SBAC

Choosing the Right Assessment
for High Expectations
With the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC),
Average Is Good—But Is It Good Enough?
What Does It Mean to Be 50th Percentile
on a Test That Most Kids Don’t Pass?
Educators often use the 50th percentile and other normative
targets as goals for their students. Reaching the 50th
percentile of performance on an assessment or achieving
the 50th percentile of growth over the course of a year
is often celebrated.

50th
Percentile

Passing or Proficient
According to the
State Test

Unfortunately, students who reach an “average” (50th percentile) score often find themselves performing below grade
level, according to grade-level standards, and ultimately do not pass their state test. Likewise, relying on goals based on
normative scores generally increases the gap between a student’s performance and grade-level proficiency on criterion
measures such as state summative tests. Averages and similar normative scores such as percentiles are rarely sufficient
when it comes to holding students to sufficiently high expectations. Why is this?
Percentiles only tell us how well students are doing relative to other students in their grade. Percentiles do not
communicate any information about how well students are doing relative to grade-level expectations as defined by their
state standards. Similarly, they compare students’ growth to average growth, but offer little guidance on how much a
student needs to grow to reach grade-level proficiency.

Can Normative Scores Still Provide Meaningful Measurement of Student Success?
Normative scores serve an important role in education, but they are often insufficient for determining if a student is
achieving grade-level proficiency. Criterion-referenced scores can serve this purpose. To further define how these two
types of scores measure success:

1 Normative
Scores are defined as scores from measurements that are interpreted in terms of test norms (Crocker

& Algina, 2008). More commonly, educators have come to know norms as simply “how well one student is doing
compared to others.”
2 Criterion-Referenced
Scores are defined as scores from measurements that are interpreted in terms of criterion

behaviors a student can exhibit (Crocker & Algina, 2008). In a post-Common Core State Standards world, educators
increasingly know these scores simply as “performance levels” or “grade-level standards.” Unlike normative scores,
these are the scores that articulate the high expectations students must achieve to be considered as having attained
grade-level knowledge and skills.
Normative scores serve an important role in educational assessment. For example, they provide a sanity check on how an
individual student is doing in relation to other students. They are also helpful in broad—often national—research studies.
However, because normative scores do not provide any information about the knowledge and skills a student has, or the
degree to which a student is ready for grade-level work, normative scores are insufficient for most educational purposes.

What Does This Mean for Students Who Take the SBAC?
Educators who use the SBAC commonly use formative or interim assessments throughout the year to help prepare
students for proficiency on the SBAC. Many of these formative or interim assessments have score reports that feature
normative percentiles or abstract scale scores that do not communicate if students are truly on track to be competitive,
both within and outside of states that use the SBAC.
One key issue with focusing on norms from formative or interim assessments is that there is little connection between
norms and SBAC proficiency. While normative goals like the 50th percentile seem to signal that students are meeting
expectations, educators will often find that reaching the 50th percentile leaves their students well short of Level 3 on
SBAC Mathematics, whereas the relationship varies significantly with SBAC English Language Arts (ELA).
Second, achieving Level 3 on the SBAC is often not sufficient for a student to be competitive nationally. The i-Ready
Diagnostic Grade-Level Placements are tightly associated with knowledge and skills needed to achieve proficiency on the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), widely considered to be the gold standard for student success, and
proficiency on the SBAC is below grade-level proficiency on i-Ready Diagnostic.
As shown in the graphs below, students who achieve a Smarter Balanced Level 3 are only slightly above the 50th percentile
norm, or average, for the state. In other words, being “average” is likely not good enough to be proficient on the SBAC.
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With the SBAC, normative scores are not sufficient to help determine if students
will be proficient:
• In Mathematics, students who achieve the 50th percentile are not likely
to achieve proficiency on the SBAC, and can be as many as 45 points away,
depending on the grade.
• In ELA, there is little relationship between “being average” and being proficient
on the SBAC, and in many cases a focus only on if a student was “average” would
end up leaving that student far behind grade level.

2

In short, normative
scores cannot be relied
on for determining a
student’s grade-level
proficiency on the
SBAC.
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Do We Have the Right Assessment Tools to Help Students
Reach Grade Level?
Many educators are beginning to ask if their norm-referenced assessment tools
are sufficient for helping students reach higher, criterion-referenced bars for
grade-level proficiency. In a recent study, Kansas City Public Schools used the
assessment audit service provided by the Council of the Great City Schools (CGCS),
which is a service provided by CGCS to member districts, to understand how
helpful their district assessments were in setting goals and marking progress
toward grade-level proficiency. They found that relying on their norm-referenced
assessment tools to set expectations for growth “would leave the district well
short of proficiency on the state assessment, and students would fall further
behind as they proceeded from one grade level to the next.”

According to an analysis by
the CGCS, relying on normreferenced assessment
tools would leave the
district well short of
proficiency on the state test
and would cause students
to fall further behind.

An excerpt from the CGCS report illustrates the gap between normative targets and the higher bar for proficiency on the
Missouri state test (CGCS, 2017):

State Proficiency Targets and Grade-Level Norms in Missouri:
Reading

Mathematics
Normative
Target

Proficiency
Target

Gap

Normative
Target

Proficiency
Target

Gap

3

190.0

194.3

–4.3

188.0

189.7

–1.7

4

202.0

208.6

–6.6

198.0

197.5

+0.5

5

211.0

216.6

–5.6

206.0

204.3

+1.7

6

218.0

221.5

–3.5

211.0

209.5

+1.5

7

223.0

232.9

–9.9

214.0

217.0

–3.0

8

226.0

252.8

–26.8

217.0

219.3

–2.3

Grade

Students reaching normative targets
fall short of proficiency more often
than not, and in mathematics,
fall further and further behind
the criterion-referenced bar for
proficiency as they progress from
grade to grade.

The Need for More Impactful, More Equitable Expectations
At Curriculum Associates, we work with educators who teach more than seven million students annually. A common
question we hear is, “How do you ensure students have learning goals that are good enough to propel them to success?”
For us, a goal that is good enough is one in which a student’s effort and ambition is defined by data and reflects high
expectations for all students. We’ve found that impactful, equitable expectations are further defined by five key
characteristics:

1 Aspirational:
The expectations must honor what’s reasonable while also inspiring a student to stretch beyond their

comfort zone.
2 Balanced:
Learning expectations are rarely measured along a single metric. For example, students must always strive

to achieve proficiency, but also continually achieve greater and greater growth.
3 Defensible:
Expectations must be borne out of strong empirical research and tried-and-true pedagogy from

classroom teachers who know their students. Expectations that can’t be defended are not worth pursuing.
4 Clear:
Impactful expectations must be easily understood. Knowing what the expectations mean and how they help

students achieve is critical. Likewise, balanced expectations must always be top of mind to ensure they are used to
inform day-to-day instructional practice.
5 Actionable:
Expectations are empty without action, so clear student expectations must be associated with what

students can do and the next steps they can pursue to achieve further learning.
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How i-Ready’s Criterion-Referenced and Normative Scores Can Help Achieve Impactful,
Equitable Expectations
There are many levers to drive equity, including policies, curriculum, and professional development. But foundational to
any attempt to ensure equity in a school are actionable data and high expectations. The i-Ready Diagnostic is specifically
built from the ground up to help ensure educators are able to enact impactful, equitable expectations by having the
criterion-referenced and normative data they need to help ensure their students have challenging, yet attainable goals.
Rosters

The i-Ready growth
model is particularly
critical in helping to
clearly illustrate where
a student is and how
much a student must
learn to further achieve
aspirational goals. The
growth model puts
numerous important
data points all in a
simple report, including
students’ grade-level
placements, scale scores,
practical and aspirational
growth targets (called
Typical and Stretch
Growth in i-Ready), and
academic domain score
information.

Reading

1

Assess & Teach

Grade Level: This
Diagnostic Results Diagnostic 1
report view shows Typical Growth
an individual
The average annual growth for a
student at this grade and
student’s scale
placement level.
score relative to
their Grade-Level Stretch Growth
An ambitious but attainable level of
Placement.
annual growth that puts on-grade

Additional
Measures:
National norms
and Lexiles/
Quantiles are also
provided, all on
the same report.
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level students on a path to
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Reports

Growth: TheGrade
report
also shows a student’s
5
practical (“Typical”) and aspirational
Diagnostic
Placement
Definition goals relative to what’s
(“Stretch”)
growth
Diagnostic 1 (09/14/19)
Standard View
required to
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520

achieve/maintain advanced

Diagnostic 1

proficiency levels.

560
Grade 4
09/14/19
This Diagnostic used to establish
Growth Measures.

National
Norm and
Norm
Lexile
andPerformance
Lexile® Performance
National Norm:

38th Percentile

Grade 3

Comprehension: Informational Text

Lexile measure & range:

830L, range 730L-880L

* Foundational Domains

Grade-Level
Placements:
Placements are
displayed by
domain as well as
for their overall
scale score.
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“Find a Book, i-Ready” enables you to build custom reading lists. Based on the student's Lexile®
measure and personal insterests. Search for books now at www.Lexile.com/Fab/i-Ready.
Understanding Lexile Measures
Find a Book, i-Ready

Lexile® is a trademark of MetaMetrics, Inc., and is registered in the United States and abroad. Copyright © 2019 MetaMetrics, Inc. All rights reserved.

In Conclusion

Placement by Domain
Results in Phonics indicate that Danielle has difficulty decoding words accurately. Vocabulary is another cause for concern. This score indicates that Danielle has gaps in
grade-level word knowledge. Targeting Phonics and Vocabulary instruction is the best way to support this student’s growth as a reader. Taken together, this information

Educators have many potential levers for achieving equity in our schools, but at Curriculum Associates, we are betting
on efforts grounded in actionable data and high expectations
for
students.
Data does not
assumeComprehension:
anything about
what a
Phonological
Phonics
High-Frequency
Vocabulary
Comprehension:
Awareness
Words
Literature
Informational Text
student is capable of, and it can be harnessed by talented
educators
to
both
challenge
and
support
students
to
achieve
Tested Out
Grade 3
Tested Out
Grade 4
Grade 4
Grade 3
514
561
547
519
their potential. Similarly, high expectations can be a powerful tool
for helping every student
reach full
potential, and
high
expectations can be set for any student, regardless of the starting point.
places Danielle in Instructional Grouping 1.

Developmental Analysis

This domain addresses Danielle's understanding of informational text. Results indicate that Danielle needs instruction in Grade-Level 3 informational

The combination of actionable data, high expectations, and talented educators offers a compelling formula for eradicating
inequality. In the hands of talented educators, the right data and high expectations can challenge the notions we might
Can Doactually “good enough”?
Next
Stepscan
& Resources
Instruction
have about what students can and can’t do. Is “good”
Data
help for
answer
this, and in most cases
—
Teach
about
author's
point
of
view
and purpose.
the answer is no. “Can my students achieve grade-level proficiency?” Data can help answer this, too,
and in most cases the
answer is yes. Our goal is to use data more broadly, to help determine what students are capable of today, to challenge
assumptions of what they can do, and to set a more aspirational expectation for what they will do in the future.
skills and strategies, such as identifying and evaluating an author's point of view or purpose, as well as analyzing cause-and-effect relationships.
Teach a variety of informational genres, including biographies, autobiographies, and newspaper or magazine articles.

Danielle is developing proficiency with below-grade
level informational texts in skills such as:
• Sequencing events

• Identifying cause-and-effect relationships

• Demonstrating understanding of key ideas
and details

• Comparing and contrasting
• Identifying main idea

Citations

• Retelling the most important ideas

Standards

Support Danielle in applying these skills to Grade-Level 3 text:
• Determine an author's point of view in an informational text by looking for stated opinions.
• Distinguish one's own point of view from that of the author of the text.
• Determine an author's purpose for writing an informational text, including to inform, to
persuade, and to entertain.

Tools for Instruction
Determine Author’s Purpose

Additional Resources
3 Reading
INSTRUCTION

Ready® Reading instruction or digital access to Ready through Teacher Toolbox
Learn More

Council of the Great City Schools. (2017). Review of the Kansas City (MO) Public Schools: Academics and operations
[PDF file]. Retrieved from https://
• Grade 3
Lesson 11: Author's Point of View
www.cgcs.org/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=1044&dataid=3539&FileName=Kansas%20City%20Instructional%20and%20
Operational%20Report%20-2016.pdf.
— Provide additional strategies for determining word meaning.
Support Danielle in using these steps to figure out the meaning of unfamiliar words in
Grade-Level 3 text:

Crocker, L. M., & Algina, J. (2008). Introduction to classical and modern test theory. Mason, OH: Cengage
• Look aroundLearning.
the word for context clues.

• Break the word apart and look for clues in the parts (base word, prefix, suffix).
• Guess the meaning of the word.

out the meaning in
the original sentence
and see if it makes
sense
in context.
Quantile® is a trademark of MetaMetrics, Inc., and is registered in the United States and abroad.• Try
Copyright
©2020
MetaMetrics,
Inc.
All
rights reserved.
• Use the dictionary, if needed, to confirm this meaning.

Tools for Instruction
Teach New Word Meanings
Use Context to Find Word Meaning

Additional Resources
3 Reading
INSTRUCTION
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Ready Reading instruction or digital access to Ready through Teacher Toolbox
Learn More

• Grade0K.
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Lesson 9: Unfamiliar Words
With the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC), Average
Lesson Is
12: Good—But
Words in Context Is It Good Enough? (Curriculum Associates
Research Report No. 2020-3). North Billerica, MA: Author.

— Build understanding of how to connect text and visuals.

Explain that readers get information from words in a text as well as from pictures,
photographs, maps, and other types of illustrations.
• Using a Grade-Level 3 informational text containing plenty of visuals, model thinking about how the
visuals support the text and sometimes give additional information that does not appear in the text.

