
The Commission’s proposed recommendations will be provided to the
Executive and Legislative branches in early 2027. 

Student Advancement refers to the conditions, opportunities, and supports
that help students progress and prepare for future success in North
Carolina schools and beyond. Key transition points include kindergarten
readiness; foundational skill development (literacy, mathematics, computer
science, civics education, science) in elementary and middle grades; and
access to college- and career-connected courses and workforce
development pathways. 

A core dimension of Student Advancement, Student Achievement is driven
by high-quality teaching and learning, including rigorous instruction,
standards-aligned curriculum and assessment. Accountability systems
ensure students at every grade level develop essential knowledge,
competencies, and skills for post-secondary success, such as those
reflected in North Carolina’s Portrait of a Graduate framework.

STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT &
STUDENT ADVANCEMENT

For more information on the Blue Ribbon Commission on Public
Education, including membership, meeting dates, and resources,
go to fi.ncsu.edu/blue-ribbon-commission-on-public-education
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North Carolina is one of 14 states to administer the ACT college readiness
assessment statewide to high school eleventh grade students, while other states
require the SAT or different college- and career-readiness assessments. The
average composite ACT score for eleventh graders rose to 18.2 in 2024–25, up
from 18.1 the previous year. Fifty-four percent of eleventh graders earned a
composite score of 17 or higher on the ACT, the minimum required for UNC System
admissions.  North Carolina also administers the PreACT assessment to students
in tenth grade and ACT WorkKeys to eligible Career and Technical Education (CTE)
concentrators who complete a CTE pathway (typically during twelfth grade).
Examples of CTE pathways include health sciences, information technology,
business, engineering, and automotive. (See page 7)
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W H AT  I S  T H E  C U R R E N T  S TAT E  O F  S T U D E N T
A C H I E V E M E N T  I N  N O R T H  C A R O L I N A ?

: A NATIONALLY ADMINISTERED STANDARDIZED TEST 

State assessments. North Carolina public school students are showing consistent
progress across key academic measures, with the 2024–25 school year marking multi-
year highs on several indicators. The four-year cohort graduation rate reached 87.7%,
the highest in state history and the third consecutive year of growth toward the state’s
goal of 92% by 2030. Statewide composite Grade Level Proficiency (GLP) on required
End-of-Grade (EOG) and End-of-Course (EOC) assessments increased to 55.0% in 2024–
25, up from 54.2% in 2023–24 and 53.6% in 2022–23. Proficiency rates reached three-
year highs on 12 of 15 reading and mathematics assessments.

While most assessments showed improvement, proficiency rates in third-grade reading,
English II, and NC Math I declined compared to the prior year. All EOG mathematics
tests (grades 3–8) showed three consecutive years of gains in the percentage of
students proficient. Additionally, the percentage of English Learners (EL) who met
progress targets or exited EL status rose from 27.3% to 35.2% between 2023–24 and
2024–25. ELs are students whose primary language is not English. Lowering the
threshold score largely contributed to the increase.1
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Overall, these results mark continued progress toward the state's 2030 Strategic Plan
goals, yet several areas still need improvement. Significant achievement gaps persist
across race, ethnicity, income level, EL status, disability status, and geographic region.
Students who have not yet met grade level proficiency or college and career readiness
benchmarks remain the priority for continued targeted support and improvement. 



The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), often
referred to as the Nation’s Report Card, provides a national measure
of student achievement across states and over time. It is only
administered to a sample of students in grades four, eight, and
twelve. The main NAEP assessments in reading and mathematics
are typically administered every two years to representative samples
of fourth- and eighth-grade students nationwide.  Science, history,
geography, and civics assessments are generally administered less
frequently. Long-term trend NAEP assessments, which track student
performance over decades, are administered periodically rather than
on a fixed schedule.

4

5

On the 2024 NAEP assessments, NC students’ average scale scores
showed no significant change compared to 2022, and were below
pre-pandemic (2019) levels in three of the four tested areas (fourth
grade reading, eighth grade mathematics and reading); fourth grade
mathematics scale scores were not significantly different from 2019.
NC students in fourth and eighth grade showed gains in mathematics
proficiency over 2022, with 31% of eighth graders scoring at or above
proficient level, placing NC among the top-performing southern
states. Nationally, average scale scores remained below pre-
pandemic (2019) levels in all four tested areas, and the gap between
higher- and lower-performing students continued to widen, a trend
mirrored in NC, though NC's fourth grade mathematics scores have
been unchanged since 2019.6

N AT I O N A L  L A N D S C A P E
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The 2025 K–12 Education Scorecard, an annual report on pandemic
recovery that combines state assessment data for grades 3–8 with
NAEP data. The report ranked North Carolina ninth of 38 states in
math growth and 22nd of 35 in reading growth between 2022 and
2025. Beaufort, Stanly, and Wayne counties were identified as
“Districts on the Rise” for outperforming peer districts in both
mathematics and reading growth. Nationally, findings indicate
uneven post-pandemic recovery since 2022, with mathematics
rebounding to pre-2013 growth rates while reading continued to
decline through 2024. Early signs of reading improvement in 2025
appear to be associated with states implementing comprehensive
science of reading reforms.  7



N C  S C H O O L  P E R F O R M A N C E  G R A D E S  ( S P G )
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Since 2013–14, North Carolina has assigned annual A to F School Performance Grades
(SPG) to public schools. The SPG is based on a two-part formula weighting each
school’s achievement score (80%) and academic growth (20%), resulting in a numeric
score that is converted to a 100-point scale. The final SPG is calculated on a 15-point
scale:
               A (85-100)         B (70-84)        C (55-69)         D (40-54)         F (Less than 40)

Achievement indicators include EOG/EOC assessments and NCEXTEND1
alternate assessments, English Learner Progress, and at the high school level,
mathematics course rigor, four-year graduation rates, and ACT/ACT
WorkKeys. On state EOC/EOG exams, students can earn four achievement
levels:

Level 5: Comprehensive Understanding
Level 4: Thorough Understanding
Level 3: Sufficient Understanding
Not Proficient

Growth is calculated using the Education Value-Added Assessment System
(EVAAS), which compares current- and prior-year student assessment data to
estimate the growth a school's students demonstrate over the year. Results
are reported in three categories: Exceeded, Met, or Did Not Meet Growth
Expectations.

80%

Under the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), schools that do not meet
performance standards must be identified for Comprehensive Support and Improvement
(CSI) or Targeted Support and Improvement (TSI), and North Carolina law further requires
identifying low-performing and continually low-performing schools as well as low-
performing districts.8

In 2024–25, many public schools and charter schools continued to struggle with low
performance ratings and did not meet growth targets:

Of 2,584 NC schools that received an SPG in 2024–25, 31.5% (813 schools) received
a D or F, a decrease from 33.4% in 2023–24.9

Of 2,541 NC schools with a school accountability growth status, 29.3% (744 schools)
did not meet expected growth, an increase from 27.5% in 2023–24.9

20%

SCHOOL PERFORMANCE GRADE INDICATORS8



P O L I C Y- D R I V E N  P R O G R A M S  O R  I N I T I AT I V E S

Established in 2001, NC’s Pre-K program is a statewide, state-
funded early childhood initiative designed to support children
from lower income families or those with developmental
needs before lindergarten entry. According to the National 
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SCIENCE OF READING
North Carolina began implementing Science of Reading (SoR) in the 2022–23 school
year, and NCDPI anticipates that statewide cohort data in 2025–26 may begin to
show measurable improvement. The SoR movement builds on the foundational work
of the 2000 National Reading Panel while also incorporating more than two decades
of research on literacy development, learning science, and intervention.

Recent national reporting suggests the shift is already reshaping classroom practice,
teacher training, and instructional materials, though implementation remains uneven
and incomplete. An Education Week  analysis of national survey data highlights the
rapid scale of professional learning: 82% of K–2 teachers surveyed had completed at
least one professional learning experience in the past two to three years, with most
training heavily focused on foundational skills such as phonics and phonemic
awareness, while comprehension, oral language, vocabulary development, and
supports for English learners and students with disabilities received comparatively
less emphasis. 

12

Similarly, the Fordham Institute  found teachers’ knowledge of evidence-based
reading instruction is improving, particularly among educators who participated in
sustained professional development or used high-quality curricula aligned with SoR.
The report also identified important implementation challenges: significant gaps
remain in teacher preparation and instructional consistency, especially in high-
poverty schools. Across both reports, several themes emerge: professional
development, continued support, and high- quality instructional materials all appear
to play an important role in SoR implementation. 

13

Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER), North Carolina met 9 out of 10
preschool quality benchmarks in 2023–24. The benchmark the state did not meet was
the benchmark on Staff Professional Development, requiring teachers and assistants
engage in at least 15 hours per year of relevant professional learning. In 2023–24,
NC Pre-K served more than 27,000 children across all 100 counties, roughly 57% of
eligible students. Research finds that NC Pre-K has lasting positive effects on student
reading and mathematics achievement through at least eighth grade,  with especially
strong benefits for students who later attend lower-growth school districts.

10

11
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North Carolina is currently pursuing several statewide mathematics improvement
initiatives:

Auto Enrollment in Advanced Math Courses. North Carolina was the first state in
the nation to implement an automatic enrollment policy that places students in
grades 4–12 into advanced mathematics classes if they score a Level 5 on state
EOG/EOC assessments. Established through 2018 legislation, this policy ensures
access to advanced mathematics coursework.14

K-12 Mathematics Standard Course of Study. The currently proposed revisions to
NC's K–12 Mathematics Standard Course of Study include significantly revising
NC Math 3 and NC Math 4 (maintaining the four-credit requirement with NC Math
1 and NC Math 2) to align mathematics pathways more directly to student post-
secondary interests. The revised standards also increase the role of statistics
and data science, revise NC Math 1 and NC Math 2 to address essential skills and
concepts for graduates, and adopt the AP Precalculus framework to replace
current NC Precalculus standards. Final drafts will be presented to the State
Board of Education in Summer 2026, with tentative implementation in the
2028–29 school year.15

Golden LEAF Schools Initiative. Launched in 2025, this five-year, $25 million
program funded by the Golden LEAF Foundation is a new school improvement
approach created in partnership with NCDPI and Marzano Resources. The
initiative aims to improve mathematics and career development instruction in
rural and economically disadvantaged middle schools in NC. Participating
schools implement the Marzano High Reliability Schools (HRS) framework,
supported by high-quality mathematics curriculum and instructional resources,
embedded coaching, and funding for educator travel, stipends, and bonuses.
Schools are organized into two cohorts: the Transformative Schools (TS) Cohort
and the Personalized, Competency-Based Education (PCBE) Cohort.16

Foundational Mathematics Act. The NC Foundational Mathematics Act is a K–8
mathematics reform bill currently under review in the NC Senate that requires
schools to implement high-quality instructional materials (HQIM), administer
formative and diagnostic K–3 mathematics screeners three times per year to
identify students performing below grade level, and provide targeted intervention
and remediation through individualized Mathematics Success Plans for students
demonstrating difficulties in mathematics.17
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LEARNING ACCELERATION
North Carolina has supported high-dosage tutoring initiatives aligned with the state’s
learning acceleration priorities. The NC Education Corps (NCEC) launched in 2020
and provides high-impact literacy tutoring to K–3 students (and some K–5 students)
through trained, locally recruited tutors who deliver in-school 30-minute sessions
three times per week for 10 weeks, working with small groups of students and using
student data to tailor instruction. The program has recruited, trained and coached
1,300 tutors who have tutored more than 26,800 students in person, serving 290
Title 1 and/or low-performing elementary schools across 32 counties.  Union County
Public Schools (UCPS) has piloted a whole-grade high-dosage math model, proposed
to NC legislators as a potential statewide template, in which all students in grades 4
and 7 receive daily 30-minute pull-out tutoring at a 3:1 student-to-tutor ratio, delivered
by district-trained, non-certified tutors using a district-developed curriculum. 

18

Evaluations of both programs have shown measurable improvements in early literacy
growth for NCEC participants, with positive effects highly concentrated among boys,
and in mathematics proficiency for UCPS fourth grade students, with effects
strongest among students at or below grade level in the targeted tutoring model and
lasting effects into fifth grade mathematics and science in the whole-grade model.19

ACT ADMINISTRATION
North Carolina administers the ACT to all high school juniors each spring and the
ACT WorkKeys assessment to students who are Career and Technical Education
(CTE) concentrators. The ACT is mandatory and administered at no cost to students
during the school day. Sophomores take the PreACT, which serves as a diagnostic
assessment to prepare students for the ACT. In 2025, while 54% of North Carolina
public school 11th graders earned an ACT composite score of 17 or higher,
performance varied significantly across demographic groups, underscoring
significant disparities across race, ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Lower
percentages of Black (32%), American Indian (36%), and Hispanic (39%) students
scored 17 or higher, while economically disadvantaged students (37%) scored at just
over half the rate of their non-disadvantaged peers (66%). Urban and suburban
students, as well as female students, also outperformed their rural and male
counterparts. NC juniors achieved their highest average performance in Reading
(18.9) and Science (18.5), while English (16.5) and Math (18.0) remained the state’s
most significant areas for growth.20



Advanced Placement (AP) Courses. North Carolina is a leader in offering
Advanced Placement (AP) opportunities for students, as the state’s public high
school students are accessing and participating in advanced courses at higher
rates than the national average. In the current school year, 2025–26, over 99,000
students are taking at least one AP course, representing more than 195,000
course enrollments, an increase of 8.3% over last year. Data from the 2024–25
school year show that students made record gains in AP exam participation and
qualifying scores. Over 90,000 students participated in AP exams, a 7.3%
increase from 2024, and over 171,000 AP exams were taken, up 9.8% from
2024. Of these, 72.1% earned qualifying scores for college credit (scores of 3 or
higher), a share that rose from 49.1% in 2021 and surpassed the national rate of
70.1%. Formed in May 2014 through a partnership between NC Department of
Public Instruction (DPI) and the College Board, the North Carolina Advanced
Placement Partnership (NCAPP) works in alignment with the State Board of
Education and NC legislation as part of a decade-long, systemic, and sustained
effort to shape mindsets, policies, and practices to increase student access and
expand excellence in advanced learning opportunities in NC. NCAPP includes
test-fee coverage and regional, targeted teacher professional development.
Following an SBE planning session, the Board and DPI are focusing on five
“drivers” of sustained success: intentional leadership, professional learning and
coaching, high-quality instructional materials, high-leverage student
opportunities, and a mindset of excellence for all.

22

23

P O L I C Y- D R I V E N  P R O G R A M S  O R  I N I T I AT I V E S ,  C O N T ‘ D

Blue Ribbon Commission on Public Education | May 2026
Friday Institute for Educational Innovation

Page 8

ADVANCED LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
North Carolina has seen continued growth in college and career readiness, with more
students accessing advanced coursework and career pathways than in prior years.
Course participation and completion data are commonly used indicators of access to
advanced learning. Data from the Class of 2025 show that 56% of high school
graduates took at least one college-level course (including Advanced Placement,
International Baccalaureate/Cambridge International, and Career and College
Promise dual enrollment), and 54% successfully passed at least one college-level
course, marking the highest level of participation to date. In 2024–25, nearly 87,000
students participated in a college course while in high school, a 10% increase from
the previous year. Among the 2024–25 graduating class, 38% (44,436 students)
enrolled in dual enrollment opportunities, enrolling in four courses on average, with
95% earning high school credit.  Two significant statewide programs providing
students with access to advanced coursework and career preparation include AP
Courses and the CCP Dual Enrollment Program described in the following pages. 

21



Career and College Promise (CCP) Dual Enrollment Program. Established in
2011, CCP offers qualified high school students structured opportunities to
dually enroll in community college courses through North Carolina Community
College System (NCCCS) institutions. These courses provide pathways to a
certificate, diploma, degree or state- or industry-recognized credential, along
with entry-level job skills. Through partnerships with Public School Units (PSUs)
and NC community colleges, eligible students can enroll in college-level courses
at no cost while earning high school credits. CCP offers four pathway programs:
Career and Technical Education (CTE), College Transfer, Cooperative Innovative
High Schools (CIHS), and Career and College Ready. Enrollment data from the
2024–25 school year indicates among CCP high school participants, 76%
participated in CTE or College Transfer programs and 24% participated in CIHS
programs. CCP participants were primarily female (59%), with CTE having the
highest percentage of male students (55%), and College Transfer had the lowest
(38%). While enrollment by race/ethnicity varies significantly by pathway. CIHS
had the highest percentage of non-white students (56%).  Below is a summary
of each pathway program.

24

Career and Technical Education (CTE). NC public high school students can
enroll in CTE courses from 79 pathways across 16 clusters and begin
earning industry-recognized credentials, certifications, diplomas or
associate degrees in specific technical or career fields, including Workforce
Continuing Education options. NC CTE offers 60 industry-recognized
credentials aligned to clusters, and 56 of 182 priority credentials identified
by the NC Workforce Credentials initiative, a collaborative effort to identify
non-degree credentials in high-demand industries. In 2024–25, 36.1% of all
K-12 students enrolled in at least one CTE course, making North Carolina
second nationwide for CTE course participation. CTE students earned over
380,000 industry-recognized credentials, the highest total in state history,
representing a 6.9% increase from the previous year, and a 59% attainment
rate. Students who complete two or three CTE courses in a career pathway
(CTE concentrators) graduate high school at a rate of 98.6%, and 80.6% earn
an industry-recognized credential before leaving high school, reflecting
strong completion rates among pathway-focused students.  Areas for
improvement in CCP’s CTE pathway include closing opportunity gaps in
credential attainment for female students, students across race/ethnicity
groups, and students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

25

26

College Transfer. The College Transfer pathway allows eligible high school
students to take tuition-free, transferable community college courses (such
as Associate in Arts, Science, Engineering, or Fine Arts tracks) that count
toward both their high school diploma and a future associate’s or bachelor's
degree at a NC community college or participating private universities or
colleges.
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Career and College Promise (CCP) Dual Enrollment Program - cont’d
Cooperative Innovative High Schools. Established in 2003 with the NCCCS
and the University of North Carolina General Administration, Cooperative
Innovative High Schools (CIHS) are early colleges, middle colleges, and
STEM and career academies that provide high school students with the
opportunity to earn tuition-free college credits, including an associate degree
or industry-recognized credential. Typically located on university or
community college campuses, CIHS are small public high schools targeted
to students at risk of dropping out of high school, first-generation college
students, and/or students who could benefit from accelerated learning
opportunities, including students traditionally underrepresented in post-
secondary education. In 2024–25, CIHS programs were present in 87 of the
115 districts in NC, with 138 individual CIHS schools, including 127 funded
partnerships, and an average school enrollment of 206 students. Student
enrollment in the 2024–25 school year was 27,599, a decrease of 1,343 from
the previous year. Of the 6,560 students who graduated from CIHS in 2024–
25, 53% (3,498 students) earned both a high school diploma and an
associate degree free of tuition costs. A 2026 CIHS evaluation report
indicates that CIHS students have higher retention and completion rates than
the state averages, and CIHS dropout rates are below the state average.27

Career and College Ready. A new pathway created in 2025 that provides
eleventh and twelfth grade students with opportunities to engage in work-
based learning, career exploration, and college preparatory coursework to
support the transition from secondary to post-secondary education.

Research consistently demonstrates the positive benefits of NC's CCP program.
A seven-year evaluation funded by the U.S. Department of Education's Institute of
Education Sciences found (1) students who participated in CCP during high
school took more advanced courses at four-year colleges after high school; (2)
stronger effects for students in rural areas, students at lower-achieving schools,
schools with higher levels of CCP participation, schools with historically higher
two-year college enrollment rates and with historically lower four-year college
enrollment rates.  Seven years after high school graduation, CTE and College
Transfer students were more likely to be employed and earned higher wages
than comparison students, and CIHS students had higher cumulative earnings,
likely due to faster workforce entry.  Nationally, the CTE results in particular
align with broader national evidence. A meta-synthesis of 28 causal studies on
high school CTE and a review of state longitudinal studies on CTE concentrators
found well-supported gains in academic achievement, high school graduation,
employability skills, college readiness, two-year college enrollment, and post-high
school employment, with no negative effects on four-year college enrollment,
discipline, or attendance, though benefits are distributed unevenly by gender and
economic background.

28

29

30
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