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By Justin Mattingly
Richmond Times-Dispatch

RICHMOND — Rich-
mond-area students fared
worse than they did last
year on many state ac-
countability tests, state-
wide scores released Tues-
day show, as performance
across the state dropped
slightly.

The share of Virginia
public school students
who passed tests in five
core subject areas fell
compared to 2017-18 rates,
according to results pub-
lished online by the Virgin-
ia Department of Educa-
tion. The largest drop was
history, where students
scored 4 percentage points
worse than they did last
school year.

In reading, 78% of state
students passed the Stan-
dards of Learning tests
compared with 79% in
2017-18. Writing saw a
slight drop from 78% to
76% while science perfor-
mance stayed virtually the
same at an 81% pass rate.

State math scores im-
proved 5 percentage points
from 77% to 82% in the first
year of new math SOLs,
which were approved by
the state Board of Educa-
tion in 2016.

“The achievement in
a school, a division or in
the commonwealth as a
whole must be viewed in
the context of these chang-
es in student test-taking
patterns, standards and
assessments,” Superin-
tendent of Public Instruc-
tion James Lane said in a
statement. “These changes
were significant and per-
formance on last year’s
SOL tests marks the begin-
ning of new trend lines in
mathematics, science and
history.”

Despite the statewide
drop, more than 3 in 4
students passed in all five
tests, according to the
data, which showed an av-
erage statewide dip of 0.75
percentage points.

Richmond again ranked
among the lowest-per-
forming systems in the
state, with pass rates below

the state average in every
test area. The district did
have gains in three of the
five test areas, with the big-
gest improvement com-
ing in math where 56% of
test-takers passed this year
compared to 52% last year.

The city school system
took a hit in history, falling
from a 62% pass rate last
year to 55% this year.

Chesterfield County stu-
dents’ scores were in line
with the state averages,

with no division average
exceeding the state aver-
age by more than 1 per-
centage point, but all but
one Chesterfield test area
fell compared with last
year.

Like Richmond, Chester-
field saw a decrease in the
number of students pass-
ing the history tests (79%
this year compared to 84%
last year). Math was the
only area in the county to
improve (80% to 82%).

Henrico County was be-
low the state average in
four test areas — reading,
writing, history and math.

Hanover County had the
highest pass rates in the
area and was the only local
school division to eclipse
the state averages in every
test subject.

The state implemented
the Standards of Learning
program in the mid-1990s
after ineffective reform ef-
forts and steep declines

in student achievement
on “The Nation’s Report
Card.” SOL testing started
in 1998 and has been made
more rigorous by the Vir-
ginia Board of Education.

Virginia allows parents
to opt their students out of
taking SOL tests in elemen-
tary and middle school.
There is no consequence
to a student’s academic
standing or advancement

to the next grade if they
don’t take the test. The tests
start to matter on a student
level in high school, when
a student must pass the
tests in order to graduate.

When a student doesn’t
take an SOL test because
of an opt out, the score is
reported as a “0,” meaning
it could affect a school’s
accreditation rating and
overall passage rate.

Performance on state SOL tests dips across Virginia

Monarchs caught up in rewrite of rule
By Ellen Knickmeyer
The Associated Press

GREENBELT, Maryland —
Hand-raising monarch but-
terflies in the midst of a global
extinction crisis, Laura Moore
and her neighbors gather round
in her suburban Maryland yard
to launch a butterfly newly
emerged from its chrysalis. Ea-
ger to play his part, 3-year-old
Thomas Powell flaps his arms
and exclaims, “I’m flying! I’m
flying!”

Moore moves to release the
hours-old monarch onto the
boy’s outstretched finger, but
the butterfly, its wings a vivid
orange and black, has another
idea. It banks away, beginning
its new life up in the green shel-
ter of a nearby tree.

Monarchs are in trouble,
despite efforts by Moore and
countless other volunteers and
organizations across the Unit-
ed States to nurture the beloved
butterfly. The Trump adminis-
tration’s new order weakening
the Endangered Species Act
could well make things worse
for the monarch, one of more
than 1 million species that are
struggling around the globe.

Rapid development and cli-
mate change are escalating the
rates of species loss, accord-
ing to a May United Nations
report. For monarchs, farm-
ing and other human develop-
ment have eradicated state-
size swaths of native milkweed
habitat, cutting the butterfly’s
numbers by 90% over the past
two decades.

With its count falling 99% to

the low tens of thousands in the
western United States last year,
the monarch is now under gov-
ernment consideration for list-
ing under the U.S. Endangered
Species Act. But if the Trump
administration’s latest action
survives threatened legal chal-
lenges, there will be sweeping
changes to how the govern-
ment provides protections, and
which creatures receive them.

Administration officials say
the changes, expected to go
into effect next month, will re-
duce regulation while still pro-
tecting animals and plants. But

conservation advocates and
Democratic lawmakers say the
overhaul will force more to ex-
tinction, delaying and denying
protections.

The administration will for
the first time reserve the option
to estimate and publicize the
financial cost of saving a spe-
cies in advance of any decision
on whether to do so. Monarchs
compete for habitat with soy-
bean and corn farmers, whose
crops are valued in the low tens
of billions of dollars annually.
For mountain caribou, sage
grouse, the Humboldt marten

in California’s old-growth red-
woods and other creatures, it’s
logging, oil and gas develop-
ment, ranching, and other in-
dustry driving struggling spe-
cies out of their ranges.

Another coming change will
end across-the-board protec-
tions for creatures newly list-
ed as threatened. Conserva-
tion groups say that will leave
them unprotected for months
or years, as officials, conser-
vationists and industries and
landowners hash out each spe-
cies’ survival plan, case by case.

The rule also will limit consid-

eration of threats facing a spe-
cies to the “foreseeable” future,
which conservation groups
say allows the administration
to ignore the growing harm of
global warming. Along with
farming, climate change is one
of the main drivers of the mon-
arch’s threatened extinction,
disrupting an annual 3,000-
mile migration synched to
springtime and the blossoming
of wildflowers. In 2002, a single
wet storm followed by a freeze
killed an estimated 450 million
monarchs in their winter home
in Mexico, piling wings inches
deep on a forest floor.

A decision on whether the
monarch will be listed as
threatened is expected by De-
cember 2020.

In the meantime, volunteers
like Moore grow plants to feed
and host the monarchs, nurture
caterpillars, and tag and count
monarchs on the insects’ an-
nual migrations up and down
America.

For Moore, a tutor who has
turned her 20-by-20-foot yard
over to milkweed, fleabane and
other butterfly nectar and host
plants, the hope is that grass-
roots efforts of thousands of
volunteers loosely connected in
wildlife organizations, schools,
and Facebook groups will save
the monarch, at least.

“People having an interest in
it might reverse it. It’s encour-
aging,” said Moore, who also
raises extra milkweed to give
away. If the monarch can’t be
saved, she said, “it would be
kind of sad. What it would say
about what we’re able to do.”
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A monarch butterfly perches on milkweed at the Patuxent Wildlife Research Center in Laurel, Maryland, on May 31.
Farming and other human development have eradicated state-size swaths of its native milkweed habitat, cutting
the butterfly’s numbers by 90% over the last two decades.


