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THE PROBLEM. The ISAT Proficient Score 
is not meaningful data. No test publisher 
reporting achievement level percentages 
has ever shown that they are reasonable, 
valid or informative to the public, even 
NAEP with all its resources has failed in its 
efforts to so demonstrate. Moreover, SBAC 
attempted to make the new version of the 
ISAT as much like NAEP as possible.     
  
ISAT (and NAEP) use the powerful Item Response Theory (IRT) model to develop tests 
with scale scores for reporting student results. IRT does not generate achievement level 
percentages; rather a small, select group must make a political decision about what student 
scale score is “good enough.” This political decision generally creates a situation where the 
rigor of a state’s performance standard used for accountability is essentially unrelated to 
overall student achievement in the state. The relationship between the rigor of a state's 
proficiency standard and student achievement in the state.  
Available online: http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED558198.pdf 
 
The range of scale scores for an ISAT grade-subject test may span 400 to 500 points.  When 
a range of scores is forced into four categories, meaning of the original test results as scale 
scores is distorted.  Small differences are treated as big differences, and big differences are 
treated the same. Consider the ISAT grade 10 mathematics achievement levels. 
 

| Below Basic 2528|2529 Basic 2613|2614 Proficient 2696|2697 Advanced | 
 

Small into Big. The actual performance of student scoring 2613 is not in any real way 
different from that of a student scoring 2614, but for a point one student is deemed 
Proficient (A) and one student is deemed Basic (B+). In Idaho, the 2614 student has 
passed the “ISAT Proficient” high school graduation requirement, but the 2613 student has 
not and, must jump through some additional hoops to qualify for a diploma. 
 
Big into Small. A student with a 2529 (C-) is one point above the Below Basic cut-score and 
a student with a 2613 (B+) is one point below the Proficient cut-score, but both are 
labeled Basic and are considered as not having met grade-level expectations. [Note: NAEP 
Basic and the previous ISAT Proficient both estimated grade-level expectations (C- to B+).]   
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