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graders in reading were modest. Among African American students,
the improvement by Florida 4th graders was greater than that of the
average U. S. 4th grader. For African American 8th graders, Flor-
ida gains exceeded the national average in reading, but not in math.
For Hispanics, Florida gains exceeded those in the U. S. as a whole
in both subjects for both age groups, though the differences were not
statically significant (in part because sample sizes were relatively
small).

SAT Scores

Confirming evidence that Floridians have been doing better also
comes from trends in performance by Florida students on the SAT, a
test often used as a criterion for admission to many colleges and uni-
versities. Since SAT test participation is voluntary, only a percentage
of all seniors actually take this test, making it a less than perfect
indicator of how well high school students are doing. Generally speak-
ing, the higher the percentage of test takers in a state, the lower the
average score will be (as increasing increments in test takers implies
greater participation by marginal students who can be expected to
have, on average, lower scores).

In Florida the number of test-takers grew by 61 percent between
1998 and 2005, as compared to a gain of 26 percent nationwide. Some
of the growth in Florida can be attributed to the fact that the number
of high school graduates in the state grew by 33 percent (compared
to 10 percent in the United States as a whole). But overall population
growth is only part of the story. In addition, the percentage of high
school graduates taking the test increased by 11 percentage points
during this period of time, as compared to an increase of only 7 per-
centage points nationwide. In other words, the composition of the test-
taking pool in Florida was changing more rapidly than elsewhere in
the United States, as indicated by the fact that the proportion of test
takers who were African American, Hispanic, American Indian, or
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stick used in Florida is fairly accurate—and, as discussed below, is
certainly much better than the NCLB yardstick—it could be improved
further. The difference between an “A” school and a “C” school is
still fairly modest. This is due in part to the fact the Florida measuring
stick does not focus as tightly on student growth as it should but also
in part to the fact that grading standards are generous. In 2005 A+
gave 45 percent of the state’s public schools in Florida an “A,” and
it gave another 21 percent a “B.” Only 11 percent of the schools were
given a “D” or an “F.” In other words, nearly half the schools are
given the highest grade on a grading system where the proficiency
standard itself is not very high.

Florida is currently undertaking a major reassessment of the ed-
ucational content of the standards it sets, the need for which is a step
strongly endorsed in the curriculum section of this volume. It also is
planning to raise the level of proficiency vis a vis these standards that
students are expected to reach at any particular grade level. That pol-
icy, too, is well worth pursuing, as current proficiency standards, while
14th among all states, is still only modestly better than the national
average, earning a “C” on the Education Next report card that com-
pares stringency of standards among states.!> Admittedly, Florida is a
state where student achievement has historically been quite low, and
setting proficiency levels unduly high might be excessively discour-
aging. But as Florida continues to make educational progress, it will
want to lift its own proficiency standards accordingly.

Student Accountability

A+ holds students accountable by asking them to pass the FCAT at
a certain level, if they are to receive a high school diploma. The law
builds upon provisions in previous Florida accountability plans, which
as early as 1978 required students to achieve a passing score on a

15. Paul E. Peterson and Frederick M. Hess, “A Race to the Bottom? Keeping an
Eye on State Standards,” Education Next, vol. 6, no.3 (Summer 2006), pp. 28-29.
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basic skills examination in order to receive a diploma.'® A+ replaced
the basic skills requirement with a more stringent one that said stu-
dents must pass the FCAT at an acceptable level. Despite the tougher
standard, Florida’s graduation rates have continued to rise (see Chap-
ter 2).

Florida’s student-accountability provision is even more innova-
tive, because it seeks to end what is known as social promotion. That
occurs when students are passed on from one grade level to the next,
regardless of their achievement levels. Advocates of social promotion
defend this policy on the grounds that holding students back for an-
other year undermines a child’s self-esteem and results in higher drop-
out rates. Those who wish to end it say that requiring students to pass
standards motivate higher levels of effort, even among young children.

Florida is the first state to require students to achieve a minimal
level of accomplishment before being passed on to the next level.
Specific expectations are set at the state level for 3rd graders, while
allowing local school boards to set the expectations in all the other
grades. Beginning in 2003, 3rd graders, to be promoted, must achieve
at a minimally acceptable level on the reading portion of the FCAT.
The requirement is somewhat less demanding than first appears. The
bar is set at Level 2, one level below proficiency. And roughly 40
percent of the students who did not reach that level in 2003 were
nonetheless passed on to the next grade.!” Still, that was a much lower
percentage than before social promotion for 3rd graders was brought

16. Herrington and Johnson, 2006.

17. The law exempts from the “no promotion” rule students who have limited
English proficiency status, have a severe disability, have already been held back for
two years, or who have otherwise demonstrated competence, such as performing well
on the Stanford-9 standardized test or through a performance portfolio. Jay P. Greene
and Marcus A. Winters, “Getting Ahead by Staying Behind: An Evaluation of Flor-
ida’s Program to End Social Promotion,” Education Next, vol. 6, no. 2 (Spring 2006),
p. 66.
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to an end. Previously, 90 percent of low-scoring students were being
promoted.'®

Limiting social promotion in 3rd grade gave strong incentives to
3rd graders—and their teachers—to focus on reading skills. By and
large, the policy seems to have had a profound impact. The percentage
of very low scoring students in 3rd grade declined from an average
of 23 percent in 2003 to an average of 14 percent in 2006, four years
after the policy was introduced. In a careful study of the impact of
the policy on student performance, Jay Greene and Marcus Winters
found that the students who benefited the most were those who were
held back, perhaps because the state required that they be given fo-
cused, intensive instructional services. Whatever the reason, the re-
tained students in this year did exceptionally well (as compared to a
similar group of students not held back in 2002, before the policy
took effect).!”” FCAT score performance was roughly 10 percent of a
standard deviation higher in reading and 30 percent higher in math
for those affected by the policy, as compared to those in the grade
the year before the policy took effect. Significantly, similar gains were
registered on a separate standardized test, suggesting that improve-
ments could not be attributed to “teaching to the test.” Nor is there
any sign that teachers focused only on the lowest-performing students,
thereby overlooking the needs of higher achievers. Average FCAT
scores for 3rd graders continued to rise and the percentage of students
performing at the highest levels continued to inch upward in both
reading and math.?°

18. In this context, low-scoring students are identified as those who scored below
the Level 2 threshold.

19. Greene and Winters, 2006.

20. From 2003 until 2006, third grade average FCAT scale scores rose by 15
points in reading (from 298 to 313) and by 16 points in math (from 308 to 324). By
2006, 38 percent of 3rd graders performed at levels four or five in reading (up from
30 percent in 2003), and 37 percent did so in math (up from 29 percent in 2003).
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How NCLB Can Learn from A+

There is much in the A+ Accountability Plan for Congress to consider
when it re-authorizes NCLB. For one thing, the federal law should
make distinctions similar to the “A” to “F” ones that are the heart of
the A+ system. Currently, NCLB simply distinguishes between
schools said to be making “adequate yearly progress” and those not
so designated. That way of classifying schools is both opaque and
legalistic, obscuring as much as it reveals.

But it is not only the rubric that is the problem. In addition, the
measuring stick itself is flawed, because it does not directly measure
student growth and therefore cannot discriminate clearly between
higher quality and lower quality schools. Under NCLB, schools do
not make adequate yearly progress, if the percentage of students in
the next cohort of students is not achieving at a level of proficiency
in reading and math that meets a statewide target necessary to bring
all students to full proficiency by 2014. If the previous sentence is
incomprehensible, that is the point. NCLB has devised a crude and
obtuse way of measuring school effectiveness, so crude that it is also
very misleading. Suburban schools with advantaged students can eas-
ily reach NCLB proficiency standards even when there is little student
growth at the school. And even as NCLB makes some schools look
adequate when they are not, it also does not zero in on those schools
that are doing the least effective job at securing student growth.?!

When it comes to the rigor of the grading system, both account-
ability systems can learn from each other, as Florida’s is too generous,
while NCLB’s is too harsh. In 2005 A+ gave 66 percent of its schools
either an “A” or a “B,” a generous grading system. NCLB has exactly
the opposite problem. According to its way of calculating school ef-
fectiveness, no less than 77 percent of Florida’s schools were failing
to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in 2004. The U. S. De-

21. West and Peterson, Fall 2006.
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partment of Education modified its policy in 2005 by agreeing to grant
“provisional AYP” status to 27 percent of the schools, with 36 percent
said to be making AYP and just 37 percent not making AYP. It is
not clear how long the “provisional” status will be granted, but its
introduction adds new complexity and confusion and certainly under-
lines the need for further reform. In the meantime, the contrasts be-
tween the Florida grading system and the federal one are little short
of bizarre, leaving parents hopelessly confused as to just why, for
example, a school that receives an “A” from the state of Florida should
be said to be not making adequate yearly progress. Clearly, the two
systems need to be reconciled, perhaps meeting somewhere in the
middle. Florida should follow through on its plans to raise proficiency
standards, while NCLB should adopt a five-level grading system like
Florida.

NCLB has still other things to learn from Florida’s accountability
system. NCLB does not have any graduation requirement or limit on
social promotion that would hold students accountable. Schools are
not given any rewards or incentives to perform. And if a school is
found not to be making adequate yearly progress, the immediate im-
pacts are small. Perhaps the most unfortunate feature of the NCLB
accountability system, as it operates in Florida, is its inability to dif-
ferentiate cleanly between higher and lower quality schools. That
would seem to be a minimum expectation for a sound accountability
system. In this regard, A+ does significantly better.



