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Educational Smokescreen Blankets Twelve States
Student achievement said to be modest and rising is really low and falling.
U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan recently lamented, “I think we are lying to children and families when we tell children that they are meeting standards and, in fact, they are woefully unprepared to be successful in high school and have almost no chance of going to a good university and being successful.”

We agree. Consider that, according to published achievement proficiencies, twelve states have the unfortunate distinction of engaging in both of the following kinds of misleading reporting of 8th grade reading skills: 

· The first kind of deception, practiced in every state, is that of grossly exaggerating the numbers of children deemed proficient.  They all claim a much larger population of “skilled” children than reported by the Nation’s Report Card- also known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). We label this type of deception as exaggeration. 

· The second kind, found in only twelve states, is that of reporting improving student skills, when, in fact, the NAEP reports them in decline. We call this type of deception the false gain. Quantitatively, it is the difference between the annual proficiency gains reported by the states and those of the NAEP.

The states practicing this double deception, ordered from worst to least in terms of false gain, are: NY, WY, NM, RI, AR, NH, VA, IL, ND, LA, ME & AL. We focus on these twelve so stakeholders in these states can be aware of these misrepresentations. The false gain exceeds 8% in New York State while it’s about 1% in Alabama, at the other extreme.
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To understand this, we reviewed the reported 8th grade reading proficiencies coming from the state departments of education (SDE’s) of these twelve states over the four most recent years. We then averaged those proficiencies over the twelve states to find the combined results. Similarly, we averaged the NAEP 8th grade reading proficiencies for these same states.
You can see the problems in the graph, which shows the average 8th-grade reading proficiencies reported by the states (SDE) and those interpolated or reported for the NAEP in those states. The vertical separation of the plots shows the exaggeration effect while the difference in the slopes of the rising SDE line and the falling NAEP line represents the false gain problem.

How did this trouble arise? 
The exaggeration problem is simply the policy of the various state departments of education. Consider that at least one state education official, in Rhode Island, apparently thinks that the NAEP standard should be lowered. She says, “NAEP ‘proficient’ is a very high aspirational standard.” 

It suggests that these officials would prefer to lower the NAEP standards rather than elevating those of the states. Lowering expectations is no way to build tomorrow’s work force. As a step in the right direction, Senator Kennedy introduced legislation to encourage aligning state standards with the NAEP. If enacted it could narrow the widening gap between NAEP and SDE reported proficiencies. 
Perhaps more perplexing is the false gain problem. Are educators gaming the examination process or are the gains spurious improvements resulting from good intentions gone awry? In some cases it appears that the curriculum content for 8th grade reading is relatively narrow compared to the NAEP content standard. Then over time, teachers may have been focusing too much on the narrow content and too little on the broader content. That could lead to rising scores on the narrow content and degraded performance in the content no longer taught. Whether intentional or not, the resulting increase in SDE test scores is artificial when the more comprehensive and reliable NAEP measurement shows declines in student literacy.
Providing a more transparent picture of our public schools may help build the needed political pressure to begin serious reforms. Looking ahead, our preliminary analysis of test results suggests that social promotion is a fundamental problem that exists in nearly every public school in these states. But most interested parties don’t yet see it that way — certainly not with the state generated smoke clouding their views.
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