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current variability in state standards is “off the charts.” He noted that state assessments are also a 
problem, adding that they have remained “ineffective instruments for measuring student 
progress,” as evidenced by the large disparities between state test scores and the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).  
 
Instead, Hunt called for a common set of state standards that are “fewer, clearer, and higher” 
than current state standards, internationally benchmarked, and “based on evidence about the 
essential knowledge and skills that students need to be prepared for college and work.” He 
agreed that a voluntary, state-led effort is the best way to meet this goal, but stressed that the 
process must be “externally validated” to ensure that the result represents the very best standards.  
 
Hunt outlined ten steps that Congress can take to promote the implementation of common 
standards. Included were several ideas mentioned earlier, as well as the need for science 
standards, teacher-designed curriculum that aligns with the standards, state-of-the-art 
assessments that reflect the newly designed content standards and are available to states, and a 
redesign of teacher training programs to “prepare teachers to teach to the content standards and 
use the assessments to improve instruction.” 
 
The second witness, Ken James, Arkansas commissioner of education and president of the 
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), described in more detail the state-led effort 
to establish common standards. He said that the effort began more than two years and, most 
recently, featured a meeting in April composed of representatives from more than forty states 
who had expressed a strong interest in common standards. 
 
James said that the state-led effort sought to establish a “common core” that would build on the 
work of leading states and initiatives that have focused on college- and career-ready standards. 
He stressed that no state will see their standards lowered as a result of this process, which is 
designed to “raise the bar for all states.”  
 
Randi Weingarten, president of the American Federation of Teachers, elaborated on the 
problems with the current system of state standards. For example, she noted that students who 
change schools frequently end up with “gaps and repetitions in their schooling,” and that 
textbook developers try to “cover” the standards by creating books that have a “little bit of 
everything and a lot of nothing.”  
 
She stressed that simply “getting standards right” would not be enough and called on Congress to 
fix the “fundamentally flawed accountability system” in the No Child Left Behind Act. “If we 
are not testing the right information, or the accountability system is flawed, or the tests are 
inadequate, or teachers are not supported, we will not reap the rewards a standards-based reform 
system offers,” she said. “As we look ahead to NCLB reauthorization, we need to address these 
issues in order to fulfill the promise of offering all students a high-quality education.” 
 
Other witnesses included Greg Jones, chairman of California Business for Excellence in 
Education, who shared the business community’s interest in common standards and Dave 
Levin, cofounder of KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program) schools, who described how the 
“current patchwork of state standards” makes it difficult to evaluate KIPP’s network of charter 
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olds, even with a three-point uptick since 2004, fared no better than their peers in 1971, as 
indicated in the chart below. 
 
Trend in NAEP Reading Average Scores from 1971–2008 

 
 
“If you end up in the emergency room with an EKG that shows this kind of flat line, someone 
should be putting electrically charged paddles to your chest,” said Bob Wise, president of the 
Alliance for Excellent Education and former governor of West Virginia. “Some student 
gains are being made in the elementary and middle schools, but if our high schools were cell 
phones, these NAEP results are a massive cry of ‘can you hear me now.’” 
 
The report also finds that large percentages of high school students struggle to understand 
complicated information. According to the report, only 39 percent of seventeen-year-olds can 
“understand complicated literary and informational passages, including material about topics 
they study at school,” it reads. 
 
In math, nine- and thirteen-year-olds made more significant gains, posting higher average scores 
in 2008 than in all previous assessments. But again, the average scores of seventeen-year-olds 
were essentially flat. 
 
Margaret Spellings, who served as Secretary of Education under President George W. 
Bush, told the New York Times that the results were a vindication of the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB), which was enacted in 2002. “It’s not an accident that we’re seeing the most 
improvement where NCLB has focused most vigorously,” she said. “The law focuses on math 
and reading in grades three through eight—it’s not about high schools. So these results are 
affirming of our accountability-type approach.” 
 
Progress in closing achievement gaps between white students and minority students, another key 
goal of NCLB, was mixed. In reading and math, the difference between the average white score 
and the average African American score has narrowed for all three age groups since 1971, but 
only a fraction of the change has occurred since 1999. The same was true for the achievement 
gap between white and Hispanic students. 
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The racial achievement gap is even more worrisome because black and Latino students will 
make up a greater proportion of the student population in coming years. “If unaddressed, [the 
racial achievement gap] will almost certainly act as a drag on overall U.S. educational and 
economic performance in the years ahead,” the report reads. 
 
Like minority students, low-income students are also, on average, two years of learning behind 
higher-income students of the same age. Lacking many of the advantages of their more 
advantaged peers, low-income students begin school behind and struggle to catch up. According 
to the report, only 9 percent of freshmen in the nation’s 120 “Tier 1” colleges are from the 
bottom half of the income distribution. 
 
“By underutilizing such a large proportion of the country’s human potential, the U.S. economy is 
less rich in skills than it could be,” it reads. “The result is that American workers are, on average, 
less able to develop, master, and adapt to new productivity-enhancing technologies and methods 
than they could otherwise have been. Also these achievement gaps have a clustering effect akin 
to economic dead zones, where communities of low-achieving local school produce clusters of 
Americans largely unable to participate in the greater American economy due to a concentration 
of low skills, high unemployment, or high incarceration rates.” 
 
In analyzing the achievement gaps between school systems serving similar students, the report 
finds hope. Although it finds huge performance gaps between states, districts within states, 
schools within districts, and even classrooms within the same school, the report says these 
differences “prove there are substantial opportunities to improve productivity and performance 
via the adoption of best practices.” 
 
“Many teachers and schools across the country are proving that race and poverty are not destiny; 
many more are demonstrating that middle-class children can be educated to world-class levels of 
performance,” the report reads. “America’s history of bringing disadvantaged groups into the 
economic mainstream over time, and the progress of other nations in education, suggest that 
large steps forward are possible.” 
 
While the report does not devote much space to explaining why these achievement gaps exist, it 
does note that the United States “systemically assigns less experienced, less qualified, probably 
less effective teachers to poorer students of color.” Additionally, it finds that the “unique nature 
of school finance systems in the United States mean that poor neighborhoods tend to have far 
less funding per pupil than schools in wealthier districts,” adding that this degree of inequality is 
not seen in other advanced nations. 
 
The complete report is available at 
http://www.mckinsey.com/clientservice/socialsector/achievementgap.asp. 
 
Straight A’s: Public Education Policy and Progress is a biweekly newsletter that focuses on education news and 
events both in Washington, DC and around the country. The format makes information on federal education policy 
accessible to everyone from elected officials and policymakers to parents and community leaders. The Alliance for 
Excellent Education is a nonprofit organization working to make it possible for America’s six million at-risk middle 
and high school students to achieve high standards and graduate prepared for college and success in life. 




