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The reviewed report assigns grades to the content standards of 49 states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia, on an A-F scale, and uses those grades as a basis for criticizing schools
for lack of progress in improving standards. This review found no evidence supporting
the validity of the grades and also found no evidence of a relationship to student aca-
demic performance, contrary to the report’s conclusions. The report’s claims in support
of its grading practice were selectively data-mined and were seriously lacking in meth-
odological rigor. Policymakers and educators would be ill-advised to base any decisions
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about policy or practice on the grades assigned by this report.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Educational standards have become a central
issue in educational policy over the last sev-
eral decades and have assumed particular
importance with the passage and implemen-
tation of the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 (NCLB). Standards are divided into
two types: content and performance. Con-
tent standards specify the knowledge and
skills to be learned in a given subject area;
performance standards specify the level of
learning deemed sufficient, typically labeled
as “proficient.”

Content and performance standards work in
tandem in test-based accountability systems
like NCLB. In theory, such systems “incen-
tivize” educators to produce improved stu-
dent learning by holding them accountable
for improvement on performance standards,
as measured by standardized tests. Perform-
ance standards must be *“aligned” with con-
tent standards; content standards drive im-
provement in performance if they are suffi-
ciently rigorous and provide guidance to
educators by being clear, precise, and man-
ageable in number.

The report under review, The State of State
Standards 2006, rated each state’s “subject”
(i.e., “content”) standards in U.S. History,
English/language arts, mathematics, science,
and world history, using an A-F scale. The
report then compared those grades to earlier
ratings from 2000. An accompanying
document, It Takes a Vision: How Three
States Created Great Academic Standards,
provides a separate account of the develop-
ment of the three state standards judged
best: those of California, Massachusetts, and
Indiana.

The report was produced by the Thomas B.
Fordham Institute, which has “raising stan-
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dards” and “strengthening accountability” at
the forefront of its stated mission.* The au-
thors of the report are Chester Finn, Presi-
dent of the Fordham Institute and Assistant
Secretary of Education in the Reagan ad-
ministration; Michael J. Petrilli, Vice Presi-
dent for National Programs & Policy of the
Fordham Institute; and Liam Julian, Associ-
ate Writer and Editor, also of the Fordham
Institute. Joanne Jacobs, author of the ac-
companying document (“It Takes a Vi-
sion™), is a freelance writer and blogger.

II. THE REPORT’S FINDINGS AND
CONCLUSIONS

The main report reaches two primary con-

clusions, while the ‘It Takes a Vision’

document offers a third:

1. Between 2000 (pre-NCLB) and 2006
there has been no overall progress in
raising the quality of state content
standards. Whereas some have got-
ten better, this it offset by the finding
that others have gotten worse. The
average grade in 2000, C-, remained
the average grade in 2006.

2. Students in states with better content
standards do better on performance
standards.

3. Effective leadership on the part of
office holders, representatives of
business, and academic content ex-
perts, against often significant resis-
tance, is required in order for states
to develop good content standards.

I1l. THE REPORT’S RATIONALES FOR
ITS FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
To support the first conclusion — that there
has been no progress overall in raising the
quality of content standards between 2000
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and 2006 — the report compared the average
letter grade Fordham Institute experts gave
in 2000 with the average letter grade such
experts gave in subsequent years, ending in
2006.

To support the second conclusion — that stu-
dents in states with better content standards
do better on performance standards — the
report identified states that had made statis-
tically significant gains in the percentage of
students who attained proficiency in given
subject areas of NAEP and then related this
to the states’ grades on the corresponding
standards. Three examples are provided,
one each from English/language arts, sci-
ence, and mathematics.

To support the third conclusion — that effec-
tive leadership, against often significant
resistance, is required in order for states to
develop good content standards — case stud-
ies were provided documenting the devel-
opment of content standards in the three
states that Fordham judges to have the best
standards: California, Massachusetts, and
Indiana.

IV.REVIEW OF THE REPORT’S USE OF
RESEARCH LITERATURE

The text of the report refers to work by the
American Federation of Teachers (AFT), as
well as Fordham’s own previous work, but
the report includes no citations. The report
makes fleeting reference to the controversy
surrounding testing and accountability regi-
mens and again provides no citations. The
report does not have a reference list.

The Fordham Institute exhibits a strong prior
commitment to the centrality of education
standards both in its mission statement and
in the report under consideration (e.g., sub-
ject matter standards “are the foundation of
standards-based reform, the dominant edu-
cation policy strategy in America to-
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day”...and...“exert enormous influence over
what actually happens inside the classroom,”
p. 6). By not including a meaningful discus-
sion of the research literature, the report is
able to simply assume that the “dominant
education policy” is unproblematic. Re-
search-based arguments on both sides ques-
tion whether standards-based accountability
regimes like NCLB improve student per-
formance.? A rating or grading system like
the one used in the report is based necessar-
ily on a belief in a strong connection be-
tween the policy and an outcome goal that is
accepted as beneficial. The issues of out-
comes and of failing to address the research
base are also important here because re-
searchers must struggle with the fact that
content standards are only one among many
factors that might influence student (and
teacher) performance.

V. REVIEW OF THE REPORT’S
METHODOLOGY
The accompanying document by Joanne
Jacobs employs, in a broad sense of the
term, a case-study methodology—an ap-
proach that, generally speaking, is both use-
ful and defensible. However, the methodol-
ogy that the report itself uses to support its
conclusions is highly problematic.

States’ grades were determined by raters
who were deemed experts by the report’s
authors. How many raters were used and
what their qualifications might be are not
addressed in the text of the report. A num-
ber of individuals are mentioned in the ac-
knowledgements, many of whom would
appear to be employees of the Fordham In-
stitute.

State standards are judged on the general
basis of whether they are “clear, rigorous,
and right-headed about content” (p. 6). A
few slightly more specific subject area ex-
amples are provided from English, science,
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and history. The report does not specify the
criteria that are employed; nor does the re-
port tell the reader what the various grades
mean in terms of such criteria. The reader is
instead referred to the individual evaluations
for each state for more specificity. But the
individual state reports offer little that is
more informative than what is provided in
the text of the report. These state reports
give the reader short descriptions of Ford-
ham’s summary judgments, but the reader is
not given specific criteria or even the state
standards to which Fordham’s judgments are
applied.

A much more detailed description of the
grading criteria — which presumably re-
mained the same — can be found in The State
of State Standards 2000.% Still, this earlier
document provides little description or de-
fense of the procedure by which the criteria
were developed and validated. In the case of
English grading criteria, for example, the
reader is referred to a 1997 one-page docu-
ment by Sandra Stotsky, contained within
“State English Standards,” which vaguely
describes a procedure that makes unspeci-
fied use of outside reviewers (who, how
many, what they attended to, etc.) and heav-
ily depends on her individual judgments.
The resulting standards* include criteria
such as English-only instruction in Eng-
lish/language arts (A2) and also “anti-
criteria,” i.e., things to be avoided, such as
relating lived experiences to literature (F2)
and addressing contemporary social issues
(F3). This means that Fordham’s standards
are quite at odds with those of authoritative
groups such as the National Council of
Teachers of English.”> Although the value
judgments embedded in standards like Stot-
sky’s may accurately reflect the beliefs of
Fordham’s leadership, readers are ill-served
when important information about the char-
acter of its standards is hidden from view, as
is the case with the report under review here.
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In general, the report provides no evidence
for the reliability of the grades—either that
grades assigned by the same expert are con-
sistent over time (test-retest reliability) or
that different raters agree on grades assigned
(inter-rater reliability). The grading process
also apparently had no control for rater bias
by insuring that raters were blind to infor-
mation that might distort their judgments,
e.g., that a given state had done well or
poorly on NAEP or that “progressives” or
“postmodernists” were influential in negoti-
ating the standards. In sum, no evidence is
offered that the grades are valid measures of
the quality of state content standards. Read-
ers are asked simply to rely on the overall
conclusions reached by Fordham and its
graders, supplemented by a few cursory
statements in the state documents regarding
strengths and/or weaknesses.

VI.REVIEW OF THE VALIDITY OF THE

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
Because of its methodological shortcoming
regarding reliability and rater bias, the re-
port’s first conclusion, about how states’
content standards have changed or not, is
supported poorly. Worse, there is no indica-
tion that the grades were in any way vali-
dated.

The report’s second conclusion, that stu-
dents in states with better content standards
do better on performance standards, is even
more poorly supported than its first conclu-
sion. In the section entitled “Do Good Stan-
dards Improve Student Achievement?” the
report begins its analysis by acknowledging
that “there is no simple relationship” be-
tween Fordham’s grades and student per-
formance. Indeed, the figure presented in
the report, plotting fourth grade NAEP pro-
ficiency percentages against Fordham grades
(p. 13), suggests not only that there is no
“simple relationship,” it suggests no rela-
tionship exists at all.
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Yet the authors of the report find the evi-
dence inconclusive and decide to keep look-
ing for a relationship. They argue, in effect,
that the straightforward comparison is want-
ing because it is based on only one moment
in time. They thus offer an alternative:
“what matters is whether any reform, includ-
ing adoption of rigorous standards, leads to
progress over time” (p. 13). Using this ap-
proach, the report presents three analyses of
the data, based on states whose NAEP
scores have improved over time. These al-
ternative analyses aim to establish a positive
relationship between Fordham’s grades and
state-level student performance. Below is a
brief description and critique of each of
these analyses.

Analysis 1, English/language arts

Of 10 states that made statistically signifi-
cant progress for at least one group in
fourth-grade reading on NAEP between
1998 and 2005, nine received at least a C
from Fordham for their English/language
arts standards.

Inspection of the data for the analysis (pro-
vided in the table on p. 14) raises a number
of questions. Of the 40 states (39 plus the
District of Columbia; lowa is not included)
that failed to produce statistically significant
gains, 33 (82.5%) had a grade of C or above,
and their average grade was 2.25. This
compares with 90 percent of the 10 states
that did make significant gains that had an
average grade of 2.4. Any conclusion about
a positive relationship between Fordham’s
grades and student performance drawn on
the basis of these relatively small quantita-
tive differences is exceedingly dubious, par-
ticularly because the small number of states
(only 10) that produced significant gains
decreases the stability of the summary statis-
tics associated with them.
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Other observations further weaken Ford-
ham’s analysis. For example, California and
Massachusetts, the two states with A grades
among in 10 that produced significant gains
in fourth-grade reading on NAEP, did so for
only one of four relevant groups, the same
number produced by Wyoming, with a grade
of F. Of the four states that produced gains
for the most student groups, three had C
grades and one had a B grade.

Another — and better — way to compare
Fordham’s grades and student performance
is in terms of changes in each, i.e., how im-
provements in Fordham grades between
2000 and 2006 are related to improvements
in performance.® Indeed, this is more faith-
ful to their own view, quoted above, that
“what matters is whether any reform, includ-
ing adoption of rigorous standards, leads to
progress over time” (p. 13). If content stan-
dards drive performance, then improvements
in performance should reflect improvements
in content standards. Although still bur-
dened by all the validity questions concern-
ing the assignment of state grades, this ap-
proach more directly addresses the key ques-
tion and also uses the whole dataset rather
than the subset limited to those states that
produced significant gains in NAEP. The
results of this form of analysis further di-
minish Fordham’s case. Gains in Fordham
grades simply fail to be reflected by gains in
student performance. The 10 states that
produced significant gains in fourth-grade
reading on NAEP had a mean improvement
in their Fordham English grade of 0.2; three
of these states (30%) improved their grade,
two (20%) got worse, and five (50%) stayed
the same. The remaining 39 (ldaho and
lowa are excluded) that failed to produce
significant gains on NAEP had a mean im-
provement in their Fordham English grade
of 0.62 (over three times the improvement of
the states that produced significant gains on
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CSAP); 20 states (51%) improved, eight
(21%) got worse, and 10 (26%) stayed the
same. States with lower grades showed
greater improvement.

Analysis 2, science

Of the five states that made statistically
significant gains on the science NAEP be-
tween 2000 and 2005 in both fourth and
eighth grade, three had A grades.

Less impressive is the fact that the remain-
ing two states that made significant gains
received a D and an F. Fordham’s rating
system seems to have ‘worked’ for three out
of five states — just over the 50 percent mark
one would expect from random guessing —
which does not seem noteworthy.

Analysis 3, mathematics

Four of six states that received “honors”
grades from Fordham produced statistically
significant gains in the percent proficient on
the eighth-grade NAEP mathematics test
between 2000 and 2005.

Why the reversal in the analysis strategy
here? Why not an analysis parallel to exam-
ples 1 and 2 in which the starting point for
the analysis is the identification of states that
produced a statistically significant im-
provement on NAEP proficiency percent-
ages? The apparent answer is that 23 states
produced significant gains yet did not have
content standards that were praised by Ford-
ham. Using a consistent approach would
yield answers inconsistent with the report’s
conclusions.

In summary, these three analyses were se-
lectively mined from data gathered by Ford-
ham — data which themselves are flawed and
for which there is no evidence of validity.
No rationale for Fordham’s unorthodox and
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ad hoc analyses is provided, and those
analyses are sorely lacking in methodologi-
cal rigor. Indeed, the post-hoc massaging of
the data reaches the point of absurdity, as
the authors search for some approach to the
data that might lend support to Fordham’s
conclusion that content standards of the kind
it rates highly do result, in fact, in improved
student performance.

The case studies of California, Massachu-
setts, and Indiana provided by Jacobs are
less problematic. There is good reason to be
cautious, however. Readers should not de-
mand that Jacobs live up to an unattainable
ideal of perfect objectivity; on the other
hand, it is possible to go too far in the direc-
tion of subjectivity, which Jacobs does. The
account she produces exhibits a marked bias
in favor of Fordham’s position on standards.
It reads like a morality tale, in which sensi-
ble, hard-headed, altruistic “reformers,” who
support rigorous, precise, and clear stan-
dards, are “hand-to-hand combatants” en-
gaging in the “good fight” to outmaneuver
and defeat the muddled, soft-headed, self-
serving “progressives.”

VIl. THE REPORT’S USEFULNESS FOR
GUIDANCE OF POLICY AND
PRACTICE.

Because there is no evidence supporting the

validity of Fordham’s grades, it would be

unwise to base any decisions about policy or
practice on them. It may very well be true
that higher-quality content standards help
improve results on performance assess-
ments. But the Fordham report fails to offer

a valid and reliable grading system to judge

high-quality content standards. It also fails

to establish that the grades it does present
are associated with improved student per-
formance.

Jacob’s collection of case studies has some
potential usefulness with respect to under-
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standing the various dimensions of standard
setting. But the collection pales in compari-
son to the kind of understanding provided by
more rigorous and scholarly treatments of
the subject.’
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