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Introduction

Both nationally and in New York State, teachers’ unions have
played a significant role in shaping educational policy designed
to improve the academic performance of all students. The
American Federation of Teachers (AFT), our national affiliate,
was an early advocate for raising educational achievement,
especially for our high-need students. This is a call that continues
today and is echoed by our statewide union, New York State
United Teachers (NYSUT), which from its inception has
championed raising student achievement standards.

NYSUT has supported the New York State Board of Regents (the
state’s highest educational policymaking body) and the New
York State Education Department (NYSED) in their efforts to
demand more of our students, our schools, and us. Results are
encouraging: The latest data show that more New York State
students are taking and passing Regents examinations, and that
more students are earning Regents diplomas. In short, a greater
number of students are learning more, and we believe this is due
in part to NYSUT’s strong leadership in urging the Board of
Regents to adopt higher learning standards and greater
accountability for student learning. Nevertheless, we recognize
that gaps in student performance and unequitable learning
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opportunities persist. These are some of the most serious issues
facing our schools and must be addressed carefully and
thoughtfully so that the new standards result in better student
achievement among all of our students.

This, in short, is NYSUT’s mission. Many of our approximately
440,000 members statewide, including teachers and other school-
related personnel, have been directly involved in the imple-
mentation of this monumental effort, which according to state
policy leaders is at the halfway point of a projected nine-year
phase-in. To demonstrate more fully NYSUT’s role in the
process, it is important to have a brief background on education
reform in the state, including current academic requirements.

Education Reform in New York State

In the late 1980s, then-Commissioner of Education Thomas Sobol
described a bifurcated school system in New York: “The
picture . . . is one of two contrasting systems—one largely
suburban, white, affluent, and successful, and the other largely
urban, of color, poor, and failing.” In response to growing
concerns about the capacity of New York State’s school system to
make sufficient progress in improving the learning conditions
for students, the Board of Regents approved A New Compact for
Learning, which presented a comprehensive strategy for reform
based on the principle that all children can learn.

Recognizing that student learning and teaching quality are
inextricably linked, Commissioner Sobol established a task force
on the teaching profession in 1988 to examine teaching, teacher
preparation, and teacher recruitment in New York State. The
task force, which comprised teachers, administrators, and
teacher educators, concluded that effective teaching requires a
restructuring in our schools: “Schools should be environments
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where learning can take place, not just for the students who
respond well to the traditional modes of instruction, but also for
the large numbers of students who may be better served by a
greater variety of approaches.”

In its report, the task force called for all teachers to have a valid
credential based on rigorous course preparation with required
components in order to ensure that candidates know their
subject matter and how to teach. The task force also recom-
mended that teacher candidates be required to complete a one-
year internship and to demonstrate that they have the requisite
background by passing assessments of teaching skills. The task
force further recommended that New York State build a base of
teachers who are trained to understand how to respond to
growing diversity in our schools. This task force report was
unanimously adopted as policy by NYSUT at its 1988 repre-
sentative assembly. (It should be noted that many of these
recommendations had been prescribed previously by a 1978 task
force on teaching education and certification established by
Commissioner Nyquist and were also supported then by our
state teachers’ union.)

Remarkably, it was not until a decade later, or in some instances
over two decades, that the Board of Regents finally adopted a set
of regulatory reforms that embraced these earlier NYSUT-
endorsed recommendations and resulted in a series of action
steps designed to address concerns that schools should do a
better job in preparing youth for adult life. In the mid-1990s, the
Board of Regents called for the establishment of a single,
uniform, high standard for graduation for all students: the
Regents diploma, to be based on the passage of five Regents
examinations. (The IEP diploma will continue to be available to
students who have disabilities and are unable to achieve the
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Regents diploma requirements.) The days of offering students
the option of obtaining a less demanding local diploma based on
less rigorous competency tests were numbered. These new
diploma requirements will affect all students entering ninth
grade in 2001.

The following are descriptions of other major components of
New York State’s reform effort and NYSUT actions related to
these components.

• Learning Standards. In 1996, New York State approved
learning standards in seven curricular areas: the arts;
career development and occupational studies; English
language arts; health, physical education, and family
and consumer science; languages other than English;
mathematics, science, and technology; and social studies.
These standards are designed to define what a student
should know and be able to apply at the
end of each of three levels of schooling: elementary,
intermediate, and commencement. As early as 1984,
NYSUT’s Representative Assembly had approved a
policy statement urging the Board of Regents to upgrade
curriculum standards and encourage schools to offer
a range of courses beyond those necessary to meet
minimum requirements. In 1993, NYSUT endorsed the
principles of the Career Pathways report, which called
for all students to be prepared for lifelong learning and
the world of work.

• Student Assessment. In 1998, New York State began
phasing in a more rigorous student assessment system
aligned with the higher learning standards. English
language arts and mathematics assessments are now
administered annually to our fourth- and eighth-grade
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students. Regents examinations, which our high school
students must pass in order to graduate, are being
phased in to take the place of competency tests. (Safety
net provisions have been temporarily established for
students during the phase-in period.) Throughout the
1990s NYSUT reiterated the need for higher standards,
called for initiatives to encourage more students to take
Regents courses, and supported the phase-out of the
Regents competency tests in favor of more rigorous
Regents examinations. Finally, in 2000, NYSUT reiter-
ated its support for requiring that all prospective high
school students take and pass Regents examinations in
five subject areas in order to graduate from high school.

• Academic Support for Students. Effective September 2000,
school districts must make academic intervention serv-
ices available to students who have failed or are at risk
of failing state assessments and examinations. In 1998,
NYSUT submitted testimony to the Board of Regents
and the state legislature encouraging state policymakers
to create enhanced support services for students who are
struggling to meet the higher learning standards.

• Enhanced Graduation Requirements. In addition to the
Regents examinations, New York State has established
more demanding course requirements for high school
graduation. Students entering the ninth grade in 2001
must meet these course requirements, which will result
in a single, Regents diploma (although students with
disabilities will continue to have the option of attaining
an IEP diploma). From 1997 through 1999, NYSUT called
for a phase-in of strengthened state requirements for
high school graduation and adopted a reading initiative
program to allow all students to graduate high school as
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readers. Moreover, NYSUT called for the creation of
grade-by-grade core curricula and grade-by-grade state
assessments that would be used on a voluntary basis by
schools.

• Public School Accountability. New York State is phasing in
an accountability system that will affect all public
elementary, middle, and secondary schools in the state.
The Commissioner of Education has been authorized by
the Board of Regents to establish yearly targets for
school performance and to require schools to take any
necessary corrective action in order to close gaps
between actual and expected performance in each of our
public schools. NYSUT supported NYSED’s effort to
develop a school accountability system. However, we
cautioned NYSED that student performance is also an
indication of state, regional, and local capacity to
support the teaching and learning process. During the
formation phase of this system, NYSUT expressed deep
concern about the consequences of rushing to rank
schools by performance without providing support to
schools that are struggling to meet performance
expectations due to their lack of effective leadership and
resources. We were concerned that if the state set the
performance bar too high too quickly, the results could
fuel political interest in public voucher and charter
school programs, which draw resources away from the
schools that need them the most.

• Teacher Certification Requirements. In 1999, the Board of
Regents adopted regulatory changes affecting teacher
certification and professional development require-
ments. These requirements, which will affect all teachers
employed on or after 2004, will ensure that public school
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students have appropriately certified teachers who have
met the standards of more rigorous teacher education
programs. NYSUT worked long and hard with the Board
of Regents and NYSED in shaping these new
requirements to ensure that professional development
planning and the annual performance reviews of
teachers are useful to teachers and to schools. We firmly
believe that those who are affected most by the
professional development plan should have a major role
in developing it to ensure it meets the needs of all
educators in the district. As a result of NYSUT advocacy,
school districts are now required to establish committees
of educators, the majority of whom must be classroom
teachers selected by their union, to develop the plan.
School districts are responsible for providing teachers
with substantial professional development opportunities
related to the plan. In addition, participation in profes-
sional development outside the regular school day or
regularly scheduled working days of the school year
must remain volitional for teachers, unless agreed upon
as a term or condition of employment according to the
collective bargaining agreement.

How Are New York State’s Students Doing?

Students and schools are, overall, doing better. A NYSED report
to the governor and legislature indicates that progress has been
made in improving student achievement in the following areas:

• Fewer third- and sixth-grade students required remedia-
tion in mathematics and reading in 1998 than in 1988, as
indicated by state tests.
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• More students are taking and passing the nationally
esteemed Regents examinations. In the last four years,
the pass rate has increased on all Regents examinations
statewide (see also Figures 1 and 2).

• Increasing percentages of high school graduates are
completing the more rigorous requirements for Regents
diplomas imposed in 1989. Statewide, the percentage of
graduates earning Regents diplomas increased from
36 percent in 1989 to 49 percent in 2000.

• The number of public school students participating in
Advanced Placement examinations has more than
doubled since 1984. There were four times as many
Black and Asian Advanced Placement candidates, and
five times as many Hispanic candidates, in 1998 than
in 1984.

According to the latest NYSED data, 91 percent of juniors and
seniors in the 1997 cohort passed the Regents examination in
English by June 2000. Eighty-eight percent of these students
passed the Regents examination in Math.

While NYSUT celebrates the increased student learning that our
teachers and schools have made possible, we are concerned
about the possibility of “undertow.” The fact is that the successes
reported in recent statistics could be seriously eroded when
higher graduation requirements are phased in and certain safety
net provisions are no longer available to students.
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Figure 1
Statewide Passing Status of General Education 

Juniors & Seniors in the 1997 Cohort on the 
Regents English Exam (June 2000)

91%

6% 3%

Not yet taken Score of less than 55 Score of 55 or better

Figure 2
Statewide Passing Status of General Education

Juniors & Seniors in the 1997 Cohort on the 
Regents Math Exam (June 2000)

5% 7%

88%

Not yet taken Score of less than 55 Score of 55 or better
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And we are setting the standard high. Not only will graduating
seniors in 2003 be required to pass Regents examinations in five
subjects (English, Math, U.S. History, Global History, and
Science); the passing score will also be raised from 55 to 65.
Moreover, beginning with students entering ninth grade in the
fall of 2004, students with disabilities will no longer have the
safety net of being able to use a passing score on a competency
test if they fail a Regent examination. And we need to remember
that students who have dropped out of school and those who
have chosen to pursue a high school equivalency program are
not represented in the successes reported in Figures 1 and 2.
Building a better educational system for all our students is
dependent not only on setting high standards for students, but
also on leaving no students behind.

What Needs to Change?

Although our teachers, schools, and school districts have made
significant progress toward the state goal to “ensure that all
children reach higher learning standards,” there are serious
issues that still need to be addressed. Foremost among these is
the continued inequity among schools and school populations.
As NYSED’s recent state-of-education report concluded, “Too
many schools have not yet shared in these successes. These, by
and large, are schools faced with the challenge of educating large
numbers of children placed at risk by poverty, inability to speak
English well, and recent immigration.” Data throughout the
report document a dismaying correlation among disadvantaged
students, schools with the poorest educational resources, and
poor achievement. In contrast, schools who serve the fewest at-
risk students are more likely to have greater financial resources,
the teachers with the best credentials, and the highest levels of
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student achievement. The bifurcated system described by
Commissioner Sobol almost a decade ago still remains.

So what can we do to reach our reform goals? Thoughtful
solutions must be developed and implemented on several fronts
before we can truly expect to see desired changes in student
performance in all school buildings throughout the state. These
changes require coordinated efforts at the state, regional, and
local levels. Several of these efforts may require either additional
resources or a reallocation of existing resources. Our members
here at the New York State United Teachers tell us that we must
continue to advocate the Board of Regents, the governor, and the
state legislature for the following reforms.

Grade-by-Grade Core Curriculum and Aligned Assessments

NYSUT strongly supports a grade-by-grade elementary and
middle school core curriculum based on the explicit teaching of
specifically identified knowledge and skills in each of the subject
areas. This set of knowledge and skills constitutes the standards
in standards-based instruction. According to our state policy
leaders, we are halfway through the implementation of the new
standards, yet students, teachers, parents, and administrators
still do not have a clear and full understanding of what is
expected of them. While educators are ready to embrace the con-
cept of a core curriculum, the specific details of its development,
implementation, and assessment must be clearly communicated
and appropriate instructional resources must be made available
to them. Educators are searching for quality textbooks and lesson
plans aligned to the learning standards, but the New York State
Resource Guides are inadequate and other materials are just not
available. Our members report that school districts across the
state are having to reinvent the wheel in the efforts to write
curricula for all subject areas at every level.
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To be sure the specifically identified knowledge and skills are
consistently taught across the state, stakeholders must take the
leadership in developing a grade-by-grade common core cur-
riculum for the elementary and intermediate grades. Teachers
need to know what their students learned in the previous grade,
and all teachers and their students need to know what the
students are expected to learn by the end of the year. Right now,
there are tremendous differences in elementary and intermediate
curricula from district to district, but the fundamentals that are
to be learned in a particular grade should not vary within a
school, from school to school, or from district to district.

A basic assumption of standards-based instruction and assess-
ment is that there is an alignment between the core curricula in
grades 4 and 8 and Regents-level examinations. However, this
has yet to be established. NYSUT believes that there is no
predictive validity of mathematics and English language arts
assessments that are administered at various grade levels.
NYSUT is strongly urging NYSED to ensure that the predictive
validity of its assessments is established.

Improving Reading Instruction and
Early-Grade Literacy Assessment

The American Federation of Teachers and New York State
United Teachers have advocated and continue to advocate for
effective reading instruction in our schools. We cannot under-
estimate the importance of this skill. In its publication Teaching is
Rocket Science, AFT described reading as “the fundamental skill
upon which all formal education depends,” a sentiment echoed
in a 1998 resolution adopted by NYSUT’s Representative
Assembly proclaiming the mastery of reading a foundation for
success in all subsequent schooling and in life beyond school. To
improve reading performance, both AFT and NYSUT strongly
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support effective research-based reading instruction and prac-
tices, including—but not limited to—direct teaching of decoding
comprehension, direct teaching of literature appreciation, and
phoneme awareness instruction.

Currently, New York State’s Early Literacy Profile (ELP) serves
as an assessment for the screening and diagnosis of reading and
writing skills of students in kindergarten through grade 3. While
the ELP is not mandated, state endorsement of the instrument
sends a strong signal to schools that it is the preferred assess-
ment instrument. However, NYSUT believes that New York
State’s reading standards and the ELP are not good enough for
New York’s students. We are not alone in our thinking. Calling it
an “egregious omission,” the federal reviewers of New York
State’s Reading Excellence Act application found that New York
State lacked reading standards that are based on scientific
reading research, as well as a coherent means of assessing
student progress. Moreover, several nationally-known experts
on beginning reading instruction have cited serious flaws in the
ELP, including that it is not based on a research-supported
developmental scale and that it recommends inappropriate
decoding techniques. NYSUT is urging NYSED to examine
scientifically based reading models used in other states and
advocates the use of effective diagnostic screening instruments
such as the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening (PALS)
assessment used in Virginia and the Texas Primary Literacy
Inventory (TPLI).

Career and Technical Education

The new graduation and assessment requirements that will
make a Regents diploma the only choice for all students limit
opportunities for students who wish to pursue programs of
career and technical education. Traditionally, these programs
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require longer school days as well as summer sessions in order
to incorporate both academic and technical courses. Increased
academic demands such as science labs, double periods of
academic coursework, and Academic Intervention Services (AIS)
will have to compete with career and technical courses for
valuable instructional time. In fact, some districts in the state
have already limited career and technical courses on the grounds
that they interfere with the academic program required for
graduation.

NYSUT believes that career and technical education is vital to
education and the economy in New York State. Such programs
offer students a high-quality education and the opportunity to
prepare for careers and/or postsecondary education. They
address the needs of students who are able to have success in a
learning environment that integrates academics with technical
education, enhance employment opportunities for students who
may not plan on attending a four-year college, and for some
students may mean the difference between graduating from high
school or dropping out. New York State’s educational policy
leaders must fully recognize the value of these programs to
students and to the economy of the state and establish workable
solutions to ensure that students have sustained access to these
high-quality programs.

Balance Between Standards Implementation
and the Capacity of the Educational System

New York has embarked on an ambitious effort to raise
academic standards and student achievement. This initiative has
won praise from independent sources. Education Week recently
gave New York the highest grade of any state for its structure of
learning standards, student assessments, and accountability
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measures. The publication also places New York in the top
echelon of states in efforts to improve teacher quality.

Student performance is an indication of state, regional, and local
capacity to support students in their pursuit of higher learning
standards. Safe and sound learning environments, up-to-date
textbooks and technology, reasonable class sizes, and adequately
funded support services for students who need them are a few of
the critical features that will affect initial student success as well
as sustain continued improvement. NYSUT will continue to urge
the Board of Regents and NYSED to recognize that the state’s
schedule for education reform implementation must include
time for schools with low performance or stymied improvement
resulting from insufficient resources or lack of systemic supports
to implement appropriate support measures.

The Importance of Success

New York State, like other states, is experiencing a new era in
economic competition, driven by increasingly rapid technolog-
ical changes, globalization of markets, and a growing demand
for highly skilled workers. In this new economic environment,
low-skill jobs and industries are disappearing while high-
skill/high-wage jobs and businesses are growing. Schools have a
critical role in preparing our students to meet the challenges of
our world economy. But which schools—public or private?

Twenty-five years ago there was little question about how well
the basic premise of public education was being met. Now the
doubts are more widespread and they seem to grow with every
passing year. Poll after poll has told us that what the public
wants, and what many do not think they are getting: high
standards, order and discipline, and a focus on the basics.



Santelli

148

Thus, more and more parents are turning to the private sector—
either through the voucher system or by enrolling their children
in charter schools, which are private schools with public funding
or public schools under private management. In the last four
years, the proportion of voters who support publicly funded
vouchers to private schools has grown steadily, from 24 percent
to 44 percent. Some polls now show a majority supporting
vouchers.

This is a high-stakes situation for our public schools, and it
leaves them with a choice: they improve their results, or they
will be victims of further politicizing. As Sandy Feldman, presi-
dent of AFT, observed, “. . . unless we make big improvements
in our schools, we will not defeat the challenges to public
education. We will not win the war until children are achieving
at high levels and the overwhelming majority of parents and
citizens are satisfied with their schools.”

Why Do Teachers’ Unions Have
a Stake in Education Reform?

The public is demanding that our public schools and teachers do
better. And, given those aspirations, teachers’ unions can best
serve their members by pursuing an aggressive agenda of
excellence in public education. This is exactly what NYSUT has
been doing.

• NYSUT has supported setting clearer, higher standards for
student achievement. This is something the public wants
and something that the New York State Board of Regents
has joined states across the nation in committing to. New
York State’s new learning standards acknowledge the
fact that students are preparing to live and compete in a
complex and demanding world. New York State public
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schools cannot stand still; if we do, our students will be
left behind in the global economy.

• NYSUT has strongly advocated for comprehensive safe-
schools legislation. The public wants safer schools—and so
do teachers. No teacher wants to work in a school that is
not safe for children. Teaching and learning cannot
thrive where fear pervades. I am pleased to report that
five years of NYSUT advocacy on this front have finally
come to fruition. During the 2000 legislative session, the
New York State Assembly and Senate passed legislation
to improve school safety that was signed into law by
Governor Pataki. This legislation allows teachers to
remove disruptive students from the classroom
according to provisions of a locally adopted code of
conduct. Students will not be able to return to the
classroom until the principal makes a final determi-
nation about the case.

• NYSUT is pushing New York’s school districts and NYSED
to focus on reading instruction. The public wants a focus
on the basics, and reading is the one skill that is the
gateway to mastering all the others. NYSUT is advo-
cating a ten-point agenda to give all students better
opportunities to master this most basic skill. And we are
not just telling school districts and state authorities what
they should do; together with AFT, we are providing our
own training for teachers in effective reading instruction.

• We are supporting common sense initiatives such as reducing
class sizes, ending social promotion, developing a statewide
core curriculum, and setting higher standards for incoming
teachers. These kinds of reforms help level the playing
field for students in economically disadvantaged
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districts. NYSUT recognizes that while New Yorkers
have ample reasons for pride in their public schools,
reasons for profound concern remain. After all, raising
standards is easy; helping all students achieve the
standards is more difficult. Wide disparities exist in
levels of student achievement between schools serving
children from economically disadvantaged and minority
backgrounds and schools in other communities. For
example, NYSED has found that high school graduates
in “high-need” districts earn Regents diplomas at about
half the rate of students in other districts. Similarly,
students in high-need districts demonstrate mastery in
reading far below the rate of their counterparts in other
districts. As standards are raised further, students in
these high-need districts may be left further behind.

In summary, teachers’ unions need to sustain their attention to
helping all students succeed regardless of background or school
system. As educators, we cannot be blamed for all of the
impediments fate has tossed in the paths of too many children,
but it is our obligation to help them overcome those obstacles.
That duty presents teachers’ unions with a comprehensive
agenda to be pursued in the classroom, in legislative bodies, and
in the community.

The children who come to our schools with the most needs are
the ones who have the most to gain from public education. These
are the students for whom the stakes are highest, and yet all too
often, their schools have resources that offer too little. They
attend overcrowded classes in dilapidated buildings with
outdated textbooks and antiquated equipment. Teachers’ unions
can and must be at the forefront in advocating for the resources
that give these students and their schools a fair chance at success.
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If given the proper resources, more students will learn and all
students will learn more.
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