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State also reports how many students excel on exams or fail badly 
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Passing is passing. An F is an F. 

But on Ohio's standardized tests, students can pass one exam with 31percent right but need 63 
percent to pass another. 

 

"Each test is designed to measure content standards in that grade," said Stephan Ahadi, the lead 
psychometrician for Ohio tests for the American Institutes for Research, based in Washington, 
D.C. 

AIR has contracts to design, score and analyze the state's exams. What's required to pass is 
unique to that subject and grade, he said, and if "the items are harder, you need to get fewer right 
to achieve the same level of performance on another test." 

Parents often look at the passing rates on exams as a measure of school quality. But that simple 
pass/fail measure of how many students are declared proficient doesn't answer very well whether 
a school is successful. 

A deeper look will show whether students who pass are just getting by or are excelling. 
Alternatively, it will show whether students who fail are missing the mark by a little or a lot. 



More-nuanced information could be important to parents, said Stan Heffner, who oversees 
curriculum and testing at the Ohio Department of Education. The department has made the 
detailed information available on its website, but it hasn't published it in a parent-friendly way. 

"Is there a simple and easy way to make a few of these things more open and more obvious?" 
Heffner said. "I would be in favor of looking at doing something like that." 

Digging for detail 

Several examples show how to see beyond a school's passing rate on the state tests given in 
grades three through eight and 10. 

About 65 percent of the third-graders passed the state reading test last year at both Maybury 
Elementary and Ecole Kenwood Alternative, two Columbus schools. But the proficient students 
at Ecole Kenwood were much more likely to score in the highest performance range, which the 
state calls "advanced," than those at Maybury were. Thirty-five percent of Ecole Kenwood's 
students had advanced scores. At Maybury, 14 percent did. 

Among schools that have low passing rates, such comparisons can show how close students are 
to making the grade. 

Two other Columbus schools, Beatty Park and Lincoln Park elementaries, had passing rates of 
31 percent and 32 percent on the third-grade reading test, respectively. A look at where scores 
fell shows that Lincoln Park students had a much-harder time. 

More than half of Lincoln Park students were clustered in the lowest scoring range, which the 
state calls "limited," while about the same percentage of Beatty Park students were in the next 
range up, "basic." 

Each of the state's tests has five performance levels: limited, basic, proficient, accelerated and 
advanced. 

Parents interested in this level of detail on state tests can obtain it by downloading data through 
the "Power User Reports" through an Ohio Department of Education website, 
http://ilrc.ode.state.oh.us. As the name suggests, this section is designed for people accustomed 
to dealing with spreadsheets. 

But the annual state report cards issued by the department do show a composite score (all grades 
and all tests combined) for any school. The report cards can be found at the same web address. 

Assigning 'cut scores' 

Examining schools' passing rates on state exams often leads to debate about whether Ohio asks 
enough of teachers and students. Is the bar too low when, as in the case of the sixth-grade 
reading test, students must earn only 15 of 49 points (31 percent) to pass? 



The minimum number of points to pass is called a "cut score." 

Third-graders must earn at least 31 of 49 points to pass their reading exam and 33 of 52 points to 
pass math (in both cases, about 63percent). The third-grade tests are easier, which is why 
students are expected to correctly answer more questions than on other tests. No other Ohio 
exam requires students to earn that many points to pass. 

On the flip side, no other Ohio exam requires students to earn so few points as the sixth-grade 
reading exam. 

"The only realistic explanation is that the test is a real humdinger, and they're compensating for 
the fact that it's difficult," said Jerry D'Agostino, a measurement statistics professor at Ohio State 
University who has studied cut scores. 

Cut scores were put in place between 2004 and 2007 and haven't been changed since. 

"If you keep changing the cut scores, you're basically moving the target for schools," D'Agostino 
said. 

Some studies of Ohio's cut scores have found the difficulty to be low compared with some other 
states, and some researchers have argued that the state should raise its minimum standards. The 
debate is most vigorous about the Ohio Graduation Test. 

But the state won't change the cut scores, Heffner said. 

Most exams are slated to be phased out in the near future and replaced with different, more-
rigorous exams. The cut scores for those will be more understandable to Ohioans without a 
degree in psychometrics because they'll be selected using a newer method. 

"We believe that process will lead to more-rigorous cut scores than currently exist because we've 
raised the bar on expectations," Heffner said. 

http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2011/03/20/schools-pass-rates-on-state-tests-arent-full-story.html 
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