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November 12, 2005 blog post by Ruth Robarts

In 1998, the Madison School Board adopted an important academic goal:  

“We adopted this goal in response to recommendations from a citizen study group 
that believed that minority students who are not competent as readers by the end of 
the third grade fall behind in all academic areas after third grade.” 

Carol Carstensen, Calvin J. Williams, Ray Allen, Deborah C. Lawson, Joann Elder, Juan Jose 
Lopez, and Ruth Robarts

“that all students complete the 3rd grade able to read at or 
beyond grade level”. 

https://www.schoolinfosystem.org/archives/2005/11/on_november_7_s.php




Will our kids be ready?2000 Barksdale $100,000,000 for Mississippi Literacy



https://www.badgerinstitute.org/mandated-k-12-testing-in-wisconsin-a-system-in-need-of-reform/
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Wisconsin Students on our 
State Test

Reading Proficiency
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33%
 

 

Wisconsin Students on the 
National Test (NAEP)

https://www.schoolinfosystem.org/archives/2004/12/ruth_robarts_le.php

Reading Proficiency



T h e 2 0 24 N A E P re s u l t s l a n d : 
Mississippi fourth graders (219) 
outscore the national average for the 
first time. Wisconsin (215) is now 
statistically indistinguishable from the 
nation (214). 

The New York Times publishes a 
district‑by‑district test‑score lookup, 
and reports that a Black fourth grader 
in Mississippi is now two and a half 
times as likely to be proficient in 
reading as one in California.

2026

https://www.mississippifirst.org/contextualizing-mississippis-2024-naep-scores/
https://www.mississippifirst.org/contextualizing-mississippis-2024-naep-scores/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2026/upshot/look-up-district-test-scores.html?smid=tw-share


60%
“We should not be sitting in a place where we can say sixty percent 
of our students are not proficient at their grade level in reading.”

— Madison School District Administration 29 July 2026 Downtown Rotary Club Speech

 

 



Lobbying Against 2021 AB 446; eventually became Act 20 in 2023
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In Madison’s MMSD, for over a decade (2005–2016 data), fewer than 15% of 
Black fourth graders were proficient or advanced in literacy compared to over 
50% of White fourth graders (with 2017–18 figures at 8.4% Black vs. 66.1% 
White). 

Black boys in Madison who are not reading proficiently by fourth grade have a 
greater lifetime likelihood of incarceration than of becoming functionally 
literate in school. 

If current trends continue, at least 85% of Black fourth graders in Madison are 
four times more likely than peers to drop out, and roughly two-thirds will end 
up in prison or on welfare. 

“Prison planners use third-grade reading scores to predict the number of fu- 
ture beds needed.” 

2020

Booked, but can’t read (Madison): functional literacy, National citizenship and 
the new face of Dred Scott in the age of mass incarceration
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“Well, it’s kind of too bad that we’ve got the smartest people at 
our universities, and yet we have to create a law to tell them how 
to teach.”

2023
https://www.schoolinfosystem.org/2023/03/06/3-minutes-pending-ed-schools-reading-outcomes/

— Senator Duey Stroebel



https://captimes.com/news/education/this-is-a-marathon-wisconsin-s-literacy-overhaul-has-a-new-leader/article_af36c148-bd2c-406a-95b6-50940c369896.html

(Kaylee) Jackson believes Wisconsin will see impacts of Act 20 (July 2023) 
on test scores within six to eight years based on what she has observed in 
other states.
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97,414 
WI 4k - 3rd Graders

3,888 
Madison 4k - 3rd Graders

scored lower than 75% of the students 
in the national comparison group. 

www.sedso.io/maps/wi/
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“There are a few things you should know.”

Thank you
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