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Executive Summary

Over the five decades since the passage of the  
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

in 1965, public schooling has assumed an increas- 
ingly prominent role in US domestic policy, now  
constituting the nation’s core strategy for promoting 
social and economic mobility across generations and  
a major proportion of human capital development  
spending. Yet, even as K–12 schools have become  
ever more central to US society, the nation has  
continued to grapple with persistently low achieve-
ment among disadvantaged children and large 
achievement gaps between more and less advantaged 
student subgroups.

This report explores one dimension of this perva-
sive problem, focusing especially on the period from 
2003 to 2017 when the federal No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) school reform law was in effect. The report 
examines eighth-grade achievement as the outcome of 
substantial time—usually nine years—spent in school, 
using data from the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP), long viewed as an important 
barometer of student achievement across the nation 
and a key measure of school reform success. 

The report focuses particularly on achievement 
gaps based on socioeconomic status, which have 
endured for decades. It describes the proportions of 
lower-income and higher-income eighth graders in 
each state and the District of Columbia who failed to 
demonstrate basic levels of reading and math compe-
tence in 2003 and 2017, the achievement gap between 
the two groups at both points in time, and changes 
in both performance and gaps over that period. The 
report documents the strikingly poor performance of 
lower-income children in 2017 and the wide achieve-
ment gaps that persisted in every state in 2017. 

While improvement in children’s NAEP results 
over the NCLB period fell short of what reformers  
had hoped for, it is generally asserted that NCLB, 
together with prior reforms, raised achievement  
for disadvantaged children, particularly the lowest- 
performing children and children of color. Yet media 
reports and commentary on NAEP trends have  
typically stressed a limited set of metrics, leaving 
important outcomes insufficiently examined. 

First, a tendency to headline national averages has 
drawn attention away from large variation among 
states. Second, descriptions of student subgroup 
performance often emphasize differences in average 
NAEP scores, excluding crucial data on the actual 
performance levels that children have achieved. 
Third, reports on the percentages of students scor-
ing at NAEP’s three achievement levels commonly 
lump all students together, obscuring large achieve-
ment gaps among student subgroups. Finally, state 
NAEP outcomes are almost always reported without 
the policy-relevant context of state-level per-student 
expenditures that those outcomes cost to produce. 

This report aims to fill these gaps, revealing a 
more nuanced picture than typical accounts present. 
As often noted, the average national percentage of  
eighth graders identified as lower income who scored 
below NAEP’s lowest level of Basic on reading and 
math assessments declined from 2003 to 2017. 
But performance across states was highly uneven. 
Declines in most states were small, and achieve-
ment gaps between lower-income and higher-income 
eighth graders remained substantial. 

Moreover, in almost all states, the group cate-
gorized as “lower income” included a much larger  
percentage of higher-income children in 2017 than in 



Visit www.aei.org/StillLeftBehind2

STILL LEFT BEHIND						         KATHARINE B. STEVENS AND MEREDITH TRACY

2003. It is therefore not clear to what degree the gains 
of that group resulted from improved performance  
of children who were actually low income rather than 
changes in the group’s composition due to the addi-
tion of higher-income, higher-performing children to 
that group. 

The report’s most important finding is that large 
proportions of lower-income eighth graders in 2017 
still failed to demonstrate even minimum levels of 
competence in reading and math, as indicated by 
scoring below NAEP Basic. This was the case in every 
state—even those that appeared to have improved 
the most from 2003 to 2017. That is, more than  
50 years after President Lyndon B. Johnson signed 
the Elementary and Secondary School Act into law as 
a cornerstone of his War on Poverty legislation and 

close to 14 years since the nation’s most far-reaching 
school reform initiative was launched, the disadvan-
taged children long targeted by reforms and increased 
spending were still failing in large numbers. 

Despite initial appearances, this report does not 
contradict accounts of notably improved school per-
formance over the past decades. Rather, it directs 
attention to an under-examined aspect of public 
schooling: the persistently low achievement outcomes 
of lower-income students, often obscured by a pre-
vailing focus on incremental improvements in aver-
age scores. The degree to which all children achieve at 
least basic levels of competence in reading and math 
over eight or nine years in school, as described in this 
report, warrants greater public and policy attention.
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Still Left Behind: How America’s 
Schools Keep Failing Our Children

Katharine B. Stevens and Meredith Tracy

We owe the children of America a good education. And today begins a new era, a new time 
in public education in our country. As of this hour, America’s schools will be on a new path 
of reform and a new path of results.

—George W. Bush, “Remarks on Signing the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,” January 8, 20021 

The idea that public schools would ensure equal 
opportunity for all children and serve as the nation’s 
primary vehicle for social and economic mobility 
is relatively new in America’s history. In 1900, only 
about 10 percent of children from ages 14 to 17 were 
even enrolled in high school. It was not until the 
1920s that state laws requiring children to attend 
elementary school were in place and enforced across 
the US. In 1940, less than half the adult population 
had more than an eighth-grade education, and by 
1960, the high school graduation rate had reached 
just 70 percent.2 

Indeed, until the mid-1960s, public schools were 
largely viewed as a means to assimilate immigrants 
and produce capable workers and citizens, not as 
a strategy to advance mobility and opportunity for  
all. A 1951 US Office of Education publication, for  
example, noted that “most boys and girls are headed 
for jobs that require little training,” encouraging 
schools to lower students’ expectations of their  
career choices rather than “inspir[ing] glamorous 
hopes that may not be justified.”3 

But President Lyndon B. Johnson advocated a  
groundbreaking new role for America’s public schools,  
proposing they serve as the means for breaking the 

cycle of poverty and bettering poor children’s lives. 
“Education is the only valid passport from poverty,” 
he maintained.4 “Universal, free, public education is 
the very foundation upon which our entire society 
rests today.”5 In 1965, Johnson signed the Elemen- 
tary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) into law  
as a cornerstone of his War on Poverty legisla-
tion, describing it as “the core of all our hopes for  
a Great Society.”6 “No law I have signed or will 
ever sign means more to the future of America,”  
he declared.7 

The ESEA thus established a new purpose for K–12 
schooling, accompanied by an unprecedented federal 
role in its funding and delivery. For the first time in 
history, it called for schools to close gaps between  
disadvantaged and advantaged children, giving every 
child a fair start regardless of family income and  
ZIP code.

Since then, the nation’s investment in public-
schooling has grown substantially. Total public 
spending on elementary and secondary schools has  
reached over $700 billion annually. From 1970 to 
2017, average total expenditures per student more 
than doubled, rising from $4,943 to $12,783 in  
constant 2019 dollars. Almost half (47 percent) 
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of school spending is funded by states—ranging 
from 32 percent in New Hampshire to 90 percent 
in adjacent Vermont—and K–12 schools are now 
states’ single-largest general-fund expenditure, con- 
suming an average of more than one-third of state 
general funds.8 Sixteen states spend 40 percent 
or more of their general funds on their public 
schools.9

Over the past half century, public schools have 
thus come to assume a prominent role in US domestic 
policy. K–12 schooling now constitutes the nation’s 
core strategy for promoting social and economic 
mobility across generations and accounts for a major 
proportion of human capital development spending, 
especially at the state and local levels. 

Yet, 55 years after President Johnson signed the 
ESEA into law, his hopes for the nation’s public 
schools remain unrealized. Indeed, for decades, the 
school enterprise has been characterized by chron-
ically inadequate performance and large, persistent 
achievement gaps between economically advantaged 
and disadvantaged children.10 A Nation at Risk: The 
Imperative of Education Reform was published in 1983, 
less than 20 years after the ESEA was signed and soon 
after the US Department of Education was estab-
lished by President Jimmy Carter in 1979. Already, 
the report declared that America’s public schools 
had failed and—in what would come to be a familiar 
refrain—that the US needed “to generate reform of 
our educational system in fundamental ways.”11 

A Nation at Risk was soon followed by “America 
2000: An Education Strategy,” launched in 1989 by 
President George H. W. Bush and a coalition of  
state governors, calling for urgent action to improve 
America’s public schools.12 The group adopted six 
“national education goals” to be achieved by 2000—
along with “a bold, complex, and long-range plan” 
to accomplish them—including that “all children in 
America will start school ready to learn” and “will 
leave grades four, eight, and twelve having demon-
strated competency in challenging subject matter” in 
core subjects.13 

“America 2000” evolved into the Goals 2000:  
Educate America Act, which President Bill Clinton 
signed into law in 1994. That same year, Congress 
reauthorized the ESEA as the Improving America’s 

Schools Act of 1994, stipulating “comprehensive  
systemic school reform . . . to improve education for 
ALL children.”14 

By the end of the 20th century, however, concerns 
about low school performance had only escalated. 
Growing numbers of analysts argued that inadequate 
attention was being paid to disadvantaged students, 
in particular, and the wide achievement gaps between 
those students and their more advantaged peers. 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001

In 2002, President George W. Bush echoed his prede-
cessors from previous decades, signing the 650-page 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) into law to 
give “every child, of every background . . . a chance to 
learn and strive and rise in the world.”15 Noting that 
“a huge percentage of children in poverty can’t read 
at grade level,” despite nearly $200 billion in federal 
education funds targeting disadvantaged children 
since passage of the ESEA, President Bush described 
NCLB’s goal as improving schools so that “no child—
not one single child in America—is left behind.” 
“We’ve spent billions of dollars with lousy results,”  
he declared. “Now it’s time to spend billions of  
dollars” to get good ones.16

The culmination of decades of evolving school 
reform, NCLB was described at the time as “the most 
sweeping education-reform legislation since 1965.”17 

It was the product of a bipartisan collaboration 
among civil rights and business groups, congressional  
Democrats and Republicans, and the Bush admin-
istration, reflecting growing national investment in 
schooling even as public schools’ inadequacy became 
an increasingly urgent concern.18

NCLB had two primary goals. It aimed for all stu-
dents to attain proficiency or above on “challenging” 
state achievement standards in math and reading, 
as measured by state tests, by 2014. It also sought 
to close achievement gaps between advantaged and  
disadvantaged children.19 

To accomplish these goals, NCLB stipulated two 
strategies to increase accountability and transpar-
ency in public schooling. First, it defined an ampli-
fied new role for the federal government to hold 
states, districts, and schools accountable for student 
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outcomes. Second, it required that each state admin-
ister reading and math tests to every student in grades 
three through eight annually and at least once in  
high school, using state-developed tests aligned with 
the state’s academic performance standards. States  
were further required to collect and report school- 
and district-level test outcomes disaggregated by a 
range of demographic subgroups. 

This unprecedented mandate to collect and report 
achievement data for specified subgroups was 
intended to expose the characteristically low per-
formance of disadvantaged children, which had “too 
often been ignored in the past.”20 It also aimed to 
hold schools accountable for closing the gaps between 
those children and their more advantaged peers, 
which had long been obscured by reliance on achieve-
ment averages. Schools that failed to make “Adequate 
Yearly Progress” toward proficiency for specified  
student subgroups and close achievement gaps 
among higher- and lower-performing children faced 
sanctions that increased over time.21

The National Assessment of Educational 
Progress. The federally run National Assessment of  
Educational Progress (NAEP), known as “the Nation’s 
Report Card,” was charged with a central role in  
implementing NCLB reforms. Developed in 1969,  
NAEP is a nationally representative, standardized 
assessment of student achievement administered  
by the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) in the US Department of Education’s Insti- 
tute of Education Sciences. NAEP reports perform- 
ance data for the nation, each state, and selected  
large urban districts, for all students and various 
demographic subgroups.22 

NCLB required biennial NAEP assessments in 
reading and math for fourth and eighth graders 
in each state beginning in 2003 and mandated that 
NCES report achievement data separately for  
NAEP’s “Reporting Groups,” defined by race and eth-
nicity, gender, economic status, parental education, 
disability status, and status as an English language 
learner.23 Since 2003, the results of NAEP’s assess-
ments have been reported every two years, for all 
students and each reporting group.24 Results are pre-
sented both as average scores on a 0- to 500-point 

scale and as the percentage of students scoring at 
each of NAEP’s three achievement levels—Advanced, 
Proficient, and Basic—based on defined score cutoffs 
for each level. (See Table 1.)25

The purpose of administering biennial NAEP 
math and reading assessments for fourth and eighth 
graders in every state was twofold. The first purpose 
was to monitor NCLB’s success in accomplishing 
its goals: that all fourth and eighth graders attain a  
minimum of proficiency in reading and math by  
2014 and that achievement gaps between advan-
taged and disadvantaged children be closed. Second, 
although state-defined “proficiency”—not “NAEP 
Proficiency”—was the standard by which states 
would be held accountable, NAEP assessments were 
intended to serve as a national yardstick for assessing 
the rigor of state achievement tests.26

This Study

In general, student outcomes over the NCLB period 
fell short of what Congress had intended and reform-
ers had hoped, whether due to shortcomings of NCLB 
or other influences within or outside of schools.27 Yet 
it is generally asserted that NCLB, together with prior 
reforms, raised achievement for disadvantaged chil-
dren, particularly for the lowest-performing children 
and children of color. As analysts often emphasize, for 
example, in eighth-grade math, black students gained 
23 points, and the lowest-performing decile of stu-
dents overall gained 20 points from 1990 to 2017.28 

Reports on NAEP trends, however, have typically 
focused on a limited set of metrics, leaving import-
ant outcomes insufficiently examined. First, a prev-
alent focus on NAEP’s average scores has obscured  
crucial information on children’s specific levels of 

Table 1.  Cutoff Scores for NAEP  
Reading and Mathematics Achievement Levels 

Advanced 333–500

Proficient 299–332

Basic 262–298

Advanced 323–500

Proficient 281–322

Basic 243–280

READING MATHEMATICS

Source: National Center for Education Statistics.
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performance.29 While average scores can be useful 
as a general indication of overall trends, they pro-
vide no information on the percentages of students  
performing at each of NAEP’s three discrete achieve-
ment levels.30 

Further, a focus on incremental, “statistically  
significant” changes in average scores over time has 
obscured crucial aspects of long-term trends—most 
notably, the practical outcomes for children from 
years spent in school. A gain of 23 points over the 
27-year period from 1990 to 2017 is “significant” in  
a statistical sense. But from the point of view of  
families, taxpayers, and policymakers, it is much  
less meaningful.31

For example, the gains of black eighth graders 
in math—from 237 in 1990 to 260 in 2017—are  
frequently plotted on a graph with a y-axis scaled to 
highlight their technical significance, as shown in  
Figure 1.32 Yet when those same gains are plotted  
on a y-axis reflecting the actual range of student  
scores on NAEP’s 500-point scale, their real-world 
significance appears much smaller (Figure 1).33 Most 
important, both graphs ignore that in 2017, over  
one-half (54 percent) of black eighth graders scored 
below NAEP Basic in math. 

Second, a tendency to focus on national averages 
has drawn attention away from large state-to-state 
variation. For example, nationally, one-quarter of 
eighth graders scored below NAEP Basic on the 2017 

NAEP reading assessment. At the state level, however, 
that percentage ranged from 15 percent in Massachu-
setts to 45 percent in the District of Columbia. 

Third, a focus on the average percentages scoring 
at discrete achievement levels has obscured large 
achievement gaps among student subgroups—
indeed, exactly the gaps NCLB aimed to close. While 
the average percentage of students who score below 
NAEP Basic has declined in both reading and math 
in most states, that percentage varies widely among 
subgroups. 

For example, 15 percent of all eighth graders in 
Massachusetts scored below NAEP Basic on read-
ing in 2017, as noted above. However, that average  
percentage conceals a large income-based achieve-
ment gap: 31 percent of lower-income children in 
Massachusetts scored below NAEP Basic, compared 
to 9 percent of higher-income children. Similarly, in 
the District of Columbia, an average of 45 percent of 
eighth graders overall scored below NAEP Basic on 
reading. But disaggregating that average by income 
reveals that 54 percent of lower-income children 
scored below NAEP Basic, compared to just 18 per-
cent of higher-income children.

Study Questions. This descriptive study looks 
below the surface of oft-cited averages to examine 
achievement levels of lower-income children and 
gaps between lower- and higher-income children for 

Figure 1. Average NAEP Mathematics Scores of Black Eighth Graders from 1990 to 2017
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each state and the District of Columbia.34 The core  
questions the study addresses are: In 2017, what pro- 
portion of lower-income children were still “left behind”  
as conceptualized by NCLB? To what extent, if any, was 
that proportion reduced over the NCLB era, as the NCLB 
legislation aimed to accomplish? 

Specifically, the study asks:

•	 In 2017, what percentages of lower-income 
eighth graders in each state were still failing to 
demonstrate minimum competence in reading 
and math, as indicated by scoring below NAEP 
Basic? 

•	 To what degree did the proportion of lower- 
income eighth graders who scored below NAEP 
Basic in reading and math decline from 2003 (the 
first year NCLB was in effect) to 2017 (the last 
year of NAEP assessments under NCLB)?35

•	 How large was the gap between the proportions 
of lower-income and higher-income eighth grad-
ers who scored below NAEP Basic in 2017? Was 
that gap reduced from 2003? If so, by how much?

•	 How much do these findings vary across states?

Variables. The study examined these questions 
using the following variables.

Eighth Grade. The investigation focuses on eighth 
graders because that is the highest grade for which 
state-level NAEP results are available and their  
achievement represents the outcome of substantial 
time—usually nine years—spent in school. Twelfth- 
grade outcomes would be preferable because they rep-
resent the end product of K–12 schools. Unfortunately, 
12th-grade NAEP scores are only reported nationally 
and are not available by state.36

“Lower Income.” While NCLB defined several sub-
groups of historically low-performing students, 
analyses of achievement gaps have often focused 
on subgroups based on race and ethnicity. Although 
racial achievement gaps have narrowed over the past 
several decades, achievement gaps based on socio- 
economic status have not.37 Therefore, the study 

focused on gaps between lower-income and higher- 
income children, using federal eligibility for free or 
reduced-price lunch (“FRL eligibility”) as a rough proxy 
for these two broad income groups.38 For readability, 
the report uses the terms “lower income” and “higher 
income” to refer to the two groups of FRL-eligible  
and non-eligible children.39 

Note on FRL Eligibility. Eligibility for free or reduced- 
price lunch (FRL) is commonly used in education 
research as a proxy for “poor” because it is usually 
the only available measure for student household 
income.40 However, the measure has at least two 
important shortcomings as a proxy for economic dis-
advantage. First, under the federal National School 
Lunch Program, all children whose family income 
falls below 185 percent of the federal poverty level 
are eligible for free or reduced-price meals.41 Many 
FRL-eligible children therefore have family incomes 
above 100 percent of the federal poverty level and are 
not “poor” as defined by the federal government. 

Second, over the past decade, FRL eligibility has 
become an increasingly imprecise proxy for eco- 
nomic status in general, largely due to 2010 federal  
legislation that expanded FRL eligibility to include a 
greater number of higher-income students.42 In  
particular, the Community Eligibility Provision of  
that legislation allows schools to provide free meals  
to all students—including those whose family incomes 
exceed 185 percent of the federal poverty level—if at 
least 40 percent of the school’s students are from 
families receiving other means-tested government 
support, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assis- 
tance Program (commonly known as food stamps) 
and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.43 

As a result, from 2003 to 2017, the FRL-eligible 
group expanded to include a substantially larger  
proportion of higher-income children. In 2003, an 
estimated 15 percent of eighth-grade children were 
poor (that is, with family incomes below 100 percent  
of the federal poverty level), and 33 percent were FRL 
eligible.44 By 2017, the proportion of poor eighth  
graders had remained almost constant at around 
16 percent. Yet the proportion of FRL-eligible eighth 
graders had increased to 46 percent—clearly including 
a substantial number of nonpoor children.45 
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Due to the increase of higher-income children 
included in the FRL-eligible group over the 14-year 
period from 2003 to 2017, the achievement of FRL- 
eligible students at those two points is not fully com-
parable, as discussed in more detail below. 

Scoring Below NAEP Basic. As discussed above,  
NCLB’s goal was that all children attain profi-
ciency or above on state reading and math tests by 
2014. Because the rigor of state tests varied widely,  
however, the percentage of students achieving at 
“NAEP Proficient and above” has widely been used as 
a benchmark for assessing outcomes.

By 2014, however, most students were still  
performing below NAEP Proficient in both reading  
and math.46 Subsequently, a growing number of  
analysts have suggested that NAEP Proficiency is  
an unnecessarily high bar, arguing that NAEP Basic  
serves as a more appropriate indication of minimum 
competence in reading and math. NCES defines  
NAEP Basic as follows:

• Reading. “Eighth-grade students performing at the 
NAEP Basic level should be able to locate infor-
mation; identify statements of main idea, theme,
or author’s purpose; and make simple inferences
from texts. They should be able to interpret the
meaning of a word as it is used in the text. Stu-
dents performing at this level should also be able
to state judgments and give some support about
content and presentation of content.”47

• Mathematics. “Eighth-grade students performing
at the NAEP Basic level should exhibit evidence
of conceptual and procedural understanding
in the five NAEP mathematics content areas.
This level of performance signifies an under-
standing of arithmetic operations—including
estimation—on whole numbers, decimals, frac-
tions, and percents.”48

Eighth graders who score below NAEP Basic in 
reading and math have thus failed to demonstrate 
even a minimal level of NCES-defined competence in 
those two core skill areas, much less attained the goal 
of proficiency set by NCLB.49 The study therefore 
uses the percentages of eighth graders scoring below 

NAEP Basic in reading and math as a reasonable proxy 
for students “left behind.” 

2003 to 2017. The study compares scores from the  
first N AEP a ssessment a dministered u nder N CLB 
in 2003, which was defined a s N CLB’s b enchmark  
year, and the last assessment, administered in 2017, 
which was the final year of NAEP assessments before 
the Every Student Succeeds Act replaced NCLB.50 
While this approach conceals potential variability 
during that period, the investigation specifically aims 
to describe change from the beginning to the end of 
the NCLB era. (See Figure 3 in the state overviews for a 
graph showing continuous trends from 2003 to 2017.)

Methods. We began by using the NAEP Data Explorer 
to determine the percentages of children who scored 
below NAEP Basic on NAEP’s eighth-grade reading 
and math assessments for both lower-income and 
higher-income—that is, FRL-eligible and -ineligible—
children, in 2003 and 2017.51

We determined the change in the proportion of lower- 
income eighth graders who scored below NAEP Basic 
in reading and math from 2003 to 2017 by calculating 
the difference between the percentages scoring below 
NAEP Basic at those two points in time, divided by the 
percentage scoring below NAEP Basic in 2003:

(% scoring below NAEP Basic in 2003)  
– (% scoring below NAEP Basic in 2017)

 (% scoring below NAEP Basic in 2003) 

We then calculated the achievement gap between  
the lower-income and higher-income groups for 
both 2003 and 2017, by comparing the percentage of  
lower-income students who scored below NAEP Basic 
to the percentage of higher-income students who 
scored below NAEP Basic on eighth-grade reading and 
math assessments at each point in time.

Finally, we determined the change in the achievement 
gap between 2003 and 2017 for both reading and math, 
calculated as the difference b etween t he 2 017 a nd 
2003 gaps divided by the 2003 gap:

(2017 gap – 2003 gap)
2003 gap
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The study defined a gap decrease of at least 5 per- 
cent as “gap narrowed,” a gap increase of at least  
5 percent as “gap widened,” and a change of less  
than 5 percent in either direction as “gap unchanged.”

Findings

The following is a brief overview of the investiga- 
tion’s findings for each of the 50 states and DC;  
detailed findings are described in the accompanying 
one-page reports.52 

The findings reveal a more nuanced picture 
than that presented by typical accounts focused on 
average scores. As Figure 1 of each state report 
shows, average eighth-grade achievement scores in 
math and reading were close to flat from 2003 to 
2017 across all states, despite steadily increasing 
per-student spending throughout the NCLB period 
and for decades prior.53 Discouraging as these data 
are, however, the average scores hide several patterns 
that are even more disturbing.

First, in 2017, large percentages of lower-income 
eighth graders in every state failed to demonstrate 
even minimal competence in reading and math in 
2017, as indicated by scoring below NAEP’s lowest 
level of Basic on assessments of those core skills.  
(See Figure 2 of the state reports.)

In reading: 

•	 The percentage of lower-income eighth graders 
scoring below NAEP Basic in reading ranged 
across states from 27 percent in Indiana and 
Idaho to 54 percent in the District of Columbia 
(averaging 36 percent nationally).

•	 In 36 states and the District of Columbia, one- 
third or more of lower-income eighth graders 
scored below NAEP Basic in reading. 

In math: 

•	 The percentage of lower-income eighth grad-
ers scoring below NAEP Basic in math ranged  
from 32 percent in Wyoming to 58 percent in 
Alabama and the District of Columbia (averag-
ing 45 percent nationally).

•	 In 49 states and the District of Columbia, one- 
third or more of lower-income eighth graders 
scored below NAEP Basic in math.

•	 In nine states and the District of Columbia, more 
than one-half scored below NAEP Basic in math.

Second, changes from 2003 to 2017 in the propor- 
tion of lower-income eighth graders scoring below  
NAEP Basic were highly uneven across states. While 
most states saw a decrease in the percentage scoring 
below NAEP Basic over the 14-year period, in many 
that decrease was small. In a few states, the propor- 
tion of lower-income eighth graders scoring below 
NAEP Basic increased. Across the board,  however, out- 
comes for lower-income children in 2017 remained 
strikingly poor. (See Figure 2 of the state reports.)

In reading, changes in the proportion of lower- 
income eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic 
ranged from a decrease of 34 percent in Indiana to  
an increase of 24 percent in North Dakota. (See  
Table 2 on page 10.)

•	 In 16 states, the proportion of lower-income 
eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic in 
reading decreased by 20–34 percent.

•	 In 32 states, the proportion decreased by  
0–19 percent.

•	 In three states, the proportion increased by  
10–24 percent.

In math, changes in the proportion of lower-income 
eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic ranged  
from a decrease of 27 percent in the District of  
Columbia to an increase of 24 percent in North  
Dakota. (See Table 2.)

•	 In 13 states, the proportion of lower-income 
eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic in 
math decreased by 20–27 percent.

•	 In 31 states, the proportion decreased by  
0–19 percent.

•	 In seven states, the proportion increased by 
2–24 percent.
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Table 2. Decline in Proportion of FRL-Eligible Eighth Graders Who Scored Below “Basic”  
on NAEP Reading Assessments from 2003 to 2017 in 50 States and the District of Columbia

Source: Authors’ calculations based on National Center for Education Statistics data. 

  
    Point Percentage  
 STATE 2003 2017  Decline  Decline 

 Indiana 41 27 14 34% 

 Florida 45 31 14 31% 

 Arizona 49 34 15 31% 

 California 53 37 16 30% 

 Nevada 50 36 14 28% 

 New Jersey 44 32 12 27% 

 Washington 42 31 11 26% 

 Georgia 46 34 12 26% 

 Wisconsin 47 35 12 26% 

 Pennsylvania 42 32 10 24% 

 Hawaii 51 39 12 24% 

 Idaho 34 27 7 21% 

 Massachusetts 39 31 8 21% 

 New Mexico 49 39 10 20% 

 Tennessee 45 36 9 20% 

 Illinois  41 33 8 20% 

 Connecticut 44 36 8 18% 

 Alaska 51 42 9 18% 

 Maryland 49 41 8 16% 

 Michigan 43 36 7 16% 

 Colorado 40 34 6 15% 

 Minnesota 44 38 6 14% 

 North Carolina 44 38 6 14% 

 Nebraska 37 32 5 14% 

 Utah 38 33 5 13% 

 Louisiana 46 40 6 13% 

 Wyoming 33 29 4 12% 

 New Hampshire 34 30 4 12% 

 Texas 43 38 5 12% 

 District of Columbia 61 54 7 11% 

 New York 41 37 4 10% 

 Vermont 33 30 3 9% 

 Oregon 34 31 3 9% 

 Alabama 48 44 4 8% 

 Oklahoma 36 33 3 8% 

 Iowa 37 34 3 8% 

 West Virginia 37 34 3 8% 

 South Carolina 42 39 3 7% 

 Rhode Island 45 42 3 7% 

 Arkansas 39 37 2 5% 

 Mississippi 44 42 2 5% 

 Montana 30 29 1 3% 

 Maine 31 30 1 3% 

 Kansas 36 35 1 3% 

 Delaware 39 38 1 3% 

 Ohio 40 39 1 3% 

 Virginia 38 38 0 0% 

 Missouri 34 34 0 0% 

 Kentucky 31 34 –3 –10% 

 South Dakota 28 33 –5 –18% 

 North Dakota 29 36 –7 –24% 

  
    Point Percentage  
 STATE 2003 2017  Decline  Decline 

 Massachusetts 51 33 18 35% 

 Tennessee 61 43 18 30% 

 Georgia 61 44 17 28% 

 Mississippi 67 49 18 27% 

 District of Columbia 79 58 21 27% 

 Hawaii 58 43 15 26% 

 Arizona 55 41 14 25% 

 New Jersey 56 42 14 25% 

 Pennsylvania 55 42 13 24% 

 Virginia 51 39 12 24% 

 Illinois  57 45 12 21% 

 Florida 55 44 11 20% 

 New Mexico 61 49 12 20% 

 California 62 51 11 18% 

 Colorado 50 42 8 16% 

 Wyoming 38 32 6 16% 

 Nebraska 45 38 7 16% 

 Wisconsin 52 44 8 15% 

 Texas 46 40 6 13% 

 Nevada 57 50 7 12% 

 West Virginia 49 43 6 12% 

 New Hampshire 42 37 5 12% 

 Rhode Island 59 52 7 12% 

 Washington 44 39 5 11% 

 Oregon 45 40 5 11% 

 Alabama 65 58 7 11% 

 Maryland 58 52 6 10% 

 Vermont 41 37 4 10% 

 Indiana 42 38 4 10% 

 Missouri 47 43 4 9% 

 New York 48 44 4 8% 

 Delaware 50 46 4 8% 

 Oklahoma 50 46 4 8% 

 Arkansas 53 49 4 8% 

 Iowa 43 40 3 7% 

 Utah 44 41 3 7% 

 Kentucky 49 47 2 4% 

 Connecticut 50 48 2 4% 

 Idaho 40 39 1 3% 

 Michigan 53 52 1 2% 

 Montana 35 35 0 0% 

 North Carolina 47 47 0 0% 

 Louisiana 55 55 0 0% 

 Ohio 46 46 0 0% 

 South Carolina 49 50 –1 –2% 

 Alaska 49 50 –1 –2% 

 Kansas 39 40 –1 –3% 

 Maine 40 42 –2 –5% 

 Minnesota 36 38 –2 –6% 

 South Dakota 37 41 –4 –11% 

 North Dakota 33 41 –8 –24% 
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In 10 states, the proportion of lower-income 
eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic decreased 
by at least 20 percent in both reading and math. In  
13 states, the proportions for both were reduced 
by less than 10 percent; in two states, both increased. 
The remaining 26 states fell somewhere in between. 
(See Table 3.)

Across states, large achievement gaps persisted in 
2017 between the proportions of lower- and higher- 
income children scoring below NAEP Basic. (See Fig-
ure 3 of the state reports.)

In reading:

•	 The achievement gap ranged from a 14-point 
gap in Delaware, Idaho, and Montana to a 30- 
point gap in Alabama, Mississippi, and Rhode 
Island and a 36-point gap in the District of 

Columbia. The gap was 20 points or more in  
33 states and the District of Columbia.

In math:

•	 The achievement gap ranged from a 17-point 
gap in Hawaii to a 35-point gap in Ohio to a 
41-point gap in the District of Columbia.

•	 The gap was between 20 and 30 points in  
36 states and more than 30 points in nine states 
and the District of Columbia.

Changes in the achievement gap for both reading 
and math also varied widely across states from 2003 
to 2017. Gaps narrowed in some states but widened  
or remained unchanged in others. Using the study’s 
definition of gap change (described on pages 8–9), 

Table 3. Decline in Proportion of FRL-Eligible Eighth Graders Who Scored Below “Basic” on NAEP  
Reading and Mathematics Assessments from 2003 to 2017 in 50 States and the District of Columbia 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on National Center for Education Statistics data. 
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reading gaps narrowed in 26 states and remained 
unchanged or widened in 24 states and the District 
of Columbia. Math gaps narrowed in 25 states and 
remained unchanged or widened in 25 states and the 
District of Columbia.54 (See Table 4 on page 13.)

Changes in state-level achievement gaps for read-
ing and math often moved in opposite directions 
within one state. (See Table 5 on page 14.)

•	 In 17 states, both reading and math gaps narrowed. 

•	 In eight states and the District of Columbia, both 
reading and math gaps widened.

•	 In three states, both reading and math gaps 
remained unchanged.

•	 In the remaining 22 states, one gap widened while 
the other narrowed or remained unchanged. 

Discussion

A basic level of competence in reading and math 
seems a reasonable outcome to expect from eight or 
nine years of full-time schooling. But this study illu-
minates the persistent failure of K–12 schooling to 
accomplish that outcome for large proportions of 
eighth graders, across all states. 

Nationally, from 2003 to 2017 the average percent-
age of lower-income children scoring below NAEP 
Basic decreased by 8 percentage points in both reading 
(from 44 to 36 percent) and math (from 53 to 45 per-
cent). Yet strikingly large percentages of lower-income 
eighth graders in 2017 still failed to demonstrate min-
imum levels of competence in core skills, as indicated 
by NAEP. This was true in all states, even those that 
improved the most from 2003. 

Furthermore, substantial achievement gaps per-
sisted across the board, with wide variation among 
states in both gaps and patterns of apparent improve-
ment. From 2003 to 2017, the reading gap narrowed 
by at least 30 percent in only seven states, for exam-
ple. And while the performance of both lower- and 
higher-income eighth graders improved in four of  
those seven states, in the other three states, the 
gap narrowed not because the performance of the 
lower-income group improved but because the perfor-
mance of the higher-income group declined. 

In Delaware, for instance, the percentage of lower- 
income eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic 
in reading decreased by 1 percentage point, from 39 
to 38 percent. At the same time, the percentage of 
higher-income eighth graders scoring below NAEP 
Basic in reading increased by 9 percentage points, from 
15 to 24 percent. The achievement gap was thereby 
reduced by almost one-half—yet driven by lowered 
performance overall.

In nine states and the District of Columbia, the 
reading performance of lower-income eighth graders 
improved, but the reading gap still widened because 
the performance of higher-income children improved 
more. In other words, achievement rose for both 
income groups but improved disproportionately 
among the higher-income children who had already 
been performing at higher levels.

In Oregon, for example, the percentage of lower- 
income eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic in 
reading decreased by 3 percentage points, from 34 to 
31 percent. However, that percentage decreased by 
10 percentage points—from 22 to 12 percent—for 
higher-income eighth graders, thereby increasing the 
achievement gap by almost one-half. 

This phenomenon was especially striking in the  
District of Columbia. The percentage of lower-income 
eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic decreased by 
7 percentage points (from 61 to 54 percent) in reading 
and 21 percentage points (from 79 to 58 percent) in 
math. At the same time, the percentage of higher- 
income eighth graders scoring below NAEP Basic de- 
creased by 26 percentage points (from 44 to 18 percent) 
in reading and 43 percentage points (from 60 to 17 
percent) in math. Gaps between the two groups there- 
fore more than doubled, for both reading and math.55

Notably, few states stood out for both improved 
achievement of the lower-income group and reduced 
gaps. Only seven states were among the top 15 for  
both a decreased percentage of lower-income stu-
dents scoring below NAEP Basic in reading and 
math and a reduced gap between proportions of 
lower-income and higher-income eighth graders  
scoring below NAEP Basic. Just two states were 
among the top 10 on both those metrics.56 

Decreasing the proportion of lower-income chil-
dren who score below NAEP Basic is an important 
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Table 4. Change in Gap Between Percentage of FRL-Eligible and Non-Eligible Eighth Graders  
Who Scored Below “Basic” on NAEP Reading and Mathematics Assessments from 2003 to 2017
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accomplishment in and of itself. At the same time, the 
persistence—or, in some cases, growth—of the gap 
between lower-income and higher-income children, 
even as achievement of the lower-income group is 
raised, underscores the substantial challenge of clos-
ing gaps between more and less advantaged children 
over the course of their schooling.

The Role of Free and Reduced-Price Lunch 
Eligibility. Along with the potential impact of  
NCLB, a broad range of other influences, both  
within and outside schools, may have contributed 
to changes in student achievement from 2003 to  
2017.57 One especially salient factor over that period  
is the substantial increase in the percentage of 
higher-income children included in the FRL-eligible 
group, as noted above. 

From 2003 to 2017, the percentage of eighth grad-
ers below the federal poverty line increased from just 
15 to 16 percent nationally. However, the proportion 
of FRL-eligible eighth graders increased from 33 to  
46 percent over that same period. In 2017, the  

FRL-eligible group thus clearly included a substan-
tially larger percentage of higher-income children. 

At the state level, increases in the percentage of 
FRL-eligible students varied widely and with little  
relationship to changes in student poverty. In 2003,  
the ratio of the proportion of eighth graders who were 
FRL eligible to the proportion who were poor ranged  
from 1.5 to 4.8 across states. In 2017, that ratio 
had increased to a range of 2 to 5.5. Changes in the 
ratio from 2003 to 2017 varied from a decrease of  
34 percent to an increase of 240 percent (Table 6).

Over the past decade, variation within the FRL- 
eligible group has thus grown substantially. That  
group now includes children from impoverished 
households, working- and middle-class children who 
fall between 100 and 185 percent of the federal poverty 
line, and an apparently substantial number of wealth-
ier children attending schools that are providing free 
meals to their entire student population under the 
Community Eligibility Provision.58

Because higher-income children generally score 
better on NAEP assessments, it is not clear to what 

Table 5. Changes in Reading and Mathematics Gaps Between FRL-Eligible and Non-Eligible Eighth Graders 
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  % 13- and 14 -  Ratio of  % 13- and 14 -   Ratio of  Increase in   
  Year-Olds  FRL Eligible  Year-Olds  FRL Eligible   % FRL Eligible   
  Below Federal  % to Proportion Below Federal % to Proportion as a Proportion  
 STATE Poverty Line Eligible  of % Poor Poverty Line Eligible of % Poor of % Poor 

 Alabama 19.0% 47 247% 18.7% 62 332% 34% 

 Alaska 9.1% 24 264% 8.4% 46 548% 108% 

 Arizona 16.1% 41 255% 17.2% 53 308% 21% 

 Arkansas 18.2% 46 253% 22.3% 62 278% 10% 

 California 16.9% 41 243% 17.0% 56 329% 36% 

 Colorado 9.8% 26 265% 11.1% 38 342% 29% 

 Connecticut 8.6% 26 302% 11.3% 35 310% 2% 

 Delaware 11.0% 33 300% 9.9% 30 303% 1% 

 District of Columbia 29.9% 57 191% 26.7% 76 285% 49% 

 Florida 19.2% 43 224% 18.6% 57 306% 37% 

 Georgia 16.9% 43 254% 19.0% 57 300% 18% 

 Hawaii 13.7% 43 314% 13.6% 45 331% 5% 

 Idaho 16.3% 35 215% 13.0% 42 323% 50% 

 Illinois 14.8% 37 250% 14.3% 49 343% 37% 

 Indiana 9.8% 29 296% 15.4% 43 279% –6% 

 Iowa 11.7% 25 214% 11.6% 37 319% 49% 

 Kansas 12.7% 32 252% 10.3% 47 456% 81% 

 Kentucky 20.9% 42 201% 19.9% 55 276% 38% 

 Louisiana 30.3% 50 165% 23.9% 65 272% 65% 

 Maine 13.9% 28 201% 7.4% 41 554% 175% 

 Maryland 8.7% 26 299% 11.4% 41 360% 20% 

 Massachusetts 12.5% 23 184% 12.2% 25 205% 11% 

 Michigan 13.6% 26 191% 17.1% 41 240% 25% 

 Minnesota 7.0% 22 314% 11.0% 35 318% 1% 

 Mississippi 24.4% 57 234% 24.9% 73 293% 25% 

 Missouri 12.7% 31 244% 14.6% 46 315% 29% 

 Montana 11.9% 30 252% 13.7% 43 314% 25% 

 Nebraska 8.2% 28 341% 11.8% 42 356% 4% 

 Nevada 7.9% 32 405% 21.6% 58 269% –34% 

 New Hampshire 6.5% 13 200% 6.8% 25 368% 84% 

 New Jersey 9.0% 24 267% 12.9% 35 271% 2% 

 New Mexico 20.8% 51 245% 25.8% 74 287% 17% 

 New York 17.6% 44 250% 17.8% 49 275% 10% 

 North Carolina 13.8% 37 268% 17.3% 47 272% 1% 

 North Dakota 9.8% 27 276% 9.0% 30 333% 21% 

 Ohio 14.0% 23 164% 17.4% 44 253% 54% 

 Oklahoma 19.4% 44 227% 18.7% 58 310% 37% 

 Oregon 15.6% 26 167% 13.9% 60 432% 159% 

 Pennsylvania 15.2% 28 184% 15.1% 45 298% 62% 

 Rhode Island 13.4% 29 216% 13.5% 47 348% 61% 

 South Carolina 15.7% 45 287% 20.0% 54 270% –6% 

 South Dakota 15.2% 32 211% 12.7% 35 276% 31% 

 Tennessee 16.5% 37 224% 17.0% 46 271% 21% 

 Texas 20.0% 45 225% 18.1% 57 315% 40% 

 Utah 5.6% 27 482% 10.1% 35 347% –28% 

 Vermont 10.7% 25 234% 13.3% 35 263% 13% 

 Virginia 7.7% 25 325% 12.2% 37 303% –7% 

 Washington 9.1% 27 297% 13.0% 40 308% 4% 

 West Virginia 22.7% 47 207% 20.2% 75 371% 79% 

 Wisconsin 11.8% 22 186% 12.3% 36 293% 57% 

 Wyoming 18.1% 27 149% 7.3% 37 507% 240% 

2003 2017 2003 to 2017

Table 6. Change from 2003 to 2017 in Percentage of FRL-Eligible Eighth Graders  
as a Proportion of Eighth Graders Living Below the Federal Poverty Line, by State

Source: National Center for Education Statistics data. 
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degree gains of the FRL-eligible group resulted from 
improved performance of children who were actu-
ally low income rather than changes in the group’s 
composition due to the addition of higher-income, 
higher-performing children. In many states, decreases 
in the percentage of the FRL-eligible group scor-
ing below NAEP Basic may in fact largely have been 
driven by changes in the makeup of that group, not by 
improvements in poor children’s performance.

Even given substantial increases in the propor-
tion of higher-income children included in the FRL- 
eligible group, however, 2017 outcomes for that 
group remained alarmingly bad across all states. 
Indeed, even in states often highlighted as exem-
plars of successful reform, large percentages of the 
FRL-eligible group scored below NAEP Basic in 2017. 
For instance:

•	 In Florida, almost one-third of FRL-eligible 
eighth graders scored below NAEP Basic in 
reading, and 44 percent scored below NAEP 
Basic in math, with achievement gaps between 
FRL-eligible and -ineligible children of 18 per-
centage points in reading and 24 percentage 
points in math. 

•	 In California, over one-third of FRL-eligible 
eighth graders scored below NAEP Basic in read-
ing, and half scored below NAEP Basic in math, 
with gaps of 22 percentage points in reading and 
30 percentage points in math. 

•	 In Maryland, 41 percent of FRL-eligible eighth 
graders scored below NAEP Basic in reading, 
and over half scored below NAEP Basic in math, 
with gaps of 26 percentage points in reading and 
31 percentage points in math. 

•	 In the District of Columbia, 54 percent of 
FRL-eligible eighth graders scored below NAEP 
Basic in reading, and 58 percent scored below 
NAEP Basic in math, with gaps of 36 percent-
age points in reading and 41 percentage points  
in math.

Moreover, from 2003 to 2017, the proportion of 
poor eighth graders in the FRL-eligible group declined 

in each of these four states, making the persistently 
low performance of that group especially striking.

•	 In Florida, the ratio of FRL-eligible children 
to poor children increased by 37 percent, from  
2.2 to 3.

•	 In California, the ratio of FRL-eligible to poor 
children increased by 36 percent, from 2.4 to 3.3.

•	 In Maryland, the ratio of FRL-eligible to poor 
children increased by 20 percent, from 3 to 3.6.

•	 In DC, the ratio of FRL-eligible to poor children 
increased by 49 percent, from 1.9 to 2.9.

The considerably greater heterogeneity of the 
FRL-eligible group further obscures the achieve-
ment of poor students, which is already insufficiently 
examined. New measures are badly needed to ana-
lyze school outcomes for economically disadvantaged 
students. If more accurate methods were used to 
assess the performance of actually poor—rather than 
FRL-eligible—children, the picture revealed would 
probably be considerably worse.

The Cost of Outcomes. Per-student expendi-
tures on K–12 schooling have increased steeply over  
the past decades even as achievement has not—a  
phenomenon that has been described as the “per-
petually declining productivity” of public schools.59  
At the same time, education experts have largely  
ignored considerations of cost-effectiveness in 
schooling, and neither analysts nor the media typi-
cally report spending levels along with achievement 
trends.60

One reason that education spending data are  
infrequently included in examinations of student 
achievement is that correctly assessing the rela-
tionship between schooling inputs and outcomes is  
exceptionally difficult. Many factors beyond schools’ 
control affect children’s outcomes, influencing the  
level of resources needed to educate a particular  
group of students. Moreover, experts disagree on 
what outcomes should be measured and how.61  
Still, however imperfect, taxpayers and policymak-
ers need information on the relationship between  
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expenditures and outcomes achieved.62 A policy 
assessment of outcomes yielded by K–12 schooling, 
like outcomes in any other policy area, requires data 
on what it cost to achieve them. 

Toward that end, Figure 2 (page 18) shows the  
correlation between two key school indicators: 

  1.  ��State-wide achievement of minimally adequate  
levels of eighth-grade achievement, defined as 
the percentage of all eighth graders who scored 
at or above NAEP Basic on 2017 reading and 
math assessments, and

  2.  �The state’s total per-student expenditures, 
adjusted for the state’s cost of living.63 

As shown, variation in achievement at any spending 
level is large, with no obvious relationship to state 
poverty rates for eighth graders.64 

In reading, for example:

•	 In both Florida (18.6 percent poverty rate) and 
Illinois (14.3 percent poverty rate), 77 percent of 
eighth graders scored at or above NAEP Basic. 
Florida spent $9,380 per student, while Illinois 
spent $15,750 per student.

•	 In both Arizona (17.2 percent poverty rate)  
and Rhode Island (13.5 percent poverty rate), 
75 percent of eighth graders scored at or above 
NAEP Basic. Arizona spent $8,350 per student, 
while Rhode Island spent $16,860 per student.

•	 In California (17 percent poverty rate) and New 
York (17.8 percent poverty rate), 72 and 73 per-
cent of eighth graders, respectively, scored at 
or above NAEP Basic. California spent $10,580 
per student, while New York spent $19,740  
per student.

In math:

•	 In Indiana (15.4 percent poverty rate) and  
New Jersey (12.9 percent poverty rate), 75 and  
76 percent of eighth graders, respectively, 
scored at or above NAEP Basic. Indiana spent 
$10,940 per student, while New Jersey spent 
$17,350 per student.

•	 In Oklahoma (18.7 percent poverty rate) and 
Maryland (11.4 percent poverty rate), 64 and  
66 percent of eighth graders, respectively, scored 
at or above NAEP Basic. Oklahoma spent $8,900 
per student, while Maryland spent $13,650 per 
student.

•	 In both Nevada (21.6 percent poverty rate) and 
West Virginia (20.2 percent poverty rate), 62 per- 
cent of eighth graders scored at or above NAEP 
Basic. Nevada spent $9,340 per student, while 
West Virginia spent $13,500 per student.

Clearly, Figure 2 does not represent rigorous anal- 
ysis of the complex relationship between schooling 
inputs and outcomes. These correlations do not 
account for the broad range of factors that may con- 
tribute to the cost of educating a particular student 
population, such as household income, parental edu- 
cation levels, family structure, parenting practices, 
English language proficiency, race and ethnicity,  
peer characteristics, and percentages of urban versus 
rural populations. A state may appear to achieve less 
while spending more simply because the state’s popula-
tion of children is exceptionally challenging to educate. 

The correlations shown here are therefore not 
intended as a causal claim or argument that money 
does not affect student achievement. Yet, the picture 
these figures show is consistent with investigations 
that have used more sophisticated analytical meth-
ods to show wide variation in the cost-effectiveness of 
education spending at the city, district, and state lev-
els.65 That is, increased expenditures have not been 
shown to relate to improved outcomes in a clear, sys-
tematic way. 

In many states, raising the effectiveness of dol-
lars currently spent may yield greater improvements 
in student outcome than spending more money at 
current levels of effectiveness. Furthermore, the 
long-disappointing results for disadvantaged children 
obtained via schooling suggest that spending addi-
tional dollars on alternative approaches to increas-
ing child well-being may, at least in some cases,  
yield greater value for children, families, and the 
state than further increasing expenditures on public 
schools.66 
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Figure 2. Percentage of Eighth Graders Who Scored at or Above NAEP Basic  
on 2017 NAEP Reading and Mathematics Assessments vs. 2017 Per-Student Spending  

Adjusted for State Cost of Living, in 50 States and District of Columbia

Note: The District of Columbia is excluded from Panel A as an outlier. For 2017, 55 percent of District of Columbia students scored at or above Basic on 
NAEP Reading with a cost-adjusted per-student expenditure of $19,299.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics; and US Census Bureau. 
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Conclusion

More than 50 years after the ESEA was signed into 
law and close to 14 years since the nation’s most 
far-reaching school reform initiative was launched, 
the very children long targeted by reform and 
increased spending were still failing in large numbers. 
By 2017, despite apparent improvements in some 
states, the net outcomes of schooling for substantial 
proportions of children remained disturbingly poor—
falling far short of what a half century of reformers, 
from President Johnson onward, have hoped for.67 

“We’re now thirty-six years from 1983,” Chester Finn 
recently observed, yet “the nation is still at risk.”68 

The persistence of that risk is not for lack of try-
ing. The dismal outcomes described in this report 
were produced in the context of great investment, of 
both resources and effort, over many decades. Indeed, 
today’s schooling outcomes are the cumulative result 
of a half century of intensifying reform efforts and 
steadily increased spending on K–12 schooling. “The 

most striking aspect of educational expenditure,” 
Daniel P. Moynihan observed in 1972, “is how large 
it has become.”69 Per-student spending only contin-
ued to rise after 1972—more than doubling in 31 states 
and more than tripling in 14 states and the District 
of Columbia by 2016, in inflation-adjusted dollars—
while, decade after decade, yielding consistently inad-
equate results.

The picture this report presents does not contra-
dict accounts of notably improved school performance 
over the past decades. Rather, it directs attention to an 
under-examined aspect of public schooling: the per-
sistently low achievement outcomes of economically 
disadvantaged students, often obscured by a prevailing 
focus on incremental improvements in average scores. 
Improvement is important. What matters to families, 
though, and to the taxpayers who fund public schools, 
is what children actually learn. The degree to which all 
children achieve at least basic levels of competence in 
reading and math over eight or nine years in school 
warrants much greater public and policy attention.
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