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To: Rep. Lynn Gattis, House Education Committee 

From: Rep. Gabrielle LeDoux 

Subject: HB 197 Hearing Request 

Date: April 3, 2013

Please schedule a hearing for House Bill 197. This legislation establishes a reading literacy program in 

school districts and provides for student retention in 3rd grade.

A Sponsor Statem ent and a copy for the bill are included with this hearing request.

Lisa Vaught is the staffer assigned to this legislation and can be reached at 907-465-4998

Rep. uaorieiie Leuoux
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CS FOR HOUSE BILL NO. 197( )

IN THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA 

TWENTY-EIGHTH LEGISLATURE - SECOND SESSION

BY

Offered:
Referred:

Sponsor(s): REPRESENTATIVES LEDOUX, Thompson, Reinbold, Peggy Wilson

A BILL 

FOR AN ACT ENTITLED 

"An Act requiring the establishment of a reading program in school districts for grades 

kindergarten through three; providing for student retention in grade three; and 

providing for a report on the reading program and on student retention."

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA:

* Section 1. The uncodified law of the State o f Alaska is amended by adding a new section 

to read:

SHORT TITLE. This Act may be known as the Learn to Read - Read to Learn Act.

* Sec. 2. AS 14.03.120 is amended by adding a new subsection to read:

(h) To the extent allowable under state and federal privacy laws, each school 

district shall annually publish on the Internet and report to the board information from 

the previous school year regarding

(1) overall student progress under each aspect of the program 

established under AS 14.30.760;

(2) school board policies and procedures on student retention and

-1- CSHB 197( )
N ew  T e x t  U n d e r l i n e d  [DELETED TEXT BRACKETED]



1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

WORK DRAFT WORK DRAFT 28-LS0515\O

promotion;

(3) the number and percentage of students retained in grades three 

through 10, by grade level;

(4) the total number and percentage o f students promoted for good 

cause, by each category, under AS 14.30.760(d);

(5) revisions, if any, to school board policies on student retention and 

promotion from the previous school year.

* Sec. 3. AS 14.30 is amended by adding new sections to read:

Article 14. District Reading Program.

Sec. 14.30.760. District reading program, (a) In addition to other state and 

local programs established to address significant reading deficiencies o f students, each 

school district shall establish a reading program for students in grades kindergarten 

through three consistent with this section.

(b) A district reading program shall provide for

(1) assessments o f students within the first 30 days o f the school year, 

including valid and reliable screening and diagnostic assessments to identify 

significant reading deficiencies;

(2) participation in statewide assessments;

(3) elimination o f social promotion of students to the next grade level 

based on age or other nonacademic factors; in this paragraph, "social promotion" 

means the practice o f promoting a student to the next grade level despite the inability 

of the student to meet standards established for that grade level by the department;

(4) retention o f students in grade three who fail to meet the minimum 

reading standards established by the department on mandatory statewide assessments, 

except for good cause as provided under (d) of this section; however, a district may 

not retain a student in grade three for more than one school year under the program;

(5) to the extent feasible, an optional transitional grade for a student 

retained in grade three under the program that combines intensive reading instruction 

as described in (c)(1) of this section with grade four core subjects;

(6) as early as possible, regular written notifications of a parent or 

guardian o f a student in grades kindergarten through three who is identified as having
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a significant reading deficiency describing

(A) the nature of the reading deficiency;

(B) the current educational services provided to the student;

(C) supplemental instructional services and remedial support of 

the reading deficiency proposed to be provided to the student;

(D) the requirement to retain the student in grade three if the 

reading deficiency is not sufficiently remediated, except for good cause as 

provided in (d) o f this section;

(E) strategies for the parent or guardian to use to help the child 

succeed that include provision for

(i) supplemental tutoring using research-based reading

strategies;

(ii) a home reading plan in the context o f a parent or 

guardian contract that includes participation in parent training 

workshops and regular parent-guided reading at home;

(iii) an assigned mentor in reading;

(7) a monitoring plan established for each student who is identified as 

having a significant reading deficiency.

(c) For a student who is retained in grade three under the program established 

in this section, a school district shall provide

(1) intensive interventions, during regular school hours, in reading 

literacy designed to ameliorate the student's specific reading deficiency, including

(A) instructional strategies that are research-based and 

employed daily for at least 90 minutes each day; the strategies must include

(i) small group instruction;

(ii) reduced pupil-teacher ratios;

(iii) frequent monitoring for progress;

(iv) tutoring and mentoring;

(v) opportunities in reading that incorporate grade four 

core subjects to the extent feasible;

(vi) intensive language and vocabulary instruction that

-3- CSHB 197( )
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may involve a speech and language therapist;

(B) participation by the student in a summer reading camp in

the district;

(C) appropriate teaching methodologies necessary to assist the 

student in progressing to the next grade level in reading; the methodologies 

under this paragraph shall be selected by a highly effective teacher in the 

district, as determined by the superintendent based on teacher evaluations;

(D) extended school days, weeks, or years;

(2) review of the student's progress in completing a monitoring plan 

established for the student;

(3) assessment of the student's needs for additional services;

(4) instruction in developing a reading portfolio;

(5) an accelerated reading class for retained students with the lowest 

scores on standards-based assessments in reading; the accelerated reading class shall 

be designed to help each student achieve an improvement of at least two grade levels 

in reading;

(6) annual progress reports submitted to the department;

(7) a home reading plan that involves the student's parent or guardian,

(d) A school district may exempt a student from mandatory retention under

(b)(4) o f this section for good cause if the parent or guardian of the student requests 

the exemption, receives a recommendation from the student's teacher and principal, 

and provides documentation that demonstrates that the student

(1) has limited English proficiency after completing not more than two 

years of instruction in a limited English proficiency program;

(2) has a disability and an individual education plan under 

AS 14.30.278 that exempts the student from participation in statewide standards-based 

assessments and meets other requirements established by law;

(3) has an individualized education program under AS 14.30.278 that 

resulted in at least two years o f intensive remediation in reading, was retained at least 

once in grades kindergarten through three, and is promoted using additional resources 

that include specialized diagnostic information, altered instructional days, and

CSHB 197( ) -4-
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individualized reading strategies;

(4) has received intensive remediation in reading for at least two years 

that included an altered instructional day, specialized diagnostic testing, and research- 

based strategies to improve reading skills and was retained at least twice in grades 

kindergarten through three; or

(5) has successfully completed an alternative assessment in reading 

approved by the district.

(e) In this section, "significant reading deficiency" means that a student does 

not meet the minimum skill levels for reading competency in the areas o f phonemic 

awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, and reading fluency, including verbal 

skills and reading comprehension, under standards established by the state board for 

the student's grade level.

Sec. 14.30.761. Temporary waiver of district reading program 

requirement. The department may provide a temporary waiver to a school district of 

a reading program required under AS 14.30.760 for a period not to exceed three years 

if the district demonstrates to the satisfaction of the department that the district is 

taking necessary steps toward establishing and implementing the reading program. 

The department may extend a temporary waiver granted under this section if the 

district can demonstrate that full implementation of a district reading program was 

delayed by an extreme circumstance over which the district had no control.

Sec. 14.30.762. Audit of district reading program. The department shall 

provide an audit of each district reading program to determine consistency with the 

standards established under AS 14.30.760. The department shall perform the audit 

seven years after full implementation o f the program or 10 years after the first year of 

implementation of the program, whichever is sooner.
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IN THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA 

TW ENTY-EIGHTH LEGISLATURE - F4RSTSECOND SESSION |

BY REPRESENTATIVE LEDOUX |

IntroducedOffered:
Referred:

Sponsor(s): REPRESENTATIVES LEDOUX, Thompson, Reinbold, Peggy Wilson
A  BILL  

FOR AN ACT ENTITLED  

"An Act requiring the establishment of a reading program in school districts for grades 

kindergarten through three; providing for student retention in grade three; and 

providing for a report on the reading program and on student retention."

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA:

* Section 1. The uncodified law o f the State o f Alaska is amended by adding a new section 

to read:

SHORT TITLE. This Act may be known as the Learn to Read - Read to Learn Act.

* Sec. 2. AS 14.03.120 is amended by adding a new subsection to read:

(h) By Septem ber 1 o f each year, toTo the extent allowable under state and 

federal privacy laws, aeach school district shall annually publish on the Internet and 

report to the board information from the previous school year regarding

(1) overall student progress under each aspect o f the program 

established under AS 14.30.760;

(2) school board policies and procedures on student retention and
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promotion;

(3) the number and percentage o f students retained in grades three 

through 10, by grade level;

(4) the total number and percentage o f students promoted for good 

cause, by each category, under AS 14.30.760(d);

(5) revisions, i f  any, to school board policies on student retention and 

promotion from the previous school year.

* Sec. 3. AS 14.30 is amended by adding a-new seetiensections to read:

Article 14. District Reading Program.

Sec. 14.30.760. District reading program, (a) In addition to other state and 

local programs established to address substantialsignificant reading deficiencies o f 

students, each school district shall establish a reading program for students in grades 

kindergarten through three consistent with this section.

(b) A district reading program shall provide for

(1) assessments o f students within the first 30 days o f the school 

year, including valid and reliable screening and diagnostic assessments to identify 

substantialsignificant reading deficiencies;

(2) participation in statewide assessments;

(3) elimination o f social promotion o f students to the next grade level 

based on age or other nonacademic factors; in this paragraph, "social promotion" 

means the practice of promoting a student to the next grade level despite the 

inability o f the student to meet standards established for that grade level by the 

department;

(4) retention o f  students in grade three who fail to meet the minimum 

reading standards established by the department on mandatory statewide assessments, 

except for good cause as provided under (d) o f this section; however, a district may 

not retain a student in grade three for more than one school year under the 

program;

(5) to the extent feasible, an optional transitional grade for a student 

retained in grade three under the program that combines intensive reading instruction 

as described in (c)(1) o f this section with grade four core subjects;

C S H B  197( ) -2-
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(6) as early as possible, regular written notifications o f  a parent or 

guardian o f a student in grades kindergarten through three who is identified as having

(A) the nature o f the reading deficiency;

(B) the current educational services provided to the student;

(C) supplemental instructional services and remedial support o f 

the reading deficiency proposed to be provided to the student;

(D) the requirement to retain the student in grade three if  the 

reading deficiency is not sufficiently remediated, except for good cause as 

provided in (d) o f  this section;

(E) strategies for the parent or guardian to use to help the child 

succeed that include provision for

(i) supplemental tutoring using research-based reading

strategies;

(ii) a home reading plan in the context o f a parent or 

guardian contract that includes participation in parent training 

workshops and regular parent-guided reading at home;

(iii) an assigned mentor in reading;

(7) a monitoring plan established for each student who is identified as 

having a substantialsignificant reading deficiency.

(c) For a student who is retained in grade three under the program established 

in this section, a school district shall provide

(1) intensive interventions, during regular school hours, in reading 

literacy designed to ameliorate the student's specific reading deficiency, including

(A) instructional strategies that are research-based and 

employed daily for at least 90 minutes at the same tim e each day; the strategies 

must include

(i) small group instruction;

(ii) reduced pupil-teacher ratios;

(iii) frequent monitoring for progress;

(iv) tutoring and mentoring;

-3 - C SH B  197( )
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(vi(v) opportunities in reading that incorporate grade

four core subjects to the extent feasible;

(viivi) intensive language and vocabulary instruction

that may involve a speech and language therapist;

(B) participation by the student in a summer reading camp in

the district;

(C) appropriate teaching methodologies necessary to assist the 

student in progressing to the next grade level in reading; the methodologies 

under this paragraph shall be selected by a highly effective teacher in the 

district, as determined by the superintendent based on teacher 

evaluations;

(D) extended school days, weeks, or years;

(2) review o f the student's progress in completing a monitoring plan 

established for the student;

(3) assessment o f  the student's needs for additional services;

(4) instruction in developing a reading portfolio;

(5) an accelerated reading class for retained students with the lowest 

scores on standards-based assessments in reading; the accelerated reading class shall 

be designed to help each student achieve an improvement o f  at least two grade levels 

in reading;

(6) annual progress reports submitted to the department;

(7) a home reading plan that involves the student's parent or guardian,

(d) A school district may exempt a student from mandatory retention under

(b)(4) o f this section for good cause if  the parent or guardian o f the student requests 

the exemption, receives a recommendation from the student's teacher and principal, 

and provides documentation that demonstrates that the student

(1) has limited English proficiency after completing not more than two 

years o f instruction in a limited English proficiency program;

(2) has a disability and an individual education plan under

( v ) — tra n s it io n a l c la s s e s fo r  c o m b in e d  th ir d  a n d  fo u rth

g ra d e stu d e n ts ;

CSHB 197( ) -4-
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AS 14.30.278 that exempts the student from participation in statewide standards-based 

assessments and meets other requirements established by law;

(3) has an individualized education program under AS 14.30.278 that 

resulted in at least two years o f intensive remediation in reading, was retained m -at 

least tweonce in grades in-kindergarten through grade three, and is promoted using 

additional resources that include specialized diagnostic information, altered 

instructional days, and individualized reading strategies; or

(4) has received intensive remediation in reading for at least two years 

that included an altered instructional day, specialized diagnostic testing, and research- 

based strategies to improve reading skills and was retained at least twice in grades 

enekindergarten through three; or

(5) has successfully completed an alternative assessment in reading 

approved by the district.

(e) In this section, "significant reading deficiency" means that a student 

does not meet the minimum skill levels for reading competency in the areas of 

phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, and twereading fluency, 

including verbal skills and reading comprehension, under standards established 

by the state board for the student’s grade level.

Sec. 14.30.761. Temporary waiver o f district reading program  

requirement. The department may provide a temporary waiver to a school 

district of a reading program required under AS 14.30.760 for a period not to 

exceed three years if  the district demonstrates to the satisfaction of the 

department that the district is taking necessary steps toward establishing and 

implementing the reading program. The department may extend a temporary 

waiver granted under this section if  the district can demonstrate that full 

implementation of a district reading program was delayed by an extreme 

circumstance over which the district had no control.

Sec. 14.30.762. Audit o f district reading program. The department shall 

provide an audit o f each district reading program to determine consistency with 

the standards established under AS 14.30.760. The department shall perform the 

audit seven years after full implementation o f the program or 10 years after the

-5-
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Sponsor Statement 

House Bill 197

"An Act requiring the establishment of a reading program in school districts for grades kindergarten 
through three; providing for student retention in grade three; and providing for a report on the reading 
program and on student retention."

Learn to Read - Read to Learn Act

Alaska school districts currently engage in the practice of social promotion. This means that children, 
regardless of academic abilities are passed from grade to grade simply to keep them with their peers. 
However, each year, many of them have failed to learn basic literacy skills in the developmentally critical 
grades. Rather than addressing these problems, a social promotion simply moves these students to the 
next grade level. This is especially destructive for children in the early grades. Learning to read does not 
get easier with age. As a result, illiterate 3rd graders move on to become illiterate 4th graders, and then 5th 
and 6th and 7th graders. Third grade is the year that students transition from “learning to read” to 
“reading to learn.” Imagine a 5th grader, reading on a 2nd grade level, sitting in a science class. These 
students will not grasp the vocabulary and scientific concepts described in the textbooks because they 
cannot read -  literally. Grade level material keeps increasing year after year, but these students cannot 
keep up because they cannot read. These students have been described as disruptive, restless and bored. 
They often do not finish school, let alone go on to college. We must take steps to change this outcome.

HB 197 clearly lays out that students in grade 3 who fail to meet the minimum reading requirements 
established by the department will be retained except for good cause. It establishes a reading literacy 
program for students in Kindergarten through grade 3. HB 197 requires regular assessments of students 
and eliminates social promotion. A student that is retained in third grade will have intensive 
interventions including; small group instruction, reduced pupil-teacher ratio, frequent monitoring, 
tutoring, transitional classes, incorporation of 4th grade core subjects, and intensive language and 
vocabulary instruction.

Alaska spends more per capita on education than almost any other state. Our 4th grade reading scores 
are amongst the lowest in the nation. We must take action to rectify this situation. We cannot continue 
with more of the status quo. HB 197 will ensure that Alaska’s students have the literacy skills needed to 
be successful in life. I strongly believe that this will make a difference for our state and in the lives of 
young Alaskans. I request your support for House Bill 197.

http://www.GabrielleLeDoux.com
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DIVISION OF LEGAL AND RESEARCH SERVICES 
LEGISLATIVE AFFAIRS AGENCY 

STATE OF ALASKA State Capitol 
Juneau, Alaska 99801-1182 

Deliveries to: 129 6th St., Rm. 329

M E M O R A N D U M April 8,2013

SUBJECT: Sectional summary o f HB 197 (Work Order No. 28-LS0515\N)

TO: Representative Gabrielle LeDoux 
Attn: Lisa Vaught

FROM: Jean M. Mischel 
Legislative Counsel

O

You have requested a sectional summary of the above-described bill.

As a preliminary matter, note that a sectional summary o f  a bill should not be considered 
an authoritative interpretation o f the bill and the bill itself is the best statement o f its 
contents. If you would like an interpretation o f the bill as it may apply to a particular set 
of circumstances, please advise.

Section 1. Provides a short title for the bill.

Section 2. Requires public school districts to publish on the Internet and report to the 
state board of education student progress under the reading program established under 
sec. 3 o f the bill, school board policies on student retention, and other information related 
to student promotion and retention.

Section 3. Requires each school district to establish a reading program for students in 
grades kindergarten through three to address substantial reading deficiencies o f students. 
Provides standards for the reading program that include the requirement to retain a 
student in grade three, with some specified exceptions, for a substantial reading 
deficiency, and notification o f parents. Describes various minimum required learning 
strategies to address substantial reading deficiencies.

JMM:ljw
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Changes from HB 197 to CSHB 197

1. On page 1, line 9, delete "By September 1 of each year," and on line 10, amend the sentence to
read "each school district shall annually publish on the Internet and report to the board 
information from the previous school year regarding"

2. Replace all instances of 'substantial reading deficiencies' with 'significant reading deficiencies.'

3. Page 2, Line 15 add " within the first 30 days of the school year"

4. Page 2, line 16, amend to read "including valid and reliable screening and diagnostic
assessment"

5. Page 2, Line 20 adds definition of social promotion

6. Add provision on the CS page 2, line 25 stating that a student may not be held back for more 
than one year in 3rd grade.

7. Page 3, delete line 26 and 27.

8. Added to CS, page 4, line 5 "the methodologies under this paragraph shall be selected by a 
highly effective teacher in the district, as determined by the Superintendent based on teacher 
evaluations."

9. Page 4, line 20 of the CS changes the requestor of the exemption from the student to the parent 
or guardian of the student.

10. Page 4, Line 29 of the CS changes from retained in at least two grades to retained in at least one 
grade from kindergarten through 3rd grade.

11. Page 5, line 4 changed from being retained in grades one and two to being retained at least 
twice in grades k -  3.

12. Adds a new subsection defining "significant reading deficiencies"

13. Page 5, line 6 adds additional exemption for a student who has successfully completed an 
alternative assessment in reading approved by the district.

14. Add a new section, 14.30.761., at the end of page 5 to describe a grace period not to exceed 
three (3) years for each school district to design and implement their individual processes for 
compliance with this Act.

15. Add a new subsection, 14.30.762., to describe a full audit of the program to take place seven (7) 
years after full implementation of the program has begun or ten (10) years after the program's 
initial start.
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FISCAL NOTE ANALYSIS

Analysis

STATE OF ALASKA BILL NO. HB197

2013 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

Section 1 of this legislation amends the uncodified law of the State of Alaska is amended by adding a new section 
to include the bill's short title.

Section 2 amends AS 14.03.120 to require districts to report on student progress; student retention numbers and 
percentages; and board policies on grade retention.

Sec. 3. AS 14.30 is amended by adding a new section to Article 14. District Reading Program; adds Sec. 14.30.760 
which specifies components that must be in a district K-3 reading program, the retention of student's that fail to 
meet minimum reading standards established by the department, and elimination of social promotion. For a 
student who is retained in grade three under the program established in this section, a school district shall provide 
intensive interventions, during regular school hours, in reading literacy designed to ameliorate the student's 
specific reading deficiency, including instructional strategies that are research-based and employed daily for at 
least 90 minutes at the same time each day.

While no anticipated additional cost to the department would be required, this legislation would require local 
governing boards to dedicate resources to implement the requirements, including at least one specialized literacy 
teacher at each elementary level school.
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FISCAL NOTE ANALYSIS

Analysis

STATE OF ALASKA BILL NO. CSHB197(EDC)

2014 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

Sections 1. 2 and 3, up to page 5, line 13, prescribe the responsibilities fo r school districts in establishing and 
implementing a district reading program. These requirements do not have fiscal implications for the department.

Section 3. page 5, line 13, adds a Sec. 14.30.761; Temporary waiver of district reading program requirement and Sec. 
14.30.762; Audit of district reading program. These sections require the department to establish a waiver and 
audit/monitoring process. The waiver process permits the department to  provide a temporary waiver to  a school district 
fo r the reading program requirements fo r a period not to  exceed three years if the district demonstrates that it is taking 
necessary steps toward establishing and implementing the requirements, or if meeting the requirements was delayed by 
an extreme circumstance. The audit process requires the department to audit each district to  determine consistency of 
program development and implementation with the requirements prescribed by the proposed legislation. The audit is to  
take place seven years after full implementation of the district reading program or ten years after the first year of 
implementation or the district reading program.

In order to  establish a waiver and auditing process, and to provide district technical assistance for the development and 
implementation of a district reading program, one full-time Education Specialist II position would be needed, with salaries 
and benefits, $107.0.

Included in the projection is department chargebacks at $9.5 per employee.

(Revised 8/16/2013 OMB) Page 2 of 2



April 3, 2014

To Whom It May Concern,

I am writing to support HB197 -  the Learn to Read, Read to Learn bill. 
As a teacher with the Anchorage School District for 22 years I know the 
importance of literacy for a student's success in all academic settings 
and in life. I also over my 22 years know that ASD has made literacy a 
focus and implemented policies for identifying students who were not 
reading at grade level followed by intervention plans for supporting 
students to learn to read. But ASD does also allow social promotion 
which many times allows students tha t do not have the reading skills to 
be successful in the next grade to advance anyway (hoping for the best - 
that interventions, time, maturity, something  will make it w o rk )

Research shows us that there is a definite correlation between the 
ability to read by 3rd grade and reducing high school drop out rates and 
improving s tudent achievement on reading tests.

I support HB197 as it addresses a problem head on. It is very 
disconcerting that our schools are amongst the highest funded in the 
Nation and our kids are just as bright as anywhere else and 
our educators and parents are just as dedicated and yet we are at the 
bottom for achievement (4th grade NAEP scores 2011)

Literacy is a responsibility for students, parents, schools and 
government. We need to make a commitment to take a stand for the 
importance of literacy and to raise the accountability for that 
responsibility.

HB197 provides a policy that guides the following factors: 
Identification of students who are not reading at grade level, 
Communication - Parental Communication on literacy 
acquisition/strategies for intervention and support activities.
Training for all “Stakeholders” parents, teachers, students -  provide 
intervention training and involvement for research based best practice 
Intervention practices (recommended a n d /o r  required that involves 
teacher, student, family and school district to create a plan for the 
student),



Retention - the accountability piece -This is one part  of the bill that will 
provide incentive for greater parental involvement. And the bill is 
modeled after o ther (ie. Florida) successful reading programs which 
provides for "good cause exemptions" so that only students that will 
benefit from the policy will be included.) Please note: retention is not 
the goal, s tudent academic success and literacy is the goal. 

I have cut and pasted paragraphs that are compelling that were part of 
the files to support the bill.

Retention itself is not the goal here, it’s strong instruction and intervention coupled with the test- 
based promotion that makes it a successful combination. In addition to Florida data

P r o m o t in g  I l l it e r a c y : T h e  H a r m f u l  I m p a c t s  o f  P r e v a il in g  P o l ic y

Each year, millions o f children, including a disproportionately high number of low- 
tncome and minority children, fail to learn basic literacy skills in the developmentally critical 
grades. Rather than addressing these problems head on, standard practice involves simply 
socially promoting students to the next grade. Our collective failure to reform this shameful 
practice preserves a system of schooling that routinely gives the least to the students who start 
with the greatest needs. For students, the impact lasts a lifetime.

The prevailing practice o f social promotion proves especially destructive for children in 
the early grades. Learning to read does not get easier with age. As a result, illiterate 3rd graders 
move on to become illiterate 4th graders, and then 5th, 6th and 7th graders.

"Education Reform -  Why not Alaska ?
There are plentiful examples of proven school reforms 
that are sweeping the nation and are producing 
dramatic improvements." Bob Griffin

Our students deserve no less. Please support HB197. 

Thank you, 
Lynnette Sullivan
ASD K-12 EdTech Coach, K-6 teacher



Letter in support of HB 197 Learn to Read; Read to Learn

As a longtime advocate for improving public education, HB 197 is the number one 
priority for legislation that I'm supporting in Juneau this year. Early childhood literacy is 
at crisis proportions in Alaska. In the 2013 NAEP test scores for low-income kids we 
dropped to 51st (behind low-income kids in DC) in 4th grade reading. Our upper and 
middle income kids are not doing much better. In 2013 they dropped to 49th in NAEP 
testing when we were 44th just 10 years ago.

I have attended dozens of K-12 education conferences all over the US and I have not 
come across a more effective method of improving student outcomes than legislation 
setting the standards for minimum 3rd grade literacy.

Large quantities of research indicate that when kids do not attain basic literacy by age 9 
or 10 they are unlikely to catch-up later. Social promotion of illiterate students at the 
critical transition of using reading skills to learn is not doing any favors to those children.

Nearly identical legislation is already in effect in a dozen states and it has been 
producing fantastic results. Florida, was the first to try this legislation back in 2002. In 
the 2003 NAEP testing Florida was 28th in low-income 4th grade reading. By 2013 they 
were 1st.

According to 2013 NAEP test scores, low income Hispanic 4th graders in Florida read at 
a higher comprehension level than the average Alaskan 4th grader.

It's interesting to note that according to the latest NEA publication, Rankings and 
Estimates, Alaska was 1st in per capita K-12 funding in 2010 and Florida was 48th.

Our kids are bright;
Our teachers are dedicated;
Our parents are loving;
There's no reason we can't do better.

Bob Griffin

Anchorage School District 
Budget Advisory Commission 
Chairman



Reading/Literacy
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A Problem Still in Search of a Solution
Roadm ap for a Com prehensive State Policy  

on Improving Early  R eading Proficiency

By Kathy Christie 
Stephanie Rose

May 2012

Reading is just one step along the path of true literacy mastery. Children are continually building a body 
of knowledge and vocabulary from the day they are born. Once they begin to learn to read, it is this 
accumulation of experience, knowledge and vocabulary — that allows the words they are beginning to 
read to have meaning. They are beginning their road to literacy, and that road is far more than learning 
a set of skills. The big goal, of course, is for all students to meet the expectations for their grade level by 
the end of 3rd grade. That's why, when we talk about early literacy, we're talking about P-3.

While a number of states have developed strategic plans around the improvement of reading, reframing 
such recommendations into policy language can be challenging. This paper builds on our historical 
review of the many state and national reading initiatives that have yet to have their intended impact, as

evidenced by the following 
graphic. Consider, for 
example, the enormous 
state-level energy put into 
the numerous initiatives 
over the past 42 years 
against the average 
performance of 9-year olds 
on the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress 
(NAEP).

This graphic should serve as 
a reminder that it is "tough 
work" to translate research 
and policy into increased 
student outcomes. Since the 
1970s to the most recent 
administration of the test in 
2011 — the average 
reading score for 9-year 
olds increased by only 12 
points — from 208 to 220.

Seminal Moments in U.S. Literacy
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So what should a roadmap for successful state 
policy look like? The power of state leadership 
comes from its authority to systematically:

•  S treng then  P-3 linkages

•  Engage s ta te  leaders, teacher 
p re p a ra tio n  in s titu tio n s , educators, 
s tu d e n ts  a n d  fa m ilie s  in  con tinuous  
im p ro v e m e n t

•  Ensure transparency

•  Im p ro ve  schoo l a n d  classroom  
prac tice

•  Provide system  ove rs ig h t

•  D rive  " fix e s ,"  n o t ju s t  
consequences.

State policy should create a convergence 
between two often disconnected spheres: 
System and practice. The purpose of this paper 
is to help create that convergence.

In this paper we outline policy standards for (1) 
a framework and superstructure that supports a 
system approach to literacy improvement and 
(2) a framework for influencing culture and 
practice at the school and classroom level.

Falling within the framework and 
superstructure:
Program design & Implementation 
System oversight
Effective, immediate intervention.

Falling within the framework for influencing 
practice at the school and classroom level: 
Ongoing assessment of children & settings 
Redefined adult capacity-building 
Language-rich, rigorous curricula 
Partnerships with families.

Program design & 
implementation

System Oversight

Effective, immediate 
intervention

Policy Standards 
System and Practice

Ongoing assessment of children & 
settings

Redefined adult capacity-building 

Language-rich, rigorous curricula 

Partnerships w/families
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C0) 
C0)

Supporting a System Approach for Literacy Improvement: 
Policy standards for program design & implementation

Effective policy on program design & implementation:

S  Ensures that grade-level expectations are benchmarked to world-class standards 

§  Aligns standards, curricula, teaching practices and assessments

§  Creates and sustains a sense of urgency — such as implementation of a statewide campaign to 
improve reading proficiency

Links and aligns Pre-k with K-3.

Strengthens weak or indifferent attendance policies—during the regular school day and at 
extended (additional) learning times

§  Promotes continuous improvement

• Sets annual targets for improvement (state and local)
• Requires ongoing data collection and analysis
• Supports communication and data sharing
• Allocates funds to be used for ongoing impact analyses
• Implements a system-wide "reviews of the reviewers" through high-level analysis of district 

and principal roles in employment, assignment and retention of high performing reading 
educators

• Influences high-level practices such as reassignment of teachers whose evaluations 
document a track record (2-3 years) of flat or downward trends in student reading 
performance

• Puts public spotlight (media and state) on successful interventions
• Rewards programs that continuously refine services and get results.

Education Commission of the States • 700 Broadway, Suite 810 • Denver, CO 80203-3460 • 303.299.3600 • fax 303.296.8332 • www.ecs.org
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What it looks like in policy

Ambitious goals: S o m e  s t a t e s ,  i n c lu d in g  t h e  Connecticut l e g i s l a tu r e ,  

r e q u i r e  t h a t  r e a d i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n  b e  in a l i g n m e n t  w i t h  t h e  C o m m o n  C o re  

S t a t e  S t a n d a r d s  (CCSS) t h a t  t h e  s t a t e  b o a r d  s e t s .  In Louisiana, t h e  

l i t e r a c y  d iv is io n  o f  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  h a s  b e e n  t a s k e d  w i t h  m e e t i n g  f ive  

c r i t ica l  g o a ls :
o Students enter kindergarten ready to learn.

o Students are literate by the third grade.

o Students will enter fourth grade on time.

o Students perform at or above grade level in English Language 
Arts by eighth grade.

o Achieve all Critical Goals, regardless of race or class.

Statewide focus & urgency: In Colorado loca l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o v i d e r s  

m u s t  r e p o r t  t o  t h e  s t a t e  e d u c a t i o n  d e p a r t m e n t  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  e a r l y -  

g r a d e  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  s i g n i f i c a n t  r e a d i n g  d e f i c i e n c i e s ,  b a s e d  o n  t h e  

s t a t e  b o a r d ' s  d e f in i t i o n .  Florida l a w  c r e a t e d  t h e  F lo r id a  C e n t e r  f o r  

R e a d i n g  R e s e a r c h  (FCRR) a t  t h e  F lo r id a  S t a t e  U n iv e r s i ty ,  w i t h  t w o  

g e o g r a p h i c a l l y - b a s e d  o u t r e a c h  c e n t e r s  t o  p r o v i d e  t e c h n i c a l  

a s s i s t a n c e  in e v i d e n c e - b a s e d  l i t e r a c y  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  a s s e s s m e n t s ,  

p r o g r a m s ,  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  d e v e l o p m e n t .  T h e  C e n t e r  is a l s o  

e x p e c t e d  t o  c o n d u c t  a p p l i e d  r e s e a r c h  t h a t  will h a v e  a n  i m m e d i a t e  

i m p a c t  o n  p o l ic y  a n d  p r a c t i c e s ,  c o n d u c t  b a s i c  r e s e a r c h  o n  o t h e r  

f a c e t s  o f  r e a d i n g ,  a n d  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  w i t h  t h e  J u s t  R e a d !  F lo r id a  

O ff ic e  a n d  d i s t r i c t s  in t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  f r a m e w o r k s .  In a d d i t i o n ,  

t h e  C e n t e r  is t o  d i s s e m i n a t e  i n f o r m a t i o n  s t a t e w i d e .

T o  p r o v i d e  f o c u s  a n d  a  s e n s e  o f  u r g e n c y ,  13  s t a t e s  a n d  DC p r o h i b i t  

s o c i a l  p r o m o t i o n  o f  s t u d e n t s  n o t  p r o f i c i e n t  in r e a d i n g .  If t a k i n g  o r  

c o n s i d e r i n g  t h i s  a p p r o a c h ,  it is c r it ica l  t o  e n s u r e  t h a t  i n t e n s i v e  

i n t e r v e n t i o n s  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  c o m p o n e n t s  a d d r e s s e d  in t h i s  p a p e r  a r e  

in p l a c e .

Continuous improvement ( s e t  a n n u a l  t a r g e t s ) :  B e g in n in g  in 2 0 1 4  

Connecticut will p r o v i d e  i n c e n t i v e s  f o r  s c h o o l s  t h a t  i n c r e a s e  t h e  

n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  w h o  m e e t  o r  e x c e e d  t h e  s t a t e w i d e  g o a l  lev e l  in 

r e a d i n g  b y  1 0 %  o r  m o r e .  Florida r e q u i r e s  e a c h  b o a r d  t o  a n n u a l l y  

p u b l i s h  d a t a  in t h e  lo ca l  n e w s p a p e r  a n d  t o  r e p o r t  in w r i t i n g  t o  t h e  

s t a t e  d e p a r t m e n t .  D a t a  i n c l u d e :  t h e  loca l  b o a r d s ' s  p o l ic i e s  a n d  

p r o c e d u r e s  o n  s t u d e n t  r e t e n t i o n  a n d  p r o m o t i o n ;  b y  g r a d e ,  b y  g r a d e  

( 3 - 1 0 ) , t h e  n u m b e r  a n d  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  s t u d e n t s  p e r f o r m i n g  a t  t h e  t w o  

l o w e s t  l e v e l s  o n  s t a t e  r e a d i n g  a s s e s s m e n t s ;  b y  g r a d e ,  t h e  n u m b e r  

a n d  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  all s t u d e n t s  r e t a i n e d  in g r a d e s  3 - 1 0 ;  t o t a l  n u m b e r  

o f  s t u d e n t s  p r o m o t e d  f o r  g o o d  c a u s e ,  b y  e a c h  c a t e g o r y  o f  g o o d  

c a u s e ;  a n d  a n y  r e v i s io n s  t o  loca l  b o a r d  p o l ic y  o n  s t u d e n t  r e t e n t i o n  

a n d  p r o m o t i o n  f r o m  t h e  p r i o r  y e a r .

“On or before July 1, 2014, the 
Commissioner o f Education 
shall establish, within available 
appropriations, an incentive 
program for schools that (1) 
increase by ten per cent the 
number o f students who meet 
or exceed the state-wide goal 
level in reading on the state­
wide examination ... and (2) 
demonstrated the methodology 
and instruction used by the 
school to improve student 
reading skills and scores on 
such state-wide examination. 
Such incentive program may, 
at the commissioner’s 
discretion, include public 
recognition, financial awards, 
and enhanced autonomy or 
operational flexibility. The 
Department o f Education may 
accept private donations for 
the purpose o f this section. ”

— Connecticut 
Sec. 94, S.B. 458 (2012)

“The Department o f Education, 
in collaboration with the 
Governor’s Early Care and 
Education Cabinet, shall 
develop a system for the 
sharing o f information between 
preschool and school 
readiness programs and 
kindergarten regarding 
children’s oral language and 
preliteracy proficiency. ”

— Connecticut 
Sec. 96, S.B. 458 (2012)

"The Department of 
Education shall prominently 
post on the website 
maintained by the 
Department best practice 
examples o f reading 
intervention and remedial 
reading strategies used in 
school districts and charter 
schools in this state."
-  Arizona S.B. 1258 (2012)
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Alignment, Pre-K with K-3: Connecticut r e q u i r e s  t h e  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  s y s t e m  t o  s h a r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  r e g a r d i n g  

c h i l d r e n ' s  o r a l  l a n g u a g e  a n d  p r e l i t e r a c y  p r o f i c i e n c y .  T h e  

l e g i s l a t u r e  a l s o  r e q u i r e s  a  s t a t e  p l a n  t h a t  a l ig n s  r e a d i n g  

s t a n d a r d s ,  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  a s s e s s m e n t s  f o r  K -3rd  s t u d e n t s .

Potential Roadblocks

•  I n s u f f i c i e n t  f u n d i n g  s t r a t e g y

•  N a r r o w  f o c u s  o n  c o m p l i a n c e  i n s t e a d  o f  o u t c o m e s

•  M a i n t e n a n c e  o f  t h e  s t a t u s  q u o ,  w i t h  t w o  o f  e v e r y  t h r e e  

c h i l d r e n  n o t  r e a d i n g  p r o f i c i e n t l y  ( t h e  p a t t e r n  t o  d a t e ) .

The [Connecticut] state plan must 
include:

1. The alignment o f reading 
standards, instruction, and 
assessments fo r K-3rd students

2. Teachers use of student progress 
data to adjust and differentiate 
instruction

3. The collection o f information 
about each student's reading 
background, level, and progress 
fo r teachers to use to assist in a 
student's transition to the next 
grade level

4. An intervention fo r each student 
who is not making adequate 
reading progress to help the 
student read at the appropriate 
grade level

5. Enhanced reading instruction for 
students reading at or above 
their grade level

6. Reading instruction coordination 
between parents, students, 
teachers, and administrators at 
home and school

7. School district reading plans
8. Parental involvement by 

providing parents and guardians 
with opportunities to help 
teachers and school 
administrators to (a) create an 
optimal learning environment 
and (b) receive updates on their 
student's reading progress

9. Teacher training and reading 
performance tests to be aligned 
with teacher preparation courses 
and professional development 
activities

10. Incentives fo r schools that 
demonstrate significant student 
reading improvement

11. Research-based literacy training 
fo r early childhood care and 
education providers and 
instructors working with children 
birth to age five

12. Reading instruction alignment 
with the common core state 
standards that the state board 
sets.

Connecticut S. B. 458 (2012)
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Additional full-text policy 
excerpts for program design & 
implementation

"Beginning with the 2011-2012 school year, 
each school district shall establish a Reading Enhancement and 
Acceleration Development (READ) Initiative. The focus o f the READ 
Initiative shall be to prevent the retention o f third-grade students 
by offering intensive accelerated reading instruction to third-grade 
students who failed to meet standards fo r promotion to fourth 
grade and to kindergarten through third-grade students who are 
exhibiting a reading deficiency.

"The READ Initiative shall:... Provide a state-approved reading 
curriculum... provide scientifically based and reliable assessment... 
provide initial and ongoing analysis o f the reading progress o f each 
student."
-O k lah o m a  570-1210.508C

Creates the Florida Center fo r Reading 
Research (FCRR) a t the Florida State 
University. The center shall include two 
outreach centers, one at a central 
Florida community college and one at 
a sourth Florida state university. The 
center and the outreach centers, under 
the center's leadership, will: (1)
Provide Technical assistance and 
support to all school districts and 
schools in this state in the 
implementation o f evidence-based 
literacy instruction, assessments, 
programs, and professional 
development. (2) Conduct applied 
research that will have an immediate 
impact on policy and practices related 
to literacy instruction and assessment 
with an emphasis on struggling 
readers and reading in the content 
area strategies and methods fo r  
secondary teacher. (3) Conduct basic 
research on reading, reading growth, 
reading assessment, and reading 
instruction which will contribute to 
scientific knowledge about reading. (4) 
Collaborate with the Just Read! Florida 
Office and school districts in the 
development o f frameworks for  
comprehensive reading intervention 
courses fo r possible use in middle 
schools and secondary schools. (5) 
Collaborate with the Just Read! Florida 
Office and school districts in the 
development o f frameworks fo r  
professional development activities. (6) 
Disseminate information about 
research-based practices related to 
literacy instruction, assessment from  
screening, progress monitoring, and 
outcome assessments through the 
Florida Progress Monitoring and 
Reporting Network.

—Florida Sec. 1004.99
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Supporting a System Approach for Literacy 
Im provem ent: Standards for oversight

Effective policy for oversight:

§  D e s i g n a t e s  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  e n t i t y  o r  e n t i t i e s  t o  l o o s e ly  m o n i t o r  

( w i t h  a  g o a l  o f  c o n t i n u o u s  i m p r o v e m e n t )  h o w  w e l l  s c h o o l s  a r e  

i m p l e m e n t i n g  e a r l y  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  p r o v id in g  i m m e d i a t e  t i e r e d  

s u p p o r t ,  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i n g  w i t h  p a r e n t s

g  R e q u i r e s  a n n u a l  r e p o r t  t o  t h e  p u b l ic  o n  l i t e r a c y  o u t c o m e s ,  

sp e c i f i c a l ly  t i e d  t o  h o w  w e l l  a n n u a l  t a r g e t s  w e r e  m e t  b a s e d  o n  

s t a t e  g o a l s

§  D r iv e s  " f ix e s "  r a t h e r  t h a n  j u s t  c o n s e q u e n c e s .

What it looks like in policy

Continuous improvement: F o r  s t u d e n t s  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  r e t a i n e d  

a n d  a s s i g n e d  t o  i n t e n s i v e  a c c e l e r a t i o n  c la s s e s ,  Florida r e q u i r e s  

w e e k l y  p r o g r e s s  m o n i t o r i n g  m e a s u r e s  t o  e n s u r e  p r o g r e s s  is b e in g  

m a d e  a n d  r e p o r t s  t o  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n  a n d  t h e  s t a t e  

b o a r d .  F lo r id a  a l s o  r e q u i r e s  t h e  d e p a r t m e n t  t o  m o n i t o r  a n d  t r a c k  

i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  e a c h  d i s t r i c t  p l a n ,  i n c lu d in g  c o n d u c t i n g  s i t e  

v i s i t s  a n d  c o l l e c t in g  s p e c i f i c  d a t a  o n  e x p e n d i t u r e s  a n d  r e a d i n g  

i m p r o v e m e n t  r e s u l t s .  W h i l e  a s k i n g  f o r  c o n t i n u o u s  i m p r o v e m e n t  a t  

t h e  s c h o o l  a n d  d i s t r i c t  lev e l  is g o o d ,  it  is n e e d e d  a t  t h e  s t a t e  leve l  

a s  w e l l .

Measurement against state goals: T h e  s t a t e  o f  Arizona r e q u i r e s  

r e v i e w  o f  r e a d i n g  p r o g r a m s  if m o r e  t h a n  2 0 %  o f  s t u d e n t s  a t  t h e  

s c h o o l  o r  d i s t r i c t  lev e l  d o  n o t  m e e t  s t a n d a r d s .

Transparency: In Minnesota, t h e  s t a t e ' s  R e a d i n g  C o r p s  p r o g r a m  

w a s  e x p a n d e d  t o  i n c l u d e  c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,  s c ie n t i f ic a l ly  b a s e d  

r e a d i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n  t o  c h i l d r e n  a g e  t h r e e  t o  g r a d e  t h r e e  b u t  a l s o

"Each district school board must 
annually publish in the local 
newspaper, and report in writing to 
the State Board o f Education by 
September 1 o f each year, the 
following information on the prior 
school year:

1. The provisions of this section 

relating to public school student 

progression and the district 

school board's policies and 

procedures on student retention 

and promotion.

2. By grade, the number and 

percentage o f all students in 

grades 3 through 10 performing 

at Levels 1 and 2 on the reading 

portion of the FCAT.

3. By grade, the number and 

percentage o f all students 

retained in grades 3 through

10.

4. Information on the total 

number o f students who were 

promoted fo r good cause, by 

each category o f good cause as 

specified in paragraph (6)(b).

5. Any revisions to the district 

school board's policy on student 

retention and promotion from  

the prior year.

6. ... The Department of Education 

shall establish a uniform form at 

fo r school districts to report the 

information [above]. The 

form at shall be developed with 

input from  district school 

boards and shall be provided 

not later than 90 days prior to 

the annual due date. The 

department shall annually 

compile the information... along 

with state-level summary 

information, and report such 

information to the Governor, 

the President o f the Senate, and 

the Speaker o f the House of 

Representatives."

-  Florida 1008.25
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r e q u i r e s  a  b i e n n i a l  r e p o r t  t h a t  r e c o r d s  a n d  e v a l u a t e s  p r o g r a m  

d a t a  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  e f f i c a c y  o f  t h e  p r o g r a m .  Florida r e q u i r e s  

e a c h  lo ca l  e n t i t y  t o  a n n u a l l y  p u b l i s h  d a t a  o n  s t u d e n t  

p e r f o r m a n c e  in r e a d i n g ,  t h e  n u m b e r  a n d  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  

s t u d e n t s  r e t a i n e d  in g r a d e  a n d  o f  t h o s e  w h o  d id  n o t  m e e t  

g r a d e  l e v e l  s t a n d a r d s  b u t  w e r e  p r o m o t e d  f o r  g o o d  c a u s e .

Potential Roadblocks

I n d e p e n d e n t  e n t i t y  n o t  p e r c e i v e d  a s  i n d e p e n d e n t  o r  

p e r c e i v e d  a s  c o m p l i a n c e - o r i e n t e d  

Lack o f  m e a n s  t o  d r a w  p u b l ic  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a n n u a l  

r e p o r t s  o n  p r o g r e s s

Fails t o  f o s t e r  m o t i v a t i o n  a n d / o r  e n g a g e  e d u c a t o r s  a n d  

s t u d e n t s  in c o n t i n u o u s  i m p r o v e m e n t

"Establish at each school, where 
applicable, an Intensive Acceleration 
Class fo r retained grade 3 students who 
subsequently score at Level 1 on the 
reading portion of the FCAT. The focus 
of the Intensive Acceleration Class shall 
be to increase a child's reading level at 
least two grade levels in 1 school year. 
The Intensive Acceleration Class shall... 
Include weekly progress monitoring 
measures to  ensure progress is being 
made... Report to  the Department of 
Education, in the manner described by 
the department, the progress of 
students in the class at the end of the 
first semester... R e p o r t  t o  t h e  S ta te  
B oard  o f  E du ca tio n ,  a s  r e q u e s t e d ,  o n  
t h e  specif ic  in te n s iv e  re a d in g  
in te r v e n t io n s  a n d  s u p p o r t s  
i m p l e m e n t e d  a t  t h e  sch o o l  d is tr ic t  
level,  [emphasis added] The 
Commissioner of Education shall 
annually prescribe the required 
components of requested reports."

—Florida
’ §1008.25

" If more than twenty per cent of 
students in grade three at either the 
individual school level or at the school 
district level do not meet the standards, 
the governing board or governing body 
shall conduct a review of its reading 
program tha t includes curriculum and 
professional development in light of 
current, scientifically based reading 
research."

Arizona §15-704
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Supporting a System Approach for Literacy Improvement 
Standards for effective, immediate intervention

Effective state policy on effective, immediate intervention supports:

§  R o b u s t  u s e  o f  d a t a  t o  i n f o r m  i n s t r u c t i o n

g  T ie r s  o f  s u p p o r t  t h a t  i n c l u d e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  l e a r n in g  p l a n s  a n d  a l t e r n a t i v e  i n t e r v e n t i o n s

o  M i n i m u m  n u m b e r  o f  m i n u t e s  p e r  d a y  o f  a d d i t i o n a l ,  i n t e n s i v e  r e a d i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n  ( n o t  r e d i s t r i b u t i n g  

c la s s  t i m e )

§  M a n d a t o r y  a t t e n d a n c e  in e x t e n d e d  d a y  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  S a t u r d a y  s c h o o l s  a n d  in s u m m e r  s c h o o l ,  if 

a p p l i c a b l e

§  S t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  m a x i m i z e  s t r u c t u r e d  u s e  o f  t r a i n e d  

m e n t o r s ,  t u t o r s ,  i n c l u d i n g  p u b l i c / p r i v a t e  p a r t n e r s h i p s

§  D e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  m a i n t e n a n c e  o f  o n l in e ,  o p e n  a c c e s s  

r e s o u r c e s

§  P u b l ic  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  e x e m p l a r y  s c h o o l - l e v e l  o r  

c l a s s r o o m - l e v e l  r e s u l t s .

Intensive,
individualized  

terventic

Targeted 
Group 

Interventions

9  I n t e n t i o n a l  a s s i g n m e n t  o f  h i g h e s t  q u a l i t y  r e a d i n g  

t e a c h e r s  t o  s t u d e n t s  a t  r isk  o f  n o t  m e e t i n g  g r a d e  leve l  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  ( w / t e a c h e r s  i d e n t i f i e d  v ia  p r i o r  r e a d i n g  

r e s u l t s )

§  I n t e r v e n t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  a r e  e v i d e n c e - b a s e d .

Core Interventions
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§  If student retention is used as a means of intervention, the
instructional experience is not a repeat of what the student just 
experienced.

§  Vetted, language-rich, rigorous and engaging grade-level curricular 
materials for educators or parents to access and use

§  Exemplary instruction and/or lessons tied to world-class benchmarks 
— including comprehension and vocabulary-building strategies for all 
subject areas

W hat it looks like in policy

Data-informed: In 2012 Florida added a policy provision that requires 
that allocated funds be used to specifically support teachers in making 
instructional decisions based on student data, and improve teacher 
delivery of effective reading instruction, intervention, and reading in the 
content areas based on student need. (See also details of state policy 
under ongoing assessment of children and settings.) New York requires 
monitoring of student's abilities and skills, and where substandard 
progress, instruction tailored to individual needs with increasingly 
intensive levels of intervention and instruction. One piece of Florida's law 
is a Comprehensive Student Progression Plan that includes a number of 
requirements, including specific criteria for mid-year promotion of a 
retained student. Several states make a retention decision for students 
who received additional services but did not meet grade-level standards 
based on factors that include whether a student completed summer 
school or after school instructional programs.

Strategic: A number of states specify afterschool and summer 
interventions and make attendance mandatory. In Kentucky, state law 
requires district-wide use of a K-3 response-to-intervention system that 
includes a tiered continuum of interventions with varying levels of 
intensity and duration and that connects general, compensatory and 
special education programs to provide interventions implemented with 
fidelity to scientifically based research. M ontana  also supports use of a 
response-to-intervention model. Florida targets an additional hour per 
day of intensive reading instruction to students in the 100 lowest- 
performing elementary schools (H.B. 5101, 2012). Also see details of 
Colorado's READ plan (see sidebar). The Rhode Island state department 
provides guidance that requires students' personal literacy plans (PLPs) 
and that each plan address a cycle of student support to:

• Diagnose, Analyze, and Validate Need (s)
• Design Intervention Plan
• Implement Intervention
• Review Progress Monitoring Data
• Revise/Modify Support
• Implement Revised/Modified Intervention

“A summer academy reading 
program shall be a program  
tha t incorporates the content 
o f a scientifically research- 
based professional 
development program  
administered by the 
Oklahoma Commission fo r  
Teacher Preparation or a 
scientifically based reading 
program administered by the 
State Board o f Education and 
is taught by teachers who 
have successfully completed 
professional development in 
the reading program or who 
are certified as reading 
specialists." — Oklahoma 
$ 7 0 - 1 2 1 0 .5 0 8 C

"Beginning with the 2011- 
2012 school year, each school 
district shall establish a 
Reading Enhancement and 
Acceleration Development 
(READ) Initiative. The focus 
o f the READ Initiative shall be 
to prevent the retention o f 
third-grade students by 
offering intensive accelerated 
reading instruction to third- 
grade students who fa iled to 
meet standards fo r  
promotion to fourth grade 
and to kindergarten through 
third-grade students who are 
exhibiting a reading 
deficiency.

The READ Initiative sha ll:... 
Provide a state-approved 
reading curriculum... provide 
scientifically based and 
reliable assessment... provide 
in itia l and ongoing analysis o f 
the reading progress o f each 
student."
- Oklahoma §70-1210.5080
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•  Use Assessments to Determine Discontinuation or Need for 
New Intervention

Effective: In Arizona, state policy requires the department to 
post best practice examples of reading intervention and 
remedial reading strategies used in schools and districts. 
Colorado requires student plans to include programs from an 
"advised" list and that address the areas of phonemic 
awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, and reading 
fluency, including oral skills and reading comprehension.
West Virginia requires a team to review the needs of 
students who continue to struggle despite interventions. 
Florida stipulates that the required additional hour of reading 
instruction include: research-based reading instruction that 
has been proven to accelerate progress of students exhibiting 
a reading deficiency; differentiated instruction based on 
student assessment data to meet students' specific reading 
needs; explicit and systematic reading development in 
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension, with more extensive opportunities for guided 
practice, error correction, and feedback and the integration of 
social studies, science, and mathematics-text reading, text 
discussion and writing in response to reading (Florida H.B. 
5101, 2012). In addition, Florida requires that struggling 
students be assigned to a different teacher for reading.

"State board policy requires every school 
to establish a student assistance team 
tha t reviews student academic needs tha t 
have persisted despite being addressed by 
instruction and intervention and requires 
every school to implement, in an equitable 
manner, programs during and after the 
instructional day a t the appropriate 
instructional levels tha t contribute to the 
success o f students...
The state board shall provide for... 

encouraging and assisting county boards 
in establishing and operating critical skills 
instructional support programs during and 
after the instructional day and during the 
summer fo r  students in grades three and 
eight who, in the judgment o f the student 
assistance team or the student's 
classroom teacher, are not mastering the 
content and skills in reading, language 
arts and mathematics adequately fo r  
success at the next grade level and who 
are recommended by the student 
assistance team or the student's 
classroom teacher fo r  additional academic 
help through the programs."

—West Virginia -  S18-2E-10

"Provide written notification to the parent 
o f any student who is retained tha t his or 
her child has not met the proficiency level 
required fo r  promotion and the reasons 
the child is not eligible fo r  a good cause 
exemption. The notification must include 
a description o f proposed interventions 
and supports that will be provided to the 
child to remediate the identified areas of 
reading deficiency."[emphasis added]

Florida -1008.25

|
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Potential Roadblocks

• Instruction and interventions not built or linked to world 
class standards such as the Common Core State Standards

• Parent resistance if they have no voice in retention-related 
decisions for their kids

• Kids retained in grade because of factors outside of their 
control such as a lack of quality instruction

• Interventions that pull children away from the regular 
classroom rather than adding instructional time

• Insufficient funding strategy
• Lack of a private sector-like "project management" capacity 

for ensuring that data systems work the way they need to, 
that changes are made where necessary, that efforts are 
coordinated, etc. and that children and families are served 
well.

Resources from the research...

Best evidence on approaches to assisting struggling readers: 
h ttD ://www.bestevidence.ora/readina/strua/l<evfind.htm

What Works Clearinghouse Improving Reading Comprehension in Grades 
K-3: http://ies.ed. aov/ncee/wwc/oracticeauide.asox?sid=14

What Works Clearinghouse reviews o f interventions:
http://ies.ed.aov/ncee/wwc/tooic.asox?sid=8#accessibletabscontent0-l

Center on Instruction (Federally funded center):
Index: http://centeroninstruction.org/index.cfm.

Literacy: http://centeroninstruction.ora/tooic.cfm?k=L
Response to Intervention: http://centeroninstruction.org/tooic.cfm?k=R

"Each READ plan shall include, a t a 
minimum: (a) The student's 
specific, diagnosed reading skill 
deficiencies tha t need to be 
remediated in order fo r  the 
student to attain competency; (b) 
the goals and benchmarks fo r  the 
student's growth in attaining 
reading competency; (c) the type 
o f additional instructional services 
and interventions the student w ill 
receive in reading; (d) the 
scientifically based or evidence- 
based reading instructional 
programming the teacher will use 
to provide to the student daily 
reading approaches, strategies, 
interventions, and instruction, 
which programs a t a minimum  
shall address the areas o f 
phonemic awareness, phonics, 
vocabulary development, reading 
fluency, including oral skills and 
reading comprehension. The local 
education provider may choose to 
select the programs from  among 
those included on the advisory list 
prepared by the department...; (e) 
the manner in which the local 
education provider w ill monitor 
and evaluate the student's 
progress; (f) the strategies the 
student's parent is encouraged to 
use in assisting the student to 
achieve reading competency that 
are designed to supplement the 
programming described in 
paragraph (d)...; and (g) any 
additional services the teacher 
deems available and appropriate 
to accelerate the student's 
reading skill development."
- Colorado H.B. 12-1238 (2012)
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Key Takeaways: Framework & Superstructure

Effective policy on program design & implementation

grade-level expecta tions are 
Ensures benchm arked to  world-class

standards

C oherent standards, curricu la,
Links & Aligns teach ing practices and

assessments w ith  pK-3

sense o f urgency — such as 
Creates and sustains sta tew ide  campaign

weak o r in d iffe re n t a ttendance 
Strengthens polic ies— during  the  regular

school day and a t extended 
(add itiona l) learn ing tim es

Promotes continuous im p rovem en t

annual ta rge ts  -  state &  local 
ongoing data co llec tion  and analysis 
com m un ica tion  and data sharing 
ongoing im pact analyses 
Review o f th e  system o f adu lt rev iew
(high-level analysis o f high pe rfo rm ing  educator em p loym ent, 
assignm ent and re ten tion )
High-level practices
(i.e., reassignm ent o f teachers w hose eva luations docum en t a track 
record o f fla t o r dow nw ard  trends in s tuden t reading perfo rm ance) 
Replication o f successful in te rven tions
Rewards fo r  program s th a t con tinuous ly  re fine services and get 
results

Effective policy for oversight
Independent, loose m on ito r in g

Designates o f the  system

annual reports  to  th e  public on
Requires lite racy outcom es, specifically

tied  to  how  w e ll annual ta rge ts
w ere m et based on sta te  goals

Effective state policy on effective, immediate intervention supports
to  in fo rm  ins truc tion

Use o f data
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o Tiers of support
a lte rna tive  learn ing plans, 
a lte rna tive  in te rven tions

M in im um  num ber o f m inutes 
per day o f add itiona l, in tensive 
reading ins truc tion  (no t 
red is tr ibu ting  class tim e)

M anda to ry  a ttendance in 
in te rven tions 
Strategies to  m axim ize 
assistance

Resource development & 
maintenance

online, open access 
repositories

Public celebration
exem plary school-level o r 
classroom -level results

Evidence-based assignment, 
curriculum

Struggling students get highest 
qua lity  reading teachers

In te rven tion  strategies are 
evidence-based
V etted , language-rich, rigorous 
and engaging grade-level 
curricu la r m ateria ls  fo r  
educators o r parents to  access 
and use

Exemplary ins truc tion  a n d /o r 
lessons tied  to  world-class 
benchm arks — including 
com prehension and 
vocabu lary-bu ild ing  strategies 
fo r  all sub ject areas

o
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Supporting a System Approach for Literacy Improvement: 
Standards for ongoing assessments of children and settings

Effective state policy on assessment of kids 
supports:

§  Screening, fo rm a tive  and sum m ative assessment too ls

g  Evidence-based, d iagnostic o r screening assessments 
w ith  accurate, rapid results

§  Assessments selected fro m  a pool o f ve tted , evidence- 
based too ls

§  Inclusion o f teache r recom m endation  as a means o f 
casting a w id e r net o f id e n tifica tio n

g  T im e ly  notice to  parents and processes fo r  parent 
support

§  C onnection to  a robus t data system th a t maxim izes 
use o f early w arn ing  ind ica tors  and th a t provides 

easily accessible repo rts  th a t su p p o rt teache r/leade r use 
o f data and th a t m in im izes bureaucra tic  requ irem ents  fo r  
teachers

g  Inclusion o f early education  &  care settings, as w e ll as 
PK-3 classrooms.

What the research says...
Data from  assessments o f children should 
not be reported w ithout data on the 
programs that serve them.

Reporting on program quality should 
highlight attributes o f classroom quality, 
instructional practices, and teacher-child 
interactions tha t are most highly 
correlated with enhancing children's 
progress in learning and development

Reporting on child assessments should 
highlight children's progress over time (or 
the "value-added" contributions o f 
programs) as well as their end-of- 
program status.

Source: "Taking Stock: Assessing and 
Improving Early Childhood Learning and 
Program Quality"
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What it looks like in policy

Early, accurate, effective diagnosis: In Iowa, the  state 
leg is la tu re  established a Cross-Agency Assessment Ins trum en t 
Planning G roup to  s tudy  and select one standard, m u ltidom a in  
assessment fo r  im p le m e n ta tio n  by all d istricts fo r  purposes o f 
k inde rga rten  assessments. Idaho requires skills to  be assessed 
K-3, tw o  tim es annually, w ith  a sta tew ide  tes t. The sta te  allow s 
studen ts  in the  low est 25% o f perform ance to  be tes ted  m ore 
fre q u e n tly .

Timely, accurate measurement of progress. Oklahoma requires 
th a t the  screening in s tru m e n t be accompanied by a data 
m anagem ent system and th a t it  be capable o f p rov id ing  pro files 
o f ach ievem ent a t th e  s tuden t, class, grade and school levels.

Determination of proficiency. All states adm in is te r a s ta tew ide  
te s t to  de te rm ine  w h e th e r s tudents are m eeting  level reading 
standards in 3rd grade. Fourteen states and DC requ ire  s tudents 
to  be re ta ined if th e y  are n o t p ro fic ie n t fo r th e ir  grade level by 
th e  end o f 3rd grade.

Potential Roadblocks

On one hand: Resistance to  a single assessment, i f  choices 
lim ite d  to  one o r selected by one en tity .

On the  o th e r hand: If a centra l pool o f ve tted  assessments is no t 
available, local choices m igh t n o t be op tim a l.

What the research says...

"W hen  assessment systems resu lt in high-stress 
experiences fo r  ou r ch ildren or purposeless add itions to  
professiona ls ' plates, w e  can all be concerned. H owever, by 
neg lecting to  regu la rly  evaluate our young ch ild ren 's  
language and early read ing skills, we have done m ore  harm  
than  good. W e need to  p u t ou r e ffo rts  in to  selecting 
m u ltip le  measures and in te rp re ting  th e ir  results in 
a pp rop ria te  ways to  p rom o te  s tuden t success. It is how  
assessments are used - and w ith  w hom  and how  the  results 
are in te rp re te d  and used - th a t can be positive o r negative, 
accurate o r inaccurate. W hen used in accurate and ethical 
ways, assessments can be the  critica l d iffe rence  betw een a 
child rece iv ing th e  help he needs or strugg ling in read ing." 
Turn ing  the  Page: Refocusing Massachusetts fo r  Reading 
Success 
(2010)

"All public school students in kindergarten 
and grades one (1), two (2) and three (3) 
shall have their reading skills assessed. For 
purposes o f this assessment, the state 
board approved and research-based "Idaho 
Comprehensive Literacy Plan" shall be the 
reference document. The kindergarten 
assessment shall include reading readiness 
and phonological awareness. Grades one
(1), two (2) and three (3) shall test fo r  
fluency and accuracy o f the student's 
reading. The assessment shall be by a 
single statewide test specified by the state 
board o f education, and the state 
department o f education shall ensure that 
testing shall take place not less than two
(2) times per year in the relevant grades. 
Additional assessments may be 
administered fo r  students in the lowest 
twenty-five percent (25%) o f reading 
progress."

Idaho-33-1614

Oklahoma H.B. 2511 (2012) requires that 
the screening instrument be "accompanied 
by a data management system that 
provides profiles fo r  students, class, grade 
level and school building. The profiles shall 
identify each student's instructional point 
o f need and reading achievement level."

Iowa S.F. 2284 (2012)
"Sec. 35. CROSS-AGENCY ASSESSMENT 
INSTRUMENT PLANNING GROUP. The 
department o f education and the early 
childhood Iowa state board shall 
collaborate to form  a cross-agency 
planning group. Members o f the 
planning group shall include teachers 
and school leaders, and 
representatives from  the departments 
o f public health, human services, and 
education, the Iowa early childhood 
state and area boards, the state 
board o f regents, applicable nonprofit 
groups, and experts in early childhood 
assessment and educational 
assessment. The planning group shall 
study and select one standard, 
multidomain assessment instrument 
fo r implementation by all school 
districts...1. The instrument shall align 
with agreed upon state and national 
curriculum standards. The planning 
group shall study all costs associated 
with implementing a universal 
assessment instrument..."
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Supporting a System Approach for Literacy 
Improvement: 

Standards for assessment of P-3 settings

Effective policy on assessment of P-3 settings:

§  Includes fre q u e n t observa tion , o f dura tion , w ith  feedback (Pianta, 
2012) h ttp ://c c f.tc .co lu m b ia .e d u /p d f/T a sk  Force R eport.pd f

§  Provides fo r  regu la r rev iew  o f classroom, school and d is tr ic t results 
against s ta te  goals

g  In te n tio n a lly  ta rge ts  use o f P-3 review  too ls  in low est-ach ieving 
classrooms (too ls such as CLASS, QRIS, Assessment o f Practices in 

Early E lem entary Classrooms (APEEC).

What it looks like in policy

Includes fre q u e n t observa tion , o f dura tion , w ith  feedback. 
C onnecticut uses an Early Childhood Q ua lity  Rating and 
Im provem en t System.

Regular, targeted review. Florida policy (H.B. 5101, 2012) d irects 
th e  de p a rtm e n t to  m o n ito r im p lem en ta tion  o f each d is tr ic t plan, 
inc lud ing conducting  s ite  visits and co llecting specified data, and to  
re p o rt its find ings annua lly  to  the  legislature. In add ition , any 
In tensive Acce lera tion  Class fo r  re ta ined grade 3 s tuden t w ho 
subsequently scores a t th e  low est level m ust be m on ito red  w eekly 
and progress reports  made to  th e  state board. Arizona sets a 
perfo rm ance  th resho ld  beneath w hich th e  govern ing  body m ust 
conduct a rev iew  o f its reading program  th a t includes curricu lum  
and professional deve lopm en t in light o f curren t, sc ien tifica lly  
based reading research.

Connecticut —Early Childhood 
Quality Rating and 
Improvement System 
The program must:
Count towards professional 
development requirements 
established under the b ill 
Be based on student reading 
assessment data 
Provide differentiated and 
intensified training in teacher 
reading instruction 
Be used to identify mentor 
teachers who w ill train teachers 
in reading instruction 
Outline how model classrooms 
fo r  reading instruction w ill be 
established in schools 
Inform principals on how to 
evaluate classrooms and 
teacher performance in 
scientifically-based reading 
research and instruction 
Be job-embedded and local 
whenever possible.

The b ill also requires the 
Commissioner to annually 
review the professional 
development and to assess 
whether the professional 
development meets state goals 
fo r  student academic 
achievement through (1) state 
board-adopted common core 
state standards, (2) research- 
based interventions, and (3) 
federal special education law. 
The Commissioner is required to 
submit his review to the 
Education Committee.
Bill analysis fo r  Connecticut S.B. 
458 (2012)

"If more than twenty per cent o f 
students in grade three at 
either the individual school level 
or at the school district level do 
not meet the standards, the 
governing board or governing 
body shall conduct a review o f 
its reading program tha t 
includes curriculum and 
professional development in 
light o f current, scientifically 
based reading research."
-  Arizona $15-704
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This section describes fo u r essential areas o f adu lt capacity-bu ild ing: 1) 
Teacher p repa ra tion  and ce rtif ica tio n ; 2) Principal & superin tenden t 
p repa ra tion ; 3) Professional deve lopm ent; 4) Teacher and principal 
eva luation .

Supporting a System Approach for Literacy 
Improvement: 

Standards for redefined adult capacity-building models

Teacher preparation and certification policy 
supports:
Program approval th a t is based on evidence th a t re levan t program s 
e ffec tive ly  address reading ins truc tion§

§

§  In te rna tiona lly -benchm arked  e n trance /ex it requ irem ents

Program approval th a t is based on evidence o f robust deve lopm ent 
o f ora l language and vocabu lary fo r  teacher candidates

§  Rigorous, s tand-a lone assessment o f teache r candidate know ledge o f 
reading ins truc tion  assessed a t program  ex it o r p rio r to  licensure, and 

in certa in  c ircum stances— period ica lly  post-licensure—w ith  level o f 
pro fic iency benchm arked to  w orld-c lass standards

o  Early in te rve n tio n  fo r  teacher candidates w ho  are at risk o f no t 
m eeting  expecta tions in area o f reading ins truc tion

§  Practice o r residency program s w ith  su ffic ie n t tim e  and connection 
to  h igh ly-e ffec tive  and qua lified  m aster teachers to  deepen know ledge o f 
in s truc tion  and in te rven tion

§  M ean ing fu l a lignm ent w ith  ce rtifica tion  o r licensure (bo th  
p repa ra tion  and ce rtifica tion  b u ilt on w orld-c lass level o f 

know ledge /sk ill expectations).
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"(b) The department may not 
grant an in itia l practitioner license 
to an individual unless the 
individual has demonstrated 
proficiency in the fo llow ing areas 
on a written examination or 
through other procedures 
prescribed by the department:

(1) Basic reading, writing, and 
mathematics.

(2) Pedagogy.
(3) Knowledge o f the areas in 

which the individual is required to 
have a license to teach.

(4) I f  the individual is seeking 
to be licensed as an elementary 
school teacher, comprehensive 
scientifically based reading 
instruction skills, including:

(A) phonemic awareness;
(B) phonics instruction;
(C) fluency;
(D) vocabulary; and
(E) comprehension."

Indiana IC 20-28-5-12

"The department may not 
issue an in itia l teaching 
license tha t authorizes the 
holder to teach in grades 
kindergarten to 5 or in special 
education, an in itia l license as 
a reading teacher, or an 
in itia l license as a reading 
specialist, unless the 
applicant has passed an 
examination identical to the 
Foundations o f Reading test 
administered in 2012 as part 
o f the Massachusetts Tests 
fo r  Educator Licensure. The 
department shall set the 
passing cut score on the 
examination at a level no 
lower than the level 
recommended by the 
developer o f the test, based 
on this state's standards." 
-W isconsin  -  S.B. 461 (2012)

The Just Read, Florida! 
program requires the 
development and monitoring 
o f reading competencies that 
must be demonstrated fo r  
teacher licensure, reading 
endorsement and reading

itLBcs.org



What it looks like in policy

Adults are prepared. A 2012 b ill (S.B. 458) in C onnecticut requires 
the  education  com m issioner to  annually rev iew  th e  professional 
deve lopm en t requ ired  under th e  bill fo r  teachers ho ld ing 
professiona l ce rtifica tes w ith  early  ch ildhood nursery th rough  th ird  
grade o r e lem en ta ry  school endorsem ents and ho ld ing  jobs requ iring  
such endorsem ents. Connecticut also requires a practice-based 
p re lite racy  course fo r  early ch ildhood  teacher candidates. 
A dd itiona lly , th e  sta te  requ ires teacher p repara tion  program s to  
requ ire , as pa rt o f th e ir  curricu la , th a t students have fo u r semesters 
o f classroom clin ica l, fie ld , o r s tuden t teach ing experience.

Florida requ ires th a t approval o f postsecondary teacher p repara tion  
p rogram s be based on p ro o f th a t program s cover th e  requ ired  
com petencies. Wisconsin requ ires the  depa rtm en t to  use th e  test 
selected and used by M assachusetts in 2012 and to  set th e  passing 
cu t score on th e  exam ination  a t a level no low e r than  the  level 
recom m ended by th e  deve lope r o f the  test.

2. Professional development policy supports:

§  M ax im iza tion  o f o p p o rtu n itie s  presented by m ovem ent to  the  
C om m on Core State Standards

§  Provision o f a sequentia l pa thw ay th a t includes tra in in g  in 
s tra teg ies and skills fo r  im p lem en ting  the  know ledge acquired 

th ro u g h  p repa ra tion  and professional deve lopm ent. In o th e r w ords, 
instead o f g iv ing educators a f ig h te r je t, tra in  them  to  fly .

§  S ta te -supported  sum m er reading academies fo r  reading 
teachers (face-to-face o r on line) and w orkshops fo r  principals

§  P rofic iency standards fo r  lite racy in te rven tion is ts

W hat it looks like in policy

Professional development: In South Carolina, the  Reading 
A ch ievem ent System ic In itia tive  Panel (2011) made several 
recom m endations to  expand th e  know ledge base o f principals and 
ins truc tiona l leaders, inc lud ing: p rov ide m anda to ry  s ta te -w ide  series 
o f w orkshops; p rovide  on-s ite  v is its to  aud it lite racy practices and 
o ffe r suggestions fo r  m oving  classrooms to w a rd  High Progress 
Literacy Classrooms; p rovide  v irtu a l support via w ebsite , seminars, 
w orkshops, and w ebinars.

Connecticut policy appears to  m eet the  m a jo rity  o f th e  goals fo r 
ensuring adu lt capacity (see sidebar). The Kentucky D epartm ent o f

§ 7-PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN 
READING
By July 1, 2013 the b ill requires the 
education commissioner to establish a 
professional development program in 
reading instruction fo r  teachers.

The program must:
1) count towards professional 

development requirements 
established under the b ill (§ 38)

2) be based on student reading 
assessment data

3) provide differentiated and 
intensified training in teacher 
reading instruction

4) be used to identify mentor 
teachers who will train teachers in 
reading instruction

5) outline how model classrooms will 
be established in schools fo r  
reading instruction; and

6) inform principals on how to 
evaluate classrooms and teacher 
performance in scientifically-based 
reading research and instruction, 
and

7) be job-embedded and local 
whenever possible.

Beginning July 1, 2014 and each 
fo llow ing school year, all certified 
employees (i.e., teachers and 
administrators) working in grades 
K-3 are required to take a practice 
version o f a state-board approved 
reading instruction exam. Each 
local and regional board o f 
education is required to annually 
report the results to the 
Department o f Education.

This b ill also requires all certified 
employees who hold a certificate 
with an early childhood nursery 
through grade three or an 
elementary endorsement and are 
employed in a position requiring 
such an endorsement in 
kindergarten to grade three, 
inclusive, to do the same. 
—Connecticut S.B. 458 (2012)
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Education offers online resources for educators in an easily-accessible, engaging format.

3. Principal & superintendent preparation policy supports:

§  H igh-level practices in p repara tion  and licensure th a t include eva luation  and coaching o f adults

§  P reparation th a t includes high-level standards such as: the  founda tions  o f qua lity  early ch ildhood 
program s, p rinc ip les and practices engaging fam ilies  and com m unities; app rop ria te  learn ing 

env ironm ents  fo r  young ch ild ren  using data fo r  early id e n tifica tio n  and in te rven tion  se tting  high 
expecta tions fo r  ch ild ren , and com m unica ting  w ith  and supporting  teachers.

§  D eve lopm ent o f  th e  type  o f 21st C entury skills and strategies th a t leaders need in o rde r to  to  help 
teachers sk illfu lly  im p le m e n t w h a t it is th e y  have learned in th e ir  p repara tion  o r professional 

deve lopm en t program s.

What it looks like in policy

Leader preparation: In C onnecticut, state law  requires th a t professional deve lopm en t in fo rm  principals 
on how  to  eva luate  classrooms and teacher perfo rm ance in scientifica lly-based reading research and 
ins truc tion .

4. Teacher & principal evaluation policy supports:

g  Evaluation using m u ltip le  measures, inc lud ing s tuden t ach ievem ent

§  A ssignm ent to  teach reading (particu la rly  to  s tudents be low  grade-level standards) based on a track 
record o f positive  s tu d e n t ach ievem ent data

§  Funding fo r  professional deve lopm ent th a t is con tingen t on co m m itm e n t to  q u a n tita tive  eva luation 
o f such professional deve lopm en t (i.e., know ledge o f teach ing  reading assessed)

§  System o f rev iew  th a t looks loosely at data on reading im provem en t and w h e th e r adu lt capacity is 
su ffic ie n t (i.e., s ta te  rev iew  o f d is tr ic t eva luation data such as the  num ber o f teachers non-renew ed fo r

perfo rm ance, num ber in low est 
tw o  categories o f perfo rm ance 
and s im ila r review  o f school- 
level data pe rfo rm ed  at the  
d is tr ic t level).

What it looks like in 
policy

Multiple measures used for 
evaluation: In Wisconsin, state 
law  requires 50% o f the  to ta l 
eva luation be based on 
measures o f s tuden t 
perfo rm ance. For a principa l, 
eva luation is based on the  
ex ten t to  w h ich  th e  princ ipa l's  
practice m eets th e  2008

In te rs ta te  School Leaders Licensure Consortium  Educational Leadership Policy Standards. Arizona law

What the research says...

"Despite the availability o f training, school leaders across the 
Organisation fo r  Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) countries have often reported tha t they fe lt they had not 
been adequately trained to assume their posts. Although most 
candidates fo r  school-leadership positions have a teaching 
background, they are not necessarily competent in pedagogical 
innovation..."

Source: Preparing Teachers and Developing School Leaders fo r  
the 21st Century: Lessons from  Around the World (2012) edited 
by Andreas Schleicher
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expects th a t i f  m ore  than  20% o f 3rd grade studen ts  at e ith e r the  school 
o r d is tr ic t level do n o t m ee t standards, the  school board has to  rev iew  its 
reading program  (curricu lum  and professional deve lopm en t) in ligh t o f 
cu rren t, sc ien tifica lly  based reading research.

Assignment to successful teachers. In Florida, sta te  law  specifies th a t 
reading coaches are in tended  to  support teachers in m aking ins tructiona l 
decisions based on s tu d e n t data and im prove teacher de live ry  o f 
e ffec tive  reading ins truc tion , in te rven tion , and reading in th e  con ten t 
areas. It also insists th a t s tuden ts  w ho  are strugg ling readers are no t 
assigned th e  same teacher. Also, a 2012 policy (H.B. 5101) requires th a t 
fo r  the  2012-13 and 2013-14 school years, each d is tr ic t w ith  one o r m ore 
o f the  100 lo w e s t-p e rfo rm in g  e lem enta ry  schools have to  p rovide 
in tensive reading ins truc tion  during  an add itiona l hou r o f ins truc tion  
beyond th e  norm al school day each day o f the  school year. This hou r o f 
in s tru c tio n  may on ly  be prov ided  by teachers o r reading specialists w ho 
are e ffective  in teach ing  reading.

Potential Roadblocks

•  A cqu is ition  o f know ledge w ith o u t th e  skills to  im p lem en t

•  Poorly de livered professional deve lopm ent

•  A reading coach se lection process th a t fa ils  to  ensure coaches are
m aster teachers o f reading and com m unica te  w e ll w ith  adults as
w ell as w ith  ch ildren

•  Lack o f 21st C entury skill set re lated to  accoun tab ility , 
im p le m e n ta tio n , professional deve lopm ent, leadership.

Wisconsin S.B. 461 (2012)
"The department shall develop an 
educator effectiveness evaluation 
system according to the following 
framework:
1. Fifty percent of the total 

evaluation score assigned to 
a teacher or principal shall be 
based upon measures of 
student performance, 
including performance on 
state assessments, 
d istrict-w ide assessments, 
student learning objectives, 
school-wide reading at the 
elementary and 
middle-school levels, and 
graduation rates at the high 
school level.

2. Fifty percent of the total 
evaluation score assigned to 
a teacher or principal shall be 
based upon one of the 
following:
—  For a teacher, the extent 

to  which the teacher's 
practice meets the core 
teaching standards 
adopted by the 2011 
Interstate Teacher 
Assessment and Support 
Consortium.

—  For a principal, the 
extent to which the 
principal's practice 
meets the 2008 
Interstate School Leaders 
Licensure Consortium 
Educational Leadership 
Policy Standards."
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o:Supporting a System Approach for Literacy 
Improvement: Standards for language-rich, 

rigorous & engaging curricula

Language-rich, rigorous, engaging 
curricu la

Early deve lopm en t 
B irth-9

A ligned

Evidence-Based

Knowledge-
Building

Engaging

State policy on curricula supports:

§  B irth-age 9 focus on rich, engaging, rigorous, coheren t curricu la 

§  Both w rit te n  and oral lite racy

§  Grade- and age-level expecta tions benchm arked to  world-class 
standards

§  Evidence-based curricu lum  chosen fro m  pool o f s ta te -iden tified  
op tions  o r a lte rna tive ly , local op tion  bu t a process fo r  curricu lum  review  
in lo w -p e rfo rm in g  schools

§  State ro le  in public iz ing and incentiv iz ing use o f program s iden tified  
by th e  W ha t W orks Clearinghouse, Best Evidence Encyclopedia o r 
s im ila r evidence-based resources as having positive  e ffects o r 
p o te n tia lly  positive  effects
(h ttp ://ie s .ed .gov /ncee /w w c/F indW hatW orks .aspx?o= 6& n=R ead ing /W r

it in g & r= l)

"Regulations for Educator Licensure and 
Preparation Program Approval

...(5) Early Childhood: Teacher o f Students 
W ith and W ithout Disabilities (Levels: 
PreK-2)
(a) The following topics will be addressed 
on the Foundations of Reading test:

1) Reading theory, research, and 
practice.
a) Knowledge of the significant 

theories, approaches, practices, 
and programs fo r developing 
reading skills and reading 
comprehension.

b) Phonemic awareness and phonics: 
principles, knowledge, and 
instructional practices.

c) Diagnosis and assessment of 
reading skills using standardized, 
criterion-referenced, and informal 
assessment instruments.

2) Development of a listening, speaking 
and reading vocabulary.

3) Theories on the relationships between 
beginning writing and reading.

4) Theories of first and second language 
acquisition and developm ent....

(7) Elementary (Levels: 1-6)
(a) The following topics will be addressed 
on the Foundations o f Reading test:

1) Reading theory, research, and practice.
a) Knowledge of the significant 

theories, practices, and programs 
fo r developing reading skills and 
reading comprehension.

b) Phonemic awareness and phonics: 
principles, knowledge, and 
instructional practices.

c) Diagnosis and assessment of 
reading skills using standardized, 
criterion-referenced, and informal 
assessment instruments.

2) Development of a listening, speaking, 
and reading vocabulary.

a) Theories on the relationships 
between beginning writing and 
reading.

b) Theories of first and second 
language acquisition and 
development."

Massachusetts 603 CMR 7.00
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§  Inclusion in all early education  & care settings, as w e ll as PK-3 
classrooms

§  Use o f com p lim en ta ry  drivers such as the  Com m on Core State 
S tandards in it ia t ive  to  m axim ize professional deve lopm en t in 

teach ing  reading a t an in te rna tiona lly -benchm arked  standard.

What it looks like in policy

Early development Birth-9: The Arizona Literacy Plan addresses e lem ents 
such as k indergarten  tra n s itio n , early oral language deve lopm en t and 
em phasizes te x t com prehension .

Evidence-based: Oklahom a's READ in itia tive  is requ ired  by law  to  provide 
a s ta te-approved reading cu rricu lum . Indiana proh ib its  g ran ting  o f a 
licensure to  an e lem en ta ry  teache r candidate w ho  has n o t dem onstra ted  
p ro fic iency in com prehensive  scientifically based reading ins truc tion  
skills, includ ing:

(A) phonem ic awareness;
(B) phonics ins truc tion ;
(C) fluency;
(D) vocabulary; and
(E) com prehens ion ."

Vocabulary development supports knowledge-building: In 
Massachusetts, s ta te  regu la tions specify aspects th a t th e  Foundations o f 
Reading te s t fo r  teachers is requ ired  to  include, includ ing, am ong others: 
deve lopm en t o f lis ten ing, speaking and reading vocabulary, 
theo ries  o f language acqu is ition  and know ledge o f s ign ifican t 
theories, practices, and program s fo r  developing reading skills and 
reading com prehension .

"The READ Initiative sha ll:... 
Provide a state-approved reading 
curriculum... provide scientifically 
based and reliable assessment... 
provide in itia l and ongoing 
analysis o f the reading progress o f 
each student."

-O klahom a §70-1210.5080

"Not later than July 1, 2013, the 
Department o f Education, in 
consultation w ith the Board o f 
Regents fo r  Higher Education, 
shall design and approve a 
preliteracy course to be included 
in a bachelor's degree program  
with a concentration in early 
childhood education... from  an 
institution o f higher education 
accredited by the Board o f 
Governors o f Higher Education. 
Such course chall be practice- 
based and specific to the 
developmentally appropriate 
instruction o f preliteracy and 
language skills fo r  teachers o f 
early childhood education."

—  Connecticut S.B. 458 
(2012)

E.D. Hirsch, recipient o f the 
2012 James Bryant Conant 

Award, ECS
"A large vocabulary is, on average, 
the best single predictor o f job  
competence and life changes. And a 
large vocabulary can only be gained 
by acquiring broad general 
knowledge, no t by studying words. 
Nor can a large vocabulary be gained 
by practicing reading strategies and 
thinking skills—those dominant topics 
in our elementary schools...

Broad substantive knowledge, not 
fo rm al technique, is the key to 
achievement and equity."

—acceptance speech, 2012 ECS 
National Forum on Education Policy
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o

Resources from the research...

O

From the Best Evidence Encyclopedia: 
http://www.bestevidence.org/reading/elem read/elem r 
ead.htm

From the What Works Clearinghouse: 
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/topic.aspx?sid=8

Publisher's Criteria for the Common Core State Standards 
in English Language Arts and Literacy, Grades K-2

Other: http://curry.virginia.edu/resource-library/castl- 
research-brief-long-term-effects-of-print-referencing

o
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♦  Supporting a System Approach for Literacy 
Improvement: Standards for partnerships with 

families focused on language & learning

Effective policy on partnerships focused on language & 
learning supports:

§  D eve lopm ent and p ro m o tio n  o f strategies and resources fo r  fam ilies 
th a t w ill s treng then  th e ir  capacity to  suppo rt lite racy (i.e., e ffo rts  to  

m ore  fu lly  in fo rm  parents -  pa rticu la rly  low -incom e paren ts— o f the  
value o f ta lk ing  w ith  th e ir  ch ild ren , nam ing item s in p ic tu re /s to ry  books 
w ith  th e ir  ch ild ren , etc.)

§  C onnections be tw een fam ilies  and the  diverse supports  th e y  m ight 

need

§  Programs to  fa c ilita te  sm ooth  trans itions  to  school by helping 
fam ilies  understand school processes and m aking ch ild ren  and parents 
fee l co m fo rtab le  and w e lcom e

§  C onstruction  and d issem ination  o f new  techno logy such as m ob ile  
"apps" fo r  parents and early care givers

§  O ngoing parenta l n o tifica tio n  o f reading d ifficu ltie s

§  Parental inclusion in high stakes decisions and in deve lopm ent o f 
ind iv idua l learn ing plans.

What it looks like in policy

Birth-9 alignment, beginning with parents. Idaho provides a brochure 
fo r  parents th a t makes suggestions fo r  how  th e y  can support th e ir  ch ild 's 
read ing and vocabu lary deve lopm ent. W hile  th is  action is no t policy 
re la ted, it  cites th e  sta te  law  on th e  Idaho Reading Ind ica to r as the  basis 
fo r  the  pub lica tion . The Arizona Literacy Plan addresses e lem ents such as 
k indergarten  tra n s itio n , early oral language deve lopm en t and

"The parent o f any student who
exhibits a substantial deficiency in
reading must be notified in
writing of the following:
1. That his or her child has been 

identified as having a 
substantial deficiency in 
reading.

2. A description o f the current 
services that are provided to 
the child.

3. A description of the proposed 
supplemental instructional 
services and supports that 
will be provided to the child 
tha t are designed to 
remediate the identified area 
o f reading deficiency.

4. That if the child's reading 
deficiency is not remediated 
by the end of grade 3, the 
child must be retained unless 
he or she is exempt from 
mandatory retention for 
good cause.

5. Strategies for parents to use 
in helping their child succeed 
in reading proficiency.

6. That the Florida 
Comprehensive Assessment 
Test (FCAT) is not the sole 
determiner of promotion and 
tha t additional evaluations, 
portfolio reviews, and 
assessments are available to 
the child to assist parents and 
the school district in knowing 
when a child is reading at or 
above grade level and ready 
fo r grade promotion.

7. The district's specific criteria 
and policies fo r midyear 
promotion. Midyear 
promotion means promotion 
o f a retained student at any 
time during the year of 
retention once the student 
has demonstrated ability to 
read at grade level.”

—  Florida 1008.25
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em phasizes te x t com prehension. Florida law  also requires "S trategies fo r  parents to  use in he lp ing th e ir  
child succeed in reading pro fic iency."

Respectfully, consistently in the loop. See the  Florida language (Sec. 1008.25) p rov ided  in the  sidebar.

Knowledge-building: Florida requires th a t parents be provided w ith  strategies to  use in he lp ing th e ir  
child succeed.

Resources from the research ...

W hat W orks C learinghouse.

Top T ie r Evidence Initiative at the Coalition fo r Evidence Based Policy 

Best Evidence Encyclopedia f rom Johns Hopkins School o f Education

ECS Research Studies Database -  Reading Section 
Generally: w ww .ecs.org/rs

Education Commission of the States • 700 Broadway, Suite 810 • Denver, CO 80203-3460 • 303.299.3600 • fax 303.296.8332 • www.ecs.org

http://www.ecs.org/rs
http://www.ecs.org


Education Commission o f the States •  700 Broadway, Suite 810  •  Denver, CO 80203-3460 • 303.299.3600  •  fax 303.296.8332 • www.ecs.org
Page 25

http://www.ecs.org


Major Takeaways

Schools & Classrooms
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Conclusion
Other ECS Resources

Sound sta te  early lite racy po licy requires a fra m e w o rk  th a t supports a 
system approach, and one th a t successfully transla tes in to  e ffective  
im p le m e n ta tio n  at th e  school and classroom level. The goal o f a sta te  
po licy is to  s treng then  P-3 linkages, provide transparency, and im prove 
school and classroom  practice. It needs to  engage sta te  leaders, teacher 
p repa ra tion  ins titu tions , educators, s tudents and fam ilies in continuous 
im p ro ve m e n t— concen tra ting  firs t on drivers th a t fos te r m o tiva tion  o f

teachers and students.

Roger Sampson, 
president, ECS

" If you expect people to improve 
or change practice, you must 
provide a sequential pathway 
with support along the way."

Excerpted from  "Five Things I've 
Learned." Pearson Foundation.

The sta te  track  record (and as 
th e  states go, so goes the  
na tion) is n o t good. This 
roadm ap o f standards fo r 
po licy should evolve w ith  
in p u t fro m  every dom ain it 
touches (e.g., s ta te  leader, 
s ta te  agency, p ractitioners , 
and parents).

Progress w ill requ ire  a review  
o f assum ptions, ongoing 
investigations to  iden tify  

un in tended  consequences and a co m m itm e n t to  continuous 
im p rovem en t if  w e are to  coun te rac t unforeseen d ifficu ltie s  w ith  
im p lem en ta tion .
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Reform is never finished and success is never final. A perpetual cycle o f  reform will lead to 
sustained improvement fo r  the long-term.

-Former Florida Gov. Jeb Bush

F l o r i d a  L e a d s  t h e  W a y  o n  K-12 E d u c a t io n  R e f o r m s

Alaska and Florida make for studies in contrast in terms o f geographic proximity, population and 
weather, among other factors. The states are profoundly different. Both states face tremendous 
and varying education challenges o f varying types. Florida has most o f the educational 
challenges one can imagine including both inner-city and rural schools and large numbers o f 
low-income and foreign bom  students.

Unlike Alaska, Florida has a “majority m inority” student population and a m ajority o f  low- 
income students. Alaskans o f course faces m any unique educational challenges o f  their own. 
These challenges include but are not limited to a large number o f small and remote communities 
and a considerable achievement gap between white and Inuit students.

Despite the obvious and considerable differences, both states face a broadly similar challenge o f 
finding ways to maximize the effectiveness o f their K-12 systems in order to rise to the 
challenges o f  the 21st century. Please note from the outset that the purpose o f  this work is 
decidedly not to claim that Florida has achieved K-12 Nirvana or that all Alaska schools are 
terribly underachieving. Neither o f  these things is true.

This work instead intends to detail the reforms that substantially improved learning in Florida, 
taking the state o ff the bottom  o f national comparisons—precisely where Alaska finds itself 
today. Readers should view these reforms as a baseline for action in Alaska and seek to improve 
K-12 outcomes.

W hat Florida has done, Alaska could, in time, exceed.

T h e  F l o r id a  R e f o r m  A g e n d a

Beginning in 1999, the Florida state legislature began adopting far-reaching education reforms. 
These reforms included grading schools with easily comprehensible labels— letter grades A, B, 
C, D, and F— and expanding school choice through charter schools and private choice programs. 
Florida also became the nation’s leader in virtual education— offering classes online through the 
Florida Virtual School. In addition, the state’s lawmakers curtailed the social promotion o f 
illiterate elementary students, refonned reading instruction, and created multiple paths for 
alternative teacher certification.

The National Assessment o f Educational Progress (NAEP) tests random samples o f students in 
the states. Florida has participated in the main NAEP 4th and 8th grade reading and math exams 
since the early 1990s, whereas Alaska began its participation in 2003. Stanford economist Eric 
Hanushek published a paper in 2012 which utilized NAEP data in order to illustrate the relative



academic progress o f states participating in NAEP since the early 1990s in relation to their trend 
in spending. W hile A laska’s relatively late beginning to NAEP participation kept them out o f 
the comparison, the chart proves illuminating.

F ig u r e  1: A v e r a g e  A n n u a l  N A E P  A c a d e m ic  G a in s  b y  I n f l a t io n  A d j u s t e d  
S p e n d in g  P e r  P u p il  I n c r e a s e  (S o u r c e : H a n u s h e k , W o e s s m a n  a n d  P e t e r s o n , 2 0 1 2 )
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Hanushek and his coauthors used the above chart to note the lack o f  a relationship between 
spending increases and academic improvement. Readers could argue for some time about which 
state shows the worst performance in this chart. Educators and taxpayers in New York and 
W yoming both show an almost a $6,000 per student increase in spending while banking average 
and below average academic gains, respectively. Iowa and Maine, while increasing spending 
somewhat less had the m ost dismal academic improvement.

One can scarcely debate, however, which state shows the best performance: Florida had the 
smallest increase in funding per pupil but the second to largest academic gain. Delaware and 
M aryland also produced academic gains similar to Florida, but did with per-pupil spending 
increases three to five times larger than those in Florida. Florida m anaged first class gains with a 
m uch smaller increase in funding. Note also that Florida faces considerably greater socio­
economic challenges than M aryland or Delaware.



Florida has experienced a number o f positive academic trends since the late 1990s. Between 
1998 and 2010, for instance, the percentage o f Florida students graduating from high school 
increased from 67% to 87%. In large part enabled by this increase in high-school graduation 
rates, the percentage o f Florida students pursuing higher education increased from 50% in 1997- 
98 to 68% in 2008-09. During this same period, the number o f  Black and Hispanic students 
passing one or more Advanced Placement exams more than tripled.

A  key strategy in improving high school outcomes in Florida, however, involved teaching the 
m ost basic skills at the elementary level. Students who fail to master basic literacy skills at the 
developmentally critical age often struggle to keep up as grade level material advances with each 
ascending grade. Florida’s K-12 reformers therefore focused on improving early childhood 
reading.

O f all the NAEP exams, education officials pay the closest attention to the fourth-grade reading 
exam. Literacy acquisition involves developmentally crucial periods— reading is broadly similar 
to learning a foreign language in that it is easier to do when you are young. Educators summarize 
this phenomenon with an expression: In grades K-3, you are l e a r n i n g  t o  r e a d .  After third grade, 
you are r e a d i n g  t o  l e a r n .  If  you cannot read, you cannot learn.

Alaska did not begin participation in NAEP until 2003, which prevented their inclusion in the 
Hanushek study but will not stop us from m aking comparisons o f more recent trends presently. 
NAEP presents data both as average scores and also as levels o f achievement. Figure 2 presents 
the scale scores from N A EP’s fourth-grade reading exams for Alaska, Florida and the United 
States as a whole.

Florida’s reforms began the year after the 1998 NAEP; prior to this time the state’s reading 
scores had been low and flat. For the charts presented in this report, bear in m ind that a 10-point 
gain equals approximately a grade level’s worth o f learning such that, all else being equal, we 
would expect a group o f 5th graders taking the 4th grade NAEP Reading test to do about 10 points 
better than a similar group o f  4th graders.



Florida students have gained 19 points on the NAEP 4th grade reading test since 1998, the year 
before the Florida reform  efforts. Note that Florida’s 1998 score was lower even than any o f 
A laska’s scores since jo ining NAEP in 2003. In 2011, however, the average Florida student 
scored 17 points higher than the average Alaska student— almost two grade levels higher on a 4th 
grade test. A laska’s 2011 students were about at the same reading level as Florida’s 1998 
students, but their average level o f achievement roughly equals what we m ight expect from a 
slightly above average Florida 2nd grader in 2011.

The scale o f the differences between Alaska and Florida can also be compared by achievement 
levels. NAEP uses four different achievement levels: Below Basic, Basic, Proficient and 
Advanced. NAEP defines “Basic” achievement as “partial m astery” o f grade level material, with 
“Below Basic” essentially signifying functional illiteracy.

Figure 3 compares the fourth-grade reading achievement o f all students in Alaska to those o f 
Florida’s students whose fam ily incomes make them  eligible for the federal Free and Reduced- 
Price Lunch program. Officials use this program as a poverty metric within the public school 
system. In 2010, a fam ily o f  four could earn no more than $40,793 per year to qualify for a 
r e d u c e d  p r i c e  lunch. However, o f  those who qualified nationwide for Free and Reduced Price- 
Lunch, 80 percent o f children were from families who qualified for f r e e  l u n c h ,  which has a 
m aximum  family income o f $28,665 for a family o f  four.



Figure 3: Free and Reduced Lunch Eligible Students in Florida 
and Alaska Scoring "Basic or Better" on the NAEP 4th Grade 
Reading Exam (Note: AK NAEP participation began in 2003)
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Florida also made considerable progress in closing racial achievement gaps. The late Daniel 
Patrick M oynihan served as an aide to Presidents Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon before serving as 
the United States Am bassador to India and then the United Nations. M oynihan then served as a 
United States Senator from New York while authoring books throughout his career. M oynihan 
used to joke about racial achievement gaps by saying that performance on NAEP tended to be 
perfectly correlated with proxim ity to the Canadian border. I f  a state wished to improve their 
performance, M oynihan jested, they should simply pick up and move closer to Canada.

I f  Senator M oynihan were still with us today, we can expect that he would be quite pleased to 
see the figure below. Florida’s traditionally lowest performing student groups have led the way 
in academic gains. In 2011, Florida’s Hispanic students outscored statewide averages for a l l  

s t u d e n t s  o f  Alaska and 20 other states. Florida’s free and reduced lunch eligible students also 
outscored the statewide average for all Alaska students. Florida’s African American students also 
outscored the statewide average for Alaska students in 2011- although it finished in a statistical 
dead heat.1



F ig u r e  4: NAEP R e a d in g  S c o r e s  f o r  F l o r i d a  H is p a n ic  S t u d e n t s
Comparing States to Florida’s Hispanic Students

H ispanic S tudents in F lo rida  now  outscore o r t ie  the s ta te w id e  re a d in g  
a v e ra g e  o f  a ll students in 21 states and  the  D istrict o f C o lum bia .

Washington

Montana Vermont

■New Hampshre

idato Massachusetts 
^RhocJe Island

Connecticut

Wyoming

Pennsylvania
Jersey

-Delaware■Maryland
Virginia

Alabama t Georgia

Texas

Hawaii

One can hold little doubt that the scholarly Senator would be quite pleased to see low-income, 
Black and Hispanic students holding their own and exceeding statewide averages. M oreover 
mere proxim ity to Canada does not seem to be serving as a substitute for strong, student-focused 
reforms in Alaska.

F l o r id a ’s  C o m p r e h e n s iv e  K -12  R e f o r m s

Florida did not achieve these results with any single reform, but rather with a multifaceted 
strategy. Reform highlights include:

• Florida grades all district and charter schools based upon overall academic performance 
and student learning gains. Schools earn letter grades o f A, B, C, D, or F, which parents 
easily can interpret.

• Florida has the largest virtual-school program in the nation, with more than 80,000 
students taking one or more courses online.



• Florida has an active charter school program, with 445 charter schools serving more than 
179,000 students.

• The Step Up for Students Tax Credit program assists 23,000 low-income students in 
attending the school o f their parents’ choice— both private (tuition assistance) and public 
(transportation assistance for district school transferees).

• The M cKay Scholarships for Students with Disabilities Program stands as the nation’s 
largest school voucher program, sending more than 20,000 students with special needs to 
the public or private school of their parents’ choice.

• Florida curtailed student social promotion from the third grade— if  a child cannot read, 
the child will repeat the grade until he or she is capable o f demonstrating basic skills, 
which can result in a m id-year promotion.

• Florida created genuine alternative teacher certification paths in which adult professionals 
can demonstrate content knowledge in order to obtain a teaching license. H alf o f 
Florida’s new teachers now come through alternative routes.

Note that Florida policymakers and educators implemented m any o f  these reforms 
simultaneously, m aking it difficult to isolate the precise impact o f any individual reform.
Scholars have, however, provided studies showing positive benefits to public school scores 
specifically associated w ith isolated reforms including alternative certification, parental choice 
and social promotion curtailment.11 Below we will provide some additional discussion on 
individual elements o f  the Florida reform formula.

C u r t a il in g  S o c ia l  P r o m o t io n

Florida’s K-3 reading policy is m ore than just retention o f  third graders who cannot pass the 
state’s third grade reading exam  . Florida schools test student proficiency against state standards 
on the FCAT exam, but educators now use developmentally appropriate tests o f literacy skills in 
the earliest grades. The policy, as spelled out in statute, is one o f solid instruction, and immediate 
intervention when a child begins to struggle. The goal is to have as few children as possible 
reach the end o f third grade unable to handle the demands of fourth grade. But for those students 
who aren’t ready, they m ust be retained, with an entirely different course o f  instruction during 
that second year in 3rd grade.

In 2001, Florida schools retained 4.78 percent o f 3rd graders. After the enactment o f  the policy 
described below, 8.89% o f Florida 3rd graders repeated in the 3rd grade in the 2002-03 school 
year. This percentage o f retained students proceeded to fall through the decade as 3rd grade 
reading scores improved, reaching 4.9 percent in 2008-09.

Em pirical evidence suggests that ending social promotion has had a positive impact on students’ 
performance. Dr. Jay Greene and Dr. M arcus W inters o f the University o f Arkansas evaluated 
the results o f the social prom otion policy after two years. They reported that “retained Florida 
students made significant reading gains relative to the control group o f socially promoted 
students” 111 with the academic benefit increasing after the second year. “That is, students lacking 
in basic skills who are socially promoted appear to fall farther behind over time, whereas 
retained students appear to be able to catch up on the skills they are lacking. ”1V



Beyond the likely benefit o f  increased remediation, the threat o f being retained also creates a 
strong incentive for children to improve their studies so they can proceed to the next grade with 
their peers.

Better still, schools increased parental involvement for struggling readers by developing Home 
Reading Plans, and began earlier testing and intervention strategies. Since the year before the 
retention policy came into effect, the percentage o f  Florida students scoring low enough to 
qualify for retention has fallen by 40 percent. M ore Florida children, in short, are learning how to 
read during the developmentally critical period. The students at the bottom proved the biggest 
w inners from Florida’s no-nonsense reforms.

S c h o o l  C h o i c e : A c c o u n t a b il it y  t o  P a r e n t s

Florida’s school choice programs allow low-income and special-needs children to receive 
assistance to attend private schools of their parents’ choosing. Charter schools, meanwhile, are 
open to all students; however, students who are unhappy with their experience in public schools 
are m ore likely to transfer into charters. Likewise, students struggling in traditional schools are 
the m ost likely to transfer under Florida’s private choice programs.

A  M anhattan Institute study, published in 2003, evaluated Florida’s A+ Plan and the effect it had 
on the state’s public education system— specifically, the effects from competition caused by 
school choice.

The A+ Plan provided Opportunity Scholarships to students in chronically failing public schools, 
that is, public schools that earned two F grades in any four-year period. The study found that 
public schools facing “competition or the prospect o f  competition made exceptional gains on 
both the FCAT and the Stanford-9 test compared to all other Florida public schools and the 
other subgroups.. . ,”v

In 2007, the Urban Institute published a similar analysis o f the A+ Plan and its impact on 
Florida’s public schools. The authors found that after school grading began, student achievement 
improved in schools graded F at an accelerated rate.vl Importantly, the authors discovered that 
reforms undertaken by the low-performing public schools contributed to the improvement: 
“ [W]hen faced with increased accountability pressure, schools appear to focus on low- 
perform ing students, lengthen the amount o f time devoted to instruction, adopt different ways o f 
organizing the day and learning environment o f the students and teachers, increase resources 
available to teachers, and decrease principal control.”V11

A  2008 study, also by Dr. Jay Greene and Dr. M arcus W inters o f the University o f Arkansas 
found that competition caused by another school choice program spurred positive academic gains 
in Florida’s public schools.vm The researchers evaluated the competitive effect o f  the M cKay 
Scholarships for Students with Disabilities Program on public schools. They report that “public 
school students with relatively mild disabilities made statistically significant test score 
improvements in both math and reading as more nearby private schools began participating in 
the M cKay program .”lx



Figure 5: Combined Math and Reading NAEP Gains for 
Children with Disabilities, 2003-2011
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The formula for calculating the gains in Figure 5 simply was to subtract the 2003 scores from the 
2011 scores for children with disabilities on each o f  the four NAEP exams. Florida leads the way 
with a net gain o f 54 combined points. Averaged across four exams, this means that the average



Florida child performed more than a grade level higher per exam in 2011 than children with 
disabilities had performed in 2003.

Florida tripled the national average, while the combined NAEP scores for children with 
disabilities in Alaska declined. M ultiple testing experiments evaluating the impact o f private 
school voucher programs in other communities have shown that students exercising choice 
improve academically, and none have found any evidence o f academic harm .x Moreover, 
additional evaluations have found that increasing competition through school choice options 
(both private school choice and charter schools) leads to improvement in traditional public 
sch o o ls /1

Florida has provided school choice to all children with disabilities for over a decade. I f  there is 
any evidence that this has harm ed the performance o f the special needs students remaining in the 
public school system, let’s say that it is q u i t e  d i f f i c u l t  to find. Like all other students, Florida’s 
children w ith disabilities have benefitted from a variety o f  policy interventions in addition to 
parental choice. Florida stands out, however, in having had the m ost robust choice program for 
children with disabilities for the longest period o f time.

Only a small percentage o f eligible students use the M cKay Scholarship directly (around 5 
percent o f  the total) but 100 percent o f Florida students with disabilities have access to the 
program if  their parents feel they really need it. School choice empowers parents to make the 
best possible decisions for their children.

Alaskans meanwhile should conduct a serious inquiry into why the Alaska schools demonstrate a 
lack o f progress among children with disabilities. M any states have shown strong academic gains 
among their children w ith disabilities and Alaskans should expect nothing less.

W h y  H a v e  F l o r id a ’s D is a d v a n t a g e d  St u d e n t s  A d v a n c e d  S o  St r o n g l y ?
Florida’s reformers pushed forward a multifaceted strategy, which has benefited a wide range of 
students in that state. Notice, however, that d i s a d v a n t a g e d  s t u d e n t s  have gained the most from 
these reforms. Why?

Let us take the reforms one at a time. Florida’s private school choice programs allow children 
with disabilities and low-income children to receive assistance to attend private schools o f their 
parents’ choosing. Charter schools, public schools o f choice, are open to all students; however, 
students unhappy with their experience in public schools are more likely to transfer. W ho are the 
big winners from public and private school choice? Those m ost poorly served by traditional 
district schools.

The same goes for Florida’s third-grade retention policy. This earned promotion policy may 
seem cruel to some at first blush; however, it is much more cruel to send a child on to 4th grade 
incapable o f doing grade level work.

In 2006, approximately 29,000 third-grade students failed the reading portion o f Florida’s 
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT).XU It is important to note, however, that Florida’s 
retention policy contained a num ber o f exemptions. An analysis by M anhattan Institute scholars



compared the academic progress o f  retained students to two groups o f similar students (those 
who barely scored high enough to avoid retention and those who scored low enough for retention 
but received an exemptionxm).

The M anhattan team reported that after two years “retained Florida students made significant 
reading gains relative to the control group o f  socially promoted students.” X1V The researchers 
found that the academic benefit increased after the second year: “That is, students lacking in 
basic skills who are socially promoted appear to fall farther behind over time, whereas retained 
students appear to be able to catch up on the skills they are lacking. ”xv

The retained students learned how to read, whereas the promoted students continued to fall 
behind grade level, which is the normal academic trajectory for children failing to learn basic 
literacy skills. Once again, the students at the bottom  proved the biggest winners from Florida’s 
aggressive reforms.

Consider also alternative teacher certification. Allowing more people with degrees to 
demonstrate content knowledge and jo in  the teaching profession expands the possible pool from 
which to recruit high-quality teachers. Inner-city children suffer the m ost from the shortage o f 
high-quality teachers, as the system favors suburban systems in recruiting and retaining highly 
effective teachers. Thus, inner-city children gain the m ost from reducing the shortage.

Also, Florida’s system o f  accountability grades schools A, B, C, D, or F, which many 
complained was unfair to schools with predom inantly minority student bodies. A small but noisy 
group continues to bem oan the grading method, claiming that it is unfair to teachers and to 
students.

It would prove difficult to be any more mistaken, or more willfully ignorant. To be sure, grading 
schools A  through F in Florida represents tough medicine: The state called out underperforming 
schools in a w ay that everyone could instantly grasp. Tough love is still love: Florida’s schools 
improved, both on the state FCAT and on NAEP (again, a source o f external validation for the 
state exam).

Did Florida’s D and F schools wither under the glare o f public scrutiny? Quite the opposite: 
Those schools focused their resources on improving academic achievement. Made aware o f the 
problems in their schools, communities rallied to the aid o f low-performing schools. People 
volunteered their time to tutor struggling students. Improving student academic performance, and 
thus the school’s grade, became a focus.

In 1999, 677 Florida public schools received a grade o f D or F, and only 515 an A  or B. Figure 6 
tracks the trend for those sets o f grades, and critically, the three dotted arrows represent an 
increase o f the standards which made it more challenging to receive a high grade. In 2012, only 
279 schools received a D or F, while 2220 schools received an A or B.



F ig u r e  6: T r e n d s  in  F l o r id a  S c h o o l  G r a d e s , 1999-2012

Florida School Grades 1999 - 2012

■A and B schools and F schools

W hen you see this sort o f progress the best question to ask: was this just an illusion? That is, was 
progress achieved by lowering the “cut score” o f the state FCAT exam? (The “cut score” is the 
m inimum passing score students can achieve.) In a word: no. Florida did not make the FCAT 
easier to pass, m aintaining a constant standard. Harvard Professor Paul Peterson has 
demonstrated that Florida has indeed maintained the integrity o f the FCAT.™

Florida’s students have improved both on the FCAT and on the NAEP. Importantly, Florida’s 
improvement on NAEP also dispels the concern that schools are “teaching to the test.” NAEP 
exams have a high degree o f security, and federal, state, and local authorities do not use them  to 
rate schools or teachers. Teachers lack both the ability and the incentive to teach to the questions 
on NAEP exams.

Florida’s schools improved their rankings because their students learned to read at a higher level 
and became more proficient at math. Those who wanted to continue to coddle underperforming 
schools, while perhaps well intentioned, were effectively in favor o f  consigning hundreds o f 
thousands o f Florida children to illiteracy.

In su m m ary, those with the least consistently gained the most from Florida’s reforms. This is 
perhaps clearest o f  all when one examines the formula for assigning letter grades to schools.

Florida determines schools’ grades in equal m easure between overall scores, and gains over time. 
In addition, the state divides the gain part o f the formula equally between the gains for all 
students, and the gains for the 25 percent o f students with the lowest overall scores. The state 
determines these grades by the following formula-50 percent on overall scores, 25 percent based



on the gains o f all students, and 25 percent based upon the gains o f the lowest performing 
students.

Notably, t h e  b o t t o m  2 5  p e r c e n t  o f  s t u d e n t s  p l a y  t h e  b i g g e s t  r o l e  i n  d e t e r m i n i n g  t h e  g r a d e  o f  a  

s c h o o l .  These students count in all the categories: the overall scores, the overall gains, and the 
gains o f  the lowest-performing students.

Notice the elegance o f the Florida grading system. The federal No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB) allows schools not to count subgroups depending upon the size o f  the group. (NCLB 
divides student bodies into various subgroups based upon race, ethnicity, income, disability 
status, etc., and requires an increasing passing threshold from each group. The exact size o f the 
groups perm issible is determined by obscure bureaucrats in state departments o f education— and 
some exempt far larger groups o f  students than others.)

E v e r y  s c h o o l  however has a bottom  25 percent o f  students. Regardless o f w hy those students 
have struggled academically, Florida’s grading m ethod will not grant schools a high grade unless 
those students m ake progress.

Academic fatalists quickly will jum p up to argue that many students simply c a n n o t  l e a r n .  Florida 
and the success o f  others in substantially improving the scores o f poor and minority children 
should put this “soft bigotry o f low expectations” into the shameful dustbin o f history that it so 
richly deserves.

M oreover, Florida’s success in getting Flispanic and Free and Reduced-Price Lunch children to 
read at higher levels than the statewide average for all students in Alaska nullifies such 
arguments. Bottom line: Tough love for schools works great for kids, especially disadvantaged 
kids. The children with the least have gained the most.

E x p l o r i n g  O t h e r  P o s s i b l e  E x p la n a t io n s  f o r  F l o r i d a ’s  G a in s  

Demographic Change or Big Spending?

A small but vocal band o f  education traditionalists have attempted to discredit the Florida 
reforms as the source o f  academic improvement in the state. W e will therefore address several 
alternative explanations for Florida’s academic success.

For instance, could demographic change explain some o f Florida’s improvement? According to 
the National Center for Education Statistics, in 1998, 44.7 percent o f  Florida children attending 
public schools were m inority students. During the 2008 school year, 53 percent o f children were 
minorities. In 1998, 43.8 percent o f Florida students had a family income that qualified them for 
a free or reduced-price lunch under federal guidelines. In 2009, Florida’s percentage had 
increased to 49.6 percent.xvllIn other words, Florida’s student body has become more rather than 
less socio-economically challenging over time.



Changes in public school funding are also an unlikely source o f improvement. Spending per 
pupil in Florida expanded at a rate slower than the national average during Governor Jeb B ush’s 
term in office (1999-2003), and remains below the national average on a per pupil basis (see 
Figure 1 above).™11

Some m ay ask whether Florida’s cellar-dweller performance in the 1990s led to a “regression to 
the m ean” effect, whereby improvement came relatively easily. However, most o f the states such 
as Florida that ranked near the bottom o f NAEP in the late 1990s remained near the bottom in 
2011 .

Florida does have some unique characteristics, including a Hispanic population comprised o f a 
higher percentage o f Cubans than most states. Could the m arked improvement in Florida’s 
Hispanic scores be linked to relatively unique cultural characteristics? N ot likely. Black and 
W hite students also made strong gains during this period. The percentage o f Hispanics o f Cuban 
origin actually declined during the period observed down to 30 percent o f  Hispanics in 2007.X1X

Artifact o f Third Grade Retention?

Could the third grade retention policy have created the appearance o f gains on NAEP? Professor 
W alter M. Haney o f Boston College argued that Florida’s progress on fourth grade NAEP scores 
represented a “fraud” due to the third grade retention policy.xx Haney presented evidence that 
Florida’s retentions increased after the debut o f  the policy, and ascribed subsequent NAEP score 
increases to the fact that Florida’s worst performing readers were repeating third grade and thus 
were not tested in the fourth grade NAEP, inflating the fourth grade scores.

This analysis was later replicated in a “Think Tank Review Project” review performed by a 
group funded by the National Education Association.™1 However, neither analysis holds up 
under scrutiny.

First o f all, F lorida’s NAEP scores improved strongly between 1998 and 2002. Gains during 
these years were not at all impacted by the retention policy. Consider that every NAEP testing 
since 2005 included 4th graders who were retained in third grade. Isn’t that the point? That 
students in 4th grade should be capable o f 4th grade level reading?

A  good deal o f  the improvement in fourth-grade reading NAEP scores has come from increases 
in the percentage o f children scoring at the “Proficient” and “Advanced” levels. FCAT scores 
categorize student reading achievement from 1 to 5, and the retention policy only impacts a 
portion o f those in category 1.

Florida demonstrated very large gains among the sort o f  students who were profoundly unlikely 
to have been reading at FCAT Achievement Level 1 in the third grade (and thus unaffected by 
the retention policy). The percentage o f students scoring Proficient on the 4th grade reading exam 
increased by nearly 60% between 1998 and 2009, and the percentage scoring Advanced doubled 
from 4%  to 8% (see Figure 10 below).



Figure 7: Trends in Florida NAEP Reading Scores for 
Proficient and Advanced Readers

■ Proficient or Better ■ Advanced

1998 2011

Furthermore, the percentage o f  third graders scoring FCAT Achievement Level 1 on reading has 
itse lf been decreasing. In 2002, 27 percent o f  third graders scored at Achievement Level 1, but 
by 2009 the num ber had declined to 16 percent, which represents a 40 percent reduction in the 
pool o f students eligible for retention.™1 Likewise, the actual num ber o f third grade students 
retained also declined by 40 percent between 2002 and 2007.xxm Nevertheless, Florida’s fourth- 
grade NAEP scores continued to improve throughout this period. If  the Flaney thesis were 
correct that retention rates were driving Florida’s NAEP improvement, Florida’s NAEP scores 
should have declined in 2005, 2007 and 2009, but instead they increased.

Since the year before the retention policy came into effect, the percentage o f Black students 
scoring FCAT Achievement Level 1 on third-grading reading declined by 37 percent, and the 
percentage o f Hispanic students scoring FCAT Achievement Level 1 declined by 45 percent.

N one o f these gains has anything to do with the children simply being a year older. In fact, the 
regression discontinuity analysis performed by the M anhattan Institute demonstrated that 
children scoring just over the retention threshold, and those scoring below it, continued to 
struggle with reading despite being a year older.



The third-grade FCAT data presented in Figure 14 demonstrate conclusively that an increasing 
percentage o f Florida elementary students have been learning how to read during the 
developm entally critical period, grades K-3. M inority students have helped to lead the charge in 
producing reading gains. Best o f all, black and Hispanic students have led in these enormous 
gains.

Before the retention policy, 41 percent o f Florida’s Black third graders scored FCAT Reading 
Achievem ent Level 1. In 2010, it was down to 26 percent. In the most recent testing, the 
percentage o f Hispanic third graders scoring FCAT Reading Achievement Level 1 fell to 19 
percent from 35 percent in 2002. Florida’s reforms have reduced retentions the best way 
possible: by teaching a growing percentage o f  students how to read in the early grades.

Figure 8: Percentage of Students Students Scoring FCAT 1 
(Lowest Achievement Level) on 3rd Grade Reading, 2001

and 2010

■  2001-02 (pre-retention policy) ■  2009-10
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Professor Haney’s thesis would be hard-pressed to explain why 3rd grade reading scores have 
improved so substantially. One can only characterize the evidence that Florida students have 
improved literacy achievement, both at the low end and high end as overwhelming.

Class Size or Pre-school Amendments?

Florida’s voters adopted two significant education policy changes at the ballot box. In 2002, 
Florida voters passed a state constitutional amendment limiting class size at public schools. The



lim it was first implemented based upon school district averages, and then school averages, and 
only came into force as an actual limit on each class during the 2010-11 school year. A  detailed 
statistical analysis o f the Florida class size reduction program found no evidence that it helped to 
drive academic improvement.xxlv This is unfortunate, as the Florida Departm ent o f Education has 
found that it has cost Florida taxpayers more than $18 billion dollars (and counting) to 
implement.30"

Florida’s preschool amendm ent m ay or may not prove to have positive long-term benefits. After 
voters adopted it, the Florida legislature quite sensibly enacted the program as a choice program 
to include public and private providers and to allow parents to choose. The Florida preschool 
program  also includes specific academic goals and a provision to remove underperforming 
providers from participation in the program.

Florida’s Voluntary Prekindergarten Education Program began in the 2005-06 school year, and 
thus none o f the students have yet reached the fourth grade to be included in the NAEP. The 
Florida Departm ent o f Education has released some preliminary analysis o f third-grade reading 
scores which may indicate a sustained academic benefit to the program, but those data have yet 
to be subjected to a rigorous statistical analysis.30" 1

In any case, none o f  the NAEP gains seen in Florida before 2009 have anything to do with the 
Voluntary Prekindergarten Education Program, because the students have not yet reached the age 
o f  NAEP testing. In 2011, Florida’s aggregate scores did not increase from 2009 levels. A 
sophisticated analysis o f the program will be required to establish the exact nature o f its impact, 
but the aggregate impact o f the large increase in 4th grade reading scores can safely be dismissed 
as minimal at best.

F o r t u n e  F a v o r s  t h e  B o l d  in  K-12 E d u c a t io n  R e f o r m

In December 2006, the New Commission on Skills and the American W orkforce released a 
report titled T o u g h  C h o i c e s  o r  T o u g h  T i m e s .  The commission included a bipartisan mix o f 
education luminaries, including two former U.S. secretaries o f education. The report warns, “If  
we continue on our current course and the num ber o f  nations outpacing us in the education race 
continues to grow at its current rate, the American standard o f  living will steadily fall relative to 
those nations, rich and poor, that are doing a better job .”xxvn

Commenting on the report, Jack Jennings o f the Center on Education Policy told the C h r i s t i a n  

S c i e n c e  M o n i t o r ,  “I think w e’ve tried to do what we can to improve Am erican schools within the 
current context. Now we need to think much more daringly.”30" 111 These and other observers have 
reached an unavoidable conclusion: The traditional model o f delivering public education requires 
a drastic overhaul, not incremental reform.

Florida’s example shows that it is possible to improve student performance by instituting a 
variety o f  curricular and incentive-based reforms, placing pressure on schools to improve both 
from the top down and bottom  up. A laska’s policymakers should view Florida’s reforms as a 

f l o o r  rather than a c e i l i n g  in terms o f their own efforts to improve education in their state.



M arc Tucker, vice chairman o f the New Commission also told the C h r i s t i a n  S c i e n c e  M o n i t o r ,  

“W e’ve squeezed everything we can out o f a system that was designed a century ago. W e’ve not 
only put in lots more m oney and not gotten significantly better results, w e’ve also tried every 
program we can think o f  and not gotten significantly better results at scale. This is the sign o f a 
system that has reached its lim its.”

Indeed, Alaska cannot achieve global competitiveness through mere m inor tweaks o f an outdated 
system. Florida’s broad efforts and resulting outcomes prove this. Fortune favors the bold, and a 
brighter future awaits A laska’s students if  her adults will take strong action.

Alaskans across the political spectrum should work together with educators to fiercely pursue 
radical improvement in literacy skills. Americans o f  all philosophical backgrounds agree with 
the notion o f providing equality o f opportunity to children, which starts with literacy. Alaska 
students starting with the least have the m ost to gain from reform.
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PreK-Grade 3 Reading and Literacy 
Practices That Matter

M o lly  Ryan 
O ctober 2011

This snapshot of five recent research studies addresses reading and literacy in the early grades. It does not reflect a 
comprehensive review o f the literature, although two studies have been added since this review was first 
completed earlier this year. The following criteria were used to identify the studies included in this summary and 
the ECS Research Studies Database: (1) wide-reaching recommendations and policy implications; (2) implications 
fo r state-level policy; (3) interventions tha t hold potential fo r replication; and (4) peer-reviewed/juried — although 
exceptions are made on a case-by-case basis.

Study #1: Educational Investment, Family Context, and Children's Math and Reading Growth from 
Kindergarten Through the Third Grade
Jacob Cheadle, Sociology o f Education, W in te r 2008.

Background: Children o f different backgrounds begin formal education at unequal skill levels.

Purpose: This study examines whether the deliberate cultivation by parents of cognition and social skills plays a 
role in children's math and reading achievement, and subsequent growth.

Findings:
This study uses the author's term  "concerted cultivation'' to  describe a composite measure of parenting that 
includes:

•  Child participation in adult-orchestrated leisure activities (e.g., clubs, sports, art classes, music)
•  Investment in education materials and resources (e.g., books)
•  Parental involvement w ith the school (e.g., parent-teacher conferences, fundraisers, volunteering).

1. Higher-level parenting skills moderately offset social-class differences in children's math and reading skills 
during kindergarten and 1st grade (19% and 16% respectively).

2. While parenting skills matter, differential growth in student learning occurs during the school year, suggesting 
that school-based processes or other elements (e.g., instruction, expectations) are the principal sources o f the 
growth gap in achievement after school entry.

http://www.ecs.org


Policy recommendations:
1. Efforts to  more fully inform parents — particularly low-income parents — o f the value of efforts such as 

talking with the ir children, networking and being involved in their activities, could lead to  a greater number of 
families practicing these strategies and building their children's skills.

2. Broader community support fo r children's experiences (e.g., public after-school programs) can supplement 
parent efforts, but such programs are likely to  be larger and of lower quality and cannot be expected to 
produce the same return as higher levels of parent engagement (e.g., parents spending time in the car w ith 
the ir children, talking w ith them about their day and contextualizing their experiences).

3. While parental influences contribute significantly to  the skills w ith which young children enter school, once 
children are in school, schools do matter. Policies that provide support for improving the quality of P-3 
instruction could help reduce achievement gaps.
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Study #2: What Works to Improve Student Literacy Achievement? An Examination of Instructional Practices in 
a Balanced Literacy Approach
C atherine B itte r, M iguel Socias, Paul Gubbins and Jenn ife r O'Day, A m erican Ins titu tes  fo r  Research, Journal o f Education fo r  
Students Placed a t Risk, 2009.

Background: Literacy is the foundation fo r success in school and, in today's society, for success in life.

Purpose: This study describes literacy instruction in San Diego City elementary schools and determines which
specific practices, if any, were associated with increased student achievement.

Findings: Three measures of literacy instruction demonstrated a consistently positive and statistically significant
relationship to students' reading comprehension:

1. Instruction focused on higher-level meaning of text: The strongest instructional predictor of increased 
reading comprehension was teachers' use of higher-level questioning and discussion about the meaning of 
text. Teachers "te lling" students the answers was negatively related to student outcomes.

2. Writing instruction: Students in classrooms that included greater amounts of writing instruction (discussion 
about w riting and actual composition) improved the ir reading comprehension more than did students w ith 
less writing.

3. Instruction that seeks to  foster student responsibility, interactive learning, and sustained, idea-focused, 
evidence-based discussion has a significant influence on student achievement.

4. Some practices — such as engaging in discussion and conversation w ith peers in the classroom — tha t were 
beneficial fo r non-native English speakers were less so for fluent and native English speakers, and vice versa. 
This finding has im portant implications for designing literacy instruction for the very diverse student 
populations in most urban districts.

Policy recommendations:
1. Policies should encourage or support a balanced literacy approach.
2. Diverse urban settings should explore and implement a balanced approach to literacy.

For fu ll s tudy: h ttp ://w w w .in fo rm a w o rld .co m /sm p p /co n te n t~ co n te n t= a 9 0 8 6 0 5 8 2 8 ~ d b = a ll~ iu m p typ e = rss

Education Commission of the States • 700 Broadway, Suite 810 • Denver, CO 80203-3460 • 303.299.3600 • fax 303.296.8332 • www.ecs.org
Page 2

http://www.ingentaconnect.eom/content/asoca/soe/2008/00000081/00000001/art00001
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/content~content=a908605828~db=all~iumptype=rss
http://www.ecs.org


Study #3: Socioeconomic Status, English Proficiency, and Late-Emerging Reading Difficulties
M ichael K ie ffer, Teachers College Colum bia University, American Educational Research Journal, 2010.

Background: Increasingly, concerns are being raised about students who learn to  read by 3rd grade but fall behind 
in later grades. "Late-emerging" reading difficulties may be particularly common among at-risk populations.

Purpose: This study investigates the prevalence of late-emerging reading difficulties among English language 
learners (ELLs) and native English speakers from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds.

Findings: Students fo r whom English is not their first language (ELLs) and those from low-income backgrounds 
disproportionately demonstrate late-emerging reading difficulties. Of the tw o risk factors, the level o f fam ily 
income has the strongest influence.

1. ELLs are more likely than native English speakers of the same income level to  demonstrate reading difficulties 
by grade 3. However, native English speakers also are at risk fo r reading difficulties in the upper elementary 
grades or middle school.

2. Poor students are at substantially higher risk for developing reading difficulties during each developmental 
period, but particularly fo r difficulties that emerge before grade 3.

3. Among students from upper income backgrounds, the risk fo r difficulties emerging in middle school is slightly 
higher than the risk fo r early-emerging difficulties. This suggests tha t the particular challenges o f adolescent 
literacy apply to all students.

Policy recommendations:
1. Because fam ily income is a more prominent predictor o f late-emerging reading difficulties, it is important to 

continue to closely m onitor all low income students' reading abilities through high school.

2. Because more affluent students are at greater risk fo r late-emergent reading difficulties than they are for early 
reading difficulties, all students should have their reading skills monitored throughout elementary and middle 
grades.

3. Upper elementary-level through high school-level reading instruction should emphasize vocabulary 
development and critical thinking skills.
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Study #4: The Relation Between the Type and Amount of Instruction and Growth in Children's Reading 
Competencies
Susan Sonnenschein, Am y Benson and Laura S taple ton, U n ivers ity  o f M ary land B a ltim ore  County, American Educational 
Research Journal, N ovem ber 11, 2009.

Background: Children w ith limited literacy experiences may be more sensitive to  or in need of specific instruction, 
such as letters/sounds, than children entering school w ith a greater foundation of prior literacy experiences.

Purpose: To consider the longer term effectiveness of two instructional approaches — phonics and integrated 
language arts — and to investigate the relation between classroom instructional practices and children's reading 
skills from kindergarten through 5th grade.

Education Commission of the States • 700 Broadway, Suite 810 • Denver, CO 80203-3460 • 303.299.3600 • fax 303.296.8332 • www.ecs.org
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Findings: Children's entry-level skills, ethnicity and parents' education level predicted children’s reading scores at 
the end of kindergarten. To a lesser extent, type and amount of reading instruction predicted children's reading 
scores. However, the type of instruction appeared to  matter only in kindergarten and 1st grade.

1. Reading instruction and characteristics of teachers
•  The number o f years teachers taught was not related to  the amount of time that their classes reportedly 

engaged in reading activities. The only exception was in 3rd grade, where teachers w ith three or fewer 
years of experience reported less reading tim e than the ir more experienced peers.

•  The number o f reading courses taken by teachers was related to  the frequency w ith which kindergarten 
and lst-grade teachers reported implementing phonics activities and integrated language arts activities 
(vocabulary, discussion, explaining what they have read, etc.).

• Neither the number of years of teaching nor the number of reading courses taken was uniquely related to 
reading scores of children at any time point.

2. Growth in children's reading skills
• Only in kindergarten did the type of instruction matter, w ith phonics instruction predicting higher spring 

reading scores.

• Children's reading-related skills at the start of kindergarten predicted their reading scores at the end of 
kindergarten and beyond.

3. Schooling factors and children's reading development
•  Children who entered kindergarten and 1st grade w ith more advanced phonics skills benefited from an 

instructional emphasis on the meaning of the text.

•  Children most at risk fo r reading difficulties did not benefit as much from integrated language arts as 
those w ith higher skills.

•  At kindergarten le v e l-  Time spent on reading was positively related to the spring reading score; and 
children in kindergarten benefited from a direct instructional focus on phonics acquisition.

•  At 1st- and 3rd-grade levels -  Time spent reading was more beneficial for those children whose entry 
scores were slightly above the mean.

• A t 5th-grade level -  Children w ith lower reading scores showed more benefit from more time spent 
reading.

Policy recommendations:
1. Early reading instruction should include a direct instructional focus on phonics acquisition during kindergarten,

especially for children starting school with fairly lim ited literacy experience.

2. Instruction focused on decoding skills should be provided to  weaker readers; greater focus on comprehension
should be provided to those children with stronger decoding and vocabulary skills.

3. Although young children may need instruction in both decoding skills and comprehension, the exact balance
between the tw o should vary depending upon the child's skills.
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Study #5: How Effective Are Family Literacy Programs? : Results of a Meta-Analysis
Roel van Steensel, Nele McElvany, Jeanne Kurvers, S tephanie Herppich, U n ivers ity  o f A m sterdam , Technische U n ivers ita t 
D ortm und , U n ivers ity  o f Kiel, T ilbu rg  U niversity, Review o f Educational Research, M a r 2, 2011.

Background: Recent international studies have shown that a considerable number of students systematically lag 
behind their peers in literacy skills. One way of working to prevent delays in children's literacy development is by 
extending and improving their literacy experiences through "family literacy programs." This study focuses on a 
specific category of fam ily literacy programs, those tha t target children's literacy development directly by providing 
stimulating parent-child activities to be carried out at home and by training parents to transfer the contents 
embedded in these activities.

Purpose: To examine the effects of fam ily literacy programs on children's literacy development.

Findings: Family literacy interventions seem to  make a modest contribution to children's literacy skills.

1. Family literacy programs more frequently offer a broad range of activities. This is likely a reflection of the 
move away from the focus of reading readiness in beginning literacy education — advocating the training of 
specific pre-literacy skills — to  the holistic approach advocated in the past two to three decades.

2. Semiprofessionals are often responsible fo r training the parents of children at risk of educational or reading 
delays. In some family literacy programs, however, the use of semiprofessionals fo r at-risk families seemed to 
be a deliberate strategy. For example, using mothers from the same communities was seen as a way of 
approaching parents who are sometimes hard to reach. Such programs did not have a significantly lower 
effect on children's literacy development than programs using professionals.

3. Differences in the effects of programs focusing primarily on core-related literary skills (i.e., abilities necessary 
fo r deciphering the written language code) and comprehension-focused programs are small.

4. Only 12 of the 30 studies examined include some measure of fidelity, and in most cases these measures were 
superficial (e.g., records or ratings of parental attendance at training sessions). In only one program were 
systematic observations made of parent-child activities.

Policy recommendations:
1. The conclusion that the overall effects of the programs are small should give program developers, 

policymakers and educators pause fo r thought, as the high expectations they might have of these programs 
are not necessarily justified. This does not mean, however, that the programs should be abandoned. Even 
small effects can be meaningful when viewed in light of the context in which they were obtained. Moreover, it 
remains to be determined how program activities are actually implemented by parents and children and how 
these activities interact w ith existing family literacy practices.

2. More thorough research is needed on how programs are actually carried out by families. Only 12 of the 30 
studies included some measure of treatm ent fidelity, and in most cases these measures were quite superficial 
(records or ratings of frequency, duration and completion of parent-child activities; records or ratings of 
parental attendance at training sessions). In only one case were systematic observations made of parent-child 
activities.

For fu ll study: http://rer.sageDub.eom/content/81/l/69.abstract

M olly Ryan, Researcher in the ECS Inform ation Clearinghouse, may be reached a t mryan(S)ecs.org or 303-299-3614
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National M ath Rankings 
4th Grade, Low Incom e, 2011 NAEP

In ternational M ath  Rankings

Math Scores, 2010 PISA
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Despite the fact that Alaska contributes more state and 
local dollars to K-12 education than any other state on a 
per capita basis, Alaskan kids from all walks of life 
continue to fall further behind the rest of the country 
and the rest of the world in achieving good educational 
outcomes. Alaska's children are just as bright as kids in 
any state or in any other country in the world. 
Unfortunately, they have been let down by an 
education system that hasn't allowed them to live up to 
their full potential.

This paper will compare the condition of K-12 education 
in Alaska relative to other states, highlighting the urgent 
need for education reform in Alaska. Student 
achievement in this paper is approached from the 
perspective of the student's family economic 
situation. Though data are available comparing 
students on the basis of ethnic identification, f o r  the  
purpose o f  th is  paper, the assum ption  is m ade th a t the  
brigh tness o f  a child 's m ind  and th e ir  a b ility  to  learn, is 
n o t closely linked  to  th e ir e thn ic ity .

A State at Risk Upper and M idd le  Incom e
4th Grade Reading, 2011 NAEP

Low Achievem ent- Not Just Our Low Income Kids

The bar charts on this page compare reading 
achievement specifically for upper and middle income 
students to illustrate that Alaska's K-12 education woes 
are not limited to impoverished villages and inner cities. 
The most recent data from the U.S. Department of 
Education's National Assessment of Education Progress 
(NAEP) clearly show that our significant problems in 
Alaska K-12 education include our upper and middle 

income kids as well.
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Even Alaska's rich kids are doing poorly. Often the 
misconception is promoted that our low performance 
on national testing is exclusively attributable to 
schools in impoverished rural and urban areas.



W hat Defines Low or Upper-Middle Income and 

Why is That Important?
Percentage of Student W ho Qualify for 

Free or Reduced Lunch (FRL) 2011

The dividing line for determining if a child comes from 
a low or upper-middle income situation, is whether not 
their family qualifies for the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture's Child Nutrition Program, commonly refer 

to as the "Free or Reduced Lunch" (FRL) program.

FRL thresholds are based on 185% the official poverty 
rate. In Alaska, the threshold for FRL is 25% higher than 
the lower-48.

The Free and Reduced Lunch rate is important because 
low income is one of the key predictors of low academic 
achievement. In most states, low income kids lag 2-3 
grade levels behind the academic achievement of their 
upper-middle income contemporaries. This is 

commonly referred to as the "achievement gap".

Alaska currently has an unusually large achievement 
gap between rich and poor students in most NAEP 
testing. Fortunately, poverty is not always an absolute 
predictor of low academic performance. Some shining 
examples of programs that have had great success 
despite crippling poverty are starting emerge. Programs 

like: The DC Opportunity Scholarship Program; The 
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program; American Indian 
Public Charter Schools; KIPP Academy; Rocketship 

Charter Schools and Carpe Diem are quickly dispelling 
the notion that poor kids are doomed to academic 

failure.

Though the challenges of low income levels in Alaska 
are very real bar chart on this page shows that Alaska's 
low-income student burden is significantly less than the 
average among the other states, (source: National 
Center for Education Statistics)
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Though the academic challenges of low income levels 
in Alaska are very real, the bar chart on above shows 
that Alaska's burden is significantly lower than the 
average among the other states and the District of 
Columbia.



According to the 2011 NAEP data, Alaska is at the 
bottom or near the bottom in 4th grade reading in 
nearly every way the data can be sliced. This is very 
troubling because of the great importance early 
childhood literacy has on future academic success.

The Bad News - 4th Grade Reading
Low Income Students

4th Grade Reading 2011 NAEP

A common adage in education is that in kindergarten 
through third grade children "learn to read" so that they 
will be prepared to "read to learn" in later years. In a 
recent study by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Early 
Warning, Why Reading by the End of Third Grade Matters, 
researchers note that children that have not learned to 
read to by third grade have a 75% chance of being poor 
readers in high school and subsequently a much higher 
chance of dropping out. In 2011 only 25% of 4th- 
graders in Alaska were "proficient" or above in reading 
by national standards. The figure was 13% for kids from 
low income families. Children who fail to learn to read 
by third grade can recover and catch-up later but it is a 
very painful and resource intensive process.

Bar Chart Interpretation

This paper uses bar charts to visually tell the story of 
where Alaska stacks up against other states in NAEP 
testing. Included in the bar charts are the raw scores 
attained by each state. It has been observed that kids 
progressing normally will add approxim ately 10 
points to their NAEP test scores with every year of 
learning. As an example, in the bar chart on this page 
low-incom e Alaskan kids lag behind low-income kids 
M assachusetts by 27 points. In other words, Alaskan 
low income 4th graders were almost three grade levels 
behind Massachusetts -  at age nine.
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In 2011 only 25% of 4th-graders in Alaska were 
"proficient" or above in reading by national standards. 
The figure was 13% for kids from low income Alaska 
families



The Good News  -  8th Grade M ath  

28th in the US - Alaska's High Point

Alaska is not a bottom tier performer in all of the four 
main categories of NAEP testing. Our 8th graders were 
28th in the nation in math for upper and middle income 
kids. Unfortunately, our mediocre ranking as Alaska's 
academic zenith, in a country that was ranked 33rd in 
2010 for PISA math scores, is not much of a cause for 

celebration.

Alaska 2011 NAEP Testing 

UPPER and MIDDLE Income Rankings

*Alaska's highest ranking out of the four primary 
measurements of the 2011 NAEP

Alaska 2011 NAEP Testing 

LOW Income Rankings
4th Grade Reading 50th out of 50
4th Grade Math 47th out of 50
8th Grade Reading 49th out of 50
8th Grade Math 32nd out of 50

State and Local Spending
Table H-8, 2012 NEA Rankings and Estim ates

K-12 Education Spending Per Capita

Alaska 

W yom ing 

New Jersey  

New York 

Connecticut 

Vermont 

Maryland 

Rhode Island 

Delaware 

Virginia 

California 

M assachusetts 

Georgia 

Pennsylvania 

New Hampshire 

Minnesota 

UNITED STATES 

Texas 

Ohio 

Nebraska 

Michigan

4th Grade Reading 50th out of 50 New Mexico

4th Grade Math 44th out of 50 Nevada

8th Grade Reading 34th out of 50 Illinois ■■■■ IIIW

8th Grade Math* 28th out of 50 South Carolina

Maine 

Iowa 

W ashington  

Colorado  

Louisiana 

Kansas 

Florida 

Alabama 

Oregon 

Missouri 

North Dakota 

Montana 

Arkansas 

W est Virginia 

Utah 

Oklahoma 

Indiana 

Kentucky 

Mississippi 

North Carolina 

Arizona 

South Dakota 

Tennessee 

Idaho

a $3,260
■  $2,882 
I $2,769 
$2,626

$2,336
$2,227

■  $2,072
■  $2,060 
I $1,969
I $1,960 

$1,923 
$1,922 
$1,922 
$1,904 
$1,895
$1,861 
$1,860 
$1,858 
$1,840 
$1,800 
$1,798 
$1,793 
$1,793 
$1,782 
$1,782 
$1,768 
$1,746 

■ ■  $1,731 
■ ■  $1,729 
■ ■  $1,716 
■ ■  $1,710 
■ ■  $1,703 
■ ■  $1,698 
■ ■  $1,663 
■ ■  $1,660 
■■ $1,613 
■■ $1,613 
■ i  $1,593
■  $1,588
■  $1,561
■  $1,551
■  $1,548
■  $1,533
■  $1,519
■ $1,483
■ $1,461
■ $1,460 
I $1,413 
i $1,405

$1,344
■ $1,265



The Florida Example

Though Alaska's NAEP scores have seen a slight 
improvement between 2003 and 2011, most states are 
seeing much more rapid progress.

Student grow has been especially dramatic in states like 
Florida that have aggressively embraced K-12 school 
reforms like: Expanded School Choice; scholarships for 
disabled students to attend private schools of their 
choosing; 3rd grade literacy requirements; simplified 
charter school authorizations; alternative teaching 
certifications allowing tradesmen and other 
professionals to teach their crafts in public schools 
without formal teaching certificates and an easy to 
understand A-F grading system to help parents easily 
identify the effectiveness of their schools.

Despite Alaska's rapid increases in K-12 budget growth 
at the state and local level, our increase in the four 
primary measurements of NAEP was only 6 points 
between 2003 and 2011. Florida saw a 25 points growth 

during the same period with very little budget growth.

Because of the way that Florida structured it's reforms, 
low income students, and students with disabilities saw 

the most rapid academic gains.

In 2011, low income Hispanic students in Florida scored 
higher in 4th grade reading than the average Alaskan 
4th grader -  from all ethnic and economic 
backgrounds. Florida achieved this while spending 

about half as much per student as Alaska.

Conclusion

Education Reform - Why not Alaska?

There's an urgent need for change. It's clear that 
Alaska's kids can't endure the status quo of our K-12 
education system much longer.

Our schools are the best equipped and funded in the 
nation. Our kids are just as bright as anywhere else and 
our educators and parents are just as dedicated. Still, 
our state education system has let our kids down in epic 
fashion.

With our abundant resources and relatively low 
poverty, there are very few excuses for having a school 
system that produces among one of the largest 
achievement gaps between rich and poor while 
simultaneously posting some of the worst results for 

affluent kids anywhere.

There are plentiful examples of proven school reforms 
that are sweeping the nation and are producing 
dramatic improvements. Yet, we here in Alaska 
continue to employ an increasingly more expensive and 
dated version of the same K-12 education system that 

offers very little hope of improvement.

Of the priorities for government, there are very few that 
are more important than preparing the next the next 
generation with the skills to sustain and improve the 
achievements of those who came before. Without 
significant change soon, Alaska will fail in this most 
fundamental task of educating our kids. Leaving us 
with: -  A State at Risk.



State  and Local Spending 2008-09
Table H-8, 2012 NEA Rankings and Estim ates 
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K-12 Education Spending Per Capita
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4th Grade Reading Scores 2011 
Upper and M iddle Incom e

US Dept of Eduction, NAEP
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Ending Social Promotion in New York City Public Schools 
Without Leaving Children Behind

Educators struggle w ith  how best to handle 
students whose academ ic perform ance does 
not reflect readiness for the next grade by the 
end o f  the school year. W hile retain ing these 

students in grade gives them  an additional year 
to m aster the knowledge and skills for that grade, 
critics po in t ou t th a t the practice d isproportion­
ately affects low-incom e and m inority children 
an d  is associated w ith  low  self-esteem, problem 
behaviors, and  an increased risk o f  d ropp ing  out 
o f  school. However, prom oting  students who do 
not m eet academ ic standards— also known as 
“social prom otion"— puts students at a disadvan­
tage by advancing them  to a grade for w hich they 
are no t prepared.

As p art o f  an am bitious reform initiative, 
the N ew  York C ity  D epartm ent o f  Education 
(N Y C D O E ), the largest school d istric t in the 
country, im plem ented a new prom otion and 
retention policy for students In grade 3 during  the 
2 0 0 3 -2 0 0 4  school year. The policy was extended 
to  grade 5 in 2 0 0 4 -2 0 0 5 , grade 7  in 2 0 0 5 -2 0 0 6 , 
and grade 8 in  2 0 0 8 -2 0 0 9 . Under the policy, 
general education students in these grades are 
required to score at or above Level 2 on a four- 
level perform ance scale on the stare English lan­
guage arts and  m athem atics assessments in order 
to be prom oted to  the next grade. Performance at 
or above Level 3 is considered “proficient" under 
the N o C hild  Left B ehind Act and is a higher 
standard  than  the prom otion benchm ark.

N Y C D O E ’s policy is notew orthy in that it 
em phasizes identify ing struggling students early; 
providing them  w ith support services, such as 
additional instructional tim e; and continuously 
m onitoring their progress. Under the policy, at-risk 
students are identified— based on their perfor­
m ance on the previous year’s assessments, teacher 
recom m endations, or being previously retained in 
grade— and scheduled to  receive support services 
in and outside o f  school. Students who do not pass

Abstract

RAND researchers examined New York City's 
test-based grade promotion and retention 
policy, focusing on 5th-grade students. The 
findings show that the support services pro­
vided under the policy helped students meet 
promotion criteria and that, overall, few stu­
dents were retained. Furthermore, those who 
were retained did not report negative socio- 
emotional effects. Some of the positive effects 
from the support services continued into loter 
grades, leading the researchers to recommend 
a continued emphasis on early identification 
and support of at-risk students, as well as con­
tinued monitoring of the longer-term effects of 
retention.

the spring assessments are enrolled in sum m er 
school. The policy also offers students m ultiple 
opportun ities to m eet prom otion criteria.

From M arch  2006 th rough August 2009, 
R A N D  researchers analyzed the im pact o f 
N Y C D O E ’s policy on student outcom es, focus­
ing on th ree cohorts o f  5th-grade students held 
to the policy an d  one pre-policy com parison 
cohort. Using interviews, case studies, studen t 
surveys, and  dem ographic and test score data, 
the researchers exam ined the im plem entation 
o f  N Y C D O E ’s grade prom otion and retention 
policy and its im pact on student academic and 
socioem otional outcom es over time.

Few  Students W ere Retained Under 
the Policy
Overall, approxim ately 75 percent, or 60,000, 
5th-grade students were held to  the prom otion 
policy in each o f  the three cohorts. About 20  per­
cent o f  those students were categorized as need-

http://www.rand.org


ing services upon entering rhe 5ch grade. At the beginning o f  
the year, more students needed services in English language 
arts than in mathematics, but by the end o f  the year, students 
were more likely to be retained for tailing to meet promotion 
criteria in  mathematics. Few students were retained under 
the policy, and the percentage o f  retained students dropped 
over tim e, from 2 -3  percent in the first two cohorts to 1 per­
cent in the third cohort (about 600  students out o f  approxi­
mately 5 8 ,000  students).

Supports Provided Under the Policy Helped 
Students M eet Promotion Standards
The study found that the policy had positive effects on the 
achievem ent o f  in-need students during the 5th-grade year. 
The effects were stronger in English language arts than in 
mathematics. However, for the small group o f  students enter­
ing 5th grade with the lowest scores on the state assessments, 
additional promotion policy services during the school year 
had little effect on performance. More frequent attendance 
at Saturday classes and summer school was associated with 
greater improvements in mathematics performance.

The Positive Effects o f the Policy Continued into 
Later Grades
The study’s findings showed that components o f  the promo­
tion policy had positive effects for students that lasted into 
the 6th and 7th grades, including small, positive effects from 
early identification and intervention; small, positive effects 
from summer school; and moderate, positive effects from an 
additional year o f  instruction due to recention.

Retained Students Did Not Report Negative 
Socioemotional Effects
The responses to student surveys indicated that retention did 
not have negative effects on students’ sense o f  school belong­
ing or confidence in mathematics and reading, even three 
years after being retained in grade. W hile this is counterin­
tuitive, it is consistent with som e prior studies.

School Staff Tended to Be Positive About the Policy
In surveys and interviews, principals and teachers were 
positive about many aspects o f  the promotion policy; the 
majority agreed that the policy helped focus their schools’

instruct ional efforts and made parents more aware o f  their 
children’s progress. However, the majority o f  respondents 
thought that the promotion policy relied too heavily on state 
assessment scores and, interestingly, that the policy made 
it more difficult to retain students who would benefit from  
being retained but had passed the test.

Several Policy Recommendations Emerge from  
the Findings
The study's findings led to the following recommendations 
for policymakers and administrators. W hile targeted to N ew  
York City, these recommendations may also apply to other 
districts and states considering or implementing test-based 
promotion policies.

Continue early identification o f  students and provision o f  
academic intervention services. The findings suggest that early 
identification and support services helped students meet 
promotion standards and improved student achievement in  
future grades. One-on-one tutoring was particularly helpful 
and should be continued and expanded when possible.

Consider the expected duration and participation when 
designing Saturday programs. The researchers found that 
attending at least seven sessions was associated with improved 
performance in mathematics. Titus, principals need to con­
sider expected student attendance and program length before 
investing in such programs.

Continue to encourage struggling students to attend summer 
school. Summer school attendance appeared to have a positive 
relationship with student achievement, particularly in math­
ematics, and summer school may also have a positive impact 
on future achievement in grades 6 and 7.

Analyze student-level data to evaluate the effectiveness o f  
specific interventions provided to struggling students. The study 
highlighted several instructional strategies that can help low- 
performing students. It is important to systematically collect 
and analyze data to determine each strategy’s effectiveness.

Continue to monitor the longer-term effects o f retention on 
students. Two o f the most important questions are whether 
the short-term positive effects o f  the policy persist over the 
longer term and whether the policy is cost-effective, com ­
pared with alternatives. This study could nor answer those 
questions, but they remain important topics for New York 
City to address in the future. ■
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R esearch  Brief
TO: Representative Gabrielle LeDoux
FROM: Patricia Young, Manager
DATE: February 20, 2014
RE: Student Retention Rate, Anchorage School District

LRS Report 14.263

You wished to know the number of students held back, or retained, during the past several years in 
the Anchorage School District.

Ed Graff, superintendent of the Anchorage School District, provided the following information on the number of district 
students held back during each of the following five academic years.1

Number of Anchorage School District Students Held Back, by Grade and Year
Grade Level 2008-2009 2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012 2012-2013

Kinderga rten 111 101 108 94 112
1 53 42 46 41 49
2 13 22 16 26 19
3 12 9 15 12 14
4 9 15 6 11 12
5 9 8 11 12 7
6 13 13 9 9 8
7 14 5 11 3 7
8 19 5 3 2 6
9 9 9 4 6 9
10 10 13 10 8 7
11 33 20 16 21 14
12 * * * * *

Totals 305 262 255 245 264
Notes: * Fifth year seniors are not considered students who were held back. 
Source: Ed Graff, superintendent, Anchorage School District, 907.742.4312.

We note that over the course of these five years, the district has averaged a student population of 48, 563 per year.2 The 
average retention rate of 266 students per year equates to approximately 0.05 percent of the student population being held 
back each year.

We hope this is helpful. If you have questions or need additional information, please let us know.

1 Ed Graff, superintendent, Anchorage School District, can be reached at 907. 742.4312.

2 W e base this average on the average daily membership (ADM) counts by year as reported the Department of Education and Early 
Development on their website at http://education.alaska.gov/stats/QuickFacts/ADM .pdf.

http://education.alaska.gov/stats/QuickFacts/ADM.pdf
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New York City's School Promotion and Retention Policy Shows Positive Results for Students
FOR RELEASE
Thursday 
October IS , 2009

The New York City Department of Education's test-based promotion and retention policy, which Identifies and provides support for 
struggling students, has demonstrated positive effects for student achievement In fifth grade that continue Into seventh grade, 
according to a new RAND Corporation study Issued today.

Researchers found that the pokey helped students boost their performance on state assessment tests, a critical step towtrd advancing 
to the next grade level. The study also found that students retained under the policy didn't suffer negative sodal or emotional effects 
as a result of repeating a grade level.

Educators struggle with how best to handle students whose academic performance does not reflect readiness for the next grade by the end of a school year. While 
retaining these students In grade gives them an additional year to master needed knowledge and skills, critics point out that the practice disproportionately affects low- 
income and minority children. In addition, retention Is associated with low self-esteem, behavioral problems and an Increased risk of dropping out of school.

However, promoting students who do not meet academic standards-also known as "sodal promotion*-puts students at a disadvantage by advancing them to a grade 
for which they are not prepared.

"The emphasis on early Identification of students who are struggling academically and providing those students extra learning opportunities is a critical factor In the 
success of the New York City Department of Education's promotion and retention policy," said Jennifer McComos, a co-author of the report and a policy researcher at 
RAND, a nonpartisan research Institution.

The other co-authors were Sheila Nataraj Kirby, a RAND senior economist, and Louis T, Mariano, a statistician at RAND.

The RAND study examined the New York City Department of Education's promotion and retention policy, and Its Impact on student academic and sodoemotlonal 
outcomes through Spring 2008. The study focused on students who were In fifth grade in 2005, 2006 and 2007. New York City has the largest public school system In 
the country.

The department Implemented the new policy for students In grade 3 In 2003-2004. The policy was extended to grade 5 in 2004-2005, grade 7 In 2005-2006 and grade 
B In 2008-2009. RAND researchers examined the fifth-grade promotion policy at the request of the New York City Department of Education.

Under the policy, generaheducatlon students In these grades were required to score at or above performance Level 2 on both the state English language arts and 
mathematics assessments In order to be promoted to the next grade. Performance at or above Laval 3 was considered ‘proficient’ under the No Child Left Behind Act, a 
higher standard than the promotion benchmark.

Researchers note that the policy emphasized Identifying struggling students at the beginning of Dfth grade, provided them with services such as additional Instructional 
time and continuously monitored their progress. Struggling students were Identlfled-based on their performance on the fourth grade assessments, teacher 
recommendations or being previously retained in grade—and scheduled to receive support services In school and outside of school.

Students who did not pass the spring assessments were enrolled In summer school. The policy slso offered students multiple opportunities to meet promotion criteria.

"This approach sets New York's policy apart from test-based promotion policies that use test results to make promotion decisions without providing early educational 
support services to help students Improve," Kirby said.

She said that under the promotion policy a significant number of students needed support services, but few were retained. Upon entering the filth grade, approximately 
20 percent of students were categorized as needing assistance. However, by the end of the year, few students were retained under the policy and the percentage of 
retained students dropped over time, from 3 percent In 2005 to 1 percent In the 2007 (about 600 students out of approximately 58,000 students).

The students who needed additional support services were not evenly distributed across the city's schools, ranging from 0 to 80 percent of e school's fllth-grade dess. 
Researchers found that schools Intervened to help as many students as the school was capable of serving. Although schools with highest number of students needing 
additional services were significantly more likely to have resources—such as reading and math spa delists-than those schools with fewer "In-need" students, they were 
still less likely to be able to serve every student needing services.

Nearly all of the schools provided addlbonal support to students both during the school day and outside of the dassroom. Including group tutoring. Fewer schools were 
able to offer one-on-one tutoring during the school day, a practice the study found was assodated with Improved achievement In mathematics.

Researchers also found that the promotion policy and Its support services had positive effects for students that lasted Into the seventh grade, the latest grade for which 
outcome information was available. Those findings Indude the folowtng;

• Students who needed services et the beginning or fifth grade scored higher on the seventh grade assessments then they would have without the policy.
• Students who were required to attend summer school after fifth grade because of serious academic difficulties scored higher on English language arts and 

mathematics assessmants in the sixth and seventh grades.
• The positive effects of retention on student performance continued Into the 7th grade. These effects were larger than those found for early support services 

alone.
• Effects were generally larger In English language arts than mathematics.

Researchers suggest that New York City continue Its policy of Identifying early those students who are struggling academically and to continue providing Intervention 
services. They also recommend expanding one-on-one tutoring opportunities.

The RAND report makes other recommendations, Including:

• Ensure that academic service providers work consistently with students who need services. Instead of being pulled away lor other duties such as substitute 
teaching, lunch duty or proctoring assignments.

• Continue to encourage struggling students to attend summer school.
• Continue to monitor the effects of retention on students as they progress Into high school.
• Analyze data on the services being provided to determine the relative cost effectiveness of different support services.
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The study, “Er»d*ng Social Promotion without Leaving Children Behind; fn<* Cose ol flew York City/ can be found at www.rand.org.

rand Education, a division of the RAND Corporation, Is a leader In providing objective, reliable research and analysis on educational challenges that is used to improve 
educational access, quality and outcomes in the United States and throughout the world.
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Quinn Kendall J.D.
Director of Government Relations
Mobile: 314-288-9300
Email: Quinn@digitalleamingalliance.org
17251 Street, NW, Suite 300. Washington D.C. 20006

February 14,2014

Dear Members of the Alaska Legislature:

On behalf of the Digital Learning Alliance, we write In support of HB 197: Requiring the 
establishment of reading program in school districts for grades kindergarten through three.

Digital Learning Alliance is a national non-profit organization that works to improve economic 
growth across America by advocating for personalized education through the use of digital 
learning technologies. We accomplish this mission as we empower legislators and education 
players with technology solutions in pre-K-12, higher education, and adult learning, resulting in 
the skilled workforce of the future.

A recent report from the National Assessment for Education Statistics stated that 37% of 4th 
grades cannot read at grade level. This epidemic causes for states to fall behind in producing 
a competent and educated workforce. A recent study by the National Conference of State 
Legislatures stated that for every $1 spent on education yields $8 in return on investment 
(ROI). Based off of this information we commend Representative LeDoux for taking the 
necessary precautions to ensure students are equipped with essential skills.

The Alaska Legislature should approve this legislation and likewise, continue to develop 
proactive measures to pave the way for the implementation of quality digital education solutions. 
The Digital Learning Alliance stands ready to work with you to develop a proposal that best 
protects Alaska’s students.

All our best,

Quinn Kendall,
Director of Government Relations: J.D.

1725 I Street, NW. Suite 300 ♦ Washington, DC 20006- 314-288-9300 * www.DigitaiLearningAliiance.org

mailto:Quinn@digitalleamingalliance.org
http://www.DigitaiLearningAliiance.org
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P r e v e n t i n g  a  C r i s i s :  R e a d in g  t o  G r a d u a t e

If you are concerned about poor graduation rates, you might be a decade too late to do 
anything about it. According to a recent study by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, literacy in 
third grade -  yes, third grade -  may affect the chances that a student will graduate from high 
school.

Based on an analysis o f reading scores and graduation rates of 3,975 students over ten 
years, students who could not read by the end o f the third grade were four times more likely to 
drop out of high school. In fact, 88 percent of students who failed to earn a high school diploma 
were struggling readers in third grade.1

Figure 1: Using Third Grade Reading Scores to Predict Dropout Rates
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Reading may also be the key to closing the achievement gap. The analysis found that

1 Hemadez, Donald J. 2011. How Third-Grade Reading Skills and Poverty Influence High School Graduation. 
Publication o f  the Annie E. Casey Foundation, available on the internet at
http://www.aecf.Org/~/media/Pubs/Topics/Education/Other/DoubleJeopardyHowThirdGradeReadingSkillsandPover 
y/DoubleJeopardyReport04051 lFINAL.pdf.
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differences in reading achievement explain differences in graduation rates between students of 
different races and ethnicities. For example, poor Black and Hispanic who are struggling 
readers are about 8 times more likely than proficient readers to drop out of high school. 
Conversely, proficient third grade readers of all races -  White, African American and Hispanic -  
graduate at similar rates. Eighty-nine percent of economically disadvantaged students in the 
study, who achieved proficient reading skills by the 3rd grade, graduated.

The societal impacts and costs of low graduation rates are profound. Researchers have 
found a strong association between dropping out o f high school and lower lifetime income, 
higher use of public assistance and higher incarceration rates. Estimates on the total lifetime cost 
to society for each new cohort o f dropouts accumulate into hundreds o f billions o f dollars.2

P r o m o t in g  I l l it e r a c y : T h e  H a r m f u l  I m p a c t s  o f  P r e v a il in g  P o l ic y

Each year, millions of children, including a disproportionately high number of low- 
income and minority children, fail to learn basic literacy skills in the developmentally critical 
grades. Rather than addressing these problems head on, standard practice involves simply 
socially promoting students to the next grade. Our collective failure to reform this shameful 
practice preserves a system o f schooling that routinely gives the least to the students who start 
with the greatest needs. For students, the impact lasts a lifetime.

The prevailing practice o f social promotion proves especially destructive for children in 
the early grades. Learning to read does not get easier with age. As a result, illiterate 3rd graders 
move on to become illiterate 4th graders, and then 5th, 6th and 7th graders.

Third grade is the year that students transition from “learning to read” to “reading to 
learn.” Imagine a 5th grader, reading on a 1st grade level, sitting in a science class. These 
students will not grasp the vocabulary and scientific concepts described in their textbook because 
they cannot read - literally. Grade level material keeps increasing year after year, but these 
students cannot keep up because they cannot read.

“Disruptive,” “bored,” and “restless” are among the common adjectives used to describe 
illiterate middle school students, long since aged out of their literacy acquisition window. Let 
down by the system, these students often do not finish school, let alone go on to college. Many 
may wonder why they attend school at all. Students begin dropping out of school in large 
numbers in the 8th grade.

F l o r id a ’s F ig h t  t o  E n d  I l l it e r a c y : L it e r a c y -B a s e d  P r o m o t io n

Florida placed a command focus on reading in the primary grades (K-3) even before the 
data confirmed the critical importance of developing literacy skills in the those years. In 1999, 
Florida lawmakers enacted a suite o f reforms aimed at substantially improving student 
achievement. Believing more needed to be done to end the blight of illiteracy, Florida

2 Alliance for Excellent Education. 2007. The High Cost o f  High School Dropouts, W hat the Nation Pays for 
Inadequate High Schools. Alliance for Excellent Education Issue Brief, available on the internet at 
http://www.all4ed.org/files/archive/publications/HighCost.pdf.
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policymakers in 2002 took bold steps to make reading proficiency a requirement o f third grade; 
however, Florida did not implement the usual retain and repeat model, as you will see below.

Florida requires students to demonstrate their ability to read before entering fourth grade, 
which means that in Florida, reading instruction, and intervention if needed, begins on day one of 
Kindergarten. Florida educators catch struggling readers early and provide intensive instruction 
until they can read well enough to be successful in the fourth grade and beyond.

Florida uses the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) to measure student 
progress in relation to state academic standards. The FCAT uses five achievement levels to 
describe academic performance. The lowest of these five levels, achievement level 1, equates to 
“functional illiteracy.” The Florida literacy-based promotion policy sets a minimum literacy 
expectation for 3rd grade students. Students receive at least two more chances to demonstrate 
literacy through earning a “proficient” score on an a standardized alternative assessment or 
through a portfolio o f student work indicating that they have met the standards measured by 
FCAT. Under the policy, a third grade student scoring achievement level 1 on the Reading FCAT 
must repeat the 3rd grade, unless the student is eligible for a good cause exemption.3

The 2002 Florida statute requires school officials to notify parents of literacy 
deficiencies, the actions taken to remediate the deficiency, and the possibility o f retention. The 
law requires schools to develop individual intervention plans for students in danger of retention, 
and to provide intensive literacy instruction that is different from what was previously provided. 
Obviously, just doing more o f the same will not achieve results.4 Florida’s approach to retention 
was not simply to send struggling readers through another year of third grade, hoping that this 
time, it would “stick.” The law requires a completely different course o f instruction for those 
students. And this is what makes Florida’s policy different from other failed retention policies.

During the debate over the law, some argued that the reading or retention policy would 
be cruel to some children. Ironically, the statistical analysis reveals that the cruelty of the policy, 
if any, falls upon those promoted without literacy skills. These students continue to fall behind.
In a recent Wall Street Journal article discussing other states that are introducing legislation 
based on Florida’s policy, Kyla Burr, a third grade teacher in Tampa, Florida says, "Holding back 
a child is not an easy decision. But the alternative is you just move them ahead, hope for the best

3 The good cause exemptions for the Florida retention policy are: 1. Students with Limited English Proficiency 
(LEP) who have less than two years o f instruction in English for Speakers o f  Other Languages (ESOL) program. 2. 
Students with disabilities for whom participation in the statewide assessment program is not appropriate. 3. 
Students who demonstrate an acceptable level o f performance on an alternative standardized reading assessment. 4. 
Students who demonstrate, through a student portfolio, that they are reading on grade level (based on mastery o f  the 
Sunshine State Standards). 5. Students with disabilities who were previously retained in grades K-3, and have 
received intensive remediation in reading for more than two years. 6. Students who were previously retained in 
grades K-3 for a total o f  two or more years, and have received intensive remediation in reading for two or more 
y e a rs .
4 Office o f  Program Policy Analysis and Government Accountability. 2006. Third Grade Retention Policy Leading 
to Better Student Performance Statewide. Available online at 
http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/MonitorDocs/Reports/ndiy0666rpt.odf. page 2.

3

http://www.oppaga.state.fl.us/MonitorDocs/Reports/ndiy0666rpt.odf


and then watch them struggle in fourth grade."5

R e a d in g  t o  L e a r n : T h e  I m p a c t  o f  F l o r id a ’s R e a d in g  p o l ic y

Since the advent o f literacy-based promotion, reading scores for all Florida students, but 
especially for low-income and minority students have soared. When Florida ended social 
promotion, retention skyrocketed to more than 13 percent. Talk about a tough year. Sadly, a 13 
percent retention rate caused more outrage than a 29 percent illiteracy rate.

After that initial shock, elementary schools placed a command focus on reading. The 
result: illiteracy is on the decline. Since 2000-2001, (see Figure 2) the number of Florida 3rd 
graders scoring at the lowest achievement level has declined by 45 percent. The percentage of 
African-American and Hispanic students scoring at the lowest level has declined by 42 percent 
and 50 percent respectively.

Figure 2: A  Command Focus on Reading
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5 “Bill Prods Schools to Hold Back Third-Graders, Stephanie Banchero, The Wall Street Journal, February 13,2012, 
http://online.wsi.eom/article/SB10001424052970203920204577197341228039310.html
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Figure 3: Command Focus on Reading: Demographic Impact. 6

The benefits o f literacy-based promotion became crystal clear when students under the 
policy entered middle school. The percentage of middle school students scoring at FCAT 
achievement level 1 on reading declined from 30 percent in 2001 to 16 percent in 2010. The 
percentage of Florida middle school students scoring at grade level or above (FCAT achievement 
levels 3, 4 or 5) increased from 48 percent to 64 percent during that same period. (Figure 4) One 
finds the same pattern in the high school FCAT data, with the percentage of 9th and 10th graders 
scoring at the lowest level on reading falling from 39 percent in 2002 to 26% in 20107.

6 Note that for Figures 3 and 4, in 2011, Florida transitioned to a new, more rigorous version o f the FCAT, called 
FCAT 2.0. Through an percentile equating process, the 2011 scores remained the same as the 2010 scores.
7 Note that the Florida Department o f  Education found technical problems with the 2005-06 FCAT, ultimately 
resulting in the Department invalidating the results for that school year. Whether or not these glitches explain the 
large and temporary drop in FCAT 1 reading scores during that school year (see Figure 2) is not clear, but the overall 
trend in the data remains unchanged.
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Figure 4: Impact of Policy in Middle School, FCAT Reading, Grades 6, 7 and 8

-♦ -Le ve l 3 and Above (On Grade Level and Above)

Scholars at the Manhattan Institute studied the impact o f the literacy-based promotion 
policy on student test scores. The statisticians carefully compared the academic progress of 
students retained under the policy to two very similar groups o f students: those who avoided 
retention by narrowly scoring over FCAT achievement level 1 on reading, and students who 
scored low enough for retention but received a good cause exemption. One year after retention, 
the retained students scored higher than the comparison groups. After two years, the advantage of 
the retained students had grown larger, equaling approximately 5.6 additional months o f reading 
instruction over the comparison group students. Florida’s retention policy proved to be a 
successful intervention for these students.8 Preliminary results o f a follow-up study show that the 
first cohort of retained students continued to out-perform those promoted to fourth grade in 
reading, math and science even after six years.

8 Greene, Jay P. and Marcus A. Winters. 2006. Getting Farther Ahead by Staying Behind: A Second-Year Evaluation 
o f  Florida's Policy to end Social Promotion. Manhattan Institute Civic Report No. 49, available on the internet at 
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_49.htm.
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Florida’s surging scores on the National Assessment o f Educational Progress (NAEP) (Figure 5) 
serve as a source o f external validation for these gains. Critics of Florida’s policy claim that the 
leap in NAEP scores the first year after the policy were due to all the struggling third graders 
were retained. On the one hand, that certainly bears out what the research says -  that reading by 
third grade is critical to success in 4th grade. But consider that for that claim to be valid, the 
greatest impact of the policy would be in the first NAEP testing year after implementation. But 
even a cursory examination of the scores shows that the gains continue -  because the policy 
drove good reading instruction and intervention into grades K-2, ensuring that 4th graders were 
better prepared to succeed on NAEP. Florida's 4th grade scores have continued to rise even after 
actual retentions have fallen by more than half since the first year of the policy because more 
students are learning to read correctly in the first place.

However, the 2011 NAEP reading scores show that leadership at all levels -  from the 
Governor’s office to the principal of a school -  is critical in ensuring continued success. Even a 
brief lack of focus on reform can stall success.

__________________Figure 5: Florida Gains on NAEP, 1998-2011____________________

Fourth Grade Reading Scores for all Florida Students, 
Compared to the Nation (NAEP, 19 98-20 11)
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C o s t -B e n e f it  o f  R e t e n t io n

Many people often assume that Florida’s literacy-based promotion policy must have 
entailed massive expense. This, however, is not the case. In the first year of the policy (2002-03) 
Florida retained more than 27,000 students in 3rd grade, but the Digest of Education Statistics 
reveals that spending per pupil in the state only increased by $112 per pupil in inflation adjusted 
dollars- from $7,935 in 2001-02 to $8,047 in 2002-03.9 This increase is well within the normal 
range of year-to-year variation, and in fact falls below the normal inflation rate.

9 See United States Department o f  Education Digest o f  Education Statistics, Table 168 online at 
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d09/tables/dt09_l 86. asp?referrer=list.
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Such a result seems counter-intuitive but the reasons for the lack of a major fiscal impact 
follow: schools have a capacity to adapt to changes. On staffing, imagine an elementary school in 
the first year o f the policy with the statewide average of 27 percent of 3rd graders retained. The 
school had far more 3rd graders than expected, but also fewer 4th graders. From a staffing 
perspective, the common-sense solution for many was to shift one or more teachers from a 4th 
grade assignment to a 3rd grade assignment.10

The literacy-based promotion policy forced schools to organize themselves around the 
hugely critical goal of ensuring effective reading instruction. Schools focused greater amounts 
of time and effort on reading, and encouraged parental involvement. Schools intensified reading 
instruction in grades K-3 as part of an overall focus on literacy and teachers intervened in earlier 
grades to ensure student stayed on track to achieve reading success.

The policy also created a significant incentive for greater involvement by parents. 
Recommendations to read to children 30 minutes a day carry greater force with the retention 
policy in place. Just Read, Florida!, Governor Bush’s state-wide reading initiative, provided 
training to parents around the state, sharing 20-minute strategies parents could do at home to 
support the instruction happening at school. The retention policy provides an important nudge to 
parents to focus on helping their children learn to read.

Florida enacted these strategies using grant money from the United States Department of 
Education that was available to all 50 states and by examining federal and state funding streams 
to identify any funds that could be re-prioritized or repurposed. Through this thoughtful 
approach, the state was able to fund more than 90% of the needed instruction and intervention 
to ensure students were reading well enough to be successful in third grade. Less than 10% of 
the funds used that first year of implementation were new state money. With per-student funding 
levels below the national average, the Florida success rested upon making better use of existing 
funding and maximizing the effectiveness o f federal dollars.

Florida’s success with the use of federal reading funds may have been unique because 
state lawmakers leveraged those funds rather than simply dispersing them to districts and hoping 
for the best. And in 2004, the state created a protected reading allocation by earmarking a 
portion o f the Florida Education Finance Program for school districts to develop K-12 literacy 
plans. To receive that allocation, the Florida Department of Education must approve the district 
plan annually.

The statute requires that district reading plans include evidence that

• Leadership at the district and school level guides and supports the initiative.
• Data analysis will drive all decision-making.
• Professional development is systemic and job embedded, through reading coaches, and is

targeted at individual teacher needs as determined by analysis of student performance 
data.

10 With the advent o f  mid-year promotions, some students will no longer spend an additional year in school despite 
having been “retained.”
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• Measurable student achievement goals are established and clearly described.
• Appropriate research-based instructional materials and strategies are used to address 

specific student needs.

The effort allows districts to vary their plans according to local needs and capacity, but the 
district strategies ultimately must draw upon the latest scientific literacy instruction research.

A  N a t io n a l  M o v e m e n t : L it e r a c y -B a s e d  P r o m o t io n

Florida is no longer alone in successfully implementing retention policies. Former New 
York City Schools Chancellor Joel Klein’s team studied the Florida policy, and implemented a 
retention strategy for New York City schools. The RAND Corporation conducted a formal study 
o f the New York City policy. This careful study not only identified statistically significant 
academic gains associated with the policy, it also measured the psychological impact on retained 
students. The RAND team found:

• The emphasis on early identification o f struggling students and on providing them extra 
learning opportunities was a critical factor in the success o f the city’s policy.

• The policy and supportive services had positive effects on student performance in the 5th 
grade that continued into the 7th grade.

Retention had no negative effects on students’ sense of school belonging or confidence in 
mathematics and reading. Retained students reported a greater sense o f school belonging 
than at-risk promoted and not-at-risk students, even four years after the retention 
decision.

Florida’s retention success has inspired lawmakers in Arizona, Indiana, and Oklahoma to 
pass laws to emulate the practice in addition to other elements of Florida’s comprehensive 
approach to reform. Americans broadly support the concept of equality of opportunity for all. 
Only an urgently serious approach to literacy truly squares with this deeply held value. Florida 
radically improved the literacy skills of their children. Lawmakers and educators in your state 
can as well.

L it e r a c y  a s  a  R e s p o n s ib il it y  f o r  S t u d e n t s , Pa r e n t s  a n d  S c h o o l s

Florida’s policy recognizes the overwhelming importance o f literacy acquisition by 
creating accountability for educators, parents and students alike. Social promotion sets students 
up for failure rather than success. Florida’s literacy-based promotion policy served as a vital 
piece of an overall strategy that improved Florida’s national test scores from among the worst to 
among the best within the span o f a decade. Florida’s reforms have narrowed achievement gaps 
by moving all students forward, but doing the most for the students who start with the least.
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F r e q u e n t l y  A s k e d  Q u e s t io n s

What challenges did Florida face implementing the third grade promotion policy?

A major challenge when implementing the third grade promotion policy was clear 
communication on the specifics o f the policy and effectively communicating that the policy was 
an opportunity for a struggling reader to get the assistance he or she needed to become a 
proficient reader.

Providing and defining good cause exemption options to the policy was also challenging. 
Providing an open hearing and laying out the good cause exemptions clearly is critical to the 
acceptance of the policy. In addition, having clear expectations on the student portfolio of work 
option is critical.

Establishing a strong state and district professional development program, including reading 
coaches to mentor teachers to teach reading effectively, was also important to the policy’s 
success. Florida provided professional development on research-based reading instruction 
including data-based decision making for district and school administrators, reading coaches, and 
teachers. Florida also provided resources, such as parent workshops, that included student 
activities and support to parents about how they can support reading at home in the evenings.
The strategy o f working with parents showed that the state was committed to do something for 
their children to help them become successful, not just working with teachers and relying on the 
education system, but also the parents themselves, to change the culture to ensure student 
success.

Is retention “cruel to children”?

The status-quo is cruel to children. Educators who retain children and teach them how to read are 
doing them an enormous favor. The RAND Corporation’s study of the New York City retention 
policy found positive psychological benefits for retained students.

How does Florida measure early reading proficiency?

Florida initially provided several options to measure early reading proficiency. The Early 
Reading Diagnostic Assessment K-3 (ERDA) and the Diagnostic Assessments of Reading K-12 
(DAR) were available through the Florida Department of Education’s Office of Assessment and 
School Performance free of charge for the school district’s lowest-performing 15 percent of all 
K-12 students. A developmental screener, the Florida Kindergarten Readiness Screener, which 
originally included the Early Childhood Observation System (ECHOS) and Dynamic Indicators 
of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) and now updated to include the Florida Assessment of 
Instruction in Reading (FAIR), provides schools with a tool for assessing early literacy. FAIR 
was also provided free o f charge to districts to provide reading data to support teachers with 
making informed instructional decisions based on student needs, to monitor the progress of all 
K-12 students identified with a reading difficulty, and to predict end o f the year outcome 
performance. These assessments focus on phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary,

10



and comprehension and identify areas in which the student is struggling.

How much does a literacy-based promotion policy in third grade cost?

Implementing a literacy-based promotion policy in third grade will not incur additional costs on 
the state. The federal government requires all states to have a statewide standards-based 
assessment in third grade. Educators use this assessment to determine if students have acquired 
the necessary reading skills to advance to 4th grade. However, states should consider investing 
or leveraging existing resources to provide reading coaches who can assist teachers to learn the 
science o f teaching reading.

What was the fiscal impact of this policy in Florida?

The amount of funding spent on ensuring kids know how to read, even if it takes them an extra 
year, is by far made up for in less costs remediating them for the next nine years in the K-12 
system, if  we are lucky, or as dropouts. Primary grades are the least expensive options to 
remediate students and the most realistic time to make it happen. An ounce o f prevention is 
worth a pound of cure.

Any cost incurred with a test-based promotion policy should be regarded as an investment in 
child literacy, not a by-product of retention. Retention has been tried in other states before as a 
policy to address illiteracy and failed, as have efforts to fund literacy efforts without test-based 
assurance o f its effectiveness. It was the unique combination o f retention coupled with effective 
interventions that define Florida’s policy and ensured its success. The key to the financial 
viability o f this policy is making better use of existing local, state and federal funds. With a 
national average level of spending of $10,000 per child per year, a typical American student has 
had $40,000 invested by taxpayers by the time they reach the end of the 3rd grade. Taxpayers 
provide that money to educate rather than merely babysit the child. A child’s future hangs 
precariously in the balance during the early grades, and we must fiercely pursue the maximum 
bang for every buck invested whether or not you decide to dedicate additional state funds for 
literacy interventions.

How do elementary schools deal with the extra students from a facility standpoint?

There are no extra students. The retention policy results in greater numbers of 3rd graders, but 
smaller numbers of 4th graders. Policy implementation sometimes involved changing a teacher 
assignment from 4th grade to 3rd grade.

What about studies that show in other states that retention "does not work"?

Florida’s model is very different. Researchers have subjected the Florida policy to two rigorous 
statistical evaluations and found both times that the policy helped retained students to gain 
literacy skills. As noted, educators and lawmakers have tried and failed with retention policies 
around the country previously. Florida’s was different in that it targeted K-3, and that it only 
used objective data as the basis for retention. The Sunshine state also had an appropriate balance
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of good cause exemptions only students who could benefit found themselves included in the 
policy.

Retention itself is not the goal here, it’s strong instruction and intervention coupled with the test- 
based promotion that makes it a successful combination. In addition to Florida data 
demonstrating increases in proficiency on the statewide-standardized assessment and the 
National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP), several research studies (listed in detail 
in the following question’s answer) provide evidence that Florida’s policy is working.

A third grade promotion policy may help temporarily, but where is the long-term evidence? 
Does retention cause students to drop out?

The first class of retained students in Florida has not yet graduated high school. Evidence of the 
policy’s impact on high school graduation and dropout rates will first be available in 2013 for 
third graders retained for the first time under the policy in 2003.

Reading proficiency in Florida, at every grade level and all subgroups (white, black, Hispanic, 
students with disabilities, etc.) has steadily been increasing over the last decade. Florida's 
graduation rates have been consistently increasing and they are at the highest rate ever.
Likewise, Florida's dropout rates have been consistently decreasing and are at the lowest rate 
ever.

Research conducted on Florida’s retention policy by the Manhattan Institute in three separate 
studies has shown there are statistically significant positive effects of the policy over time. Their 
currently published findings studied the program for the first three years of implementation and 
the preliminary results o f their follow up study show that those positive effects continue, even six 
years after the retention year.

Why can’t we just fund literacy efforts without a retention policy?

A literacy program or policy is not enough because it does not provide the necessary pressure for 
the adults in the system to help kids that are not proficient. A literacy policy needs to be student- 
focused with specific help for students that are not proficient, like non-promotion to the next 
higher grade, coupled with literacy strategies. Florida did not just retain students for the sake of 
retention — the state implemented improved professional development for teachers and principals 
in the research on reading and put reading coaches in place, among a number of other 
interventions to truly change what was happening in the public schools. Policymakers need a 
test-based promotion policy like Florida has to ensure teachers and students have the 
accountability for learning and mastery that children need to succeed.

Could a third grade progression policy jeopardize federal funds?

Not if districts observe the strict rules around supplanting (where the state is currently funding an 
initiative then federal funding comes into the state). For example, Florida’s policy requires that 
students retained at 3rd grade receive supplementary learning experiences such as a summer 
reading camp. Districts will have to think creatively about their funding sources for some
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activities, but it is not an insurmountable dilemma and has not resulted in Florida losing any 
federal funds.

Does the Florida policy retain students for demonstrating deficiencies in all of the subjects 
or only in reading?

The Florida policy bases promotion and retention decisions solely on reading. In Florida, as is 
typical in most states, performance on the reading statewide assessment is highly correlated with 
performance on the math assessment. Also, reading is the foundational skill students need to be 
able to learn all subject area content.

Do the interventions associated with this policy require new funding sources or can we 
provide them with reallocations of existing dollars?

Both. A large portion of funding in Florida, previous to this policy, was typically used for 
summer school and post-failure remediation. Lawmakers reallocated these funds and allowed 
them to be used for “preventative care.” Florida lawmakers also focused the federal Title I Title 
II and IDEA funds on ensuring students can read. In addition, the timing of the implementation 
coincided relatively well with the infusion of Revading Ffirst funds from USDE, which was used 
to hire reading coaches to mentor teachers, and implement other aspects of quality reading 
instruction: professional development, research-based curriculum, and assessment driven 
instruction.

Does the state mandate which instructional and support services are to be utilized as 
interventions?

No, the state does not mandate specific services, but, the services selected by the district must be 
consistent with scientifically based reading research. The Florida Center for Reading Research 
(FCRR) www.fcrr.org has extraordinary information about the materials that educators use to 
provide these services. Additionally, Florida has a statewide textbook adoption cycle that 
requires districts to select scientifically-based reading research (SBRR) materials consistent with 
research and Florida’s literacy-based promotion policy. The adopted programs can be found at 
http://www.fldoe.org/bii/instruct mat/pdf/adopted.pdf.

What is the timeline for notifying students of retention?

The statewide assessment is administered in April; results are back to the school and parents 
before the end o f the school year in May. Students cannot retake the statewide assessment to 
meet the third grade promotion policy. Instead, students may demonstrate proficiency on an 
approved alternate measure like SAT10 or through a student portfolio.

If a student moves into the school district from out-of-state at the beginning of 4th grade (or 
any grade after 3rd), must that student meet the third grade promotion requirements?

No. In addition, the third grade promotion policy does not apply to students not enrolled in 
public school for third grade.
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How does the state ensure consistency in student portfolios to demonstrate a consistent 
standard across districts?

The state has a comprehensive framework for what needs to be included in a student portfolio. 
Having a consistent policy statewide has alleviated the concern about students leaving one 
district for another because the portfolio is rumored to be easier.

State guidance to districts on the portfolio option requires that the contents:
• Be selected by the student’s teacher;
• Be an accurate picture o f the student’s ability and only include student work that has been

independently produced in the classroom;
• Be an organized collection of evidence of the student’s mastery of the state reading standards

and benchmarks assessed by the Grade 3 FCAT 2.0 Reading assessment;
• Be signed by the teacher and the principal as an accurate assessment of the required reading

skills.

In small, rural schools where there may only be one third grade teacher, what happens to 
retained students?

In cases where there is only one third-grade classroom, staff changes may need to occur. It is 
imperative that teachers collaborate and use school support to provide a strategy to ensure these 
students receive intensive interventions. Schools should consider using an online blended model 
to ensure students receive instruction from the most effective teacher.

Is there a specific curriculum for the retained students?

Retention alone will not solve the problem of teaching students to read; these students will 
require differentiated curriculum and instruction. Florida knows that doing the same thing for 
another year will not produce different results. This is why Florida and the U.S. Department of 
Education provided funding for Scientifically Based Reading Research (SBRR), so we know 
what is effective to help struggling readers. Educators must provide retained students additional 
intensive instructional time using SBRR materials/programs more frequent progress monitoring, 
and more targeted instruction based on student needs to accelerate progress. Please visit 
http://info.fldoe.org/docushare/dsweb/Get/Document-6117/dps-2011 -86.pdf for all of the 
information.
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K-12 Spending Comparison
State and Local K-12 Spending per Capita 

Source: NEA Rankings and Estimates, Dec 2012 and Dec 2004, Table H -8
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