
NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) 2007 Results Show NCLB Not Working 
 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) test results continue to present a grim 
picture of test-based school reform, particularly No Child Left Behind (NCLB), as anticipated 
gains have largely failed to materialize.  
 
NCLB is intended to assist low-income students to close achievement gaps and attain 
proficiency. NAEP is used to provide a national metric to determine progress on these two goals. 
One would expect that if NCLB were working as its supporters claim, low income and urban 
students would show significantly faster rates of progress than the nation as a whole. This does 
not seem to be the case. 
 
Based on average scores, gaps are not closing on NAEP reading tests in TUDA districts: there 
has been no progress at grade 8 (same as the nation), and slow but comparable to national 
progress at grade 4. In math, progress in grade 4 has been slightly better than in the nation as a 
whole; only in grade 8 has progress been faster than the national rate.  
 
In most of the subjects and tests, two cities prominent for their roles as 'poster cities' for NCLB-
like reforms, Chicago and Houston, showed among the least gains.  
 
In considering these results, note that: 
1. Rates of gain have slowed on national NAEP tests since NCLB was introduced, according to 
FairTest's calculations along with those of many other analysts.  
2. NAEP is a standardized test, generally viewed as well-crafted, but still limited in what it 
assesses.  
3. Under NCLB, time spent on subjects other than reading and math have decreased while time 
on those two subjects has increased. Math in particular has received increased attention, even 
preceding NCLB. In addition, there has been a strong increase in teaching to the test, narrowing 
the content of the tested subjects. Thus, gains in reading and math ought to occur, but have been 
uneven and mostly quite modest. Here’s a crucial topic for public discussion: Are modest gains 
(at best) in two subjects along with reduced time on other subjects and narrowing of tested 
subjects a worthwhile change in schooling?.  
4. What gains there are could be attributed to many causes.  
5. A more intelligent and supportive approach to improving schools serving low-income children 
may well have produced better all around results – but the imposition of NCLB has had the 
effect of limiting stronger options for school improvement.  
 
Some details of NAEP TUDA results: 
 
The Reading TUDA begins in 2002, there is a 2003 admin, then 05 and 07 – hence 4 in 6 years.  
Average scores for the group of cities as a whole are not provided, so I did some quick 
calculations (see below). However, there is a great deal of variation in absolute scores and gains 
across the cities, sometimes varying by grade and subject (e.g., a city with a notable gain in only 
one subject/grade).   
 



Grade 4 reading – improved at the national average rate over past several administrations. Rate 
of progress remains very slow – less than 1 point per year on average score. Note that NAEP still 
reports the 'large central city' category based on the main NAEP (includes more cities than in 
TUDA). That score has gone up 2 points per admin, or 6 points (202 – 204- 206- 208) in 6 years 
– a point/year. Some cities have gained more, some similar, a few (e.g., Chicago, Houston) less 
than the central city average.  
 
All the 10 TUDA cities but 1 (Austin) have been involved since the 2003 test, hence 3 admins. 
Gains range from 10 scale points (Atlanta) to minus 1 (Houston). Excluding Austin, the 9 cities 
together averaged a gain of 4 points per city over 5 years. That is about the same as the big city 
and national averages of  a 4-point gain in 5 years. [Note: I did these calculations quickly and did 
not re-check them; I have rounded slightly in reporting the results of the calculations.] 
 
Grade 8 reading. In almost no cities was there statistically significant difference. Grade 8 central 
city scores are also flat over 4 admins (6 years).  
 
Math has 3 admins -  2003, 05, 07 - over 5 years.  
 
Grade 4 math. On average scores, nation gained 5 points, urban districts 6 points. Looking at the 
average of the 9 TUDA districts, I calculate a 7.5-point gain - slightly better than average central 
city.   
 
Grade 8 math. Nation had 4-point gain, urban districts a 7-point gain. My calculation for 9 
TUDA districts is an average 9-point gain – so this is the area of most progress. Again, is uneven 
across districts.  
 
Exclusions for students with disabilities or English language learners appear to be slightly higher 
on average in TUDA cities than in nation as a whole or in "central cities," but only slightly 
except for Cleveland's exclusion of students with disabilities.  
 
 


