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STATE SNAPSHOTS

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: D 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 24 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

33

n	States ND 
outperformed
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333
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238

268
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PROFICIENT
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4th-Grade
Reading

8th-Grade
Reading

4th-Grade
Math

8th-Grade
Math

2003 2011
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4th-Grade
Reading
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Reading

4th-Grade
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Math

3%

20%

39%
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51%

30%

27%

51%
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29%38%
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$10,378  
(Rank: 38)

$41,512 6,812 35% 
(Rank: 17)

$83,024 7,364 34% 
(Rank: 15)

D+

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Lowered

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 No

Charter School Law Grade —

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

D

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice —

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D-

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D 

Expanding the Teaching Pool F 

Identifying Effective Teachers D-

Retaining Effective Teachers D 

Exiting Ineffective Teachers D+

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School No

The Peace Garden State
North Dakota	
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2011 STATE EDUCATION PERFORMANCE AND POLICY INDEX

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: B- 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 35 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

21

n	States OH 
outperformed
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268
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4th-Grade
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8th-Grade
Math

2003 2011
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B

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Lowered

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade C

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

C

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice Yes

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs Yes 

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D+ 

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D 

Expanding the Teaching Pool D

Identifying Effective Teachers C-

Retaining Effective Teachers C 

Exiting Ineffective Teachers D 

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School Yes

4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$11,982  
(Rank: 19)

$47,928 132,680 36% 
(Rank: 11)

$95,856 137,479 37% 
(Rank: 9)

The Buckeye State
Ohio
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STATE SNAPSHOTS

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 43 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

43

n	States OK 
outperformed
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212 217
214

238

268
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PROFICIENT
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8th-Grade
Reading

4th-Grade
Math

8th-Grade
Math

2003 2011
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268 274
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Reading
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Reading
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23%
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0%

25%

50%

75%

100% 2% 1% 1% 2%

4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$8,372  
(Rank: 50)

$33,488 47,245 28%  
(Rank: 37)

$66,976 45,149 26%  
(Rank: 41)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Raised

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade C

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

A

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice Yes

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D+

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers C-

Expanding the Teaching Pool C-

Identifying Effective Teachers D+

Retaining Effective Teachers C-

Exiting Ineffective Teachers D+

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative No

Multi-District Full-Time Online School Yes

BThe Sooner State
Oklahoma
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2011 STATE EDUCATION PERFORMANCE AND POLICY INDEX

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 32 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

40

n	States OR 
outperformed
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214 219
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238

268
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8th-Grade
Reading

4th-Grade
Math

8th-Grade
Math

2003 2011

262 262 234 236 275 279
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$11,156  
(Rank: 28)

$44,624 43,272 31% 
(Rank: 32)

$89,248 43,339 33% 
(Rank: 19)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C-

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Lowered

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade C

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

C

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice —

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D-

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D+

Expanding the Teaching Pool F

Identifying Effective Teachers F

Retaining Effective Teachers D+

Exiting Ineffective Teachers D-

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School Yes

CThe Beaver State
Oregon
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STATE SNAPSHOTS

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 6 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

5

n	States PA 
outperformed

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms
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43%
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23%
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$13,712  
(Rank: 12)

$54,848 130,592 37% 
(Rank: 8)

$109,696 139,173 40% 
(Rank: 5)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Lowered

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade B

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

D

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice Yes

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D+

Expanding the Teaching Pool C-

Identifying Effective Teachers D

Retaining Effective Teachers D+

Exiting Ineffective Teachers D-

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative No

Multi-District Full-Time Online School Yes

C+The Keystone State
Pennsylvania
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2011 STATE EDUCATION PERFORMANCE AND POLICY INDEX

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: D 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 25 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

6
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outperformed
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$14,897  
(Rank: 9)

$59,588 9,752 36% 
(Rank: 11)

$119,176 11,422 28% 
(Rank: 34)

C

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards B

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Raised

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade D

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

D

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice Yes

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D

Expanding the Teaching Pool C

Identifying Effective Teachers D

Retaining Effective Teachers D

Exiting Ineffective Teachers F 

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School No

The Ocean State
Rhode Island
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STATE SNAPSHOTS

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: B 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 51 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

50
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outperformed
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$11,128  
(Rank: 29)

$44,512 53,996 28%  
(Rank: 37)

$89,024 53,446 24%  
(Rank: 42)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C-

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Lowered

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade C

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

C

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice —

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

C-

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D+

Expanding the Teaching Pool D 

Identifying Effective Teachers C

Retaining Effective Teachers C

Exiting Ineffective Teachers C+

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School Yes

C+The Palmetto State
South Carolina
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2011 STATE EDUCATION PERFORMANCE AND POLICY INDEX

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 39 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

38
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$9,684  
(Rank: 44)

$38,736 9,234 33% 
(Rank: 24)

$77,472 9,446 37% 
(Rank: 9)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards C

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Raised

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 No

Charter School Law Grade —

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

C

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice —

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D

Expanding the Teaching Pool C-

Identifying Effective Teachers F

Retaining Effective Teachers C

Exiting Ineffective Teachers F 

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School No

C-The Mount Rushmore State
South Dakota
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STATE SNAPSHOTS

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 36 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

44

n	States TN 
outperformed

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: D 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$8,746  
(Rank: 47)

$34,984 75,091 28% 
(Rank: 37)

$69,968 72,255 28% 
(Rank: 34)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards F

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Lowered

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 Yes

Charter School Law Grade C

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

C

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice —

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

C-

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers B-

Expanding the Teaching Pool C

Identifying Effective Teachers C

Retaining Effective Teachers C

Exiting Ineffective Teachers F

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School Yes

CThe Volunteer State
Tennessee
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2011 STATE EDUCATION PERFORMANCE AND POLICY INDEX

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 8 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

11

n	States TX 
outperformed

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms
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4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student
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Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$10,596  
(Rank: 36)

$42,384 355,578 28% 
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NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C+ 
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mechanisms
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NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 1 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011
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NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 12 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011
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NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 16 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011

25

n	States WA 
outperformed

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C+ 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms

243

281

323

214

249

282

262

299

333

216 218
214

238

268

BASIC

PROFICIENT

ADVANCED

4th-Grade
Reading

8th-Grade
Reading

4th-Grade
Math

8th-Grade
Math

2003 2011

259 263 232
239

274
283

0

25

50

75

100

At Proficient 
At Advanced

At Basic 
Below Basic

4th-Grade
Reading

8th-Grade
Reading

4th-Grade
Math

8th-Grade
Math

3%

16%

32%

20%

44%

34%

25%

46%

27%

21%

38%

38%50%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100% 2% 2% 2% 4%

4th Grade 8th Grade

Annual Cost 
Per Student

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

Cumulative 
Investment 
Per Student

Statewide 
Enrollment

Percent of  
Students Scoring  

“Proficient” or 
Higher

$11,200  
(Rank: 27)

$44,800 77,999 33% 
(Rank: 24)

$89,600 78,902 36% 
(Rank: 11)

State Academic Standards

2009 State Academic Standards A

Change in State Standards (2003-2009) Raised

Charter Schools

Charter Schools Allowed	 No

Charter School Law Grade —

Home School Regulation Burden	
(A=None, B=Low, C=Moderate, D=High)

C

Private School Choice Programs

Private School Choice —

“A” Grade or Multiple Programs —

Teacher Quality and Policies:  
Overall Grade

D+

Delivering Well Prepared Teachers D+

Expanding the Teaching Pool C-

Identifying Effective Teachers D

Retaining Effective Teachers C

Exiting Ineffective Teachers D+

Online Learning

State Virtual School or Online-Learning Initiative Yes

Multi-District Full-Time Online School No

CThe Evergreen State
Washington



www.alec.org  97

STATE SNAPSHOTS

Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 50 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011
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Spending Levels and Achievement: 4th- and 8th-Grade NAEP Reading Exams Results and Costs

NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Student NAEP Performance Rank
ALEC Historical Ranking	 2010: 21 

Measures the overall 2011 scores for low-income students 

(non-ELL and non-IEP) and their gains/losses on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-

grade reading and mathematics exams from 2003 to 2011
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NAEP Scores for Low-Income Children (2003-2011)

NAEP Score Distribution (2011)

Education Policy Grade
ALEC Historical Grading 	 2010: C 

Contains scores and grades for policies that allow the state’s 

education system to make available high-quality education 

through accountability, high standards, public- and private-

school choice, high-quality teachers, and innovative delivery 

mechanisms
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Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth- and eighth-
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Many of the preceding pages have fo-
cused on a question of key concern 
to American leaders and policymak-

ers over the past quarter century: What can we do 
to ensure that all children have access to a high-
quality education?

For everyone who believes all children de-
serve an equal opportunity to pursue the Amer-
ican dream, this is a critical question to ask, and 
the achievement gap remains an important prob-
lem to solve. Policymakers and reformers should 
not rest until we reach a point in American educa-
tion when a child’s opportunity to learn and take 
advantage of the many opportunities in 21st-cen-
tury life is not shaped by socioeconomic status 
and background.

Most parents probably approach the education 
debate with very different yet equally important 
questions. They ask: How can I ensure my child 
gets the education she deserves and reaches her 
potential? And, what more can the school system 
do to ensure she has the best chance to learn and 
attain the knowledge she will need to thrive when 
she reaches adulthood? 

These are very different questions and, in the 
past, they have created competing goals for policy-
makers. Those focused on closing the achievement 
gap have worked primarily to address and eliminate 
inequities, while those most concerned with elim-
inating every child’s “potential gap” have focused 
their energies on ensuring that their children get ac-
cess to the best possible learning environment. This 
competition has created a notion that education re-
form debates are a zero-sum game.

This is a false choice. Moving forward, poli-
cymakers have an opportunity both to close the 
achievement gap and to eliminate the potential gap 
by harnessing the power of innovative technolo-
gies to transform the way children are able to learn.

American Education: Finally Going  
“Back to the Future” 
For too long, American students have felt like 
Marty McFly.

In the classic 1980s movie “Back to the Fu-
ture,” Michael J. Fox portrays a teenager (Marty 
McFly) who uses a time machine to travel back 
to 1955. During his journey, Marty sees what it 
was like to live and attend school with his par-
ents’ generation.

Every day, when youngsters across American 
go back to school, they experience a very similar 
journey. They leave the high-tech world of 2012, 
where information and technology are integrat-
ed into nearly every aspect of life, and return to 
schools that are largely unchanged since the 1950s.

If a modern day Rip Van Winkle had gone to 
sleep during the Eisenhower administration and 
awoke today, the typical public school classroom 
would be one of the few areas of everyday life 
where he would probably feel right at home.

What is the typical public-school classroom 
like? Fifteen to twenty students sit in rows of 
desks. A teacher stands at the front of the class 
and presents the lesson on blackboards while stu-
dents open heavy textbooks. While some com-
puter may be present in the classroom, most in-
struction occurs the old fashioned way. Learning 
occurs mostly during school hours and depends 
on the talent of their teacher. 

Once the school-bell rings, the typical Amer-
ican student returns to a “powered-on” world 
where information and technology are omnipres-
ent. Most children have a computer at home and 
have access to a world of information where the 
answer to just about every question can be found 
with the click of a mouse. Children can choose 
among myriad forms of entertainment, and they 
control how and when they receive information.

Raising Academic Quality for 
All Students by Customizing 
Education with Digital Learning



www.alec.org  103

Raising Academic Quality for All Students by Customizing Education with Digital Learning

The good news is that the gap between the 
“powered-off” school day and the everyday 21st-
century experience is starting to close. Techno-
logical innovations are finally beginning to trans-
form the way students learn. The various forms 
of digital learning—including online courses, 
so-called “virtual schools,” and blended-learning 
computer-based instructions—are providing new 
and innovative ways for students to learn. 

Today, 1.5 million American students are par-
ticipating in digital (including online or virtual) 
learning programs.1 This number is expected to 
grow dramatically in the years ahead. Clayton 
M. Christensen and Michael Horn, the authors 
of Disrupting Class: How Disruptive Innovation Will 
Change the Way the World Learns, predict 50 per-
cent of all courses for students in grades 9–12 will 
be taken online by the end of the decade.2 

Schools of the Future:  
Changing Education for the Better Today 
This prediction of widespread online learning 
might sound like a distant fantasy. While you 
may have trouble envisioning what a digital fu-
ture would mean for American education, in some 
communities, the digital schools of the future are 
already here. They are proving to be a highly ef-
fective and popular option with a growing num-
ber of students. Consider a few examples of how 
technology is helping students and communities 
today:

Carpe Diem: Yuma, Arizona, the home of 
Carpe Diem, lies in the southwest corner of the 
state, close to the California and Mexico borders. 
It is the birthplace of Mexican-American civil 
rights leader Cesar Chavez. But Yuma may soon 
become known for being the birthplace of one of 
the model schools for the 21st century. 

True to its name, Carpe Diem proudly claims 
to have seized the day by using the best technolo-
gy available to educate its 280 students from grades 
6 through 12.3 The public charter school employs 
a blended-learning technique. Its “rotational” ap-
proach involves students spending a class period at 
a computer-desk receiving virtual instruction, and 
later rotating those students to traditional class-
rooms where they review live instruction from one 
of the schools “master teachers.”4  The school hires 
only one master teacher for each subject and relies 
on technology and teaching assistants to support the 

main instructor. The school’s students are primari-
ly low-income, yet Carpe Diem’s students earned the 
top reading and math test scores on Arizona’s state 
examination.5 In 2011, Carpe Diem Academy is list-
ed as one of US News and World Report’s best high 
schools in Arizona and the nation.6 The Innosight 
Institute, a nonprofit organization that analyzes in-
novation, reports that Carpe Diem operates at a sig-
nificantly lower cost than similar schools that do not 
use blended-learning, thanks to both reduced labor 
and lower school-building costs.7 

Khan Academy: Proponents of digital or vir-
tual education have theorized about how the ef-
fective use of technology will enable one terrif-
ic teacher to educate millions of students across 
the world. Salman Khan, a Harvard educated for-
mer hedge-fund manager, is doing just that—and 
he may very well be the most influential teacher 
in the world. The man who has become known 
as “Bill Gates’ favorite teacher” did not plan to be-
come the world’s teacher. Khan was simply trying 
to tutor his cousins who lived in other cities by 
posting short video tutorials on YouTube. His vid-
eo tutorials quickly gained a following and were 
soon watched by thousands of students. Khan 
quit his finance job and launched Khan Academy.

The Academy does not have a playground, 
a cafeteria, or any of the frills that we typically 
associate with a school. But it is fast becoming 
one of the most popular learning websites in the 
world. KhanAcademy.org now offers more than 
2,100 free video tutorials that, on average, attract 
70,000 viewers per day. The subjects range from 
arithmetic to calculus, from elementary history 
to American government. Khan Academy also of-
fers self-paced lessons and tracking systems for 
students and self-learners to track their progress. 
Like McDonald’s boasting of its billions of ham-
burgers served, the Khan Academy site boasts that 
it has delivered 62 million lessons and counting.

Some schools around the country are begin-
ning to use Khan Academy video tutorials to 
supplement or replace traditional classroom in-
struction. In fact, some public schools have even 
moved to flip the order of lessons and homework. 
Students are assigned to watch Khan’s lectures at 
home, and, when they return to class, they work 
on problem sets to ensure that they have mastered 
the lesson. Unlike a traditional teacher lesson, if 
students do not understand it the first time, they 
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can simply rewind and repeat the tutorial. In this 
flipped lesson model, teachers—as well as stu-
dents—can devote their time to providing extra 
instruction to students who are struggling with 
the lesson. The Khan Academy’s tracking system 
provides teachers with a real-time tracking sys-
tem to measure students’ progress, ensuring that 
everyone stays on track.

Wired magazine wrote a feature story on dis-
trict schools that have used Khan Academy to 
flip the classroom. The piece begins by introduc-
ing the reader to Matthew Carpenter, a 10-year-
old student deep in the process of mastering 
Trigonometry.8 

Florida Virtual School: Zach Bonner is not 
your typical teenager. When he was seven years 
old, he started a charity to help homeless chil-
dren. To raise awareness, he walked from his 
home in Tampa to Tallahassee, Florida. He later 
trekked more than 1,200 miles from Florida to 
Washington, D.C. In 2010, he walked from Tam-
pa to Los Angeles—covering nearly 2,500 miles! 
He has received presidential awards for his phil-
anthropic efforts and has been featured on na-
tional news. With all this walking, surely more 
than one truancy officer has wondered whether 
young Zach has been keeping up with his school-
work. But Zach does his philanthropic work dur-
ing the day and completes his schoolwork in the 
afternoons and evenings—thanks to the Florida 
Virtual School (FLVS). 

Launched in 1997 FLVS is the nation’s larg-
est statewide virtual school. The school’s mot-
to is “any time, any place, any path, any pace.”9 
During the 2009–2010 school year, 97,000 stu-
dents took courses from FLVS.10 The school’s mis-
sion is to supplement a students’ traditional edu-
cation by offering expanded curriculum options. 
The school currently offers more than 100 cours-
es and has 1,200 staff members located in Flor-
ida and beyond. All Florida students, including 
homeschoolers and private school students, are 
eligible to attend. 

FLVS is designed to provide students with 
a flexible and customized learning experience, 
while maintaining regular interaction with teach-
ers.11 Though instruction occurs online and stu-
dents have little to no face-to-face interaction with 
teachers, teachers are required to engage students 
and facilitate interactions regularly. Teachers are 

also required to be on-call from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. 
on weekdays and weekends to provide feedback 
to students working at their own pace. While no 
control-group study has been conducted evaluat-
ing FLVS, a comparison of average test scores on 
advanced placement exams found FLVS students 
outperformed the Florida average.12 

Digital Learning: An Emerging  
Education Reform Success Story 
Carpe Diem, Khan Academy, and FLVS are three 
examples of the innovative educational models 
using digital learning to improve the way that 
children learn. Across the country, a growing 
number of states, school districts, and schools are 
enacting digital-learning programs.

A majority of states, school districts, and 
many schools are beginning to introduce poli-
cies and programs that create new online-learn-
ing options for students. As of October 2010, 

Common Forms of Digital Learning

Statewide Virtual Schools. Statewide virtual schools 
currently exist in 39 states.13 These programs are gen-
erally supplementary, serving students by offer-
ing additional courses to supplement their course-
work in traditional schools. The Evergreen Education 
Group reports that statewide virtual schools had 
450,000 course enrollments during the 2009–2010 
school year.14 The Florida Virtual School—widely con-
sidered the national model for state virtual schools—
accounted for nearly half of these courses, with a total 
of 214,000 course enrollments and 97,000 students 
enrolled in at least one course.15 

Full-Time Online Schools. Another growing form of vir-
tual education is full-time online schools, where stu-
dents learn almost entirely from home without attend-
ing a traditional brick-and-mortar school. According to 
the Evergreen Education Group, 27 states and Wash-
ington, D.C., offer full-time online schools.16 Approx-
imately 200,000 students are now enrolled in these 
full-time virtual schools.17  

Blended-Learning Schools. According to the Innosight 
Institute, most of the growth occurring in the online 
learning sector is through blended-learning like at 
Carpe Diem Academy in Yuma, Arizona.18 The Inno-
sight Institute defines blended-learning as: “any time 
a student learns at least part at a supervised brick-and-
mortar location away from home and at least in part 
through online delivery with some element of student 
control over time, place, path, and/or pace.”19 
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the International Association for K–12 Online 
Learning (iNACOL) reported that students in 48 
states and Washington, D.C., can take advantage 
of supplemental or full-time online learning pro-
grams.20 Thirty-eight states have virtual schools 
or state online learning initiatives.21 Twenty-sev-
en states and the District of Columbia offer full-
time online schools serving students statewide 
and 20 states provide both supplemental and 
full-time virtual learning options to students 
statewide.22 In addition to these statewide pro-
grams, a majority of school districts now have 
one or more students participating in some form 
of online learning.23 

It’s easy to understand why online, virtual, or 
digital learning programs are spreading so quick-
ly across the country. They are proving effec-
tive in boosting students’ academic achievement. 
They are providing students with a flexible, and 
more enjoyable and motivating learning environ-
ment. These programs are also creating new op-
portunities for teachers, and have the promise to 
transform the teaching profession. And they are 
accomplishing this at a significant cost savings to 
taxpayers, a fact worth underscoring in this age of 
widespread government budget deficits.

Improving Academic Achievement. Empir-
ical evidence, as well as the practical experience 
with success stories like those mentioned above, 
is showing that digital learning programs can be 
effective in improving students’ academic achieve-
ment. For example, the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation published in 2009 a meta-analysis of evi-
dence-based studies of online-learning programs. 
The meta-analysis included a review of 44 stud-
ies evaluating post-secondary students and seven 
studies of K–12 students. The Department of Edu-
cation report concluded that, “students who took 
all or part of their class online performed better, 
on average, than those taking the same course 
through traditional face-to-face instruction.”24 

We emphasize that the findings of this meta-
analysis need to be interpreted with caution be-
cause many of the studies evaluated higher ed-
ucation programs, rather than K–12 education, 
which is the focus of this book. But with this 
emerging empirical evidence, as well as the many 
examples of terrific virtual schools and digital 
learning programs, policymakers should be con-
fident that creating new online learning options 

for students can enable new learning models and 
boost academic achievement.

Practical Benefits for Students. Improving 
the Learning Experience. Digital learning also of-
fers many potential practical benefits to students 
that go beyond just boosting test scores. Tech-
nology gives students the opportunity to learn 
in a more flexible, customized setting that sup-
ports the unique learning style of the individu-
al student. They also make it possible for students 
to have the chance to learn from better teachers 
than those at their public schools and to explore 
new subjects that may not be offered in their local 
school system. Students who have fallen behind 
in school have the chance to catch up without the 
social stigma of repeating a grade by taking cours-
es they have missed or failed to master. Online-
learning opportunities can be particularly critical 
for students struggling at the local school—such 
as those who face safety or social challenges—
giving them the chance to learn from home with-
out the worries that otherwise might affect their 
regular school experience.

Digital or online learning also could help 
change the basic structure of the grade system, 
which currently dictates how students proceed 
through school to higher levels. Instead of hav-
ing the pace of learning dictated by twenty oth-
er kids assigned to a child’s classroom based on 
birthdates that qualify for a given grade, students 
would advance to higher levels as they master 
subjects, potentially learning far more than they 
otherwise would. Similarly, customized learning 
programs can allow for real-time monitoring and 
tracking of a student’s progress, so we move be-
yond monitoring seat time to mastery and knowl-
edge attainment. This will help ensure that stu-
dents who are not learning necessary skills repeat 
lessons or coursework, and, if necessary, receive 
additional instruction. Again, this repetition will 
be a personal process sparing students any nega-
tive association with the idea of failing or being 
held back.

Perhaps most importantly from a student per-
spective, online learning has the potential to make 
school and learning a more enjoyable and fulfilling 
experience for many. As the authors of Disrupting 
Class explain in their report, “Rethinking Student 
Motivation: Why Understanding the Job is Crucial 
for Improving Education,” students’ mission with 
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school and learning diverges from adults.25 Adults 
want schools to teach students needed skills; chil-
dren want to have fun with their friends and feel 
successful. As the authors explain, digital learning 
is a promising model for accomplishing the impor-
tant goal of helping children feel successful. They 
write that “by the very nature of software, achieve-
ment can be integrated with the delivery of con-
tent in ways that help students feel successful while 
they learn, every day. Often this comes in the form 
of reviews or examinations that are built into the 
software, which require students to demonstrate 
mastery before they can move to the next body of 
material. Feedback can be delivered frequently and 
in bite-sized pieces, as necessary, to help each stu-
dent feel successful.”26 

Making learning fun is more than just a way 
to make kids happier in the short-term; it is also 
key to encouraging more learning. Customized 
learning will enable kids to find ways to get need-
ed skills in ways that make sense for them, and 
without false competition with their peers. With 
more confidence, they should be inspired to try 
more and learn more, which can cascade into 
higher educational attainment. 

Benefits for Teachers. Online-learning pro-
grams can be structured to benefit teachers, by 
creating more flexible, and potentially reward-
ing, career paths. Technology can be harnessed 
in such a way that allows teachers to focus on the 
reason they are put in classrooms: to teach. As 
Terry M. Moe and John E. Chubb write in Liberat-
ing Learning, online learning frees teachers “from 
their tradition-bound classroom roles, employed 
in more differentiated paths and productive ways, 
and offered new career paths.”27 

This new flexibility could also improve teach-
er quality—which research shows is critical to stu-
dent achievement. By using virtual learning pro-
grams to supplement or replace some traditional 
instruction, schools can reduce the number of 
teachers, and increase pay for remaining teach-
ers—ideally retaining those who are most effective. 
Also by creating new paradigms for teaching, on-
line-learning programs have the potential to attract 
new teachers to the workforce who may otherwise 
not choose teaching. Salman Kahn, for example, 
did not have a teaching degree, yet he has prov-
en to be a highly effective, popular teacher. Online 
learning could open the door for more education 

entrepreneurs with the potential to make a signif-
icant impact and to be justly compensated when 
they succeed in improving student learning. 

Improving Efficiency and Lowering Gov-
ernment Costs. Around the country, states and 
localities are trying to do more with less. Many 
lament the need to cut spending on education, 
wrongly assuming that more money is the key to 
student achievement. The good news is that in-
creasing the use of information technology to 
support or provide instruction can significantly 
improve efficiency and lower governments’ costs 
for teaching students.

As Moe and Chubb write, “schools can be op-
erated at lower cost, relying more on technology 
(which is relatively cheap) and less on labor (which 
is relatively expensive).”28 Moe and Chubb estimate 
the fiscal impact of replacing some traditional in-
struction with technologies like online learning, 
they write: “If elementary students spend but one 
hour a day learning electronically, certified staff 
could be reduced by a sixth. At the middle school 
level, two hours a day with computers would re-
duce staff requirements by a third. High schools, 
with three hours of usage, could reduce staff by up 
to a half.”29 In addition to relieving budget pres-
sures, these savings could be reinvested to improve 
teacher quality through higher pay and more train-
ing or through other mechanisms. 

The potential for savings is not a theoretical 
concept anymore. There are already real-world 
examples of how online learning reduces costs 
for public education. An analysis of FLVS reveals 
the government spends $1,048 less per FLVS stu-
dent than on each student attending a traditional 
school. This is a significant underestimate of the 
savings created for taxpayers because the analysis 
did not consider the additional costs for school fa-
cilities and maintenance that support brick-and-
mortar public schools.30 

Digital Learning and Narrowing  
Achievement Gaps
For policymakers, digital learning is a promising 
reform strategy for many reasons, including those 
outlined above. But what is particularly exciting 
is digital-learning models can help all children, 
and can be a win-win for two of the key educa-
tion reform assignments on our elected represen-
tatives’ homework list.
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This chapter began with a discussion of how 
narrowing the achievement gap between certain 
student groups and eliminating every child’s po-
tential gap—ensuring all children reach their po-
tential—can at times be competing objectives. 
Consider perhaps the best-known education re-
form law of our time—No Child Left Behind or 
NCLB as it is often called.

NCLB focused on the admirable goal of ensur-
ing that all children reach grade-level on reading 
and mathematics tests. The law focused the most 
attention on those needing the greatest assistance, 

but NCLB was not geared to significantly improv-
ing the achievement of those kids who were never 
at risk of being left behind. 

What is particularly exciting about digital-
learning programs and reforms is that they can 
benefit children across the learning spectrum. 
They can simultaneously work to narrow and 
eliminate the achievement gap, while also help-
ing more children reach their learning potential. 

First, blended-learning and digital-learning 
schools can provide a customized educational ex-
perience—teaching students at their own pace, 

1. What is digital learning? Digital learning is any pro-
gram that harnesses technology to help kids learn. The 
primary vehicle for digital learning is the computer, 
which allows students to access a variety of curriculum, 
skill building applications, and teachers. 

2. How do digital programs work? Programs can 
be comprehensive—replacing traditional classrooms 
entirely—or supplemental to a child’s traditional class-
room experience. Some students attend full-time online 
or virtual schools. These students do not attend tradi-
tional brick-and-mortar schools and learn almost entirely 
online. Supplemental programs offer students the 
chance to take individual courses in an online setting to 
complement their traditional coursework. For example, a 
high school student who wants to take a class unavail-
able at his or her school could enroll in an online learning 
program in that subject. Some online learning programs 
are called hybrid or blended-learning programs; these 
use technology to provide instruction within the tradi-
tional school setting. In a blended-learning program, a 
student typically spends several hours each day learning 
by sitting at a computer (with a teacher supervising the 
children and providing instruction when needed). The 
rest of the school day is spent in a traditional classroom 
with traditional teacher instruction.

3. Do children interact with live teachers? Is there a 
set schedule? There are a variety of arrangements that 
can be used in distance learning programs. Students can 
participate in online learning through either synchro-
nous or asynchronous instruction. In the former, students 
receive instruction and interact with their teacher in real 
time. In asynchronous instruction, students learn at their 
own pace and on their own schedule, while teachers pro-
vide regular feedback by grading their assignments and 
answering questions. In both settings, online learning 
programs generally require consistent communication 
between students and teachers via email, phone, instant 
messaging, and video conferencing. In blended-learning, 
students learn using a computer while a teacher serves 
as a coach or advisor, physically present and monitoring 
each student’s progress.

 
4. Where do children go for digital learning pro-
grams? Online-learning programs can be based entirely 
at home, partially at home, or take place in a traditional 
brick-and-mortar school, as in the case of a blended-
learning school setting. Similarly, online-learning pro-
grams vary in their geographic reach—ranging from 
school-based programs unique to an individual school to 
statewide (or even national or global learning programs) 
that allow students from many different locations to learn 
in the same setting. The vast reach of online learning pro-
grams raises interesting jurisdictional questions. While 
American schools are traditionally governed primarily by 
localities or school districts, and secondarily by state gov-
ernments, online-learning programs have the potential 
to supersede these traditional jurisdictional lines.
 
5. Can children of all ages participate? Online-learning 
program can serve students of all ages and backgrounds. 
However, most full time online learning programs focus 
on serving older students and high schoolers. A 2008 
survey of school district administrators reported that an 
estimated 64 percent of students participating in full-
time online learning programs were in high school, com-
pared to 21 percent in elementary school and 15 percent 
in middle school (grades 6–8).31 But online learning pro-
grams can be tailored to serve specific student popula-
tions of all ages.

6. Why do schools offer digital or online learning pro-
grams? Besides serving students of all ages, online learn-
ing programs can be tailored to students of all levels, 
from students seeking coursework more advanced than 
is provided at the local school to students who are at risk 
of dropping out and who need online-learning programs 
to catch up and recover missed credits. This diversity was 
evident in a 2008 survey of school district administra-
tors that found each of the following reasons for offer-
ing online learning was important for their school sys-
tem: “Offering courses not otherwise available at the 
school;” “Meeting the needs of specific groups of stu-
dents;” “Offering Advanced Placement or college-level 
courses;” and “Permitting students who failed a course to 
take it again.”32 

Frequently Asked Questions about Digital Learning
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allowing students to advance as they learn, and 
providing teachers with ongoing and immediate 
opportunities to provide remediation by assisting 
students who are not passing their lessons.

Second, customizing each child’s learning ex-
perience can make a much more effective use of 
time—using more hours of the school day and in-
creasing the “time on task” for students learning 
at their own pace.

Third, since blended-learning schools in-
crease efficiency (educating students at lower 
costs since they use computer technology to pro-
vide a large portion of the instruction), schools 
like Rocketship charter schools and Carpe Diem 
Academy are in the position to dramatically in-
crease teacher quality by doing things like hiring 
“master teachers” and attracting more exception-
ally talented people into the classroom. Education 
researchers have identified strengthening teacher 
quality as a key factor affecting student achieve-
ment. School models designed to reduce costs by 
effectively using technology while dramatically 
increasing teacher pay to hire extremely effective 
instructors surely holds promise for dramatically 
improving teacher quality.33 

Digital Learning and Eliminating  
Children’s Potential Gaps 
We education policy “wonks” get excited about 
reforms that offer promise for solving critical na-
tional challenges, like the achievement gap, and 
creating a more equitable society where all chil-
dren get the opportunity to learn. But surely most 
parents—and probably most voters—have more 
practical considerations in their mind when their 
thoughts turn to education and the condition of 
schools in their communities. Thoughts like: Is 
my daughter getting the education that she de-
serves? Is her teacher doing a good job? Is she get-
ting ahead, or is she at risk of falling behind? How 
can I do more to ensure that she has everything 
she needs to succeed in life?

In short, parents are rightly concerned about 
their children and whether or not they are being 
given the opportunity to reach their potential. Dig-
ital learning and the effective use of technology to 
improve learning offers tremendous promise for 
benefitting every child—and ensuring that all chil-
dren have the opportunity to reach their potential. 

Consider just three reasons why this is the case.
First, the various forms of digital learning 

offers a more customized educational experi-
ence—one tailored to a child’s knowledge level 
and unique learning style. While the traditional 
instructional model requires a teacher to address 
classroom lessons to an audience of 15–20 stu-
dents, digital-learning programs—from comput-
er-based, blended-learning to home-based virtu-
al courses—can provide lessons customized to an 
individual student’s level and learning style. Com-
puter-based instruction can also provide teachers 
with more time to provide one-on-one instruc-
tion, supplementing digital learning. 

Second, digital learning provides a more im-
mediate monitoring system and safety-net to en-
sure students stay on track and reach their po-
tential in each class or grade level. In the past, 
standardized tests have been used on a semi-an-
nual or annual basis to track students’ perfor-
mance and ensure they remain on grade level. 
While valuable, standardized-tests often provide 
feedback too late for teachers to correct problems 
in a child’s education. Digital learning programs 
are generally designed to provide much more fre-
quent, and in some cases, real-time monitoring 
of a child’s progress. An immediate diagnosis of 
a problem allows teachers and parents to work 
quickly to fix problems before they create real set-
backs or roadblocks for a child’s future learning.

Third, digital-learning programs remove the 
artificial limits that geography and calendars have 
placed on learning. Historically, the quality and 
scope of a child’s education has been largely dictat-
ed by the quality and population of the teachers at 
the school, which all too often has been decided by 
a child’s ZIP code and whether their parents had the 
financial means to enroll them in a good school.

Thanks to digital learning, practical geo-
graphical constraints will no longer artificial-
ly limit students’ opportunities. Students will be 
able to learn essentially anything from anyone 
anywhere. Teenagers attending high schools that 
previously lacked a physics teacher will be able to 
learn from the best physics teachers in the coun-
try. Students wanting to learn a foreign language 
will no longer be limited by the choices offered at 
school. You can imagine the many ways remov-
ing these practical constraints will dramatically 
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improve students learning opportunities and al-
low more children to reach their potential.

Similarly, digital-learning programs end the 
tyranny of seat-time and the school calendar. For 
too long, the process of American schooling has 
been to move children from point A to point B, 
based on their age and grade-level. By ending the 
focus on seat-time—potentially even grade-levels 
as the markers tracking students’ progress—digi-
tal-learning programs can allow students to chart 
and follow an educational journey based on indi-
vidual progress. This progress can happen basical-
ly anytime (including after the last school bell of 
the day rings, and after summer vacation begins). 
It is easy to envision how a more customized ed-
ucational experience could provide students with 
greater opportunities to progress and learn than 
the old-fashioned factory approach to schooling.

Homework for Policymakers:  
Accelerating Digital Learning 
Despite the growing number of success stories, 
and growing popularity, digital learning remains 
a relatively new phenomenon in American educa-
tion. Fortunately, policymakers who wish to ac-
celerate the arrival of the exciting digital learn-
ing future of American education have a detailed 
roadmap to follow.

In 2010, a bipartisan coalition of education re-
formers—led by former Florida Gov. Jeb Bush and 
former West Virginia Gov. Bob Wise—formed the 
Digital Learning Council, an advocacy organiza-
tion with the mission of promoting high-quality 

digital learning programs across the country. 
Their white paper, Digital Learning Now, provides 
the following policy guidelines for “10 Elements 
of High-Quality Digital Learning.”34 

Expanding Access to Digital Learning: Grow-
ing Supply, Creating Demand 
To summarize the Digital Learning Now reform 
recommendations, policymakers should push a 
two-pronged approach to transform their states’ 
education systems to facilitate high-quality digi-
tal learning. First, they must work to expand the 
supply of high-quality digital-learning programs. 

On the “Digital Learning Now” Initiative

We share a vision for education in America. 

Our vision is an education that maximizes every child’s 
potential for learning, prepares every child with the 
knowledge and skills to succeed in college and careers, 
and launches every child into the world with the ability 
to pursue his or her dreams.

Digital learning can customize and personalize edu-
cation so that all students learn in their own style at 
their own pace, which maximizes their chances for suc-
cess in school and beyond. With digital learning, every 
student—from rural communities to inner cities—can 
access high quality and rigorous courses in every sub-
ject, including foreign languages, math, and science.

—Former Governors Jeb Bush and Bob Wise, Decem-
ber 1, 2010

1. Student Eligibility: All students are digital learners

2. Student Access: All students have access to high quality digital content and online courses.

3. �Personalized Learning: All students can customize their education using digital content through an approved 
provider. 

4. Advancement: Students progress based on demonstrated competency. 

5. Content: Digital content, instructional materials and online and blended learning courses are high quality. 

6. Instruction: Digital instruction and teachers are high quality.  

7. Providers: All students have access to multiple high quality providers. 

8. Assessment and Accountability: Student learning is the metric for evaluating the quality of content and instruction. 

9. Funding: Funding creates incentives for performance, options, and innovation. 

10. Delivery: Infrastructure supports digital learning.

10 Elements of High-Quality Digital Learning
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Second, they must create demand by giving fami-
lies the power to choose the best education possi-
ble, including digital learning options. 

The former can be accomplished by reform-
ing state policies to facilitate more digital learn-
ing programs. For example, every state should 
enact a statewide virtual school or digital learn-
ing initiative to give students the opportunity to 
take advantage of online learning. FLVS, which 
currently serves the most students in the coun-
try, could be a model for other successful state-
wide online-learning initiatives. Yet policymak-
ers should think broader and work to eclipse the 
FLVS’ success by creating even better statewide 
virtual-school initiatives with expansive course 
options for students.

In addition, every state should establish multi-
district, full-time virtual-school options. Success-
ful virtual schools, like PA Cyber, have proven to 
be a very popular option for families. Policymak-
ers in each state should reform their policies to 
ensure that high-quality full-time virtual schools 
are an option for students across their states.

Creating the supply of virtual learning, while 
critical, is only a part of the battle. To expedite 
the transition to an American education system 
where all students have the opportunity to ben-
efit from a digital, customized education, policy-
makers will need to empower parents to choose 
the best learning environment for their children. 

Within the traditional framework of digital-
learning policies, reforms focusing on the de-
mand-side of the digital-learning equation should 
work to expand access to digital learning or virtu-
al school programs and break down artificial bar-
riers that hinder students’ access.

For example, state education funding formulas 
should be reformed to ensure that students have 
the option of enrolling in a virtual school. In too 
many states, the decision regarding whether a child 
can enroll in a virtual school is not in the hands of 
parents. Instead, school and school district officials 
make these decisions. This must change. 

Looking to the future, policymakers should 
explore new approaches to funding education, 
and consider how best to give parents the max-
imum freedom and power to control and cus-
tomize their children’s education to provide the 
best learning environments. This can be done 

bytransferring real control over how a student’s 
share of public education spending is spent on 
his or her behalf, including by securing access to 
high-quality digital learning programs. Ultimate-
ly, giving parents real power to choose their chil-
dren’s learning environment is the key to creat-
ing real demand and ensuring access to virtual 
learning. 

Readers of this book are surely familiar with 
the various student-centered funding mecha-
nisms that can be used to give parents this power: 
such as, school vouchers or scholarship programs 
for private schools, tuition or scholarship tax 
credits for private schools, strong charter school 
laws, and “follow-the-child” school funding for-
mulas to enable choice within the traditional pub-
lic school system. We think all of these policies 
offer great promise for expanding choice and, ul-
timately, facilitating real demand and widespread 
access to high-quality digital learning. 

In our view, however, a new policy mecha-
nism may offer an even better approach to giv-
ing parents real control of their children’s pub-
lic education dollars and create real demand for 
high-quality digital learning: state-funded educa-
tion savings accounts (ESAs).

In 2011, Arizona became the first state in the 
nation to offer a state-funded ESA program. Spe-
cifically, Gov. Jan Brewer signed into law SB1553, 
legislation that will require the state to deposit 
90 percent of the state aid that would be spent 
on a child’s education in an “Arizona Empower-
ment Account.”35 To be eligible, students must be 
eligible for special education services and, to re-
ceive an account, families must agree to not enroll 
their child in public school, therefore taking con-
trol over the responsibility for their child’s educa-
tion. Online education programs constitute one 
of the allowable uses for the program, which also 
includes private school tuition, tutoring, and sav-
ing money for college as allowable uses. The goal 
of the ESA program is to give parents full control 
over the education of their children—down to the 
last penny.

Creating widespread access to state-fund-
ed ESAs could provide families with real con-
trol over their children’s education and offer 
valuable flexibility to customize a learning pro-
gram for their children. In essence, a system of 
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state-funded ESAs would let parents control their 
children’s share of education funding (approx-
imately $10,000 annually across the country) 
and allow the family to purchase the best possi-
ble programs and learning environments to suit a 
child’s specific needs. 

State-funded ESAs would be particularly well 
suited to the quickly approaching world of digi-
tal learning by providing families with an incen-
tive to shop for competing education programs 
and enroll their children in those programs that 
provide the most value, since ESA programs allow 
families to save unspent resources in their child’s 
account for use in later years (or ultimately to pay 
for their children’s college tuition).36 

Why Online Learning is a Political Winner 
However policymakers choose to move forward in 
providing access to more high-quality digital learn-
ing programs (by expanding supply and creating 
demand by empowering parents), they should be 
confident they are pursuing a potentially game-
changing reform that should appeal to a broad and 
diverse coalition of parents and constituents.

What supporters of digital learning are offer-
ing, quite simply, is to modernize our system of ed-
ucating children and bring it into the 21st- centu-
ry where technology is being used to improve most 
aspects of everyday life. While teachers unions 
and other special interest groups have succeeded 
in blocking other parent-centered reforms in the 
past, the digital learning revolution will force them 
to try to prevent American schooling from benefit-
ting from the technological innovations we see in 
nearly every other aspect of our lives.

By advocating for digital learning, reformers 
will be championing progress, innovation, and ul-
timately a better system of learning that, in ways 
large or small, are likely to improve ever child’s ed-
ucational opportunities. History should judge ad-
vocates of digital learning as the visionaries who 
delivered a better future. We cannot imagine a bet-
ter side of an education policy debate to be on.

Conclusion: Once More to the Breach, 
Dear Friends
While the 2010–2011 legislative sessions marked 
the most exciting period in the history of educa-
tion reform, any triumphalism must be resisted. 
We must remember that the average low-income 
student in America still sits in a school deter-
mined by their ZIP code, and with teachers who 
are neither rewarded for excellence nor dismissed 
for ineffectiveness. The state “accountability” sys-
tem overseeing the average child’s school is using 
a test far below international benchmarks, and 
using fuzzy labels to obscure academic reality. 
America still suffers appalling gaps and low lev-
els of achievement despite spending levels which 
are the envy of our European and Asian rivals. Far 
more remains undone than has been done to date.

The victories of 2010 and 2011 demonstrate 
that reformers can win, but hardly guarantee vic-
tories in the future. The school reform movement 
has nothing to offer you but toil, sweat, tears and 
now the prospect of victory for students, parents 
and taxpayers.

With your help, we mean to hold our own.
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APPENDIX A | METHODOLOGY FOR RANKING THE STATES

Rank Jurisdiction
1 Massachusetts
2 Vermont
3 New Jersey
4 Colorado
5 Pennsylvania
6 Rhode Island
7 North Carolina
8 Kansas
9 New Hampshire

10 New York
11 Texas
12 Florida
13 Hawaii
14 Maine
15 Nevada
16 Montana
17 Indiana
18 Minnesota
19 Wisconsin
20 Maryland
21 Ohio
22 Delaware
23 Wyoming
24 District of Columbia
25 Washington
26 Virginia
27 Georgia
28 Illinois
29 Idaho
30 California
31 Iowa
32 Alaska
33 North Dakota
34 Alabama
35 New Mexico
36 Arizona
37 Kentucky
38 South Dakota
39 Connecticut
40 Oregon
41 Utah
42 Nebraska
43 Oklahoma
44 Tennessee
45 Arkansas
46 Michigan
47 Missouri
48 Mississippi
49 Louisiana
50 South Carolina
51 West Virginia

TABLE 5 | Ranking States by Achievement and Gains 
of Free and Reduced-Price Lunch-Eligible General 
Population Students on the NAEP 4th- and 8th-
Grade Reading and Math Exams, 2003-2011 TABLE 6 | State Education Policy Grades 

Grade Jurisdiction Numeric Score
A- Missouri 3.500
B+ Florida 3.250
B+ Minnesota 3.167
B Arizona 2.917
B California 3.083
B Colorado 3.000
B District of Columbia 2.917
B Georgia 2.833
B Indiana 3.000
B New Mexico 2.833
B Ohio 2.833
B Oklahoma 2.917
B Utah 2.917
B- Alaska 2.500
B- Idaho 2.500
B- Louisiana 2.583
B- Massachusetts 2.583
B- Michigan 2.667
B- New Jersey 2.583
B- Wisconsin 2.750
C+ Connecticut 2.333
C+ Delaware 2.167
C+ Hawaii 2.417
C+ Illinois 2.333
C+ Nevada 2.167
C+ New Hampshire 2.250
C+ Pennsylvania 2.250
C+ South Carolina 2.333
C+ Texas 2.417
C+ Wyoming 2.167
C Arkansas 2.083
C Kentucky 1.833
C Mississippi 1.833
C Montana 2.000
C North Carolina 2.083
C Oregon 2.083
C Rhode Island 2.000
C Tennessee 1.917
C Washington 1.917
C- Iowa 1.667
C- Kansas 1.583
C- Maine 1.750
C- Maryland 1.583
C- New York 1.583
C- South Dakota 1.500
C- Virginia 1.500
D+ Alabama 1.417
D+ Nebraska 1.167
D+ North Dakota 1.167
D+ Vermont 1.333
D+ West Virginia 1.417
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TABLE 7 | 2011 NAEP Scores for Low-Income Students 
(Non-IEP, Non-ELL) Average scores (0-500) and rank (1-51)

Jurisdiction
4th-Grade 

Reading Score Rank
4th-Grade 

Math Score Rank
8th-Grade 

Reading Score Rank
8th-Grade 

Math Score  Rank
Alabama 214 35 226 49 254 46 262 50
Alaska 213 40 235 33 259 33 283 14
Arizona 213 39 234 37 255 43 273 38
Arkansas 215 34 234 35 257 39 275 33
California 212 42 234 39 256 41 272 41
Colorado 222 7 241 8 264 11 283 12
Connecticut 216 31 230 44 263 13 271 43
Delaware 219 16 236 27 262 20 277 25
District of Columbia 199 51 218 51 244 51 260 51
Florida 223 4 237 22 260 27 273 39
Georgia 213 38 231 41 256 42 271 42
Hawaii 212 44 238 21 257 38 279 18
Idaho 220 15 237 24 265 7 282 16
Illinois 213 41 230 45 261 26 276 30
Indiana 219 19 238 17 261 23 278 22
Iowa 218 24 240 9 264 10 279 19
Kansas 222 8 243 5 263 15 284 9
Kentucky 217 25 235 32 262 18 274 35
Louisiana 210 47 228 46 252 49 270 45
Maine 220 10 243 4 267 5 286 5
Maryland 217 27 235 34 255 44 270 47
Massachusetts 226 1 247 2 267 4 290 1
Michigan 211 45 227 48 258 35 270 44
Minnesota 218 23 243 6 265 6 285 8
Mississippi 206 50 225 50 249 50 262 49
Missouri 214 37 234 40 262 19 274 37
Montana 220 14 239 11 269 2 289 2
National Public 216 235 259 276
Nebraska 219 17 234 38 263 16 275 34
Nevada 214 36 235 30 257 36 275 31
New Hampshire 225 2 247 1 265 8 286 7
New Jersey 220 12 239 15 261 22 284 10
New Mexico 210 46 234 36 257 37 275 32
New York 222 6 237 25 264 9 278 24
North Carolina 218 21 239 13 259 30 280 17
North Dakota 220 9 239 16 261 24 283 11
Ohio 216 32 238 19 260 29 279 21
Oklahoma 217 26 235 31 261 25 274 36
Oregon 219 18 236 28 262 17 279 20
Pennsylvania 220 13 237 23 259 31 276 29
Rhode Island 220 11 238 18 260 28 277 28
South Carolina 210 48 231 42 253 48 272 40
South Dakota 216 30 236 26 264 12 283 13
Tennessee 209 49 228 47 253 47 266 48
Texas 215 33 239 12 258 34 286 4
Utah 218 20 239 10 261 21 277 26
Vermont 224 3 245 3 271 1 288 3
Virginia 216 29 235 29 257 40 277 27
Washington 218 22 239 14 263 14 283 15
West Virginia 212 43 231 43 255 45 270 46
Wisconsin 216 28 238 20 259 32 278 23
Wyoming 222 5 242 7 267 3 286 6



116  Report Card on American Education

APPENDIX A | METHODOLOGY FOR RANKING THE STATES

TABLE 8 | Change in NAEP Scores for Low-Income Students from 2003 to 2011 
(Non-IEP, Non-ELL) Average scores (0-500) and rank (1-51)

Jurisdiction
Change in 4th-Grade 

Reading Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Change in 4th-Grade 

Math Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Alabama 14.4 3 8.8 25
Alaska 5.7 26 5.3 43
Arizona 8.7 15 9.7 18
Arkansas 4.7 32 8.8 27
California 11.2 7 9.9 17
Colorado 5.2 29 13.9 5
Connecticut 5.3 28 7.1 35
Delaware 5.5 27 7.6 33
District of Columbia 12.6 5 14.8 4
Florida 10.2 8 9.7 20
Georgia 9.1 13 8.9 23
Hawaii 6.0 25 15.6 3
Idaho 2.8 42 4.2 45
Illinois 6.7 23 8.8 24
Indiana 8.5 16 9.9 16
Iowa 2.1 44 6.2 39
Kansas 9.7 10 8.3 30
Kentucky 5.0 31 11.3 12
Louisiana 8.4 17 4.4 44
Maine 1.4 46 9.7 19
Maryland 14.7 2 16.9 1
Massachusetts 9.6 11 15.9 2
Michigan 7.3 20 6.1 40
Minnesota 1.1 48 10.5 15
Mississippi 8.4 18 8.6 28
Missouri 2.3 43 7.1 34
Montana 4.4 35 6.3 38
National public 7.9 9.0
Nebraska 4.3 36 5.4 42
Nevada 12.7 4 12.3 8
New Hampshire 7.0 21 10.9 14
New Jersey 12.3 6 12.4 7
New Mexico 3.6 40 9.0 21
New York 10.1 9 7.6 32
North Carolina 7.9 19 7.9 31
North Dakota 3.3 41 3.7 47
Ohio 5.2 30 11.6 11
Oklahoma 4.2 38 8.6 29
Oregon 4.6 34 1.2 51
Pennsylvania 15.3 1 13.6 6
Rhode Island 9.3 12 12.3 9
South Carolina 4.2 37 2.7 49
South Dakota -1.5 50 3.2 48
Tennessee 6.8 22 8.9 22
Texas 4.6 33 6.0 41
Utah -0.7 49 6.4 37
Vermont 6.1 24 11.9 10
Virginia 9.1 14 8.8 26
Washington 1.7 45 7.1 36
West Virginia -2.3 51 1.8 50
Wisconsin 3.9 39 10.9 13
Wyoming 1.3 47 3.8 46
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Jurisdiction
Change in 8th-Grade 

Reading Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Change in 8th-Grade 

Math Scores
Improvement 

Rank
Alabama 5.6 22 7.6 31
Alaska 6.7 9 9.7 23
Arizona 3.4 32 7.5 32
Arkansas 0.4 48 8.8 26
California 3.6 30 9.7 22
Colorado 6.6 10 13.5 9
Connecticut 11.1 2 4.0 44
Delaware 5.4 23 10.1 21
District of Columbia 7.4 7 19.7 2
Florida 6.2 19 8.1 29
Georgia 6.1 20 13.9 6
Hawaii 6.2 18 16.6 4
Idaho 1.6 44 5.3 41
Illinois 6.5 11 12.0 15
Indiana 5.1 24 5.8 39
Iowa 3.2 33 2.9 47
Kansas 3.0 36 7.7 30
Kentucky 1.7 43 7.0 35
Louisiana 3.1 34 8.6 27
Maine 2.3 38 12.0 13
Maryland 6.3 16 9.0 24
Massachusetts 6.7 8 20.5 1
Michigan 7.5 6 7.5 33
Minnesota 8.2 4 3.7 45
Mississippi 1.3 45 10.4 19
Missouri 3.7 29 4.4 42
Montana 4.5 25 7.4 34
National public 4.9 10.1
Nebraska 2.3 39 3.1 46
Nevada 7.9 5 12.6 10
New Hampshire 0.6 46 8.1 28
New Jersey 5.7 21 18.7 3
New Mexico 6.3 15 11.8 16
New York 6.4 12 6.7 36
North Carolina 8.3 3 11.0 17
North Dakota -4.9 50 -0.4 51
Ohio 4.3 26 10.6 18
Oklahoma 1.8 41 6.5 37
Oregon 0.5 47 4.2 43
Pennsylvania 4.0 27 12.0 14
Rhode Island 6.3 14 13.8 7
South Carolina 2.9 37 6.2 38
South Dakota -4.9 51 2.7 48
Tennessee 3.7 28 10.3 20
Texas 6.3 17 15.5 5
Utah 1.9 40 1.9 49
Vermont 11.5 1 13.6 8
Virginia 1.8 42 12.1 12
Washington 3.6 31 8.8 25
West Virginia -1.9 49 1.3 50
Wisconsin 6.4 13 12.6 11
Wyoming 3.0 35 5.6 40
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Jurisdiction

State  
Academic 
Standards

Change in 
State Academic 

Standards

Charter 
School  

Law
Charter 

School Grade

Home-
school  

Regulation 
Burden

Private 
School 
Choice

"A" Grade 
or  

Multiple 
Programs

Alabama F Lowered No B
Alaska C Raised Yes D A
Arizona D+ Lowered Yes B B Yes Yes
Arkansas C- Lowered Yes D C
California C Lowered Yes A B
Colorado B- Raised Yes B C Yes
Connecticut C Raised Yes D A
Delaware C- Lowered Yes C B
District of Columbia C Raised Yes A C Yes
Florida C Lowered Yes B C Yes Yes
Georgia C- Raised Yes C C Yes Yes
Hawaii A Raised Yes D C
Idaho D+ Raised Yes C A
Illinois D Lowered Yes D A Yes
Indiana C Raised Yes B A Yes
Iowa C- Raised Yes F C Yes
Kansas C- Lowered Yes F B
Kentucky C Lowered No B
Louisiana C- Lowered Yes C C Yes Yes
Maine B Lowered No C Yes
Maryland D+ Lowered Yes D C
Massachusetts A Raised Yes C D
Michigan D Lowered Yes B A
Minnesota B (New) Yes A C Yes
Mississippi C Lowered Yes F B
Missouri A Raised Yes B A
Montana B Raised No A
Nebraska F Lowered No B
Nevada C Raised Yes C B
New Hampshire B+ (New) Yes D C
New Jersey B Raised Yes C A
New Mexico A Raised Yes C B
New York D Lowered Yes B D
North Carolina C Raised Yes D C Yes
North Dakota C Lowered No D
Ohio C Lowered Yes C C Yes 
Oklahoma C Raised Yes C A Yes Yes
Oregon C- Lowered Yes C C
Pennsylvania C Lowered Yes B D Yes
Rhode Island B Raised Yes D D Yes
South Carolina C- Lowered Yes C C
South Dakota C Raised No C
Tennessee F Lowered Yes C C
Texas D Raised Yes D A
Utah C+ Raised Yes B B Yes
Vermont B+ Raised No D
Virginia D+ Raised Yes F C
Washington A Raised No C
West Virginia C Raised No C
Wisconsin C Raised Yes C B Yes
Wyoming C Lowered Yes D B

APPENDIX B | METHODOLOGY FOR Grading THE STATES

TABLE 9 | Education Policy Grade Components
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Jurisdiction

Overall 
Teacher 
Quality 

and Poli-
cies Grade

Deliver-
ing Well 

Prepared 
Teachers

Expand-
ing the 

Teaching 
Pool

Identi-
fying 

Effective 
Teachers

Retaining 
Effective 
Teachers

Exiting  
Inef-

fective 
Teachers

State  
Virtual School 

or State 
Online Learn-
ing Initiative 

Multi-
District 

Full-Time 
Online 
School 

Alabama C- C- C+ D C- C- Yes No
Alaska D F C- D- C D+ Yes Yes
Arizona D+ D C- D D+ C- No Yes
Arkansas C- C- B D C C- Yes Yes
California D+ C D+ D- C+ D- Yes Yes
Colorado D+ D- D+ D- C- B- Yes Yes
Connecticut D+ C B- D+ F C- Yes No
Delaware D F C+ D C- D No No
District of Columbia D- D D+ F D- D+ Yes Yes
Florida C C B- C- C C Yes Yes
Georgia C- C B- D+ D C Yes Yes
Hawaii D- D- F D D D Yes Yes
Idaho D- D D D- D+ F Yes Yes
Illinois D+ D D+ D D B Yes No
Indiana D D D+ D D+ F No Yes
Iowa D D D D C- D+ Yes No
Kansas D- D+ F D C- F No Yes
Kentucky D+ D+ C D+ C- F Yes No
Louisiana C- C+ C D+ C C- Yes Yes
Maine F F F F C- F Yes No
Maryland D D- C+ D- C- F Yes No
Massachusetts D+ C+ C D- D+ D Yes Yes
Michigan D- D F D- C- D Yes Yes
Minnesota D- D D- D C- F Yes Yes
Mississippi D+ C C D D C Yes No
Missouri D C- D- D+ D D- Yes Yes
Montana F D- D- F D F Yes No
Nebraska D- D F D C- F Yes No
Nevada D- D- D- D- D D+ No Yes
New Hampshire D- D D F D- D- Yes Yes
New Jersey D+ D B- D+ C- D+ No No
New Mexico D+ D+ D C- D B- Yes No
New York D+ D+ C D- C- D No No
North Carolina D+ D D+ C- C D Yes No
North Dakota D- D F D- D D+ Yes No
Ohio D+ D D C- C D Yes Yes
Oklahoma D- D+ F F D+ D- No Yes
Oregon D- D+ F F D+ D- Yes Yes
Pennsylvania D D+ C- D D F No Yes
Rhode Island D D C D D F Yes No
South Carolina C- D+ D C C C+ Yes Yes
South Dakota D D C- F C F Yes No
Tennessee C- C- C C C F Yes Yes
Texas C- C B- D C- D Yes Yes
Utah D D- D D C D- Yes Yes
Vermont F D D- F D F Yes No
Virginia D+ C C D- C D+ Yes Yes
Washington D+ D+ C- D C D+ Yes No
West Virginia D+ C- C D D C Yes No
Wisconsin D D- D- D- C D Yes Yes
Wyoming D- D- D D D D- Yes Yes
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Listed below are summaries for relevant pieces of ALEC model legislation. 
For more information on these or other bills, or for the full text of these 
bills, contact a staff member for ALEC’s Education Task Force. 

A-Plus Literacy Act
The A-Plus Literacy Act is inspired by a comprehensive set of K–12 reforms implemented by Florida 
lawmakers in 1999, and supplemented over the next decade. The chapters of this bill are: School and 
District Report Cards and Grades; School Recognition Program; Opportunity Scholarship Program; 
Special Needs Scholarship Program Act; Great Schools Tax Credit Program Act; Alternative Teacher 
Certification Act; Student Promotion to a Higher Grade; and School and Teacher Bonuses for Advanced 
Placement Exam Success.

Alternative Certification Act
Teacher quality is crucial to the improvement of instruction and student performance. However, cer-
tification requirements that correspond to state-approved education programs in most states prevent 
many individuals from entering the teaching profession. To obtain an education degree, students must 
often complete requirements in educational methods, theory, and style rather than in-depth study in 
a chosen subject area. Comprehensive alternative certification programs improve teacher quality by 
opening up the profession to well-educated, qualified, and mature individuals. States should enact al-
ternative teacher certification programs to prepare persons with subject area expertise and life expe-
rience to become teachers through a demonstration of competency and a comprehensive mentoring 
program.

Autism Scholarship Act
The Autism Scholarship Program Act would create a scholarship program that provides students with au-
tism the option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary school of their parents’ choice.

Career Ladder Opportunities Act
The Career Ladder Opportunity Act requires school districts to adopt extraordinary performance pay 
plans for elementary and secondary public school teachers who demonstrate success in the classroom. 
The local school district must design the plan in consultation with teachers and administrators. Be-
cause reward systems in the past have often failed because of premature abandonment, the district 
must keep the plan for three years and make improvements on it when necessary.

Charter School Growth with Quality Act
The Charter School Growth with Quality Act intends to expand quality public education opportunities for 
all children by establishing a state public charter school commission to serve as an independent state-
wide charter authorizer.
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Education Savings Account Act
The Education Savings Account Act allows parents to use the funds that would have been allocated to 
their child at their resident school district for an education program of the parents’ choosing. 

Family Education Tax Credit Program Act
The Family Education Tax Credit Program Act would create a family education tax credit for payment of 
tuition, fees, and certain other educational expenses and a tax credit for individual and corporate con-
tributions to organizations that provide educational scholarships to eligible students so they can attend 
the public or private schools of their parents’ choice.

Foster Child Scholarship Program Act
The Foster Child Scholarship Program Act would create a scholarship program that provides children 
who have been placed in foster care the option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary 
school of their guardians’ choice.

Great Schools Tax Credit Act
The Great Schools Tax Credit Act would authorize a tax credit for individual and corporate contributions 
to organizations that provide educational scholarships to eligible students so they can attend qualify-
ing public or private schools of their parents’ choice.

Great Teachers and Leaders Act
The Great Teachers and Leaders Act reforms the practice of tenure, known as nonprobationary status in 
some states. Teachers can earn tenure after 3 years of sufficient student academic growth; tenure is re-
vocable following 2 consecutive years of insufficient growth. The Act requires principals to be evaluat-
ed annually with 50 percent of the evaluation based on student achievement and their ability to devel-
op teachers in their buildings and increase their effectiveness. The Act eliminates the practice of forced 
teacher placement and replaces it with mutual consent hiring. The Act allows school districts to make 
reduction in force decisions based on teacher performance rather than on seniority.

Indiana Comprehensive Reform Package
The Indiana Education Reform Package is inspired by their comprehensive set of K–12 education reforms 
adopted by the Indiana Legislature in the spring of 2011 and signed by Gov. Mitch Daniels. This act 
incorporates several of the key reforms the Indiana Legislature passed, including Charter Schools Act, 
School Scholarships Act, Teacher Evaluations and Licensing Act, Teacher Collective Bargaining Act, 
Turnaround Academies Act, Early Graduation Scholarship Act, and Textbooks and Other Curricular 
Material Act.

Longitudinal Student Growth Act
The Longitudinal Student Growth Act would require the state department of education to implement 
a state data management system for collecting and reporting student assessment data and identifies 
the duties and responsibilities of the state department of education and the school districts in imple-
menting the data management system. The legislation instructs the state board of education to adopt 
a mixed-effects statistical model to diagnostically calculate students’ annual academic growth over the 
periods between the administration of the statewide assessments, based on the students’ assessment 
scores. The legislation next requires the department to provide to each school district and each charter 
school an academic growth information report for each student enrolled in the school district or char-
ter school, and requires the school district or charter school to adopt a policy for using the information 
in the report and communicating the information in the report to students and their parents.
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Next Generation Charter Schools Act
The Next Generation Charter Schools Act recognizes charters schools are a necessity to improve the op-
portunities of all families and that charter schools serve a distinct purpose in supporting innovations 
and best practices that can be adopted among all public schools. Further, this act recognizes that there 
must be a variety of public institutions that can authorize the establishment of charter schools as de-
fined by law, and recognizes that independent but publicly accountable multiple authorizing  uthor-
ities, such as independent state commissions or universities, contribute to the health and growth of
strong public charter schools. This act establishes that existing or new public entities may be created to 
approve and monitor charter schools in addition to public school district boards. This act also removes 
procedural and funding barriers to charter school success.

Online Learning Clearinghouse Act
The Online Learning Clearinghouse Act creates a clearinghouse through which school districts may offer 
their computer-based courses to students of other school districts.

Open Enrollment Act
The Open Enrollment Act stipulates that a student may, with the assistance of the state, attend any pub-
lic school in the state. The legislation allows the parents of the student to apply for attendance in any 
nonresident school. The nonresident school district would advise the parent within an established time 
whether the application was accepted or rejected. The nonresident school district would be obligated to 
adopt standards for consideration of such applications. State aid follows the transferring student from 
the resident to the nonresident district. State funds are thus used to facilitate the expansion of educa-
tional choice available to the student and the parent.

Parent Trigger Act
The Parent Trigger Act places democratic control into the hands of parents at school level. Parents can, 
with a simple majority, opt to usher in one of three choice-based options of reform: (1) transforming 
their school into a charter school, (2) supplying students from that school with a 75 percent per pupil 
cost voucher, or (3) closing the school.

Parental Choice Scholarship Program Act
The Parental Choice Scholarship Program Act creates a scholarship program that provides all children the 
option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary school of their parents’ choice.

Public School Financial Transparency Act
The Public School Financial Transparency Act would require each local education provider in the state 
to create and maintain a searchable expenditure and revenue Web site database that includes detailed 
data of revenues and expenditures. It also would require each local education provider to maintain the 
data in a format that is easily accessible, searchable, and downloadable.

Resolution Adopting the 10 Elements of High-Quality Digital Learning for K-12
This resolution adopts the Digital Learning Council’s 10 Elements of High-Quality Digital Learning. 
This states the 10 Elements should be incorporated as necessary through future legislation as well as 
immediate state regulation, strategic planning, guidelines and/or procedures on the part of the state ed-
ucation agency, local education agencies, and any other relevant public or private bodies.

Special Needs Scholarship Program Act
The Special Needs Scholarship Program Act creates a scholarship program that provides students with 
special needs the option to attend the public or private elementary or secondary school of their par-
ents’ choice.
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Student-Centered Funding Act
The Student-Centered Funding Act would create a student-centered finance model based on a weighted 
student formula in which money “follows” a child to his or her school. Funds follow students to which-
ever public school they attend, both district and charter, which better ensures that funding can be more 
accurately adjusted to meet the real costs to schools of all sizes and locations of educating various stu-
dents based on their unique characteristics. Parents, regardless of income or address, have a greater ar-
ray of education options for their children based on their unique, individual needs.

Teacher Choice Compensation Act
The Teacher Choice Compensation Act would create a program where by teachers may be eligible for per-
formance-based salary stipends if they opt out of their permanent contract and meet measurable stu-
dent performance goals based on a value-added test instrument developed by the state department of 
education.

Teacher Quality and Recognition Demonstration Act
The need for quality teachers in improving student achievement is generally recognized as one of the 
most crucial elements of state reform efforts. A primary concern in the quality of the performance of 
teachers is the forecast for an increasing need for more teachers. This bill is directed toward creat-
ing a new structure of the current teaching system that will promote the retention and reward of good 
teachers and attract new talent to the profession. This bill establishes teacher quality demonstration 
projects wherein local education agencies are exempt from education rules and regulations regarding 
teacher certification, tenure, recruitment, and compensation, and are granted funding for the purpose 
of creating new models of teacher hiring, professional growth and development, compensation and 
recruitment.

Virtual Public Schools Act
The Virtual Public Schools Act would allow the use of computer- and Internet-based instruction for stu-
dents in a virtual or remote setting.
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Alliance for School Choice
www.allianceforschoolchoice.org
The Alliance for School Choice is a national lead-
er in promoting school vouchers and scholarship 
tax credit programs. The Alliance works to im-
prove K-12 education by advancing public policy 
that empowers parents, particularly those in low-
income families, to choose the education they de-
termine is best for their children.

American Board for Certification  
of Teacher Excellence
www.abcte.org
The American Board for Certification of Teacher 
Excellence recruits, prepares, certifies, and sup-
ports dedicated professionals to improve student 
achievement through quality teaching.

American Enterprise Institute
www.aei.org
The American Enterprise Institute for Public Poli-
cy Research is a private, nonpartisan, not-forprof-
it institution dedicated to research and education 
on issues of government, politics, economics, and 
social welfare.

Black Alliance for Educational Options
www.baeo.org
The Black Alliance for Educational Options works 
to increase access to high-quality educational op-
tions for Black children by actively supporting pa-
rental choice policies and programs that empow-
er low-income and working-class Black families.

Cato Institute
www.cato.org
The Cato Institute’s education research is found-
ed on the principle that parents are best suited 
to make important decisions regarding the care 
and education of their children. Cato’s research-
ers seek to shift the terms of public debate in favor 
of the fundamental right of parents.

Center for Digital Education
www.centerdigitaled.com
The Center for Digital Education is a resource 
on K-12 and higher education technologies. The 
Center provides dynamic and diverse opportuni-
ties for private- and public-sector leaders to suc-
ceed in 21st century education.

Center for Education Reform
www.edreform.com
The Center for Education Reform drives the cre-
ation of better educational opportunities for all 
children by leading parents, policymakers and 
the media in boldly advocating for school choice, 
advancing the charter school movement, and 
challenging the education establishment. 

Center on Reinventing Public Education
www.crpe.org
The Center on Reinventing Public Education en-
gages in independent research and policy analysis 
on a range of K-12 public education reform issues, 
including choice and charters, finance and pro-
ductivity, teachers, urban district reform, leader-
ship, and state and federal reform. 

Connections Academy
www.connectionsacademy.com
Connections Academy provides a new form of 
free public school that students attend from 
home. Connections’ unique program combines 
strong parental involvement of homeschooling; 
expertise and accountability of public funded ed-
ucation; and flexibility of online classes.

Education|Evolving
www.educationevolving.org
Education|Evolving is a kind of “design shop” 
working to help public education with the dif-
ficult process of change. Education|Evolving is 
involved with the architecture and redesign of 
schooling.

Evergreen Education Group
www.evergreenedgroup.com
The Evergreen Education Group seeks to under-
stand the national landscape of K-12 online learn-
ing and apply its understanding to the challenges 
that schools, agencies, legislators, and others face.

Foundation for Excellence in Education
www.excelined.org
The mission of the Foundation for Excellence in 
Education is answer the pivotal questions of what 
motivates students to exceed expectations, what 
are the secrets to successful teaching, and how do 
we replicate academic achievement?
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The Freedom Foundation
www.myfreedomfoundation.com
The Freedom Foundation’s mission is to advance 
individual liberty, free enterprise,  and limited, 
accountable government. Its primary research ar-
eas are budget and taxes, education, labor, elec-
tions, and citizenship and governance. 

Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice
www.edchoice.org
The Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice 
plays a critical and unique role in the school 
choice movement. As the only national organi-
zation dedicated solely to advancing Milton and 
Rose Friedman’s vision of an education system 
where all parents are free to choose, the Founda-
tion brings an unsurpassed clarity of purpose to 
the education reform debate.

Goldwater Institute
www.goldwaterinstitute.org
The Goldwater Institute is an independent gov-
ernment watchdog supported by people who are 
committed to expanding free enterprise and lib-
erty. The Institute develops innovative, princi-
pled solutions to pressing issues facing the states 
and enforces constitutionally limited government 
through litigation.

Heartland Institute
www.heartland.org
Heartland’s mission is to discover, develop, and 
promote free-market solutions to social and eco-
nomic problems. Such solutions include parental 
choice in education, choice and personal respon-
sibility in health care, privatization of public ser-
vices, and deregulation in areas where property 
rights and markets do a better job than govern-
ment bureaucracies.

Heritage Foundation
www.heritage.org
The Heritage Foundation is the nation’s most 
broadly supported public policy research insti-
tute. Heritage works to formulate and promote 
conservative public policies based on the princi-
ples of free enterprise, limited government, indi-
vidual freedom, traditional American values, and 
a strong national defense.

Hispanic Council for Reform  
and Educational Options
www.hcreo.com
The Hispanic Council for Reform and Educa-
tional Options works to improve educational 
outcomes for Hispanic children by empowering 
families through parental choice. It achieves this 
by providing parents with free information and 
resources.

Home School Legal Defense Association
www.hslda.org
The Home School Legal Defense Association is 
a nonprofit advocacy organization established to 
defend and advance the constitutional right of 
parents to direct the education of their children 
and to protect family freedoms.

Hoover Institution
www.hoover.org
The Hoover Institution seeks to secure and safe-
guard peace, improve the human condition, and 
limit government intrusion into the lives of in-
dividuals by collecting knowledge, generating 
ideas, and disseminating both.

Insight Schools
www.insightschools.net
Insight Schools works to ensure online learning 
is delivering significant improvements in our ed-
ucational system: helping to reduce the nation’s 
high school dropout rate; bringing students back 
into public schools; providing new opportunities 
for students; and helping prepare them for college 
and life after high school.

Independence Institute
www.i2i.org
The Independence Institute is established upon 
the eternal truths of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence dedicated to providing timely information 
to concerned citizens, government officials, and 
public opinion leaders. 
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Institute for Justice
www.ij.org
The Institute for Justice challenges the govern-
ment when it stands in the way of people trying 
to earn an honest living, when it unconstitution-
ally takes away individuals’ property, when bu-
reaucrats instead of parents dictate the education 
of children, and when government stifles speech. 

International Association for  
K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL)
www.inacol.org
The International Association for K-12 Online 
Learning works to ensure all students have access 
to world-class education and quality online learn-
ing opportunities that prepare them for a lifetime 
of success.

Innosight Institute
www.innosightinstitute.org
Innosight Institute is a not-for-profit, non-parti-
san think tank whose mission is to apply Har-
vard Business School Professor Clayton M. Chris-
tensen’s theories of disruptive innovation to 
develop and promote solutions to the most vexing 
problems in the social sector.

John Locke Foundation
www.johnlocke.org
The John Locke Foundation employs research, 
journalism, and outreach programs to transform 
government through competition, innovation, 
personal freedom, and personal responsibility. 
The Foundation seeks a better balance between 
the public sector and private institutions of fami-
ly, faith, community, and enterprise.

K12, Inc.
www.k12.com
K¹², Inc.’s mission is to provide any child access to 
exceptional curriculum and tools that enable him 
or her to maximize his or her success in life, re-
gardless of geographic, financial, or demograph-
ic circumstance.

Mackinac Center for Public Policy
www.mackinac.org
The Mackinac Center for Public Policy is a non-
partisan research and educational institute that 
promotes sound solutions to Michigan’s state and 
local policy questions. The Center assists policy-
makers, business people, the media, and the pub-
lic by providing objective analysis of Michigan 
issues.

Maine Heritage Policy Center
www.mainepolicy.org
The Maine Heritage Policy Center is a research 
and educational organization whose mission is to 
formulate and promote conservative public pol-
icies based on the principles of free enterprise; 
limited, constitutional government; individual 
freedom; and traditional American values. 

National Alliance for Public Charter Schools
www.publiccharters.org
The National Alliance for Public Charter Schools 
works to increase the number of high-quality 
charter schools available to all families, particu-
larly in disadvantaged communities that lack ac-
cess to quality public schools.

National Association of  
Charter School Authorizers
www.qualitycharters.org
The National Association of Charter School Au-
thorizers works with local experts to create the 
conditions needed for quality charter schools to 
thrive. The Association pushes for high standards 
for authorizers and the environments in which 
they work.
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National Board for Professional  
Teaching Standards
www.nbpts.org
National Board for Professional Teaching Stan-
dards is an independent, nonprofit, nonparti-
san and nongovernmental organization. It was 
formed in 1987 to advance the quality of teach-
ing and learning by developing professional stan-
dards for accomplished teaching, creating a vol-
untary system to certify teachers who meet those 
standards and integrating certified teachers into 
educational reform efforts.

National Coalition for Public School Options
www.publicschooloptions.org
The National Coalition for Public School Options 
is an alliance of parents that supports and defends 
parents’ rights to access the best public school op-
tions for their children. The Coalition supports 
charter schools, online schools, magnet schools, 
open enrollment policies, and other innovative 
education programs.

National Council on Teacher Quality
www.nctq.org
The National Council on Teacher Quality is a non-
partisan research and advocacy group committed 
to restructuring the teaching profession, led by its 
vision that every child deserves effective teachers.

National Heritage Academies
www.heritageacademies.com
National Heritage Academies works with school 
boards that are looking to bring parents in their 
community another educational option for their 
children. NHA invests resources into its schools 
to ensure that in every classroom, in every school, 
it is challenging each child to achieve.

Oklahoma Council of Public Affairs 
www.ocpathink.org
Oklahoma Council of Public Affairs (OCPA) was 
founded in 1993 as a public policy research orga-
nization focused primarily on state-level issues. 
OCPA has been part of an emerging, national trend 
of free-market, state-based think tanks. Through-
out its 16 years of existence, OCPA has conducted 
research and analysis of public issues in Oklahoma 
from a perspective of limited government, individ-
ual liberty and a free-market economy.

Pacific Research Institute
www.pacificresearch.org
The Pacific Research Institute champions free-
dom, opportunity, and personal responsibility for 
all individuals by advancing free-market policy 
solutions. The Institute’s activities include publi-
cations, legislative testimony, and community 
outreach.

State Policy Network
www.spn.org
The State Policy Network is dedicated solely to 
improving the practical effectiveness of indepen-
dent, nonprofit, market-oriented, state-focused 
think tanks. SPN’s programs enable these orga-
nizations to better educate local citizens, policy 
makers and opinion leaders about market-orient-
ed alternatives to state and local policy challenges.

Texas Public Policy Foundation
www.texaspolicy.com
The Texas Public Policy Foundation’s mission is 
to promote and defend liberty, personal respon-
sibility, and free enterprise in Texas by educating 
and affecting policymakers and the Texas public 
policy debate with academically sound research 
and outreach.

Thomas B. Fordham Institute
www.edexcellence.net
The Thomas B. Fordham Institute believes all 
children deserve a high quality K-12 education at 
the school of their choice. The Institute strives to 
close America’s vexing achievement gaps by rais-
ing standards, strengthening accountability, and 
expanding education options for parents and 
families.

Washington Policy Center
www.washingtonpolicy.org
Washington Policy Center improves the lives 
of Washington citizens by providing accurate, 
highquality research for policymakers, the media, 
and the public. The Center provides innovative 
recommendations for improving education.



CIVIL JUSTICE
To promote systematic fairness in the courts by 
discouraging frivolous lawsuits, fairly balancing 
judicial and legislative authority, treating defen-
dants and plaintiffs in a consistent manner, and 
installing transparency and accountability in the 
trial system.

COMMERCE, INSURANCE,  
AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
To enhance economic competitiveness, to pro-
mote employment and economic prosperity, to 
encourage innovation, and to limit government 
regulation imposed upon business.

EDUCATION
To promote excellence in the nation’s education-
al system, to advance reforms through parental 
choice, to support efficiency, accountability, and 
transparency in all educational institutions, and 
to ensure America’s youth are given the opportu-
nity to succeed.

ENERGY, ENVIRONMENT, AND AGRICULTURE
To operate under the principles of free-market 
environmentalism, that is to promote the mu-
tually beneficial link between a robust economy 
and a healthy environment, to unleash the cre-
ative powers of the free market for environmental 
stewardship, and to enhance the quality and use 
of our natural and agricultural resources for the 
benefit of human health and well-being.

HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES
To reduce governmental involvement in health 
care, to support a consumer-driven health care 
system, and to promote free-market, pro-patient 
health care reforms at the state level.

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
To promote the core ALEC principles of free mar-
kets and limited government beyond our shores, 
to support final ratification of free trade agree-
ments that create American jobs and grow our 
economy, and to protect the intellectual property 
rights of U.S. companies doing business overseas.

PUBLIC SAFETY AND ELECTIONS
To develop model policies that reduce crime 
and violence in our cities and neighborhoods, 
while also developing policies to ensure integri-
ty and efficiency in our elections and systems of 
government.

TAX AND FISCAL POLICY
To reduce excessive government spending, to 
lower the overall tax burden, to enhance trans-
parency of government operations, and to devel-
op sound, free-market tax and fiscal policy.

TELECOMMUNICATIONS  
AND INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
To advance consumer choice in the dynamic and 
converging areas of telecommunications and in-
formation technology by furthering public poli-
cies that preserve free-market principles, promote 
competitive federalism, uphold deregulation ef-
forts, and keep industries free from new burden-
some regulations.

About the American Legislative Exchange Council

The American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) is the nation’s largest, nonpartisan, individual 
membership association of state legislators. With 2,000 members, ALEC’s mission is to advance the 
Jeffersonian principles of limited government, federalism, and individual liberty through a nonparti-
san public-private partnership of state legislators, the business community, the federal government, 
and the general public.

Founded in 1973, ALEC is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that promotes free-market principles 
through model legislation, developed by its public- and private-sector members in nine Task Forces:
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