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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
New York State’s annual English Language Arts and mathematics exams in grades 3-8 
are the measures by which school districts across the state determine whether students 
have mastered the required skills at each grade level. These exams are also the basis of 
local, state, and federal accountability systems, including New York City’s. The 
percentage of New York City’s students meeting or exceeding grade-level standards on 
the exams has increased dramatically since 2002—from 38 percent to 69 percent in 
English and from 41 percent to 82 percent in math. 
 
These percentages have also increased in other parts of the state, though. A central 
question is whether New York City is improving at a faster rate than other school 
districts. That relative progress—which controls for any changes in the difficulty of the 
test from year to year—has never been thoroughly examined, with discussion limited 
mostly to the size of the “proficiency gap” between New York City and the rest of the 
state. This gap has narrowed significantly since 2002—by 9 percentage points in English 
and by 18 percentage points in math—but it is just one of many ways to gauge relative 
progress. 
 
This report takes a closer look at the gains New York City has made in English and math 
compared to the rest of the state since 2002. It examines progress at the county, district, 
and school level, and makes several key findings: 
 

• New York City’s five boroughs made more progress in English and math than 
any other county in the state between 2002 and 2009. 
 

• As a result, New York City now scores higher in English and math than many 
other parts of the state it used to score below, even though New York City’s 
schools serve a much higher percentage of low-income and minority students than 
other school districts in the state. 
 

• The fact that New York City lagged behind the rest of the state in 2002 did not 
make these gains inevitable. Even after controlling for the low starting point, 
New York City’s gains remain the largest in the state. This is equally true in 
parts of the city that had higher scores and lower scores in 2002. At every level, 
New York City has outpaced the rest of the state. 

 
• Almost twice as many New York City schools now rank in the top 25% of 

schools statewide compared to 2002. 
 



The progress New York City’s students have made on the state’s exams is important 
because the exams are reliable indicators of future academic success. As a student’s 
scores on the exams rise, so do his chances of graduating from high school. New York 
City’s progress also challenges the notion that demography is destiny in education. 
Compared to the rest of the state, New York City serves many more low-income and 
minority students, demographic factors that have traditionally been correlated with low 
student achievement. As this report shows, New York City is giving many more students 
access to high-quality schools—schools that can help them make enough academic 
progress to put them on track to graduate from high school with a Regents diploma. 
 
 
NEW YORK STATE’S TESTING PROGRAM 
 
All students in grades 3-8 in New York State take an exam in English and math every 
year. In 2009, about 420,000 students in New York City took the exams. Students earn a 
numeric scale score on each exam. Although range of possible scores spans hundreds of 
points, most students score within a much narrower range. About 60 or 70 points separate 
the lowest and highest scoring districts in any given year, but those 60 or 70 points 
represent a difference of several years’ worth of achievement. 
 
The scale score translates into a performance level from 1 (not meeting standards) to 4 
(exceeding standards). The percentage of students in a school or district who score at 
Level 3 or higher—in other words, who are proficient or better—is the most widely 
reported exam statistic. In the eyes of state and federal accountability systems, academic 
progress means increasing the number of students who achieve proficiency. 
 
Proficiency levels make exam results more intuitive for the public, but they can distort 
the progress that schools and districts make. Consider two hypothetical schools. In one 
year, School A moves many of its students from Level 1 to Level 2 and from Level 3 to 
Level 4. School B doesn’t move any of its students from Level 3 to Level 4 and sees 
many of its students fall from Level 2 back to Level 1. School A is clearly helping its 
students achieve better results, while students at School B are actually losing ground. The 
percentage of students who are proficient, however, suggests little change at either 
school. 
 
Focusing on average scale scores instead of proficiency levels solves this problem, 
because the average scores take into account the progress of all students at every level, 
regardless of whether they have crossed the “proficiency” line. This report will focus on 
average scores for precisely this reason. 
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The state has made three major changes to its testing program since 2002: 
 

• More students tested: Before 2006, the state tested students only in grades 4 and 
8. Throughout this report, statistics for a given year reflect the results of all the 
students who took the test that year unless otherwise noted—students in grades 3-
8 from 2006 to 2009, and students in grades 4 and 8 before 2006. 
 

• More English Language Learners tested in English: Starting in 2007, the state 
required many more students who are learning English to take the English test. 
Previously, English Language Learners did not have to take this test until they had 
been enrolled in school for three years. Under the new policy, those students had 
to take the test after just one year of enrollment. This change caused a decline in 
English scores in many school districts, because the newly-tested students, by 
definition, were behind grade level in English but had not attended school long 
enough to catch up. No school system felt the impact of this change more than 
New York City. The number of English Language Learners who took the English 
test in New York City more than doubled in 2007, increasing from 24,349 to 
55,335 (6 percent and 13 percent, respectively, of all students in the city who took 
the test). 

 
• Exams rescaled: When it began testing students in grades 3-8 in 2006, the state 

also rescaled its exams. As part of this rescaling, the maximum possible score in 
grade 8 was revised downward. This change led to declines in average scores 
across the state between 2005 and 2006—generally between 25 and 30 points in 
each county or district. These declines outweighed gains before and after the 
rescaling in many parts of the state. 
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THE FIVE BOROUGHS COMPARED TO OTHER COUNTIES 
   
One way to illustrate the progress New York City has made relative to the rest of the state 
is to rank the state’s 62 counties based on their students’ average scores on the English 
and math exams each year. Counties that raise their scores more than the rest of the state 
should see their rankings rise over time. 
 
Figure 1 ranks each county based on its average English and math scores in all tested 
grades between 2002 and 2009. In 2002, the Bronx, Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens 
had the lowest average scores in the state. Staten Island had the sixth-lowest scores. 
Between 2002 and 2009, New York City’s counties improved their ranks substantially. 
Queens passed 44 other counties and moved up to number 15 in the state. Staten Island 
passed 33 other counties; Manhattan passed 11; and Brooklyn passed 3. The Bronx 
remained the lowest-ranked county in the state. 
 
These rankings show that New York City has made impressive gains compared to the rest 
of the state since 2002.  Even so, the rankings can be misleading, because they don’t take 
into account the number of points that separate counties from each other. For example, 
the rankings suggest that Queens and Staten Island made much larger improvements than 
other areas of New York City between 2002 and 2009. 
 
A closer look at the scores shows that other counties in New York City made just as 
much progress as Queens and Staten Island, and in some cases even more. For example, 
although Queens’ ranking shot up 44 positions between 2002 and 2009 while the Bronx’s 
ranking remained the same, the Bronx actually improved its average score more than 
Queens or any other county in the state. The five most-improved counties in the state 
between 2002 and 2009 were, in order, the Bronx, Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, and 
Staten Island (Figure 2). All five boroughs made large enough gains to achieve a net 
increase in average score between 2002 and 2009 despite the rescaling of the test in 2006. 
Every other county in the state saw its average score decline over that period. 
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Figure 2: Change in Combined Average ELA and Math Scores of Counties in New York State, 
2002-2009 
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The Bronx’s low ranking reflects the fact that the old school governance system left it so 
far behind that even the largest score gains in the state were not enough for it to catch up 
to other areas. The case of the Bronx demonstrates that rankings by average score are a 
useful but incomplete measure of success, because they allow past failures to obscure 
current growth and are often more reflective of the challenges students bring with them to 
schools than of how much schools are helping students learn. Indeed, the lowest-ranked 
counties tend to have the highest concentrations of poor and minority students, who have 
lagged behind other students on the state exams since they began. 
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Still, the fact that the Bronx and New York City’s other counties had fallen so far behind 
the rest of the state by 2002 did not make their gains since then inevitable. A 
straightforward regression analysis makes this point clear. This analysis compares a 
county’s expected score gain between 2002 and 2009—based on its average score in 
2002—with its actual score gain. Counties that had a higher average score in 2002 would 
be expected to make a smaller gain than counties that had a lower average score. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Expected vs. Actual Change in Average Combined ELA and Math Scores of Counties 
in New York State, 2002-2009 
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Figure 3 shows the results of this analysis. Most counties in the state outside of New 
York City, whether they were low or high performing in 2002, achieved an actual gain 
that was within a point or two of their expected gain. The story for New York City is 
much different. All five of New York City’s counties surpassed their expected gains by 
more than five points. Manhattan and Queens beat their expected gains by more than ten 
points. On average, the five boroughs surpassed their expected gains by almost nine 
points. No other county came close to beating its expected gain by as much as all five of 
New York City’s counties beat theirs. In other words, even controlling for its lower 
starting position, New York City has made much more progress than the rest of the state 
has since 2002. 
 
 
THE 32 SCHOOL DISTRICTS COMPARED TO OTHER LARGE DISTRICTS 
 
The county-level analysis, while compelling, is somewhat limited by the fact that every 
county in New York City started from such a low level in 2002. Focusing on individual 
school districts instead of counties eliminates this problem, since there is greater variety 
in average scores at the district level. 
 
New York City’s progress at the district level is as compelling as its progress at the 
county level. Across all grades in English and math, 27 of the 30 most improved districts 
between 2002 and 2009, including the top 17, were in New York City (Figure 4). 
 
Figure 5 plots New York City’s 32 school districts and the next-largest 32 school districts 
in the state based on their average combined English and math scores in 2002. The red 
dots represent New York City’s school districts, and the black dots represent other school 
districts. While many of New York City’s districts had low average scores in 2002, 
several had scores that put them in the middle or on the upper end of the group. 
 
The arrows in Figure 5 illustrate each district’s change in average score between 2002 
and 2009. At every end of the spectrum, with almost no exceptions, districts in New York 
City outperformed districts that started from a similar place in 2002. This is especially 
true among districts that started with a lower score, but it’s also true among districts that 
started with some of the highest average scores.
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Figure 4: Change in Combined Average ELA and Math Scores for 64 Largest Districts in New 
York State, 2002-2009 
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Figure 5: Change in Combined Average ELA and Math Scores for 64 Largest Districts in New 
York State, 2002-2009 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A regression analysis comparing the expected gain for each district to its actual gain 
confirms this point (Figure 6). Districts in New York City whose 2002 scores put them in 
the lowest third of the 64 largest districts exceeded their expected gains by an average of 
eight points. Other districts in the lowest third underperformed their expected gains by an 
average of more than two points. New York City districts in the middle third beat their 
expected gains by an average of more than seven points, while other districts in the 
middle third fell short of their expected gains by an average of one tenth of a point. New 
York City districts in the highest-performing third outperformed their expected gains by 
an average of two points, compared to half a point for other districts in the highest third. 
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Figure 6: Expected vs. Actual Change in Average Combined ELA and Math Scores of 64 
Largest Districts in New York State, 2002-2009 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Even at the district level, it’s clear that New York City has substantially outperformed the 
rest of the state in reading and math since 2002, and that this progress didn’t happen 
simply because New York City started so far behind. 
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NEW YORK CITY’S SCHOOLS COMPARED TO OTHER SCHOOLS 
 
The academic progress that is so apparent at the country and district level in New York 
City has also had a major impact at the school level. Simply put, many more New York 
City schools now rank among the top schools in the state. 
 
In 2002, 62 percent of New York City’s schools ranked in the bottom 25 percent of all 
schools statewide based on their average combined English and math scores (Figure 7). 
Only 9 percent ranked in the top 25 percent, while 11 percent ranked in the second 
quartile (between the 25th and 50th percentiles). Between 2002 and 2009, this distribution 
changed dramatically. The percentage of New York City schools in the top two quartiles 
rose 12 percentage points. The percentage of schools in the top quartile almost doubled, 
from 9 percent to 17 percent. Meanwhile, the percentage of schools in the bottom quartile 
fell 16 points, from 62 percent to 46 percent. 
 
 
 Figure 7: Quartile Distribution of New York City Schools Compared to All Schools in New York 

State Based on Average Combined ELA and Math Scores, 2002-2009  
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FOURTH-GRADE MATH: A FAIRER MEASURE? 
 
So far, this report has aggregated New York City’s gains in both English and math and 
across every tested grade. While these results are impressive, they may actually 
underestimate the true pace of New York City’s progress. The change in the state’s 
English Language Learner testing policy slowed gains in English after 2006; overall 
scores are lower than they would have been under the old testing rules. Furthermore, the 
average results of all the tested grades put a lot of weight on students who were already 
far into their academic careers when Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein instituted 
their reforms. A major focus of the reforms has been ensuring that students master basic 
skills in the early grades so that they are prepared to succeed in the later grades. 
 
One way to control for these two problems is to examine results only in fourth-grade 
math. The math exams were not affected by the change in the English Language Learner 
testing policy, and results from fourth grade include more students who began school 
under mayoral control. In many respects, the fourth-grade math results show what New 
York City is capable of achieving in all grades in the coming years. 
 
Figure 8 shows the county-by-county rankings based on average fourth-grade math 
scores. The picture in 2002 is nearly identical to the one based on the results from both 
subjects in all the tested grades. The five boroughs occupied five of the seven lowest 
ranks, including the bottom four. But the gains between 2002 and 2009 are much more 
dramatic in fourth-grade math. By 2009, four boroughs (Queens, Staten Island, 
Manhattan, and Brooklyn) ranked in the top fifteen. Queens passed 55 other counties and 
shot up to number 4, behind only Nassau, Putnam, and Westchester counties. Staten 
Island passed 50 other counties and moved up to number 6 in the state. Manhattan passed 
49 counties and improved to number 10. Brooklyn passed 45 counties and improved to 
number 15. The Bronx, which in 2002 was the lowest-ranked county and 11 points 
behind the second-lowest, passed 6 counties and is now just 11 points away from the top 
15. Furthermore, as Figure 9 shows, every New York City school district—regardless of 
how high or low it started in 2002—made greater gains than other large districts in the 
state that started from a similar level. 
 
Fourth-grade math results at the school level tell a similar story (Figure 10). In 2002, 8 
percent of New York City’s schools ranked in the top 25 percent statewide, while 60 
percent ranked in the bottom 25 percent—a distribution that’s comparable to the one for 
both subjects in all grades in 2002. By 2009, more than three times as many schools 
ranked in the top quartile in fourth-grade math—27 percent. Another 17 percent ranked in 
the second quartile. And the percentage of New York City schools in the bottom 25 
percent was cut in half, down to 31 percent. 
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Figure 9: Change in Grade 4 Math Scores for 64 Largest Districts in New York State, 2002-2009 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Quartile Distribution of New York City Schools Compared to All Schools in New York 
State Based on Average Grade 4 Math Scores, 2002-2009 
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These are remarkable results. Even though New York City serves far more low-income 
and minority students than any other school system in the state, students in New York 
City are more likely to attend a school in the top quartile in fourth-grade math than are 
students in the rest of the state. Almost half of New York City’s schools rank in the top 
two quartiles in fourth-grade math—significantly more than rank in the bottom quartile. 
 
 
THE LINK BETWEEN EXAM SCORES AND FUTURE ACADEMIC SUCCESS 
 
The progress New York City’s students have made on these exams is important because 
the exams are highly predictive of future academic success. For example, fewer than one 
in ten eighth grade students who earn exam scores that fall in the Level 1 range graduate 
on time with a Regents diploma (Figure 11). More surprisingly, only 55 percent of the 
eighth grade students who earn the minimum score required for Level 3 (“meeting 
standards”) graduate on time. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11: Four-Year Graduation Rate Based on Average Combined Grade 8 ELA and Math 
Scores (For Students Who Were in Grade 8 in 2004) 
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The likelihood of graduation increases dramatically as students earn scores that fall 
higher in the Level 3 range or in the Level 4 range. More than three quarters of the eighth 
grade students who score halfway between a Level 3 and a Level 4 graduate on time—a 
22 percentage point difference compared to students who score at the lowest end of the 
Level 3. Eighth grade students who score at the lowest end of the Level 4 range have an 
87 percent chance of graduating on time. 
 
Based on these trends, if New York City can sustain the level of progress it has made on 
the state exams since 2002, thousands more of its students will finish middle school in the 
coming years on track to graduate from high school and become successful adults. 
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