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SUMMARY

While there are other major disqualifying factors – including 
being overweight and having a criminal record – poor 
educational achievement is one of the biggest reasons why 
an estimated 75 percent of all young Americans are unable 
to join the military. 

Over the past decade, Florida has made considerable 
progress through education reform, with improved scores on 
national and international tests, and increased graduation 
rates. However, work remains to be done: 29 percent of 
Florida high school students still do not graduate on time and 
even among Florida students who do graduate, 21 percent 
of those seeking to enlist in the Army cannot join because of 
low scores on the military’s entrance exam for math, literacy 
and problem solving. These alarming fi gures raise a critical 
question: Will shortcomings in our state and local education 
systems become a threat to national security? 

We need enough skilled men and women available to serve 
in tomorrow’s armed services, to ensure the future strength 
of our military. What happens in our classrooms today will 
determine our future military readiness.  Businesses in the 
private sector are seeking many of the same skill sets and 
running into the same challenging defi cits. The Florida 
Standards can help ensure that students are receiving a 
high-quality education, so that all students are prepared for 
success in postsecondary education, the workforce or the 
military, if they choose to serve.

The Florida Standards are a rigorous set of educational 
standards for English language arts and mathematics for 
K-12 education. In addition to essential academic content, 
the standards focus on critical thinking, complex problem 
solving and effective communication—all key skills for today’s 
and tomorrow’s military, as well as for many other careers. 
The standards were developed by teachers, researchers and 
other experts and were adopted by the Florida State Board 
of Education in July 2010. At its February 2014 meeting, the 
Board adopted a package of improvements to the Standards, 
including 99 changes.

But standards alone are not enough. To have an impact on 
student outcomes, there must be accountability. Standards 
must be accompanied by assessments, based on the 
standards, and a system for reporting results, so everyone will 
know how students are really faring. If we do not know how 
students are really performing, we do not know the scope of 
the problem, nor can we make informed efforts to solve it.

The Florida Standards and aligned assessments will not 
magically turn things around overnight. Because the new 
standards are more rigorous than prior standards, at fi rst there 
is likely to be a decrease in test scores, compared to previous 
assessments. But having high standards and accountability 
through related assessments will move us closer to all students 
doing well. Florida is moving in the right direction to ensure 
that more than one in four young adults will be eligible to join 
the military. Florida should continue on this course and move 
forward with the implementation of aligned assessments. 

"We spend over $500 billion a year on integrated weapon systems and highly-trained 
personnel. We cannot afford to start turning our defense systems over to individuals 
who are poorly educated, have criminal records, 
or suffer from obesity."

Admiral Gregory  G. "Grog" Johnson
US Navy (Retired)
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SCHOOL FAILURE IS A NATIONAL 
SECURITY THREAT

Poor educational achievement is one of the biggest reasons 
why an estimated 75 percent of all young Americans are 
unable to join the military.1 The good news is that, over the 
past decade, Florida has made considerable progress through 
education reform:

•	 Fourth graders in Florida ranked second in 
reading achievement on a recent international 
test of literacy; 

•	 Florida ranked second in the nation on gains 
made on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP); and

•	 High school graduation rates have increased 
22.5 percent between 1999 and 2012.2 

However, more work remains to be done: despite recent 
gains, 29 percent of Florida high school students do not 
graduate on time3 and even among Florida students who 
do graduate, 21 percent of those seeking to enlist in the 
Army cannot join because of low scores on the military’s 
entrance exam for math, literacy and problem solving.4 

These shortcomings in our state and local education systems 
can become a threat to national security. We need enough 
skilled men and women available to serve in tomorrow’s 
armed services, to ensure the future strength of our military. 
Businesses in the private sector are seeking many of the same 
skill sets and running into the same challenging deficits. 

MOVING AHEAD BY RAISING 
EDUCATIONAL STANDARDS 

Florida’s Next Generation Sunshine State Standards (the 
Florida Standards) offer a way out of these dilemmas. The 
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graduate on time from high school

INADEQUATE EDUCATION PREVENTS YOUNG AMERICANS  FROM SERVING

Proportion Who Do Not Graduate
Nationwide, more than one in five young Americans do not 

graduate on time. In some states it is even worse:

Proportion Who Score Too Low
Out of those who do graduate and try to join the Army, over one in five cannot 

join because they score too low on the military’s entrance exam.

Sources: US Department of Education, 2013; The Education Trust, 2010.

Proportion of graduates who do not do well enough on 
the Armed Forces Qualification Test to join the Army
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Florida Standards in English language arts and mathematics 
are rigorous learning goals that outline what students should 
know at each grade level and upon high school graduation.5 
For example, by the end of kindergarten, children should be 
able to print many upper- and lowercase letters and count to 
20, orally and in writing. By the end of third grade, children 
should be able to read grade level text orally with accuracy, 
appropriate rate, and expression. By high school graduation, 
students should read, analyze, and compare historically and 
culturally significant works of literature and use a variety 
of math problem-solving strategies. In addition to essential 
academic content, the standards will help students develop 
higher-order skills, such as critical thinking, problem solving, 
being able to comprehend and communicate complex text—
skills essential for today’s and tomorrow’s military, as well as 
for many other jobs in the 21st century workforce.

Given the rigor of the Florida Standards, it is likely that their 
implementation will result in more military applicants’ being 
able to score highly enough on the military’s entrance exam 
to join (the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery; 
ASVAB). Parents will also benefit from the standards, as they 
will know what their children should learn at each grade 
level, and can hold schools accountable. 

The Florida Standards establish the content and skills that 
children must learn at each grade level, but they do not tell 
teachers how to teach, nor do they specify a curriculum; 
these important decisions remain under teacher or local 
control. The standards also do not require collecting any new 
data on children or families. 

The Florida State Board of Education adopted the standards 
in July 2010.  At its February 2014 meeting, the Board 
adopted a package of improvements to the prior standards, 
including 99 changes. 

Results from Massachusetts demonstrate the importance of 
rigorous academic standards. In 1993, Massachusetts passed 
standards-based education reform legislation. Since that 
time, students in the Commonwealth have had dramatic 
academic growth, including leading the nation on the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress test (NAEP; 
the Nation’s Report Card, a periodic assessment of what 
American students know and can do).6

ASSESSMENT IS ESSENTIAL

Education experts agree that standards alone are not 
enough—research has shown only weak relationships 

between the quality of state educational standards and 
achievement test scores. To have an impact on student 
outcomes, there must be accountability. Standards must 
be accompanied by assessments based on the standards, 
and a system for reporting results, so everyone will know 
how students are really faring.7 There is currently a lot of 
confusion about student achievement levels, because each 
state developed its own standards and test. For example, in 
2009 in Florida, for fourth grade reading, only 36 percent of 
students scored proficient or higher on the NAEP, versus 74 
percent on the state test.8 If we do not know how students are 
really performing, we do not know the scope of the problem, 
nor can we make informed efforts to solve it. 

Results following implementation of the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB) demonstrate the importance of 
accountability in improving outcomes, and the role of 
accurate measurement: when states were required to use a 
valid method of computing graduation rates and publicly 
report the results, graduation rates increased.9 States 
could no longer manipulate how graduation rates were 
computed in order to maximize their results. Instead, they 
had to implement real reforms that contributed to a real 
change in student outcomes: more students graduating. 
Rigorous assessment was also a significant component of 
the Massachusetts school reform effort. They developed an 
assessment, the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 
System (MCAS), aligned to their educational standards. 

REAL ACCOUNTABILITY
The “Nation’s Report Card” currently helps just 
states see how they are doing, but common 
assessments will let individual school districts 
determine how well they are doing and will also 
let them learn from the districts that are seeing 
real changes. 

FLORIDA STUDENTS: 
4th Grade Reading Proficiency

FL State Test Nation’s 
Report Card

36%74%
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Results are reported for individual students, allowing both 
teachers and parents to see how each child is faring. The 
MCAS was also high stakes: after an implementation phase, 
students had to pass the MCAS in tenth grade in order to 
graduate from high school. Experts credit the combination of 
rigorous standards and aligned assessment for the excellent 
results Massachusetts has achieved in recent years.10

Florida will soon be implementing assessments aligned to 
the Florida Standards. Assessments will allow educators to 
determine how students are doing and to use this information 
to improve education.  

In addition to standards and assessments, in order to affect 
student outcomes, we also need better curricula, compatible 
with the Florida Standards, as well as improved quality 
of teaching (including through better pre- and in-service 
training).11 Teachers must also receive support to connect 
the standards to everyday life, develop curricula and lesson 
plans, and learn how to use assessment data effectively. 
Districts are developing and implementing curricula, 
instructional materials, and accountability systems, as well as 
teacher professional development aligned to the standards. 

The new standards and assessments will not magically turn 
things around overnight. Because the Florida Standards are 
more rigorous than prior standards, at first there is likely to 
be a decrease in student test scores, compared to previous 
assessments—difficult news to deliver. But rigorous standards 
and aligned assessments are a solid part of the solution for 
educating our children, which is essential for not just their 
future, but also our national security. 

MOVING AHEAD

Military leaders understand that in order to get ahead, all 
students must be held to high standards and learn both 
the content and skills necessary for success. The Florida 
Standards are an important step in this direction. Florida is 
moving in the right direction to ensure that more than one 
in four young adults will be eligible to join the military. Our 
state should continue on this course and move forward with 
the implementation of aligned assessments. 
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ROBERT WOOD JOHNSON FOUNDATION COUNTY HEALTH RANKINGS – FLORIDA

COUNTY HIGH SCHOOL 
GRADUATION 
RATE (2010-11)

ANNUAL 
VIOLENT CRIMES 

(2008-10)

ADULT 
OBESITY RATE 

(2009)

71 113,925 26
Alachua 63 1,872 25
Baker 65 65 35
Bay 68 977 27
Bradford 61 128 35
Brevard 81 3,500 28
Broward 72 9,523 25
Calhoun 74 21 34
Charlotte 73 461 26
Citrus 75 500 29
Clay 74 890 30
Collier 73 1,081 21
Columbia 63 387 34
DeSoto 63 277 34
Dixie 53 85 35
Duval 63 7,147 28
Escambia 58 2,605 29
Flagler 70 266 29
Franklin 59 69 27
Gadsden 55 481 36
Gilchrist 80 35 33
Glades 48 42 35
Gulf 78 67 30
Hamilton 65 87 38
Hardee 66 91 37
Hendry 66 282 35
Hernando 72 640 28
Highlands 60 298 29
Hillsborough 69 6,963 26
Holmes 75 52 30
Indian River 72 457 22
Jackson 65 264 33
Jefferson 39 163 34
Lafayette 64 21 33

COUNTY HIGH SCHOOL 
GRADUATION 
RATE (2010-11)

ANNUAL 
VIOLENT CRIMES 

(2008-10)

ADULT 
OBESITY RATE 

(2009)

Lake 75 1,431 26
Lee 69 2,574 26
Leon 68 2,147 28
Levy 61 240 34
Liberty 54 16 36
Madison 57 171 36
Manatee 65 2,524 26
Marion 70 1,927 32
Martin 82 458 21
Miami-Dade 71 20,093 24
Monroe 66 382 20
Nassau 80 423 29
Okaloosa 85 626 30
Okeechobee 62 257 31
Orange 71 10,049 27
Osceola 76 1,620 29
Palm Beach 74 7,898 22
Pasco 71 1,743 28
Pinellas 65 6,717 24
Polk 66 2,640 33
Putnam 63 774 35

St. Johns 86 633 22
St. Lucie 65 1,287 27
Santa Rosa 78 259 28
Sarasota 71 1,483 21
Seminole 79 1,644 25
Sumter 75 211 29
Suwannee 54 222 31
Taylor 61 223 35
Union 74 50 36
Volusia 62 2,815 25
Wakulla 75 100 35
Walton 74 238 27
Washington 69 37 36
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