
Public School Education Results and How They Are Measured  
 

Why do we use standardized tests? The vast majority of Colorado high school students complete grades 8-12 in four 
years; every year, an even greater majority of elementary school students is promoted from one grade to the next, yet 
because the practice of holding a student back (‘retention’) is controversial and reporting requirements minimal, 
graduation rates do not provide a secure basis for understanding how well Colorado’s children are being educated. 
Similarly, the well-known phenomenon of ‘grade inflation’ means grades are not reliable indicators of student 
achievement. By and large, teachers do not like the various tests required, yet the assessments used in Colorado 
elementary, middle, and high schools provide a more accurate and objective measure for judging educational results than 
mere promotion or graduation rates, or even grades themselves.1 

 

Table 2: ELEMENTARY AND MIDDLE SCHOOL PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS WHO “MET OR  
EXCEEDED EXPECTATIONS” ON 2018 CMAS 

2018 Test Type, 
Topic and Grade 

Overall2 Asian 

3% / 3% 

Black 

5% / 5% 

Hispanic 

21% / 34% 

White 

69% / 54% 

Free & 
reduced 
lunch 

Migrant 
status 

Limited 
English 

proficiency 

CMAS EngLA 4th  46.1 59.8 29.0 30.0 56.7 28.4 11.7 14.6 

CMAS EngLA 8th  43.8 64.2 29.2 29.3 53.2 27.0 10.9 7.5 

CMAS Math 4th  33.9 55.6 17.5 18.4 44.2 17.5 7.6 11.2 

CMAS Math 8th  28.2 49.0 16.1 17.0 37.1 16.2 8.7 4.6 

CMAS Social St 4th  22.4 33.1 8.4 9.1 32.5 8.4 NA 3.0 

CMAS Social St 7th  15.7 29.5 4.5 5.3 23.0 4.6 NA NA 

CMAS Science 5th  35.5 51.0 14.9 17.0 48.6 16.8 4.6 3.5 

CMAS Science 8th  31.2 49.4 13.3 14.3 42.7 13.5 NA 1.0 

CMAS Science HS 24.1 34.5 8.4 10.5 34.9 10.7 NA 0.6 

 

 

                                            
1 The Colorado State Board of Education adopted the Common Core State Standards in August 2010 by a vote of 4-3. While many states (45 plus the District 

of Colombia) have taken a second look at their participation in Common Core, as of 2018 only 8 had formally withdrawn from the standards. These 
standards form the broad outlines for curricula and testing at the heart of Colorado public education. 

2 Concerning ethnicity, the first number in columns to the right is the percentage of total population in Colorado (https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/ CO), 
the second is percentage of K-12 students (https://www.cde.state.co.us/cdereval/2016-17-pm-district-county-race-ethnicity-pdf). 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/


Observations about elementary and middle school education results 
o By a large margin most of our students are failing to ‘meet or exceed expectations’, and the longer they are in the 

system, the worse they tend to do in the subjects measured. Think about that. 
o Our teachers, administrators and, I would argue, culture as a whole, are failing our two largest minorities – black 

and Hispanic: the longer these students are in our current system, the worse they do. 
o In our largest ethnic group, 43% of white students fail ‘to meet or exceed expectations’ in 4th grade reading; 55% 

fail in 4th grade math; 67% fail in 4th grade social studies and 51% fail in 5th grade science. Importantly, when they 
are tested in these subjects a few years later, the failure rate increases! Asian and white parents might console 
themselves that their children perform better than others, but it’s cold comfort indeed when they realize their 
students compete against the world for entrance into the best universities and most competitive marketplace on the 
planet. 

Table 3: HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT SCORES ON 2017 PSAT10 & SAT (shaded = below average standard) 

2017 Test Type, 
Topic and Grade 

Overall Asian Black (this is 
the label used 

by CDE) 

Hispanic White Free & 
reduced 
lunch 

Migrant 
status 

Non & 
limited 
English 

proficiency 

PSAT10 Reading etc 478.0 514.3 432.8 433.6 504.7 431.7 393.7 352.5 

PSAT10 Math 469.0 521.3 424.3 430.7 491.2 428.7 402.2 382.8 

SAT Reading etc 513.4 540.6 463.6 464.4 543.7 462.9 414.7 364.8 

SAT Math 500.9 555.1 445.6 453.7 529.1 451.4 411.8 370.0 

Observations about high school assessment results 

In interpreting results for the PSAT & SAT (and here the comparison is not to other students taking the tests, which 
would make the results look worse, but to students more generally): 

 The lowest PSAT10 test score for which college success is judged to be likely is 430 in reading and 480 in math; the 
lowest SAT test score for which college success is judged to be likely is 480 in reading and 530 in math.  

 Reading scores for the PSAT10 are generally encouraging except for those whose English proficiency is limited 
(this happy scenario is, however, called into question by the SAT results); unfortunately, only Asians (by a large 
margin) and Whites (by a much smaller one) meet minimum PSAT10 math scores.  

 For the SAT, the overall scores for reading are between the 51st and 55th percentile. Compared to other students, 
Colorado students are in the middle of the pack. 

 For the SAT, the overall scores for math are in the 47th percentile; in other words, more than half (53%) of the 
nation’s students do better. 

 For the SAT, when the scores are further broken down, the results are much worse: Black students in Colorado are 
in the ~35th percentile for reading (the lower third); results are much the same for Hispanics. In math, results are 
worse still: blacks are in the ~27th percentile, Hispanics in the ~30th percentile; in each case, Colorado students are 



in the lower third of the nation in scores. To be blunt, these students are failing, and the system as a whole is 
failing to prepare them for college; moreover, it’s difficult to imagine these students are prepared to make a 
meaningful contribution to our economy or workforce without significant remedial education. 

 For the SAT, unsurprisingly, those with limited abilities in English are in the 8th and 9th percentile for reading and 
math, respectively, which translates into the lower 10% of students taking the SAT nationwide. By SAT standards, 
chances are slim these students will be able to successfully complete a college education and many employers would 
find their knowledge base unacceptable. 

 Colorado embraced Common Core in 2010. It promotes a more ‘top down’ approach to education by its imposition 
of testing and curricula guidelines. Nevertheless, in 9 years we have little to show in the way of results even as 
critics argue it has been more successful in promoting indoctrination than education.3  

 Finally and as a consequence of our current K-12 system, slightly over 36% of Colorado students entering college 
must now take remedial courses, primarily in math and English, prior to full enrollment in college courses; for 
minorities, it’s worse: 79% of African-Americans and 71% of Hispanics require remediation.4 Notably, these 
students have graduated from our high schools – they have ‘earned a diploma’ – yet cannot begin to do freshman 
work in college. 

While student results are clearly deficient if not alarming, here’s the disconnect: many parents don’t see it that way. In a 
recent poll (2017) that oversampled minorities, 

More than three out of four parents [77%] say their child is getting a good education and two-thirds [66%] believe their child 
is above average academically. Indeed, for the second year in a row, nine in 10 parents believe their child is at or above grade 
level in reading and math.5 

 

What accounts for these results? 

Our poll shows parents are more likely to rely on report card grades, classroom assessments, and communications with 
teachers than on state tests to know if their child is achieving at grade level. In fact, two-thirds of parents believe report card 
grades provide a more accurate picture of their child’s academic standing than do state test scores.6 

 

The pollsters themselves noted the disparity between parent perceptions and reality, but these parent perceptions 
represent something of an obstacle for those wishing to inform the public. The good news, according to the same poll, is 

                                            
3 https://thefederalist.com/2018/11/05/9-years-common-core-test-scores-indoctrination/ 
4 See “more Colorado high school graduates need remedial classes”, Denver Post, May 8, 2017 and the link to the Colorado Department of Education materials 

cited there (http://www.denverpost.com/2017/05/08/colorado-graduates-need-remedial-classes/). 
5 The poll is from Learning Heroes in collaboration with the National PTA, National Urban League, United Negro College Fund and can be found at 

https://r50gh2ss1ic2mww8s3uvjvq1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/LH_ParentsReport2017_20170719_ 
MasterScreen_SinglePages_AN.pdf. On the assumption that children are learning well, the poll also notes that parents “place a far greater emphasis on their 
children being happy than on their academic success.” 

6 ibid. 

https://r50gh2ss1ic2mww8s3uvjvq1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/LH_ParentsReport2017_20170719_


that “… many parents are open to rethinking their child’s academic progress when presented with the results of national 
assessments”.7 In fact, a more recent poll found that among adults who don’t have school aged children, 57% say children 
today receive a worse education than they. Among parents with students, that number drops to 46%. By race, 60% of 
whites say schools are worse today compared to 48% of Hispanics and 40% of blacks.8 Even though parents take a more 
sanguine view of the schools their children are enrolled in, many adults recognize there are fundamental problems in the 
system. 
 

                                            
7 ibid. 
8 http://pdkpoll.org/results 


