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in the American public school system owes to a 
vast increase in the number of public school em-
ployees per pupil. Data on school staffing and 
student performance from the National Center 
on Education Statistics illustrate the phenome-
non in Figure 2.

The most striking thing about the change in 
staffing ratios shown in Figure 3 has been the tru-
ly mind-boggling increase in the number of non-
teachers in the American public school system. 
In 1950, teachers outnumbered non-teachers by 

more than 3-to-1. In 2007, non-teaching employ-
ees had nearly closed the gap with teachers in the 
public school system, despite a vast increase in 
the number of teachers.

American schools have unremarkable teach-
er-to-pupil ratios when compared to other OECD 
nations. Several OECD nations get better PISA 
scores with higher pupil-per-teacher ratios (most 
notably South Korea) but are near OECD averages 
for both primary and secondary education.

This vast increase in spending and staffing 
may have been worthwhile had it resulted in 
vastly improved student learning in American 
schools. Sadly, this didn’t happen.

During the period of 1973-2008, we saw only 
very small academic gains for students. Figure 4 
is the National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress (NAEP) long-term Mathematics trend data. 
Notice that 17-year-olds—students at the cusp 
of graduation—show a two-point gain on a 500 
scale point test since 1973. This minuscule gain 
comes despite a vast increase in spending and 
staffing. The NAEP shows similarly small gains 
for 17-year-old students in reading. 

The data make it abundantly clear why Amer-
ican schools spend on the high side in relation 
to other nations in Figure 1. We have vastly 

Figure 3 | Teachers and Non-Teachers in the 
American Public School System, 1950 and 2007  
(Source: Digest of Education Statistics)

���� ����

���������

���������

�������

���������

�������� �
����������
���� ����

Figure 4 | Long-Term Trend NAEP Math Scores, 1973-2008  
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increased the amount of spending and staffing 
per pupil—especially among non-teachers. We 
sit on the low end in terms of achievement be-
cause this vast increase in staffing did not result 
in strong levels of academic growth for the nation 
as a whole.

Financial statistics from the OECD, however, 
put America’s Baumol experience into perspec-
tive: Teacher salary spending per student in the 
United States is remarkably close to the OECD 
average. America’s total cost per student, howev-
er, is firmly on the far upper end of the OECD 
scale, behind only tiny Luxembourg. Although a 
number of reasons doubtlessly contribute to this 
explanation, Figure 3 points straight to the ele-
phant in the room: the vast increase in non-teach-
ing staff in the American public school system.xlix

Why did this happen? The complete answer to 
that lies outside the scope of this book, aside from 
saying it happened because it could. The public 
school system operates under multiple layers of 
democratic control and influence, starting at the 
local district level, going up to the state, and ulti-
mately the federal government. One can imagine 
confronting officials from all three levels of gov-
ernance simply to have them all point fingers at 
the other two classes of officials and claim: “They 
did it!”

U.S. public education, in short, is a high-
spending and underachieving mess. For now, 
however, we must keep our focus on academic 
achievement, as the problem is not equally dis-
tributed. American states vary widely in terms of 
academic achievement and academic gains. No 
American state reaches the very top ranks of glob-
al achievement, but the achievement problem is 
far worse in some states than in others, as we will 
examine.

STATE ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN  
INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE
A team of academics from Harvard, Stanford, and 
the University of Munich employed an equating 
procedure to allow comparisons between state ac-
ademic achievement on the NAEP and national 
performance on the PISA. 

Figure 5 shows that the United States as a na-
tion scored 32nd overall in eighth-grade mathe-
matics, but there was also a substantial amount of 
variation in achievement among American states.

The information conveyed in Figure 5 is not 
uniformly bad news. Unfortunately, a close ex-
amination of the mathematics achievement data 
shows that only the most demographically un-
representative states (wealthy and predominantly 
white) achieve at respectable international levels. 
Kansas, Massachusetts, Minnesota, North Dako-
ta, and Vermont all score about as well or better 
than most Western European countries. Given 
the wealth, spending, and nationally unrepresen-
tative demographic profile of these states, howev-
er, it would be alarming if they did not achieve at 
least such status. 

Note, however, that West Virginia scores bare-
ly above Turkey, while Mississippi shows a level 
of proficiency similar to Uruguay. Thailand and 
Mexico bookend District of Columbia scores—
despite student spending at almost $30,000 per 
pupil in Washington, D.C.l Mexico, on the oth-
er hand, spends less than $2,500 per pupil to 
achieve a similar level in eighth-grade mathemat-
ics. Mexico, moreover, would be happy to swap 
poverty problems with the District of Columbia.li 
And Mexico also has about twice as many stu-
dents per teacher in primary education as the 
American average.lii

Figure 6 presents international reading 
achievement data, along with American state 
reading levels.

Notice that the American states either above 
or near the U.S. average are among the most de-
mographically advantaged: All have predomi-
nantly white student bodies, with many relative-
ly wealthy compared to the U.S. average. (This is 
even more pronounced if compared to the OECD 
average for family incomes.) There is no room for 
complacency in these charts, even at the high 
end of achievement. Massachusetts, for instance, 
scores highest in both mathematics and reading 
achievement, which is great. Given that Massa-
chusetts vastly outspends the countries that per-
form better and has an average family of four in-
come in the six-figures, leads one to ask: Shouldn’t 
Massachusetts beat a country like South Korea or 
Finland by a wide margin?

The shameful failure of America to educate 
minority students anywhere close to an interna-
tionally decent education level looms large in the 
patterns displayed in figures 5 and 6. As we not-
ed in Chapter 2, an equating study performed 
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by the U.S. Department of Education with PISA 
and NAEP data shows levels of academic achieve-
ment for American black and Hispanic students 
comparable to the average in Mexico. School su-
perintendents in Mexico would gladly exchange 
funding levels and/or poverty problems with any 
American jurisdiction.

STATE ACADEMIC GAINS IN  
INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE
Writing for the Harvard Program on Educa-
tion Policy and Governance, researchers Eric 
Hanushek, from Stanford, Ludger Woess-
mann, from the University of Munich, and Har-
vard political scientist Paul Peterson published 

Figure 5 | State Mathematics Performance in 
International Perspective: PISA and NAEP 
Equated, Percent of Students Proficient  

Figure 6 | State Reading Performance in 
International Perspective: PISA and NAEP 
Equated, Percent of Students Proficient
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Achievement Growth: International and U.S. State 
Trends in Student Performance in 2012. This team 
measured the academic progress of American 
states versus other countries by using compari-
sons between the NAEP and the PISA, adminis-
tered by the OECD.liii 

The authors focused their analysis on fourth-
grade reading, finding that the United States is 
making progress only at the international aver-
age for nations participating in PISA. The United 
States, in fact, is making gains at less than half the 
pace of Latvia and Chile, who lead the pack de-
spite spending a mere fraction per pupil of what 
American schools receive. The current rate of 
American progress is not fast enough to close the 
gap with the highest performing nations.liv 

The authors, however, found enormous vari-
ations in the rate of progress among American 
states. Figure 8 shows that the slowest gaining 
state, Iowa, had gains approximately one-sixth 
the size of leaders Maryland and Florida.

They also examined trends in mathematics 
progress among states based upon the amount 
of inflation-adjusted per-pupil spending increas-
es seen during this period. Although the authors 
avoid noting that, they fail to find a relationship 
between spending and academic progress, Figure 
4 conveys much more beyond that.

First, note the context provided by the charts 
when considering Figure 1, The United States is 
a nation with low international scores, very high 
spending by international standards, and average 

Figure 7 | American Academic Progress is Only Average  
(Source: Hanushek, Woessmann and Peterson)
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academic gains. Therefore, as a policymaker, you 
want to be well above the American average for 
progress. After all, if Latvia and Chile can do it, 
why can’t we? 

Second, note that the size of some of the per-
pupil increases in American states comfortably 
exceeds the total amount spent per pupil in a 
great many nations measured on the PISA. New 
York and Wyoming, for instance, increased per-
pupil spending by $6,000 from 1990 to 2009 in 
real dollars. This increase is well above twice the 
2008 total spending per pupil of OECD mem-
bers Chile and Mexico ($2,635 per pupil in Chile, 
$2,284 in Mexico) and approximately equal to the 
total per-pupil spending in the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, and Israel. The total per-pupil spending 
in high-spending states like New York and Wyo-
ming simply dwarfs spending in most OECD na-
tions. For 2009, the U.S. Census Bureau put total 
per-pupil spending at $20,480 in New York and 
$19,510 in Wyoming.

The top four states in terms of NAEP gains in 
Figure 9 are (in order): Maryland, Florida, Del-
aware, and Massachusetts.lv Take note of the 
per-pupil increase in spending for each state: 
Maryland ($4,500), Florida ($1,000), Delaware 
($3,000), and Massachusetts ($5,000). Florida 
clearly achieves the biggest bang for the buck, 
while simultaneously holding the lowest increase 

in spending and notching the second largest over-
all gain.

New York and Wyoming, meanwhile, tie for the 
largest increase in per-pupil spending and realize 
only average and below-average academic gains, 
respectively. A number of states, in fact, exceeded 
the national average in terms of increased spend-
ing, while underperforming the (modest) nation-
al average of improvement, including Minnesota, 
North Dakota, Nebraska, New Mexico, West Vir-
ginia, Maine, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island, 
in addition to New York and Wyoming.

CONCLUSION: DEEPER REFORMS ARE  
NEEDED TO CLOSE THE GLOBAL 
ACHIEVEMENT GAP
Former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and 
former Chancellor of New York City Schools Joel 
Klein—a Republican and a Democrat, respec-
tively—led a team that produced a report for the 
Council on Foreign Relations in March 2012 and 
pulled no punches in describing the dire nature 
of America’s education crisis.lvi The bipartisan re-
port notes that:

•	 More than 25 percent of students fail to gradu-
ate from high school in four years; for African-
American and Hispanic students, this number is 
approaching 40 percent.

Figure 8 | States Vary Considerably in Academic Gains on NAEP, 1992-2011  
(Source: Hanushek, Woessmann and Peterson)
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•	 In civics, only a quarter of U.S. students are profi-
cient or better on the National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress.

•	 Although the United States is a nation of immi-
grants, roughly eight in ten Americans speak only 
English and a decreasing number of schools are 
teaching foreign languages.

•	 A recent report by ACT, the not-for-profit testing 
organization, found that only 22 percent of U.S. 
high school students met “college ready” stan-
dards in all of their core subjects; these figures are 
even lower for African-American and Hispanic 
students.

•	 The College Board reported that even among col-
lege-bound seniors, only 43 percent met college-
ready standards, meaning that more college stu-
dents need to take remedial courses.lvii 

Rice and Klein sounded the alarm on Ameri-
ca’s underperforming schools loud and clear:

It is not hyperbole to say that the state of edu-
cation in our country is a challenge to our na-
tional security. Human capital has never been 
more important for success in our increasingly 
competitive world economy. Yet, although the 

United States invests more in education than 
almost any other developed nation, its students 
rank in the middle of the pack in reading and 
toward the bottom in math and science. On av-
erage, U.S. students have fallen behind peers 
in Korea and China, Poland and Canada and 
New Zealand. This puts us on a trajectory to-
ward massive failure.

 Our schools simply must do better. It is es-
sential, too, that we provide a base of knowl-
edge for our students in order to produce citi-
zens who can serve in the Foreign Service, the 
intelligence community and the armed forces. 
The State Department is struggling to recruit 
enough foreign language speakers, U.S. gener-
als are cautioning that enlistees cannot read 
training manuals for sophisticated equipment, 
and a report from the XVIII Airborne Corps 
in Iraq found that out of 250 intelligence per-
sonnel, fewer than five had the “aptitude to put 
pieces together to form a conclusion.”

Finally, we must also foster a deeper under-
standing of America’s core institutions and val-
ues. Successfully educating our young people 

Figure 9 | State Improvement on NAEP and Real Increase in Spending per Pupil, 1990-2011  
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about our country, its governmental institu-
tions and values—what is sometimes called 
“civics”—is crucial to our coherence as a pop-
ulation and for informed citizenry.lviii 

The United States suffers from a costly and in-
effective system of K–12 schooling—a disadvan-
tage that we can scarcely afford in an increasingly 
competitive world. A small handful of the wealth-
iest states do reasonably well in international 
comparisons, but not one is a world contender.

Florida, a racially diverse state that spends 
less than the national average, has exceeded the 
national educational improvement rate by ap-
proximately 50 percent since the early 1990s. 
The most reform-minded state during this pe-
riod, it remains a modest performer in inter-
national comparisons, despite its faster rate of 

improvement. However, if the rest of the na-
tion had improved at the same rate as the high-
est growth states, the global achievement gap 
would have narrowed measurably during the 
past two decades.

Instead, the United States made only aver-
age academic improvement, despite high levels 
of spending. The current pace keeps the global 
achievement gap firmly in place. Rice and Klein 
sounded a bipartisan call for greater reform: high-
er academic standards, greater educational choice, 
and greater transparency and accountability. 

ALEC and many other reform-minded groups 
share these priorities. The weight of internation-
al data draws one to the conclusion that the bold-
est state reform efforts taken to date should be 
viewed as a floor for future efforts, not the ceiling 
that it serves as today.
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APPENDIX A | METHODOLOGY FOR RANKING THE STATES

Rank Jurisdiction
1 Massachusetts
2 Vermont
3 New Jersey
4 Colorado
5 Pennsylvania
6 Rhode Island
7 North Carolina
8 Kansas
9 New Hampshire

10 New York
11 Texas
12 Florida
13 Hawaii
14 Maine
15 Nevada
16 Montana
17 Indiana
18 Minnesota
19 Wisconsin
20 Maryland
21 Ohio
22 Delaware
23 Wyoming
24 District of Columbia
25 Washington
26 Virginia
27 Georgia
28 Illinois
29 Idaho
30 California
31 Iowa
32 Alaska
33 North Dakota
34 Alabama
35 New Mexico
36 Arizona
37 Kentucky
38 South Dakota
39 Connecticut
40 Oregon
41 Utah
42 Nebraska
43 Oklahoma
44 Tennessee
45 Arkansas
46 Michigan
47 Missouri
48 Mississippi
49 Louisiana
50 South Carolina
51 West Virginia

TABLE 3 | Ranking States by Achievement and Gains 
of Free and Reduced-Price Lunch-Eligible General 
Population Students on the NAEP 4th- and 8th-
Grade Reading and Math Exams, 2003-2011 TABLE 4 | State Education Policy Grades 

Grade Jurisdiction Numeric Score
B+ Indiana 3.49
B+ Arizona 3.19
B+ Oklahoma 3.17
B Florida 3.11
B Ohio 2.98
B Louisiana 2.88
B- Michigan 2.81
B- Wisconsin 2.77
B- Utah 2.76
B- Georgia 2.73
B- Pennsylvania 2.66
B- District of Columbia 2.58
B- Idaho 2.52
C+ Minnesota 2.36
C+ Texas 2.27
C+ Colorado 2.24
C+ California 2.20
C+ Nevada 2.18
C Tennessee 2.14
C New Mexico 2.10
C North Carolina 2.07
C Illinois 2.02
C South Carolina 2.00
C New Hampshire 1.98
C Wyoming 1.98
C Missouri 1.93
C New Jersey 1.92
C Massachusetts 1.88
C Arkansas 1.88
C Iowa 1.86
C Oregon 1.85
C Delaware 1.84
C- Maine 1.81
C- Connecticut 1.77
C- Mississippi 1.75
C- Kansas 1.71
C- Virginia 1.70
C- New York 1.66
C- Hawaii 1.65
C- Washington 1.60
C- Alaska 1.59
D+ Alabama 1.48
D+ Rhode Island 1.48
D+ Vermont 1.45
D+ Kentucky 1.42
D+ Maryland 1.42
D+ West Virginia 1.24
D+ South Dakota 1.21
D Montana 1.17
D North Dakota 1.00
D Nebraska 0.85
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TABLE 5 | 2011 NAEP Scores for Low-Income Students 
(Non-IEP, Non-ELL) Average scores (0-500) and rank (1-51)

Jurisdiction
4th-Grade 

Reading Score Rank
4th-Grade 

Math Score Rank
8th-Grade 

Reading Score Rank
8th-Grade 

Math Score  Rank
Alabama 214 35 226 49 254 46 262 50
Alaska 213 40 235 33 259 33 283 14
Arizona 213 39 234 37 255 43 273 38
Arkansas 215 34 234 35 257 39 275 33
California 212 42 234 39 256 41 272 41
Colorado 222 7 241 8 264 11 283 12
Connecticut 216 31 230 44 263 13 271 43
Delaware 219 16 236 27 262 20 277 25
District of Columbia 199 51 218 51 244 51 260 51
Florida 223 4 237 22 260 27 273 39
Georgia 213 38 231 41 256 42 271 42
Hawaii 212 44 238 21 257 38 279 18
Idaho 220 15 237 24 265 7 282 16
Illinois 213 41 230 45 261 26 276 30
Indiana 219 19 238 17 261 23 278 22
Iowa 218 24 240 9 264 10 279 19
Kansas 222 8 243 5 263 15 284 9
Kentucky 217 25 235 32 262 18 274 35
Louisiana 210 47 228 46 252 49 270 45
Maine 220 10 243 4 267 5 286 5
Maryland 217 27 235 34 255 44 270 47
Massachusetts 226 1 247 2 267 4 290 1
Michigan 211 45 227 48 258 35 270 44
Minnesota 218 23 243 6 265 6 285 8
Mississippi 206 50 225 50 249 50 262 49
Missouri 214 37 234 40 262 19 274 37
Montana 220 14 239 11 269 2 289 2
National Public 216 235 259 276
Nebraska 219 17 234 38 263 16 275 34
Nevada 214 36 235 30 257 36 275 31
New Hampshire 225 2 247 1 265 8 286 7
New Jersey 220 12 239 15 261 22 284 10
New Mexico 210 46 234 36 257 37 275 32
New York 222 6 237 25 264 9 278 24
North Carolina 218 21 239 13 259 30 280 17
North Dakota 220 9 239 16 261 24 283 11
Ohio 216 32 238 19 260 29 279 21
Oklahoma 217 26 235 31 261 25 274 36
Oregon 219 18 236 28 262 17 279 20
Pennsylvania 220 13 237 23 259 31 276 29
Rhode Island 220 11 238 18 260 28 277 28
South Carolina 210 48 231 42 253 48 272 40
South Dakota 216 30 236 26 264 12 283 13
Tennessee 209 49 228 47 253 47 266 48
Texas 215 33 239 12 258 34 286 4
Utah 218 20 239 10 261 21 277 26
Vermont 224 3 245 3 271 1 288 3
Virginia 216 29 235 29 257 40 277 27
Washington 218 22 239 14 263 14 283 15
West Virginia 212 43 231 43 255 45 270 46
Wisconsin 216 28 238 20 259 32 278 23
Wyoming 222 5 242 7 267 3 286 6
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TABLE 6 | Change in NAEP Scores for Low-Income Students from 2003 to 2011 
(Non-IEP, Non-ELL) Average scores (0-500) and rank (1-51)

Jurisdiction
Change in 4th-Grade 

Reading Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Change in 4th-Grade 

Math Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Alabama 14.4 3 8.8 25
Alaska 5.7 26 5.3 43
Arizona 8.7 15 9.7 18
Arkansas 4.7 32 8.8 27
California 11.2 7 9.9 17
Colorado 5.2 29 13.9 5
Connecticut 5.3 28 7.1 35
Delaware 5.5 27 7.6 33
District of Columbia 12.6 5 14.8 4
Florida 10.2 8 9.7 20
Georgia 9.1 13 8.9 23
Hawaii 6.0 25 15.6 3
Idaho 2.8 42 4.2 45
Illinois 6.7 23 8.8 24
Indiana 8.5 16 9.9 16
Iowa 2.1 44 6.2 39
Kansas 9.7 10 8.3 30
Kentucky 5.0 31 11.3 12
Louisiana 8.4 17 4.4 44
Maine 1.4 46 9.7 19
Maryland 14.7 2 16.9 1
Massachusetts 9.6 11 15.9 2
Michigan 7.3 20 6.1 40
Minnesota 1.1 48 10.5 15
Mississippi 8.4 18 8.6 28
Missouri 2.3 43 7.1 34
Montana 4.4 35 6.3 38
National public 7.9 9.0
Nebraska 4.3 36 5.4 42
Nevada 12.7 4 12.3 8
New Hampshire 7.0 21 10.9 14
New Jersey 12.3 6 12.4 7
New Mexico 3.6 40 9.0 21
New York 10.1 9 7.6 32
North Carolina 7.9 19 7.9 31
North Dakota 3.3 41 3.7 47
Ohio 5.2 30 11.6 11
Oklahoma 4.2 38 8.6 29
Oregon 4.6 34 1.2 51
Pennsylvania 15.3 1 13.6 6
Rhode Island 9.3 12 12.3 9
South Carolina 4.2 37 2.7 49
South Dakota -1.5 50 3.2 48
Tennessee 6.8 22 8.9 22
Texas 4.6 33 6.0 41
Utah -0.7 49 6.4 37
Vermont 6.1 24 11.9 10
Virginia 9.1 14 8.8 26
Washington 1.7 45 7.1 36
West Virginia -2.3 51 1.8 50
Wisconsin 3.9 39 10.9 13
Wyoming 1.3 47 3.8 46
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Jurisdiction
Change in 8th-Grade 

Reading Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Change in 8th-Grade 

Math Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Alabama 5.6 22 7.6 31
Alaska 6.7 9 9.7 23
Arizona 3.4 32 7.5 32
Arkansas 0.4 48 8.8 26
California 3.6 30 9.7 22
Colorado 6.6 10 13.5 9
Connecticut 11.1 2 4.0 44
Delaware 5.4 23 10.1 21
District of Columbia 7.4 7 19.7 2
Florida 6.2 19 8.1 29
Georgia 6.1 20 13.9 6
Hawaii 6.2 18 16.6 4
Idaho 1.6 44 5.3 41
Illinois 6.5 11 12.0 15
Indiana 5.1 24 5.8 39
Iowa 3.2 33 2.9 47
Kansas 3.0 36 7.7 30
Kentucky 1.7 43 7.0 35
Louisiana 3.1 34 8.6 27
Maine 2.3 38 12.0 13
Maryland 6.3 16 9.0 24
Massachusetts 6.7 8 20.5 1
Michigan 7.5 6 7.5 33
Minnesota 8.2 4 3.7 45
Mississippi 1.3 45 10.4 19
Missouri 3.7 29 4.4 42
Montana 4.5 25 7.4 34
National public 4.9 10.1
Nebraska 2.3 39 3.1 46
Nevada 7.9 5 12.6 10
New Hampshire 0.6 46 8.1 28
New Jersey 5.7 21 18.7 3
New Mexico 6.3 15 11.8 16
New York 6.4 12 6.7 36
North Carolina 8.3 3 11.0 17
North Dakota -4.9 50 -0.4 51
Ohio 4.3 26 10.6 18
Oklahoma 1.8 41 6.5 37
Oregon 0.5 47 4.2 43
Pennsylvania 4.0 27 12.0 14
Rhode Island 6.3 14 13.8 7
South Carolina 2.9 37 6.2 38
South Dakota -4.9 51 2.7 48
Tennessee 3.7 28 10.3 20
Texas 6.3 17 15.5 5
Utah 1.9 40 1.9 49
Vermont 11.5 1 13.6 8
Virginia 1.8 42 12.1 12
Washington 3.6 31 8.8 25
West Virginia -1.9 49 1.3 50
Wisconsin 6.4 13 12.6 11
Wyoming 3.0 35 5.6 40
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Jurisdiction
State Academic Standards Charter 

School  
Law

Charter  
School 
Grade

Home-
school  

Regulation 
Burden

Private 
School 
Choice

"A" Grade 
or  

Multiple 
Programs

English and 
Language Arts

Mathematics

Alabama B+ A- No B
Alaska F D Yes D A
Arizona B+ A- Yes A B Yes A
Arkansas B+ A- Yes D C
California B+ A- Yes B B
Colorado B+ A- Yes B C
Connecticut B+ A- Yes D A
Delaware B+ A- Yes C B
District of Columbia B+ A- Yes A C D
Florida B+ A- Yes B C Yes B
Georgia B+ A- Yes C C Yes B
Hawaii B+ A- Yes D C
Idaho B+ A- Yes B A
Illinois B+ A- Yes C A
Indiana B+ A- Yes A A Yes B
Iowa B+ A- Yes F C C
Kansas B+ A- Yes F B
Kentucky B+ A- No B
Louisiana B+ A- Yes B C Yes A
Maine B+ A- Yes C C C
Maryland B+ A- Yes D C
Massachusetts B+ A- Yes C D
Michigan B+ A- Yes A A
Minnesota B+ B Yes A C
Mississippi B+ A- Yes F B C
Missouri B+ A- Yes B A
Montana B+ A- No B
Nebraska F C No B
Nevada B+ A- Yes C B
New Hampshire B+ A- Yes D C C
New Jersey B+ A- Yes C A
New Mexico B+ A- Yes C B
New York B+ A- Yes B D
North Carolina B+ A- Yes C C B
North Dakota B+ A- No D
Ohio B+ A- Yes B C Yes C
Oklahoma B+ A- Yes C A Yes B
Oregon B+ A- Yes C C
Pennsylvania B+ A- Yes B D Yes C
Rhode Island B+ A- Yes D D
South Carolina B+ A- Yes C C
South Dakota B+ A- No C
Tennessee B+ A- Yes C C
Texas A- C Yes C A
Utah B+ A- Yes B B C
Vermont B+ A- No D B
Virginia B+ C Yes F C D
Washington B+ C No C
West Virginia B+ A- No C
Wisconsin B+ A- Yes C B Yes C
Wyoming B+ A- Yes D B
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TABLE 7 | Education Policy Grade Components
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Jurisdiction
Overall Teacher Quality and 

Policies Grade
Multi-District Full-Time 

Online School 
Digital learning Now! 

Report Card 2011
Alabama C- No 25
Alaska D Yes 37
Arizona D+ Yes 47
Arkansas C Yes 27
California D+ Yes 14
Colorado C Yes 33
Connecticut C- No 16
Delaware C No 20
District of Columbia D Yes
Florida B Yes 41
Georgia C Yes 32
Hawaii D- Yes 27
Idaho D+ Yes 46
Illinois C No 23
Indiana C+ Yes 41
Iowa D Yes 24
Kansas D Yes 28
Kentucky D+ No 25
Louisiana C- Yes 40
Maine D- No 25
Maryland D+ No 24
Massachusetts C Yes 28
Michigan C+ Yes 37
Minnesota C- Yes 47
Mississippi D+ No 25
Missouri D No 39
Montana F No 18
Nebraska D- No 16
Nevada C- Yes 32
New Hampshire D- Yes 26
New Jersey D+ No 24
New Mexico D+ Yes 27
New York C No 16
North Carolina D+ No 22
North Dakota D No 17
Ohio C+ Yes 37
Oklahoma B- Yes 31
Oregon D- Yes 34
Pennsylvania D+ Yes 41
Rhode Island B- No 25
South Carolina C- Yes 29
South Dakota D No 27
Tennessee B- Yes 25
Texas C- Yes 40
Utah C- Yes 49
Vermont D- No 20
Virginia D+ Yes 44
Washington C- Yes 46
West Virginia D+ No 21
Wisconsin D Yes 41
Wyoming D Yes 49
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Chapter Figure Page Title

1 Figure 1 3 Jurisdictions with Literacy-Based Promotion Policies  

1 Figure 2 5 States that Have Banned “Last-In, First-Out” Policies as of August 2012

1 Table 1 6 Characteristics of Teachers by Certification Route

1 Figure 3 9 States with One or More Private School Choice Programs, 2012 

1 Figure 4 10 Total Charter Schools, 2000-2011

1 Figure 5 12 States With A- or B- graded Charter School Laws, according to Center for Education 
Reform 2012 Rankings

1 Figure 6 13 JURISDICTIONS ADOPTING A-through-F LETTER GRADES FOR SCHOOL TRANSPARENCY

2 Figure 1 19 PISA Combined Literacy Scores for 15-year-olds by School Affluence (Percentage of Stu-
dents at American Schools Qualifying for a Free or Reduced Lunch) 

2 Figure 2 20 PISA Combined Literacy Scores for 15-year-olds—American scores by Race and Ethnicity

2 Figure 3 21 White-Black Achievement Gap by NAEP Subject, 2003 and 2011

2 Figure 4 22 Trends in the Combined NAEP White-Black Achievement Gap, 2003 to 2011

2 Figure 5 23 Combined NAEP Achievement Gaps (4th and 8th Grade Reading and Math) by Jurisdiction, 2011

2 Figure 6 24 Declines in the White-Black Achievement Gap on the Combined NAEP exams for States 
with Average or Above White Academic Progress, 2003 to 2011

2 Figure 7 24 National White-Hispanic Achievement Gaps by NAEP Subject, 2003-2011

2 Figure 8 25 Combined NAEP White-Hispanic Achievement Gap Trend, 2003-2011

2 Figure 9 26 Combined NAEP White-Hispanic Achievement Gap in NAEP Scale Points, 2011

2 Figure 10 27 Combined NAEP White-Hispanic Achievement Gap Closing for States Making an Average 
or Above-Average Progress for White Students, 2003-2011

2 Figure 11 27 The National NAEP Family Income Achievement Gap (Non FRL eligible minus FRL eligible) 
by Subject, 2003 and 2009

2 Figure 12 28 2011 Combined NAEP Income Achievement Gap by State—Non- Poor minus Poor scores 
on the four main NAEP exams

2 Figure 13 29 Trend in the Combined NAEP Non-Poor/Poor Achievement Gap Trend, 2003-2011

2 Figure 14 30 Decline in the Combined NAEP Economic Achievement Gap for States Making Average or 
Better Progress Among Middle-/High Income Students, 2003-2011

2 Figure 15 31 The National NAEP Disability Achievement Gap by Subject, 2003 and 2011

2 Figure 16 31 Trends in the Combined NAEP Disability Achievement Gap, 2003-2011

2 Figure 17 32 The Combined NAEP Disability Achievement Gap, 2011

2 Figure 18 33 States Closing the Disability Achievement Gap without Below-Average Performance 
among Non-Disabled Students, 2003-2011

3 Table 2 36 Letter Grade Key

4 Figure 1 94 Relationship Between Performance in Mathematics and Cumulative Expenditure on Edu-
cational Institutions Per Student Between the Ages of 6 and 15 Years, in U.S. Dollars, Con-
verted Using Purchasing Power Parities (PPPs)  

4 Figure 2 96 Pupils per Employee in the  
Public School System  

4 Figure 3 97 Teachers and Non-Teachers in the American Public School System, 1950 and 2007

4 Figure 4 97 Long-Term Trend NAEP Math Scores, 1973-2008  

4 Figure 5 99 State Mathematics Performance in International Perspective: PISA and NAEP Equated, 
Percent of Students Proficient  

4 Figure 6 99 State Reading Performance in International Perspective: PISA and NAEP Equated, Percent 
of Students Proficient

4 Figure 7 100 American Academic Progress is Only Average

4 Figure 8 101 States Vary Considerably in Academic Gains on NAEP, 1992-2011

4 Figure 9 102 State Improvement on NAEP and Real Increase in Spending per Pupil, 1990-2011  



www.alec.org  113

Listed below are summaries for relevant pieces of ALEC model legislation.
For more information on these or other bills, or for the full text of these 
bills, contact a staff member for ALEC’s Education Task Force.

A-Plus Literacy Act
The A-Plus Literacy Act is inspired by a comprehensive set of K–12 reforms implemented by Florida 
lawmakers in 1999, and supplemented over the next decade. The chapters of this bill are: School and 
District Report Cards and Grades; School Recognition Program; Opportunity Scholarship Program; 
Special Needs Scholarship Program Act; Great Schools Tax Credit Program Act; Alternative Teacher 
Certification Act; Student Promotion to a Higher Grade; and School and Teacher Bonuses for Advanced 
Placement Exam Success.

Alternative Certification Act
Teacher quality is crucial to the improvement of instruction and student performance. However, cer-
tification requirements that correspond to state-approved education programs in most states prevent 
many individuals from entering the teaching profession. To obtain an education degree, students must 
often complete requirements in educational methods, theory, and style rather than in-depth study in 
a chosen subject area. Comprehensive alternative certification programs improve teacher quality by 
opening up the profession to well-educated, qualified, and mature individuals. States should enact al-
ternative teacher certification programs to prepare persons with subject area expertise and life expe-
rience to become teachers through a demonstration of competency and a comprehensive mentoring 
program.

Autism Scholarship Act
The Autism Scholarship Program Act would create a scholarship program that provides students with au-
tism the option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary school of their parents’ choice.

Career Ladder Opportunities Act
The Career Ladder Opportunity Act requires school districts to adopt extraordinary performance pay 
plans for elementary and secondary public school teachers who demonstrate success in the classroom. 
The local school district must design the plan in consultation with teachers and administrators. Be-
cause reward systems in the past have often failed because of premature abandonment, the district 
must keep the plan for three years and make improvements on it when necessary.

Charter School Growth with Quality Act
The Charter School Growth with Quality Act intends to expand quality public education opportunities for 
all children by establishing a state public charter school commission to serve as an independent state-
wide charter authorizer.

APPENDIX D | MODEL LEGISLATION FOR K-12 EDUCATION
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Education Savings Account Act
The Education Savings Account Act allows parents to use the funds that would have been allocated to 
their child at their resident school district for an education program of the parents’ choosing.

Family Education Tax Credit Program Act
The Family Education Tax Credit Program Act would create a family education tax credit for payment of 
tuition, fees, and certain other educational expenses and a tax credit for individual and corporate con-
tributions to organizations that provide educational scholarships to eligible students so they can attend 
the public or private schools of their parents’ choice.

Foster Child Scholarship Program Act
The Foster Child Scholarship Program Act would create a scholarship program that provides children 
who have been placed in foster care the option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary 
school of their guardians’ choice.

Great Schools Tax Credit Act
The Great Schools Tax Credit Act would authorize a tax credit for individual and corporate contributions 
to organizations that provide educational scholarships to eligible students so they can attend qualify-
ing public or private schools of their parents’ choice.

Great Teachers and Leaders Act
The Great Teachers and Leaders Act reforms the practice of tenure, known as nonprobationary status in 
some states. Teachers can earn tenure after 3 years of sufficient student academic growth; tenure is re-
vocable following 2 consecutive years of insufficient growth. The Act requires principals to be evaluat-
ed annually with 50 percent of the evaluation based on student achievement and their ability to devel-
op teachers in their buildings and increase their effectiveness. The Act eliminates the practice of forced 
teacher placement and replaces it with mutual consent hiring. The Act allows school districts to make 
reduction in force decisions based on teacher performance rather than on seniority.

Indiana Education Reform Package
The Indiana Education Reform Package is inspired by their comprehensive set of K–12 education reforms 
adopted by the Indiana Legislature in the spring of 2011 and signed by Gov. Mitch Daniels. This act 
incorporates several of the key reforms the Indiana Legislature passed, including Charter Schools Act, 
School Scholarships Act, Teacher Evaluations and Licensing Act, Teacher Collective Bargaining Act, 
Turnaround Academies Act, Early Graduation Scholarship Act, and Textbooks and Other Curricular 
Material Act.

Longitudinal Student Growth Act
The Longitudinal Student Growth Act would require the state department of education to implement 
a state data management system for collecting and reporting student assessment data and identifies 
the duties and responsibilities of the state department of education and the school districts in imple-
menting the data management system. The legislation instructs the state board of education to adopt 
a mixed-effects statistical model to diagnostically calculate students’ annual academic growth over the 
periods between the administration of the statewide assessments, based on the students’ assessment 
scores. The legislation next requires the department to provide to each school district and each charter 
school an academic growth information report for each student enrolled in the school district or char-
ter school, and requires the school district or charter school to adopt a policy for using the information 
in the report and communicating the information in the report to students and their parents.
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Next Generation Charter Schools Act
The Next Generation Charter Schools Act recognizes charters schools are a necessity to improve the op-
portunities of all families and that charter schools serve a distinct purpose in supporting innovations 
and best practices that can be adopted among all public schools. Further, this act recognizes that there 
must be a variety of public institutions that can authorize the establishment of charter schools as de-
fined by law, and recognizes that independent but publicly accountable multiple authorizing author-
ities, such as independent state commissions or universities, contribute to the health and growth of 
strong public charter schools. This act establishes that existing or new public entities may be created to 
approve and monitor charter schools in addition to public school district boards. This act also removes 
procedural and funding barriers to charter school success.

Online Learning Clearinghouse Act
The Online Learning Clearinghouse Act creates a clearinghouse through which school districts may offer 
their computer-based courses to students of other school districts.

Open Enrollment Act
The Open Enrollment Act stipulates that a student may, with the assistance of the state, attend any pub-
lic school in the state. The legislation allows the parents of the student to apply for attendance in any 
nonresident school. The nonresident school district would advise the parent within an established time 
whether the application was accepted or rejected. The nonresident school district would be obligated to 
adopt standards for consideration of such applications. State aid follows the transferring student from 
the resident to the nonresident district. State funds are thus used to facilitate the expansion of educa-
tional choice available to the student and the parent.

Parent Trigger Act
The Parent Trigger Act places democratic control into the hands of parents at school level. Parents can, 
with a simple majority, opt to usher in one of three choice-based options of reform: (1) transforming 
their school into a charter school, (2) supplying students from that school with a 75 percent per pupil 
cost voucher, or (3) closing the school.

Parental Choice Scholarship Program Act
The Parental Choice Scholarship Program Act creates a scholarship program that provides all children the 
option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary school of their parents’ choice.

Public School Financial Transparency Act
The Public School Financial Transparency Act would require each local education provider in the state 
to create and maintain a searchable expenditure and revenue Web site database that includes detailed 
data of revenues and expenditures. It also would require each local education provider to maintain the 
data in a format that is easily accessible, searchable, and downloadable.

Resolution Adopting the 10 Elements of High-Quality Digital Learning for K-12
This resolution adopts Digital Learning Now’s 10 Elements of High-Quality Digital Learning.
This states the 10 Elements should be incorporated as necessary through future legislation as well as 
immediate state regulation, strategic planning, guidelines and/or procedures on the part of the state ed-
ucation agency, local education agencies, and any other relevant public or private bodies.

Special Needs Scholarship Program Act
The Special Needs Scholarship Program Act creates a scholarship program that provides students with 
special needs the option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary school of their par-
ents’ choice. 
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Statewide Online Education Act 
This Statewide Online Education Act creates a statewide program that provides high school students with 
access to online learning options regardless of where the student lives. The options are designed to be 
high quality and allow for maximized learning potential by focusing on student mastery of subject at 
their own pace and own time, instead of the traditional seat-time learning requirements. 

Student-Centered Funding Act
The Student-Centered Funding Act would create a student-centered finance model based on a weighted 
student formula in which money “follows” a child to his or her school. Funds follow students to which-
ever public school they attend, both district and charter, which better ensures that funding can be more 
accurately adjusted to meet the real costs to schools of all sizes and locations of educating various stu-
dents based on their unique characteristics. Parents, regardless of income or address, have a greater ar-
ray of education options for their children based on their unique, individual needs.

Teacher Choice Compensation Act
The Teacher Choice Compensation Act would create a program where by teachers may be eligible for per-
formance-based salary stipends if they opt out of their permanent contract and meet measurable stu-
dent performance goals based on a value-added test instrument developed by the state department of 
education.

Teacher Quality and Recognition Demonstration Act
The need for quality teachers in improving student achievement is generally recognized as one of the 
most crucial elements of state reform efforts. A primary concern in the quality of the performance of 
teachers is the forecast for an increasing need for more teachers. This bill is directed toward creat-
ing a new structure of the current teaching system that will promote the retention and reward of good 
teachers and attract new talent to the profession. This bill establishes teacher quality demonstration 
projects wherein local education agencies are exempt from education rules and regulations regarding 
teacher certification, tenure, recruitment, and compensation, and are granted funding for the purpose 
of creating new models of teacher hiring, professional growth and development, compensation and 
recruitment.

Virtual Public Schools Act
The Virtual Public Schools Act would allow the use of computer- and Internet-based instruction for stu-
dents in a virtual or remote setting.
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Alliance for School Choice
www.allianceforschoolchoice.org
The Alliance for School Choice is a national lead-
er in promoting school vouchers and scholarship 
tax credit programs. The Alliance works to im-
prove K-12 education by advancing public policy 
that empowers parents, particularly those in low-
income families, to choose the education they de-
termine is best for their children.

American Board for Certification  
of Teacher Excellence
www.abcte.org
The American Board for Certification of Teacher 
Excellence recruits, prepares, certifies, and sup-
ports dedicated professionals to improve student 
achievement through quality teaching.

American Enterprise Institute
www.aei.org
The American Enterprise Institute for Public Pol-
icy Research is a private, nonpartisan, nonprof-
it institution dedicated to research and education 
on issues of government, politics, economics, and 
social welfare.

Black Alliance for Educational Options
www.baeo.org
The Black Alliance for Educational Options works 
to increase access to high-quality educational op-
tions for Black children by actively supporting pa-
rental choice policies and programs that empow-
er low-income and working-class Black families.

Cato Institute
www.cato.org
The Cato Institute’s education research is found-
ed on the principle that parents are best suited 
to make important decisions regarding the care 
and education of their children. Cato’s research-
ers seek to shift the terms of public debate in favor 
of the fundamental right of parents.

Center for Digital Education
www.centerdigitaled.com
The Center for Digital Education is a resource 
on K-12 and higher education technologies. The 
Center provides dynamic and diverse opportuni-
ties for private- and public-sector leaders to suc-
ceed in 21st century education.

Center for Education Reform
www.edreform.com
The Center for Education Reform drives the cre-
ation of better educational opportunities for all 
children by leading parents, policymakers and 
the media in boldly advocating for school choice, 
advancing the charter school movement, and 
challenging the education establishment. 

Center on Reinventing Public Education
www.crpe.org
The Center on Reinventing Public Education en-
gages in independent research and policy analysis 
on a range of K-12 public education reform issues, 
including choice and charters, finance and pro-
ductivity, teachers, urban district reform, leader-
ship, and state and federal reform. 

Digital Learning Now!
www.digitallearningnow.com
Digital Learning Now! is a national campaign 
to advance policies that will create a high quali-
ty digital learning environment to better prepare 
students with the knowledge and skills to succeed 
in college and careers. 

Education|Evolving
www.educationevolving.org
Education|Evolving is a kind of “design shop” 
working to help public education with the dif-
ficult process of change. Education|Evolving is 
involved with the architecture and redesign of 
schooling.

Evergreen Education Group
www.evergreenedgroup.com
The Evergreen Education Group seeks to under-
stand the national landscape of K-12 online learn-
ing and apply its understanding to the challenges 
that schools, agencies, legislators, and others face. 

Foundation for Excellence in Education
www.excelined.org
The mission of the Foundation for Excellence in
Education is answer the pivotal questions of what 
motivates students to exceed expectations, what 
are the secrets to successful teaching, and how do 
we replicate academic achievement?
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