
When you a� end a conference organized around the theme of alignment, 
you begin to realize how complex this seemingly simple concept truly is. 
The perspectives off ered here from diff erent states and various stakeholders 
have added so much to the discussion that right now I’m not sure I could 
give a one-line defi nition of the word alignment. Over the past ten years, 
however, I have, in my position at the Virginia Department of Education, 
been part of a living example of the application of the concept of alignment: 
the story of education reform in the commonwealth of Virginia.

Standards for Students
In Virginia, our reform eff orts began with the development of K–12 student 
standards, called the Standards of Learning for Virginia Public Schools 
(SOL), which were adopted in 1995. Having thus defi ned the content 
that public school students should be learning in class, we developed 
tests based on—i.e., aligned with—these standards to measure students’ 
progress toward learning the defi ned content. The SOL tests have been 
administered annually in English, history/social science, mathematics, and 
science to students in grades 3, 5, and 8 and at the end of high school since 
the 1997–1998 school year. The state began phasing in new graduation 
standards in 2002, and the class of 2004 was the fi rst class required to earn 
credits by passing the SOL tests in order to graduate from high school.
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So, for these students, and for the department of education, the SOL tests 
automatically became high-stakes assessments. To avoid devastating 
results, we had to ensure that our tests were aligned with the SOL and that 
students were ge� ing the opportunities and the support they needed to 
learn the content defi ned by the SOL. To this end, in the spring of 2003 our 
governor, Mark R. Warner, who has repeatedly expressed his commitment 
to high standards, implemented a program called Project Graduation to 
identify and assist students in danger of not meeting the new graduation 
requirements. With grants and assistance from the Virginia Department of 
Education, Project Graduation was able to provide tutoring, special classes, 
online tutorials—whatever it took for these students to be successful. A year 
before their graduation date, we identifi ed 2,893 students statewide in the 
class of 2004 who were not expected to pass the SOL tests, which they would 
need to pass in order to graduate. A� er participating in Project Graduation 
programs, 2,178 of these 2,893 students went on to earn diplomas.

The offi  cial graduation rate for the class of 2004 in Virginia public schools 
was 94.3 percent, which translates to more than 75,000 out of almost 80,000 
students. The department of education and the governor are proud of these 
results and believe that they demonstrate that we can require students to 
meet high standards for graduation without facing a graduation crisis. 
But there is an even deeper layer of success to report. Under the current 
graduation regulations, graduating students earn one of several “levels” 
of diploma. For the Standard Diploma, students must pass two SOL tests 
in English (reading and writing) as well as earn four additional credits 
by passing tests in subjects of their choosing. For the Advanced Studies 
Diploma, students must pass nine SOL tests, including two in English, two 
in social science/history, two in mathematics, and two in science. In the class 
of 2004, there was a signifi cant increase in the number of students taking 
Advanced Placement® classes, and in fact, more students graduated with 
an Advanced Studies Diploma than with a Standard Diploma (Figure 1). 
We have talked a lot about expectations; for us, it was extremely rewarding 
to see that if we put the focus on what children can do rather than what 
they cannot do, sometimes they really do surprise us.
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Figure 1
Virginia’s Class of 2004: Diplomas Awarded by Type
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Standards for Teachers
The Standards of Learning for Virginia Public Schools provide a clear 
and comprehensive basis for school curricula and the tests for assessing 
student performance in relation to the curricula. Equally important is that 
we ensure that our public school teachers have the knowledge and skills 
to be able to teach the content defi ned by the SOL. It was in response to 
this need for a second tier of alignment that Virginia began a series of 
teacher preparation reforms, including the introduction of a new reading 
instruction assessment for teacher candidates.

Several years ago now, before the introduction of the No Child Le�  Behind 
Act, we realized that we were ge� ing a lot of information from a lot of 
diff erent sources about what we should be doing in teacher preparation. 
There were suggestions, mandates, research, circulating documents, and, 
as in so many sectors of the education fi eld, reports, reports, and more 
reports. Our solution was to sit down together—the Virginia State Board of 
Education and Department of Education—and lay out a vision for teacher 
education for the next fi ve to seven years in the state. Our sense was that 
we needed to “step up to the plate” to make a commitment to a� racting, 
developing, and retaining skilled, talented, and diverse teachers who could 
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eff ectively advance student learning. We wanted to do everything we could 
to meet this objective, but we were able to defi ne four areas on which to 
focus our reform eff orts: teacher preparation, teacher recruitment, teacher 
retention, and the creation of a comprehensive educator data system.

The initial cost estimate on the strategies we had in mind in these four areas 
was, we soon realized, not a fi gure we could incorporate into a budget with 
any hope of approval from the General Assembly. But we were commi� ed, 
so we got creative: we applied for and in 2002 were fortunate to receive a 
three-year Teacher Quality Enhancement Grant from the U.S. Department 
of Education. We had thought it prudent to ask for a grant amount greater 
than we expected to receive, but amazingly we were approved for the 
entire amount of our request, 13.5 million dollars! So we had the needs, 
and we had the ideas, and now we had the funds. The next step was 
implementation.

Comprehensive Data Collection System

The fi rst initiative funded by the Teacher Quality Enhancement Grant is the 
creation of a data collection system that can help policymakers determine 
our teacher quality agenda. The fi rst stage, the Instructional Personnel 
Reporting System, now provides a current record of instructional personnel 
data—for all 95,715 classroom teachers in our state—that can be accessed 
by state offi  cials. The fi rst Teacher and Educator Licensure (TEAL) data 
system allows teachers to renew their licensure online and administrators 
to conduct licensure queries online. The next stage, TEAL II, will allow state 
offi  cials to track the progress of prospective teachers from the time they 
enroll in a teacher education program until their fi rst teaching assignment 
and to provide related data to teacher education institutions to help direct 
their programs.

Teacher Retention Initiatives

If we have successful, well-trained practicing teachers, we should do 
everything we can to keep them in the profession and benefi t from their 
experience. Our teacher retention eff orts funded by the Teacher Quality 
Enhancement Grant include the following:
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• the development of a multi-tiered teacher licensure system, which 
rewards continued profession growth by awarding “teacher,” 
“career teacher,” and “master teacher” licenses based on 
performance

• a policy of diff erentiated staffi  ng, which allows highly qualifi ed 
experienced teachers to assume additional leadership responsibili-
ties by working with school administrators

• the establishment of mentor teacher pilot programs that allow 
for increased compensation for accomplished teachers as well as 
providing them with opportunities to share their knowledge

Teacher Recruitment Initiatives

We are continuing our eff orts to a� ract the most highly qualifi ed teacher 
candidates, both from colleges and universities and from other professions. 
Our teacher recruitment initiatives include the following:

• the Community College Collaborative, a joint eff ort of the Depart-
ment of Education, the Virginia Community College System 
(VCCS), and the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia 
(SCHEV), which allows community college graduates to transfer 
easily into education programs at four-year colleges and universi-
ties. The Community College Collaborative also supports the com-
monwealth’s “Career Switcher” program, which off ers aspiring 
teachers from other professions the opportunity to earn licensure 
as mathematics or science teachers without going through tradi-
tional teacher preparation programs

• innovative teacher recruitment grants that off er fi nancial incentives 
for highly qualifi ed teachers to teach in urban and rural schools 
serving populations with high poverty rates

• the Great Virginia Teach-In, a now-annual event sponsored by 
the governor as a job fair for the teaching profession and a� ended 
by representatives of the Department of Education, professional 
education organizations, and teacher preparation programs 
(including the Career Switcher program)
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• the Teachers for Tomorrow program, which is designed to a� ract 
high-achieving juniors and seniors in Virginia high schools to the 
fi eld of education through a challenging curriculum and hands-on 
teaching experience

• the development of a statewide electronic job bank and hiring hall 
that allows prospective teachers to search through job announce-
ments, post their resumes, and apply for teaching positions online

• the Teachers of Promise Institute, which provides specialized 
training and mentoring for outstanding education students from 
the state’s teacher education programs who choose to teach in 
Virginia

Enhanced Teacher Preparation

Interdisciplinary curriculum. State requirements for the academic prepa-
ration of prospective elementary school teachers vary, and in Virginia the 
fact is that the majority of our elementary teachers are psychology majors. 
Psychology certainly supplies a good background for dealing with chil-
dren, but unfortunately this background does not always supply teachers 
with adequate preparation for teaching the SOL to their students. We do 
require prospective elementary teachers to pass the Praxis I™ (or achieve 
a set score on the SAT® or ACT™) and the Praxis II™ content tests in Eng-
lish, social studies, mathematics, and science, but we are also imposing a 
new curriculum on teacher preparation programs at colleges and universi-
ties that have been linked to underperforming teacher candidates. These 
low-performing programs will be required to follow a newly developed 
interdisciplinary elementary and middle school curriculum designed to 
ensure that pre-service elementary and middle school teachers are ade-
quately prepared in both content and pedagogy.

Reading assessment. Another area of teacher preparation where we decided 
we needed to take a closer look was reading instruction. We discovered that 
a� er many years of funding and promoting reading instruction initiatives, 
we still were not seeing signifi cant gains in reading skills among our 
preK–3 students. Only 61 percent of Virginia’s third-grade students and 
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only 68 percent of fi � h-grade students passed the SOL English reading test 
in 2000. Only 15 of the state’s 132 school divisions had at least 70 percent 
of their third graders passing the test. We needed a new, comprehensive 
strategy to address these essential skills. To this end, in 2001 the General 
Assembly directed the Department of Education and the SCHEV to study 
the problem and report on the following:

• the extent to which teacher preparation programs in Virginia’s 
schools of education provided instruction to aspiring teachers in 
the use of systematic, explicit phonics

• the usefulness of requiring that all persons seeking initial licensure 
or licensure renewal as K–3 teachers, K–6 reading specialists, special 
education teachers, or English as a second language (ESL) teachers 
demonstrate profi ciency in the teaching of systematic, explicit 
phonics

• recommendations for establishing statewide standards and 
professional development programs to assess the skills of those 
teachers required to demonstrate phonics profi ciency for licensure 
and provide additional training to those who do not demonstrate 
such profi ciency

As a fi rst step in this process, the president of the Board of Education 
surveyed colleges and universities; they sent back matrices showing that 
they were providing this type of instruction. Then the president held a 
series of public hearings and asked deans and directors of educator 
preparation programs to make presentations. They all brought in volumes 
and documents to show that they were teaching the National Reading 
Panel’s fi ve key components of eff ective reading instruction—phonics, 
phonemic awareness, vocabulary, comprehension, and fl uency. Next, a 
second set of hearings was held at which education professors were invited 
to speak about their experiences with reading instruction. Surprisingly, the 
professors indicated that this kind of instruction was not being provided 
to teacher candidates. We then had some of our beginning teachers come 
and speak about their experiences with reading instruction. Multiple 
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teachers testifi ed that they had actually cried because they were unable to 
implement the required instruction in the classroom. At this point, we felt 
confi dent we had enough data to make recommendations for reform.

On April 29, 2003, the Board of Education adopted the Resolution to 
Enhance the Teaching of Reading in Virginia. One of the specifi cations of the 
resolution was the call for a required “reading instructional assessment for 
teachers of special education, elementary preK–3 and preK–6, and reading 
specialists no later than July 1, 2004.” We issued a Request for Proposals 
(RFP) for the development of a reading assessment. One company that 
responded off ered us an already developed reading test that they felt was 
appropriate to use for reading instruction. Understanding the need for 
alignment of tests and standards, we decided to have a second company 
conduct a match study for us to compare the content of the proposed reading 
test to the content in the English SOL. The results of this match study made 
it very clear that the test would not achieve our objectives. When a third 
company, National Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES®), responded to our 
RFP by off ering to assist us in designing a customized reading test for the 
commonwealth, we were confi dent this was the right approach.

The test development process for what would become the Virginia Reading 
Assessment™ (VRA™) involved many steps for ensuring that the content 
to be assessed was aligned with the English SOL, the reading competencies 
contained in the Virginia Regulations for School Personnel, and the fi ve key 
components identifi ed by the Congressionally appointed National Reading 
Panel. These steps included the following:

• assessment planning

• establishment of an advisory commi� ee

• defi nition and validation of the content of the assessment

• development and validation of assessment materials

• fi eld testing of assessment materials (spring 2004)
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• validity verifi cation of assessment materials (January and February 
2005)

• se� ing of performance standards (spring 2005)

• documentation of project activities (ongoing)

The resulting two tests in the VRA program, the VRA for Elementary and 
Special Education Teachers and the VRA for Reading Specialists, were 
administered for the fi rst time in September 2004. Both tests focus on the 
fi ve essential components of phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, 
comprehension, and fl uency, but the VRA for Reading Specialists covers 
two more content domains related to specialized and integrated knowledge 
and skills. The bo� om line is that we have a customized assessment and 
this is a new requirement for elementary and special education teachers 
and reading specialists. So as of July 2006, prospective elementary school 
teachers will be required to take the Praxis I™ (the basic skills assessment), 
the Praxis II™ (the content assessment), and the Virginia Reading 
Assessment™.

Evaluation

The Teacher Quality Enhancement Grant has enabled the commonwealth to 
implement the reform strategies that the Virginia State Board of Education 
and Department of Education composed in a wish list more than fi ve years 
ago. Alignment between our objectives and our initiatives remains the 
backbone of the reform process, and to make sure that we are achieving 
progress toward our objectives, we have developed comprehensive 
evaluation and feedback procedures (Figure 2). We are commi� ed to 
ensuring that all stakeholders and responsible parties understand the 
objectives and can work separately and cooperatively on individual 
initiatives to benefi t the program as a whole.
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Figure 2
Evaluation Process for Virginia’s Teacher 

Quality Enhancement (TQE) Grant

Comprehensive Data System
• TEAL I
• TEAL II
• Instructional Personnel Reporting System

Enhanced Teacher Preparation
• Interdisciplinary Elementary and Middle School Curriculum
• Standards-Based Teacher Education Project (STEP™)
• Praxis I™ Tutorial Assistance Program
• Incentive-Based Funding (school divisions 
  and institutions of higher education)

Teacher Retention
• Multitiered Teacher Licensure
• Differentiated Staffing
• Mentor Teacher Pilot Programs

External Evaluator
(Auditor/Reviewer)

TQE Office and 
Evaluation Coordinator

TQE Advisory Committee
Virginia Department of Education (VDOE)

Virginia Community College System (VCCS)
State Council of Higher Education for Virginia 

(SCHEV)

Responsible Parties in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia

Governor
Secretary of Education

Superintendent 
of Public Instruction
Schools of Education

School Divisions
Virginia Professional 

Education Organizations

Teacher Recruitment
• Community College Collaborative
• Innovative Teacher Recruitment Grants
• Great Virginia Teach-In (2004 and 2005)
• Teachers for Tomorrow (high school programs)
• Statewide Electronic Job Bank/Hiring Hall
• Teachers of Promise

Grant Administration
• Administrative Process
• Financial Process

Impact Evaluation

Process Evaluation

Conclusion
Alignment is a means to an end, and it is important not to forget that end, 
which is of course the success of our students. The goal is children, and 
ultimately adults, who have been given opportunities and encouragement 
to learn, who have acquired content knowledge and learned to apply their 
knowledge and skills, and who have the confi dence and expectation to 
become life-long learners. That is why it is so exciting for me to be able to 
share the early returns on Virginia’s education reform eff orts, including 
a 94.3 percent graduation rate among the class of 2004, the fi rst students 
required to pass tests based on the state’s student learning standards, and 
the development of a customized reading instruction assessment, based on 
the same standards, to ensure that teachers are highly qualifi ed in this most 
critical area. We are making progress toward fulfi lling these educational 
promises to our children, and alignment is playing a major role in this 
process.
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