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How GOOD ARE
PUBLIC SCHOOLS IN KANSAS?

BY JOHN R. LAPLANTE

As lawmakers and the general public debate the proper wapdiffupublic education, they sHd first ask this
guestion: just how good are the public schools in Kansas? Thieasisorer: the schools are above average when
compared with the rest of the country, but there is infyteoom for improvement.

When thinking about education, it's easy to fall victinttte Lake Wobegon effect. This phenomenon is named
after a small, mythical town on the high plains. Thatoa of a popular radio host, Lake Wobegon is a place
where “all the children are above average.”

After looking at data compiled by the federal government, yghinconclude that Lake Wobegon is real, and
that it is ... Kansas.

The National Center for Education Statistics, a divisof the U.S. Department of Education, collects and
compares test scores of students from every state. TtlmnalaAssessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is a
group of tests given to fourth-grade and eighth-grade studdrggpleasant result of those tegisblic schools in
Kansas produce students with above-average test scores.

In Kansas, for example, eighth-grade students are abovatioeal average in math and reading scores. Fourth-
grade students perform equally well.

Eight Grade Scores, 2003
Source: National Center for Education Statistics
Test Average Scorein Average Scorein all | Kansas Places
Kansas states
Mathematics 284 276 Above average
Reading 266 261 Above average

Kansans can be proud that their schools produce above-asardgats. But before the celebration gets too far
underway, remember that the national comparison is based¢unve. As a smart student can tell you, grading
on a curve can give an incomplete picture.

When Kansas schools are judged by the standard of how mugemts actually know—that is, on a straight
scale—the picture is not nearly as encouraging.
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Percentage distribution of Kansas NAEP Scores 2003
Eighth Grade Students
Source: U.S. Department of Education

Test Below basic Basic Proficient Advanced
Mathematics 24 42 28 6
Reading 23 42 32 3

Over one-third of eighth grade students scored “proficientadvanced.” That's good news. Unfortunately,
nearly one quarter of students achieved scores consideled tbasic.”

The largest group of students, 42 percent, recorded “basicds What does that mean? Is “basic” good
enough?

Consider how the education department defines basmcti&l masteryof prerequisite knowledge and skills
that are fundamental for proficient work at each gfadephasis added]Proficient, by the way, is defined as
“solid academic performander each grade assessed.”

Two-thirds of all eighth-grade students score at a “basithelow basic” level. A similar pattern exists
among fourth-grade students, suggesting that the shortfait isonfined to only one class of studehts.

Among the states then, Kansas does a better than avepagfegroducing good students. But there’s so much
room for improvement.
John R. LaPlanteisa Flint Hills Education
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Note:

! Comparative statistics are available at the gaifiles section of the web site of the National CefaeEducation
Statistics, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/spatdgé.asp

2“The NAEP Mathematics Achievement Levels,” NCES,
% The record of fourth-grade students is similar, witlp&&ent scoring basic or below on mathematics and i6@nie
falling into that group on reading. http://nces.ed.govématieportcard/mathematics/achieve.asp
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The Flint Hills Center for Public Policy is a Kans&énk tank created as an independent voice to
political decision makers make informed choices. The FlinsHilenter for Public Policy is a non-profit,
nonpartisan policy think tank. While not involved in the impdatation or administration of government
policy, our goal is to inform and raise public awarenesgotity issues. For more information, visit our
web site atwwv.flinthills.org.
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