
 

 

  
 

 
GOVERNOR BUSH SIGNS MIDDLE GRADES REFORM ACT, SENDS 250 
READING COACHES INTO FLORIDA MIDDLE SCHOOLS 

 
Last month, Florida Governor Jeb Bush (R) signed the Middle Grades Reform Act—
legislation that will put reading coaches in 240 middle schools throughout the state and provide 
more rigorous middle school coursework to help prepare students for high school.  
 
“Students that have benefited from a focus on reading in the early grades are making dramatic 
improvement,” Bush said. “This legislation will drive the success of Just Read, Florida! into our 
middle schools.” Just Read, Florida! is a comprehensive, coordinated reading initiative aimed at 
helping every student become a successful, independent reader; Governor Bush created the 
program in September 2001 through an executive order. 
 
After signing the Middle Grades Reform Act, Bush announced $16.7 million in grants to place 
reading coaches in Florida’s lowest-performing middle schools. Approximately 282 coaches will 
provide onsite professional development for 2,275 teachers and help them teach reading 
effectively to their students. It is estimated that more than 285,000 middle school students will 
benefit from this effort. 
 
Beginning in the 2004–05 school year, the Middle Grades Reform Act also requires each public 
school having more than a quarter of its students in any grade in grades six through eight not 
reading on grade level to develop a Rigorous Reading Requirement as the primary component of 
its school improvement. Additionally, for each sixth-grade student who scores below Level 3 in 
reading on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), a Personalized Middle School 
Success Plan—detailing how the school will help improve a student’s skills, based on the 
student’s overall strengths and weaknesses—will be developed in collaboration with the student 
and their parent and teacher. 
 
“Based on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 2003 reading assessment, 
approximately 32 percent of Florida eighth-grade students read below ‘basic,’” said Susan 
Frost, president of the Alliance for Excellent Education. “This initiative looks like an 
important first step toward making sure these students and their teachers have the extra help they 
need to raise student achievement by focusing on literacy instruction.” 
 
More information on Just Read, Florida! is available at http://www.justreadflorida.com/. 
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Texas Study Finds Very Low Literacy Levels Among Inmates 
 
Almost one-third of the inmates released from Texas prisons in 2002 were functionally illiterate, according to a 
study commissioned by the Dyslexia Research Foundation of Texas. Similar results were discovered among 
youths freed from Texas Youth Commission lockups, where 43 percent of offenders were classified as needing 
special education and only 8.3 percent read at grade level.  
 
“The individual findings are significant because it tells us a lot more about the root causes for why people don’t 
succeed,” said Tony Fabelo, the author of the study and national criminal justice consultant. “There is a basic 
issue here: If people can’t read, their chances of making it on the outside are considerably diminished,” he told the 
Austin-American Statesman. 
 
Within three years of release, 52 percent of the youths were back in jail. Of those who obtained their GEDs while in 
prison, only 30.4 percent were reincarcerated. The study found that Texas spends $12 million in future prison costs 
for every 1,000 nonreaders who are released from prison, because their rate of recidivism is higher, compared to 
$7.2 million for those who can read. Additionally, for every 100 youth offenders released who have a second-grade 
reading level, the costs to taxpayers for future incarceration will be almost $2.6 million more than those who read at 
the eleventh-grade level. Again, the recidivism rate, which is 62 percent for the second-grade reading level, 
compared to 36 percent for the eleventh, is responsible for the additional cost. 
 
Read the complete article at 
http://www.statesman.com/sports/content/auto/epaper/editions/friday/news_046b5e66956522be10d0.html. (Free 
registration required.) 
 
 
 

 
THE CONDITION OF EDUCATION: New Report Finds “Promise” but Need for 
Improvement in High Schools 

 
In 2003, 44 percent of high school dropouts were neither enrolled in school nor working, 
according to a new report from the U.S. Department of Education. This compares to 9 percent of 
those who had attained a bachelor’s degree or higher. While The Condition of Education 2004, 
released by the National Center for Education Statistics, notes that “trends in the condition of 
American education continue to show promise and challenge,” statistics on reading proficiency, 
high school dropouts, and out-of-field teachers make it evident that the challenges should not be 
underestimated. Much work is still needed if every student is to be given an opportunity for 
future success. 
 
In its analysis of dropouts, the report divides students into three categories—those from low-
income families, middle-income families, and high-income families. During the twelve months 
ending in October 2001, high school students who lived in low-income families dropped out of 
school at six times the rate of their peers from high-income families. One out of ten students 
from low-income families dropped out of high school, while only one in fifty students from high-
income families left school. (“Low-income” families are defined as the bottom 20 percent of 
family income; “high-income” is the top 20 percent. In 2001, the Current Population Survey 
defined “high-income” families as those with a family income of $75,100 or more.) 
 
The difference in future earnings for a high school dropout versus a college graduate is 
staggering. In 2002, the average salary for a male high school dropout was $22,903, compared to 
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$48,955 for a college graduate. Over the course of a lifetime, the difference can amount to a 
million-dollar differential in earnings. 
 
According to a recent study by Northeastern University’s Center for Market Studies, only 42 
to 43 percent of people between the ages of sixteen and nineteen can expect to find a job this 
summer. Four years ago, 52 percent of teenagers were able to find a job. For “out of school” 
youth, such as dropouts and high school graduates without plans for college, the situation is also 
difficult. The study estimates that 5.7 million youths were both out of school and out of work in 
2003, an increase of 16 percent since 2000. 
 
The Condition of Education 2004 also found that out-of-field teachers were more likely to be 
teaching in high-poverty schools. 
 

• At the high school level, 12 percent of students in high-poverty schools had an out-of-
field English teacher, compared to 4 percent of students in low-poverty schools.  

• The same was true in science (16 percent to 5 percent) and mathematics (14 percent to 7 
percent).  

• At the middle school level, many more teachers were teaching out-of-field (23 percent in 
math, 19 percent in English, and 17 percent in science). As a result, both low-poverty and 
high-poverty middle schools saw more than their fair share of out-of-field teachers. 

 
The report examined the role that guidance counselors play in high schools and found that 
counselors in smaller schools were more likely to spend time preparing students for college, 
rather than making sure their high school grades were sufficient. Of the counselors in small 
schools (those with fewer than 400 students), 30 percent said that their primary emphasis was on 
helping students plan and prepare for college, compared to only 14 percent in schools with 2,000 
or more students. On the other hand, 72 percent of counselors in these large schools reported that 
their primary emphasis was on helping students with their academic achievement in high school. 
 
Even if a student receives his diploma, a lackluster performance in high school can have a 
dramatic impact on his college persistence. Given what the report found on out-of-field teachers 
and a lack of time for college planning, it should not be surprising to learn that 61 percent of 
students who enrolled in a two-year college between 1992 and 2002 had to take at least one 
remedial course. At four-year colleges, one in five students completed a remedial course. In total, 
28 percent of entering freshman enrolled in at least one remedial course.  
 
Students who enroll in remedial courses in college are less likely to obtain a degree or 
certificate, according to the report, with a need for remedial reading acting as the most 
serious barrier to degree completion. Among minority students, the problem is especially 
troubling, as 24.1 percent of African-American students and 20.3 percent of Hispanic students 
required remediation in reading, compared to only 7 percent of white students. 
 
The complete report is available at 
http://www.nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2004077. 
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KIDS COUNT: New Report Examines Disconnected High School–Aged Youth, the 
“Most At-Risk” Population 

 
Eight of ten indicators of child well-being have improved nationally, according to the KIDS 
COUNT 2004 Data Book, released earlier this month by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
However, nearly one in six young adults aged eighteen to twenty-four is not working, has no 
degree beyond high school, and is not enrolled in school. The report argues that for these 
“disconnected youth,” the transition to adulthood is “not a time of anticipation and possibility; it 
is a time of fear and frustration.” KIDS COUNT examines the perils of ignoring this population, 
and highlights successful programs that are already underway to help them. 
 
“Among the harshest of these lessons is that over the next decade a new generation of children 
will likely be born to parents whose ability to financially provide for them is severely 
compromised,” said Douglas W. Nelson, president of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, in 
Baltimore. “Since 2000 alone, the ranks of these young adults grew by 700,000, a 19 percent 
increase over just three years. Over 3.8 million disconnected youth face a greater likelihood of 
bad outcomes, now and in the future, which holds severe implications for our society.” 
 
The report breaks down the disconnected youth into four subgroups—teens in foster care, youth 
involved in the juvenile justice system, teens who have children of their own, and high school 
dropouts—and argues that obtaining a high school diploma is most difficult for them. For foster 
youth, it notes, the dropout rate may be as high as 55 percent. Only about one-third of teenage 
mothers received their high school diploma after having a child. Youth involved in the juvenile 
justice system face even longer odds to gaining the educational credentials to succeed. Only 
slightly over half even returned to school after their release. Of these, more than two-thirds 
dropped out or withdrew within one year of reenrolling. Five years later, only 15 percent had 
completed high school.  
 
Kids who drop out—and even those who return and complete equivalency degrees, the 
report argues—enter adulthood at a significant disadvantage: “Today, high school 
completion is the minimum entry credential for employment with even modest growth 
potential.” In 2000, only half of all dropouts were employed at any given time.  
 
These groups, the report argues, deserve the nation’s most urgent attention. “Their risk is 
greatest, their hardship is most profound, and their current and future costs to our communities 
are the most significant,” it reads. “If the human tragedy of having so many young people on the 
precipice of adult failure is itself not a sufficient stimulus to move us to action, it may be useful 
to consider the likely implications of ignoring this issue.” For example, according to the report, 
the country will spend $1 billion annually to incarcerate youth, and more than $150 billion on 
police protection, corrections, and judicial activities. 
 
The smartest interventions, the report asserts, are those that help prevent kids from experiencing 
the factors that put them at risk for disconnection in the first place. For example, Casey Family 
Services recruits committed foster parents and supports them with a range of ongoing services. 
A 2001 study of Casey alumni found that 73 percent had graduated from high school or obtained 
a GED. The report also highlights successful small high schools, such as Maya Angelou in 
Washington, D.C., which works with at-risk youth with poor school performance and court 
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involvement; students there have, on average, improved their SAT scores by 18 percent, a 
substantially higher increase than in the District as a whole. 
 
“We must acknowledge that we will not make any real headway toward the goal of improving 
successful adult transition without a genuine national, state, and local commitment to the goal. . . 
. We can invest more sensibly, we can work more efficiently, and we can do better by our most 
at-risk kids,” the report concludes. 
 
Read the complete report at http://www.aecf.org/kidscount/databook/. 
 
 
Boston High School Dropout Rate More Closely Examined 
 
Last month, officials at Boston public schools discovered that nearly one-fourth of the city’s ninth graders drop out 
before obtaining their high school diploma. The news came as a surprise to many in a city that regularly reports 
dropout rates of only 7–8 percent.  
 
Previously, the city reported the number of students who left the system in just one year. Last year, Boston public 
schools reported an 8 percent dropout rate among the city’s 20,000 high school students. The new data emerged 
from a Boston public schools report that tracked 3,933 students who were ninth graders in 1998. Over the last five 
years, 22.5 percent, or 885 students, dropped out of school. Among minorities, percentages were higher: Hispanics 
had the highest dropout rate, at 28 percent, followed by African Americans (23 percent), whites (21 percent), and 
Asians (8 percent). 
 
These results from the Boston public schools closely resemble the findings in Jay Greene of the Manhattan 
Institute’s High School Graduation Rates in the United States, which found a graduation rate of 82 percent among 
Boston high school students. Although district officials are rightfully lamenting the number of students that they 
lose, Greene found that most other major cities only graduate 50 to 60 percent of its students. 
 
The complete story is available at 
http://www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2004/05/13/high_school_dropout_rate_raises_concern/. 
 
 

 
TIME FOR SOME ACTION: What Policymakers Are Saying About the 
American High School 

 
In an effort to capture the messages of five national conferences held last fall on the issue of high 
schools and high school–age youth, and the discussions that took place among the policymakers, 
administrators, and other leaders in education who attended them, the National High School 
Alliance commissioned and published Crisis or Possibility: Conversations About the American 
High School. The report hopes to “help leaders maintain the momentum needed to continue these 
important conversations, and to commit to building the strong and supportive schools, systems, 
and communities the nation’s youth need and deserve.” 
 
“Although the goal of reinventing the high school is held in common, the rationale for 
proceeding is not,” the report reads. “Supporting that broad consensus, expert agreement 
emerged around several key variables related to effecting institutional change. While this 
agreement may be used to support a vision for a new type of high school, details for 
implementation remain to be worked out.” 
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What Policymakers Are Saying About the American High School 
(Continued from p. 5) 
 
The report covers conferences held by the National Governors’ Association and the National 
Center on Education and Economy, the U.S. Department of Education, the Council of Chief 
State School Officers, Jobs for the Future, and the Alliance for Excellent Education. 
 
The complete report is available at http://www.hsalliance.org/. 
 

 
DO GRADUATION TESTS MEASURE UP?: New Report Finds that High 
School Exit Exams Lack Rigor 

 
A new study that examined the content and rigor of high school exit exams in six states found 
that the math component was on the level of the material taught in the middle grades in most 
other countries and that the English component falls well below college admissions standards. 
The report, Do Graduation Tests Measure Up? A Closer Look at State High School Exit Exams, 
studied exit exams from Florida, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Ohio, and Texas, states 
that volunteered to allow an in-depth independent review of their test material. 
 
“Though these tests are less rigorous than most parents and taxpayers might expect, the states 
that give them are doing the right thing,” said Achieve President Michael Cohen. “They are 
using the exams to stretch their students and schools beyond previous performance levels. 
Initially low passing rates are yielding to improved performance. Yet our research shows that, 
over time, states must expect even more in order to prepare their students for college and work 
after high school.” 
 
The report found that, on average, most English test questions fall two grade levels below what 
the American College Testing Program (ACT) emphasizes on its college admission test. While 
the tests do measure basic but essential knowledge and skills, they fall well short of the demands 
graduates are likely to face in college or in the workplace. For example, reading questions, which 
account for up to 30 percent of the questions on the American College Testing Program test 
(ACT), are “virtually absent from the state tests.” In fact, the test most closely linked to state exit 
exams in reading is the ACT’s EXPLORE test, which is given to eighth and ninth graders.  
 
“Given where the bar on these tests is currently set and compared to the expectations colleges 
and employers have for high school graduates, it is perfectly reasonable to require students to 
pass these exams,” said Achieve Executive Vice President Matthew Gandal, who directed the 
study. “States cannot afford to back away from these requirements or they risk leaving another 
generation of young people unprepared.” 
 
Currently, exit exams are in place in nearly half the states, and more than half the nation’s high 
school students have to pass them to earn a diploma. However, several states are considering 
postponing the testing requirement, while others are reevaluating the difficulty of the test itself. 
 
Read the complete report at  
http://www.achieve.org/dstore.nsf/Lookup/TestGraduation-FinalReport/$file/TestGraduation-FinalReport.pdf. 
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New Alliance Report to be Released on June 23: Tapping the Potential: Retaining and 
Developing High-Quality New Teachers 

On June 23, the Alliance will release Tapping the Potential: Retaining and Developing High-Quality New Teachers. 
The report outlines the importance of comprehensive induction in retaining and developing new teachers and 
includes a foreword by Dan Fallon of the Carnegie Corporation of New York. 

Sen. Jack Reed (D-RI) will discuss his Preparing, Recruiting, and Retaining Education Professionals (PRREP) Act, 
legislation that would, if enacted, authorize $500 million for the Teacher Quality Enhancement Grants program of 
the Higher Education Act to enhance teacher recruitment, retention, preparation and professional development, and 
would provide an induction program for general and special education teachers during their first three years. 
Richard Ingersoll, Associate Professor of Education and Sociology at the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Graduate School of Education, will act as a respondent. Tom Carroll, Executive Director of the National 
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future will argue for the need of a federal role in teacher induction. 
Additionally, a panel of state and local school administrators and teachers from Connecticut, California, Louisiana, 
and Ohio will discuss promising practices currently underway in their states. 

The release event will be held from 8:30 to 11:00 a.m. on Wednesday, June 23, in 106 Dirksen Senate Office 
Building, located at First Street and Constitution Avenue, NE, in Washington, D.C. Space for the event is limited, 
and RSVPs will be accepted on a first-come basis to SPelzman@all4ed.org. After the release event, the complete 
report will be available on the Alliance website at http://www.all4ed.org/events/index.html. 

 
 
 
Alliance News 
 
Alliance Staff Address Future Leaders 

On May 27 the Alliance for Excellent Education hosted an information session with twenty of our nation’s top 
students. As part of their participation in the Brookings Summer Institute, in Washington, D.C., the 2004 Harry S. 
Truman Scholars spent a week visiting organizations, hearing from guest speakers, and participating in roundtable 
discussions with various scholars and experts. Each of the scholars is participating in a summer internship in 
Washington. For more information about the program, visit http://www.truman.gov. 

On June 4, Iris Bond, an Alliance policy associate, served as a panelist at the American Association of University 
Women’s National Conference for College Women Student Leaders to discuss career opportunities available in 
education policy. The two-and-a-half-day conference was designed for women students holding campus and 
community leadership positions as well as students with leadership aspirations. The conference provided 
information about the skills and resources needed to meet today’s challenges as leaders. For more information, visit 
http://www.aauw.org/nccwsl/index.cfm. 

 
 
 
Straight A’s: Public Education Policy and Progress is a biweekly newsletter that focuses on 
education news and events both in Washington, D.C., and around the country. The format makes 
information on federal education policy accessible to everyone from elected officials and 
policymakers to parents and community leaders. The Alliance for Excellent Education is a 
nonprofit organization working to make it possible for America’s secondary school students to 
achieve high standards and graduate prepared for college and success in life. 
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