs in reading falls – it is just 
below the upper edge of Illinois stanine 
3 (which includes students in the 11th to 
the 22nd Illinois percentile). The solid 
blue line shows where the benchmark falls 
for being on track for college readiness 

in 11th grade; it is at the 60th 
Illinois percentile, the bottom 
edge of Illinois stanine 6 (which 
includes students in the 60th to 
the 76th Illinois percentile). The 
chart shows that high percent-
ages of African American 
students – both low-income and 
not low-income – met standards 
on the ISATs, but failed to meet 
the benchmark to be on track for 
college readiness.

Figure No. 7, right, shows 
the same type of information 
for the 2009 ISATs, but in a 
different format. It shows the 
percentage of District 65 white 
and African American students 
(including non-low-income and 
low-income African American 
students) who scored in each Il-
linois stanine on the 2009 ISAT 
reading test. The stanine bars 
are arranged so that the bottom 
of stanine 6 in each bar lines 
up on the green line. Students 
above the line are on-track, i.e. 
have a 50-50 likelihood or bet-
ter, for meeting college readi-
ness standards in 11th grade.  
Those below the line are not 
on-track.

The chart shows that the estimated 
percentages of District 65 eighth-graders 
who are on track for college readiness in 
reading on the 2009 ISATs are as follows: 
white – 86%; all African American – 32%; 
non-low income African American – 49%; 
low-income African American students 
– 24%. Additional data showing trends 
toward college readiness will be presented 
in a subsequent issue of the RoundTable.

Statewide, roughly 40% of Illinois 
eighth-graders are on track for college 
readiness in reading. 

The ISAT Is Misaligned with the 
PSAE

The ISAT is also poorly aligned with 
the PSAE, which is the State’s assessment 
given to eleventh-graders. Across the state, 
high percentages of eighth graders are 
meeting standards on the ISATs, and three 
years later far fewer are meeting standards 
on the PSAEs in eleventh grade. Charts 
prepared by Mr. Zavitkovsky graphically 
show the misalignment.  

In Figure 3A, page 3, the vertical green 
line shows that the ISAT’s “meet stan-
dards” benchmark in reading on the 2006 
ISATs was at the 21st Illinois percentile 
(i.e., at or better than 21 percent of the 
students in the State.) 

By contrast, Figure 3B, page 3, shows 
that three years later, that cohort of 
students would need to score at the 43rd 
Illinois percentile (i.e., at or better than 43 
percent of students in the state) to meet 
standards in reading as eleventh-graders on 
the PSAEs. 

From Middle School to High School:  Evanston Districts 65 and 202 
 

Urban School Leadership Program, University of Illinois--Chicago Page 8 
 

Illinois Stanines Are Better Predictors of ACT College Readiness than the 
Cut Scores for Meeting Illinois Learning Standards on the ISAT and PSAE  

EVANSTON 

 
 
*In the charts above, “FR” refers to students who are eligible for free or reduced lunch, a common measure of family income level;            
  “NFR” refers to students not eligible for free or reduced lunch  

19 14
21

11

23

10

15

7

22

5

8

4

23

2

4

1

8

23 27 224

19 11 23

2

14

6

18
8

7

94

2

5

9th stanine

8th stanine

7th stanine

6th stanine

1st stanine

2nd stanine

3rd stanine

4th stanine

5th stanine

Illinois Stanine 6

White

All
Low 
Income

African American

Not 
Low 
Income

D 65 8th Graders In 
Each Illinois Stanine On 
2009 ISAT Reading

8

23

27

22

4

19

11

23

2

14
6

18
8 7 9
4 2 5

19 14 21 11

23
10

15
7

22

5
8

4

23

2
4

1

9th (96-99%ile)
8th (89-95%ile)
7th (77-88%ile)
6th (60-76%ile)
5th (40-59%ile)
4th (23-39%ile)
3rd (11-22%ile)
2nd (4-10 %ile)
1st (0-3%ile)

FIGURE 7:

FIGURE 6:



• 6 •

 
NAEP Indicates Illinois Percentiles  

Are Representative of the National Norm;  
The ISAT-SAT10 Presents an Anomaly

Thus to meet standards on the 2006 
ISATs, an eighth-grader needed to be at the 
21st Illinois percentile; to meet standards 
on the 2009 PSAEs as an eleventh grader 
three years later, that student needed to be 
at the 43rd Illinois percentile. Clearly, the 
PSAEs use a much higher benchmark to 
meet standards. 

Mr. Zavitkovsky notes that norm-refer-
enced reporting provides a more reliable 
tool for measuring value added between 
middle school and high school than the 
“meet standards” benchmarks. 

This conclusion is graphically illustrat-
ed in Figures 8 and 9, right, each of which 
compares how reading achievement for a 
single cohort of African American students 
changed from 8th grade in District 65 in 
2006 to 11th grade at ETHS in 2009.

Figure 8 shows: a) the percentage of 
District 65 African American eighth-grad-
ers who scored in each Illinois proficiency 
level (i.e. exceed, meet, below, or academ-
ic warning) on the 2006 ISATs in reading, 
and b) the percentage of ETHS eleventh-
graders who scored in each Illinois profi-
ciency level on the 2009 PSAEs. There is 
a substantial difference between the eighth 
grade and eleventh grade results, due in 
part to the different benchmarks used on 
each to measure proficiency.

Comparative Reading Achievement in Evanston 65 and ETHS 202                     
African American Students and White Students 

 

Source:  Paul Zavitkovsky, Urban School Leadership Program, University of Illinois--Chicago 1 
 

Evanston District 65 and ETHS District 202 
All African American Students Tested 

 

Comparative Reading Achievement in Evanston 65 and ETHS 202                     
African American Students and White Students 

 

Source:  Paul Zavitkovsky, Urban School Leadership Program, University of Illinois--Chicago 1 
 

Evanston District 65 and ETHS District 202 
All African American Students Tested 

 

Figure 9 uses normative measures to 
show: a) the percentage of District 65  
African American eighth-graders who 
scored in each quartile in reading on the 
2006 ISATs, and b) the percentage of 
ETHS African American eleventh-graders 
who scored in each quartile in reading on 
the 2009 ISATs.

Because normative measures are based 
on a common standard (i.e. the pool of all 

Figure 8: African American students Figure 9: African American students

The percentiles and other normative data 
in the above article report how students in 
Districts 65 and 202 scored on the Illinois 
Standard Achievement Test (ISAT) and the 
Prairie State Achievement Exam (PSAE) 
compared to all other Illinois students who 
took the same test. The data do not directly 
reflect “national norms,” or how District 
65 and 202 students scored compared to all 
students in the nation.  

Yet, on the National Assessment of 
Education Progress (NAEP), referred to as 
the Nation’s Report Card, the achievement 

of Illinois students has more or less mir-
rored student achievement patterns nation 
wide. For example, the percent of Illinois 
fourth- and eighth-graders who scored at 
or above the nation’s average (the 50th 
national percentile) in reading and math on 
the 2009 NAEP ranged between 49% and 
53%. Using that measure, Illinois students 
performed just about the same as all other 
students in the nation.

At the Roundtable’s request, Paul 
Zavitkovsky analyzed the percentages of 
Illinois students who scored at the 25th, 

50th and 75th percentiles on 4th and 8th 
grade NAEP exams in 2003, 2005, 2007 
and 2009. What he found was that, “at 
those three  points on the distribution, 
reading and math achievement for the State 
of Illinois and all students tested nation-
wide have been virtually indistinguishable 
since 2003.”  

He concludes, “This coincidence sug-
gests that nor-mative data for the State of 
Illinois is also likely to be fairly represen-
tative of normative data for the nation as  
a whole.”

Illinois students tested) one would expect, 
everything else being equal, that perfor-
mance in eleventh-grade would match per-
formance in eighth grade. In this instance, 
Figure 9 reflects a decline between eighth 
and eleventh grades.

It should be noted that this decline 
for the 2009 cohort between the eighth 
and eleventh grades is one of the high-
est declines in reading for the six cohorts 
analyzed. Data about the other cohorts, 
and caveats about the varying numbers of 
students tested both in Evanston and state-
wide, will be presented in a subsequent 
issue of the RoundTable.  
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By contrast, the “SAT-10” portion of the 
ISAT produces national percentile rankings 
that are typically 15 to 25 points higher 
than NAEP, the Nation’s Report Card. 

Mary Fergus, a spokesperson for the 
Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE), 
told the RoundTable in November 2009 
that 30 questions from the full version 
of the Stanford Achievement Test, tenth 
edition, (SAT-10), are included in both the 
reading and math portions of the ISATs. 
She said these questions are selected from 
the full-length version of the SAT-10 form 
by Pearson (the company that owns the 
SAT-10) and ISBE “as an abbreviated ver-
sion that conforms to SAT-10 rules.” The 
number of questions answered correctly is 
used to obtain a score, she said, which is 
then “equated to those from the full-length 
form.” The score is then used “to look-up 
the percentile rank from the 2002 norms 
table.”

The table below, prepared by Mr. 
Zavitkovsky, shows the percent of fourth 
and eighth graders who scored at or above 
the 50th percentile nationally on the 
2009 NAEP in reading and math, and the 
percent who scored at or above the 50th 
percentile on the abbreviated version of the 
SAT-10 that was included in the 2009 ISAT 
(ISAT-SAT-10):

Mr. Zavitkovsky’s conclusion is  
supported by an additional analysis he 
conducted that compares District 65’s  
SAT-10 results with results from the 
District’s Measures of Academic Progress 
(MAP) test. District 65 uses MAP results 
to inform instruction and to evaluate the 
effectiveness of its classroom teachers.  
The table below, prepared by Mr. Za-
vitkovsky, shows the percent of sixth-, 
seventh- and eighth-graders in District 65 
who scored at or above the 50th percentile 
nationally on the MAP (given in the fall 
of 2008), and the percent who scored at or 
above the 50th percentile nationally on the 
SAT-10 portion of the 2009 ISAT (given in 
the spring of 2009):

As with NAEP comparisons, scores 
generated from the SAT-10 portion of the 
ISAT show much larger percentages of 

students scoring at or above 
the national average than 
the scores produced by the 
MAP.

In 2006, as part of a 
rescaling process, the 
SAT-10 grading scales 
were ostensibly used in an 
effort to set the cut scores to 

“meet-standards” on the ISATs at the 38th 
national percentile for all grades and sub-
jects tested. At least two national studies 
now indicate that this process ultimately 
produced cut scores that were set signifi-
cantly lower than other reputable measures 
of the 38th national percentile. 

The first of these studies, “The Profi-
ciency Illusion” (2007), conducted by the 
Northwest Evaluation Association and the 
Thomas B. Fordham Institute, found, that 
Illinois’ benchmarks for eighth-grade read-

Clearly, the SAT-10 portion of the ISAT 
shows much larger percentages of students 
scoring at or above the national average 
than the NAEP does. Mr. Zavitkovsky 
says, “The NAEP reflects a broad national 
sampling conducted every two years by the 
national Institute of Education Sciences. 
The SAT-10 is based on a sample popula-
tion that’s renewed only once every ten 
years by a single commercial publisher. 
When there’s a conflict, I think there’s 
good reason to privilege the NAEP.”

2009	 NAEP	 	ISAT-SAT10	 Difference

4th Reading 50% 73% 23
4th Math 49% 70% 21
8th Reading 53% 71% 18
8th Math 51% 75% 24

	 MAP	 ISAT-SAT10	 Difference

6th Reading 65% 79% 14 
6th Math 67% 85% 18
7th Reading 70% 83% 13
7th Math 72% 86% 14
8th Reading 67% 91% 24
8th Math 72% 80% 8

ing and math on the 2006 ISATs were set 
at the 22nd and 20th percentiles nationally, 
using the MAP as a yardstick.

The second study, “Mapping State 
Proficiency Standards Onto NAEP Scales: 
2005-2007”(2009), was conducted by 
the National Center for Education Statis-
tics and Institute of Education Sciences 
at the U.S. Department of Education. It 
concluded that Illinois’ benchmarks for 
measuring whether eighth-graders met 
proficiency standards on the 2007 ISATs 
ranked very low compared to other states: 
37th in reading and 44th in math. The 
study concluded that the ISAT benchmarks 
for meeting standards in reading and math 
corresponded to NAEP scale scores of 236 

and 251 respectively, both of 
which were below the 25th 
national percentile.

In early May, the Round-
Table asked ISBE for a copy 
of the “rules” that govern the 
selection of questions for the 
abbreviated form of the ISAT-
SAT 10, documents showing 
how a score on the abbreviated 
form is “equated” to a score 

on the fuller version, and for any studies 
that specifically assessed the validity of 
the national norms that are reported for 
the ISAT-SAT 10. The RoundTable also 
asked if there was a research-based reason 
that would explain why the ISAT-SAT 10 
would produce such different results than 
NAEP and MAP.

After initially telling the RoundTable 
that ISBE’s assessment division was work-
ing on a lengthy response, ISBE declined 
to provide its own response, and instead 
referred the RoundTable to Pearson. As of 
the date of this article, the RoundTable’s 
call to Pearson has not been returned. The 
RoundTable is following up with ISBE.
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School District 65 Achievement:  
What Normative Data Shows About Trends and  

Being on Track For College Readiness
By Larry Gavin

At least two national studies have 
concluded that the benchmarks to “meet 
standards” on the Illinois Standard 
Achievement Test (ISAT) are among the 
lowest in the nation.* (See endnote.) Set-
ting low benchmarks to “meet standards” 
gives a misleading picture of student 
achievement and growth over time. It also 
gives a misleading picture about the level 
of achievement needed to succeed in high 
school, college and today’s workforce. 

In a recent study, “Something’s Wrong 
with Illinois Test Results” (2009), Paul Za-
vitkovsky, of the Urban School Leadership 
Program at the University of Illinois-Chi-
cago, found that the ISAT’s benchmarks to 
meet standards are “grossly misaligned” 
with the proficiencies required at eighth 
grade to be on track to meet the college 
and career readiness benchmarks of the 
ACT in eleventh grade.

To take a closer look at these issues, the 
Evanston RoundTable asked Mr. Zavit-
kovsky to analyze School District 65’s test 
results on the ISATs for the period 2001-09 
and School District 202’s test results on the 
Prairie State Achievement Exam (PSAE) 
for the period 2004-09. He prepared three 
extensive reports.

Rather than analyzing the results using 
proficiency benchmarks (e.g., “below 
standards,” “meet standards,” and “exceed 
standards”), Mr. Zavitkovsky analyzed the 
data using normative measures. In other 
words, he compared how District 65 and 
District 202 students were doing in relation 
to all other students in the State who took 
the ISATs and the PSAEs. 

Normative data enables a student 
group’s performance on the ISATs to be 
assessed and compared over time using a 
common standard – the pool of all Illinois 
students who took the same test. Mr. Zavit-
kovsky says this allows for more reliable 
comparisons of achievement and progress 
over time, regardless of changes in test 
format, test procedures, grading scales or 
proficiency benchmarks. 

This article, the second in a series, 
reports on the achievement of District 65’s 

white and African American students on 
the ISATs during the period 2001 – 2009, 
using two traditional normative measures: 
a) the percent scoring at or above the state 
average; and b) the percentile rank of their 
average scale scores.  

The article also reports the percent 
of white and African-American eighth-
graders in each of nine stanines. Stanines 
are percentile ranges that provide rough 
estimates of statistical significance (half 
standard deviation units). The stanines 
provide a more nuanced view of student 
achievement across the entire distribu-
tion of achievement, and can be used to 
estimate whether students are on track for 
college readiness. 

Finally, the article will take a look at 
how four cohorts of students progressed 
toward being on track for college readiness 
between third and eighth grades.

A Quick Look at the Difference in 
Reporting Methods – Low Cut Scores 
to Meet Standards Vs. Measures With 
Higher Expectations 

Students who take the ISATs are as-
signed a “scale score” in reading, math and 
science. A student’s scale score is deter-
mined by the number of his or her correct 
responses to questions in the test.

 The Illinois State Board of Education 
(ISBE) has set “cut scores” that a student 
needs to achieve to “meet standards” for 
each subject and grade. Cut scores are also 
set for the other ISAT proficiency levels 
of “academic 
warning,” “below 
standards” and 
“exceed stan-
dards.” Many 
studies have 
concluded that 
Illinois has set a 
low cut score to 
“meet standards” 
on the ISATs and 
that numerous 
changes to the 
test, particularly 

those in 2006, have made it substantially 
easier to meet standards on the ISATs.* 

For example, in 2009 eighth-graders 
who scored at the 17th Illinois percentile 
(i.e., scored the same or better than just 17 
percent of all other students who took the 
same test) in reading “met standards.” In 
order to score at or above the state average 
scale score in reading, though, a student 
needed to score at or above the 50th Il-
linois percentile (i.e., at or better than 50% 
of the students in the state). In order to be 
on track for college readiness, a student 
needed to score at or above the 60th Il-
linois percentile (i.e., at or better than 60% 
of the students in the state).

Figure No. 1 illustrates the difference 
in the three reporting methods. It shows a) 
the percent of District 65 African Ameri-
can eighth-graders who “met” standards 
in reading on the 2001-2009 ISATs; b) the 
percent who scored at or above the average 
scale score of all Illinois students taking 
the test (the 50th Illinois percentile); and 
c) the percent who scored at or above the 
60th Illinois percentile. 

Figure No. 1 shows that high percent-
ages of District 65 African American 
eighth-graders “met standards” in reading 
on the ISATs. This is due in part to using 
a low benchmark to meet standards (a 
benchmark that was lowered in 2006).* 
The chart also shows, however, that much 
lower percentages of African American 
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FIGURE 1: % D65 African American 8th Graders (1) meeting 
standards, (2) at/above 50th Illinois Percentile, (3) % at/above 60th 

Percentile, in Reading on 2001-2009 ISATs
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eighth-graders scored at or above the state 
average (the 50th Illinois percentile) and at 
or above the 60th percentile (the bench-
mark for being on track for college readi-
ness) – both of which are higher bench-
marks and rest on higher expectations.

These higher benchmarks are more 
closely aligned with the proficiencies 
needed to succeed in high school, college 
and today’s workforce.

Mr. Zavitkovsky concludes in his report 
“Something’s Wrong with Illinois Test Re-
sults” that “ISAT reporting strategies pres-
ent a confusing picture of student learning, 
school effectiveness and value-added over 
time. At worst, they flat out misrepresent 
what is actually going on.”

He recommends that ISAT results be 
reported using norm-reference measures 
(such as percent above average, percen-
tiles, quartiles and stanines) in addition to 
the current system that relies on setting cut 
scores to report on whether students “meet 
standards” or other proficiency levels.
D65 Third Grade
3rd Grade - % Above the State Average

One way to measure student achieve-
ment and growth over time is to look at the 
percent of students who scored at or above 
the average score of all students in the 
state, i.e., the 50th Illinois percentile. One 
leading researcher in the field, Dean Ho, 
Ph.D., says, “If a single summary statistic 
is to be chosen as a foundation for report-
ing, it should be the average.” **  

Figure 2, below, shows that the percent 
of white third-graders who scored at or 
above the state average in reading in-
creased from 84% in 2001 to 87% in 2009, 
an increase of 3 percentage points. In the 
interim, the percentages ranged from a low 
of 79% to a high of 90%.

African American third-graders have 
shown relatively steady gains in reading, 
moving from 28% scoring at or above the 
state average in 2001, to 42% in 2009, an 
increase of 14 percentage points. 

One of the goals in the District’s 
five-year strategic plan that was adopted 
in March 2009 is to “ensure by the end 
of third grade, students enrolled in the 
District for four continuous years are 
reading at grade level.” This goal formal-
ized a long-term strategy of the District to 
improve reading in the primary grades, in 
recognition that reading skills are essential 
to future learning.

Figure 3, below, shows that the percent 
of white third-graders who scored at or 
above the state average in math increased 
from 88% in 2001 to 90% in 2009. In the 
interim, the percentages ranged from a low 
of 84% to a high of 91%.

African American third-
graders generally showed an 
upward trend in math, moving 
from 29% scoring at or above 
the state average in 2001 to 
42% in 2008, but they then 
showed a decline to 33% in 
2009. 

3rd Grade – Percentile 
Rank

Another way to measure stu-
dent achievement and growth 
over time is to assess changes 
in the percentile of the average 
scale score (the percentile rank) of a group 
over time. For example, a percentile rank 
of 45 means that the average score for the 
group being reported is as high as or higher 
than 45% of all students tested and lower 
than the remaining 55% tested. Because 
percentile ranks account for changes in 
scoring across the entire distribution of 
student achievement, Mr. Zavitkovsky 
believes percentile rank is the best single 
measure available for representing whole-
group achievement

Data showing a group’s percentile rank 
provides information that is not necessarily 
apparent by simply looking at the percent 
of students who scored at or above the 
state average score (i.e., the 50th percen-

tile). For example, if 85% of a group has 
scored at or above the state average it 
still remains unclear whether most of the 
group’s scores have clustered around the 
65th percentile or around a much higher 
percentile. By contrast, percentile ranks 
can provide deeper insight into specific 
levels of student achievement and shifts in 
achievement that occur over time. 

Table No. 1 gives the percentile rank 
of the average scale scores of District 65 
white and African American third-graders 
in reading and math on the 2001-2009 
ISATs.
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50th Percentile) in ISAT Reading, 2001-09

White African American

    
 Table No. 1: D65 Third-Grade 
    Percentile Rank on 2001-2009 ISATS

White ‘01 ‘02 ‘03 ‘04 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09
Reading 83 76 80 84 83 88 88 84 87   
Math 83 81 80 85 83 86 89 83 88   

Af. Am.
Reading 33 33 33 38 35 39 42 38 41   
Math 34 40 37 37 39 41 41 41 37

As a group, white third-graders have 
scored at high levels in both reading and 
math, with a  percentile rank ranging 
from 80 to 89. Between 2001 and 2009, 
the percentile rank of white third-graders 
increased by four points in reading and five 
points in math. 

The percentile rank of African Ameri-
can third-graders increased in reading from 
the 33rd percentile in 2001 to the 41st 
percentile in 2009, an increase of 8 points. 
In math the increase was from the 34th 
percentile in 2001 to the 41st percentile in 
2008, but there was then a decline to the 
37th percentile in 2009. 
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3rd Grade - A Closer Look at the  
      Impact of Income 

On a nationwide basis, there is a clear 
and persistent correlation between family 
income levels and student achievement. 
This correlation also exists at District 65.

Figures 4 and 5, above, show that, as 
a group, African American third-graders 
who are not low-income have done sub-
stantially better in both reading and math 
than African Americans who come from 
low-income households. Moreover, these 
students have made gains at a much faster 
pace than their low-income counterparts. 

In 2009, 63% of African American 
third-graders who were not low-income 
scored at or above the state average in 
reading, compared to 34% of low-income 
African Americans. In math, the percent-
ages were 57%, compared to 25%.

As a group, District 65 African Ameri-
can students who are not low-income 
have performed at or better than the state 
average of all students in the state in both 
reading and math since 2006. In 2009, they 
exceeded the state average by 13 points in 
reading and 7 points in math.

D65 Eighth Grade
Both white and African American 

eighth-graders made gains between 2001 
and 2009. The growth of white students is 
more evident in the increase of their per-
centile ranks. African American students 
showed a big jump in 2009.  

8th Grade – Percent Above State  
      Average

Figure 6, below, shows a nominal 
1-point difference between the percent 
of white eighth-graders who scored at or 
above the state average in 
reading in 2001 (92%) and 
2009 (91%).  In the interim, 
percentages ranged from a 
low of 83% to a high of 89%. 

African-American eighth-
graders have shown relatively 
steady and positive shifts in 
reading achievement, moving 
from 29% scoring at or above 
average in 2001 to 38% in 
2008, and jumping sharply 
upward to 46% in 2009, an 
overall gain of 17 percentage points.

Figure 7, below, shows that the percent 
of white eighth-graders who scored at or 
above the state average in math increased 
from 92% in 2001 to 94% in 2009, with 
percentages in the interim ranging from a 
low of 86% to a high of 94%.   

With the exception of 2008, African 
American eighth-graders generally showed 
an upward trend in math, moving from 
29% at or above the State average in 2001 
to 50% in 2009, for an overall gain of 21 
percentage points.

8th Grade – Percentile Rank
Table No. 2 gives the percentile rank 

of District 65 white and African American 
eighth-graders in reading and math on the 
2001-2009 ISATs.

White eighth-graders performed at high 
levels in both reading and math during the 
period 2001 to 2009, with percentiles ranks 
ranging between 79 and 89 in reading and 
between 81 and 91 in math. The increase 
between 2001 and 2009 was 5 points in 
reading and 4 points in math. 

The percentile rank of African Ameri-
can eighth-graders showed steady growth 
in both reading and math between 2001 
and 2006, then declined in one or two 
years, and then jumped in 2009. Between 
2001 and 2009, the  percentile rank 
increased from 33 to 44 in reading (an 11 
point increase), and from 36 to 52 in math 
(a 16 point increase). 
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Table No. 2: D65 Eighth-Grade 

    Percentile Rank on 2001-2009 ISATs

White ‘01 ‘02 ‘03 ‘04 ‘05 ‘06 ‘07 ‘08 ‘09
Reading 84 79 81 83 81 81 84 82 89   
Math 86 82 81 81 83 88 91 86  90   
Af. Am.
Reading 33 35 34 36 37 39 34 35 44   
Math 36 38 35 38 49 47 47 41 52
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These upward trends have occurred 
even though the percent of low-income  
African American eighth-graders in  
District 65 increased from 55% in 2001  
to 67% in 2009.

In 2009, District 65’s African American 
eighth-graders approached the state aver-
age of all students in the state in reading 
and exceeded the state average in math. 
There is still a large gap in achievement, 
however, when compared to the very high 
level of achievement of white 
students in the District.

8th Grade - A Closer Look  
at the Impact of Income

Figures 8 and 9, above, show 
there are substantial differences in 
the percentage of African Ameri-
can eighth-graders scoring at or 
above the state average when 
economic status is taken into ac-
count, and that the difference has 
fluctuated significantly in the last 
six years.

In 2009, 63% of African Amer-
ican eighth-graders who were not 
low-income scored at or above the 
state average in reading, compared 
to 38% of low-income African 
Americans. In math, the percent-
ages were 67%, compared to 42%. 

Value Added Between Third   
And Eighth Grades 

Percentile ranks provide a reliable and 
convenient way to track “value added” 
between third and eighth grades, says Mr. 
Zavitkovsky. He describes value added as 
“the amount of progress made by an indi-
vidual or group compared to the average 
amount of progress that all students make 
during the same period.”

 Table No. 3 shows the percentile ranks 
in reading and math for four cohorts of 
District 65 white and African American 
students, as third graders, fifth graders and 
eighth graders. 

The cohort referred to as “8th 2006” 
refers to the eighth-grade graduating class 
of 2006. Percentile ranks for that group 
are shown when they were third-graders 
in 2001, fifth-graders in 2003 and eighth 
graders in 2006. The same pattern follows 
for each of the three other cohorts. 

The column headed “Δ3-8” shows the 
change between third and eighth grades. 
The column headed “Δ5-8” shows the 
change between fifth and eighth grades.

With the exception of reading for the 
eighth-grade class of 2006 (“8th 2006”), 
all white cohorts showed improvement 
between third and eighth grades in both 
reading and math. The changes in reading 
ranged from -2 to +8 points. The increases 
in math ranged from 5 to 10 points.

All African American cohorts showed 
increases between third and eighth grades 
in reading and math. The increases in read-
ing ranged from 1 to 6 points. In math, the 
increases ranged from 4 to 14 points.

These increases represent value added 
between third and eighth grades, without 
controlling for changes in enrollment that 
occurred during that period.

Progress in the middle school years, 
from fifth to eighth grades, has been 
less consistent. White eighth-graders in 
the classes of 2006 and 2008 lost a little 
ground in reading. The African American 
students in the classes of 2007 and 2008 
lost a little ground in reading and made 
little progress in math between fifth and 
eighth grades. Gains occurred for both 
groups in other subjects and years.

Figures 10 and 11, next page, provide 
some of the same information 
contained in Table 3 in a format 
that graphically shows the chang-
es in the percentile ranks for the 
four cohorts of students between 
third and eighth grades. 

A Look at College  
     Readiness at District 65

District 65’s five-year strate-
gic plan states as goals: “ensure 
District 65 graduates are prepared 
for high school” and “ensure that 
students graduating from the Dis-
trict have the necessary skills to 
be successful in high school and 
adult life.”

A recent study sponsored by 
the ACT, “The Forgotten Middle: 
Ensuring All Students Are on 

Target for College Readiness before High 
School” (2008) emphasizes the importance 
of being on track for college readiness 
by eighth grade. The study concludes, 
“Eighth-grade students who are not on 
target for college and career readiness face 
severe academic obstacles in high school 
and are substantially more likely to be un-
prepared for college and career when they 
graduate than students who are on target to 
become ready for college and career in the 
eighth grade.”

Addressing the issue that not all stu-
dents go to college, the study concludes 
that in today’s world “college readiness 
also means career readiness.” According to 

37 40
34

45

58
47

37 40

63

23 23 22
29 28 27 31 34 38

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

FIGURE 8:  % D65 African American 8th Graders At/Above State 
Average Score (the 50th Percentile) in ISAT Reading, by Income

Af. Af. - Not low income Af. Am. - Low income

40 39
33

38

60
51

57
46

67

20 21
27 26

37 39 36 34
42

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

FIGURE 9:  % African American D65 8th Graders At/Above State 
Average Score (the 50th Percentile) in ISAT Math, by Income 

Af. Am. Not low income Af. Am. Low income

Table No. 3: D65 Cohorts, 3rd, 5th and 8th Grades – 
Percentile Ranks on ISATs

   D65 White                          D65 African American 
8th  2006 3rd 5th 8th Δ 3-8 ∆5-8 3rd 5th 8th Δ 3-8 Δ 5-8
Reading 83 83 81 -2 -2 33 34 39 +6 +5
Math 83 82 88 +5 +6 34 37 47 +13 +10
8th 2007
Reading 76 80 84 +8 +4 33 36 34 +1 -2
Math 81 84 91 +10 +7 40 46 47 +7 +1
8th 2008
Reading 80 83 82 +2 -1 33 39 35 +2 -4
Math 80 83 86 +6 +3 37 41 41 +4 - 
8th 2009
Reading 84 84 89 +5 +5 38 35 44 +6 +9
Math 85 89 90 +5 +1 38 45 52 +14 +7
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the study, a decent paying job with oppor-
tunities for career advancement “require[s] 
knowledge and skills comparable to those 
expected of the first-year college student.”

ACT has identified college readiness 
benchmarks for reading, math, science 
and English. Studies of freshman-level 
grades conducted by ACT at more than 
900 colleges and universities indicate that 
meeting the college readiness benchmarks 
means that a student has a 50% likelihood 
of doing B-level work or better in college 
freshman courses and a 75% probability of 
doing C-level work or better. 

The number and mix of School Dis-
trict 65 students at each grade level dur-
ing the period 2001-2009 has changed 
from year to year.  This is an important 
factor in evaluating growth and trends. 
Changes in cohort achievement that do 
not control for year-to-year changes in 
enrollment provide useful indicators of 
instructional effectiveness over time at 
the District level.  But Mr. Zavitkovsky 
says that the only truly accurate way to 
track value-added over time is to con-
duct same-student analyses that include 
only those students who were enrolled 
during all years tested.

 With a few exceptions, the num-
ber of white students tested during the 
period at third and eighth grades has 
generally ranged between about 280 
and 310. The percentage of low-income 
white students has been very low.

The total number of African Ameri-
can students, however, has shown a 
relatively steady trend downward, while 
the percent of low-income African 
American students has trended upward. 

At third grade, the number of African 
American students declined from 329 
in 2001 to 212 in 2009, a decrease of 
36%. During that period the percent of 
low-income African American students 
at the third-grade level increased from 
67% to 75%.

At the eighth-grade level, the number 
of African American students declined 
from 306 in 2001 to 245 in 2009, a 
decrease of 20%.  During the same pe-
riod the percent of low-income African 
American students increased from 55% 
to 67%.

In the latest third- to eighth-grade co-
hort, the number of third-graders in 2004 
was 318, the number of eighth graders 
for that cohort in 2009 was 245, a 23% 
decline. The percent of low-income stu-
dents increased from 57% in third grade 
to 68% in 2009.

The achievement trend for African 
American students has been upwards, 
even though the percent of low-income 
students has been increasing.

Enrollment Trends Between 3rd and 8th Grades

In his report, “Something’s Wrong with 
Illinois Test Results,” (2009), Mr. Zavit-
kovsky concludes it is possible to make 
general predictions about ACT college 
readiness from eighth-grade ISAT scores. 
Based on calculations from prior years, 
he estimates that in 2009, eighth-graders 
statewide who scored in the sixth Illinois 
stanine or above (the 60th Illinois percen-
tile) in reading are likely to be on track to 
meet the ACT college readiness standards 
in eleventh grade. 

For math, the rough benchmark is the 
mid-point of the sixth Illinois stanine 
or above (the 68th Illinois percentile or 
above). 

Mr. Zavitkovsky’s conclusion is sup-
ported by a similar finding by researchers 
with the Consortium on Chicago School 
Research at the University of Chicago  
in their study, “From High School to  
the Future, The Pathway to 20”  
(October 2008).

Acknowledgement of  
Paul Zavitkovsky’s  

Contributions
This article is based on extensive 

reports prepared by Paul Zavitkovsky 
of the Urban School Leadership 
Program at the University of Illinois-
Chicago, at the RoundTable’s request. 
Mr. Zavitkovsky prepared the reports 
on a pro bono basis. The RoundTable 
thanks him for the extensive work that 
he performed and for his substantial 
contributions to this article.

Mr. Zavitkovsky’s reports are 
available on the RoundTable’s online 
site at www.evanstonroundtable.com. 
Click on the subsection “RoundTable 
Achievement Series” in the “Schools” 
section.
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FIGURE 16:  % D65 8th Graders At/Above 6th Illinois Stanine (60th Illinois 
Percentile) in ISAT Reading, 2001-2009  

White African American

Figures 12-15, pages 13 and 14, 
show the percentage of District 65 eighth-
graders, white and African American, who 
scored in each Illinois stanine in reading 
and math on the 2001 - 2009 ISATs. The 
stanine bars in these charts are arranged so 
that the bottom of the sixth Illinois stanine 
(which includes students in the 60th to the 
76th Illinois percentile) lines up on top of 
the green line. 

For reading, students who are above the 
green line are on track, i.e., have a 50-50 
likelihood or better for meeting college 
readiness standards in 11th grade. Those 
below are not on track. 

For math, students who are above the 
mid-point of the sixth Illlinois stanine (the 
68th Illinois percentile) are similarly on 
track for meeting college readiness in 11th 
grade. Those below that point are not on 
track.

The stanine charts show that high 
percentages of white students scored in 
the sixth Illinois stanine and above in both 

8th Grade College Readiness – Reading
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reading and math, and that much lower 
percentages of African American students 
scored in that range. The stanine charts 
also present a much more nuanced view  
of the distribution of achievement for  
each group. 

Figures 16 and 17, pages 13 and 14, 
show that in 2009, 86% of District 65 
white eighth-graders were on track for col-
lege readiness in reading; and an estimated 
84% were on track in math. In the same 
year, 32% of the District’s African Ameri-
can students were on track for college 
readiness in reading, and an estimated 29% 
were on track in math.  

Again, household income correlates 
strongly with differences in achievement. 
In 2009, 24% of low-income African 
Americans and 49% of non low-income 
African Americans eighth-graders were on 
track to meet college readiness standards 
in reading on the 2009 ISATs. In math, the 
percentages were 21% and 44%, respec-
tively.

8th Grade College Readiness – Math
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Back Mapping College Readiness 
Benchmarks to Elementary Grades

Mr. Zavitkovsky says there is good 
evidence that ACT benchmarks for col-
lege readiness can be back mapped to the 
elementary grades. He concludes that,  
on average, the same benchmarks for 
eighth grade appear to apply to earlier 
grades as well: the sixth Illinois stanine 
for reading, and the mid-point of the sixth 
Illinois stanine for math.

Cohort Analysis Toward College Readiness – Reading
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Figures 18-21, pages 15 and 16, show 
the percent of white and African American 
students who scored in each Illinois stanine 
in reading and math, first as third-graders, 
then as fifth-graders, and then as eighth-
graders. The stanine bars in these charts 
are arranged so that the bottom of the sixth 
Illinois stanine (which includes the 60th to 
the 76th Illinois percentile) is lined up on 
top of the green line.

The charts show an upward trend be-
tween third and eighth grades. 

Cohort Analysis Toward College Readiness – Math
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Table No. 4, summarizes the 
percent of white and African 
American students who scored 
at or above the sixth Illinois 
stanine in reading and math for 
four cohorts of students.

 The cohort referred to as 
“8th 2006” refers to the eighth-
grade graduating class of 2006, 
and the percentiles shown are 
for third-graders in 2001, fifth-
graders in 2003, and eighth-
graders in 2006. The same 
pattern follows for the three 
other cohorts. 

The column headed “Δ3-
8” shows the change between 
third and eighth grades. The 
column headed “Δ5-8” shows 
the change between fifth and 
eighth grades. (Note: while the 
percents reported are for the sixth Illinois 
stanine, which starts at the 60th Illinois 
percentile, the rough benchmark for col-
lege readiness in math is the mid-point 

of Illinois stanine 6 (or the 68th Illinois 
percentile).

  With the lone exception of the class 
of 2006 in reading, the data show that 

the percentage of white students 
who scored at or above the sixth 
Illinois stanine increased in both 
reading and math from third to 
eighth grades. Gains ranged from 
0 to 13 points in reading; the  
gains ranged from 3 to 11 points 
in math. 

African American students also 
showed gains, with increases of 
5 to 7 points in reading between 
third and eighth grades, and 
increases ranging from 7 to 17 
points in math.

While good gains have been 
made between third and eighth 
grades, high percentages of Afri-
can American students are not on 
track for college readiness when 
they graduate from District 65.

The next article in the Round-
Table series on achievement will cover 
student achievement at Evanston Township 
High School. 

Table No. 4: D65 Cohorts, 3rd, 5th and 8th Grades –  
% at or above the 6th Illinois stanine (60th %ile)

   D65 White                  D65 African American

8th 2006 3rd 5th 8th Δ 3-8 Δ 5-8 3rd 5th 8th  Δ 3-8 Δ5-8
Reading 78 78 78 - - 18 23 25 +7 +2 
Math 81 81 84 +3 +3 22 25 34 +12 +9 
8th 2007
Reading 70 76 83 +13 +7 20 27 25 +5 -2
Math 79 85 90 +11 +5 27 33 34 +7 +1 
8th 2008
Reading 74 82 80 +6 -2 21 28 27 +6 -1
Math 80 82 84 +4 +2 20 28 29 +9 +1
8th 2009
Reading 79 82 86 +7 +4 25 24 32 +7 +8     
Math 81 88 90 +9 +2 22 32 39 +17 +7

Endnotes: 
* “Mapping State Proficiency Standards Onto NAEP Scales: 

2005-2007” (2009), conducted by the National Center for Education 
Statistics and Institute of Education Sciences at the U.S. Department 
of Education,  and “The Proficiency Illusion” (2007), conducted by 
the Northwest Evaluation Association and the Thomas B. Fordham 
Institute. See also “From High School to the Future: The Pathway 
to 20” (2008) conducted by researchers with the Consortium on 
Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago; and “Some-
thing’s Wrong with Illinois Test Results” (2009), prepared by Paul 
Zavitkovsky, Urban School Leadership Program, University of 
Illinois-Chicago.

** “The Problem With ‘Proficiency’: Limitations of Statistics and 
Policy Under No Child Left Behind,” (2008).
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Evanston Township High School Achievement: 
What Normative Data Show About Trends  

Between 8th and 11th Grades 

By Larry Gavin

In the past several years, District 65 
administrators have said that District 65 is 
sending high performing eighth-graders to 
ETHS and that the gains made at District 
65 are eroded at ETHS. District 65 of-
ficials point to the fact that 72% of African 
American eighth-graders met standards in 
reading on the 2006 ISATs, 
and that three years later only 
36% met standards in reading 
as eleventh-graders on the 
PSAEs. 

This is a statewide phe-
nomenon. Across the state, 
high percentages of eighth-
graders are meeting standards 
on the ISATs, and three years 
later far fewer are meeting 
standards on the PSAEs in 
eleventh grade.

In his report “Something’s 
Wrong with Illinois Test 
Results,” Paul Zavitkovsky, 
of the Urban School Leader-
ship Program at the University of Illinois-
Chicago, concludes that this drop is due in 
large part to a gross misalignment between 
the ISATs and the PSAEs. 

To take a closer look at these issues, the 
RoundTable asked Mr. Zavitkovsky to pre-
pare an analysis of School District 65’s test 
results on the ISATs for the period 2001-
06 and School District 202’s test results 
on the PSAEs for the period 2004-09. He 
prepared an extensive report that contains 
test results for six cohorts of students.

Rather than analyzing the results us-
ing proficiency benchmarks (e.g. “below 
standards,” “meet standards,” and “exceed 
standards”), Mr. Zavitkovsky analyzed the 
data using normative measures. In other 
words he compared how District 65 and 
District 202 students were doing in relation 
to all other students in the State who took 
the ISATs and the PSAEs. 

Normative data enables a student 
group’s performance on the ISATs to be 

assessed and compared over time using a 
common standard – the pool of all Illinois 
students who took the same test. Mr. Zavit-
kovsky says this allows for more reliable 
comparisons of achievement and progress 
over time, regardless of changes in test 
format, test procedures, grading scales or 
proficiency benchmarks. 

 This article reports on the achieve-
ment of District 202’s white and African 
American students on the PSAEs during 
the period 2004-09, using two traditional 
normative measures: a) the percent scoring 
at or above the state average; and b) the 
percentile rank of their average scale score.  

This article also compares how six 
cohorts of students performed at District 
65 as eighth-graders on the ISATs and how 
they performed at ETHS as eleventh-grad-
ers on the PSAEs, three years later. Finally, 
the article will take a look at how students 
are progressing from eighth to eleventh 
grades measured by EXPLORE and ACT.   

A Quick Look at What it Means   
To ‘Meet Standards’ on the PSAEs

Students who take the PSAEs are as-
signed a “scale score” in reading, math and 
science. A student’s scale score is deter-
mined by the number of his or her correct 
responses to questions in the test.

 The Illinois State Board of Education 
has set “cut scores” that a student needs to 
achieve to “meet standards” on the PSAEs 
for each subject. Cut scores are also set 
for the other Illinois proficiency levels of 
“academic warning,” “below standards” 
and “exceed standards.” 

In 2009, eleventh-graders who scored 
at the 43rd Illinois percentile 
(i.e., scored the same or better 
than 43 percent of all other 
students who took the same 
test) in reading “met stan-
dards” on the PSAEs. 

Figure No. 1 illustrates 
the difference between: a) 
“meeting standards” on the 
PSAEs, b) scoring at or above 
the average scale score of all 
students taking the same test 
(i.e., the 50th percentile), and 
c) meeting ACT benchmarks 
for college readiness.

The benchmark to “meet 
standards” on the PSAEs is 

lower than the benchmark needed to score 
at or above the 50th percentile and lower 
than ACT’s benchmark for college readi-
ness. 

ETHS – Trends In Achievement 
Percent Above 50th Percentile

One way to measure student achieve-
ment and growth over time is to look at the 
percent of students who scored at or above 
the average score of all students in the 
state, i.e., the 50th Illinois percentile. One 
leading researcher in the field, Andrew Ho, 
Ph.D., says, “If a single summary statistic 
is to be chosen as a foundation for report-
ing, it should be the average.”*  

 Figures 2, 3 and 4, next page, show 
that high percentages of white eleventh-
graders scored at or above the state aver-
age (i.e. the 50th percentile) in reading, 
math and science on the 2004-09 PSAEs. 

In reading, the percent of white students 
who scored at or above the state average 
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increased from 86% to 88% between 2004 
and 2009; in math, the percent increased 
from 87% to 91%; in science, the percent 
declined from 86% to 85%.  

While many African American students 
excel at ETHS, there is a substantial differ-
ence between the average score of African 
American students and white students. 
The percent of African American eleventh-
graders who scored at or above the state 
average in reading increased from 22% to 
30% between 2004 and 2009, an 8 point 
gain; in math, the increase was from 24% 
to 32%, also an 8 point gain; and in sci-
ence, the increase was from 21% to 28%, a 
7 point gain. 

In 2008, there was a substantial jump in 
the percent of African American students 

scoring at or above the state average score 
in all subjects. The percentages dropped 
sharply in 2009.

“For ETHS, there are really no surprises 
in Mr. Zavitkovsky’s data,” said Judith 
Levinson, director of research, evaluation 
and assessment at ETHS. “We continue to 
be focused on improving student perfor-
mance, particularly for black and Hispanic 
students. This has been one of our major 
goals for the high school.

ETHS – Percentile Ranks
Another way to measure student 

achievement and growth over time is to 
assess changes in the percentile of the av-
erage scale score (the percentile rank) of a 
group over time. For example, a percentile 
rank of 45 means that the average score for 

the group being reported is as high as or 
higher than 45% of all students tested and 
lower than the remaining 55% tested.  Be-
cause percentile ranks account for changes 
in scoring across the entire distribution 
of student achievement, Mr. Zavitkovsky 
believes percentile rank is the best single 
measure available for representing whole-
group achievement

Data showing a group’s percentile rank 
provides information that is not necessarily 
apparent by simply looking at the percent 
of students who scored at or above the 
state average score (i.e., the 50th percen-
tile). For example, if 85% of a group has 
scored at or above the state average, it 
still remains unclear whether most of the 
group’s scores have clustered around the 
65th percentile or around a much higher 
percentile. By contrast, percentile ranks 
can provide deeper insight into specific 
levels of student achievement and shifts in 
achievement that occur over time.

Table No. 1, above, gives the percentile 
rank of ETHS white and African American 
eleventh-graders in reading, math and sci-
ence on the 2004-09 PSAEs.

During the period 2004-09, white 
eleventh-graders scored at high levels in 
reading, math and science, with a percen-
tile rank ranging from between 79 and 
83 in reading, 83 and 86 in math, and 78 
and 82 in science. During that period, the 
percentile rank of white eleventh-graders 
increased by 2 points in both reading and 
math and stayed the same in science. 

During the same period, African 
American students showed progress in all 
subjects. The percentile rank of  
African American eleventh-graders in-
creased from the 29th to the 34th percen-
tile in reading, from the 27th to  
the 35th percentile in math, and from the 
26th to the 31st percentile in science. The 
increases were 5 points in reading, 8 points 
in math, and 5 points in science. 
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 Table No. 1: ETHS 11th Grade 
        Percentile Ranks on 2001-2009 PSAEs

White ’04 ’05 ’06 ’07 ’08 ’09
Reading 81 80 79 83 83 83
Math 84 83 85 86 86 86
Science 80 78 80 81 82 80

Af. Am.
Reading 29 31 29 33 41 34
Math 27 31 32 35 45 35
Science 26 27 28 31 38 31
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Meeting ACT College  
Readiness Benchmarks

The ACT is given to eleventh-
graders as part of the PSAE, and 
it is also used by many colleges 
as part of the application process. 
ACT has identified college 
readiness benchmarks for read-
ing, math, science and English. 
Studies of freshman-level grades 
conducted by ACT at more than 
900 colleges and universities 
indicate that meeting the college 
readiness benchmarks means that 
a student has a 50% likelihood of 
doing B-level work or better in 
college freshman courses, and a 
75% probability of doing C-level 
work or better. 

Figures 5, 6 and 7, at right, 
show the percent of ETHS white 
and African American eleventh-
graders who met the ACT’s 
benchmarks for college readiness 
in reading, math and science on 
the 2006-09 PSAEs. The green 
line shows the percent of students 
statewide who met the bench-
marks. The data is taken from 
ISBE’s interactive report card.

During the period 2006-09, 
between 82% and 84% of white 
eleventh-graders met ACT’s 
college readiness benchmarks in 
reading; between 79% and 86% 
met ACT’s benchmarks in math, 
and 55% to 66% met ACT’s 
benchmarks  
in science.

The percent of ETHS African 
American eleventh-graders meet-
ing ACT college readiness bench-
marks during the period 2006-09 increased 
from 21% to 30% in reading; the increase 
was from 17% to 23% in math; and the 
increase was from 6% to 10% in science.

In 2009, the percent of all 
students in the state who met 
ACT college readiness bench-
marks was 45% in reading, 37% 
in math, and 22% in science.

11th Grade – A Closer 
Look At the Impact of  
Income 

On a nationwide basis, there 
is a clear and persistent correla-
tion between family income 
levels and student achievement. 
This correlation also exists at 
ETHS.

Figures 8 and 9, below, 
show that, as a group, African 
American eleventh-graders at 
ETHS who are not low-income 
have done substantially better in 
reading and math than their low-
income peers.  
In reading, the difference has 
ranged from 11 to 24 points; in 
math it has ranged from 17 to 25 
points.

In 2009, 42% of African 
American eleventh-graders who 
were not low-income scored at 
or above the state average in 
reading, compared to 24% of 
low-income African Americans. 
In math, the percentages were 
49%, compared to 24%. 

Between 2004 and 2008, the 
percent of African American 
eleventh graders  
at ETHS who came from low-
income households was between 
53% and 58%.  
In 2009, the percent jumped to 
68%. Mr. Zavitkovsky suggests 

that this shift contributed to the sharp, 
across-the-board drops in African Ameri-
can achievement scores that occurred 
between 2008 and 2009.   
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Misalignment of the ISATs  
And PSAEs

In his report “Something’s Wrong with 
Illinois Test Results” Mr. Zavitkovsky 
concludes that there is a gross misalign-
ment between the ISATs and the PSAEs. 
He found that for a student to “meet 
standards” on the 2006 ISATs, the student 
would have to score at or above the 21st 
percentile (i.e., at or better than 21 percent 
of the students in the State.)  

By contrast, in order for a student to 
“meet standards” on the 2009 PSAEs 
three years later as an eleventh-grader, the 
student would have to score at or above the 
43rd percentile (i.e., at or better than 43 
percent of students in the state). 

Clearly, the ISATs use a much lower 
benchmark to “meet standards” than the 
PSAEs. 

Because normative data, such as 
percentile ranks, are based on a com-
mon standard (i.e. the pool of all Illinois 
students tested), the data provide a more 
reliable tool for measuring value-added 
or value-lost between middle school and 
eleventh grade than the “meet standards” 
benchmarks of the ISATs and the PSAEs, 
says Mr. Zavitkovsky. 

The misalignment is graphically illus-
trated in Figures 10 and 11, below, each of 
which compares how reading achievement 
for a single cohort of African American  
students changed between a) eighth grade 
in District 65 on the 2006 ISATs, and b) 
11th grade at ETHS on the 2009 PSAEs. 

Figure 10 reports the test results using 
the “meet standards” benchmarks of the 
ISATs and the PSAEs. It shows the percent 
of African American students who  
“met standards” in reading a) as eighth 

graders at District 65 on the 2006 ISATs, 
and b) as eleventh-graders at ETHS on 
the 2009 PSAEs. There is a substantial 
difference between the eighth-grade and 
eleventh-grade results: 71.8% of District 
65 students met standards in reading on the 
ISATs in 2006; 36.3% of ETHS students 
met standards on the PSAEs in 2009, a dif-
ference of 35.5 percentage points. 

The difference, though, is due in large 
part to the different benchmarks used 
to determine whether a student “meets 
standards” on the ISATs (the 21st Illinois 
percentile) and the PSAEs (the 43rd Il-
linois percentile).

Figure 11 reports the test results using 
percentile ranks, which represent a whole 
group’s achievement in a single number. 
The chart shows the percentile ranks of 
African American students in reading a) as 
eighth-graders at District 65 on the 2006 
ISATs, and b) as eleventh-graders at ETHS 
on the 2009 PSAEs. At eighth grade the 
percentile rank was 39.0; at eleventh grade 
it was 33.8, a difference of 5.2 points. 

Because percentile ranks are based on 
a common standard (i.e. the pool of all 
Illinois students tested) one would expect, 
everything else being equal, that perfor-
mance in eleventh grade would match per-
formance in eighth grade. In this instance, 
Figure 11 reflects a decline of 5.2 percen-
tile points between eighth and eleventh 
grades. The decline is far less, however, 
than the decline of 35.5 points shown in 
Figure 10.  

The difference between these two mea-
sures illustrates the magnitude of the mis-
alignment between the “meet standards” 
benchmarks of the ISATs and the PSAEs in 
reading for this cohort of students. 

 “Overall, we appreciate the work of 
Mr. Zavitkovsky,” said Dr. Levinson.” As 
a District, we have been concerned with 
the misalignment of the two state tests, the 
ISAT at the elementary level and the PSAE 
at the high school level. Mr. Zavitkovsky’s 
work confirms these two tests are not 
aligned and that the cut scores for ISAT are 
lower than for the PSAE.”

Dr. Levinson added, ‘The results for the 
two districts for African American students 
are much closer to each other (within about 
5 percentile points of each other) when 
using normalized data compared to using 
state proficiency levels where the spread of 
percentages of students meeting proficien-
cy is about 40%.”
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Declines in African American 
Enrollment at ETHS

The ETHS classes of 2008, 2009 
and 2010 show substantial declines in 
African American enrollment between 
freshman and senior year. For example, 
the class of 2008 had 306 African 
American students as freshmen; by the 
end of senior year, the number was 200.

ETHS conducted a study to de-
termine the reasons for withdrawal. 
The study found that 18 transferred to 
private schools, 50 moved to another 
school district, 20 withdrew for other 
reasons (which category includes in-
carceration, expelled, military service, 
student deaths and reason unknown), 
and 18 dropped out, leaving 200 
students at the end of senior year. Of 
those, 178 students graduated in four 
years, for an official graduation rate of 
86% for African American students. 
Another 22 students were active fifth 
or sixth year students or on track to 
graduate, according to the study.
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The Misalignment in  
Measuring African American  
Students’ Achievement

Mr. Zavitkovsky made similar compari-
sons for six cohorts of African American 
students – the ETHS graduating classes of 
2005-2010 – in reading, math and science. 
The comparisons demonstrate the mis-
alignment of the ISATs and PSAEs on a 
year-by-year and subject-by-subject basis.

Table No. 2 compares how six cohorts 
of African American students have done 
between middle school at District 65 and 
eleventh grade at ETHS using two dif-
ferent measures: a) the “meet standards” 
measures of the ISATs and PSAEs, and b) 
percentile ranks.

Reading and Science: The data show 
that substantially higher percentages of Af-
rican American students met standards in 
reading and science on the ISATs than met 
standards in those subjects on the PSAEs. 
Again, this is due in large part to the lower 
benchmark used to determine whether 
students “met standards” on the ISATs than 
is used for the PSAEs. 

By contrast, when the changes between 
eighth and eleventh grades in reading and 
science are measured using “percentile 
ranks,” the difference in the results is 
much less. Because percentile ranks use a 
common measure across grade levels, this 
illustrates the misalignment  
between the “meet standards” benchmarks 
of the ISATs and the PSAEs. 

 Math: The difference between the 
percentages of African American students 
meeting standards in math as eighth-graders 
on the ISATs and as eleventh-graders on the 
PSAEs was relatively small for the ETHS 
classes of 2006 -2009. During that period, 
the benchmarks to meet standards in math 
on the ISATs and PSAEs were fairly closely 
aligned. 

There is a big jump in the difference 
between the percentages meeting standards 
in math, however, for the ETHS Class 
of 2010, which took the ISAT math test 
in 2006. ISBE deliberately lowered the 
benchmark to meet standards in math on 
the 2006 ISAT and rescaled reading cut 
scores, and the percent of students meet-
ing standards in math and reading on the 
ISATs jumped statewide.**

Table No. 2: Cohort Comparison of African American Students  
      between D65 and ETHS

                      % Meet Standards         Percentile Rank      % Low Income
Reading         8th      11th       ∆          8th     11th       ∆          8th   11th     ∆     
Class-05 48.0 29.5 -18.5 33.1 28.8 -4.3 55 55 0  
Class-06 51.2 34.8 -16.4 34.6 30.7 -3.9 44 54 +10
Class-07  46.2 30.2 -16.0 34.2 28.9 -5.3 46 57 +11
Class-08 54.4 33.5 -20.9 35.9 32.9 -3.0 52 53 + 1
Class-09 61.4 43.3 -18.1 37.2 41.0 +3.8 64 58 -6
Class-10 71.8 36.3 -35.5 39.0 33.8 -5.2 63 68 +5

Math             8th      11th        ∆          8th      11th      ∆          8th   11th     ∆
Class-05 29.1 25.2 -3.9 35.6 26.5 -9.1 55 55 0
Class-06 33.6 28.7 -4.9 37.5 30.6 -6.9 44 54 +10
Class-07 33.4 33.5 +0.1 35.3 32.0 -3.3 46 57 +11
Class-08 36.8 35.1 -1.7 37.5 34.6 -2.9 52 53 +1
Class-09 50.0 48.5 -1.5 49.0 44.8 -4.2 64 58 -6
Class-10 75.2 34.9 -40.3 46.8 34.7 -12.1 63 68 +5

Science          7th       11th      ∆          7th       11th      ∆          7th    11th     ∆
Class-06 55.0 23.0 -32.0 35.1 26.7 -8.4 49 54 +5
Class-07 42.5 21.1 -21.4 26.7 27.6 +0.9 54 57 + 3
Class-08 54.6 27.3 -27.3 32.4 30.9 -1.5 50 53 +3
Class-09 56.3 38.5 -17.8 32.5 37.8 +5.3 60 58 -2
Class-10 60.0 28.4 -31.6 33.4 31.2 -2.2 64 68 +4

In Table No. 2, “Class-10” refers  
to the ETHS graduating class of 2010 
that took the PSAEs as eleventh-graders 
in 2009, the ISAT reading and math 
tests as eighth-graders at District 65 
in 2006, and the ISAT science test as 
seventh graders at District 65 in 2005. 
The same pattern follows for the other 
five cohorts.

The data shown in the columns 
under “% Meet Standards” provides the 
percentage of African American sev-
enth-and eighth-graders who met stan-
dards on the ISATs at District 65, and 
the percentage of eleventh-graders who 
met standards on the PSAEs at ETHS. 

The change between the percentages is 
shown in the column headed “∆”.

The data shown in the columns 
under “Percentile Rank” provides 
the Illinois percentile rank of African 
American seventh- and eighth-graders 
on the ISATs at District 65, and their 
Illinois percentile rank as eleventh-
graders on the PSAEs at ETHS. The 
change between the percentile ranks is 
shown in the column headed “∆”. 

The data in the columns “% Low 
Income” show the changes in the per-
cent of low-income African American 
students tested at District 65 and  
at ETHS from year to year.

Key to Table No. 2
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The Misalignment in  
Measuring White Students’ 
Achievement 

Table No. 3, right, compares 
how six cohorts of white students 
have done between middle school 
at District 65 and eleventh grade 
at ETHS. The table is set up in the 
same manner as Table No. 2, except 
there are no columns showing the 
percent of students from low-in-
come households because the num-
ber of low-income white students is 
negligible. 

As a group, white students have 
performed at high levels. Signifi-
cantly, the difference between the 
percent of white students meeting 
standards on the ISATs and the 
percent who met standards on the 
PSAEs is much less than the differ-
ence for African American students. 
This is because about 95% of white 
students performed above the 43rd 
percentile. As a consequence, the 
misalignment between the meet-
standards benchmarks on the ISAT 
and PSAE (i.e., the 21st versus the 
43rd percentiles for the Class of 
2010) had little impact on the over-
all percent of white students who 
met standards in eleventh grade.  

By contrast, a much larger proportion of 
African American students scored between 
the 21st and 43rd percentiles on the eighth 
grade ISAT and were therefore impacted 
more by the different benchmarks used to 
meet standards on the two tests.

Value Added or Value Lost  
Between 8th And 11th Grades

Because normative measures are based 
on a common standard (i.e., the pool of all 
Illinois students tested) one would ex-
pect, everything else being equal, that the 
percentile rank of eleventh-graders would 
match their percentile rank in eighth grade 
if, on the whole, students made average 
progress during ninth, tenth and eleventh 
grades. Increases in percentile rank would 
represent value-added; declines, value-lost. 

Table No. 2, page22, shows that the 
percentile ranks for African American 
students declined in most years in reading, 
math and science. 

Table No. 3, shows that there were 
some positive and some negative changes 
in percentile rank between middle school 
and eleventh grade for the six cohorts of 
white students studied. 

 These changes in percentile rank 
between middle school and eleventh 
grade, however, must be considered with 
a cautionary note. Mr. Zavitkovsky says 
that substantial changes in the make-up of 
the pool of students occur between middle 
school and eleventh grade, both locally and 
statewide, and that these changes affect the 
percentile rank of a student group. 

Factors Impacting Percentile Rank
Locally, for all six cohorts studied, the 

number and mix of students tested changed 
between middle school and eleventh grade, 
particularly for African American stu-
dents. For example, 266 African American 
eighth-graders took the ISAT in 2006, but 
only 215 took the PSAE as eleventh-grad-
ers in 2009. Of that group, the  
percent of students who came from low-
income households increased from 63% in 
eighth grade to 68% in eleventh grade.  

Table No. 2 shows that the percent of 
low-income students changed substantially 
for other cohorts as well, in some years by 
as much as10 percentage points. Because 
low-income students as a group tend to 
perform at lower achievement levels than 
their non low-income peers, these shifts 

are very likely to contribute to 
changes in percentile ranks between 
middle school and eleventh grade, 
Mr. Zavitkovsky says. 

Statewide, the number and mix of 
students taking the test also changes 
between middle school and 11th 
grade. For example, in 2006, 154,874 
eighth-graders, 39% of whom were 
low-income, took the ISAT reading 
test. In 2009, only 133,302 eleventh-
graders, 32% of whom were low-
income, took the PSAE reading test. 
The smaller pool of eleventh-graders 
in 2009, with a smaller percent of 
low-income students, was most like-
ly comprised of higher performing 
students. Thus, an eleventh-grader 
may need to increase achievement in 
relation to all other eleventh-graders 
just to maintain his or her eighth-
grade percentile rank. 

Comparing Evanston  
To the State

In an effort to provide a better 
picture of the changes in achieve-
ment that occurred between middle 
school and eleventh grade, and to 
control for changes in the statewide 
pool of students, Mr. Zavitkovsky 
compared the changes in Evanston 

to the State, by demographic group. He 
did this by comparing changes in stanine 
ranks between eighth and eleventh grades 
in Evanston with the changes statewide. 
Stanines represent ranges of percentile 
scores that are statistically equivalent. The 
analysis gets into some esoteric concepts. 
See sidebar on next page.

Mr. Zavitkovsky says that analyzing 
changes in terms of changes in stanine 
ranks allows for a direct comparison 
between changes in achievement that occur 
at different points of the distribution of 
student achievement (i.e., points between 
the 1st and the 99th percentiles). By con-
trast, changes in percentile ranks represent 
different degrees of actual value-added or 
value-lost depending on where they occur 
in the distribution of student achievement.

Table No. 4, on next page, compares 
the changes in stanine rank between mid-
dle school and eleventh grade for students 
at ETHS with the changes in stanine rank 
statewide. It does so for African American 
and white students. The data in this table 
shows how much the change in stanine 
rank at ETHS was higher than or lower 
than the change statewide for the compa-
rable demographic group. It thus uses the 

Table No. 3:  Cohort Comparison 
   of White Students Between D65 and ETHS
                    % Meet Standards     Percentile Rank
Reading         8th     11th      ∆         8th    11th      ∆
Class-05 95.4 89.6 -5.8 83.8 81.1 -2.7
Class-06 91.2 90.6 -0.6 79.3 79.6 +0.3
Class-07 90.5 88.4 -2.1 81.1 79.2 -1.9
Class-08 94.9 88.4 -6.5 83.4 82.7 -0.7
Class-09 95.1 89.8 -5.3 81.4 82.8 +1.4
Class-10 96.5 91.7 -4.8 81.3 82.6 +1.3

Math             8th      11th     ∆         8th    11th      ∆
Class-05 91.9 89.6 -2.3 85.8 84.0 -1.8
Class-06 86.8 86.9 +0.1 82.4 83.0 +0.6
Class-07 86.7 89.6 +2.9 81.2 84.9 +3.7
Class-08 89.4 89.7 +0.3 81.2 86.2 +5.0
Class-09 90.5 90.1 -0.4 83.0 85.8 +2.8
Class-10 97.9 91.2 -6.7 88.1 85.9 -2.2

Science          7th     11th      ∆         7th    11th     ∆
Class-06 94.2 86.3 -7.9 81.0 77.9 -3.1 
Class-07 91.6 84.2 -7.4 80.3 80.2 -0.1
Class-08 97.0 88.9 -8.1 79.8 80.9 +1.1
Class-09 94.0 88.1 -5.9 80.4 81.5 +1.1
Class-10 95.5 85.0 -10.5 78.2 80.0 +1.8
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change in stanine rank statewide as the 
benchmark.

Table No. 4 shows that African Ameri-
can students’ declines between eighth and 
eleventh grades at ETHS were higher than 
the state’s for the classes of 2005, 2006 
and 2010. 

The decline for the Class of 2010 is 
roughly equivalent to about 2 percentile 
points in reading and science and 5 percen-
tile points in math.

For the most part, African American 
students in the ETHS classes of 2007, 
2008 and 2009 out-performed their peers 
statewide in terms of value added between 
eighth and eleventh grades.

With the exception of one subject each 
for the classes of 2005, 2006 and 2007, 
white students at ETHS out-performed 
their peers statewide in terms of value 
added between eighth and eleventh grades.   

Mr. Zavitkovsky points out that Table 
No. 4 is based on a cohort analysis of 

subgroups of students whose composition 
has changed between middle school and 
eleventh grades. While he says the cohort 
analysis controls for changes in the com-
position of students statewide, it does not 
control for local changes in the composi-

tion of the Evanston cohorts. Controlling 
for local changes in cohort composition 
would require a same student analysis that 
matched individual student’s test results 
between middle school and eleventh grade.

Changes Between 8th and 11th 
Grades Measured by EXPLORE  
And the PSAE/ACT

ETHS compares how students are 
doing between eighth grade and eleventh 
grade by comparing students test results 
on the EXPLORE test given to eighth-
graders and the test results on the ACT test 
given to eleventh-graders as part of the 
PSAE (PSAE/ACT). ETHS does this on a 
“matched student” basis; it includes only 
the results of students who took both the 
EXPLORE and PSAE/ACT test. 

Table No. 5, below, shows the eighth-
grade EXPLORE and the eleventh-grade 
PSAE/ACT scores for three cohorts of Af-
rican American students – the ETHS Class-
es of 2008, 2009 and 2010. The column 
headed “∆ETHS” shows the increase in the 
scores between the tests. (An increase is 
expected if there is normal growth between 
the tests). The numbers in parenthesis are 
the ACT college readiness benchmarks for 
the EXPLORE and the ACT tests. 

The last column “∆Nat’l” shows the 
average increase between the tests for all 
students tested in the nation, based on a 
study conducted by the ACT, “The Forgot-
ten Middle: Ensuring That All Students are 
on Target for College and Career Readi-
ness before High School.” 

The study found that students who were 
below the college readiness benchmarks on 
EXPLORE had lower increases between 
eighth and eleventh grades than students 
who were on target. Conversely, the study 

     ETHS African American              ETHS White         

  Reading 
        
Math 

  
Science Reading 

       
Math 

  
Science 

Class-05 -0.34 -0.32    NA 0.01 -0.12    NA 
Class-06 -0.12 -0.19 -0.25 0.08 0.22 -0.06 
Class-07 0 0.05 0.13 -0.16 0.63 0.08 
Class-08 -0.07 0.2 0.07 0 0.46 0.26 
Class-09 0.25 0.14 0.36 0.1 0.4 0.34 
Class-10 -0.14 -0.26 -0.13 0.01 0.09 0.36 
  Amt. higher than state avg. Amt. lower than state avg. 

 

 
Table No. 4: Changes in Stanine Ranks From Middle School to 11th Grade at 
ETHS, Compared to the Statewide Average of the Comparable Demographic Group 

What a Change in Stanine Rank Represents
The statewide distribution in student achievement 

is divided into nine stanines. The percentile ranges 
for each stanine are listed in the accompanying table. 
Some examples are:

• Illinois stanine 4 includes students who score be-
tween the 23rd and 39th percentiles, a 17 point range. 
A change of a 0.25 stanine rank at this point in the 
distribution of student achievement, would represent a 
change of 4.25 percentile points. (17 percentile points 
x 0.25 = 4.25).

• Illinois stanine 7 includes students who score 
between the 77th and the 88th percentile, a 12 point 
range. A change of a 0.25 stanine rank at this point in 
the distribution of student achievement, would represent a change of 3.0 percentile 
points. (12 percentile points x 0.25 = 3.0).

Stanine Ranks:
Stanine 1: 0 – 3rd %ile
Stanine 2: 4 – 10th %ile
Stanine 3: 11 – 22nd %ile
Stanine 4: 23 – 39th %ile
Stanine 5: 40 – 59th %ile
Stanine 6: 60 – 76th %ile
Stanine 7: 77 – 88th %ile
Stanine 8: 89 – 95th %ile
Stanine 9: 96 – 99th %ile

Table No. 5 – ETHS African American Students  
Scores on EXPLORE and PSAE/ACT

Class 2008 EXPLORE PSAE/ACT ∆ETHS ∆Nat’l 
Reading 13.5 (15) 17.1 (21) 3.6 4
Math 14.3 (17) 18.4 (22) 4.1 4
Science 16.0 (20) 17.8 (24) 1.8 3
Class 2009 
Reading 13.7 (15) 18.6 (21) 4.9 4
Math 15.3 (17) 20.5 (22) 5.2 4
Science 16.3 (20) 19.6 (24) 3.3 3
Class 2010
Reading 13.0 (15) 18.1 (21) 5.1 4
Math 14.8 (17) 19.2 (22)  4.4 4
Science 15.9 (20) 18.1 (24) 2.2 3
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found that “the rate of 
growth in high school is 
accelerated for students 
who were on target 
in eighth grade com-
pared to students who 
were not on target…” 
The national average 
increase thus varies 
depending on the EX-
PLORE score.

Table No. 6 pro-
vides the same infor-
mation, but for three 
cohorts of ETHS white 
students.

 The three cohorts 
of African American 
students showed higher increases than 
the national average in reading and math, 
with one exception – reading for the Class 
of 2008. The Class of 2009 also showed 
higher increases than the national average 
in science. 

The three cohorts of white students 
showed increases higher than the national 
average in all subjects, in all years.

Since ETHS’s analyses are done on a 
matched student basis, the cohort compari-
sons are not subject to distortions created 
by changes in the pool of students. The 
matched student analyses, however, do not 
provide data for all students tested in either 
eighth or eleventh grades. 

For the Class of 2010, the matched 
student analysis includes test data for 152 
African American students who took the 
PSAE/ACT, out of a total of 215 tested, 
or about 70% of the African American 

students tested. The analysis included test 
data for 295 white students who took the 
PSAE out of a total of 339 tested, or about 
87% of the white students tested.

Moving Toward College Readiness
For several years now, administrators at 

District 65 have said that they are sending 
high performing African American students 
to ETHS and that the gains made at District 
65 are eroded at ETHS. The normative data 
shows that the drop-off in the percent of 
students meeting standards on the ISATs at 
District 65 and the percent meeting stan-
dards on the PSAEs at ETHS is due largely 
to a gross misalignment of the tests. 

It does appear, though, that there has 
been some value lost at ETHS for African 
American students in some subjects in 
some years. When the data is controlled for 
changes in the statewide pool of students, 

it appears that there was 
value lost for the Class of 
2008 in reading (about 1 
percentile point) and for 
the Class of 2010, about 
2 percentile points in 
both reading and science 
and 5 points in math. 

The last issue of the 
RoundTable reported 
that about 85% of white 
eighth-graders leave 
District 65 on track for 
college readiness in 
reading and math. While 
the percent of African 
American eighth-graders 
who are on track for col-

lege readiness has increased by 11 and 12 
percentage points in reading and math in 
the last nine years, in 2009 about 32% of 
African Americans were on track for col-
lege readiness in reading and 29% in math 
when they left District 65. 

On the 2009 PSAEs, about 85% of 
white eleventh-graders at ETHS met ACT 
college readiness benchmarks in reading 
and math. For African American eleventh-
graders, the percentages were 30% in read-
ing and 23% in math. 

Dr. Levinson, said, “We are pleased to 
see the progress being made by District 
65 as shown in the normalized data. We 
recognize there is more work to be done 
in both districts to ensure college readi-
ness for our students and look forward to 
collaborating with District 65 to create 
a seamless educational environment for 
Evanston’s children.”

Table No. 6 – ETHS White Students  
Scores on EXPLORE and PSAE/ACT

Class 2008 EXPLORE PSAE/ACT ∆ETHS ∆Nat’l 
Reading 18.8 (15) 26.9 (21) 8.1 6
Math 19.7 (17) 27.1(22) 7.4 5
Science 19.7 (20) 25.3 (24 5.6 4
Class 2009
Reading 18.3 (15) 27.1(21) 8.8 6
Math 19.0 (17) 27.3 (22) 8.3 5
Science 19.9 (20) 25.7 (24) 5.8 4
Class 2010
Reading 18.4 (15) 27.8 (21) 9.4 6
Math 19.1 (17) 27.2 (22) 8.1 5
Science 20.2 (20) 25.6 (24) 5.4 4

Endnotes: 
* “The Problem with ‘Proficiency’: Limitations of Statistics and Policy Under 

No Child Left Behind,” (2008). 
** “Mapping State Proficiency Standards Onto NAEP Scales: 2005-2007” 

(2009), conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics and Institute of 
Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of Education; and “The Proficiency 
Illusion” (2007), conducted by the Northwest Evaluation Association and the 
Thomas B Fordham Institute. See also “From High School to the Future: The 
Pathway to 20” (2008) conducted by researchers with the Consortium on Chica-
go School Research; and “Something’s Wrong with Illinois Test Results” 92009), 
prepared by Paul Zavitkovsky, Urban School Leadership Program, University of 
Illinois-Chicago. 
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FIG. 17:  Science - African American 11th Graders  Percentile 
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Fig. 12: Reading - African American  8th Graders Percentile 
Rank 
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FIG. 13: Math - African American 8th Graders Percentile 
Ranks
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Fig. 15:  Reading - African American 11th Graders Percentile 
Rank  
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FIG. 16:  Math - African American 11th Graders Percentile 
Ranks

ETHS - 11th Gr. Statewide - 11th Gr.

Figures 12-17, below, show that African American students at both District 65 and ETHS  
have increased achievement, while the achievement of their peers statewide  

has been generally flat. 
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FIG. 23:  Science - White 11th Graders Percentile Ranks
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FIG. 20:  Science - White 8th Graders Percentile Ranks
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FIG. 21: Reading - White 11th Graders Percentile Ranks
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FIG. 19: Math - White 8th Graders Percentile Ranks
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FIG. 18:  Reading - White 8th Graders Percentile Ranks
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FIG. 22:  Math - White 11th Graders Percentile Ranks

ETHS - 11th Gr. Statewide - 11th Gr.

Figures 18-23, below, show that white students at both District 65 and ETHS  
are achieving at much higher levels than their peers statewide  

and that they have maintained high levels of achievement over time.
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