
Assessing for Growth 
& Proficiency
In reality, these are two very different 
ways to measure student performance
In January of 2017, the politics of assessment hit the national stage. 
Current Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, faced a tough question 
during her confirmation hearing. Former Senator Al Franken (MN) 
tested her expertise, saying, “I would like your views on the relative 
advantage of assessments and using them to measure proficiency and 
growth.” Confused, Secretary DeVos gave an incorrect definition of 
growth, equating it to mastery or proficiency. 

Educators know the difference, but how well do we share the 
ideas behind assessments with our students, their parents, and our 
communities?

Washington state uses both student growth 
percentiles and proficiency rates to measure school 
success. It’s important to understand the difference 
between the two, as well as how educators track 
growth and use it to plan their instruction.

• Student Growth
Percentiles —
rate of a student’s
growth compared
to academic peers.

• Proficiency —
degree to which a
student has met
standard for their
grade level.
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Growth vs. Proficiency at the Federal, State, 
and Classroom Level

Washington’s new federal accountability system 
measures subject-matter proficiency by student 
group and grade level. It also measures how students 
grew in their learning from the previous year, 
compared to their peers.

For many years, the federal No Child Left Behind 
law penalized schools when students failed to 
show proficiency on standardized tests. This 

unfairly targeted schools and did not recognize the 
ability of schools to help students grow.

The new Washington School Improvement 
Framework (http://bit.ly/WASIF) evaluates schools 
using many data points, including growth and pro-
ficiency. We still use state assessments to measure 
proficiency in core subjects, but we also include the 
Student Growth Percentile (SGP). This score tells us 
how students in grades 4 through 8 improve over 
time. Median scores of all students in a grade level 
or group are used to evaluate the achievement of 
schools. Schools that help students grow are given 
high SGPs. These SGPs impact how we evaluate 
schools across the state. 

Educators know that a student’s growth over time 
is just as important as their current proficiency. 
Teachers use multiple forms of assessment 
throughout the year to track this growth and 
celebrate it. This approach helps students build a 
“growth mindset" or a belief that through effort, 
they can grow.

Standards Matter
Despite the new emphasis on growth, the goal of 
education is still to help students achieve 
proficiency. Educators use learning targets, goals, 
and objectives linked to high-quality standards. And,

although assessment can be a hot-button issue in 
education, teachers are using both summative and 
formative assessments regularly. Summative 
assessments help teachers evaluate proficiency after 
the learning is complete. Formative assessments 
occur during the learning process and help teachers 
address miscon-ceptions and improve outcomes. 
Although summative assessments are important for 
showing levels of proficiency, formative assessments 
are invaluable for measuring the pace of growth. The 
most useful assessments are often informal learning 
checks that help teachers immediately adjust their 
lessons to meet the needs of their students and 
improve growth.

Proficiency Through a Focus 
on Growth
Successful schools foster a belief that all students 
can learn and grow. Students come to school with 
varied levels of ability, support, and experience. 
Instead of using deficits in these areas as excuses, 
educators can use assessments to meet their stu-
dents where they are and plan a path toward profi-
ciency for every student.

Measuring student growth on a state assessment 
once a year is not enough. To be truly effective in 
understanding and improving growth, teachers 
need to assess students often. This allows teachers 
to give students the regular feedback they need and 
adjust to their learning process.
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While using the state test to generate Student 
Growth Percentiles can help us track a group of 
students over time, it’s not always a good mea-
surement of growth in mastering a particular set 
of concepts because the standards can change 
significantly from year to year. This means that the 
primary focus of each grade level’s test is often quite 
different from the previous year. Many teachers find 
it more useful to focus on teaching for proficiency 
in the grade-level specific standards to all students, 
no matter where they placed on the test the prior 
year. Focusing on and measuring growth throughout 
the year within the grade-level standards tends to 
improve both achievement and growth.

Focusing on Growth Personalizes 
Education
If we recognize that proficiency is not the only 
measure of success, we allow teachers to focus on 
the larger impact they can have on student growth. 
This focus leads to a better understanding of each 
student’s challenges. Poor attendance, health issues, 
and an undiagnosed learning disability can all be 
impediments to growth. Targeting a specific stu-
dent’s barrier can change their life. Teachers can 
employ methods beyond those that are focused on 
standards and proficiency to engage reluctant stu-
dents, build relationships, and increase confidence. 
These important social-emotional aspects of a stu-
dent’s learning and ability are validated only when 
we consider growth as a measurement of success. 

With growth as a goal, the teacher can adjust the pace 
of their class — rather than following a strict pacing 
guide — and add enrichments or remediation as 
needed. For many students, enrichments are as vital as 
interventions. In a proficiency-focused system, students 
who already meet standards at every grade level are 
sometimes left without opportunities to grow.

Particularly at the secondary level, not all teachers are 
tasked with the core tested subjects (math, English, 
science). When proficiency in the standards is the 
main indicator of student and school success, teachers 
outside of those core subjects are often left out of the 

key conversations about student success. One of the 
advantages of an emphasis on growth is better inte-
gration between all subjects. For example, research  
and writing in subjects like social studies can be vital to 
supporting growth in the core subject of English.

Perhaps the most important advantage of monitor-
ing growth over proficiency is the example it sets for 
students. They realize that learning is an ongoing 
process that requires problem-solving over time. 
Teachers and students take time for deeper learning 
which pays off in proficiency rates, too. They know 
that learning is not about reaching one goal or stan-
dard, but about a continuing journey toward greater 
understanding.

The Role of Grit and Growth Mindset
Grit is enthusiasm, resilience, and perseverance. It is 
what keeps you going even when things are hard or 
uncomfortable. When we develop grit, we have the 
ability to get past unexpected challenges. The terms 
growth mindset and grit have become very popular 
among educators as the evidence grows for their 
direct correlation to achievement and success. 

Successful teachers build grit by giving students 
multiple opportunities to demonstrate their learn-
ing. If the first task is difficult, they learn to expect 
more opportunities to succeed. The perseverance 
they are developing continues to be relevant 
throughout their education, and they focus more on 
the experience of growth than the stress of failure.

‘‘Ultimately, in order to graduate from 
high school in Washington, a student 
has to show that they can pass a test 
of ‘standard’ learning goals. How far 
below the standard a student is may 
determine what type of intervention 
the student needs.

— Carla Yenko, 2018 Washington State 
Classified School Employee of the Year
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We cannot standardize how people think and cre-
ate. Using a standards-only approach to measuring 
success can take away the human aspect of educa-
tion because it requires teachers to focus only what 
students must know rather than how they learn. 
Teaching for grit and growth mindset can help stu-
dents develop the skills they need to learn difficult 
concepts or create innovative projects.

Student Growth Percentile information is now 
compiled for all students, grades 4 through 8, who 
have taken a state assessment two years in a row. 
Statewide and school-specific data are available on 
OSPI’s Washington State Report card. 

If a school’s report shows a low SGP, it may indicate a 
need for more individualized instruction, interventions, 
or enrichments. It is important to note that the state’s 
median is expected to be close to 50 percent, which 
means that about half of the students will be below 
the state median. One score does not indicate that 
students are not achieving or growing, but trends that 
show low growth over time may be cause for concern.

Positive Impact on Education 

The SGP is just one more way to examine the prog-
ress of students. It may cause the same sort of stress 
for teachers, students, and families as proficiency 
scores if a school or student’s SGP is low. However, 
the overall emphasis on growth should have a posi-
tive impact on education. 

Growth is an expectation for all of us, no matter our 
level of proficiency. Giving more influence to growth 
in determining success will empower educators to 
focus more on the success of the whole child.
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‘‘Both meeting standard and examination 
of growth can provide a teacher and 
a school with information about the 
student. However, examining whether 
a student met standard or not can 
function as an autopsy. It’s summative in 
nature and doesn’t necessarily provide 
real information to the next teacher 
unless the school creates opportunity 
and space for each teacher to examine 
the scores and create a plan of action.

— Shari Conditt, 2016 WA History Teacher  
of the Year and 2015 ESD 112  
Regional Teacher of the Year
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