RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) — Students in grades three through eight could simply guess and end up passing end-of-grade math tests if North Carolina does not raise its testing standards, the state’s testing director said.

Unless the standards are revised, students could potentially pass the math tests by answering fewer than half the multiple-choice questions correctly. Eighth-graders, for example, could pass by answering between 33 percent and 35 percent of the questions correctly, which some teachers say can be done just by luck.

“If we continue on with a low set of standards whereby a child can guess and get enough to look proficient then I think we are endangering the future of children,” Jane Norwood, vice chairwoman of the State Board of Education, told the board Wednesday.

North Carolina set the bar low when it launched end-of-grade testing in 1992-93, and the state planned to raise the standards over time, officials said. But that hasn’t happened.

In May, students in grades three through eight took new end-of-grade math tests in May that were based on a more rigorous curriculum. The board plans to decide next week whether to raise standards before it releases scores from those tests.

The tougher test means that if the state wants to keep the same standards as last year, it would have to reduce the number of correct answers needed for a passing score, said Lou Fabrizio, state testing director.

“We run the risk that it’s so low that students could randomly guess and pass the test,” he said.

Some board members already say they would support tougher standards.

“It’s time to ratchet things up and be prepared to take the hit,” said board member John Tate.

Board chairman Howard Lee cautioned that higher standards would result in some school systems taking “a complete nose dive.” Lee said he was ready to take the heat but added the board should be ready to find more money for schools so students can get extra help to meet tougher standards.

Raising the bar could also result in sanctions for more schools under the federal No Child Left Behind law. Like some states, though, North Carolina may be able to continue to report scores based on current standards to the federal government while using scores based on tougher standards for state purposes.
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