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I. General Information about the School Lists 
 
 
1. Data Analysis: 
 

a. High-Performing Schools 
High-performing schools are identified wherever possible at the elementary, middle and 
high school levels.  There are two types of high performance lists for each level;  
 

First Tier:  A subject and gradespan specific list  
(multiple lists per level – elementary, middle or high school)  

 
Second Tier:  A list across all tested subjects/indicators and gradespans  

(one list per level – i.e. Best Middle Schools)  
 
Both types of lists consider the gradespan of schools.  The first tier lists are split into 
subjects as well as gradespans (i.e., high-performing K-4 reading or high-performing K-5 
math, etc.) where each list includes an analysis of all the grades tested within the 
particular span, and only for the schools that have that span.  The second tier list 
considers all schools regardless of span, and includes all the tested grades in each 
individual school. 

 
 

b. Average-Performing (Comparison) Schools 
Average-performing school lists are created in a similar fashion to the second tier lists 
(across all subjects) and are used to determine schools averaging towards the middle of 
statewide performance when compared to similar schools.  As with the second tier high 
performance groups, the average-performing list includes multiple gradespans (K-3, K-4, 
K-5) where each school is analyzed for all of the tested grades included in their span. 
 
This document contains further explanation of the methodology used to create these lists. 

 
 



2. Glossary of Terms Used in Documentation: 
 
Benchmark: 
The measurement within an indicator or tested subject which educators and NCEA have determined to 
meet the goal of student success, i.e. proficiency in mathematics as determined by a particular score on the 
state’s assessment. 
 
Continuous Enrollment: 
Students who have been on the same campus for several years (usually the model looks at three years of 
continuous enrollment.) 
 
Criteria:   
Statistical methodology through which the lists are determined; i.e., Percent Tested Criterion: There must be 
an appropriate percentage of each grade tested on each exam.. 
 
Gradespan: 
The grades on a campus; i.e., K-3, K-4, K-5, K-6, 6-8, 7-8, etc.  Whenever elementary schools are 
analyzed, all of the tested grades on their campus are included in the analysis; i.e., in a state where 3rd – 8th 
grade is tested each year, a high-performing K-5 will be high-performing across 3rd, 4th and 5th grade. 
 
Group (i.e. Subject/Grade/Prior Performance/Year Group): 
Way in which students are distributed in the analysis.  Groups are based on some combination of grade, 
year, subject, exam, indicator, prior performance, etc., and dependent on the level at which the analysis is 
performed.  Elementary school analysis usually breaks into groups by subject, grade and year; i.e., 3rd 
grade mathematics in 2002.  Middle school analysis distinguishes by year, subject, grade and prior 
performance; i.e., 2001 8th grade mathematics students who were previously at or above the benchmark 
in 5th grade mathematics when in elementary school.  High school separates students by year, exam 
subject or indicator, and prior performance; i.e., 9th grade students previously below the benchmark for reading 
in 8th grade.  
 
Indicator: 
Non-test related measurement of campus performance; i.e., graduation rate. 
  
Level: 
Either elementary, middle or high school. 
 
Prior Performance: 
In the middle and high school analyses, students are grouped by whether they reached the state’s 
assessment benchmark the year prior to entering the new level, i.e., 8th grade students previously below 
proficiency in 5th grade reading. 
 
Similar Schools: 
Schools that are comparable with respect to demographics including size, levels of low-income and 
English Language Learners and - for middle and high schools - average prior scores of entering students. 
 
Subject:  
Particular group of tested material, i.e., mathematics, reading, social studies, etc. 



II. NCEA School Criteria  
 
1. Differences Across Levels: 
 

Elementary School 
The NCEA high-performing elementary school criteria, along with the criteria for middle and 
high school, can be found in the chart on the following page. 
 
 
Middle School 
The NCEA high-performing middle school criteria is similar to the elementary school, with one 
exception:   

 
1. When searching for comparable middle schools, NCEA also looks at the 

average prior score of students when entering that school. 
 
High School 
The general criteria used to determine the high-performing high schools are similar to those used 
for middle schools, although for most states there are a variety of tests to use in the calculations.  
Another difference from the other two levels (elementary and middle) is the inclusion of 
additional indicators such as graduation data.  



NCEA High-Performing School Criteria 
 
Criteria ELEMENTARY  MIDDLE SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL 

Years in Span 
of Analysis Three Three Three 

Continuous 
Enrollment 

10 or more students 
continuously enrolled in each 
tested grade and subject at the 
campus for at least three 
years. 

10 or more students in each 
group continuously enrolled 
for as many years as allowed 
by the gradespan. 

10 or more students in each group 
continuously enrolled for as many 
years as allowed by the 
gradespan. 

Participation 
Rates 

There must be an appropriately high percent of students tested in each grade, subject and year.  At 
times where this data is unavailable, the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) status may be used to 
determine if participation rates were acceptable. 

Performance 
at Benchmark 
versus Similar 
Campuses 

Test performance for 
continuously enrolled 
students averaged among the 
top of the school’s low-
income decile over three 
years. 

Test performance for 
continuously enrolled 
students averaged in the top 
third in the school’s low-
income quintile over three 
years. 

Test performance for 
continuously enrolled students 
averaged in the top third in the 
school’s low-income quintile over 
three years. 

Ranking 
Floors 

Individual group performance 
rankings among similar 
schools never fell below 40% 
in any grade or year. 

Individual group performance 
rankings among similar 
schools never fell below 40% 
in any grade or year. 

Individual group performance 
rankings among similar schools 
never fell below 40% in any 
grade or year. 
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Adequate 
Yearly 
Progress 
(AYP) 

The school must meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP.)  If the high-performance study is subject 
specific, then only those high-performing subjects (reading and math) where AYP is measured will 
include this criterion. 
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Across 
Subjects 

The school must satisfy all 
the above first tier criteria for 
every subject tested in 
elementary school. 

If the state tests three or fewer 
subjects in middle school 
then schools must satisfy all 
the first tier criteria for each 
subject.  If a state tests four or 
more subjects then schools 
must satisfy the criteria in at 
least all but one subject. 

If there is one performance based 
test used in high school then 
schools must satisfy all the first 
tier criteria across 2/3 of the 
subjects in that test in addition to 
satisfying all the first tier criteria 
for 2/3 of any other analyzed 
indicators (i.e., graduation, 
promotion, SAT, ACT or other 
single-subject exams such as end 
of course algebra tests.)   



NCEA Average-Performing School Criteria 
 
 
Criteria ELEMENTARY MIDDLE SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL 
Years in Span of 
Analysis Three Three Three 

Continuous 
Enrollment 

10 or more students 
continuously enrolled in 
each tested grade and 
subject at the campus for 
at least three years. 

10 or more students in 
each group continuously 
enrolled for as many 
years as allowed by the 
gradespan. 

10 or more students in 
each group 
continuously enrolled 
for as many years as 
allowed by the 
gradespan. 

Performance at 
Benchmark versus 
Similar Campuses 

Test performance for 
continuously enrolled, 
non-special education 
students ranked between 
40% - 60% of similar 
schools over three years 
in all subjects. 

Test performance for 
continuously enrolled, 
non-special education 
students ranked between 
40% - 60% of similar 
schools over three years 
in all subjects. 

Test performance for 
continuously enrolled, 
non-special education 
students ranked 
between 40% - 60% of 
similar schools over 
three years in all 
subjects. 

Measurement Across 
Subjects 

All subjects tested in 
elementary school are 
included in the analysis 
and must satisfy the same 
criteria. 

All subjects tested in 
middle school are 
included in the analysis 
and must satisfy the 
same criteria. 

All subjects, exams and 
indicators tested in 
high school are 
included in the analysis 
and must satisfy the 
same criteria. 

 
 
 



III. More Detailed Information on the Criteria  
Used to Select Schools 
 
 
Because the statistical elements used in the calculation of high-performing schools can be quite 
complicated, the following section further details the methodology used with each criterion.   
 
 
1. Multiple Years (Why are three years of test data analyzed?) 
 
One of the hallmarks of the NCEA high performance criteria is its analysis of schools over three 
years of test data.  All schools fluctuate from year to year, but the high performance list is meant 
to highlight campuses where excellence is consistent.  A multiyear analysis demonstrates that a 
school is able to maintain high performance, and that any “bumps” along the way do not 
significantly affect the overall average. 
 
2. Participation Rates 
 
NCEA requires that an appropriate percent of students are tested in each grade, subject and year 
in the analysis.  At times this information may not be available, and Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) status will be used to see if participation rates were acceptable. 
 
3. Consistently High Rankings  
 
As with the consistently high performance criterion, checking high rankings among similar 
schools ensures that schools never fell below an acceptable level (during the three years included 
in the analysis.)  This particular criterion uses the percentile ranks explained in the section 
“Regression Analysis and Size-Adjusted Weighted Averages.”  All of these rankings must be at 
least 40 or above, which indicates that the schools were always above the bottom 40% of similar 
schools. 
 
The average-performing school list that is calculated also uses these rankings to find schools 
scoring near to the average when compared to similar schools.  In this case the research is 
looking for ranks that fall between 40-60, indicating performance in the middle of their peer 
schools in each group analyzed. 



4. Continuous Enrollment 
 
Another hallmark of the NCEA criteria is its use of students continuously enrolled for three or more years 
(with the exception of 7-8 middle schools, where only two years of continuous enrollment data is 
available based on the gradespan.)  Students can be classified as continuously enrolled through one of two 
methods;   
 

1. Some states collect fall enrollment data using a student identifier that can be linked to testing 
data.  Through this information it can be determined if the student has been enrolled on the same 
campus for several years prior to the year the test was administered. 

 
2. In states where fall enrollment data is not available, it may be possible to use testing data from 

previous years to determine how long a student has been enrolled on the campus.  The problem 
with relying on this method, however, is that the first two grades which are tested at a school can 
not be used in the analysis, as there is no alternative way to see if those students have been there 
at least three years. 

 
In order to avoid the elimination of schools due to a lack of continuous enrollment information, the 
National Center for Educational Accountability strongly recommends that all states where student-level 
fall enrollment data is currently not collected begin doing so immediately.  To further emphasize this 
point, please refer to the following Tennessee chart as a real example of how additional schools could be 
added to the model, were the state to introduce the collection of fall enrollment data: 
 

Additional School Data Pictures Available when  
Tennessee Adds Fall Enrollment Data 

 School Grade Spans Total Schools 
3rd-5th in Span (5th grade cont. 
enrollment picture available) 824 

6th-8th in Span (8th grade cont. 
enrollment picture available) 490 

Schools with NCEA 
Continuous Enrollment 
Charts Available Now 

Unduplicated Total 1,080 
   

3rd or 4th w/at least 2 prior grades 
(non 3rd-5th schools) 141 

7th-8th 
(non 6th-8th schools) 66 

9th-12th exactly 
 259 

9th-10th or 10th-12th exactly 
 13 

Additional Schools 
Available when TN 

Collects Fall 
Enrollment Data 

Unduplicated Total 479 
   

End before 3rd Grade 40 
Other 
 47 Other Schools 

Unduplicated Total 87 
   

Total Tennessee Schools 1,646 
 
 
 



5. Regression Analysis and Size-Adjusted Weighted Averages  
 
1. The percent reaching benchmark for each analyzed group is regressed on various demographic 
indicators (both school-wide and for the group alone) and the residual is found for each campus (this is 
what is meant by “above average” in the web literature).  The following information is for the 2001 
regression of percent continuously enrolled at benchmark on XYZ state’s 3rd grade math exam. 
 

 

 
 

ABC Elementary.: 1999 2000 2001 
Cont. Enr. % Prof. 52.4% 62.5% 88.2% 
Original Residual 0.109 0.106 0.255 

 
2. The residual is then adjusted by the school continuously enrolled group size (n) and the state mean of 
the same group ( n ) to adjust for the greater variability in residuals for small schools.  This procedure 
uses the following formula:  
 

Adjusted residual = (Original residual) * (√ ( n / n ))
 

ABC Elem.: 1999 2000 2001
N 21 24 17 
n 43.62 43.35 43.22

Adjusted Residual .076 .079 .16 
  
3. The adjusted residuals are then ranked within low income deciles determined by the school’s percent 
low income. These ranks are then converted into percentile ranks. 
 

ABC Elem.: 1999 2000 2001 

Percentile Rank 77 74 86 
 
4. The percentile ranks are then averaged across all grades and years using the sizes of the continuously 
enrolled groups as weights.  For ABC Elementary, the weighted average is 78.3.  Because this is in the 
top ¼ (75-100), this school is eligible for the high-performing schools list, given that it also meets the 
other NCEA criteria. 
 
 


