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According to a report by the National Center for Education Statistics, results on the Connecticut Mastery Test 
(CMT) showed more positive changes than on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) between 
2007 and 2009 in 4th grade reading and math.i The report noted that this discrepancy could be due to a change in 
state standards, focus in the curriculum or instruction, or the student populations taking either test. Indeed, the 
regulations for the testing of students with disabilities in Connecticut changed between 2007 and 2009.  After 2009, 
the percentage of students at or above the proficient level on the CMT in math and reading appeared to increase 
more quickly than in past years. This paper examines whether the increase in the percentage of students meeting the 
proficient level or above on the CMT was related to the exclusion of students with disabilities.  
 
This report describes changes in student participation and the percentage of students at or above the proficient level 
on the Connecticut Mastery Test. The description is based on a close analysis of declining participation rates of 
students in the state from the years 2005-2006 through 2010-2011. By examining the relationship between changes 
in participation and resulting percentage of students at or above the proficient level for the state in math and 
reading, we hope to build awareness and encourage discussion about the role and limits of CMT data to evaluate 
public education. Finally, we offer revised percentages of students at or above the proficient level for the state and 
each district in order to demonstrate the disparate impact from changing participation rates on the standard CMT.  
 
This analysis focuses on the connection between declining participation rates and increasing percentages of students 
at or above the proficient level in the state for several reasons. In 2009, students with disabilities that districts 
determined would not have passed the regular CMT in math and/or reading were offered a modified assessment 
(MAS). The evidence shows that when these students were excluded from the standard CMT calculations, the 
percentage of students at or above the proficient level appeared to rise more rapidly in math and reading.  
 
This is concerning for several reasons. As a matter of policy, No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top rely on 
various data from standardized tests to assess educational improvement from year to year. In practice, policymakers 
in Connecticut are using distorted standardized test data to assess schools in the state. This study raises a number of 
questions about the unintended consequences of the MAS and the uses of standardized test scores to evaluate the 
quality of public education. We also offer preliminary recommendations to policymakers. 
 

Findings 
Our analysis of Connecticut Mastery Test participation and proficient-level data yields the following key findings: 
 

 Using statistical analysis to identify any correlation between the percent of students participating on the 
standard CMT and the percent of students at or above the proficient level, we found evidence of a strong 
association between the declining percentage of all students taking the standard Connecticut Mastery Test and the increasing percent 
of students at or above the proficient level.ii In other words, across school districts, as more students with disabilities 



 

were excluded from score results, a greater percentage of students were reported as reaching the proficient 
level. 

 

 When we include students with disabilities that took the modified assessment (MAS) in reading and math in 
2009-2011 in the total sample of 4th and 8th grade test-takers in each year, then the revised percentages of 
students at or above the proficient level would be two to three percentage points lower than the state reported.iii Notably, 
even after revision, there do appear to be positive changes in percent at or above the proficient level from year 
to year, though these changes are not as large as they appear prior to revision.iv In other words, Connecticut 
experienced higher percentages of students at or above proficient in the 4th and 8th grade between 2008 and 
2011, but not to the degree that the state initially reported.  

 

 Statewide improvements in standard Connecticut Mastery Test (CMT) scores reported by the Connecticut 
State Department of Education (SDE) between 2008 and 2009 -- the period of the largest reported gains -- 
were largely the result of the exclusion of students with disabilities from these standard test results, rather than 
overall improvements. For example, 84% of the reported improvement in 4th grade math proficiency between 
2008 and 2009 and 69% of the improvement in 8th grade reading proficiency could be attributed to the 
exclusion of these students. Much of the reported improvements in later years could also be attributed to this 
exclusion, though there were some modest overall gains as well. 

 

 The percentage of students with disabilities who were assigned to take the MAS rather than the standard CMT 
varied substantially across school districts, from 0% to 12.8%.  Most districts had some participation on the 
modified assessment that affected their test score data. 

 
Additional findings include: 
 

 Students with disabilities participating in the MAS in 4th grade reading and math made up 4.5% and 3.4% 
respectively of the state’s total population (n=41,266) in 2011. v  In 2011, only 52.5% of all 4th grade students 
with disabilities in the state took the standard CMT in reading. vi In contrast, 99% of all non-disabled 4th 
grade students took the standard CMT in reading.vii  

 

 School districts with larger declines in participation because of placing students with disabilities on the 
modified assessment (MAS) were more likely to experience an increase in the percent at or above the 
proficient level on the standard CMT in math and reading, but not writing.  

 

Recommendations 
As first steps, we recommend that the state clearly explain the impact of the modified assessment system and the 
exclusion of students with disabilities on the results of the standard CMT and carefully monitor the modified 
assessment system (MAS).  Additionally we recommend that policymakers use a variety of indicators -- both 
quantitative and qualitative -- to assess the progress of public education, and reconsider and modify policies that 
assign “rewards” and “punishments” based on standardized test scores. 
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