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ErB aNalysis as a 
tool For tEacHErs
by Rod Gilbert and Doreen Howell, Regents School of Austin

Note: This article has been 
prepared from an audio recording.

in 1996 regents school of austin had the wisdom 
to adopt the comprehensive testing Program (ctP) 
published by the Educational records Bureau (ErB)   
as its annual standardized achievement tests. over the 
years there were many times, just out of sheer exhaustion 
and busyness we would take the test, send it in to be 
scored, give a cursory review of the results and just like 
other schools, we would “smile and file.” in the last five 
years, we determined that if we are going to use the 
test, then we should use it to help teachers. We set out 
to find ways to capture the data so that teachers could 
get another insight into the journey of the children that 
were coming their way. our purpose in using the ctP is:

to maximize the teacher’s ability to understand 
each individual child’s strengths and weaknesses 

that can be detected by testing so that the teacher 
is equipped to respond with confidence and make 
every effort to see that the child’s needs are being 
met and to demonstrate to the teacher their own 
strengths and weaknesses through multiyear 
trend analysis.

The first thing you must do when using the ctP data 
is to realize that this testing battery is not a “high stakes” 
test and therefore administrators, teachers, and parents 
should not become stressed out about outcomes in one 
year alone. There is a lot to learn about your school 
through data received from testing, but no decisions 
about curriculum, teachers, or students should be made 
from one year alone. Many times when we have shared 
data with teachers or parents, they said, “That affirms 
what i suspected.”

Here are three ways to make data helpful to the 
teachers: 
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upper line is created by 13-point incremental increases. 
Then taking the rounded average mean scaled score 
found on the administrative summary of the test, we 
plot the middle line from year to year to show the actual 
regents average.

The information in the above graph shows teachers 
their part in this class’s progress. This is a picture of 
reading comprehension within the same year for the 
class of 2015 and the class of 2017. Think of these 
classes as hurricanes—they are bumping along each year 
and we are trying to give a general prediction of where 
they might show up the next year. This is a quick way 
for school leaders to see that we are delivering what we 
say we are from year to year. This is also a quick way for 
our leaders to see that these classes are progressing just 
as we would hope they would progress.

1. show teachers how their contributions usher 
students through their educational journey.          

2. teach teachers to read reports and find information 
about their current students.

3. Help teachers see their own strengths and 
weaknesses in multiyear trend analysis as they 
strive to be the best educators they can be.

tEacHEr coNtriButioN 
using trend analysis of scaled scores, we learned to 

track a class through their eight years (1st–8th grade) 
taking ctP exams at regents by creating a graph that 
looks a lot like a graphic on the Weather channel 
showing a hurricane’s predicted course. imagine 
Hurricane ralph bouncing up the East coast of the 
united states. a cone-shaped graphic shows us potential 
and likely pathways as it moves north from Bermuda 
to North carolina. 

We begin with the first year the class takes a 
particular section of the test. We only graph the seven 
tests that are common through all the grades: Verbal 
reasoning, Vocabulary, reading comprehension, 
Writing Mechanics, Writing concepts, Quantitative 
reasoning, and Math 1 and 2.

in order to show progress or lack of progress in 
these areas we needed to know the average progress, 
in scaled scores that the test creators would expect 
from one year to the next. our ErB Member services 
representative’s response to that question was: “in the 
Verbal reasoning and in each of its subtests (Vocabulary, 
reading comprehension, Writing Mechanics, and 
Writing concepts), a 5–8 point increase in scaled scores 
would be expected. in the Quantitative reasoning and 
in its subtest of Math, a 10–13 point increase in scaled 
scores would be expected.” using a 5-point increase 
as an expected normal increase, we created the lower 
line on the graph below. and the upper line is created 
by an aggressive 8-point increase. if we were showing 
Quantitative reasoning or Math, the lower line is 
created by 10-point increments and a more aggressive 
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them areas of strength and weakness that carry over.
We demonstrate for our teachers how to compare 

independent norm Percent content Mastery on each 
line with the student’s Percent content Mastery and they 
begin to see the strengths and weaknesses. 

What is the response from the regents faculty? 
our teachers are now asking for test data before school 
starts in late august because they realize that they can 
be more proactive in working with students in areas of 
weakness. For example, in the chart below, analogical 
reasoning, Word Meaning, and supporting details are 
all areas of weakness. The interesting thing was that 
when the teacher saw this particular student’s report, the 
teacher quickly said, “This looks like a global thinker, 
but we need to help this student focus on details in lots 
of areas.” i was impressed how the teacher picked up on 
those generalizations across the tests. 

 at this point in august we ask teachers to brainstorm 

according to that five- and eight-point progression, 
if the class were to progress five points every year it 
would be a respectable increase. That is good. We are 
not teaching to the test but we are expecting them to 
progress at a reasonable rate. We are not trying to run 
along that hot pink line or force every class to function 
at a high level, we are just trying to see where we are. We 
have tracked the class of 2015 from first grade all the 
way through eighth grade and you can see their bumps 
along the way, but they have always been “in the cone.” 
The eighth grade teachers were encouraged that all the 
work they had done through the year helped the class 
progress toward a strong entrance into high school.  
remember that a multiyear trend analysis gives you a 
better picture of progress. We have all experienced the 
traumas that can sometimes happen on testing days. if 
we made decisions based on those one-day experiences, 
we would not be doing a service to anyone. it is amazing 
the encouragement that 
can come with these simple 
charts.

KNoWiNG 
tHE currENt 
studENts

one of the most valuable 
reports for teachers is the 
most current “individual 
instructional summary” 
for each student in the class. 
With our new capability of 
re-forming classes through 
the online testWhiz Portal, 
this is so much easier. When 
you have three years’ worth 
of data in the portal you can 
also share individual student 
progress through the years 
with the teachers to show 
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Then we said, “But no one seems to be able to do Word 
analysis better than you; your students always excel in 
that area and many times in reading comprehension.” 
We worked on a plan to help in Math through the year 
and sure enough the next year Math was not the lowest 
score for the group and Word analysis was still on the 
top. Good teachers respond to coaching, and coaching 
with the backing of data truly invests in teachers.

you can use these trends to help your teachers. But 
remember one year’s worth of data does not make a 
trend. We believe you need three years of data to really 
see a strength or weakness. you can do this with one 
teacher in a grade level or multiple teachers teaching 
the same grade level. 

at regents we have the luxury of having five teachers 
in each grade level and we are able to rank them within 
the grade level and see a comparison of strengths and 
weaknesses among them. We have been able to use that 
kind of information to identify passions and see where 
we might be able to use a teacher as a mentor.

Most schools only have one or two teachers at a grade 
level. if that is the case for your school, just contact 
doreen Howell at dhowell@regentsaustin.org and she 
will show you how to get to the same kind of information 
for your smaller faculty.

Just a word of caution: in our data-crazed world 
we must be careful about the availability of data to the 
general population. transparency is good, but data 
like the teachers’ strengths and weaknesses should 
be equated to information like a teacher’s salary. We 
believe that information should not be public. teachers 
bring more than specific skill sets to the classroom. a 
teacher may not be the best at Writing Mechanics, but 
she is the best when the child is going through an eating 
disorder because her ballet coach told her she needed to 
lose weight. living life alongside these lovely children 
means that life is sometimes hard and messy. demoting 
the child-teacher experience to simply one test would 
violate our classical, christian mission. therefore, 

with other teachers on their level or above or below to 
find methods or objectives on which to focus during the 
coming year. The teacher is aware of individual students’ 
levels of ability, but they think in terms of the whole 
group and have found that activities that help the needy 
students are beneficial to the others as well.

once you get your teachers interested in this data, 
you can’t stop them. it is like setting a fire. once 
administrators win teachers to it, the teachers ask for 
it. doreen even had a slide for the annual ErB report 
at regents that was a bunch of hungry birds looking 
up like a mom dropping a worm on them. The caption 
at the bottom said, “The teachers really want the data 
now.” We realized that we had won. We had shattered 
all the scary myths of misusing standardized tests to 
hurt teachers or to at least scare them or parents using 
the data in a way that is not helpful. once they know 
it is for them and it is part of their dashboard to help 
children, they are going to come up with ways to use 
the data to inform their teaching and see patterns and 
trends like never before. 

tEacHEr’s strENGtHs 
aNd WEaKNEssEs

We were able to capture the data for many of our 
long-time teachers because we have years of data to 
review. This analysis works better for an elementary 
faculty that keeps their same class for most subjects than 
it works for an upper school faculty, although it can give 
insight into English and math teachers. in the review 
of the data, a piece of information began to appear that 
showed us the passions of some of our teachers. For 
example over a five-year period we had a teacher whose 
class scored highest in Word analysis among all the tests 
and at the same time during those same five years her 
scores in Math were the lowest. in conversation with her 
we told her that we thought her skills in teaching Math 
needed some sharpening and she very quickly agreed 
and welcomed help to improve teaching in that area. 



d e c e m b e r ,  2 0 1 41 4

one experience related to our use of the ctP. We have 
many veteran families. i had a new mom of a first grader 
in a parent meeting this spring and in front of 50 other 
families she said, “Mr. Gilbert, where do we go online 
to do private tutorials to make sure that my daughter 
can do the best that she can possibly do on the second 
grade year reading test?” i was going to say, in a very 
diplomatic way, something like, “don’t do that to your 
child,” but before i could get it out of my mouth, two 
moms in the room, who have children in college, spoke 
up. They said something like, “you are asking exactly the 
same question we did in 2003. Ease up. By the time your 
child gets through puberty you won’t even care about 
this. so, just hang on for a long ride and calm down.” 
This statement does not reject data-driven decisions, 
but it sure puts it in perspective. 

There is “gold” in the testing you do each year, but 
like a miner, you have to dig for it. Happy digging!

wisely use the data-driven decision making as a Part 
of our holistic view of teachers and your students, and 
be cautious when it comes to data sharing.

coNclusioN
Thank you for what you do on behalf of children and 

families. it is a burden that you bear to mentor children 
each day and you are to be commended. When you 
add to your tool box the academic skill sets that you 
are trying to give them every day, you are often going 
to be misunderstood and i beg you to just work hard 
at teaching the families what you are trying to do and 
win them into your partnership. invest in listening to 
parents and find ways to merge your vision with their 
vision, so that there is one cohesive vision for each child.

use the data, improve the students and teachers, train 
the families to understand why we would even think of 
using a battery of achievement tests. i leave you with this 

did you know?

As An ACCs member, you reCeive 
these (And other) benefits

• Access to school enrollment marketing webinars

• document exchange with other member schools

• Custom listing on the Google map on our website to 
help prospective parents find your school

• reduced registration rate for the annual conference


