
States vary widely on standards, and consequently, student results
Education: The State We’re In

Every child – regardless of race, ethnicity, income, 
or language status – can and should learn to read 
and do math well. This basic premise guides 

the No Child Left Behind Act, the bipartisan law that 
requires each state to set steadily rising annual student 
achievement targets that move toward the long-term 
goal of profi ciency for all by 2014. If schools fall short 
of these annual measures, the law requires them to take 
a series of steps to improve.  

Under NCLB, however, states set their own curriculum 
standards. The law leaves it up to states to adopt 
their own standards-aligned tests for measuring 
students’ skills. Then each state decides what scores 
students need in order to be deemed profi cient. As a 
result, knowing how to read and do math well, and 
determining whether students can actually do so, does 
not mean the same thing in Texas as in Missouri.   

Some states have chosen to set high expectations 
of their students, while others have set the bar low. 
Perversely, it is those states that have established 
stringent standards that are most likely to have schools 
labeled as “in need of improvement” under NCLB. 
And because there is no direct and easy way of 
determining which route states have chosen, parents 
are left in the dark about whether their children are 
truly getting a world-class education. 

Fortunately, states must also administer a national test, 
known as the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) to a sample of 4th- and 8th-graders  
from each state. This test has long been considered 
the gold standard for measuring student achievement 
nationwide. Comparing the percent of students in each 
state who achieve profi ciency on this test with the 
percent who achieve profi ciency on the state-specifi c 
test gives a rough measure of how state standards 
compare to national measures. In those states where 
large percentages of students pass the state test, but 

1 If states did not offer tests in 2003 at grade 4 or 8, test results from the 
next closest grade level were used.
2 Column denotes differences between the total percent of students 
scoring at or above profi cient on NAEP and the total percent of students 
scoring at or above profi cient on the state required assessment at the 
equivalent subject and grade.     

Source: Skinner, Ronald A., State of the States, Education Week, Jan. 6, 2005
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those same students turn in a poor performance on the 
NAEP, we can infer that the state has given an easy 
test or set the bar for profi ciency low. On the other 
hand, if many students achieve profi ciency on both 
the state test and on the NAEP, we can deduce that the 
state testing system is closely aligned with national 
expectations. 

According to this analysis, Maine, South Carolina, 
Missouri and Wyoming are the states that have set the 
bar most closely in line with the NAEP, as evidenced 
by average disparities of less than 5 percentage points 
between pass rates on it and on the state tests. On 
the other hand, Texas, Tennessee and North Carolina 
appear to have set the lowest student performance 
standards; each of these states has an average gap of 
50 percentage points or more between the proportion 
of their students who were profi cient on the state test 
compared to the national test. In those states, roughly 
three times as many students passed the state test as 
passed the NAEP.

Renewing Our Schools, Securing Our Future: A 
National Task Force On Public Education addresses 
this issue by calling for high expectations, voluntary 
national standards and greater accountability for all 
students learning.

- Amanda Sharkey
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3 Vermont assesses reading performance in two separate areas: analysis/interpretation and basic understanding. Student 
performance on the basic-understanding standard is signifi cantly higher than performance on the analysis/interpretation 
standard. The percentage of students who achieved the standard or achieved the standard with honors in analysis/inter-
pretation is presented as a comparison to NAEP.
4 Iowa reading and mathematics scores represent the average between scores from the 2001-02 and 2002-03 school years.
5 Alabama and West Virginia reading and mathematics scores are from 2004. 
6 Nebraska’s mathematics scores are from 2002. 
7 Utah’s elementary-algebra exam is typically given at grade 8, but may also be given to students in other grades.
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