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BACKGROUND 

This report presents findings from sp~cial analyses of student achievement on the National 

Assessment of Educatiorial Progress prepared for Planning and Evaluatiol). Services by the 

Educational Testing Services in conjunction with the National Center for Education Statistics. 


The purpose of the report is to examine student achievement in the context oJ school poverty in 
the United States. Given the Department's long standing concern with the gap in achievement 
between students in high-poverty schools and their more advantaged peers, this report presents 
analyses of recent trend, 'national, and state NAE~ assessment results in reading and math for 4th 
grade and 9-year old students in high- and low-poverty schools . 

. KEY FINDINGS 

• 	 . While the gap in reading and math achievement for 4th grade and 9 year-old students 

in high-' and low-poverty schools is significa~t, there are some recent signs of 

improvement. 


The gap in average math scores between 9-year-olds in high-poverty schools and 
. low-poverty schools was 22 points in 1996, down from a 28-point gap in 1992 

and a 24-point gap in'1994. The achievement gap in reading between students in 
high- and low-poverty schools is substantially larger.. The average difference in 
reading achievement between 9 year-old students in high and low-poverty schools 
was 38 points in 1996, although down from a 40 point gap in 1994. 

• 	 In math, there has been an upward trend in achievement for 4th grade and 9 year-

old students on NAEP since 1992. I 


Data from the 1996 NAEP long-term trend assessment show a significant rise in 
the scores of 9-year-olds across all levels of school poverty since 1992. The 

'percentage of 4th grade students in high-poverty schools scoring at least at the 
basic level on the NAEP national math main assessment was 42 percent in 1996, \. 
up from 26 percent in 1992. In 27 states there was a significant increase in the 
percentage of 4th grade students in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the ) 
basic level in math between 1992 and 1996. 

. (;' ", 



• 	 Reading presents a more complicated picture. The gap in reading performance 
between students in high- and low-poverty schools is dramatically higher than the 
gap in math and NAEP scores have been stagnant across all levels of school poverty. 

Although data from the NAEP long-term trend assessment show an upward tum 
in the average reading scores of9-year-olds between 1992 and 1996, results from 
the NAEP national assessment show a decrease in the percentage of 4th grade 
students in high-poverty schools scoring at the basic level in reading - from 33 
percent in 1992 to 26 percent in 1994. (The main NAEP assessment in reading 
was not administered in 1996. Results from the 1998 NAEP main reading 
assessment are expected tobe released in January, 1999.) State NAEP results 
reveal that 5 states experienced a significant increase in the percentage of students 
in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level in reading between 
1992 and 1994. 

Copies ofthis Planning and Evaluation Service report are available by contacting the Us. 
Department ofEducation at J-800-USA-LEARN. 
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'Summary and Major Findings 

Before we can realize a system ofpublic ~ducation in the United States where all children 
can reach high stand:u'ds, we must face the challenges ofpoverty, particularly concentrated 
poverty, and its effects on learning. Student achieve~ent data reveal a large and longstanding 
gap in academic performance between students in high- and low-poverty schools at all grade 
levels. Children in high-poverty schools tend to begin school academically behind th~ir peers in 
low-poverty schools and often are unable to close this gap as they progress through school. I 
Data from the long-term trend assessment ofthe National Assessment ofEducational Progress 
(NAEP) show that in high-poverty schools (where 75 percent or more ofthe students come from 
low-income families) achiev,ement is, on average, two or three grade levels behind that in low­
poverty schools (where fewer than 25 percent ofstudents are from low-income families). 

Reducing this achievement gap is a great concern ofthe U.S. Department of Education. 
Although the federal role in education is limited - accounting for about 7 percent ofelementary 
and secondary education spendingl - federal resources are focused primarily on helping to 
provide high-quality education for students who live in poverty, are at risk ofschool failure, or 
have special needs. 

According to the i996 NAEP results, there continues to be a large gap in academic 
performance between students in high- and low-poverty schools. However the data show some 

, recent signs of improvement for 9-year-olds and 4th grade students: 

.. 	 Long-term trend data show that the achievement gap is narrowing. The gap iri average 
math scores between 9-year-olds in high-poverty schools and low-poverty schools was 22 
points in 1996, down from a 28 point gap in 1992 and a 24 point gap in 1994. The 
achievemenfgap in reading between students in high-lPld low-poverty schools is 
substantially larger. The gap in average reading scores between 9-year-olds in high- and 
low-poverty schools was 38 points in 1996, although down from a 40 point gap in 1994.3 

In IlJ.ath an upward trend in achievement is evident. Data from the ,1996 NAEP long-term 
trend assessment show a significant rise in the scores of9 year-olds across all levels of 
school poverty since 1992. The percentage of4th grade students in high-poverty schools 
achieving at or above the basic level in math on NAEP increased from 26 percent in'1992 
to 42 percent in 1996. In 27 states there was a significant increase in the percentage of 

I u.s. Department ,of Education, Planning and Evaluation Service. Prospects: Student Outcomes Final 

Report (April 1997). ' 


2 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core orData Survey 
(1993-94). . 

3 Scores are rounded to the nearest whole number. Ten points in NAEP scores is approximately equivalent 
to one grade level. 
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students in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level in math between 1992 
and 1996,'" . ' . 

• 	 Evidence ofoverall progress in reading is also provided, although the most recent 
available NAEP main and state assessment data are from 1994. (The main NAEP 
assessment in reading was not administered in 1996. Results from the 1998 NAEP main 
reading assessment are expected to be released in January, 1999.) The gap in· 
performance between students in high- and low-poverty schools in reading is 
dramatically higher than the gap in math performance. While long-term trend data show 
an upward turn in the average reading scores of9 year-oldsin high-poverty schools 
between 1992 and 1996, data from the 1994 NAEP national assessment in reading show a 
decline in the percentage of4th grade students in high-poverty schools scoring at or 
above the basic level-- from 33 percent in 1992 to 26 percent in 1994. State NAEP 
results reveal that 5 states experienced a significant increase in the percentage of students 
in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level in reading between 1992 'and " 
1994. 

Introduction and Background 

Poverty is a significant problem for many ofour nation's children. In 1995, the U.S. 
, Bureau ofthe Census estimated that 20 percent ofAmerican children under the age of 18 lived in 
poverty, an increase of 5% since 1970. Moreover, both black and Hispanic children - at 42 and 
39 percent poverty, respectively - are more than twice as likely as white children to be poor.4 
Particularly in the urban core~ communities are faced with dense concentrations ofpoverty that 
pose formidable challenges for schools. One-third ofthe children in America's cities live in 

.	poverty.s. In cities such as Detroit, New Orleans, Miami, Atlanta, and Cleveland, more than 40 
percent of the children are poor. This poverty rate is twice the national average and twice the 
average poverty rate of the states in which the cities are located. 

America's public schools must face th~ challenges ofeducating poor children. Overall, 
in 34 percept ofU.S. public schools, half or more of the student popUlation come from low­
income families.6 In cities such as Baltimore, for example, the concentration ofpoor children in 
the city's schools is great. In over 80.percent ofschools more than half the students fall below 

4 Current Population Reports, Poverty in the United States (Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 

1996). 


S U.S. Bureau of the Census Current,Population Reports,dted in Lippman, Laura. Urban Schools: The 

Challenge ofLocation and Poverty (Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics, 1996). 


• , • ..;;;:;r." 
.,-,.;... 

6 U.S. Department of Educition, Fast Response School Survey: School Refo;"" 1997-98. Students from 

low-income families are derIDed as those whose children qualify for free and reduced~price school lunch. 
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the povertY line; in more than 50 percent of the city's schools, more than three quarters of the 
students 'come from low-income families. 7 

These statistics translate into severe educational disadvantage for many children .. The 
effects ofpoverty on learnirig are profound. On the individual level, poverty has numerous 
correlates that inhibit learning. Children who live in poverty are more likely than other children 
to experience family disruption, abuse, or neglect. Poor children are more likely than their non­
poor peers to grow up unhealthy and to become viCtims ofcrime.8 Low-income students are less 
likely to take challenging courses and more likely to drop out ofschool. Parents in economically 
disadvantaged families tend to have limited education and involvement in their children's 
learning. Teachers of low income students are less likely to have high e{Cpectations for academic 
achievement. 

But the effects ofpoverty on student achievement are not isolated only to individual 
students who are poor. Research shows that the achievement levels ofboth poor and non-poor 
students decline as the poverty levels ofschools increase.· Low-income students in low-poverty 
schools have higher achievement than low-income students in high-poverty schools.9 Thus, the 
degree to which students are at risk ofeducational failure depends not only on their own 
situation; there is a significant poverty effect on all students in higher poverty schools. 

In recognition ofthe strong relationship between poverty and student perfonnance, the. 
U.S. Department ofEducation, through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA), provides approximately $7.5 billion a year in financial assistance to improve learning 
for students, particularly those who are at risk ofeducational failure, in economil:a1ly 
disadvantaged communities. Part ofthe purpose of the 1994 reauthorization ofESEA was to 
better target resources to address the needs ofpoor children attending schools with high 
concentrations ofpoverty. For example, Title I requires distri~ts to rank and fund schools· 
according to poverty levels, thereby ensuring that, within districts,resour~es are distributed to 
schools where needs are greatest. Because poverty affects the entire school environment, high­
poverty schools are encouraged to adopt schoolwide programs to improve teaching and learning 
for all chilqren.1o . 

7 Maryland State Department of Education (1996). . 

8 Education Week, Quality Counts '98 (Washington, DC: Author, January 1998). 

9 U.S. Department ofEducation, Prospects (1997). 

10 Some important qualifications must be noted in making policy interpretations about the impact of Title I 
based on the data in this report. First, the Department distributes Title I grants according to a congressionally 
mandated formula that reaches almost all districts and about 60 percent of schools - not only those with ­
particularly high levels of concentrated poverty. According to 1996 student-level NAEP data, 22 perc~~tof4th 
graders in U.S. public schools participate in Title I programs. Second, some of the NAEP results presented here 
pre-date the implementation of the reauthorized Title I. Although the NAEP national and state main assessments in 
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This report focuses on recent trends in student achievement in math and reading for 
elementary school students in high-poverty schools. II The data illustrate that poverty has a 
significant impact on student achievement. The data also reveal that. there have been some 
improvements in achievement for 9-year-old and 4th grade students and some narrowing of the 
gap between student achievement in high- and low-poverty schools, particularly in math. But the 
data also point to reading as a particular challenge in high-poverty schools, where children lag 
well behind their peers in lower poverty schools, and students may not have the strong home 
support for literacy that may be critical to reading achievement. 

Findings 

Mathematics 12 

The NAEP long-term trend assessment shows generally upward trends in math 
achievement for 9-year-olds across all school poverty levels. The average scale score for 9 year­
old public school students in math in 1996 was 231; in low-poverty schools, the average score 
was 238, and in high-poverty schools, the average scale score was 217. For high-poverty 
schools, this average scale score is a significant.improvement over the average score in 1992, 
,roughly equivalent to an increase ofone grade level. J3 Since peaking at 28 points in 1992, the 
achievement gap in math between students in high- and low-poverty schools has narrowed to 22 
points in 1996; however the achieveqlent gap in 1996 is approximately the same as it was in 
1986. (Figure 1) 

math were administered in 1996, the latest results in reading are from 1994. The 1998 NAEP results for both math 
and 'reading will be released in early 1999. ' 

II This report presents NAEP data for 9 year-aIds and 4th grade students. Data for 13- and 17-year-olds as 
well as 8th grade students are less reliable because of the large amount of missing and inaccurate data on school 
poverty (percentages of students receiving free and reduced-price lunch) as students reach middle and high school. 
See the last section of this report "Data Sources'~ for a more detailed description of the analysis. 

12 For o~erall NAEP results in math, see Reese, Clyde; Karen Miller; John Mazzeo; and John Dossey. 
NAEP 1996 Mathematics Report Card/or the Nation and the States (Washington, DC: National Center for 
Education Statistics, February 1997). 

13 The average scale scores and percentag~s presented in this report are rounded to the nearest whole point. 
The change in NAEP math scale scores between 1992 and 1996 is statistically significant. 
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Figure 1 

Trends in NAEP Math Performance 
9 Year-Old Public School Students by Poverty Level of School (1986-1996) 
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The NAEP national main assessment in math also shows improvements in achievement 
across all levels of school poverty. Although the gap between student achievement in high- and 
low-poverty schools remains large, the national·assessment shows that largest gains in 
percentages ofstudents scoring at or above the basic level in math in higher poverty schools. 
Compared to 1992, when 26 percent of4th grade students in high-poverty schools scored at or 
above ,the basic level, in 1996,42 percent scored at or above the basic level (Figure 2). As 
Figure 3 shows, the percentaf$e ofstudents in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the 
proficient level in math more than doubled between 1992 and 1996, a fasterrate of increase than 
in low-poverty schools.14 

, 

14 According to NAEP, fourth grade 'students performing at the basic level in math should be able to 
estimate and use basic facts to perform simple computations with whole numbers, show some understanding of 
fractions and decimals; and solve simple real world problems in all NAEP content areas. Students at this h~vel 
should be able to use - though not always accurately - four function calculators, rulers, and geometric shapes. ' 
Their written responses are often minimal and presented without supporting information. Fourth graders < 

performing at the proficient level in math should be able to use whole numbers to estimate, compute, and determine 
whether results are reasonable. They should have a conceptual understanding of frac'tions and decimals; be able to 
solve real world problems in all NAEP content areas; and use four function calculators, rulers, and geometric shapes, 
appropriately. Students performing at the proficient level should employ problem-solving strategies sii£lfas 
identifying and using appropriate information. Their written responses should be organized and presented both with 
supporting information and explanations ofhow they were achieved. 
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Figure 2 

NAEP National Math Main Assessment 


Percent of 4th Grade School Students Scoring At or Above Basic Level by Poverty 
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Figure 3 
NAEP National Math Main Assessment 

Percent of 4th Grade School Students Scoring At or Above Pronclent Level by 
Poverty Level of School 
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The state main assessment in math (Figure 4) in 1996 also shows encouraging results for 
high-poverty schools in many states~ The graph below illustrates the percentages ofstudents in 
high-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level in math across the states. As the figure 
indicates, there ;c:; significant variation in how well studentS in high-poverty schools perform 
when we look across the United States. In nine states, achievement in the highest poverty 
schools meets or exceeds the national average of62 percent at or above the basic leveL IS 

Figure 4 

NAEP 4th Grade Mathematics - 1996 
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IS Not all states participated in the 1996 NAEP state main assessment. In addition, in the case.ofDelaware, 
the sample size was insufficient to make a reliable estimate for student achievement in high-poverty schools in the" 
state. See Appendix for state results. . 
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The percentage of high-poverty schools in each of these states, of course, varies > 

dramatically. In the state with the highest ranked overall achievement of students in high­
poverty schools, Maine, only 11 percent ofstudents attend schools in the highest poverty 
category (with 75 percent or more students receiving free or reduced-price lunch). In the 
lowest ranked for achievement, Washington, DC, 62 percent of students attend high-poverty 
schools. Nevertheless, almost every state has registered improvement in math achievement for 
4th grade students since 1992, and 27 states have seen significant improvement in math 
achievement for4th grade students in high-poverty schools (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5 
State NAEP Math Performance, Change in the Percentage of 4th 
Grade Students in High.poverty Schools Scoring At or Above 

the Basic level, 1992 to 1996 . 
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Reading 16 

Student achievement data in reading, particularly for high-poverty schools, show less 
improvement over time. NAEP scores.have been relatively stagnant across all levels of school 
poverty. Students in high-poverty schools trail their peers in low-poverty schools by a larger 
margin in reading than in math. In 1996, the gap in the average reading scale score between 9­
year-old students in high and low-poverty schools was 38 points. Although this gap V!as 
narrower than the 40 point gap in 1992, the achievement gap in reading today remains larger than 
in 1988, when 27 points separated students on average in high and low-poverty schools. The 
average scale score for 9-year-old public school.students on the 1996 NAEP long-term 
assessment in reaciingwas 210 points. For low-poverty schools, the average scale score was 225. 
For high-poverty schools the average score was 188, up from 180 in 1992. (Figure 6) 

Figure 6 

Trends in NAEP Reading Performance 
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16 For overall NAEP results in reading, see NAEP 1994 Reading Report Cardfrom the National 
Assessment ofEducational Progress (NCES: Washington, DC, March 1996). 
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The most recent NAEP national main assessment data available in reading are from 1994. 
The data from this assessment show little change from 1992 in reading achievement across 
schools overall; however, the percentage of students in schools with more than 50 percent 
poverty who scored at or above the basic level declined. In 1992, 33 percent of4th grade 
students in high-poverty schools scored at or above the basic level; in 1994,26 percent scored at' 
ot above the basic level. (Figure 7) Thepercentage of4th grade students achiev~g at or above 
the proficient level in reading also showed little change between 1992 and 1994. 17 <F::igure 8) 

Figure 7 . 
NAEP National Reading Main Assessment 


Percent of 4th Grade School Students Scoring At or Above Basic Level by Poverty 
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17 According to NAEP, f~)Urth grade students performing at the basic level should be able to demonstrate 
an understanding of what they read. When reading text appropriate for fourth graders, they should be able to make 
relatively obvious connections between the text and their own experience and extend the ideas in the text by making 
simple references. Fourth grade students performing at the projicient level should be able to. demonstrate an overall 
understanding of the text, provideing inferential as well as literal information. When reading text appropriate to 
fourth grade, they should be able to extend the ideas in the text by making inferences, drawmg conclus.igDS, and 
making connections to their own experiences. The connection between the text and what the student infers should 
be clear. 
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Figure 8 
NAEP National Reading Main Assessment 

Percent of 4th Grade School Students Scoring At or Above Proficient level by 
Poverty level ~f School 
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As . 
Figure 9 demonstrates, comparing the state-by-state NAEP achievement results in reading and 
math shows that reading achievement is not as strong as math achievement in the nation's 
highest poverty schools. In math, the average achievement in high-poverty schools matched or 
exceeded the national average for all public schools in nine states. In reading, the average 
achievement in high-poverty schools reaches the national average (59 percent at or above basic 
level) in only one state. Comparing 4th grade reading achievement between 1992 and 1994, only 
about half the states show increases in the percentage ofstudents in high-poverty schools scoring 
at the basic level.18 Only five states demonstrated significant gains in reading for 4th grade 
students in high-poverty schools. (Figure 10) . . 

18 See Appendix. Not all states participated in the 1994 NAEP state main readirtgassessment.J.n 
addition, Delaware,Iowa, Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming hadsample sizes 
that were insufficient to make reliable estimates about achievement in high-poverty schools .. 
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Figure 9 

" NAEP 4th Grade Reading - 1994 
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Figure 10 
State NAEP Reading Performance, Change in the Percentage of 4th 

Grade Students in High-Poverty Schools Scoring At or Above the 
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Conclusions 

These findings point to the importance ofpoverty as an important variable in explaining 
disparit1es in student achievement. Not only do poverty andolher disadvantages associated it 
with have an impact on individual student learning, but the cumulative effects ofconcentrated 
poverty have profound consequences for the performance of entire schools. Although there is 
some positive news - there have been some gains and improvements in student achieyement in 
the nation's highest poverty schools - the gap in performance.between students in high- and 
low-poverty schools remains a great challenge for educators and policy makers committed to 
improving teachi?g and learning so that all students can reach high standards ofachievement. 

Data Sources 

The NAEP data presented in this report were analyzed for the Planning and J!valuation 
Service ofthe U.S. Department ofEducation by the Educational Testing Service (ETS), in' . _ 
conjunction with the National Center for Education Statistics. NAEP is a nationally 
representative and continuing assessment ofAmerican students that aims to measure students' 
progress toward higher achievement. For this report, data were analyzed from three NAEP 
assessments: 

(1) Long-term trend assessment - This assessment tracks student achievement of 9-, 13­
and 17-year-olds over time by administering the same materials and replicating 
procedures for each assessment. The assessment is a valuable tool for examining trends 
in student achievement. The content and procedures ofthe assessment do not change. Its 
limitation is that it does not reflect current educational content. This report focuses on 
the achievem~tof9-year-old students in high~ and low-poverty public schools on the 
long-term trend assessment. Performance is reported as an average scale score, which 
ranges from 0 to 500. The trend data in this report track to 1986 in math (except for 
1988, when no data were released on this NAEP assessment) and to 1988 in reading. 

. . 

(2) J:lational main assessment - This assessment presents national and regional results 
on NAEP. This report examines achievement levels for 4th grade students in 1992 and 
1996 in high~ and low-poverty schools by levels ofproficiency (percent ofstudents 
scoring at or above the basic and profjcient levels). The assessment has different 
questions and tasks from the long-term assessment, reflecting current educational content 
and assessment methodology. 

(3) State main assessment - This assessment reports student achievement in schools 
across the United States, state by state. In 1996, samples ofstude?ts from 44 states and 
the District ofColumbia participated in the state math main assessment. The NAEP state 
reading main assessment was last administered in 1994; a sample ofstudents in 39 states 
and the District ofColumbia participated in the assessment. This report focusc.s-on the 

. percentages of4th grade students in high- and low-poverty schools in 1992 and 1996 
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scoring at or above the Basic level, defined as partial mastery ofprerequisite knowledge 
and skills that are fundamental for proficient work at each grade, and the Proficient level, 
defined as solid academic perfonnance.19 

Educational Testing Service analyzed NAEP results for each of these assessments by 
level ofschool poverty (in quartiles 0-25,26-50,51-75, 76-100 percent poverty). The variable 
used to measure school poverty is the' percentage ofstudents in schools who receive free and 
reduced-price lunch. The item used in this report is a school-level variable'takeri from aNAEP 
questionnaire answered by sC,hool principals. For the purpose ofthis report, high-poverty schools 
are those in which more than 75 percent ofstudents receive free and reduced-price lunch. Low­
poverty schools ar~ those in whi~h 25 percent or fewer students receive free and reduced-price 
lunch. 

A caution abo:ut the trend data on achievement and school poverty is needed because 
NAEP items measuring poverty have varied over time .. The charts in this report use "percentage 
of students receiving free and reduced,;,price lunches" as a proxy to measure poverty, just as 
districts typically use this measure to rank order schools for Title I services. Yet, this variable 
has not been measured in the Same way over time. Before 1992, schools were asked two open­
ended questions as part of the NAEP school questionnaire that were used to compute a school 

, poverty indicator. Schools were asked how many students were enrolled in the school, and how 
many were enrolled in the school lunch program .. Beginning with, and since 1992, the school 
questionnaire includes a multiple choice question with eight categories, asking what percentage 
of students in the school are enrolled in ~e school lunch program. 

19 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 
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Appendix 

State N.A.EP Math Performance 


Percentage of 4th Grade Students in High-Poverty Schools Scoring At or Above Basic 


1992 Standard Percent 1996 Standard Percent 
State Error of schools Error of schools 

in high- in hig~-
poverty poverty. 
category category 

Alabama 17.9 1.2 19.0 30.0 1.0 34.8 

Alaska - 36.5 1.1 12.4 

Arizona 21.4 1.6 12.2 38.2 1.1 30.0 

Arkansas 32.0 1.4 11.5 39.] 1.1 25.5 

California 17.4 1.3 ]8.0 25.2 0.8 22.9 

Colorado 36.7 1.8 6.2 46.2 1.9 ]1.6 

Connecticut 12.6 1.2 8.9 40.7 2.4 12.1 

Delaware • • 
District of Columbia ]5.0 0.8 54.7 11.2 0.7 62.3 

Florida' 23.0 1.8 14.7 47.8 1.2 31.3 

Georgia 30.8 .7 17.2 43.6 1.5 38.4 

Hawaii 42.1 2.8 4.0 48.2 0.9 33.5 

Idaho 63.7 2.8 4.8 -
Illinois - -
Indiana 36.0 1.1 9.4 62.7 2.4 16.7 

Iowa 61.4 ' 2.5 5.4 60.5 2.5 23.4 

Kansas - -
Kentucky 39.1 1.6 10.3 52.0 I.l 27.9 

Louisiana 22.9 1.0 34.0 36.1 0.6 51.3 

:Maine 70.4 4.9 7.7 80.4 0.8 11.1 

Maryland 13.4 0.7 7.8 33.8 0.7 17.5 

iMassachusetts 37.5 1.7 11.4 -50.9 2.8 ' 8.9 

IMichigan 14.7 1.8 10.3 56.0 2,0 18.2 

Minnesota • 75.7 1.2 '. 25.4 

Mississippi 23.9 0.7 48.4 29.4 0.9 43.7 

IMissouri 35.3 1.0 11.2 48.2 1.3 19.4 
Montana - 65.3 2.0 25.0 

Nebraska 41.1 3.0 7.3 65.1 1.2 23.3 

Nevada - 52.9 1.1 26.4 

New Hampshire • -
New Jersey 35.1 1.1 15.3 24.8 2.6 13.7 
New Mexico 34.4 2.0 21.9 37.1 0.7 39.1 
New York 24.7 1.6 19.1 ' 30.1 1.9 26.1 

North Carolina 26.3 1.5 7.3 46.0 1.4 18.3 
North Dakota 69.1 2.8 9.4 68.7 1.7 36.2 
Ohio 25.8 1.1 11.\ -
Oklahoma 41.2 1.8 11.0 -
Oregon - 47.7 1.7 14.1 
Pennsylvania 28.9 2.0 12.3 28.1 0.8 15.6 
Rhode Island 24.6 1.7 14.2 29.7 1.6 16.7 
South Carolina 25.2 0.8 18.0, 37.0 1.3 31.7 



State 
1992 Standard 

Error 
Percent 

of schools 
hi high-
poverty 
category 

·1996 Standard 
Error 

Percent 
of schools 

iD high-
poverty 
category 

South Dakota - -
Tennessee 25.8 1.6 15.0 43.4 1.4 26.5 
Texas 35.1 1.0 24.0 42.7 2.0 22.1 

Utah • 67.3 0.6 30.4 

Vennont - 59.8 1.8 7.5 

Virginia • 45.9 1.1 17.3 
Washington - 55.9 2.4 10.2 
West Virginia 38.9 1.6 15.3 60.6 1.8 29.7 

Wisconsin 31.5 2.5 4.6 64.5 1.3 18.5 

Wyoming 52.6 0.8 7.7 64.6 2.1 18.4 

. -, - .-«'"'­

• Sample size too small to permit reliable estimate· 

- Non-participating state 



State NAEP Reading Performance 

Percentage of 4th Grade Students in High-Poverty Schools Scoring At or Above Basic 


1992 Standard Percent of 1994 Standard Percent of 
State Error schools in Error schools in 

high-poverty high-
category· poverty 

category 

Alabama 20.5 2.1 19.2 28.4 1.5 19.6 

Alaska -­ -­
Arizona 21.3 1.5 12.1 28.7 1.5 ·25.1 

Arkansas 38.5 1.4 10.3 29.1 1.6 13.8 

ICalifornia 12.7 2.1 16.5 14.8 1.5 16.6 

Colorado 38.0 ·2.2 5.9 30.2 0.8 6.3 

Connecticut 20.6 3.8 8.9 21.5 1.5 12.9 

!Delaware • • 
District of 18.1 0.5 55.9 13.9 0.7 61.9 
Columbia 
Florida 24.2 2.1 15.3 25.6 1.9 18.1 

Georgia 34.2 1.7 18.2 29.0 . 1.0 22.3 

Hawaii 36.1 1.9 4.2 23.2 2.4 6.5 

Idaho 66.5 2.8 5.2 -
Illinois -­ -­
Indiana 49.4 1.5 9.5 45.9 3.6 6.7 

Iowa 65.8 0.8 5.5 • 
Kansas -­ -­
Kentucky 49.6 2.2 ]0.8 44.6 1.2 11.2 

Louisiana 30.8 1.5 33.3 21.7 0;8 35.5 

Maine 76.4 I.S 6.5 .. 
Maryland 13.0 2.5 7.2 20.5 1.2 5.0 

Massachusetts 52.8 2.5 11.0 • 28.5 1.0 8.5 

Michigan 18.2 2.0 10.2 . 

Minnesota • • 
Mississippi 28.6 1.3 48.5 29.1 1.4 39.1 

Missouri 38.0 1.7 11.3 24.9 1.6 5.6 

Montana -­ 41.6 2.8 5.2 

Nebraska 39.4 2.5 6.6 58.5 5.0 4.0 

Nevada -­ --
New Hampshire • • 
New Jersey 34.9 1.5 15.5 25.9 I.l 16.2 

New Mexico 39.7 0.9 22.2 32.0 1.2 26.0 

~YOrk 29.9 1.6 19.5 25.5 2.4 23.4 

North Carolina 43.9 3.4 7.4 43.2 2.9 10.2 

North Dakota 73.1 1.8 9.4 56.5 2.4 5.0 

Ohio 37.2 1.7 10.7 -
Oklahoma 43.3 1.2 9.5 - . 
Oregon 

" .~ -­ -­ " ._, 

Pennsylvania 29.8 0.8 12.1 22.5 0.7 15.5 

Rhode Island 32.3 1.0 13.3 37.9 1.1 IS.8 
South Carolina 35.0 1.7 17.5 19.7 0.9 20.1 



State 
1992 Standard 

Error 
Percent of 
schools in 

high-poverty 
category 

1994 Standard 
Error 

Percent of 
schools In 

high-
poverty 
category 

South Dakota - -
Tennessee 36.9 1.7 14.9 35.0 2.5 U.5 

Texas 38.0 I 25.1 37.3 2.9 23.6 

Utah .. .. " 

Vennont - -
Virginia .. 27.5 2:2 9.3 

Washington - .. 
West Virginia 46.8 1.5 14.5 51.8 2.2 12.2 

Wisconsin 27.3 5.1 3.9 .. 
Wyoming 59.8 3.0 7.6 .. 

.. Sample size too small to pennit reliable estimate 

- Non-participating state 
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PLANNiNG AND 

EVALUATION SERVICE 

ANALYSIS AND 

. HIGHLIGHTS 

School Poverty and Academic Performance: NAEP Achievement 
in High-Poverty Schools . 

BACKGROUND 

This report presents findings from special analyses of student achievement on the National 

Assessment ofEducational Progress prepared for Planning and EvaluatioIJ. Services by the 

Educational Testing Services in conjunction with the National Center for Education Statistics. 


The purpose of the report is.to examine student achievement in the context of school poverty in 
the United States. Given the Department's long standing concern with the gap in achievement 
between students in high-poverty schools and their more advantaged peers, this report presents 
analyses of recent trend, national, and state NAEP assessment results in reading and math for 4th 
grade and 9-year old students in high- and low-poverty schools . 

. KEy FINDINGS 

• 	 While the gap in reading and math achievement for 4th grade and 9 year-old students 

in high- arid low-poverty schools is significant, there are some recent signs of 

improvement. 


The gap in average math scores betweeQ,.9-year-:olds in high-poverty schools and 
low-poverty schools was 22 points in 1996, down from a 28-point gap in 1992 
and a 24-point gap in 1994. The achievement gap in readiI).gbetween students in 
high- and low-poverty schools is substantially larger. The average difference in . 
reading achievement between 9 year-old students in high and low-poverty schools 
was 38 points in-1996, although down from a 40 point gap in 1994. 

• 	 In math, there has been an upward trend in achievement for 4th grade and 9 year­
old students on NAEP since 1992. 

Data from the 1996 NAEP long-term trend assessment show a significant rise in 
the scores of 9-year-olds across all levels of school poverty since 1992. The 
percentage of4th grade students in high-poverty schools scoring at least at the 
baSic level on the NAEP. national math main assessment was 42 percent in 1996, 
up from 26 percent in 1992. In 27 states there was a significant increase in the 

. percentage of4th grade students in high:'poverty schools scoring at or above the . 
basic level in math between 1992 and 1996. . 



• 	 Reading presents a more complicated picture. The gap in reading performance 
between students in high- and low-poverty schools is dramatically higher than the 
gap in math and NAEP scores have been stagnant across all levels ofschoo I poverty. 

Although data from the NAEP long-term trend assess~ent show an upward turn 
in the average reading scores of9-year-olds between 1992 and 1996, results from 
the NAEP national assessment show a decrease in the percentage of4th grade _ 
students in high-poverty schools scoring at the basic leve~ in reading - from 33 
percent in 1992 to 26 percent in 1994. (The Il1~AEP. assessment in reading 

-was not administered in 1996.- Results from the 1998 NAEP main reading 
- assessment are expected to be released in January, 1999.) State NAEP results-

reveal that 5 states experien'ced a significant increase in the percentage of students 
in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic l~vel iIi reading between 
1992 and 1994. 

Copies ofthis Planning and Evaluation Service report are available by contacting the u.s. 
Department ofEducation at 1-800-USA-LEARN. - ' 
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Summary and Major Findings 
, . 

'Before we can realize a system ofpublic education in the United Stateswhere all children 
can reach high stand3fds, we must face the challenges of poverty, particularly concentrated 
poverty, and its effectS on learning. Student achievement data reveal a hu'ge and longstanding 
gap in academic performance between students in high- and low-poverty Schools at all grade 
levels. Children in high-poverty schools tend to begin school academically behind their peers in 
low-poverty schools and often are unable to close this gap as they progress through school.) 
Data from the long-term trend assessment ofthe National Assessment ofE4ucational Progress 
(NAEP) show that in high;.poverty schools (where 7S percent or more ofthe 'students come from 
low-income families) achievement is, on average, two or three grade levels behind that in low­
poverty schools (where fewer than 2S percent ofstudents are from low-income families). 

Reducing this achievement gap is a great concern ofthe U.S, Department ofEducation. 
Although the federal role in education is limited - acCounting for about 7 percent ofelementary 

, and secondary education spendingl - federal resources are focused primarily on helping to 
provide high-quality education for students who live in poverty, are at risk ofschool failure, or 
have special needs. 

According to the 1996 NAEP results, there continues to be a large gap in academic 
performance between students in high- and low-poverty schools. However the data show some ' 

. recent signs of improvement for 9-year-olds and'4th grade students: 

.. Long-term trend data show that the achievement gap i~ narro~g. The gap iIi average 
, math scores between 9-year-olds in high;.poverty schools and low-poverty schools was 22 
points in 1996, doWn from a 28 point gap in 1992 and'a 24 pO.int gap in 1994. The 
achievement gap in reading between students in :tUgh- Qlld low-poverty schools is . 
substantially larger. The gap in average reading scores between 9-year-olds in high- and 
low-poverty schools was 38 points in 1996, although do~ from a 40 point gap in 1994.3 

.. 	 In math an upward trend in achievement is evident. Data from the.1996 NAEP iong-term 
trend assessment show a significant rise in the scores of9 year-olds across all levels of 
school poverty. since 1992. The percentage of4th grade students in high-poverty schools 
achieving at or above the basic level in math on NAEP increased from 26 percentin 1992 ' 
to 42 percent in 1996. In 27 states there was a significant increase in the percentage of 

" 

. ) U.S. Department.ofEducation, Planning and Evaluation SerVice; Prospects: Student Outcomes Final 

Report (April 1997). 


. 	 , 

2 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, CoITlI'llon Core ofData Survey 

(l993-94). " ' . 


.. -. 
, 3 Scores are rounded to the nearest whole number. Teo'points in NAEP scores is approxirruitely equival~t 

to one grade level. ' , 

1 
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students in.~gh-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level iIi mathbe.tween 1992' 
and 1996. :' . . 

• 	 Evidence ofoverall progress in reading is also provided, although the most recent 
available NAEP main and state assessment data are from 1994~ (The main :NAEP 
assessment in reading was nc?t a:dministered in 1996. ResultS from the 1998 NAEP main 
reading assessment are expected to be released in January, 1999.) The,gap in.,. 
perfonnance between students in high- arid low-poverty scho,ols in readlngis; 
dramatically higher than the gap in math perfonnance. While long-tenn trend data show 
an upwardtum in the average reading scores of9 year-olds in high-poverty schools . 
between 1992 and 1996, data from the 1994 NAEP national assessment in reading show a 
decline in the percentage of4th grade' studentS in high-poverty schools scoring at or 
above the basic level-- from 33 percent in 1992 to 26 percent in 1994. State NAEP , 
results reveal that 5 states experienced a significant increase in the percentage ofstudents 
in high":poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level in r~ading between 1992 and. 
1994. 

Introduction and Background 

Poverty is a significant problem for tnany ofour nation's chlldren. In 1995, the U.S.. 
, Bureau ofthe Census estimated that 20 percent.of American children under the age of 18 lived in 
poverty, an increase of5% since 1970. Moreover, both black and Hispanic children - at 42 and 
39 percent poverty, respectively- are more than twice as likely as white children to be poor.4 
Particularly in the urban core~ communities are faced with dense concentrations ofpoverty that . 
pose fonnidable challenges for schools. One-third of the children in America's cities live in 

'poverty.s In cities such as Detroit, New Orleans, Miami,Atlanta, and Cleveland, more than 40 

percent of the children are poor.' This poverty rate is twice the national average and twice the 

average poverty rate ofthe states in which the cities are located. 


America's public schools must face the challenges of educating.poor children. Overall, 
in 34 percept of U.S. public schools, h~for more ofthe stud~nt population come.from low- . 

. income families.6 In cities such as Baltimore, for exampl~~ the concentration ofpoor children in 
the city's schools is great. In over 80.percent ofschools more than half the students fall below 

4 Current Population Reports, Poverty in the United States (Washington, DC: U.S. Bureau ofthe Census, 
1996). 

S U.S. Bureau of the Census Current.Population Reports"cite4 in LIppman, Laura. Urban Schools: The 
Challenge ofLocation and Poverty (Washington, DC: Natio,nal Center for Ed~cation Statis~cs, 1996). 

. "_. ..;;.w-~• 

. 6 U.S. Department ofEd~cation, Foi/ResponSe, School Survey: School Refohn 1997-98. Students fro~ 
low-income families are defmed as those whose children qualify for free and reduced-price school lunch. 
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the poverty line; in more than 50 percent of the city's schools, more than three quarters of the 
students 'corne from low-income families.' ' 

These statistics translate into severe educational disadvantage for many children. The 
effects ofpoverty on learning are profound. On the individual level, poverty has numerous 
correlates that inhibitJeaming. Children who live in poverty are more likely than other children 
to experience family disruption, abuse, or neglect. " Poor children are more likely than ~eir non­
poor peers to grow up unhealthy and to become~ctims ofcrime.a•. Low-income students, are less 
likely to take challenging courses and more likely to drop outofschool. Parents in eConomically' 
disadvantaged families tend to have limited education and involvement iIi their ,children's 

. learning. T~chers of low income students are less likely to have high expeCtations for academic, 
achievement. 

But the effects ofpoverty on student achievement are not isolated only to individual 
students Who are poor. Research shows that the achi~vement levels ofboth poor and non-poor 
students decline as the poverty levels ofschools increase. Low-income student:S in low-poverty 
schools have higher achievement than low-income students in high.;.poverty sch,?0Is.9 Thus, the 
degree to which students are at risk ofeducational failure depends not only on their own 
situation; there is a significant poverty effect on all students in high~rpoverty schools. 

In recognition ofthe strong relationship'betweenpoverty:and student performance, the 
. U.S. Department ofEducation, throughTitle I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA), provides approximately $7.5 billion a year in financial assistance to improve learning 
for students, particularly those who are at risk ofeducational failure, in' eeononUcally 
disadvantaged communities. Part of the purpose ofthe 1994 reauthorization ofESEA was to ' 
better target resources to address the needs ofpoor children attending schools with high 
concentrations ofpoverty. For example, Title I requires distri~ts to rank and fund schools 
according to poverty levels, thereby ensuring that, within districts,·resources are distributed to 
schools where needs are greatest. Because poverty affects the entire school environment, high­
poverty schools are encouraged to adopt schoolwide progranls to improve teaching and learning 
for all children. 10 . 

, Maryland State Departt:nent ofEdu~tion (1996).. 

. 8 Education We~k, Quality Counts '98 (Washington, DC: Auth()r, ianUary 199'8)• 

. 9 U.S. Department ofEducation, Prospects (1997). 

10 Some important qualificatic;ms must be noted in making policY'interpretations about the impact ofTitle I 
based on the data in this report First, the Department distnbutes Title I grants according to a congressionally. 
mandated formula that reaches almost all districts and about,60 percent ofschools - not oQ.ly those with -. 
particularly high levels ofconcentrated poverty. According to 1996 student-level NAEP data, 22 perc~~tof4th 
graders in U.S. public schools participate in Title I programs. Second, some ofthe NAEP results presented here' 
pre~date the implementation of the reauthorized Title I. Although the NAEP national and state main assessments in 
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This report focuses on recent trends in stude~t achievement in math and reading for 
elementary school students in high-poverty schools. ,II The data illustrate that poverty has a 
significant impact on student achievement. The data also reveal that there have been some 

. , , 

-improvements in achievement for 9-year-old and 4th grade students and some narrowing ofthe 
gap between student achievement in high- and low-poverty schools, particularly in math. But the 
data also point to reading as a particular challenge in high-poverty schools,where children lag 
well behind their peers in lower poverty schools, and students may not have the strong' home 
support forliteracy that may be critical to reading achievement. ' . 

Findings 

Mathematics 12 

The NAEP long-term trend assessment shows generally upward trends in math 
achievement for 9-year-oldsacross all school poverty levels. ,The average scale score for 9 year~ ... ' 
old public school students in math in 1996 was 231; in low-poverty schools, the average score' 
was 238, and in high-poverty schools, the average scale score was 217. For high-povertY . 
schools, this average scale score is a significanttimprovement over the average score in 1992, 
roughly equivalent to an increase ofone grade leveV3 Since peaking at 28 points in 1992, the 
achievement gap in math between students in high- and loy/-poverty schools has narrowed to 22 
points in 1996; however the achievement gap in 1996 is apprQximateIy the same as it was in 
1986. (Figurel) 

. , 

math were administered in 1996, the latest results in reading are from 1994. The 1998 NAEP results for both math 
and reading will be released in early 1999. 

II This report presents NAEP data for 9 year-olds and 4th grade students. Data for 13- and 17-year-olds as 
well as 8th grade students are less reliable because ofthe large amount ofmissing and inaccurate data on school' , 
poverty (percentages ofstudents receiving free and reduced-price lunch) as studentS reach middle and bigb school. 
See the last section ofthis report ''Data Sources" for a more detailed description ofthe analysis. 

12 For o~erall NAEP results in math, see Reese, Clyde; Karen Miller; JohnMazzeo; and John Dossey. 
NAEP 1996 Mathematics Report Cardfor the,Nation and the States (Washington, DC: Natlon~l Center for 
Education Statistics, February 1997). 

13 The average scale scores and percentages presented in this report are round~d to th~ nearest whole point. 
The change in NAEP math scale scores between 1992 and 1996 is statistically significant. . 

, , . 
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. Figure 1 

Trends inNAEP Math Performance 
9 Year~Old f'ublic School Students by Poverty Level of School (1986~1996) 
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The NAEP national main assessment in math also shows improvements in achievement 
across all levels ofschool poverty: Although the gap betweeri student achievement in high- and 
low-poverty schools remains large, the national 'assessment shows that largest gains in 
percenta:ges ofstudents scoring at or above the basic level in math in higher poverty schools. 
Compared to 1992, when 26 percent of4th grade students in high-poverty schools scored at or 

··above the basic level, in 1996,42 percent scored at or above the basic level (Figure 2). As 
Figure 3 shows, the percentage ofstudents in high-poverty schools scoring at or above the 
proficient level in math more than doubled between 1992 and 1996, a faster rate ofincrease than 
in low-poverty schools. '4 · , 

14 According to NAEP, fourth grade students perfonning at the basic level in math should be able to 
estimate and use basic facts to perform simple computations with whole numbers, show some understanding of 
fractionS and decimals; and solve simple real world problems in aU NAEP content areas. Students at this level 
should be able to use - though not alWays acCurately -four function calculators, rulers, and geometric shapes. 
Thdr written responses are often minimal and presented without supporting information. Fourth graders 
perfonning at the proficient level in math should be able.to use whole numbers to estimate, compute, and detennine 
whether results are reasonable. They should have a conceptual understanding of fractions and decimals; be able to 
solve real world problems in all NAEP content areas; and use four function calculators, rulers, and geometric shapes . 
appropriately, Students performing at the proficient level should employ problem-solving strategies sii£Ji:as 
identifying and using appropriate information. ,Their written responses.shouldbe organized and presented both with 
supporting information and explanations ofhow they were achieved. . 
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Figure 2 

NAEP National Math Main Assessment 
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Figure 3 

NAEP National Math Main Assessment 
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The state main assessm~ntin'math (Fi~e 4) in 1996 also shows encouraging results for 
high-poverty schools in many states. The graph below illustrates the percentages ofstudents in 
high-poverty schools scoring at or above the basic level in math across the states. ' As the figure 

, '. 
indicates, there j~ significant variation in how well students mhi gh-povertY schools perform 
when we look across the United States. In nine' states, 'achievement in the highest poverty 
schools meets or exceeds the national average of62 percent at or above the basic lev.e1. 's 

Figure 4 

NAEP 4th Grade Mathematics - 1996 
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'IS Not all states participated in the 1996 NAEP state ~in assessment :In~ddition, 'in the case.ofDelaware; 
the sample'size was insufficient to make a reliable estimate for student achievemerit in high-poverty schools in the . 
state. See Appendix for state results. ' , , 
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The percentage ~f high-poverty schools in each of these states, of course, varies , 
dramatically. Inthe state with the highest ranked overall achievement of students in high­
poverty schools, Maine, only 11 percent of students, attend schools in the highest poverty 
category (with 75 percent or more students receiving free or reduced-price lunch). In the 
lowest ranked for achievement, Washington, DC, 62 percent of students attend'high-povert}r , 
schools~ Nevertheless, almost every state has registered improvement in math achievement for 
4th grade studentS since 1992, and 27 states have seen significant improvement in math 
achievement for4th grade students in high-poverty schools (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5 
State NAEP Math Performance, Change in the Percentage of 4th 
Grade Students in High.Poverty,Schools Scoring At or Above ' 
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Reading 16 

Student achievement data iit reading, particularly for high-poverty schools, show less· 
improvement over time. NAEP scores have been relatively ~tagnant across all levels of school 
poverty. Students in high-poverty schools trail their peers jn low-poverty schools by a larger 
margin in reading than in math. In-1996, the gap in the ave~age reading scale score bern,reen 9­
year-old students in high and low-povertY schools was 38 points. Although this gap ~as 
narrower than the 40 point gap in 1992, the achievement gap in reading today remains larger than 
in 1988, when 27 points separated students on average in high and low-poverty schools. The 
average scale score for 9-year-old public ~chool.students ontlle 1996 NAEP long-term 
assessment in reading was 210 points. For low-poverty schools, the average scale score was 225. 
For high-poverty schools the average score was 188, up from 180 in 1992. (Figure 6) 

Figure 6 

Trends in NAEP Reading Performance 


9-Year-Old Public School Students by PovertyLevel of School (1988-1996) 
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16 For overall NAEP results inreacling. see NAEP 1994 Reading Report Cardfrom tAe National . 
Assessment o/Educational Progress (NCES:Washington, DC, March 1996). . 
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The most recent NAEP national main assessment data available in reading are from 1994. 
The data from this assessment show little change from 1992 in reading achievement across 
schools overall; however, the percentage of students in schools with more than 50 percent 
poverty who scored at or above the basic level declined. Tn 1992, 33 percent of4th grade 
students in high-poverty schools scored at or above the basic level; in 1994, 26 percent scored at· 
or above the basic level. (Figure 7) The-percentage of4th grade students achieving at or above 
the proficient level in reading also showed little change between 1992 and 1994. 17 <F:;igure 8) 

. Figure 7 
NAEP National Reading Main Aueasment 


Percent of 4th Grade School Students Scoring At or Above Basic Level by Poverty 
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17 According to NAEP, fourth grade'~tudents performing at the basic level should be able to demonstrate 
an understanding ofwhat they read. When reading text appropriate for fo.urth graders, tl}(!y should be able to make 
relatively obvious connections between the text and their own experience and extend the ideas in the text by making 
simple references. Fourth grade students performing at theprojicient level should pe able ~o, demonstrate an overall 
understanding of the text, provideing inferential as well as literal information. When reading text appropriate to 
fourth grade, they should be able to extend the ideas in the text. by mamg inferences, drawmg conch.m9DS, and 
making connectioJ,ls to their own experiences. The connection between the text and what the student infers should 
be.clear. 
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Figure 8 
NAEP National Reading Main Assessment . 

Percent of 4th Grade School Students Scoring At or Above Proficient Level by 
Poverty Level ~f School 
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As­
Figure 9demonstrates, comparing the state-by~state NAEP achievement results in reading and 
math shows that reading achievement is not as strong as math achievement in the nation's 
highest poverty schools. In math, the av;erage achievement in high-poverty schools matched or 
exceeded the national average for all public sch~ols in nine states. In reading, the average 
achievement in high-poverty schools reaches the national'average.(S9 p~rcent at or'above basic . 
level) in only one state. Comparing 4th grade reading achievement between 1992 and 1994, only' 
about half the states show increases in the percentage ofstudentS in high-poverty schools scoring 
.	at the basic level.18 .Only five states'demonstrated significant gairis in reading for 4th grade 
students in high-poverty schools. (Figure 10) . . 

18 See Appendix. Not all states participated in the 1'994 NAEP state main readirtgassessment.J.n 
addition, Delaware, Iowa, Maine,Minnesota, N~w Hampshire, Utah, Washington, andWyoroing had sample sizes 
that were insufficient to make reliable estimates about achievement in high-poverty schools. . . 
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" Figure 9 
NAEP 4th Grade Reading - 1994 , 

Percentage of Students in High-Poverty Schools 
Performing At or AbCJve Basic Level, by State 
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Figur~ 10 . 
State NAEP Reading Performance; Change in the Percentage of 4th 


Grade Students in High-Poverty Schools Scoring At or Above the 

Basic Level, .1992 to 1994 
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Conclusions 

These findings point to the importance ofpoverty as an unportant'variable in explaining 
disparit,l,es in student achievement. Not only do poverty and. other Clisadvantages associated it 
with have an impact on individual student learning, but the cumulative effects ofconcentrated 
poverty have profound consequences for the performance ofenqre schools .. Although there is 
some positive news - there have beep some gains and improvements in student achieyement iri . 
the nation's highest poverty schools - the gap in performance between' students in high- and 
low-poverty schools remains a great challenge for educators and pollcy makers committed to 
improving teaching and learning so that all students can reach high standards of achIevement. . . . .;. . 

Data Sources 

The NAEP data presented in this report were analyzed for the Planning and:J!valuation 
Service of the U.S. Department ofEducation by the Educational Testfug Service (ETS), in' , _ . 
conjunction with the National Center for Education Statistics. NAEP is a nationally' 
representative and continuing assessment ofAmerican studentstlult aims to measure·students' 
progress toward higher achievement. For this ~eport~ data were aqalyzed from three NAEP. 
assessments: ' . . 

. '. . '. . 

(1) Long-term trend assessment - This assessment tracks student achievement of9-, 13­
and 17-year-olds over time by administering the same,materials and replicating 
procedures for each assessment. The assessment is a valuable tool tor examining trends 
in student achievement. The content and procedures ofthe assessment do not change. Its 
limitation is that it does not reflect current educational content. This report focuses on 
the achievement of9-year-old students 'in high- and low-poverty publi~ schpols on the 
long-term trend assessment. Performance'is reported as anaverage sCale"score, which 
ranges from 0 to 500. The trend data in this report track to 1986 in:math (except for 
1988, when no data were released on this NAEP assessment) and to 1'988 in reading~ 

(2) National main asse,ssment - This.assessment presents national'ahd regional results 
on NAEP. This report examines achievement levels for 4th grade students in 1992 and 
1996 in high~ and low-poverty schools by levels ofproficiency (percent ofstudents 
scoring at or above the basic and profjcient levels). ,The assessment has different 
questions and tasks from t1).e long-term assessment, reflecting current educational content 
and assessment methodology. , 

. ' " 

(3) State main assessment - this assessment reports student achievement in schools 
. across the United States, state by state. In 1996, samples of stude!ltsfrom 44 states and ' 
the District of Columbia participated in the state math main,assessment. . The NAEP state .. 
reading main assessment was last administered in 1994; a sample of studeritsin 39 states 
and the District ofColumbia participated in the assessment. This report focuse_s-on the 
percentages of4thgrade students in high- and low-poverty schools in 1992 and 1996 
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scoring at or'above the Basic level, defined ~ partial mastery ofprerequisite knowledge 
and skills that are fundamental for proficient work at each grade, and the Proficient level, 
defined as solid academic perfonnance.19 

Educational Testing Service analyzed NAEP results for each of these assessments by 
level ofschoof poverty (in quartiles 0-25, 26-50, 51-75, 76-100 percent poverty). The variable'· 
used to measure school poverty is the percentage ofstudents in schools who receive free and 
reduced-price lunch. The item used in this rePort is'aschool-Ievel variable taken from a NAEP . 
questionnaire answered by school principals. For the pwpose of this report, high-poverty schools 
.are those in which,more than 75 percent ofstudents receive free and reduced:'price lunch. Low­
poverty schools are those in which 25 percent or fewer students receive free and reduced-price 
lunch. 

A caution about the trend data on achievement, and school p'overty is needed because 
NAEP items measuring poverty have varied over time. The charts in this report use "percentage 
of students receiving free and reduced.;.price lunches" as a proxy,to measure poverty, just as . ' 
dist;ricts typically use this measure to rank order schools for Title I.services. Yet, this variable 
has not been measured in the S'ame way over time. Before 1992, schools were asked two open­
ended questions as part of the NAEP school questionnaire that were used to compute a school 
poverty indicator. Schools were asked how many students were enrolled in the school, and how 
many were enrolled in the schoollimch program. Beginning with, and·since 1992, the school 

. questionnaire includes a IIlultiple choice question with eight categories, asking what percentage 
of: students in the school~e enrolled in ~e school lunch program. 

19 U,S.,nepartment ofEducation, National Center for Education Statistics (NeES), 
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Appendix 

State NAEP Math Performance 


Percentage of 4th Grade Students in High-Poverty Schools Scoring At or Above Basic 

, . 1992 Standard Percent 1996 Standard Percent 
State Error of schools Error of schools 

In high. : In hlgh­
poverty povertY. 
category category 

Alabama 17.9 1.2 19.0 30.0 1.0 34.8 
Alaska - 36.5 l.l 12.4 

Arizona 21.4 1.6 12.2 38.2 t.l ,30.0 

Arkansas 32.0 . 1.4 11.5 39.1 t.l 25.5 
California 17.4 1.3 18.0 25.2 0.8,. 22.9 
Colorado 36.7 1.8 6.2 46.2 1.9 11.6 
" .., cut 12.6 1.2 8.9 PI " 2.4 12.1 
Delaware • 
District ofColumbia 15.0 0.8 ~' 0.7 62.3 
Florida 23.0 1.8 1.2 31.3 
Georgia 30.8 .7 17.2 43.6 ·1.5 38.4 
Hawaii 42.1 2.8 4.0 48.2 0.9 33.5 
Idaho 63.7 2.8 4.8 -
Illinois - -
Indiana 36.0 1.1 9.4 62.7 2.4 16.1' 
Iowa 61.4 2.5 5.4 60~5, 2~5 23.4 
Kansas - -
Kentucky 39.1' 1.6 10.3 52.0 t.l " 27.9 
LOuisiana 22.9 1.0 34.0 36.1 0.6 51.3 
Maine 70.4 4.9 7.7 80.4 0.8 Il.l 

Maryland 13.4 0.7 7.8 33.8 0.7 17.5 
Massachusetts 37.5 1.7 11.4 -50.9 ' 2.8 8.9 
Michigan 14.7 1.8 1'0.3 56.0 ,2:0 18.2 
Minnesota \ • 75.7 1.2 . 25.4" 

Mississippi 23.9 0.7 48.4 29.4 0.9 ' 43.7 
Missouri 35.3 1.0 11.2 48.2 1.3 . 19.4 
Montana - 65.3 2.0 25.0 
Nebraska . 41;1 3.0 ' 7.3 65.1 1.2. 23~3 
Nevada' - 52.9 l.l 26.4 
New Hampshire • -
New Jersey 35.1 I.l 15.3 24.8 2.6 '13.7 

New Mexico· 34.4 2.0 21.9 37.1 0.7 39.1 
New York 24.7 1.6 19.1 30.1 1.9 26.1 
North Carolina 26.3 1.5 7.3 46.0 1.4 18.3 
North Dakota 69.1 2.8 9.4 68.7 1.7 36.2 
Ohio 25.8 1.1 11.1 -
Oklahoma 41.2 1.8 11.0 -
Oregon - 47.7 1.7 14.1 
Pennsylvania 28.9 2.0 12.3 28.1 0.8 15.6 
Rhode Island 24.6 1.7 14.2 29.7 \.6 16.7 
South Carolina 25.2 0.8 18.0 37.0 1.3 31.7 

/ 



State 

" 

1992 

-

Standard 
Error 

Percent 
of schools 
in high-
poverty 
category 

1996 Standard 
Error 

" 

Percent 
of schools 
in high-
poverty 
category 

South Dakota '" - -
Tennessee 25.8 1.6 15.0 43.4 1.4 26.5 

Texas 35.1 1.0 24.0 42.7 2.0 22.1 

, Utah 
.• 67.3 0.6 30.4 

Vennont -, ..,' 59.8 ' 1.8 7.5 
Virginia • 45.9 1.1 17.3 

Washington - 55.9 ' 2.4 10.2 

West Virginia 38.9 1.6 15.3 60.6 1.8 29.7 

Wisconsin ,31.5 2.5 4.6 64.5 1.3 18.5 
Wyoming 52.6 0.8 7.7 64.6 2.1 18.4 

• San'lple size too small to pennit reliable estimate' 

- Non-participating state 



State NAEP Reading Performance 

Percentage of 4th Grade Students in High-Poverty Schools Scoring At or Above Basic 


1992 ' Standard Percent of 1994 Standard Percent of 
State Error schools In Error schools In 

high-poverty high-
category poverty, 

category 

Alabama 20.5 2.1 19.2 28.4 1.5 19.6 

Alaska - -
Arizona 21.3 1.5 12.1 28.7 1.5 25.1 

Arkansas 38.5 1.4 10.3 29.1 1.6 13.8 

California 12.7 2.1 16.5 14.8 1.5 16.6 

Colorado 38.0 2.2 5.9 30.2 0.8 6.3 

Connecticut 20.6 3.8 8.9 21.5 1.5 12.9 

Delaware • • 
District of 18.1 0.5 55.9 13.9 0.7 61.9 
Columbia 
Florida 24.2 2.1 15.3 25.6 1.9 18.1 

Georgia 34.2 1.7 18.2 29.0 LO 22.3 

Hawaii 36.1 1.9 4.2 23.2 2.4 6.5 

Idaho 66.5 2.8 5.2 -
Illinois - -
Indiana 49.4 1.5 9.5 45.9 3.6 6.7 

Iowa 65.8 0.8 5.5 • 
Kansas - -
IKentucky, 49.6 2.2 10.8 44.6 1.2 11.2 

.Louisiana 
. 

30.8 1.5 33.3 21.7 0.8 35.5 
!Maine 76.4 1.5 6.5 • 
Maryland 13.0 2.5 7.2 20.5 1:2 5.0 

Massachusetts '52.8 2.5 11.0 • 28.5 1.0 8.5 

Michigan 18.2 2.0 10.2 ' . 
" 

Minnesota • • 
Mississippi 28.6 1.3 48.5 29.1 1.4 39.1 

Missouri 38.0 1.7 11.3 24.9 1.6 5.6 

Montana - 41.6 2.8 5.2 
Nebraska 39.4 2.5 6.6 58.5 5.0 4.0 

" Nevada - --
New Hampshire • • , 

New Jersey 34.9 1.5 15.5 25.9 I.l 16.2 ' 

New Mexico 39.7 0.9 22.2 32.0 l.2 .. 26.0 

New York 29.9 1.6 19.5 25.5 2.4 
.. 

23.4 

North Carolina 43.9 3.4 7.4 43.2 2.9 10.2 
North Dakota 73.1 1.8 9.4 56.5 2.4 '5.0' 

Ohio ' 37.2 1.7 10.7 -
Oklahoma 43.3 1.2 9.5 

Oregon 
" -,.r-.- - ., .... ' 

Pennsylvania 29:8 .. 0.8 12.1 22.5 0.7 15.5 
Rhode Island 32.3 1.0 13.3 37.9 . 1.1 15.8 
South Carolina 35.0 1.7 17.5 ' \9.7 0.9 " 20.1 



~tate 

1992 

, " 

Standard 
Error 

Percent of 
schools in 

high-poverty 
category 

1994 Standard 
Error 

Percent or 
schools In 

high-
poverty 
category 

South Dakota - -
Tennessee 36.9 1.7 14.9 35.0 2.5 12.5 

Texas 38.0 I 25;1 37.3 2.9 23.6 
Utah • • 
Vennont - -
Virginia • .. 27.5 2.2 . 9.3 
Washington - • 
West Virginia 46.8 1.5 14.5 51.8 2.2 12.2 
Wisconsin .27.3 5.1 3.9 • 
Wyoming' 59.8 3.0 7.6 • 

" 

• Sample size too small to pennit reliable estimate 

- Non-participating state 

.' 

":. ' 


