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Lots of  changes have been taking place across the country, and leading 
the way has been a massive change in who we are as a society and where 
we’re going. There have been abundant articles focusing on the movement 
toward a knowledge-based economy. Three years ago, the Council of  Chief  
State School Officers published a document called The Global Imperative, 
which asked our chiefs to begin to think about the context of  education in 
this country and the fact that our ethnocentric culture will no longer be able 
to survive in the luxury of  isolation. Chief  state school officers have been 
pushing themselves to think about the role of  education in this country as it 
relates to other countries and the role that they will play in the future. The 
shift in the major knowledge-based economy in this country and the resulting 
shift to new kinds of  jobs are driving both governors and Congress to push our 
education institutions in new directions. We now have a massive migration 
to nonroutine and analytic jobs. In order to compete and to maintain our 
economic position in the world, we must retool—and education must lead. 
We’re experiencing an overpowering social shift driven by new technologies. 
Technology is the “new wheel,” the “new fire,” the new “internal combustion 
engine” that will drive all of  our lives whether we want it to or not. So where 
have these major shifts taken those of  us in state education agencies? We have 
been driven to a point of  greater understanding—one that not all in American 
society have internalized. 

New Expectations for Public Education

The goals of  public education have shifted dramatically over the last ten years. 
Policy makers now understand that the education that served us well in the 
past is no longer sufficient for the future, and we must set expectations higher 
than any in our history. And those expectations must encompass not only the 
knowledge that we ask our students to master but also the application of  that 
knowledge in ways we have not asked for in the past. Because of  this shift, 
we have also exposed a major failure in American education that we all have 
to acknowledge—that we have a system that produces a graduation rate of  
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approximately 70 percent. That figure is even lower in many high schools, 
where we are graduating less than half  of  the students who enter. This can no 
longer be tolerated.

Thus, the dual goal of  educating at higher levels and reaching every child is 
the new mandate for state education agencies—a monumental task, which 
explains the turmoil going on in states, why chiefs are redesigning state 
education agencies (SEAs) to lead reforms, and why a lot of  energy is being 
put into a combination of  change strategies. Change is required in every state, 
which means that all chiefs are engaged in building systems that produce 
better results for students and educators. So many conversations are focused 
on new options and new models to achieve our goals.

Sadly, most of  our early efforts to reform have not been comprehensive or 
systemic. Too often ideas surface, gain public attention, and are put into place 
by schools, and while some of  them are solid, many of  them fall short of  
their promise. That’s why chief  state school officers are engaged in serious 
conversations about more effective ways of  educating children and exploring 
new system designs that have promise. Policy makers face a dilemma. They 
know that we must embrace the new mandate to educate every child, but they 
also know that we have not yet designed and implemented the systems that 
will produce the results we desire. In one sense, it is a wonderful time to be 
in education, because we know that it’s up to us to create the new systems 
that will be at the forefront in the future. But the challenge is great, as these 
systems must be different from the ones we’ve had in the past. We can’t reach 
the goal of  educating our children to higher levels by maintaining the status 
quo. 

Unfortunately, though, the constraints of  the current system are inhibiting our 
ability to move forward. This country can no longer sustain itself  with lower 
levels of  learning, more dropouts, and more unsuccessful students. Therefore, 
states must redefine themselves. Instead of  counting on incremental progress 
as we have in the past, our goal is now transformational change. We must 
design high-leverage options in order to make the best possible decisions in the 
areas that will bring about the greatest change and the greatest improvements 
in the system.

There are thousands of  ideas being proposed about how to fix our educational 
system, but too few among them show great promise for addressing and 
dramatically improving public education at the level we need to reach our goal 
of  educating every child to a high level. In addition, the alignment of  these 
systems has to come together. We can no longer afford to have a thousand points 
of  light working toward different goals in the best circumstances, and working 
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against each other in the worst circumstances. Those kinds of  systems produce 
chaos and frustration, as we see in many schools, districts, and states. In many 
cases, teachers and administrators on the front line are frustrated because 
we’re bombarding them with ideas that don’t fit within the context of  rational 
thought as they see it. We must have much more thoughtful implementation 
than we’ve had in the past, and base our decisions on thorough research and 
best practices. Also, we must be much more data based in our decision making 
and much more supportive in areas of  curriculum development, professional 
growth opportunities, and increased learning options for our students. And 
we must be more specific in our definitions of  roles and responsibilities.

What should the new state education agencies look like? What should the 
partnership at the state level be among the governor, the chief, the state board 
of  education, and the legislature to bring about the kinds of  change that we 
are talking about? What should we expect from local educators? What should 
the relationship be between the district and the state in this new kind of  
arrangement? How will we provide support so that educators at the classroom 
and school levels are able to make the kinds of  changes that are necessary? 
Over the last couple years, the chiefs have discussed these issues with the 
Council and asked us to galvanize them around a focused agenda rather than 
continuing to strike out at every idea that comes forward, thus splintering our 
efforts in the future. Let’s find those areas that will elicit the greatest change 
and focus our attention on them. And let’s not look at these interventions 
in terms of  disparate ideas and thoughts but let’s bring them together in a 
systematic way, so that the whole is much larger than the sum of  its parts. 
What we do in any one part of  the system must be accounted for in other parts 
of  the system because we can no longer afford to change just one component 
at a time. 

We must be able to identify and reproduce what works at scale. In the past, our 
efforts to replicate very good ideas or programs on a large scale have not been 
successful. Now, states are challenged to move from small, isolated examples 
of  excellence to a condition where everyone in the system is operating at a 
high level of  performance on a continuous improvement pathway, and all the 
children are learning. Figuring out this challenge is a goal that every state is 
wrestling with at the moment, and this challenge is driving the agenda being 
set by the chiefs.

Embracing this transformational role requires that we work together to 
a much greater degree than we have in the past—for example, by forming 
partnerships with people who have like minds and like interests and are on 
similar pathways. It also requires that we be much stronger advocates for what 
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we know will bring about positive change and challenge the public to be our 
partner. We have to communicate much more directly with each other about 
what we’re learning and how we can change the system, and we have to be on 
the firing line with those individuals who are willing and able to make these 
changes. Finally, if  we can build strong capacities within each state to work 
together to promote the kinds of  systems that produce positive change, our 
belief  is that we will begin to see much more dynamic learning and teaching 
going on across the country. 

The Council of  Chief  State School Officers has identified four strategic 
areas that, if  changed dramatically, will provide major improvements in 
public education. We are moving aggressively to address all four of  these 
initiatives and set a positive direction for the future. These four areas are (1) 
standards, assessment, and accountability; (2) system of  educator support; (3) 
comprehensive data systems; and (4) next generation student learning.

Standards, Assessment, and Accountability 

First, we have to get the standards right in this country. We can no longer 
afford low expectations. We must have high standards for all children, and 
we must have them in every state. The time has passed for it to be acceptable 
for standards to differ depending on where a child lives. We are no longer 
anchored in a certain geographic location in this country, and so the Council 
is encouraging chiefs to work toward adoption of  a voluntary common core 
of  learning that will be shared across all states. Work on this common core 
has begun in mathematics and English language arts, and we plan to address 
science soon. We envision a shared common expectation of  youngsters across 
the country. Sixteen states have completed this work to identify a common 
core, with another eighteen states moving in that direction. This work 
represents a massive movement toward clearer, fewer, and higher standards—
higher in terms of  expectations about what students should know and be able 
to do, with emphasis on the “be able to do” part—that is, how do we apply 
that knowledge in ways that will be productive to society. 

This common core will be clearer about what we’re expecting in terms of  
student learning because we are currently not very precise in many of  our 
state standards. In many schools today, two teachers could be accurately 
teaching to a state standard and both be teaching very different things with 
very different student outcomes due to this lack of  clarity. 

We need to streamline the curriculum. The current curriculum in many 
states today is unteachable. It is so broad that many teachers who are trying 
to adhere to it end up providing only a surface coverage of  multiple topics 
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without reaching the kind of  deep application of  learning that our students 
need. This will mean a change to the assessment programs that exist in many 
states. We’ve done a pretty good job of  setting institutional accountability 
standards and have improved those systems in recent years. However, there is 
a mismatch between what these new standards are going to ask our students to 
do and the technology that is now in place to assess what students know and 
are able to do. If  we are to ask students to apply knowledge, if  we ask them to 
think critically, if  we ask them to apply knowledge against prior knowledge, 
if  we ask them to create new environments and new solutions, we will not 
do so with a yearly multiple-choice assessment from afar. We are moving 
toward new systems of  accountability. We have to figure out how students can 
express themselves in multiple ways around a learning experience, grow, and 
demonstrate that growth to those people who are very near to them—that is, 
teachers and administrators at the local level. State systems are going to have 
to rely much more heavily on different kinds of  assessments. We must create 
new ways of  gathering information that are adjudicated and demonstrated 
at a local level and aggregated into institutional accountability. What I have 
just described is a very different model of  assessment than what we have in 
place right now, but it is the right way to go, and we can either give up on the 
ultimate goal of  capturing from students what they know and are able to do 
or begin to change these systems. 

System of Educator Support

Second, we are honing in on the issue of  educator support. We have many 
ideas coming forward, but too many of  them are isolated in terms of  policy. 
Every policy that we have—from recruitment to preparation, induction, 
professional growth, working conditions, compensation, and rewards—has to 
fit together, and that’s the work of  the states. How do we bring all these pieces 
together to provide a rewarding, enriching career for individuals in education? 
We need to take on some very interesting and difficult issues. How do we 
begin to chip away at the sacred systems in place in this country that are not 
getting us to the kind of  deployment of  human resources that our children are 
going to need? Teachers’ roles and responsibilities are going to change, there’s 
going to be differentiation among individuals who work with children, and 
we’re going to have some very different working conditions with much more 
authority and responsibility being invested at the site-based level. This will 
allow for much more autonomy on the part of  teachers to teach, but within 
the context of  accountability for the right results. 
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Comprehensive Data Systems

Third, we need to rely more on our data systems than we are currently doing. 
Although better data systems are being developed very rapidly, we have 
historically been running a mom-and-pop shop in terms of  our data-informed 
decision making. The chiefs have a two-pronged effort underway across the 
country right now.

Forty-seven states are engaged in a collaborative effort to bring their data 
systems together so that they can define system elements in like ways, report 
in a similar fashion, and develop the technology that underlies the system in 
a way that will provide information to people much more directly than in the 
past. Every state now has individual student identifiers for their elementary 
and secondary students, and they are wrestling with how to tie those systems 
to higher education. Some states have moved to align student performance 
data with teacher data records, and many of  them have linked them to their 
finance systems. Many states are putting student-record data into those 
systems, providing the opportunity to answer some very important questions, 
such as, What’s the impact of  this particular early childhood program on the 
long-term reading proficiency of  children in the fifth grade? That’s a legitimate 
question for a legislator to ask. Until recently, we couldn’t imagine how to 
answer that, but we’re getting very close to being able to do so.

The second part of  this is that we are being unfair to the local districts and the 
schools if  we don’t provide the high-quality feedback they need to adjust and 
accelerate learning in the classroom. These systems are under development. 

As part of  this new effort, we have created the State Education Data Center 
(SEDC), a national repository for education researchers and policy makers. It 
is currently collecting information from the school, district, state, and national 
levels about student learning. We recently signed a contract with the U.S. 
Department of  Education to transfer state data in EDFacts, so that all of  
its data collection will be reported to the SEDC. We are eventually going to 
incorporate high-quality research and other relevant information. 

Next Generation Student Learning

Fourth, we need to focus on supports for student learning. All four of  these 
areas are connected and grounded in our vision for a new generation of  
student learning. We have determined we cannot achieve a true renaissance 
as long as we continue to define schooling as it is defined today. We must 
dramatically enhance the learning opportunities for our students; we have to 
be more reliant on technology than we have been in the past; we must base 
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institutional practice on active learning; we must be much more aggressive to 
ensure individualized learning as students progress. The learning experience 
must be more relevant to student interests and career plans. We are seeking 
out the constraints and removing them, and we will adhere to a policy that 
holds learning constant as we begin to remove traditional barriers of  time, 
resources, and geography. This is the agenda that states are pursuing, and 
it is exciting to see them moving in this direction, leading education in a 
transformative way.

Conclusion

We are focusing our collective state work on these four key educational issues. 
We are bringing states together, calling on them for collective action to improve 
state systems and influence national policy. 
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