
The reality is—and we know this, we have all heard it, but it is always 
good to remind ourselves—that in this new globalized world, there are 
more pressures on educators and on students than ever before. Recently, 
I sat in with the Pennsylvania Business Roundtable along with the CEOs 
of General Electric, General Motors, and others. Their message to me 
was that schools today are not consistently developing in their students 
the kind of high-level, versatile, critical-thinking and problem-solving 
skills that workers need to compete in the twenty-fi rst century. Clearly 
students themselves have an idea of the demands of the world they will be 
entering once they leave school. An unprecedented number of high school 
graduates—70 percent—say they plan to go to college. Unfortunately, by 
age 24, if we group together all racial, ethnic, geographic, and income 
categories, only around 25 percent have graduated from college. Among 
students from high-income families the statistic is higher, but even among 
these students only 40 percent graduate from college. And if a student is 
from a low-income family, that student has only a 7 percent likelihood of 
graduating (Van de Water & Krueger, 2002). 

The educational system that we currently have is creating a huge discrep-
ancy between a small group of high-achieving students and everyone else. 
Up until the 1980s we were making tremendous improvement in terms of 
sending previously underrepresented groups to college. But since the eight-
ies we have not been making much progress at all. In fact, the situation is 
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likely to get worse as the discrepancy widens between higher-income and 
lower-income areas of the country. When I fi rst became superintendent, 
59 percent of my district’s students qualifi ed to receive a free or reduced 
lunch; today, ten years later, the number has increased to 78 percent. We 
have a problem, and it is one that we as educators and instructional lead-
ers, as well as society as a whole, must address if we are going to maintain 
the economic and civic life we are used to. Whether or not we like the No 
Child Le�  Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), the fact is that we are underedu-
cating, underpreparing, and indeed leaving many students behind. I hap-
pen to be in that 7 percent who made it—an inner-city kid who grew up 
in public housing, dad had no money, mom had no money, told by more 
than one counselor in my public high school, “you’re not going to make it.” 
Fortunately, I didn’t believe them. But the fact is that the same message is 
communicated in many diff erent ways to many students, and it is hurting 
us all. Our democratic society cannot survive if we do not raise our expec-
tations for all students and demand more from all schools.

K–16 Alignment
I would like to discuss briefl y the concept of alignment: what it means, 
what it indicates, how it relates to standards and assessment, and why all 
of these ma� ers are so important. As we search for some solutions, one 
of the pieces of the puzzle is an aligned system, from prekindergarten 
to college. Aligning all the elements in the system may be a complicated 
ma� er, but our intention is pre� y straightforward: to align standards with 
the goal of improving student achievement for all groups. There must 
be a direct correlation between what we expect K–12 to accomplish and 
what colleges expect from their entering students. Clearly we must have 
an aligned system from the very beginning; without alignment, students 
moving from one grade and one level to the next will fi nd themselves 
having to demonstrate competencies that they simply never acquired. The 
changes must begin in the early grades, and soon.

Right now, twenty-fi ve states have some type of legislation targeting 
K–16 that is directed to raising standards for underrepresented groups 
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and increasing their college graduation rates. Not participation rates, not 
enrollment rates, but graduation rates. All twenty-fi ve of these states were 
successful. In 1992, leaders at the University of Texas–El Paso and three El 
Paso area school districts created the El Paso Collaborative, a comprehensive 
eff ort to raise student achievement from kindergarten through college (see 
Haycock, 1998). The result of their K–16 alignment is that even instruction 
at the elementary school level is carried on with an eye toward college. 
Later in high school, when students ask, “why do I need these skills 
called Algebra II or calculus, I don’t need these things in my daily life,” 
teachers are answering, no, you don’t need these things on the street. But 
if you intend to get beyond these streets, if you intend to pursue higher 
education, if you intend to have a rich and satisfying professional and civic 
life, you need to have these skills and the agility of mind that these skills 
help develop. Within less than fi ve years the participating schools in El 
Paso had decreased the gap in student performance between more affl  uent 
and less affl  uent students by 40 percent, as judged by their performance 
on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) (see Figure 1). The 
gap between Latino and non-Latino students had decreased by the same 
amount. 

Clearly it is possible for us as a society, as a community of caring adults, to 
fi nd more eff ective ways of educating all students to high standards and to 
be successful. Alignment is one kind of reform that will help us meet that 
goal. 
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Figure 1
Percent of Students Passing TAAS by Ethnicity—

Combined Grades 3–8 & 10
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Highly Effective Teaching
A focus on excellent teaching resulted in much of the success of the El Paso 
collaborative. El Paso teachers received assistance in improving instruction, 
and the university made major changes in its teacher preparation program to 
make sure that teachers were fully prepared to teach to the state standards. 
We know that one of the greatest benefi ts of K–16 alignment is the eff ect it 
has on teachers and their ability to educate all students to high standards. 
William Sanders, the director of the Value-Added Research Institute at 
the University of Tennessee–Knoxville, has documented persuasively the 
eff ect of instructional quality on student learning and the residual nature 
of a teacher’s infl uence (see “Value-Added Assessment: Linking Student 
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Achievement to Teacher Eff ectiveness,” this volume). That is, the progress 
that a student makes in a classroom with a highly eff ective teacher will 
continue to be evident several grades later, while a student who had a less 
eff ective teacher in an early grade will be commensurately disadvantaged 
later on. Figure 2 shows the diff erent pa� erns of teacher eff ectiveness in 
one metropolitan school system among students tracked from grade 3 to 
grade 5: Even two years later, students who had very eff ective teachers in 
grade 3 continue to show vast gains over those who had very ineff ective 
teachers in grade 3.

Figure 2
Cumulative Effects of Teacher Sequence on 

Fifth Grade Math Scores: Tennessee
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We know some of the criteria that can be used to identify a highly eff ective 
teacher, we can identify highly eff ective teachers, and we can document 
the kinds of diff erence they make in the lives of their students. So why do 
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we continue to struggle over questions like NCLB’s defi nition of a “highly 
qualifi ed” teacher rather than thinking about how we can reward them, 
encourage them, and place them in classrooms where the students need 
them the most? We do not do nearly enough to match the neediest students 
with the best teachers. But then we ask, why are the gaps growing? 

Educational Reality
Some of the reasons for the diff erences in performance between one group 
and another have to do with our belief system. In one of my previous lives 
I was a psychologist in private practice. A question that psychologists are 
very much interested in is the diff erence between reality and perception, 
which is a deep epistemological problem to philosophers, but is a much 
more down-to-earth phenomenon to psychologists. In all of us there is 
a huge discrepancy between objective truth and subjective perception. 
We o� en behave according to assumptions that have become fi xed and 
elaborated into a belief system. That belief system then, for good or bad, 
becomes a self-fulfi lling prophecy. One of our greatest problems in society 
as a whole, and in education in particular, is that we continue to think of 
individuals and their potential in terms of a bell curve, rather than thinking 
of them more in terms of a J-curve. (See Figure 3.) 

Figure 3
Two Models of Student Progress
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The classic bell curve, when applied to education, represents the idea 
that in any school or classroom the distribution of grades and scores will 
show a small number of students with very high and very low scores, with 
the vast majority of students clustering around the average. If success is 
plo� ed according to a bell curve, there will always be a limited number 
of “winners.” The J-curve, on the other hand, shows the distribution of 
grades and scores in an education system that believes that most students 
are capable of doing very well. The J-curve represents the conviction that 
with increased time, motivation, education, and standards, the percentage 
of students who are successful is unlimited. 

We have to believe that all children are capable of achieving higher levels, 
not that a certain percent are always going to fail. Reuven Fueurstein’s 
notions of cognitive modifi ability and intelligence are extremely useful 
in this context. If we do not accept this other model, we are saying that 
education cannot make a diff erence in the lives of individuals, communities, 
and nations.

The more quickly we defi ne the standards, assess the standards, and apply 
the standards, the more quickly will we have higher percentages of students 
achieving high standards. Not just on a theoretical level, but on a practical 
level too, we know what we need to do: prepare teachers to meet higher 
standards. I taught fi � h-grade math for a number of years, and the reality 
is that in many states, under the newly defi ned state standards, as many 
as 47 percent of elementary school teachers cannot pass a test qualifying 
them to teach fi � h-grade math. Rigorous standards must be enforced at all 
levels, not just K–6 or K–12, but at the college level as well. Right now, the 
sad fact is that all levels of elementary and secondary education are years 
ahead of colleges and universities in terms of the standards movement. 
Public school educators have been defi ning standards, aligning testing 
and curriculum, assessing qualifi cations and achievement, and improving 
student performance dramatically. But colleges and universities have 
not kept up. Clearly we need more rigorous standards in postsecondary 
teacher preparation—if not a national teacher examination, then some other 
mechanism for ensuring consistency across programs and across states.
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We also need more rigorous standards applied to our students as they 
graduate from high school and move on to college. The state board of 
education on which I serve is currently debating a radical model used in 
Britain and some other European countries whereby colleges are evaluated, 
and supported fi nancially, based not on the percentage of students enrolling, 
but the percentage of students graduating. How radical an idea is this? In 
K–12 education we are evaluated based on the percentage of students who 
graduate; we are not rewarded simply by demonstrating, well, we had 
these kids here in school, but unfortunately, they dropped out in the tenth 
grade. This model needs to move to the colleges, although colleges may 
need a more fl exible time frame for students’ graduation. 

How much progress have we made so far? In terms of teacher preparation, 
a recent study of programs at colleges and universities found that there is 
very li� le consistency between one program and the next. So it is time we 
move our teacher preparation programs to higher levels of performance 
by aligning their curriculum and assessment standards with those we have 
been pu� ing in place across America for teaching and learning in grades 
K–12. We owe it to ourselves to make such reforms from an economic 
standpoint, from a civic standpoint, and from an equity standpoint. In this 
way, I believe, alignment helps solve the puzzle of how we create a be� er 
America.
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