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By now, the awful results from the 2024 National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP)1 have been publi-
cized, chewed over, and digested—and they are already 
moving into the rearview mirror as states, school dis-
tricts, and teachers fall back into the comfortable rou-
tine of doing the same thing over and over again.

But continuing that cycle would be a mistake. The 
2024 NAEP scores underline a continuing decline in 
educational achievement in the United States. For years 
following the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the 
nation focused on the noble but unattainable goal of 
bringing all our students up to NAEP’s proficiency level. 
This two-decades-long focus on proficiency hid one of 
the most damaging—and worsening—trends in Amer-
ican education: the growing number of students who 
don’t even meet NAEP’s “basic” level of performance. 

To fully grasp the seriousness of the 2024 results, 
it is important to understand what we mean when we 

say “proficient” and “basic.”2 According to the National 
Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), which sets pol-
icy for NAEP, “Students reaching [proficiency] have 
demonstrated competency over challenging subject 
matter, including subject-matter knowledge, applica-
tion of such knowledge to real world situations, and 
analytical skills appropriate to the subject matter.”3  
 For example, fourth-grade students who reach the  
proficient level in reading can describe the impact of a 
character’s actions or explain how characters influence 
one another.

Basic denotes partial mastery of the knowledge and 
skills that are fundamental for proficient work at each 
grade.4 For example, students at the basic level in fourth 
grade should be able to sequence or categorize events 
from a literary text (e.g., event A occurs before event B). 
Students who cannot perform such skills are classified 
as “below basic.” 
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Key Points 

•	 The 2024 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores underline a continuing 
decline in educational achievement in the United States.

•	 The Institute of Education Sciences’ tendency to favor scattered, “one-off” research projects 
over a unified, coordinated approach has hindered its ability to explain this decline.

•	 Rather than dismiss 2024 NAEP scores as an aberration, state leaders must understand the 
scope of this crisis and improve their schools’ teaching and learning practices.
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“Below Basic” on the Rise 

The share of fourth-grade students who scored below 
basic on the NAEP reading assessment has grown dra-
matically. Conversely, the share of high-achieving stu-
dents who scored in the proficient category has dropped 
5 percentage points since 2019. Figure 1 charts the per-
centage of American fourth-grade students who are 
below basic and, separately, those who are “at or above 
proficient” in reading.

The share of students who meet NAEP’s proficiency 
standards fell from 35 percent in 2019 to 33 percent in 
2022, and then to 30 percent in 2024. In other words, 
there are now more fourth-grade students below basic than 
there are who are proficient. 

Figure 2 provides further insight into the extent of 
this decline by looking at the below basic performance 
of subgroups of students. Let’s start with the largest 
group of students: the 60 percent or so eligible for free 
or reduced-price lunch (FRPL), a traditional measure 
of economic disadvantage. About half of these stu-
dents are performing at the below basic level, a per-
centage that has been steadily climbing since 2015. 

A decade ago, the share of students who scored below 
basic in the subgroups of FRPL, black, and Hispanic was 
below 50 percent. In 2022, all three subgroups met or 
surpassed that threshold. 

Black students, who make up about 15  percent of 
American students enrolled in public schools,5 are 
heavily overrepresented in the below basic category in 
fourth grade—well over half are performing at a below 
basic level. Half of all Hispanic students, who compose 
about a quarter of American public school students,6 are 
performing in the below basic category. In addition, of 
the roughly 15 percent of American students classified 
as having a disability,7 around 70 percent scored in the 
below basic category—the highest of all four groups.

Eighth-grade reading is not quite as poor as fourth- 
grade reading, but it’s still dire. Figure  3 shows that 
one-third of eighth graders perform below the basic  
level—a slight improvement from the 40 percent seen in 
fourth grade, though still concerningly high. This trend 
holds across student subgroups, where the proportion 
scoring below basic is slightly lower in eighth grade than 
in fourth grade. Overall, the results show that the per-
centage of below basic scorers in each at-risk popula-
tion continues to grow.

Eighth-Grade Mathematics

In contrast to reading scores, math scores may not 
appear so bad—but that’s only by comparison. Since 
fourth-grade math scores were relatively better than 
those in the eighth grade, I focus here on the latter.

Figure 1. Fourth-Grade Reading: National Trends

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
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As seen in Figure 4, the percentage of eighth-grade 
students at or above proficient in math is 11 points 
lower than the percentage of students below basic. The 
percentage of students in each category was relatively 
stable through 2019—but they have trended in opposite 

directions since then. Clearly, the big drop in profi-
ciency between 2019 and 2022 can be associated with 
pandemic-induced learning loss and lengthy school clo-
sures. However, the post-COVID recovery was minis-
cule, suggesting that bringing back the pre-pandemic 

Figure 2. Fourth-Grade Reading: Percentage Below Basic by Student Subgroup 

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
Note: In 2024, FRPL was replaced with a new “economically disadvantaged” measure.
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Figure 3. Eighth-Grade Reading: National Trends

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
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status quo is not enough to return to scoring patterns 
from before 2019. 

Figure  5 reports the percentage of students below 
basic in math by student subgroup. As with reading, 
students with disabilities fared the worst, with almost 

three-quarters scoring below basic. Over 60 percent of 
black eighth-grade students scored below basic, as did 
over half of Hispanic eighth graders. The increase in the 
number of economically disadvantaged students scor-
ing below basic (from 42 percent to 55 percent) is larger 

Figure 4. Eighth-Grade Math: National Trends

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
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Figure 5. Eighth-Grade Math: Percent Below Basic by Student Subgroup

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
Note: In 2024, FRPL was replaced with a new “economically disadvantaged” measure.
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than would be expected from trends leading up to 2024. 
Note that some of this jump could be driven by NAEP’s 
replacement of FRPL with a new “economically disad-
vantaged” measure.8 

Competition Among States

An important role of NAEP is to measure and highlight 
differences in the relative performance of states. Lag-
ging performance is often criticized in the national and 

local press, which ideally pressures lagging states to 
improve their performance.

Figure  6 displays a state-by-state graphic showing 
which states gained ground, which states lost ground, 
and which states stayed roughly the same in fourth- 
grade reading and eighth-grade math. 

A handful of states notched some gains between 
2022 and 2024 in fourth-grade reading, with Louisiana 
and Maryland posting the greatest relative gains. In 
contrast, many more states posted losses—and some 

Figure 6. Changes in Fourth-Grade Reading and Eighth-Grade Math Scores by State, 2022–24

Source: Georgetown University, McCourt School of Public Policy, Edunomics Lab, “ROI over Time,” https://edunomicslab.org/roi-over- 
time/. 

https://edunomicslab.org/roi-over-time/
https://edunomicslab.org/roi-over-time/
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of those losses, especially in Arizona, 
Florida, and Nebraska, were quite large. 

These numbers are concerning, but 
they become even more so when we 
change the reference year from 2022 to 
2019. Because 2022 scores were already 
lower due to remote instruction and 
other pandemic effects, the 2019 com-
parison paints a more accurate picture 
of pandemic learning disruptions. 

Accordingly, Figure 7, which depicts 
fourth-grade reading scores, presents 
a more disturbing picture of state-by-
state performance than Figure 6. Only 
two states, Louisiana and Alabama, 
show growth from the 2019 baseline—
with Louisiana increasing its average 
score by six points. But the size and 
frequency of the losses is astound-
ing. Maine and Oregon lost 11  points 
between 2019 and 2024, and Nebraska 
and Virginia lost 10 points each. Thirty 
more states’ mean scores were down by 
at least five points. 

Figure  8, meanwhile, depicts the 
changes in eight-grade math scores by 
state, with 2019 as the reference point. 
Delaware was down by 14  points, and 
New Mexico, an already low-performing 
state, fell by 13 points. Six states fell by 
12 points and a dozen fell by about 10 or 
11 points. No jurisdiction—not even the 
usually reliable Defense Department 
system—improved its eighth-grade 
math score. 

What to Make of These Data

Here are a few key takeaways from the 
2024 NAEP results:

	 1.	 We’re Not out of the Woods. Many hoped that 
the 2024 NAEP results would depict an education 
system recovering successfully from the suffering 
caused by the COVID pandemic. The actual scores 
put an end to that hope. The NAEP results make 

clear that American students have failed to bounce 
back despite the infusion of over $180 billion in 
federal money aimed at “rescuing” our education 
system from the pandemic’s worst effects. 

Figure 7. Changes in Fourth-Grade Reading Scores by State, 
2019–24

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,  
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
Note: “DoDEA” refers to the Department of Defense Education Activity. 
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	 2.	 Reading Continues to Pose a Vex-
ing Challenge. The continuing decline 
in fourth-grade reading proficiency is 
particularly concerning, especially con-
sidering that students who struggle to 
read in fourth grade will struggle across 
many subjects in later years. Remember, 
too, that the US has invested hundreds 
of millions of dollars and countless years 
in studying the science of reading. Few 
areas in education are as well researched, 
yet the nation wasted years pursuing 
ineffective approaches to teaching liter-
acy. There is cause for optimism on this 
front, as more than 40 states have now 
passed “science of reading” laws man-
dating evidence-based, science-informed 
instruction.9 But it may take years for  
the effects of those laws to show up in 
NAEP results.

	 3.	 There Is No Magic Bullet. States 
across the board showed declines in stu-
dent performance. As such, there is little 
to no political valence to the results. Yes, 
the red states of Alabama, Louisiana, and 
Tennessee stood out for bucking (some 
of) the negative trends, but it’s also the 
case that Republican-controlled Florida, 
Oklahoma, and West Virginia posted 
some of the country’s worst scores. 
School choice, which is alive and well 
in many red states, may not be a magic 
bullet—but it certainly is not a poison 
pill either. Even in states with robust 
school choice programs, public schools 
continue to retain the vast majority of 
market share.

	4.	 We Don’t Know What Does and 
Doesn’t Work. Perhaps the most 
important takeaway is this: Our current 
approaches to education don’t appear to be working, 
and we don’t really know how to fix them. Despite 
spending hundreds of millions of dollars on research, 
the Institute of Education Sciences has few answers 
for state and local leaders. This is in part because of 

its scattered approach to funding “one-off” research 
projects, which it did to the tune of over $100 mil-
lion in 2024.10 The institute must instead invest its 
resources in a coordinated, large-scale research pro-
gram that not only strengthens literacy and numer-
acy but also ensures effective implementation.

Figure 8. Changes in Eighth-Grade Math Scores by State, 
2019–24

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,  
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/data/.
Note: “DoDEA” refers to the Department of Defense Education Activity. 
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Conclusion

The 2024 NAEP results reveal that we are not even 
close to recovering from the destructive forces COVID 
unleashed on our students. Despite students being back 

at school for two full years, test scores have continued 
to fall. While state leaders may be tempted to dismiss 
2024 NAEP scores as an aberration, that would be a mis-
take. Instead, they should look long and hard at their 
schools’ performance and improve their practices.
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