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Stabilizing School Performance Indicators in
New Jersey to Reduce the Effect of Random Error

Indicators used to hold schools accountable for student performance, like all measurement data, are subject to random errors
in measurement. In school accountability, random errors could lead states to misidentify the schools and student groups most
in need of comprehensive or targeted support under the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act. Random error has an outsized

impact on performance indicators for small groups of students, which
has led many states to ignore the performance of groups smaller than
20 or 30 students in accountability designations. Excluding smaller
student groups promotes the reliability of the indicators at the cost of
equity. This study used data for New Jersey public schools to explore
how Bayesian stabilization might reduce the effect of random error for
performance indicators in groups as small as 10 students, potentially
increasing the accuracy of designations of schools in need of improve-
ment and potentially promoting equity by making smaller student
groups visible. Bayesian stabilization is a statistical modeling approach
that adjusts a group’s score on a performance indicator based on past
scores from the same group of students and scores on the same indica-
tor from other groups of students within the same subgroup.

Key findings

¢ For indicators of academic proficiency and growth, stabili-
zation reined in extreme scores, especially for small student
groups, increasing the reliability of the indicators for groups
as small as 10 students. To lessen the outsized effect of error on
small student groups, stabilization has a larger effect on their per-
formance indicators, especially when they are unexpectedly high
or low (see figure). Stabilization works best for test-based indicators
like proficiency and growth, for which scores are symmetrically dis-
tributed, with few scores at the distribution boundaries. For these
indicators, stabilization improved score reliability for groups of 10
to 19 students sufficiently that New Jersey could consider including
them in accountability designations. Appropriately stabilizing non-
test-based indicators such as graduation or attendance rates may
require a different approach.

¢ Stabilization would produce more reliable Comprehensive
Support and Improvement (CSI) and Additional Targeted
Support and Improvement (ATSI) designations. In New Jersey,
23 percent of schools designated for CSI using unstabilized mea-
sures would avoid the designation if measures were stabilized, and
a similar number of schools not designated using unstabilized mea-
sures would be designated. For ATSI-which is based on subgroup
performance rather than schoolwide performance—the change to
the list of designated schools is larger: 31 percent of schools des-
ignated using unstabilized data would not be designated when
measures are stabilized, and they would be partly replaced by a
(smaller) group of newly designated schools.
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Note: Data were collected between 2016/17 and 2018/19.
Source: Analysis of unstabilized score data aggregated
and cleaned by the New Jersey Department of Education.

See the full report with technical details on the Institute of Education Sciences website.
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