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When I took office as Indiana’s elected superintendent of public instruction 
in 2009, I set out to give our students the kind of education that would 
prepare them for the demands of the future. However, it quickly became 
clear that I had my work cut out for me. Education in Indiana was in a sorry 
state. We didn’t find ourselves in this situation overnight; there was no one 
policy or decision responsible for the diminished quality of our system of 
schools. It resulted from years of complacency, inaction, and fear of change. 
And we knew that there would be no single solution to solve all of our 
problems. We needed to change our system of education, and so we 
embarked on a plan for comprehensive education reform, drastically 
changing every structure in education. The pillars of the reform are 
competition, freedom/flexibility, and accountability.  

The system will be fixed with competition. Children shouldn’t be trapped by 
their geography; there needs to be comprehensive school choice—from 
public school to public school and from public school to charter school. We 
passed an incredible charter school bill that is one of the best in the country. 
Not only does it aim to open new high-quality charter schools throughout 
the state, but it also dramatically increases accountability for charter schools. 
We passed the nation’s most expansive voucher program (85% who signed 
up for vouchers are free and reduced lunch children; 15% from rural 
communities). Third graders who don’t read on level will not move on to 
the fourth grade reading instruction. We moved to an A through F grading 
system and are in the process of fine tuning the measurements of that 
system. This year we made the very difficult decision to remove five schools 
from their district because they were chronically underperforming. In 
Indiana, we hold our charter schools and voucher schools to the same 
metrics that we hold our traditional public schools to, meaning that their 
letter grades are based on the same measurements as those of our traditional 
public schools.  

Every academic indicator shows we are on the right path. Scores on the 
ISTEP+ are up, graduation rates are up, and we ranked number two in the 
country in increased AP success rates over two years. In 2011, we passed a 
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huge legislative agenda; by putting pressure on the system, things can get 
done.  

Our new paradigm ensures every decision we make is focused on what is 
best for children. In the old paradigm, a department of education is expected 
to set expectations, to impose some level of accountability, and to provide 
leadership and tell people what to do. When I started in 2009–2010, I still 
believed in this delivery model. One of my first actions was to set clear, 
measurable expectations for student achievement: that 90 percent of students 
would pass the state’s standardized test; that 25 percent would leave high 
school with Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, or dual 
credit; and that 90 percent would leave with a meaningful high school 
diploma (i.e., they wouldn’t need to be remediated). We had a state 
accountability law that had been passed in 1999, but we had never actually 
held a school accountable. We were really good at telling people what to do, 
though very few in the field took any stock in it. In Indiana as in most states, 
we’re operating in a local-control environment, of which I—as a former 
teacher, principal, and school superintendent—am a firm believer. School 
leaders are in a better position to know which programs will work for the 
students in the communities they serve. Yet prior to 2011, the DOE was in 
the business of declaring how to do things. So what we decided to do was 
change the delivery model and move from the model of the SEA acting as 
the state’s biggest LEA. Prior to 2011, we spent most of our time in the 
what-to-do area. In our new model, we will be setting expectations for what 
we believe schools and school districts should do for students. In addition, 
we will be setting and enforcing strict accountability measures. What’s 
different is that local schools will now have the freedom and flexibility to act 
on their students’ best interests and choose the delivery method that is best 
for them. For our part, we are going to pick the brains of the most successful 
educators, school leaders, and education experts. We will put together a 
menu of best practices, and then, under the concept of local control, let 
schools choose how they wish to proceed. If what they choose works and 
meets our expectations, we will find a way to reward them. If what they 
choose doesn’t work, doesn’t meet our expectations, we will find a way to 
hold them accountable. Essentially, we are getting out of the business of 
telling people what to do. I believe the field in Indiana now knows we are 
serious about setting expectations and holding people accountable—and we 
have them convinced we know how to do that.  
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A part of this is in very sharp contrast to what we as educators believe the 
state should do. Recently, an Indiana School Board Association member 
asked me what we were doing, as a state, about teacher quality. My answer 
was that I didn’t hire the teachers, they did. We set the expectations for the 
district, and they hired the professionals to deliver. As their employer, their 
job should be to fix them or fire them, but if they just choose to forget about 
them, then we are going to impose some accountability. I think that is a very 
telling example of the reality in Indiana and how it has changed. I don’t 
believe I need to be their caretaker. Frankly, I think it should be liberating to 
our schools and districts to know that the state is not going to tell them what 
to do.  

In implementing our new strategy, we began by reducing our department 
staff, and not because we were under any mandate to cut our budget. We 
reduced staff because we believed we could be more efficient and effective 
with fewer, highly skilled employees. With the money we saved from the 
department, we started a pilot graduation incentive program, in which we 
sent $20,000 to the ten schools that had the highest increase in graduation 
percentage, and they had to use it to compensate the adults who had the 
most to do with improving those graduation rates. Next, we realigned the 
department to reflect our new priorities. We have an office of accountability, 
which handles data collection and reporting, and created our new metric 
system for grading schools. We have an office dedicated to school 
improvement and turnaround, whose goal is to dramatically improve the 
achievement rates in our schools. We have an office dedicated to teacher 
effectiveness and leadership, which works to ensure our students will receive 
an excellent education. In terms of the SEA acting as a resource, we have 
developed a model teacher evaluation tool as well as a model compensation 
plan. However, we are only a resource; there is no requirement that our 
school districts use either of these models. In terms of compensation, the 
state law now requires schools to look beyond years of experience and 
degrees and consider three additional factors—performance on annual 
evaluations, leadership responsibilities, and the academic needs of students. 
The schools can design their compensation model however they like, 
following the stipulation that years of experience and degrees only account 
for 33 percent of a teacher’s annual increase.  

Again, we set up a group to assist with implementation. We have the 
Indiana Teacher Effectiveness Pilot, which will help schools implement new 
evaluation systems that drive increased student performance by having pilot 
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schools develop evaluation tools that will provide a helpful blueprint for 
schools across the state. We have our Learning Connection website, which 
could be thought of as Facebook for teachers. It’s where we keep our growth 
data and our teachers share best practices, because we believe the state 
works best if it’s simply a clearinghouse for best practices from which the 
locals can choose. We think education can truly be reformed. I’ve actually 
had a conversation with Secretary Duncan about this. When I testified on 
the hill about this very issue, they wanted to know about the role of the 
federal government. I told them to outline a set of expectations, and if we 
don’t meet them, don’t send us the money. If they could just do that, just get 
out of our way, I think we could figure the rest of it out. This is the model 
we are taking, one we wish the federal government would take.  

We are now trying to implement accountability-driven reform in Indiana. I 
know many educators say assessment drives reform, but it won’t do 
anything unless you make your assessment meaningful. I believe 
accountability drives reform, and we’ve seen it firsthand. We’ve seen that 
until the pain of staying the same is greater than the pain of change, human 
beings will remain the same. So with the idea of accountability driving 
reform, we are developing and implementing this model on a statewide 
basis.  

Questions 

Q: What is a voucher school? 

A: A non-public school that signs up to participate in Indiana’s needs-based 
Choice Scholarship program. Indiana passed a state law that allows 
qualifying families to take 90 percent of the state’s tuition support to an 
approved school if household income is up to 100 percent of reduced-lunch 
eligibility and 50 percent support if income is from 100 to 150 percent of 
reduced-lunch eligibility. The scholarship amount is capped at $4,500 for 
elementary students. This is a true voucher program.  

Q: Could you give examples of resources you are giving to schools? 

A: One of the things I want to credit Secretary Duncan and President 
Obama for is a very intense focus on teacher and principal effectiveness. 
When we rolled out our new plan, we asked Indiana’s General Assembly to 
force the department to come up with an effectiveness model. So we actually 
have a model (called RISE), and it is getting very strong reviews from the 
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field. It has actually been through 14 revisions, and we are taking it to our 
educational service centers and letting our principals and teachers work with 
it. We are also piloting it in three different districts, which were previously 
piloting home-grown models that were consistent with the state law, after 
which we will publish a report at midyear and then another at year end 
comparing the various models. We’re doing the same thing with the 
compensation plan.  

Indiana University’s Jonathan Plucker was instrumental in helping us 
develop our state’s accountability model, as were our high school principals. 
The key to it is very simply to say we are going to have a big tent. Come in 
and tell us what you think will work, and we will put it out there. 

Finally, Indiana wants to grow the programs and policies that work. We had 
two incredible veteran teachers—Tammy Laughner and Daniel Kriech—
who took an inner-city urban elementary school that was chronically 
underperforming and turned it around through the development of a 
motivational improvement system called Project Restore. The project 
involves heavy assessment, and makes for a very competitive atmosphere 
inside the school. We’re hoping to make this and other programs like it 
available to all schools.  

Q: You’ve said accountability drives reform, but I’ve also heard you say 
transparency and collaboration drive reform. I would commend you for 
having that inclusive attitude that involves teachers in the process. You said 
charter and voucher schools are held to the same metrics for reporting of 
results as traditional schools. Are they also held to the same level of 
expectation, standards, and accountability, as far as the inputs—professional 
education, funding, and so on? 

A: First of all, I wish I could take credit for this, but the law says if a school 
takes one voucher student, every child in that school must be tested with the 
state’s assessment system. Every March in our state, we have a very 
important event called the Indiana High School Athletic Association 
(IHSAA) State Basketball Tournament. The IHSAA requires that all 
participating schools be accredited, and a cornerstone of accreditation is 
taking part in the state’s assessment system. Because of this tie to the state’s 
athletic programming, Indiana is very unique in that the vast majority of our 
private schools already participate in the assessment system. The letter 
grades our charter and voucher schools receive will be based on the same 
measurement as our traditional public schools. We are playing with the 
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metrics right now, considering what to do with a new startup via a regular 
public school, charter school, or private school. I don’t think it’s right to use 
a performance-based system for the first year a school is open, especially for 
a school that is taking disadvantaged children who are three years behind. I 
would submit to you our biggest challenge is that charter schools aren’t 
performing as they should be in Indiana. Nationwide, a concern has been 
that we have not done a good job of holding charter schools accountable. 
When we passed our charter school law in 2001, we assumed the 
authorizers would hold the charter schools accountable. Unfortunately, this 
too often has not been the case. So now we are actually putting them under 
the state’s accountability law. For voucher schools, if a school scores a D or 
an F for two years in a row, it can no longer participate in the voucher 
program.  

We are moving in a very different direction in Indiana, one I think may 
cause a lot of discomfort for the adults in our education system, and I think 
that is a good thing. We can raise the bar in Indiana by setting high 
expectations for all of our schools and all of our kids—by holding everyone 
accountable and letting the smart people on the ground do the work. By 
setting the bar high, putting safeguards in place to ensure quality, providing 
support, enforcing accountability, and giving states the freedom to achieve 
the prescribed goals while staying out of their way, we will not fail 
America’s children. But time is of the essence. We cannot afford another 
generation of students ill-prepared to succeed in the global economy. 


