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Looking Worse Before We Look Better:

Student Performance in a Common Core World
by MetaMetrics President and Co-founder Malbert Smith 111, Ph.D.,

and Director of Professional Development Jason Turner

While political leaders and pundits wrangle over the
various impending fiscal cliffs, it is important to call
attention to a lesser known, but just as urgent,
impending cliff in education. First, it is widely hoped
that in 2013 we will finally see the reauthorization of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).
The failure of Congress to reauthorize ESEA has led
the Department of Education to circumvent issues of
compliance by granting state waivers. However,
these waivers are largely temporary, allowing states
some breathing room until the reauthorization of
ESEA can be addressed. The second critical event
regards the final development and release of the
common core assessments by two testing consortia,
the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for
College and Careers (PARCC) and Smarter Balanced
Assessment Consortium (SBAC). Thoughtful and
careful deliberation of both of these factors will be
required if we are to avoid a storm of uncertainty and
confusion.

It has been almost a decade since Congress last
reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act (ESEA) with the passage of the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB). President Bush signed it into law
on January 8, 2002, and at that time it represented a
sweeping overhaul of federal efforts to support
elementary and secondary education in the United
States. Undertaken as a major effort to enhance the
academic performance of all children, NCLB had
many important and promising features that Con-
gress hopefully retains when addressing the reau-
thorization —features such as disaggregation of data,
annual assessments and expanded parental options.
However, there are at least three flaws in the current
bill that need to be corrected.

The first flaw in NCLB is its allowance for each state
to define and set their own internal standards for
proficiency. Fifty states determining their own “profi-
ciency” standards, combined with the “proficiency”
standards associated with the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP), has resulted in an
academic Tower of Babel when it comes to measur-
ing progress in reading and math in our country.
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The failure to establish clear, national standards of
proficiency yielded highly disparate definitions of
“proficiency” and, in practice, led to radically differ-
ent ideas on what it meant to be proficientin reading
and math. The unintended consequence of allowing
states to set their own proficiency standards was that
a “proficient 4th grade student in reading in Missis-
sippi” was not the same as a “proficient 4th grade
student in reading in Connecticut.” Even worse, the
proficiency level set by the majority of states was not
consistent with the rigor of NAEP. This lack of a
common scale led to a general confusion among the
public about whether our academic performance
actually improved or not. In a 2004 white paper, The
Need for Objective Measurement Under the No
Child Left Behind Act, Malbert Smith wrote:

The serendipitous benefit of the high-stakes
consequences of NCLB is that it will expose
one of the most profound limitations of mea-
surement in the social sciences: The lack of
unification of metrics (universal and standard
scales). Without wuniversal, exchangeable
scales in the social sciences, our assessment
systems across states may employ the same
labels (advanced, proficient, basic and below
basic), but may vary dramatically in the
achievement implied by these labels.

The second inherent flaw in NCLB is that it permitted
states to back load their growth into the outer years.
In other words, as Chester Finn of the Thomas Ford-
ham Institute noted, this feature essentially allowed
states to assume a balloon mortgage-type model
when it came to ensuring that every student was
proficient by school year 2013-14. Instead of requir-
ing an equal amount of annual growth (like a fixed
mortgage), much of the growth was deferred until
the later years. An unintended consequence of this
approach is that it became increasingly difficult for
states to hit annual yearly progress (AYP) targets with
each passing year.

A final and fundamental flaw of NCLB is that it led
states to build accountability models that focused on
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status measures of student performance as opposed
to growth measures. Within the 670 pages of NCLB,
terms like “achievement,” “progress” “learning
growth,” and “development” are used over 1,660
times. Unfortunately, these terms are used inter-
changeably, as if there is no distinction between
growth and status. The bill could have been more
accurately titled No “Cohort” Left Behind. The real
and substantive concern of educators and parents
involves growth, not status. Obviously, the reauthori-
zation of a new bill presents an opportunity for
correcting these previous flaws.

Around the same time that Congress will address
these issues, we will be approaching the release of
the common core assessments by PARCC and SBAC.
While there is a healthy sense of optimism about
these assessments, there are a number of nagging
concerns that need addressing. The first and most
obvious issue concerns cost. In today’s economic
environment, all states are seeking to reduce the
amount they spend on their annual assessments.
Though most educators are optimistic about the
promise of these long-awaited assessments, many
privately worry that ballooning costs —costs far great-
er than many current state assessment
programs—will render their state unable to afford
the high price tag. While those fears are completely
reasonable, a thoughtful analysis by Linda
Darling-Hammond of Stanford University indicates
that while the two assessments are likely to be more
expensive than current assessments, there is good
reason to believe that a number of creative solutions,
including cost-sharing among states, may offer ways
to significantly lower cost.

Assuming that cost can be brought in line with
current state assessment budgets and that the assess-
ments pass basic psychometric assumptions of
reliability and validity, a major remaining issue will be
how to communicate the assessment results to the
public. If one subscribes to the notion that the “profi-
ciency” levels on PARCC and SBAC assessments will
likely be more rigorous than what most states have
previously set, then great care and attention must be
paid to how we communicate these results. To para-
phrase Warren Buffett, only when the tide goes out
can you tell who has been swimming without a bath-
ing suit. The release of two “national assessments”
will take the tide out! For example, assume a state
reports that 75 percent of their third graders are
proficient in reading in 2013. Then, in subsequent
years, the state reports that (under the new assess-
ment program) only 50 percent are proficient. To the
uninitiated, it appears that the state has suffered a
precipitous decline in reading growth, when, in fact,

it is the benchmark for what constitutes “proficiency,”
along with the introduction of a common scale, that
has been raised and is responsible for a perceived
drop in student performance. It is easy to imagine
how, divorced from context and history, these reports
will provide headline fodder and can fuel an inaccu-
rate picture of state educational progress.

When it comes to the implementation of the new
assessments, it is helpful to take a page from the book
of Wall Street. Publicly traded companies know the
importance of managing expectations, and it is
critical that education departments proactively shape
expectations. Education departments would do well
to take the lead in informing the public about what to
expect from the reauthorization of ESEA and what the
adoption of our new ‘national assessments’ will mean
for the measurement of growth. Central to that effort
will be the need to communicate the reason why
state-specific multiple scales simply will not suffice as
tools to measure our students’ progress in reading
and mathematics. As Smith wrote in 2004:

Consequently, the real reason that the multiple
measures requirement is on such a slippery
slope is that our instruments do not have
exchangeable scales. Without standard objec-
tive scales, like those employed in the hard
sciences, educators will be left with
less-than-satisfactory methods and very confus-
ing, complicated schemes for reporting such
data.

In fact, given the lack of exchangeable, highly dispa-
rate scales, the public should expect to see dips in
student performance as we transition to a common
metric and a unified way of measuring student
growth.

While most of the nation’s attention has been
focused on the financial cliffs (debt ceiling, seques-
tration, etc.), educators should pay special attention
to the fog of uncertainty surrounding the reauthori-
zation of NCLB and the release of the PARCC and
SBAC assessments. A recent Gallup Poll indicates that
the public’s confidence in our schools is at an all-time
low. We analyzed over 40 years of Gallup data on this
issue, along with empirical assessment data, to see if
such a dismal public view was justified. We conclud-
ed our analyses with the steps that we think are
needed to restore public confidence in education. In
this transition into what could be a transformative
moment, we are concerned that no child be left
behind and that each student graduates college and
career ready. During this time of transition—as we
move toward a higher level of academic rigor and
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proficiency standards—we may look worse before
we look better. Getting this message right and help-
ing the public understand this important transition
will be necessary if we are to avoid further misper-
ceptions and misunderstandings about the great
work our nation’s educators are doing.
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