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Part 1 

Part A: What do state assessments tell us about student learning,
differences among students and the impact of those differences on school
results?  
Kansas tests most K-12 students every year in reading and math. The results are a big part of
discussions about public education. 

Some legislators and critics of public schools say state assessments show student performance is
alarmingly low, declining, and additional funding hasn’t helped. Other legislators and advocates for
public schools say scores are low because Kansas has high standards, that learning loss from eight
years of underfunding and the COVID pandemic will take time to recover, and that actual
educational attainment is rising. 

How are state assessment results reported and what do those results mean? 

Kansas schools test most students every year in reading and math. Students fall into four achievement
levels. Most recently, about one-third of students placed in the lowest level and about 30 percent in
the two highest levels. Students did better in reading than in math. 

As required by federal law, Kansas tests virtually all students in public schools and state-accredited
private schools in grades 3-8 and once in high school (grade 10) in reading and math skills every
year. (No tests were given in 2014 when new tests were being developed and in 2020 when schools
were closed to in person learning due to the COVID pandemic.) 

The Kansas State Board of Education oversees the state assessment program and has set four
performance levels. These levels are based on a student’s ability to understand and use the reading or
mathematics skills and knowledge needed for Postsecondary Readiness. Level 1 is considered
“Limited” ability, Level 2 is “Basic” ability, Level 3 is “Effective,” and Level 4 is “Excellent.”  
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Last school year (2020-21), about one-third of students statewide tested in Level 1 or Limited, slightly
more students tested in Level 2, Basic, and a little less than one-third at Effective or Excellent
combined, with higher performance in reading than math. 

What do the performance levels say about how students are doing? 

Under the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) plan, the State Board of Education has set
Levels 3 and 4 as “proficient” for academic college readiness, with a goal of getting 75 percent of
students to that level. That’s a much higher standard than in the past, and higher than other states. 

The goal of 75 percent of students in Levels 3 or 4 by 2030 is based on estimates that approximately
75 percent of jobs will require postsecondary education (technical college, community college or four-
year degrees and higher). 

The State Board’s definition of these levels does not use terms like “failing” or “proficient.” Although
Level 2 and higher has sometimes been referred to as “on grade level,” and Level 3 and above has
been described as “on track or college ready,” these terms are not part of the state’s definition or
description. However, some argue that at least 30 percent or more of students are “failing” because
they are in the lowest level, or that about many as 60 to 70 percent are failing because they are not at
the State Board’s target of Levels 3 and 4 (Effective or Excellent). 
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The standards on state tests are based on rising education needs. In 1990, less than 50 percent of the
Kansas population over age 24 had any college participation and only 21 percent had a four-year
degree or higher. In 2020, two-thirds of Kansas have some college participation, and 34 percent have
earned a four-year degree or higher – approximately that percentage of students scoring at Levels 3
and 4 on state tests. 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, Kansas proficiency standards for state assessments
were the highest in the nation measured against the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 
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Are there factors that affect student performance on state assessments outside of the school’s control? 

There are large differences in student performance based on factors like family income level,
disability, and if the student is an English Language Learner. Schools can’t control these factors but
try to address them with additional support. 

Assessments of learning are often used to evaluate and compare the performance of schools and
districts, as well as students. However, student performance is heavily influenced by factors that
school cannot directly control. For example, low-income students who qualify for free or reduced-
price meals, students with disabilities, and English Language learners all have at least twice the
percentage of students at the lowest level than their higher income, non-disabled or non-ELL peers. 



Page 5

These results indicate that such students bring special needs and challenges to school which
make it harder to learn than students without these factors. Schools try to address these issues
with extra support and special services, which usually require more personnel. These extra
services tend to cost more. Even with this additional help, these students tend to have much
lower results, which many educators believe would be even lower without special assistance. 

The same trends are true at the upper levels of state assessments, where a much lower
percentage of low income, disabled and ELL students scored at Effective or Excellent. 
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Does the percentage of higher need students (low income, disabled, English learners) vary among school districts? 

The percentage of high needs students differs significantly across Kansas schools. Public schools must
serve all students in their district, regardless of academic, economic, social or behavioral issues. 

The percentage of high needs students ranges among districts range from less than 8 percent low
income to nearly 90 percent; from zero English Language Learners to almost 60 percent, and from 6
percent students with disabilities to almost 35 percent. 

There are large differences among not only public school districts but between most public districts
and private school systems. Private schools are not required to provide free education, special
education or bilingual programs; and may establish higher standards for academics and behavior
than public schools.  

Since 2015, only nine of 286 public school districts had an average of fewer than 33 percent low
income (free and reduced-lunch eligible) students plus students with disabilities. All five accredited
private school systems (four Catholic dioceses and Lutheran schools) were below 33 percent.
On the other hand, 11 public school districts had over 92 percent low income plus students with
disabilities.  
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How do state assessments differ among public and private schools when taking into account factors like poverty and

disability? 

Assessment results are strongly related to the needs of the student population, with private schools
performing only slightly higher than similar public schools. Districts with most high needs students
have the lowest results. Results in both public and private school groups have been declining. 

The five accredited private school systems in Kansas, which each have fewer than 33 percent of
their students qualifying for free or reduced-price meals plus students with disabilities, averaged
just over 50 percent of students in Level 3 and 4. That is nearly 20 percent more than the state
average, but only about 4 percent more than public schools with comparable percentages of low-
income and students with disabilities. School districts with the highest percentage of such students,
over 92 percent, had only about 20 percent of students at Levels 3 and 4. 

All groups – public and private – have been declining since the current version of state
assessments were implemented in 2015. Each group declined between 2019 and 2021 when the
COVID pandemic affected learning, with the lower income groups showing the greatest drop. 
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Part 11 
Part B: How do Kansas test results compare to private schools, other states and tests,
and past performance; how do changes in test results compare to changes in school
funding and student needs, and how do those changes compare to students graduating
high school and completing postsecondary credentials? 

Kansas tests most K-12 students every year in reading and math. The results are a big part of
discussions about public education. 

Some legislators and critics of public schools say state assessments show student performance is
alarmingly low, declining, and additional funding hasn’t helped. Other legislators and advocates for
public schools say scores are low because Kansas has high standards, that performance was rising
before budget cuts that schools haven’t fully recovered from and learning was set back by the
COVID pandemic and that actual educational attainment is rising. Here are some facts about Kansas
state assessments and student performance.  

How does the Kansas goal of getting 75 percent of students to Levels 3 and 4 compare to private school results, other

states and past educational outcomes? 

Based on private school results, other states, and past education outcomes, the Kansas standard for
Levels 3 and 4 indicates a high goal that no state or school system has come close to reaching. 
The highest performing school districts (both public and private) with the fewest low income and
disabled students have about 50 percent of students achieving at Level 3 and 4, far short of the 75
percent goal. These are the districts with the fewest high-need students. 

It is difficult to compare Kansas state assessment results directly with other states because each state
can develop its own tests and determine its own standards and benchmarks. However, Kansas can be
compared to other states on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, a national test of
reading and math given to a small sample of students in each state every other year at grades 4 and 8.
Like Kansas tests, NAEP also has four levels, called “Below Basics,” “Basic,” “Proficient” and
“Excellent.” 

The percentage of Kansas students in Levels 3 and 4 (Effective and Excellent) on state assessments is
very similar to Kansas results on the NAEP level “proficient.” In 2019, the last year NAEP was given,
Kansas had an average of 34.8 percent of students at NAEP proficient, compared to 34.6 percent of
students at Levels 3 and 4 on state assessments.  
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Kansas was slightly below the NAEP U.S. average (35.3 percent) and regional average (36.5 percent).
The top five states had an average of 43 percent of all students scoring at proficient, about eight
points higher than Kansas. No state was above 50 percent. The bottom five states had an average of
26.1 percent, about 9 points lower than Kansas. 

According to national research reports, Kansas has the nation’s highest benchmark scores on its state
assessments compared to other states when compared against the NAEP, which indicates Kansas has
set a very high goal for students to meet. No state has come close to 75 percent at NAEP proficient,
which compares to Kansas Levels 3 and 4. 
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Kansas assessment results can also be compared to student scores on the ACT college readiness test.
For the graduating class of 2021, which took the ACT as either juniors or seniors, 54 percent were
scored as college-ready in English and 42 percent in Reading – compared to 29 percent at Levels 3
and 4 on the Kansas English Language Arts assessment taken in 2019 as 10 graders. In math, 32
percent scored college-ready on the ACT, compared to 25 percent on the state math assessments.  

Kansas students score significantly higher on the ACT test as 11th and 12th graders than Kansas
students scored on state assessments as 10th graders. This may be because the state assessments are
more difficult tests than the ACT, or because they learn more after taking the state test in 10th grade
before taking the ACT a year or two later, or both. In fact, a far higher percent of each graduating
class successfully completed a college degree than the percentage scoring at Levels 3 and 4. 

While only about 30 percent of students scored at Levels 3 and 4, indicating college preparation
work, prior to COVID in 2019, the percentage was 34.6 percent – about the same percentage as
Kansas adults with a four-year college degree.  
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Have state test results been improving or declining, and how does that compare to other states? 

Kansas state and national test results have been declining recently but were previously rising. Kansas
results have dropped compared to other states. 

Kansas state assessment results (both public and private) have been generally declining since 2015,
with the largest decline between 2019 and 2021 during the COVID pandemic. On previous state
assessments, Kansas results were generally improving until 2013. So were Kansas results on the
NAEP, which trended up from 2003 to 2013, before declining from 2013 to 2019. Kansas was
consistently above the national and regional average from 2003 to 2013, but by 2019 had dropped to
around the national and regional average. 
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How do changes in Kansas test results compare to changes in funding? 

Kansas test scores were rising when school funding was increasing more than inflation and began
falling after per-pupil funding lost ground to inflation for nearly a decade. The Gannon school
finance plan was less than one-third implemented before the COVID pandemic. 

From 1999 to 2009, Kansas' total per-pupil revenue was rising more than inflation and moving closer
to the national average and higher than the regional average. From the “Great Recession” in 2009 to
2014, Kansas and most other states declined in per-pupil funding when compared to inflation. Since
then, Kansas funding has recovered more slowly than the rest of the nation and continued to fall
behind inflation until 2017. In 2019, Kansas was still below 2009 inflation-adjusted levels and had
fallen farther below the U.S. average than any year since 1999. Kansas was at about the same level of
per-pupil funding as other states in the region. 

National data is only available through 2019, covering the first two years of the Gannon school
finance plan, which was designed to bring school district operating funds back to inflation-adjusted
2009 levels. 
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How have student needs changed in ways that impact test scores? 

In addition to funding changes and the impact of COVID, Kansas school districts have more high-
need students than in the past, while pursuing higher academic standards. 

Although inflation-adjusted funding in 2021 was higher than in 2000, even after eight years of lagging
behind inflation, the percentage of high needs Kansas students also increased since 2000.  The
number of low-income, special education, and English language learning students has grown
significantly more than overall enrollment over the past 20 years, meaning the percentage of public
school students in circumstances that hinder learning has grown. 

Because the number of these students with higher needs has increased more than other students, it is
highly likely that more students would be achieving at higher levels statewide if the number of high
need students was the same as 20 years ago. 
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How has the number of students actually completing college programs changed, compared to test scores? 

Although only about one-third of Kansas students test at Levels 3 and 4, demonstrating effective or
excellent postsecondary readiness, a far higher percentage of students actually earn postsecondary
credentials, and that has been increasing – until 2019. 

From 2009 to 2021, the number of Kansas high school graduates has increased from 32,000 to almost
35,500 or about 10 percent. The number of credentials awarded by Kansas postsecondary institutions,
including technical certificates, two- and four-degree and advanced degrees to students up to age 24
has increased from 20,000 to 27,000 or about 35 percent. The number of credentials earned by
Kansans under age 25 has increased from 63 percent of total graduates five years before to 80
percent. One reason is that the number of credentials earned by high-school-aged students ages 19
and under more than doubled from under 2,500 to nearly 5,700. 
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This indicates that while scoring at Levels 3 and 4 is a strong indicator that a student is well prepared
for postsecondary education, many who score at lower levels are also able to be successful. 

However, credentials awarded to students 24 and younger declined in 2020 and 2021. It is likely the
COVID pandemic had an impact on college attendance. However, those years also include more
students who were in high school when test scores were declining compared to earlier cohorts. 

(The credentials reported include both Kansas resident and non-resident college students at Kansas
postsecondary institutions, so some were earned by students who did not graduate from Kansas high
schools. However, these numbers do not include credentials earned by Kansas high school graduates
from postsecondary programs in other states.) 


