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What district superintendents should do 

In the meantime, while multistate consortia are developing world-class 

standards and assessments, districts (preferably with state support) should 

use stimulus funds to: 

 

 Provide teachers with the tools they need to translate the current 

standards into engaging instruction. A common complaint in virtually 

every school district in the country is that the standards have not made 

their way into classrooms. The remedy: quality formative assessments, 

curriculum frameworks, model lesson plans, annotated student work, and 

other tangible tools — all aligned to the standards — that will help more 

teachers have success “teaching to the standards.”  

 Provide more high-level courses to more students. Examples include 

algebra for 8th graders (a gateway course to the higher-level mathematics 

that leads to greater high school and college success) and Advanced 

Placement, International Baccalaureate, dual enrollment, and similar 

courses that give high school students a head start on postsecondary 

success. Several districts have successfully used these approaches to 

accelerate their students’ learning. 

The benefits 

This voluntary state effort will produce a set of clear, consistent, rigorous 

standards that focus on the most important content in these core subjects: 

reading, writing, and mathematics.  

American students will be given a fair chance to succeed without being 

constrained by low expectations that demand too little.  

Teachers will be able to focus their teaching on what matters most instead of 

having to cover everything.  

Policymakers will be able to direct their resources toward developing tools that 

help teachers foster student learning rather than duplicating efforts to develop 

and refine 50 sets of similar state standards and tests. Especially when funds 

are scarce, it makes sense for states to work together to lower their overall 

costs and target funds to other uses. 

Benchmarking Is ... 

“Benchmarking is the 
practice of being 
humble enough to admit 
that someone else has a 
better process and wise 
enough to learn how to 
match or even surpass 
them.”  

— The American 
Productivity and Quality 
Center  
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Parents in every state will know that their children will be held to the same high 

expectations in the core subjects of reading, writing, and mathematics, no 

matter which school they attend. 
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PRIORITY 2: PROVIDE DATA  
AND INFORMATION THAT 
EDUCATORS, POLICYMAKERS, 
AND PARENTS CAN USE 

The big idea 

By January 2012, every state should be monitoring the progress of individual 

students from early learning through postsecondary education. They also 

should be producing regular, timely, and accurate reports that appropriately 

share such data with those who need it most — teachers, administrators, 

parents, and policymakers — and connect such data with spending information 

so they can tell if taxpayer money is making a difference for students in the 

classroom. Good data enable us to track how well we are preparing students 

for college and careers, allow teachers to adjust their instruction, offer the 

transparency needed for good decisionmaking at all levels, and help create the 

momentum for moving forward. 

Why action is essential 

Without timely and useful information about how students are performing, 

everyone is flying blind. Neither students nor their parents have an accurate 

picture of students’ academic strengths and weaknesses. Teachers do not 

know exactly where to target additional instructional assistance. Administrators 

do not know if there is a school- or district-wide problem that needs their 

attention or an effective practice that could be spread more broadly. And 

policymakers cannot know where their spending is having the most impact. 

Timely access to actionable information makes it possible to move forward 

effectively in every other critical area: strengthening standards and tests, 

improving teacher effectiveness, transforming failing schools, and offering 

intensive supports to struggling students.  

When the Data Quality Campaign (DQC) began helping states build longitudinal 

data systems in 2005, no state had all 10 essential elements recommended by 

the DQC in place; these include having a unique identifier for each student to 

track year-to-year performance over time, student-level transcript information, 

and student-level college-readiness test scores (SAT, ACT, etc.). By 2008, six 

With Good Data, You 
Can ... 

Measure student gains 
more accurately 

Signal when students 
need extra help 

Pay teachers more 
fairly 

Allocate resources 
more effectively 

Measure programs’ 
return on investment 

Identify and share 
best practices 

Build public 
understanding 
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states had all 10 elements, and 48 had five or more in place. Within the next 

three years, 47 states plan to have eight or more data elements and should be 

able to use them to answer key questions that many cannot answer today. 

These include questions such as: What percentage of students are graduating 

high school on time? Do all students have equitable access to Advanced 

Placement and college-preparatory courses? Are our best teachers teaching 

where they are needed most? What percentage of high school graduates enroll 

in college and complete a college degree? What percentage of students enter 

college not needing remediation?  

What governors and state chiefs should do 

The top priorities for states are to finish building out their data systems and 

make sure the information actually is accessible, actionable, and useful to 

policymakers, state and district superintendents, principals, teachers, and 

parents. In particular, states should: 

 Link teacher data to student performance data. We need to be able to 

answer questions such as: Which teacher preparation programs are 

producing the most effective teachers? And how does teacher 

effectiveness compare in high-poverty and low-poverty schools? 

 Link K–12 data systems with early learning and postsecondary 

education. We need to know how well prepared students are when they 

enter kindergarten and how well they perform after entering college or the 

workforce.  

 Align data definitions and design specifications with those set 

nationally. Standard data definitions and design specifications would 

reduce data collection and reporting costs, improve the accuracy and 

commonality of data across districts and states, and create more timely 

information that can reach the right user at the right time. A few states, 

such as Florida and Louisiana, are far ahead of others in terms of the 

quality of their data systems, and it makes no sense for every state to 

reinvent the wheel.  

 Make sure educators, policymakers, and parents know how to use the 

data and that the data are used to drive key decisions. Building the 

systems is only the first step. Principals, teachers, and students must 

have actionable, real-time information to adjust instruction for students 

before it is too late and to better target resources so that more students 

graduate ready for college and careers. At a minimum, this will require 

It’s Already Happening 

Minnesota has 
connected its K–12 and 
postsecondary data 
systems, while 
Connecticut agencies 
are sharing data on 
education, training, and 
employment.  

Louisiana’s Dropout 
Early Warning System 
tracks indicators such as 
attendance, grade point 
average, discipline data, 
and student age so that 
schools can work to 
keep at-risk students in 
school and increase the 
chances that they will 
graduate.  

Arkansas’s Web-based 
reporting system 
provides teachers; 
counselors; and school, 
district, and state 
administrators with a 
unique account that 
requires authentication 
when signing on to the 
system and determines 
which reports — 
student, classroom, 
grade, or school level — 
he or she can access. 
The state is now 
working on providing 
access to parents and 
students as well.  

The Kentucky Council 
on Postsecondary 
Education shares 
reports with high 
schools to show how 
their graduates perform 
in college.  

— The Next Step, Data 
Quality Campaign, 
March 2009 
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states to share the information on the Web and train people how to make 

using it part of their routines. 

What district superintendents should do 

For districts that are prepared to move beyond simply having the DQC’s 10 

elements and want to actively use data to manage their performance, they also 

should:  

 Develop local data systems with formative, interim, and benchmark 

assessment data, which are linked to human resources information. This 

will provide districts with “real-time” information about which 

professional development investments are helping to improve student 

achievement. School districts in Long Beach (CA), Garden Grove (CA), and 

Aldine (TX) have outstanding data systems in place that could quickly and 

efficiently be adopted by others. 

 Develop the capacity to understand school-based instructional spending 

and how it relates to school and student performance gains. This will 

provide useful insights into whether schools, teachers, and students are 

served equitably within districts and the cost-effectiveness of district 

programs. 

 Develop a robust personnel and performance management system. 

Accurate, up-to-date data will show which teachers received what 

professional development when and track their professional growth 

history. For districts that want to better manage their investments in 

teacher effectiveness, such a system is essential. Again, results depend 

on staff training and routine usage. 

 Seize opportunities to leverage other systems. Rather than trying to 

build such systems independently, districts should work with states to 

identify opportunities to work collaboratively and save money, particularly 

with the rise of more flexible Web-based systems and open-source 

software solutions. 

Managing with Data 

“[Managing with data] 
... requires tracking an 
array of indicators, 
including the shipment 
and distribution of 
books and materials 
and the satisfaction of 
teachers with the 
results; the speed at 
which maintenance 
workers address school-
level concerns; the 
percentage of teachers 
who rate the 
professional 
development they 
receive as helpful; and 
turnaround time on 
assessment data and 
the frequency with 
which those data are 
employed by teachers. A 
school system which 
has these kinds of data 
is one where 
management is 
equipped to 
revolutionize how 
schools work, how 
teachers are supported, 
and how dollars are 
spent.”  

— Balanced Scorecards 
and Management Data,  
Center for Education 
Policy Research, 
Harvard University 
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21 States Can Match Teacher Performance Data 
with Student Performance Data 

 

 

 
The benefits 

The benefits to stakeholders for districts and states that go beyond the 10 

essential elements and put in place robust data, information, and management 

systems are many.  

Parents will know in real time whether their child is on track to graduate from 

high school prepared for college and career success and how they can help. 

Teachers will know whether each and every student is on track for college or 

careers and, if not, how they can more appropriately tailor their instruction for 

individual students.  

Principals will be able to perform more accurate evaluations and customize 

teachers’ professional development plans accordingly. As important, when a 

new student arrives at a school, principals and teachers will know his/her 

educational history.  

Source: Data Quality Campaign 
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Districts will know where their best teachers are, where they came from and 

where they go, and which investments make the most difference for students. 

With this information, they can better pinpoint what successful schools are 

doing differently.  

Policymakers will be able to measure the effectiveness of teachers and schools, 

using growth in student achievement in addition to absolute proficiency 

measures. 

And the public will know how their local schools are doing, whether their 

graduates are prepared for college and careers, and whether investments and 

improvement strategies are making a difference.  
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PRIORITY 3: CONDUCT 
MEANINGFUL TEACHER 
EVALUATIONS 

The big idea 

By January 2012, every state and school district will have a meaningful teacher 

evaluation system that can provide differentiated supports and rewards to 

teachers based on their performance, with at least 50 percent of teacher 

ratings based on how much teachers contribute to students’ academic 

progress over time.  

Why action is essential 

Teachers matter more for student learning than anything else schools do. And 

a meaningful teacher evaluation system is the bedrock of a strong, 

continuously improving teaching corps. Today, virtually all teachers receive 

some form of evaluation. But in practice, nearly 100 percent of them earn 

“satisfactory” ratings after minimal observation, and teachers rarely receive 

useful and timely feedback about what they can do to improve. As a result, the 

evaluations are largely meaningless. A January 2008 report by the Washington, 

DC-based Education Sector concluded: “A host of factors … have resulted in 

teacher evaluation systems throughout public education that are superficial, 

capricious, and often don’t even directly address the quality of instruction, 

much less measure students’ learning.” 

An important first step toward supporting teachers’ growth and development 

and ensuring all students have access to high-quality instruction is to develop 

fairer, more accurate, and more useful measures of teacher effectiveness that 

can be agreed to by teachers, school system leaders, and researchers.  

Tenure’s Impact 

“Currently, tenure 
policies do not play a 
role in ensuring that 
all students have 
access to effective 
teachers. Rather, they 
reinforce the chances 
that students in high-
poverty schools will be 
assigned chronically 
ineffective teachers.” 

 — Teacher Turnover, 
Tenure Policies, and 
the Distribution of 
Teacher Quality: Can 
High-Poverty Schools 
Catch a Break? Center 
for American 
Progress, December 
2008  
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What governors and state chiefs should do 

States should focus on creating the architecture to support meaningful teacher 

evaluations but leave it to districts and school leaders to ultimately evaluate 

teachers. Specifically, states should: 

 Require district-level teacher evaluations to meet minimum standards. 

This should include basing the majority of teachers’ evaluations on 
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student learning gains over time, identifying a rubric of effective teaching 

practices, and providing teachers with more fine-grained feedback than 

“satisfactory” or “unsatisfactory.”  

 Require districts to report the distribution of teachers across each 

ratings category. 

 Require that tenure and retention decisions be tied to performance 

evaluations.  

 Coordinate cross-district training of principals and other school leaders 

in how to conduct and use high-quality teacher evaluations.  

 Use the system to identify the most and least effective teachers. The top 

performers should serve as models and be compensated accordingly, 

while the bottom performers should receive targeted help. While current 

evaluation systems often place as many as 95 percent of teachers at the 

same performance level, the new systems should provide more 

differentiation, perhaps up to 20 percent of teachers at each level.  

 Provide incentives for the most effective teachers to teach in the 

schools where students need them most.  

What district superintendents should do  
 Districts must create fairer, more accurate, and more useful teacher 

evaluation systems, developed with teachers and their unions. The 

evaluations should comprise four elements: a description of what good 

teaching looks like (codified in an evaluation “instrument”), a measure of 

how much the teacher has contributed to student learning over time, a 

regular evaluation process during which teachers are observed and 

receive specific advice about what to improve and how, and meaningful 

follow-up in the form of targeted professional development and support. 

An accurate and useful evaluation system can provide the foundation for 

promoting effective teachers, helping more teachers to improve, and 

dismissing teachers whose practice does not improve even with support. 

All teachers deserve the opportunity to receive meaningful, ongoing 

feedback so they can improve in their profession. The days of the once-a- 

year, quick classroom visit must end. 

 Reform their district’s transfer and seniority policies. Districts also can 

ensure that schools serving large proportions of low-income students and 

students of color have equitable access to effective teachers by working 

with their unions to protect these schools from being forced to hire 

It’s Already Happening 

A report from the 
nonprofit Education 
Sector finds that a few 
school systems and 
programs are using 
Charlotte Danielson’s 
system of teaching 
standards and rubrics, 
or others like it, to more 
objectively measure 
teacher effectiveness. 
Among them:  

– The Teacher 
Advancement Program 
(in 180 schools with 
60,000 students); 

– Connecticut’s 
Beginning Educator 
Support and Training 
Program;  

– The Cincinnati and 
Toledo, OH, teacher 
evaluation models; and  

– The National Board for 
Professional Teaching 
Standards, which offers 
advanced certification 
to experienced teachers 
on a voluntary basis.  

— Rush to Judgment: 
Teacher Evaluation in 
Public Education, 
Education Sector, 
January 2008  
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teachers based solely on seniority or to accept teachers whom they don’t 

want to transfer into the school.  

 Create a meaningful “baseline” of teacher performance. An outside 

provider could evaluate a subsection of a district’s teachers against a 

meaningful standard. Principals could participate in this review to learn 

how to conduct meaningful evaluations themselves. 

 Train teachers in the new system. Strong communication with teachers, 

teachers unions, and school leaders is essential to reinforce that the 

primary purpose of the new evaluation approach is to support teachers’ 

professional growth rather than to punish. 

 Revamp professional development. Pay for “release time” for new 

teachers to focus on growth opportunities identified in the evaluations, 

and for “master teachers” to support them through individual coaching 

and classroom feedback. 

Again, rather than trying to build such systems independently, states and 

districts should look for opportunities to collaborate and be more efficient in 

developing these new approaches to evaluation and training. 

The benefits 

Meaningful teacher evaluations will provide benefits at all levels of the K–12 

public system. Students and parents will gain from the improved effectiveness 

of their teachers and can be more confident that truly ineffective teachers will 

not remain in the classroom.  

Teachers will gain enormously from the targeted support and professional 

growth opportunities provided by such a system. They will be rewarded and 

compensated for excellence; districts can target their funds to pay their most 

effective teachers more. They will be supported to improve, based on a system 

that is fairer, more objective, and more transparent. Good teachers, more than 

anyone, want to work alongside equally committed and effective colleagues.  

School leaders will benefit from having a systematic way of tracking and 

supporting each teacher and placing teachers where they are needed most 

across grades and classrooms.  

Districts will gain new knowledge about how to recruit, develop, and reward 

talent and how to create incentives for their best teachers to remain in the 

profession and teach where they are needed most. States will benefit as the 

It’s Already Happening 

Chicago and Houston 
are among the districts 
that follow the principle 
of “mutual consent” in 
placing teachers, which 
means a teacher and 
school must both agree 
to a match in all cases. 
This has eliminated the 
process of “bumping,” 
in which senior teachers 
who have lost jobs at 
one school are “slotted” 
into a vacancy at 
another school, 
displacing a less senior 
teacher who may be 
more effective. 

 — The New Teacher 
Project 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
(NC), one of the highest-
performing urban 
systems in the country, 
now makes layoffs in 
Title I schools based on 
performance, not 
seniority. 

 — The New Teacher 
Project 
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overall teaching corps continuously improves. And the overall education system 

will benefit as meaningful teacher evaluations reinforce the effective use of data 

to improve instruction and guide decisionmaking. 
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PRIORITY 4: TURN AROUND LOW-
PERFORMING SCHOOLS 

The big idea 

By January 2012, every state will have begun a more focused and rigorous 

effort to close and turn around 5 percent of its worst-performing schools. By 

2012, at least 500 of these schools nationwide will have been replaced with 

new, higher-performing schools that have dramatically different conditions and 

governance structures. Every state also will have created a mechanism to close 

its lowest-performing 5 percent of schools and reopen them as places of real 

learning rather than despair. In addition, every state will have begun an effort 

to replicate its best schools, including eliminating caps and other barriers for 

high-performing public charter schools and making free facilities available to 

charter schools and other education providers with a demonstrated track 

record of success.  

Why action is essential 

President Obama and Secretary Duncan have made it a priority to turn around 

the lowest-performing schools as part of the recovery package. As they have so 

powerfully noted, nearly 5,000 schools (or about 5 percent of all U.S. public 

schools) are now in at least Program Improvement 5 status, meaning they have 

failed to meet even the minimum objectives for achievement and improvement 

over at least five years. We are not talking about schools that have failed to 

make Adequate Yearly Progress for one or two student groups in one or two 

grades or subjects. Rather, our focus is on schools that year after year have 

denied the vast majority of their most vulnerable students a fair shot at 

success. Continuing this level of neglect is morally unconscionable, and we 

must provide a new start for these students. 

Under current law, schools in Program Improvement 5 status have been 

required to develop a corrective action plan with their district that is approved 

by the state. To date, the vast majority of districts and states have chosen the 

path of least resistance — instituting a new curriculum, bringing in outside 

experts, changing the principal, or developing a new program. But these 

minimal efforts have been far more about preserving the status quo than 

making the changes necessary to create meaningful opportunities for students. 

The Turnaround 
Challenge 

“Despite steadily 
increasing urgency 
about the nation’s 
lowest-performing 
schools — those in the 
bottom 5 percent — 
efforts to turn these 
schools around have 
largely failed. Marginal 
change has led to 
marginal (or no) 
improvement.” 

— The Turnaround 
Challenge, Mass Insight 
Education & Research 
Institute, 2007 
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The children in these schools deserve much better. Moreover, the track record 

of high-performing schools serving high-poverty students, such as the 

Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), Uncommon Schools, Yes Prep, Green Dot 

Public Schools, and Aspire, as well as other high-poverty/high-performing 

traditional public schools such as the Education Trust’s “Dispelling the Myth” 

award-winners, demonstrate what is possible. The infusion of ARRA funds 

provides the chance to focus substantial resources to begin to dramatically 

transform these 5,000 schools — and, in the process, prove that all children 

can learn at high levels even under the most challenging conditions, with the 

right leadership, faculty, know-how, and culture.  

States Opt for Easiest Restructuring Options 

Percentage of schools choosing options other than replacing staff, contracting with 

outside organizations, reopening as a charter, or state takeover, 2006–07  

*Percentages in Maryland and Ohio include non-Title I schools as well as Title I schools; these 

states require both types of schools to implement restructuring. 

Source: Center on Education Policy 

What governors and state chiefs should do 

Bold, dramatic, comprehensive, immediate change is needed in these schools 

for these students. States need to: 

 Aggressively close poor-performing schools and replace them with new 

high-performing schools. States must be much more proactive in this 

area by refusing to allow chronically underperforming schools to continue 

operating indefinitely. They should identify, close, and replace at least 10 

schools in Program Improvement 5 status each year. Depending on the 

state, implementation may require coordination among the governor, 

state chief, and/or state board.  

It’s Already Happening  

The Recovery School 
District (RSD) is a 
special school district 
administered by the 
Louisiana Department 
of Education. Created 
by legislation passed in 
2003, the RSD is 
designed to take the 
state’s lowest-
performing schools and 
transform them into 
successful places for 
children to learn. 
Students in these 
schools benefit from an 
extended school day, a 
managed curriculum to 
ensure that students are 
taught to grade-level 
standards, and a 
sweeping classroom 
modernization program.  

Initial results from the 
first set of RSD schools 
in New Orleans have 
been promising: 4th and 
8th graders in the RSD 
schools posted bigger 
gains in several 
categories of state tests 
this past year than their 
peers statewide, a first 
for New Orleans 
students. 
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 Change the conditions to help the new turnaround schools best serve 

students — combining autonomy with accountability. Use existing 

takeover laws to change the conditions under which the new schools 

operate. These replacement schools would either be public charter 

schools or other schools with the same level of flexibility, autonomy, and 

accountability. Specifically, local school leaders must have authority over 

who teaches in their building, how they spend resources, and how they 

structure the school day and year. This will require states to free these 

schools from the majority of state codes and restrictive provisions in 

union contracts. In return for this autonomy, states must hold these new 

schools accountable for results through transparent performance 

contracts that spell out expected student achievement gains. This level of 

transformation is fundamentally different from previous state takeovers, 

which changed governance but not the operating conditions of schools; 

this time, states need to change both by providing flexibility and holding 

people accountable for results.  

 Create options for successful innovation. Invite school districts or high-

performing public charter organizations to develop these new schools in 

local “Turnaround Zones.” In addition, consider creating a separate 

statewide “Governor’s District,” similar to the Recovery School District in 

Louisiana, to take over and transform the state’s lowest-performing 

schools. In cities with heavy concentrations of failed schools, states also 

may want to develop a contract with the mayor to assume management 

responsibility for the new schools. States could coordinate with other 

state agencies to focus efforts in these zones beyond education, including 

economic development, health, and law enforcement.  

 Eliminate statewide caps and reduce barriers. Given the magnitude of 

the need, scale is essential. States should eliminate the barriers for 

proven high-quality school operators, including public charter schools. 

States should lift the cap on public charters, give them free access to 

facilities, and/or provide planning and transition funding for the new 

school. To help ensure a sufficient supply of well-qualified educators for 

these turnaround schools, states should expand high-quality, alternative 

certification efforts. Finally, states should provide financial and other 

incentives for the best operators to expand and serve more students. For 

instance, states could aggregate school improvement and other funds to 

encourage high-quality schools to replace the schools being closed. 

 Be transparent with results. Identify and make publicly available the list 

of all schools that are in Program Improvement 5 status, as well as 

It’s Already Happening  

Chicago and New York 
City are among the big-
city districts that have 
used mayoral control 
and strong 
accountability systems 
to drive needed 
changes.  

New York, for instance, 
has closed more than 
80 chronically low-
performing schools and 
replaced them with 
more than 350 new 
small schools. As of the 
2007–08 school year, 
all of the city’s 1,500 
schools have vastly 
expanded flexibility over 
staffing, budgets, and 
program. 

Chicago is totally 
reconstituting eight of 
its worst schools, and 
139 schools have 
varying levels of 
autonomy in exchange 
for greater 
accountability. Students 
in these schools are 
gaining academically at 
nearly twice the rate of 
the school system 
average.  
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districts where at least one-third of their schools are in this category. 

Closely study the new schools’ results over time, encourage the further 

expansion of successful models, and continue to close those that are not 

getting adequate results.  

What district superintendents should do 

Although states can and should take the lead in creating the conditions for new 

turnaround schools to operate, it will be up to local districts to take advantage 

of the increased flexibility. 

 Close the lowest-performing schools and apply for waivers to open new 

ones. Districts must be proactive in closing the lowest-performing schools 

and seek to develop new, high-performing schools in their place. Districts 

should work with outside organizations to develop and operate new 

schools, including new charter schools to serve students in impacted 

neighborhoods. Several districts, including Chicago, New York City, and 

New Orleans, have created public/private partnerships with nonprofit 

organizations to help launch many successful new schools. 

 Ensure maximum flexibility, accountability, and transparency. Ensure 

that the new schools have control over their staffing, budgets, and time. 

This may require revising local union agreements. To ensure 

accountability, districts should develop transparent performance 

contracts for schools in the Turnaround Zone and provide more complete 

pre- and post-test results of all their students. And they should publicly 

post results of both the low-performing schools as well as those that 

replace them.  

 Provide the necessary supports. New schools operating in Turnaround 

Zones will require support from the central office to secure facilities, 

identify and support new leadership, clarify enrollment options for 

parents and students, revise funding allocations so that resources “follow 

the student,” provide transition funding, and facilitate the sharing of 

space among multiple schools in the same building. For instance, New 

York City has an Office of Portfolio Development and Chicago an Office of 

Autonomous Schools to handle functions such as these. Districts should 

consider aggregating a portion of the one-time recovery funds to help 

launch these new schools. 

It’s Already Happening  

In 2007, the Los 
Angeles Unified School 
District turned over 
Locke High School to 
Green Dot Public 
Schools in response to a 
petition by teachers. 
The charter school 
operator has since 
transformed the once-
failing school into six 
small college 
preparatory schools. 
Although no test score 
and graduation data are 
yet available, the six 
new schools have seen 
significant 
improvements in 
discipline, attendance, 
and student 
engagement.  

Overall, the city’s 18 
Green Dot schools have 
significantly 
outperformed state and 
local averages on 
measures such as high 
school graduation, the 
state’s Academic 
Performance Index, and 
rankings among schools 
with comparable 
student demographics.  
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The benefits 

Students will have high-quality educational choices, no longer stuck in schools 

that have demonstrably failed them for many years. 

Teachers and principals will have professional work environments, freed of the 

red tape and bureaucratic rules that tend to stifle innovation and excellence.  

States will have a structure and process for systematically closing their lowest- 

performing schools and opening new schools with a track record of success. 

The very act of closing the worst schools and requiring new schools to prove 

the success of their models will send a strong signal that policymakers and 

state and district leaders are serious about accountability and results.  

High-performing public charter schools will receive resources to expand and 

serve more students, as long as they continue to demonstrate strong student 

results.  
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PRIORITY 5: HELP STRUGGLING 
STUDENTS 

The big idea 

By January 2012, the lowest-performing students in each state will receive 

additional help to accelerate their learning. These students, who are at least 

two years below grade level in reading, writing, and mathematics, cannot 

afford to wait for the more systemic, longer-term changes described in the 

previous sections. They have been neglected for too long. While the recovery 

funds are designed in large part to stabilize the adult workforce, it is equally if 

not more important to strengthen and stabilize quality learning environments 

for our neediest youth. They deserve an immediate boost.  

Why action is essential 

Despite some islands of excellence and gains in some subjects and grade 

levels, achievement gaps among children of different races and classes remain 

huge and tend to grow with additional years of schooling. For example, white 

students in the 12th grade are, on average, four years ahead of their African-

American peers. Barely half of African-American and Latino students graduate 

from high school, compared to 78 percent of their white counterparts. Less 

than 10 percent of the incoming freshmen at the most selective colleges come 

from families in the lower half of income earnings.  

We know, however, that good teaching can overcome these challenges. In 

Dallas, for instance, students who had three consecutive years of effective 

teachers improved their mathematics test scores by 21 points. And four years 

in a row with a top-quartile teacher is enough to close the African-American–

white test score gap. The achievement gap, in reality, is an opportunity gap 

that must be closed.  

It’s Already Happening 

Tennessee is reviewing 
the distribution of 
teachers in six urban 
districts by qualification 
and experience level, as 
well as the distribution 
of effective teachers, 
using data generated 
from the state’s “value 
added” longitudinal 
data system. 

A key tenet of the 
Knowledge Is Power 
Program (KIPP), one of 
the most successful 
public middle school 
programs in the 
country, is more and 
better use of time in 
school. The students in 
KIPP’s 66 schools 
spend 60 percent more 
time in school than their 
counterparts in 
traditional schools. 
Achievement First, the 
successful 15-school 
network, has added 50 
more days to its school 
year.  
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What governors and state chiefs should do 

All students, including the lowest-performing, will benefit from the actions 

described in the previous sections, which address the U.S. Department of 

Education’s “four assurances” required for states to receive additional State 

Fiscal Stabilization Fund dollars. 

States can use these one-time funds to provide the students who are farthest 

behind with more targeted and immediate assistance. They cannot afford to 

wait for all the systemic changes to take effect. States need to find ways to use 

the recovery funds to pair the highest-performing teachers with the lowest-

performing students and provide these students with more time to meet high 

standards as soon as possible. Specifically, states should:  

 Expand learning opportunities for our highest-need students through a 

longer school day and year. For example, Massachusetts’ Expanded 

Learning Time initiative has helped many low-performing schools meet 

their targets under the federal No Child Left Behind Act by extending 

learning at least 300 hours for more than 13,500 students.  

 Create a mechanism for districts to establish a “9th grade teaching 

corps” that provides significant financial incentives to the most effective 

teachers to work in 9th grade in Title I schools. One of the most effective 

ways to raise high school graduation rates is to improve the transition 
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from 8th to 9th grade. The best teachers, however, now tend to teach 

12th grade, electives, and honors courses, often leaving the least effective 

teachers with the students who need them most.  

 Provide incentives for effective teachers to teach in high-need schools. 

Studies show that even using proxy measures of teacher quality, students 

in schools with high concentrations of low-income students and students 

of color typically have more inexperienced teachers who are less likely to 

have a major or minor in the subjects they teach than teachers in low-

need schools. States should work with districts to use the one-time funds 

to provide incentives over a multiyear period to help ensure the neediest 

students are benefiting from the best teachers. 

 Use Open Educational Resources (OER) to create alternative pathways 

for students who are behind academically or have special needs. These 

digital instructional materials are distributed online. They include online 

courses and tools carrying a flexible license, such as Creative Commons, 

which permits sharing, downloading, adaptation, and redistribution. A 

one-time state investment to develop OER reduces both the cost of 

learning materials and the recurring costs of their maintenance or 

replacement. Some states already are using these tools as the basis for 

course-credit recovery programs, remediation, and acceleration, and a 

growing number of districts are using them for English language learners 

and students with learning disabilities.  

What district superintendents should do 
 Create a “learning stabilization” program that puts effective teachers 

with the best tools in front of the lowest-performing students for more 

learning time, including summer learning academies and extended days. 

Pittsburgh is beginning such a program this summer, focused on 

boosting middle school literacy. 

 Expand schoolwide learning opportunities for our highest-need students 

through a longer school day and year. If our most disadvantaged 

students are going to catch up and achieve at world-class levels, they 

need more time to get there. The KIPP schools are the best known of 

many good examples of schools that are providing students with a longer 

school day and year — and using the change to restructure how current 

learning time is used — and helping students catch up and, indeed, 

thrive.  

It’s Already Happening  

The Guilford County, 
NC, public schools have 
seen promising results 
from the first two years 
of an incentive-pay 
program (Mission 
Possible) that provides 
one-time recruitment 
incentives as large as 
$10,000 and 
performance bonuses 
ranging from $2,500 to 
$5,000 for effective 
teachers willing to work 
in the district’s lowest-
performing schools. 
Teacher and 
administrator turnover 
has decreased, the 
percentage of schools 
meeting their targets 
under the No Child Left 
Behind Act has 
increased, and teachers 
report more positive 
working conditions. Half 
of Mission Possible 
schools had larger 
increases on state tests 
than non-Mission 
Possible schools from 
2005–06 to 2006–07. 
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 Create a “9th grade teaching corps” that provides significant financial 

incentives to the most effective teachers to work in 9th grade in Title I 

schools. One of the most effective ways to raise high school graduation 

rates is to improve the transition from 8th to 9th grade. Districts must 

find ways to place the most effective teachers with the students who need 

them most.  

 Provide incentives for effective teachers to teach in high-need schools. 

Districts such as New York City are paying bonuses for the best teachers 

who move to low-income schools where their talents are needed the most. 

Other districts should do the same, using the one-time recovery funds to 

provide incentives over a multiyear period. 

 Increase the stability of the learning environment for the highest-need 

students. Districts can negotiate agreements that Title I schools do not 

have to accept involuntary transfers or lay off teachers based on seniority 

without regard to quality. Districts such as Chicago and Houston already 

have similar “anti-bumping” policies in place. 

 Create more flexible credit-recovery programs. Districts can enable 

students to participate in credit-recovery programs during the school day 

rather than after school or in the evenings. This may require forgoing 

some electives to ensure that students are back on track as fast as 

possible. An important first step is for districts to perform the kind of 

comprehensive audits of all high school student transcripts that 

Washington, DC, recently completed. 

 Measure the results. Districts should use internal and external 

evaluations to help develop these projects and measure their effects in 

real time. 

The benefits 

Students will benefit from expanded learning time with those who can help 

them the most: a district’s most effective teachers. Students will be able to 

catch up and get back on the path for success. 

Teachers will be recognized and rewarded for their expertise. 

Schools, districts, and states will be able to pilot key mechanisms for 

improving student learning and identify the most effective investments to 

increase student achievement.  
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CONCLUSION 
The $100 billion of ARRA recovery funds provide a once-in-a-generation 

opportunity for states and school districts to transform their policies and 

practices — and in the process, create the foundation for significant long-term 

learning gains for American students. We have no time to lose. Less than one-

third of U.S. 4th and 8th grade students are proficient in reading, and less than 

40 percent are proficient in mathematics, according to the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, “the nation’s report card.” Of equal 

concern, America’s international standing on many educational measures is 

mediocre and declining. 

With the recovery funds, innovations that have been proven to work in some 

states and some districts can now be scaled up significantly so that more 

students benefit from the great teaching and high-performing schools that 

open doors, create opportunities, and change lives.  

But transformation will happen only if state and district leaders are willing to 

take advantage of this investment opportunity. The forces of inertia are 

powerful. Many argue that it is impossible to save jobs and transform schools 

at the same time and that avoiding layoffs must be priority one.  

The same arguments have been made about the economy as a whole — that 

innovation is impossible in a downturn. President Obama has argued 

otherwise: 

“I know there are some who believe we can only handle one challenge at a time. 

They forget that Lincoln helped lay down the transcontinental railroad, passed 

the Homestead Act, and created the National Academy of Sciences in the midst 

of Civil War. Likewise, President Roosevelt didn’t have the luxury of choosing 

between ending a depression and fighting a war. President Kennedy didn’t have 

the luxury of choosing between civil rights and sending us to the moon. And we 

don’t have the luxury of choosing between getting our economy moving now and 

rebuilding it over the long term.” (President Barack Obama, Remarks to the 

United States Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, March 10, 2009) 

We couldn’t agree more and believe that his inspirational remarks about 

economic renewal apply just as forcefully to educational renewal. The time for 

bold action is now.  
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APPENDIX 

Key Funding Streams 

Our recommendations are made in the context of the guidance provided by the 

U.S. Department of Education to states and districts about what American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funds will be available and when, as 

well as the conditions attached to the spending. A summary follows. 

 

Funding Stream Dollars Timeline Requirements 

Stabilization Phase I $26.67 billion (67% of 
$39.8 billion 
designated for 
education) 

April 2009, but rolling 
based on application 
submission  

Governors must 
submit a basic 
application committing 
to state movement on 
assurances related to: 
college- and work-
ready standards, data 
systems, teacher 
effectiveness and 
distribution, enhanced 
assessments, and 
supports and 
interventions.  

Stabilization Phase II $13.134 billion 
(remaining 33% of 
$39.8 billion 
designated for 
education) 

Available between July 
1, 2009 and October 
1, 2009 

Governors must 
submit a second, more 
sophisticated 
application addressing 
state plans, with 
metrics, for addressing 
four mandatory 
“assurances” over 
time. The Phase II 
application will be 
peer reviewed.  
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Title 1, Part A $10 billion Half became available 
at the end of March 
2009; the remaining 
half will be available 
between July 1, 2009 
and October 1, 2009 

The Recovery Act does 
not create new 
requirements.  

IDEA, Part B Grants $11.3 billion Half became available 
at the end of March 
2009; the remaining 
half will be available 
between July 1, 2009 
and October 1, 2009 

The Recovery Act does 
not create new 
requirements.  

IDEA, Part B – 
Preschool Grants 

$400 million Half became available 
at the end of March 
2009; the remaining 
half will be available 
between July 1, 2009 
and October 1, 2009 

The Recovery Act does 
not create new 
requirements.  

IDEA, Part C $500 million Half became available 
at the end of March 
2009; the remaining 
half ($250 million) will 
be available between 
July 1, 2009 and 
October 1, 2009. 

The Recovery Act does 
not create new 
requirements.  

Race to the Top State 
Incentive Grants 

$4.35 billion  Round 1: Fall 2009; 
Round 2: Spring 2010 

Grants will be 
competitively awarded 
to SEAs, based on 
leading reforms 
related to the “four 
assurances,” with 
specific criteria and 
priorities to be 
determined. 
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Invest in What Works 
Local Innovation 
Funds 

$650 million Fall 2009 Grants will be 
competitively awarded 
to districts, school 
consortia, or 
partnerships with 
nonprofits, with a 
focus on raising 
student achievement 
and closing 
achievement gaps; 
specific criteria and 
priorities to be 
determined. 

Statewide Data 
Systems Funds 

$250 million Fall 2009 Grants will be 
competitively awarded 
based on the IES Data 
Systems Grants 
framework, with 
specific criteria and 
priorities to be 
determined. 

Title I School 
Improvement Grants 

$3 billion Fall 2009 Grants will be awarded 
by formula based on 
Title I-A, Section 
1003(g), but 
additional applications 
may be required. 

Teacher Incentive 
Funds 

$200 million Fall 2009 Grants will be 
competitively 
awarded, with specific 
criteria and priorities 
to be determined.  

    

 



Despite resources that are unmatched anywhere in the 

world, we’ve let our grades slip, our schools crumble, our 

teacher quality fall short, and other nations outpace us. Let 

me give you a few statistics. In 8th grade math, we’ve fallen 

to 9th place. Singapore’s middle schoolers outperform 

ours three to one. Just a third of our 13- and 14-year-olds 

can read as well as they should. And year after year, a 

stubborn gap persists between how well white students 

are doing compared to their African American and Latino 

classmates. The relative decline of American education 

is untenable for our economy, it’s unsustainable for our 

democracy, it’s unacceptable for our children — and we 

can’t afford to let it continue.

 

—	 President Barack Obama 

Remarks to the United States Hispanic Chamber 

of Commerce, March 10, 2009
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