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Marching to the beat of your own drummer is all good and well as long as you know where
you’re going. A recent study published in Education Next suggests that Missouri—alone out of all
50 states—is headed in the wrong direction with regard to state proficiency standards for
students. T he study compares how well students in each state do on their states’ proficiency
tests to how well they do on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). For
example, if 25 percent of students in a state scored proficient on the state’s test, but 50 percent
scored proficient on the NAEP, that would indicate that state’s proficiency standards are more
rigorous than the national standards. Since states have different state assessments and the
NAEP is administered in every state, the NAEP serves as a Rosetta stone and allows us to
compare the standards of different states. According to the analysis, every state in the nation
increased the rigor of their proficiency standards from 2009 to 2017. . . except Missouri. T his
could have significant implications for Missouri students, especially students in Missouri’s most
disadvantaged school districts.
When a school district in Missouri loses accreditation, students are allowed to transfer to a
higher-performing school district. In recent years, thousands of students from the Normandy
and Riverview Gardens School Districts used this provision in state statute to transfer to some of
the highest-performing school districts in the state. But students lost the right to transfer when
the state board of education voted to give the school districts provisional accreditation, based in
part on improvements in student achievement-test scores. Based on the Education Next study,
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we have to wonder whether those learning gains were just an illusion caused by the state making
the test easier.
It is important to understand this analysis is not comparing the rigor of the learning standards in
each state. Standards say what students should learn in each grade. T he relevant measure here
is what students must score to be considered proficient by the state assessment. While the
tests are developed based on the standards, setting the cut-score is a subjective process. T he
lower the cut-score, the higher the percentage of students who will score proficient.
In 2009, Missouri had among the most rigorous assessments in the nation. T he two images
below come from a report from the U.S. Department of Education, “Mapping State Proficiency
Standards Onto the NAEP Scales .” Look far to the right and you will notice that Missouri led the
nation in rigor on the 8th grade reading assessment and had the third most rigorous state
assessment in 8th grade mathematics.
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What followed 2009 was chaos. Missouri adopted the Common Core standards and ditched our
rigorous state assessment. T he state then went through turmoil as citizens pushed back against
the Common Core, the legislature called for new standards to be written, and the state shuffled
through four different state assessment systems. In the end, we wound up with an assessment
that was easier than the one we had before.
Forget for a moment the overall message that lowering standards sends and the potential it has
to impact all students. In the cases of Normandy and Riverview Gardens, lowering standards
may have had a direct and detrimental impact on students. T he year Normandy lost its
accreditation, just 22 percent of the district’s students scored proficient or advanced in
communication arts and 23 percent did so in math, according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch . In
2017, the district regained provisional accreditation even though the performance of students in
the district was not substantially better. T hat year , 34 percent of students scored proficient or
advanced in communication arts and only 19 percent did so in math. Keep in mind these scores
were with the easier tests.
Missouri’s state board of education voted to give provisional accreditation to the Riverview
Gardens School District in 2016 and the Normandy Schools Collaborative in 2017. It seems
those decisions may have been based on the faulty assumption that the student achievement in
the districts was improving, when it seems the state was just giving easier tests. At the very
least, we owe it to the students of these districts to investigate this further.

About the Author
James Shuls
Distinguished Fellow of Education Policy
James V. Shuls is an assistant professor of educational leadership and policy
studies at the University of Missouri–St. Louis and Distinguished Fellow in
Education Policy at the Show-Me Institute.
3

Read Online
https://showmeinstitute.org/blog/accountability/sore-thumb-missouris-testing-standards-buck-national-tre
nd

Links
[1] https://showmeinstitute.org/blog/accountability/sore-thumb-missouris-testing-standards-buck-national-t
rend
[2] http://educationnext.org/rigor-state-proficiency-standards-map-2017/
[3] https://showmeinstitute.org/publication/school-choice/interdistrict-choice-students-failing-schools-burde
n-or-boon
[4] https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/studies/2011458.pdf
[5] http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/education/state-votes-to-strip-normandy-schools-of-accreditation/
article_d5a11724-01a4-11e2-87a5-0019bb30f31a.html
[6] http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/education/normandy-schools-get-good-news-and-provisional-accr
editation/article_693d9b70-e821-5b76-9709-ca2e1c9d2901.html

Mission Statement
Advancing liberty with responsibility by promoting market solutions for Missouri public policy.

Show-Me Institute
5297 Washington Place
Saint Louis, MO 63108
Phone: (314) 454-0647
Fax: (314) 454-0667

3645 Troost Avenue
Kansas City, MO 64109
Phone: (816) 287-0370

Email: info@showmeinstitute.org

Support Our Work
T he Show-Me Institute is a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. Make your tax
deductible contribution today: http://ShowMeInstitute.org/donate

4

