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Background 

In the United States today, approximately 30 percent of first-year students in 
postsecondary education are required to take remedial classes. These 
students—some of whom may have taken Algebra II, precalculus, and even 
calculus—are exiting high school with what they feel is readiness to go on to 
their next step in life, only to be told they need remedial classes. Forty to 
forth-five percent of high school graduates have significant gaps in their 
learning, whether they’re going into higher education or a career, and many 
do not have the technical experience they need for a job right out of high 
school. More specifically, postsecondary faculty estimate that 42 percent of 
first-year students enrolled in credit-bearing courses are unprepared, while 
employers estimate that 45 percent of recent high school graduates lack the 
skills to advance in their careers. This is the situation our country is facing 
today. 

Historically, schools have not prepared students appropriately for their next 
phase in life, and state standards seemed to reflect what was consensus, not 
what was essential for students to know. States didn’t require advanced 
math for graduation, state exams often tested only eighth- and ninth-grade 
skills, and high school accountability rarely focused on what students 
needed to know to be successful. Following this model, there was a gap 
between what students left high school with and what was expected of them 
at a job or their next education level. Recently, however, states have been 
working to close this “expectations gap.”   

The ADP Network 

In 2001, Achieve and several partner organizations launched the American 
Diploma Project (ADP) to identify a common core of English and 
mathematics academic knowledge and skills—sometimes referred to as 
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“benchmarks”—that American high school graduates need for success in 
college and the workforce. These ADP benchmarks, released in the 2004 
report Ready or Not? Creating a High School Diploma That Counts, are the result 
of two years of intensive research conducted in colleges and universities as 
well as workplaces across the country. 

Through this research, Achieve found a convergence in the types of skills 
needed for success in both the workforce and postsecondary education—
skills involving computation, problem solving, and reasoning, which are 
found in higher-level mathematics courses. Typically, these skills are taught 
in a sequence of Algebra I, Geometry, Algebra II, but it is critical to remem-
ber that it is not the course titles that matter. Many students leave high 
school having taken a class called Algebra II, but that title means nothing 
unless the content supporting it is at a rigorous enough level. 

In 2005, Achieve launched the ADP Network. States who have joined the 
network—thirty-five states educating 85 percent of all U.S. public school 
students—have committed to four policy goals to restore value to the high 
school diploma: 

• Aligning state standards with the knowledge and skills students will 
need for college or career success after high school 

• Requiring all students to take a college- and career-ready curriculum 
to ensure that they will be prepared for the array of opportunities 
available to them upon graduation 

• Building assessments into the state system that focus on college and 
career readiness  

• Developing reporting and accountability systems that promote 
college and career readiness for all students 

When the states started working collaboratively toward these goals, and 
began anchoring their academic standards in the specific skill set being 
demanded by the higher education and business communities, their 
standards ended up having more in common than ever before. It is really 
amazing to hear states discussing and working through their common 
challenges and issues together. Through this network, states have been able 
to bring together people who may never have had the opportunity to speak 
with each other before through their cross-sector leadership teams.  
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States are making progress on ensuring that students are prepared for what 
happens after high school; 50 percent of public school children are educated 
in states that now require a college- and career-ready diploma.  

The ADP Assessment Consortium 

The creation of the ADP Algebra I and Algebra II end-of-course exams 
started at the 2005 Education Summit with the coming together of nine 
states, all of which wanted to make sure that students graduating from their 
state were ready for college and careers. These states asked Achieve to work 
with them to build this assessment in order to make sure that the Algebra II 
taught in State A, District A, is the same Algebra II in State B, District Z. 
The states, which traditionally had very different ideas about how things 
should be, worked together on test design and specifications. States came 
together and agreed on the test layout, the number of sessions, calculator or 
non-calculator use, and—most importantly—what the content would be. All 
design and development activities involved high school teachers, state 
department of education personnel, mathematics experts, assessment and 
policy experts, and mathematics professors in higher education. Participat-
ing states wanted to make sure that higher education was part of the 
discussion and involved every step of the way, from design of the exam 
standards through test development, item review, range finding, and even 
standard setting.  

There are now fifteen states in the ADP Assessment Consortium—Arkansas, 
Arizona, Florida, Hawaii, Indiana, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
Minnesota, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 
and Washington—the purpose of which, parallel to the college- and career-
ready agenda, is threefold:  

• To develop high-quality exams with a consistent level of rigor 
across the states, making sure that what is taught in one state is 
taught in every state 

• To improve the Algebra II curriculum and the instruction given to 
students in those states 

• To examine students’ mastery of the content level to make sure they 
are ready for higher-level mathematics 



Halka 
 

 

 
26 

 

The first administration of the exam took place in 2008, with states pilot 
testing the exam in a select number of districts and schools. In 2009, most 
states continued the pilot testing, except for three—Arkansas, Hawaii, and 
Indiana—which required all students who completed an Algebra II course to 
take the Algebra II exam. The first administration of the Algebra I exam 
took place in 2009, which was a year behind Algebra II in development. 
While many states in the ADP Assessment Consortium already had their 
own Algebra I assessments, after the development of the Algebra II exam, 
those states without existing Algebra I exams decided to develop an 
Algebra I exam aligned with the Algebra II exam. Thus, there are fewer 
states administering the Algebra I exam.  

Student Performance 

In July 2009, standard setting was completed for the 2009 test adminis-
trations, allowing students to be classified in certain performance levels 
based on their mastery of the materials. The Consortium determined four 
levels for Algebra I—advanced, proficient, basic, and below basic. Five states 
administered the Algebra I exam, assessing a total of 33,446 students, and 
performance was low.  

Across the Consortium, there were 1.6 percent of students at the advanced 
level, and 16.4 percent at the proficient level. That’s only 18 percent of 
students considered proficient enough in Algebra I to succeed at higher-level 
mathematics. Additionally, over half of the students in each state performed 
at the below basic level.  

For Algebra II, thirteen of the fifteen consortium states administered the 
exam. Results for Algebra II were divided into three levels: well prepared, 
prepared, and needs preparation. Out of almost 103,000 students, only 
3.5 percent were well prepared and only 11.1 percent were prepared, leaving 
85.4 percent of test takers at the needs preparation level.  

Although standard setting was done separately for Algebra I and Algebra II, 
there is a striking parallel in the percent of students considered prepared for 
the higher-level mathematics. We must be careful, however, in how we 
interpret the results. Because the number of test takers varied greatly among 
states, we cannot simply compare scores from state to state.  
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For Algebra I, New Jersey tested 28,470 students, Kentucky tested only 520 
students, and Minnesota didn’t test enough to be statistically viable. Some 
states picked the districts in which they wanted to give the exams; other 
states, like New Jersey, opened it up to any district that wanted to 
administer the exam. The same can be said for Algebra II; three states 
administered the Algebra II exam to all Algebra II students, while other 
states administered the exam to only a sampling.  

What is important to note, however, is that the scores of the states that 
administered the exam to all students were not dramatically different from 
the scores of the states that actually chose the districts that were going to 
take the exam. No matter what the demographic, those students had the 
same strengths and weaknesses as the students in other states. Performance 
was low across all states and across all content strands. Not surprisingly, 
students who took mathematics in earlier grades performed better. 

Constructive-response items continue to be a challenge for students. The 
exam is in line with expectations of students across different states for 
Algebra II; it represents a more advanced mathematics than college entrance 
exams because it’s a different type of test. It’s meant to test Algebra II, not to 
test a variety of mathematics.  

Improving Instruction  

One example of a state that is implementing the goals of the exam is 
Arkansas, a state that has taken the goal of improving curriculum instruction 
to heart. This past summer, the Arkansas Department of Education held 
eight regional training sessions at mathematics and science centers across 
Arkansas. At each site, a six-day training session designed to help classroom 
teachers better understand Algebra II was held. The sessions were taught by 
a team of educators: a high school math teacher who knew the pedagogy 
and a higher education mathematics professor who knew the mathematics 
content knowledge. The training was focused on the “big ideas” the state 
identified in the Algebra II content. The training was voluntary for teachers 
and attracted approximately 175–200 teachers per session. Through the 
training, many teachers became aware that their instruction to students was 
not really at the Algebra II level and wanted to know how to transition their 
students out of Algebra I and into Algebra II. This was a powerful message 
and training opportunity for those teachers. 
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Another powerful message coming out of this training is that it is important 
not to lower the Algebra II curriculum to an Algebra I level to teach the 
skills students might be missing; instead, those skills can and should be 
taught within the Algebra II context. The higher education mathematics 
professors that facilitated the training have visited teachers who took the 
training twice during the year to observe and help them and then invited 
those teachers to be trainers next year in a “train the trainer” model.  

It is this kind of dedication among the states of the ADP Network that will 
make sure students graduate prepared for college and careers.  

About Achieve 

Created in 1996 by the nation’s governors and corporate leaders, Achieve is 
an independent, bipartisan, nonprofit education reform organization based 
in Washington, D.C., that helps states raise academic standards and gradua-
tion requirements, improve assessments, and strengthen accountability. 
Achieve is leading the effort to make college and career readiness a national 
priority so that the transition from high school graduation to postsecondary 
education and careers is seamless. 
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