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Understanding the Difference Between 
“Proficiency” and “At Grade Level”

Proficiency  is a policy construct that compares a 
student’s performance to a fixed aspirational standard. 

At Grade Level is an empirical construct that compares 
a student’s performance to what is typical at a 
particular grade level. 



What Does it Really Mean to be at Grade Level? 
A motivating example for the use of percentiles.

Benefits of percentiles for 
board and public reporting

1. Simple
2. Contextual
3. Comparable

Percentiles are:



The Three Most Important Things to Understand 
About the New Proficiency Benchmarks

1. There is significant variation in rigor across grades and subjects, 
ranging from the 45th national percentile to the 69th national 
percentile.

2. Most districts will see a steady drop in math proficiency from 
Grade 3 to Grade 8 that is unrelated to student, school, or district 
performance. 

3. Most districts will show significantly higher proficiency in ELA 
compared to math, despite being equally competitive compared 
to the state and nation.



There is significant variation in rigor 
across grades and subjects, ranging 
from the 45th national percentile to the 
69th national percentile.
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National Percentiles Corresponding to New 
Illinois Proficiency Benchmarks
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Most districts will see a steady drop in 
math proficiency from Grade 3 to 
Grade 8 that is unrelated to student, 
school, or district performance.
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Math Proficiency for New Benchmarks Applied 
to Statewide 2024 Distributions
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Most districts will show significantly 
higher proficiency in ELA compared to 
math, despite being equally competitive 
compared to the state and nation.

3



Math Versus ELA Proficiency for New Benchmarks 
Applied to 2024 Statewide Distributions
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Guidance for how to interpret and 
communicate student proficiency 
under the new benchmarks.



Guidance
1. Do not compare student proficiency between grades or subjects.

2. When interpreting or communicating proficiency, report a state or 
national percentile alongside the percent proficient metric for 
context.

3. When evaluating or communicating district, school, or program 
performance, use student growth, not proficiency. Student growth 
is the most meaningful school improvement metric.



How can ECRA help?



Longitudinal Proficiency Analysis Based on New Illinois 
Benchmarks with Percentiles and 2026 Projections



State Report Card Analysis

State Percentile Comparative District



Comprehensive Student Growth Analysis



Register For 
Your State 
Report Card 
Analysis
ecragroup.com/IL



QUESTIONS?
support@ecragroup.com
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