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New Study says States Vary Widely on Academic Standards
Last week Issues reported on the findings of a study by the Center for Education
Policy (CEP)1 that math and reading achievement has increased since the passage of
the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. CEP looked at test data from all 50
states. The good news in the CEP report was followed a week later by another report
underscoring a sobering reality. Academic standards were found to vary drastically
from state to state. The study found, for example, that a student considered
proficient in 4th grade reading in Mississippi or Tennessee would fall woefully short
of meeting proficiency in states like South Carolina or Massachusetts.
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These findings came from the U.S. Education Department’s Institute for Educational
Sciences (IES) who mapped state proficiency standards onto the National
Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP).2 NAEP is often considered the gold
standard in testing. It is a national test, that isn’t. Samples of schools in all 50 states
participate, but the test has no relationship to NCLB, nor is it used by any state to
meet its obligations under the law. This mapping had never been done before and for
the first time, a common measure exists to assess the individual standards adopted
by each state through that state’s testing. IES considered this mapping important
because each state can select its own standards and tests under NCLB.
Critics were encouraged by the results, calling for national standards and tests.
By midweek, Education Secretary Spellings took the unusual step of responding
in a strongly worded op-ed piece in the Washington Post:3
Why do I believe this approach is wrong? First, it goes against more than two
centuries of American educational tradition. Under the Constitution, states and
localities have the primary leadership role in public education. They design
the curriculum and pay 90 percent of the bills. Neighborhood schools deserve
neighborhood leadership, not dictates from bureaucrats thousands of miles
away... the debate over national standards would become an exercise in lowestcommon-denominator politics.
Ohio’s results vary according to this new system of measurement. Fourth grade
reading doesn’t meet the NAEP basic cut score; 8th grade reading might, given
a margin of error. Fourth grade and eighth math are both above the basic cut
score. In fairness, only a handful of states reach proficient in any category; no
one does in 8th grade reading.
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