Arizona high schools graduate the unready

Fewer than half of HS grads qualify for state's universities
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“Imagine if for every 100 cars an automaker produced, only 68 actually ran. 

Would this be satisfactory? Would anyone continue buying cars from this company? Would you buy one of its cars? 

Obviously, few people would. And competitors selling a better product would surely drive the underperforming manufacturer out of business. 

Arizona's public education system can't boast numbers that are any better. 

For every 100 Arizona ninth-graders, just 68 graduate high school within four years. 

Only 35 of them immediately enroll in college. Just 22 persist after their sophomore year. And only 17 graduate college within six years. 

If this isn't a good enough record of quality for an automaker, is it good enough for our kids? 

The answer is obvious. And if you think this is an issue only for parents of school-aged children, think again.   In 2013, 85 percent of Arizona's jobs paying a livable wage will require at least an associate's degree, with about half requiring a bachelor's or advanced degree, data project. 

This is the reality of our 21st-century work force, yet we are not producing enough high school graduates with the drive, qualifications and access to college to meet this challenge. 

Too few of our graduates are even ready for college. 

Fewer than half of Arizona's high school graduates have taken sufficient courses to qualify for admission to our universities.  And of those who do enter either community college or a university, an alarming number are not ready to do college-level course work in math, science and reading. 

An Arizona high school diploma should symbolize being ready for the next step in life. But these numbers tell a different story. 

Our public education system is letting too many of our children down, and it starts early. 

Children are born ready to learn, yet some face disadvantages that almost immediately set them back. 

We know that a high-quality, early learning environment, whether at home or in a day care or preschool, can remove these disadvantages so that all children enter kindergarten at or above grade level.   To achieve this, early care and education for children from birth to age 5 needs to be recognized as part of the education continuum.   Once in the K-12 system, economic circumstance becomes far too strong a predictor of academic success. 

Low-income students trail their more advantaged peers by 20 to 30 percentage points on most tests. And once children fall behind by a grade level or two, they almost never catch up. 

Scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) exam for Arizona's fourth- and eighth-graders show our students well behind their peers across the country in math, science and reading. 

Not surprisingly, Arizona's low-income students rank 39th in the nation in eighth-grade math compared with their peers in other states. 

However, the news doesn't get much better for our students not living in poverty: The non-low-income students also rank 39th against their peers.  Our students' underperformance cannot be blamed solely on challenging demographics. 
System conditions are a big part of the problem. 

Teachers and administrators need better training, pay and professional development. Arizona's per-pupil spending is among the lowest in the nation, and we rank 48th in the country for need-based grant aid for college students.  And while Arizona has a broad array of school choice, little accountability is required for the performance of charter schools. 

Is this the best we can do? 

To be sure, Arizona is not alone in this challenge. 

There was a time, some say as recently as 20 years ago, when America led the world in educational attainment.  The U.S. now ranks 15th in college completion among industrialized nations.  Our competitors overseas are educating their children at an unprecedented rate, surpassing the U.S. in nearly every measure of academic performance. 

When we look at Arizona as though it were its own country, we rank 13th in eighth-grade math and 21st in eighth-grade science behind not only Singapore, China and Hong Kong, but also Russia, Estonia, Latvia and Belgium, among others. 

And the chasm between the U.S. and the top-performing country is wide. In Singapore, 73 percent of eighth-graders are proficient in math, compared with just 26 percent in the U.S. 

The countries with the most educated people will thrive in the 21st century - of this we can be certain. The question is, will the U.S. be one of them? 

And will Arizona be among the states with an enviable education system, one that produces top talent and attracts top companies with high-paying jobs?   Will our graduates be able to compete on a global scale with their competitors from other countries?   Will Arizona have an economy built on innovation and technology? A citizenry capable of being productive members of a democratic society? 

We believe the answer to these questions can and should be "yes." We believe in this vision for our state.  We believe we can address our challenges, and we know we simply can't wait. 

There is more to the story than this. We invite you to read new reports produced by the Arizona Community Foundation and the Ellis Center for Educational Excellence. 

They are Educating Arizona: Assessing Our Education System (Birth - Grade 12) and a companion report, Building Our Foundation: Assessing Early Care and Education in Arizona. 

They are the result of nearly two years' worth of work by local and national experts in education. 

They provide a candid, unbiased and comprehensive assessment of our education system so that philanthropies such as ours - along with businesses, government, parents, students, teachers and anyone else with an interest in education - can access all relevant information and develop an informed opinion. 

These problems won't get solved overnight, nor do we claim to have all the answers. 

But we've compiled the most salient data, and we've shared some recommendations widely supported by experts in education….Arizona's unparalleled growth requires us to expand and stretch our state's capacities in many areas. 

And while we must make long-term investments to accommodate growth, we can't lose sight of the critical need to invest in human capital. 

We have to build brain power, and we can do it by increasing our investment in education.”
-------------

Articles such as this communicate to us the critical need for our children, youth and families to obtain the truth of the life skills needed for success, increase and prosperity.  Our current educational system is not equipped to teach and train these life principles to the children and youth of our communities.  

Children, youth, and parents must learn the strategies of successful living if we expect to see a positive change in our communities.  Trinity’s Learning Resource Center along with local businesses and communities members are working to make a marked difference through Life Skills Enrichment Programs.  Trinity’s Basic Life Skills, Life Planning and Preparation & Financial Management Program is preparing children & youth 8-18 years of age for successful living at home, in school and in our communities; “Providing Direction to Our Next Generation, Affecting Generations to Come, and Equipping Then for Successful Living.”
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Please visit www.trinitydebtmgmtsvcs.org/TRLCIntro.org  to find out how you can get involved. 
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