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This Policy Toolkit provides facts, research, and policy options that can help answer those
questions. To create the Toolkit, we partnered with two of the most respected education
organizations in the country.

The National Institute for Excellence in Teaching (NIET) worked with us to develop Section 2 of
the Toolkit, “Effective Teachers in Every Classroom.” Founded in 2005, NIET was established
to ensure a highly skilled, motivated, and competitively compensated teacher for every
classroom in America. It promotes and supports the Teacher Advancement Program, which is
being implemented in nearly 200 schools across the United States.

Launched in 1999 by the Milken Family Foundation and now operated by NIET, TAP seeks to
restructure and revitalize the profession by creating an environment in which teachers and
students can thrive. It does so by offering educators sustained opportunities for career
advancement, ongoing school-based professional development, instructionally focused
accountability, and performance pay. TAP builds broad-based support among educators, union
leaders, policymakers, corporations, governments, foundations, and individuals to help close
achievement gaps and ensure a quality educational opportunity for all students.

Another organization, Massachusetts 2020, worked with us to develop Section 3 of the Toolkit,
“Expanded Time and Support for Learning.” Massachusetts 2020 pioneered the nation’s first
statewide effort to expand and redesign the public school day by adding at least 25 percent
more time for all students in a subset of schools. Its goal is to increase student achievement
and the acquisition of 21st century skills. The Expanded Learning Time Initiative (ELT) launched
in 2006-2007 with ten schools that enroll a total of nearly 5,000 students in five districts. It will
expand to a total of 19 schools in nine districts in 2007-2008, and is expected to grow over the
next few years to include 40 schools and 20,000 students. In partnership with the
Massachusetts Department of Education, Massachusetts 2020 has provided technical
assistance to districts and schools throughout the planning and implementation process, while
also leading the public policy, research and evaluation, and communications efforts to build
broad support and public financing for ELT schools.

In the fall of 2007, Massachusetts 2020 and the Rennie Center for Education Research and
Policy will launch a joint venture to develop and lead a national strategy to support states and
districts across the country in expanding learning time and opportunities for students in
traditional public schools. The leaders and staff of the joint venture will focus on: (1) providing
technical assistance to districts and states interested in exploring district-wide or statewide
expanded learning time initiatives; (2) leading a federal policy and legislative agenda in
partnership with the Center for American Progress to secure national demonstration funding and
other resources for districts and states; and (3) launching a national research agenda on time
and learning.

We anticipate that this Toolkit will be helpful to all national and state leaders who are working to
raise standards, promote effective teaching, and find ways to provide more time and support to
students. However, we urge the presidential candidates to consider this information carefully as
they craft proposals to improve K-12 education. Americans demand bold solutions and
strong national leadership on education. The future of America’s children—and the
nation they will inherit—depends on it.
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American Education Standards
Policy Options

Even though authority rests with states to set education standards, there are many ways a
president can exercise leadership to elevate standards across America. The next president can
incentivize, support, and inspire states to adopt or create more rigorous and consistent
standards without having to mandate them. The goal should be a vigorous national effort to
raise American standards, an effort that is sensitive to political realities but bold enough to
ensure results.

Following are options and decision points for crafting a proposal to raise education standards.
Nearly all serious proposals include two components: pathways for getting to higher, more
consistent standards plus a set of incentives to convince states to buy in. But there are many
ways to realize each of those components.

I. PATHWAYS: How will we raise standards? There are at least two options.

Option A: Commission an Independent Organization to Create Model Standards.
Commission a well-respected independent body to create a set of rigorous “model” standards
and/or assessments that states can voluntarily adopt or adapt. Examples of such organizations
include the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), the National Academies of Science,
the National Science Foundation, or even non-profit groups such as Achieve, Inc.

Option B: Commission a Consortium of States to Create Model Standards.
Designate or commission a consortium of states to create a set of model K-12 standards.

Key questions to answer in crafting such policies include:

1) What should the standards be based on or benchmarked to?

i) College readiness standards, i.e., the skills necessary to pass college placement
tests and/or do well in freshman courses, such as those identified in the American
Diploma Project (ADP) Benchmarks;

ii) Career- or workplace-readiness skills, such as those identified in the American
Diploma Project (ADP) Benchmarks;

iii) The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) frameworks or the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) frameworks;

iv) “World class” standards in other countries that have set high expectations and/or
perform especially well on international assessments of learning;

v) The most rigorous state standards; or
vi) Some combination of the above.

Attempts to establish “national standards” in the 1990s relied on groups of specialists in each
subject area to develop the standards. That led to a great deal of infighting about what should
be taught and an “everything but the kitchen sink” compromise that resulted in incoherent and
overstuffed standards no teacher could cover in one year.

A better approach would be to build on the success of the American Diploma Project and
benchmark standards to the real-world, college, and career demands students will face after
high school. Moreover, international benchmarking can ensure that standards provide students
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proficiency benchmarks on state assessments with the percentage who meet
proficiency benchmarks on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. In
June 2007, the Department of Education published a sophisticated analysis using
NAEP to compare proficiency benchmarks on state assessments across a common
scale.26

The Bottom Line

Table 1 provides a summary of possible elements to include in a plan for a national effort to
raise American education standards. Our view is that in addition to powerful incentives, the best
proposals also will include a clear pathway to creating a set of voluntary model standards that
are world-class and benchmarked to college- and career-readiness skills.

Table 1: Possible elements of a proposal to elevate American education standards
Pathways Incentives

1. Model standards developed by an
independent panel or organization

2. Model standards developed by a
consortium of states with assistance
from one or more organizations

3. Financial incentives
4. Legal flexibility
5. Public reporting (shame/praise)

Example 1: A proposal based on model standards created by an independent panel or
organization

Hold a national summit within the first 100 days of taking office to challenge the governors and
other state leaders to raise K-12 standards. Commission NAGB to create voluntary model
standards and assessments, benchmarked to international standards and college- and career-
readiness skills. Under this plan, states would have several options:

a) States that adopt the standards and assessments will receive $4 million to create
aligned instructional materials and conduct teacher training, or to fund other activities
based on their own needs and priorities, along with flexibility to set new timelines and
goals under No Child Left Behind.

b) States that choose not to adopt the standards and assessments can compete for
discretionary grants of up to $2 million. Working alone or as members of consortia, they
will use the grants to benchmark existing standards to the model standards and college-
and career-readiness skills. States may then submit revised standards and assessments
for evaluation against the model standards in order to be eligible for $3 million grants to
create aligned instructional materials and conduct teacher training. They also may
establish new timelines and goals under NCLB.

c) After two years, the Secretary of Education will publish an annual report showing the
expectation gaps between state standards and the model standards, and between state
assessment benchmarks and the NAEP assessment benchmarks, highlighting states
with the largest gaps.



Strong American Schools, a project of Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, is a nonpartisan campaign supported
by The Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation promoting sound education
policies for all Americans. SAS does not support or oppose any candidate for public office and does not take
positions on legislation.

13

Example 2: A proposal based on model standards created by a consortium of states

Hold a national summit within the first 100 days of taking office to challenge the governors and
other state leaders to raise K-12 standards. Designate a consortium of states, with support from
one or more non-profit organizations, to create voluntary model standards benchmarked to
international standards and college- and career-readiness skills. The consortium should use as
a starting point the college- and workplace-skills readiness benchmarks developed by the
American Diploma Project (ADP), which are already used as a benchmarking tool by the 30
states in the ADP Network. In addition:

a) Each state in the consortium will apply for certification that its standards meet or
exceed the expectations laid out in the model standards. States that obtain certification
are eligible for $4 million grants to create aligned instructional materials and conduct
teacher training, or to fund other activities based on their own needs and priorities, along
with flexibility to set new timelines and goals under No Child Left Behind.

b) States outside the original consortium may submit their standards for certification to
become eligible for the same funding and flexibility described above.

c) States whose standards need substantial revision can apply for a one-time grant of $2
million over two years to work on aligning their standards to the model standards. These
states must agree to submit their revised standards for certification that they
substantially meet the expectations in the consortium’s model standards. States that
obtain certification are eligible for $3 million grants to create aligned instructional
materials and conduct teacher training, or to fund other activities based on their own
needs and priorities, along with flexibility to set new timelines and goals under No Child
Left Behind.

c) Provide grants for states that have received certification to work together to develop
common assessments (or a core of common test elements) and to improve the quality of
their assessments.

d) After two years, the Secretary of Education will publish an annual report showing the
expectation gaps between state standards and the model standards, and between state
assessment benchmarks and the NAEP assessment benchmarks, highlighting states
with the largest gaps.
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Table 2: Summary of Existing Proposals

Bill or Proposal Pathways for
Raising Standards

Incentives for States
to Raise Standards

S. 224 “SPEAK Act” Voluntary American standards in
math and science developed by
NAGB.

States that adopt the standards would
receive $4 million over four years, a
portion of which must be used to align
state assessments with the American
standards and with NAEP.

Aspen Institute’s
Commission on No
Child Left Behind

Voluntary standards and
assessments in math, science, and
reading developed by a distinguished
panel including NAGB.

The Department of Education would
publish periodic reports comparing
the rigor of state standards and
assessments with the voluntary
national standards and assessments.

S. 164 “SUCCESS
Act”

After each NAEP release, the
Department of Education would issue
a report comparing state vs. NAEP
scores, ranking the states by the size
of the gaps, and identifying states
with “significant discrepancies.” After
five years, the Department of
Education would report whether
states have raised standards.

Thomas B. Fordham
Foundation

Voluntary standards, assessments,
and aligned version of AYP, created
by NAGB and based on NAEP
frameworks as well as top states like
MA, CA, IN.

States that adopt the standards would
receive waivers for most federal
education regulations.

S. 757 “National
Mathematics and
Science Consistency
Act”

“Voluntary national expectations for
science and math education” along
with promising practices and
classroom assessment items,
developed by the National Academies
of Science.

States that apply would receive
formula grants pegged to the relative
size of their K-12 enrollments—out of
a total of $100M over fiscal years
2008-12—for instructional materials,
hiring state agency staff, and teacher
training.

Education Trust States that obtain certification from 1)
higher education and business groups
that their 11th grade assessments are
aligned with college- and career-
readiness standards and 2) a federal
review panel that their assessments
in grades 3-11 are appropriately
aligned would receive permission to
re-start the NCLB 12-year timeline
and set lower targets of 80 percent
“proficient” and 95 percent “basic.”

“All Students Can
Achieve Act”

Voluntary American standards and
assessments in reading or language
arts, math, and science based on
NAEP frameworks and aligned with
college- and workplace-readiness
skills. States could adopt the
standards, align their own standards
and assessments to them, or do
neither.

The Department of Education would
report annually on the gaps between
state standards and assessments and
the voluntary American standards.


