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|s There Really Quality in Quality Counts 2001 Ratings?

There s atremendous amount of unscien-
tific information concerning what really
worksin public education. Though the
rhetoric is extensive, thoroughly convinc-
ing proof that education programs actually
work isoften hard to find. A few weeks
ago, the Education Week newspaper pro-
vided a new casein point.

EdWeek recently released its annual report
on education, Quality Counts 2001. QC
2001 ranks states on a variety of indicators.
Among the most important ratings: those
given to each state's standards and ac-
countability program. Unfortunately, it is
extremely easy to challenge these QC 2001
ratings. Indeed, high ratingsin QC 2001
might actually correspond to the some of
the worst education performance.

Consider thedatain Table 1. Thistable
shows 1998 National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP) 4th Grade Read-
ing scores for four top and four bottom
rated statesin QC 2001 (afifth bottom
rated state didn’t take NAEP and isn't in-
cluded). Table 1 alsoincludes the percent-
age of each state’' s raw sample that was
identified as learning disabled and ex-
cluded from taking the NAEP.

Tablel. Top and Bottom Rated Statesfor Education
Standar ds and Accountability in Quality Counts 2001,
with Their NAEP Scoresand Their NAEP Exclusion

Clearly, states that got top ratingsin QC
2001 were generally outscored on NAEP
by states EdWeek rated at the bottom. But,
thereis moreto the picture. It's obvious
NAEP scores will riseif more weak stu-
dents are barred from participating. The
only question concerns the amount of in-
flation, and even experts cannot agree on
that. My personal estimate, based on re-
gression analysis of the 1998 NAEP, is that
scores are inflated by somewhere between
0.5toafull 1.0 pointsfor every 1 percent
increasein exclusion. Thus, because states
on theleft of Table 1 generally have higher
exclusion rates than the states on theright,
scores on the left of Table 1 are probably
inflated more than scores on theright. |If
S0, that would make the rating errorsin QC
2001 even more serious.

In addition, highly rated statesin QC 2001
generally identified quite a bit more of
their children astoo learning disabled to
takethe NAEP. That, by itsdlf, isa highly
contradictory situation. Why are there no-
ticeably more learning problemsin those
states QC 2001 rated highly?

NAEP isn't the only test at odds with the
ratingsin QC 2001. Recent performance
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on college entrance testing for those states
in Table 1 that had generally equivalent
participation rates on the ACT also sup-
ports a conclusion that high ratings for
standards and accountability in QC 2001
correspond to weaker education perform-
ance. SeeTable 2 for this data.

Actually, problematic ratingsin Quality
Counts aren’t terribly surprising. There-
port is funded by the Pew Charitable
Trusts. Pew spent millions of dollarsin
dtates like Kentucky pushing some rather
controversial ideas about accountability
and how it should serve asthe central de-
ment of reform. So, when QC 2001 claims
itsratings are based on the “best thinking”
about what works in education, one would
certainly expect this “thinking” to beinflu-
enced by the financial sponsor’svision of
what is“best.” But, therea value of
Pew’ sideas still remains unclear.

In fact, if ACT and NAEP have any value,
it becomes questionable whether the “best
thinking” from Pew and EdWeek leadsto
good education for students. And, if thor-
ough analysis of real student performance
iscrucial, we might do well to look beyond
QC 2001.

Table2. ACT Composite Scoresand Graduates
Participation Rates, Statesfrom Table 1 with
Generally Equivalent ACT Participation
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