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The following is a summary of:

Session 332 – What States Are Doing – and Not Doing but Should Be Doing – in High School Reform

Presenters:

Michael Cohen
President, Achieve, Inc.

Tim Pawlenty
Governor, Minnesota; ECS Commissioner; member, ECS Steering Committee

Stefanie Sanford
Senior policy officer for education, The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

David P. Sokola
Chairman, senate education committee, Delaware; member, ECS Steering Committee, ECS commissioner, ECS vice chairman and ECS Executive Committee

The presenters were asked to address each of three questions: (1) What are states doing? (2) What are states not doing that they should be doing? and (3) What should they be doing now?

What are states doing?

Governor Pawlenty opened the session by identifying two signs indicating the need for high school reform – the relatively flat performance of 12th graders in recent years on the National Assessment of Educational Progress in relation to the improvement of students in the elementary and middle grades, and the unacceptably high dropout rate of 30%, noting that those who drop out are much more likely of being in the criminal justice system, of being a ward of the state (having to receive welfare, social services, and so on). The governor noted that high school graduation should be perceived as a minimal stop on a longer journey, not the end of a young person’s educational career.

The governor went on to note the actions Minnesota is taking to improve high schools. In 2003, shortly after his election, Pawlenty successfully encouraged the legislature to do away with the so-called Profiles of Learning, the state’s proficiency-based graduation requirements, and to implement new standards and graduation requirements based on Carnegie units. He added that in the 1980s, the state implemented the Postsecondary Enrollment Options (PSEO) program, the first dual enrollment program in the nation, to help ensure schools have a robust set of offerings to keep students engaged and on task, especially during their final years of high school. STEM – science, technology, engineering and math – is another area of high school reform in Minnesota. In the future, students will need to take physics or chemistry to graduate from high school. Minnesota has also done away with the 8th-grade basic skills test used as the state’s exit exam, replacing this test with the MCA-II. The state’s “Get Ready, Get Credit” program includes multiple components allowing students to measure their college readiness and earn college credit while still in high school. One part of the program provides funds for districts to offer students the EPAS exams – the EXPLORE in grade 8 or 9, the PLAN in grade 10, and the ACT in grade 11 – allowing students to be screened for readiness for high school and college as early as grade 8. The program likewise offers students the opportunity to take the CLEP test, and requires colleges to recognize successful passage of the test for college credit. The program offers districts money to provide Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB) coursework to more students, and to pay for AP exam fees. Minnesota additionally has a pilot program allowing one or more districts to convert their curriculum to AP or pre-AP course offerings, with the governor expressing his hope that the program might go statewide or become deeply embedded in more districts.

Stefanie Sanford, in her opening comments, related that when Bill Gates used the term “obsolete” to describe the current status of the American high school at the February 2005 National Governors Association meeting on high school reform, he and his staff initially thought about a lot of other terms that might aptly describe the situation. But, she noted, Gates felt “obsolete” described the condition of our high schools best because high schools as we have them today were designed for the needs of another time. According to Sanford, 35-38% of high school graduates are now college-ready – a great success for an institution designed to have 20% of high school grads college-ready, but, she added, the needs of the future economy require a much greater number of young people graduating high school who are ready for postsecondary education.

Sanford identified five key areas of current state thinking and activity around high school reform: 

1. An increased understanding that the needs of our democracy and economy are changing, and that high school preparation is an important component of that. Sanford noted that new research suggests that college-ready and work-ready are really the same thing. 

2. An increased understanding that most students need to go on to college. Sanford remarked that when the need for more students to attend college arises in conversation, inevitably people say, “Well not everybody needs to go to Harvard.” However, she noted, high school is not something to “get through” but something to prepare you for what comes next. 

3. A blurring of the lines between secondary and postsecondary. Sanford remarked that this movement is taking place on a variety of fronts, from AP and dual enrollment to early and middle colleges, which allow students in as early as grade 9 to simultaneously complete high school and postsecondary credit and work toward an associate’s degree or industry certification. 

4. A huge demand for improvements in math and science education, due to pressures from India and China’s preparation of engineers. States, Sanford observed, are beefing up the rigor of math and science offerings. This is difficult to do, she added, because states are already suffering from a shortage of adequately prepared teachers in these areas. 

5. Greater rigor around measurements. The graduation rate has been notoriously “slippery,” Sanford commented, with states calculating graduation rates in a number of ways, some less accurate than others. She noted that some states calculate graduation rates by comparing the number of students who start grade 12 against the number of students who complete the grade at the end of the year, clearly not counting those students who dropped out in earlier grades.

Michael Cohen explained that the organization he heads, Achieve, Inc., has, since its founding in 1996, concentrated its efforts on measuring and evaluating the quality of state standards. In the last few years, however, through the American Diploma Project (ADP) housed within Achieve, the organization has been able to focus its efforts on high school issues. Cohen noted that the organization began a study several years ago on what skills high school graduates need for success after high school, regardless of whether they go on to postsecondary education or the workforce. The study also asked states if they truly expect all students to be ready for college after high school – and the answer was no. Six months ago, Achieve released a survey on the progress states have made on four areas of high school reform since the February 2005 NGA summit. Cohen reported that 45 states are acting on some part of the 2005 summit action agenda, adding that most states are in the process of implementing efforts but haven’t finalized their reform efforts yet. Cohen summarized the findings around each of the 4 areas of the Feb. 2006 report:

1. Aligning high school standards with real-world expectations

2. Aligning high school graduation requirements with college and workplace expectations

3. Aligning high school and postsecondary assessments

4. Holding high schools and postsecondary institutions accountable for student success.

Cohen noted, for example, that 35-40 states are in the process of building longitudinal data systems to track students through the system, from the early grades through college. 

What are states not doing that they should be doing? 

Governor Pawlenty opined that states are not being blunt about the nature of the problem. He feels the U.S. has a cultural problem – that is, a bad cultural attitude regarding challenge and disadvantage. He observed that where families are together, the schools are doing well, and that where families have unraveled, the schools are doing not so well. He also expressed his view that parental engagement and involvement are key in a student’s education. The governor added that, while part of the problem lies in the fact that “We can’t legislate good parenting,” states can do more to involve parents in their children’s schooling. 

The governor likewise noted that states need to do more to address the effectiveness and experience of teachers. He recommended that all attendees read the 1996 report by the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, which lists five things schools – including high schools – need to do to improve teaching. Pawlenty added that states need to be blunt about how the current teacher preparation system isn’t working, observing that states are currently reluctant to do so, and that “the establishment” has responded to most recommendations in the report with point-by-point resistance. Pawlenty clarified that this resistance comes from well-intentioned people, but that states cannot be the guardians of the status quo. He observed that many indicators of challenge and need in the education system haven’t changed in 20 years, because too many people are guardians of the status quo. “We are not being blunt enough about the elements of the problem and not bold enough to fix it.” To fix the problem, the governor offered, stakeholders within states need to work together to ease anxieties about change, and the sense of urgency for the urgency of reform needs to be elevated.

Due to a full schedule, the governor had to leave the session following these remarks and a short question-and-answer session.

Stefanie Sanford proposed that what states are not doing is maximizing the use of data. She observed that state data systems are improving, but that education hasn’t seen the productivity gains that business has seen through the use of technology. Technology, she added, can also deliver remedial supports to the students who need them when they need them, noting that technology is being used to provide remediation in a piecemeal manner in some states and districts, but not in a widespread way. Sanford suggested that a second area states are not looking at in high school reform is the third “R” of rigor, relevance and relationships, noting that policymakers are “all over” rigor and relevance, but get “squeamish” when it comes to talking about relationships. She suggested individual graduation plans as a way of bringing relationships into the high school experience, adding that 8th grade assessments can serve as a tool to populate each student’s individual graduation plan. A third area of high school reform in which states need to expand their activity, according to Sanford, is building capacity for turning around low-performing schools. States are struggling with what to do – state education agencies (SEAs), for example, don’t know how to take over a school. A fourth area states need to consider, said Sanford, is higher education, by making higher ed an accountable partner in high school reform. “Let’s get higher ed to the table,” proposed Sanford, to be more transparent about what students need to know and be able to do once they enter college. Lastly, Sanford proposed, states need to think out of the box about human capital, in this case teacher recruitment, preparation, professional development and retention. States need to ask the following questions: What do teacher preparation systems need to do differently for teachers to have the skills and knowledge to do their job? What do the rewards system and career path for teachers need to look like to get the right people in teaching positions?

What should states be doing now?

Michael Cohen expressed his view that the high school reform movement is in fact a piece of the standards movement which has been part of education reform efforts for some time. He observed that what states are not doing now is the same thing states weren’t doing in the mid-1980s, when the standards movement began. He added that in the 1980s, NGA put out “Time for Results,” which proposed a horse trade between states and schools: “We’ll give you more freedom and hold you accountable for the results.” Cohen suggested that the situation of education reform would be better today if the horse trade had been: “We’ll give you the tools and the capacity to get the job done and hold you accountable for the results.” He added that in spite of the standards movement, states are still local control in a lot of ways. Cohen continued that data systems and capacity to intervene in low-performing schools should be part of what states are doing, but that implementing such reforms requires huge will and political capacity at the state level. He also observed that states haven’t done a great deal to improve the high school graduation rate, and that establishing a solid method of calculating the graduation rate is an important first step. To improve the graduation rate, says Cohen, states can help districts build data systems that include early warning indicators of students at risk of dropping out. He noted that a greater state focus on the transition to and from middle school could potentially also improve states’ graduation rates – a drop in attendance and grades in the middle grades are signs that a student is likely to drop out. Cohen likewise referenced the recent research on the pivotal nature of grade nine. The research suggests that a key indicator of whether a student will drop out is if the student did not have enough credits at the end of 9th grade to continue to 10th grade. Cohen proposed that states should also consider in their high school reform efforts alternative education programs – how they are financed, for example – noting that such programs are critical to improving dropout recovery. According to Cohen, schools also need incentives to take on the most challenged students, such as those who are 18 and have 10 credits. The federal accountability system currently creates a disincentive for schools to serve these students, so addressing this issue requires fine-tuning our existing accountability system. 

Stefanie Sanford expressed her agreement with all of Cohen’s suggestions, and expressed her belief in the importance of the right sequencing in getting things done. She suggested that states go about their high school reform efforts in the following steps:

1. Get the measurements right (graduation rates, graduation requirements, etc.)

2. Create quality data systems, so that states can evaluate what’s working

3. Create clear and aligned college ready standards, assessment and professional development; states at this point need to figure out the “how” since they’ve now figured out the “what”

4. Improve human capital – once states have these other pieces in place, they can better target what the human capital needs are

5. Address the relationship between higher ed. and high schools. 

One of the problems, Sanford observed, is the way in which states have conceptualized college access. In the past, there’s been no pressure on the high schools when kids go to college and need remediation – and that needs to change.
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