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Article Text: 

Arizona students are performing below their peers across the nation in all ethnic and income categories, according to results in the only mandatory test given to students nationwide. 

The state's White and wealthier students scored the best, but still below the national average. Latino, African-American and poor children were far behind their White and wealthier peers in Arizona and trail other Latino, African-American and poor kids across the nation. 

"We have to look at our K-12 schools and say, 'Are we making a dent?' " said Paul Koehler, a director at the research and policy center WestEd. He said Arizona needs far more sweeping education reform and should look at longer school days and school years and more academic opportunities for poor kids. 

Arizona schools chief Tom Horne said the national test is very different from others given annually in state schools, and Arizona students are not used to it. For example, it requires written answers, compared with multiple-choice answers on the state's AIMS test. 

"I am confident that, over time, Arizona scores will start to show significant gains," Horne said. 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress is administered every two years, the only math and reading test given to a sampling of students in every state. 

Only fourth-, eighth- and 12th-graders took the test, commonly called the "nation's report card." Twelfth-grade results will be released in the spring. 

Arizona's 2005 results were not good despite reform efforts to unify and toughen curriculum. Nearly half of fourth-graders scored below grade level in reading and nearly 1 in 3 were below grade level in math. 

More than 1 in 3 eighth-graders were not able to read or do math at grade level. 

The test results were grim for poor and minority children. More than 60 percent of Arizona's poor, African-American, and Latino kids in the fourth grade scored below grade level in reading, double the percent of White and wealthier kids falling be-hind. 

The test data show they never catch up. In eighth grade, the reading statistics for poor and minority kids remain about the same. 

Jesse Ary, the only minority member of the Arizona State Board of Education, said all students, even in the state's most remote communities, need more qualified teachers, more time in the classroom, more individual coaching and more resources. 

"Until we even the playing field, it will be very hard for our students to catch up," Ary said. 

Arizona scores 

The percentage of students who scored below "basic" grade level on the 2005 National Assessment of Educational Progress: 

Fourth-grade reading 

Arizona: 48 percent. 

Nation: 38 percent. 

Fourth-grade math 

Arizona: 30 percent. 

Nation: 21 percent. 

Eighth-grade reading 

Arizona: 35 percent. 

Nation: 29 percent. 

Eighth-grade math 

Arizona: 36 percent. 

Nation: 32 percent. 

National Center for Educational Statistics 
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