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TOWARD A MORE LITERATE NATION: Alliance for Excellent Education

Hosts Symposium on Reading and Writing Instruction in Secondary Schools 

For decades, education leaders and policymakers have given high priority to raising the quality 

of reading instruction in the nation’s elementary schools, with the goal of teaching every child to 

decode text fluently by the third grade. We now know—and recent scores on national reading 

tests prove—that many older children need high-quality literacy instruction to comprehend the 

increasingly difficult texts they encounter in history, literature, math, and science classes.

Without this sort of ongoing assistance, they can lose the benefits gained from even the best 

early literacy programs.

Unfortunately, few middle or high schools have a comprehensive approach to teaching literacy 

across the curriculum, nor do they have enough teachers who can identify reading difficulties

and provide the extra help some students need to become effective readers. On November 7, the 

Alliance for Excellent Education hosted a full-day symposium to discuss the challenges involved 

in creating a focus on high-quality adolescent literacy instruction at the secondary school level 

and getting all teachers to buy in to the process.

In welcoming the attendees, Alliance for Excellent Education President Bob Wise alluded to 

the progress made around the issue of adolescent literacy over the last few years. “Five years 

ago, it was pretty hard to find anybody who knew what struggling readers were, much less how 

to help them improve their reading skills,” he said. “Today, we know how many struggling

readers there are, and we know how to help them. Just five years ago, you couldn’t get your own

shadow to attend a symposium on adolescent literacy. Today, it’s standing room only.” 

The first panel examined the elements of good literacy instruction and discussed the specific

literacy features in place in high-performing, high-poverty schools. It also addressed what the 

need for literacy instruction would mean for content area teachers. For example, does every 

teacher need to be a reading teacher? If so, do math, science, literature, social studies, and other 

content area teachers bear precisely the same responsibility for teaching students to read and 

write, or do their responsibilities differ in specific ways?

The second panel focused on the kinds of professional development, incentives, and supports 

that secondary school teachers need to teach reading and writing effectively. It also examined the 

types of questions and concerns content area teachers raise when they are asked to take a greater 

role in literacy instruction. The final panel moved away from the focus on teachers to the larger 

organizational and political conditions in which teaching takes place. It examined what school 

and district leaders and state and federal policymakers can do to encourage real change in the 

ways reading and writing are taught. The panel also discussed obstacles that must be removed in 

order for good middle and high school literacy instruction to flourish.
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“If we want to keep making progress, and if we want to do more than just tinker around the 
edges of our national literacy crisis, we must figure out how to help more teachers become
committed, skilled, and thoughtful instructors of reading and writing,” Wise said. 

More information on the symposium, including handouts and PowerPoint presentations, is 
available at http://www.all4ed.org/events/Nov7symposium.html. Complete audio and video 

from the conference is also available.

BUDGET FIGHTS CONTINUE: Bush Asks for Deeper Cuts; Partisan Battles in 

Congress Erupt Over Cuts to Mandatory Spending Programs 

Over the last few weeks, Republican leaders in Congress have been working to cut spending for 
mandatory programs such as Medicaid, food stamps, and student loans. In an October 26 speech 
to the Economics Club of Washington, President Bush pushed for additional cuts that could 
affect discretionary spending, including education programs.

“Earlier this year I submitted the most disciplined proposal for nonsecurity discretionary
spending since Ronald Reagan was in the White House,” Bush said. “My budget proposed an 
actual cut in spending on nonsecurity discretionary spending. Congress needs to make that cut 
real. I’m open to further across-the-board spending cuts as well.” 

If enacted, an across-the-board spending cut would affect almost every program under the U.S. 
Department of Education, from Title I to GEAR UP and TRIO. As a result, several programs that 
had previously been frozen at last year’s funding level for fiscal year 2006 would see a decrease 
in funding compared to FY 2005.

President Bush also submitted a request for a $2.3 billion package of “rescissions” in order to 
pay for Hurricane Katrina cleanup. These rescissions would take back previously appropriated 
money from 55 programs, including more than $90 million from Smaller Learning Communities.

Congress Continues to Debate Reductions in Mandatory Spending Programs

Last week, Republican leadership in the U.S. House of Representatives decided to pull their
version of a budget reconciliation bill that would cut $54 billion in federal spending over the next 
5 years. The $54 billion included a $14.5 billion cut to student loans, a $9.5 billion reduction in 
Medicare spending, and an $844 million cut to the food stamp program, among others. Earlier 
this month, the Senate approved a bill that would cut $35 billion from the budget but largely 
avoid cuts to beneficiaries of federal antipoverty programs that the House measure contains. 

Many Republicans believe the cuts are necessary to offset the rebuilding costs associated with 
the Gulf Cost hurricanes and will act as an important step in reducing the federal deficit. They 
also argue that their proposed changes would strengthen the programs by closing loopholes and 
reducing inefficiencies. Democrats, however, are quick to say that the cuts will not even pay for
the $70 billion tax cut on which Republicans have already begun work—let alone make a dent in 
the budget deficit, which the Congressional Budget Office projects at $1.6 trillion over 5 years. 
Congress hopes to have all action completed before they adjourn around Thanksgiving. 
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THE SOCIAL COSTS OF INADEQUATE EDUCATION: Research Pegs Costs 

of High School Dropouts at Hundreds of Billions of Dollars 

The United States loses hundreds of billions of dollars each year when young people fail to 
graduate from high school, according to leading educational researchers who presented their 
findings at “The Social Costs of Inadequate Education,” a symposium at Columbia University’s
Teachers College on October 24. The research, documented in 10 papers presented at the 
symposium, found that high school dropouts contribute little in the way of tax revenue or 
productivity, and also present additional burdens to the health care, public assistance, and 
criminal justice systems.

“Educational inequity is first and foremost an issue of justice and fairness,” said Henry R. 

Levin, professor of economics and education at Teachers College and chairman of the 
symposium, “but the research findings we’re presenting today show that it is also an issue that
affects all of us in our daily lives—and will affect our children even more so.” 

According to research by Cecilia E. Rouse, a professor of economics and public affairs at 

Princeton University, high school dropouts earn less, contribute less in taxes, and are more
likely to be unemployed than individuals with a high school diploma. However, a low-paying job 
does much more than limit a high school dropout’s ability to buy a car or build a house; it also 
has a profound effect on federal and state tax coffers. On average, Rouse found that a high 
school dropout pays approximately $1,300 annually in federal income taxes, $300 a year in state 
income taxes, and $1,800 a year in Social Security taxes. An individual with a high school 
diploma would likely contribute twice as much in tax revenue. 

Over the course of a lifetime, individuals with a high school diploma contribute just under 
$60,000 less in lifetime federal and state income taxes. Given these statistics, Rouse calculated 
that America loses more than $50 billion annually in federal and state income taxes for all 23 
million high school dropouts aged 18 to 67, an amount nearly enough to cover the discretionary
expenditures for the U.S. Department of Education in FY 2005 ($56.58 billion).

“The income and tax revenue losses associated with a lack of high school completion are already 
large,” Rouse wrote. “While it is difficult and expensive to improve educational attainment
among those at risk of not completing high school, as a society it will also become increasingly 
costly not to.”

Indeed, a quick look at other research around high school dropouts presented at the symposium
tells the story of higher health-related losses and health-care costs, a greater reliance on 
government support, and higher incidences of crime. For example, Peter Muenning, a public 

health professor at Columbia University, found that America could save $41.8 billion in 
health care costs if 600,000 dropouts from 2004 were to advance 1 additional year in educational 
attainment. In addition, a team of researchers from Columbia University found that if one third 
of all high school dropouts went on to get a high school diploma, the savings could reach $10.8 
billion in reduced costs for food stamps, housing assistance, and spending on Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).
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Enrico Moretti, an economist at the University of California, Berkeley, found that increasing 
the high school completion rate by just 1 percent for all men aged 20 to 60 would save the 
United States up to $1.4 billion annually in reduced costs from crime. He also found that a 1-year 
increase in the average years of schooling could reduce murder and assault by almost 30 percent,
motor vehicle theft by 20 percent, arson by 13 percent, and burglary and larceny by about 6 
percent.

The symposium was the first major research presentation of the Campaign for Educational 
Equity at Teachers College, Columbia University, which was launched in June to help close the 
gap in opportunities and achievement between advantaged and disadvantaged students. More 
information on the symposium, as well as links to the research papers, is available at 
http://www.tc.columbia.edu/centers/EquityCampaign/symposium/resource.asp.

College Faculty Say Student Skills Lacking: 41 Percent Say Students Lack Basic Skills

Only half of postsecondary educators say they are satisfied with the quality of their undergraduate students,
according to a new survey of the nation’s college and university faculty. The survey, conducted by the Higher 
Education Research Institute at UCLA, also found that only 36 percent of faculty believed that students arrived in
college “well prepared,” compared to the 41 percent of faculty who thought that their students lacked basic skills for
college or work.

While educators held less than favorable opinions of their students’ preparedness, students were of a different mind.
In a study the institute did last year, a record 70 percent of entering college students rated themselves as “above
average” or “highest 10 percent” academically.

Educators at public two-year colleges and public four-year universities and colleges were more likely to say that
their students lacked the basic skills necessary for college or work. Faculty at private 4-year colleges and 
universities, which tend to be more selective, were more likely to say that their students were academically well 
prepared, as the chart below indicates.

Agree “somewhat or strongly” All  Universities

Public Private
4-Year Colleges

Public Private
2-Year Colleges

Public Private

Faculty feel that most students
are well prepared academically

36% 37% 67% 28% 45% 22% 21%

Most of the students I teach
lack the basic skills for college-
level work

41% 33% 16% 45% 30% 65% 52%

The complete survey is available at http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/heri/PDFs/ACT-Research%20Brief.PDF.

STATES ENGAGE IN FUZZY MATH: New U.S. Department of Education 

Analysis Finds a Majority of States Way Off on Graduation Rate Calculations 

Eleven states drastically overestimate the number of students who graduate from high school, 
according to the averaged freshman graduation rate (AFGR), a new calculation from the U.S. 
Department of Education. When compared to state-reported graduation rates, 11 states differed 
from the AFGR by 10 percent or more, and 16 states reported differences between 5 and 10 
percent. Only 11 states were within 3 percent of the department-calculated graduation rate. 
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The Biggest Offenders: Largest Discrepancies in 2002–03 Graduation Rates
State State-Reported Graduation Rate Department-Calculated Graduation Rate Difference

North Carolina 97% 70.1% 26.9%

New Mexico 89% 63.1% 25.9%

Mississippi 81% 62.7% 18.3%

Indiana 91% 75.5% 15.5%

South Dakota 96% 83.0% 13.0%

When announcing, in July, that the department would calculate AFGR, Deputy Secretary of 

Education Ray Simon said that the new calculation would address the need for a more
comprehensive and accurate assessment of how many students graduate from high school. In 
addition, the calculation is to serve as a measuring stick to identify the states that are fudging the 
number of students they report as graduating.

“The department will now be able to see national trends better and to identify which states need
to improve their individual reporting the most,” Simon said. “This new figure will give us 
direction as we push for much-needed high school reform.”

According to the analysis, New Jersey (87 percent), North Dakota (86.4 percent), and Wisconsin
(85.8 percent) graduated the highest percentages of their high school students on time. On the 
other end of the spectrum, Washington, D.C. (59.6), South Carolina (59.7 percent), and Georgia 
(60.8 percent) had the lowest graduation rates, according to the department. In addition to 
calculating graduation rates for the states, the department also reported a national graduation rate 
of 73.9 percent for the class of 2003.

While not as accurate as an on-time graduation rate computed using student record data, the 
AFGR can be computed with available data reported by state education agencies. It uses
aggregate student enrollment data to estimate the size of an incoming freshman class and 
aggregate counts of the number of diplomas awarded 4 years later.1 Simon said that the AFGR is 
comparable across states and has been shown to track closely with the true on-time graduation 
rate. This calculation is meant to serve as a placeholder while states develop more
comprehensive data collection systems that can track individual students. 

The complete report, The Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate for Public High School From the 

Common Core of Data is available at http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/2006601.pdf.

A complete chart comparing state-reported graduation rates and the department-calculated
averaged freshman graduation rate is available at 
http://www.all4ed.org/publications/StraightAs/AFGRchart.pdf.

1 According to the analysis, the national AFGR for the class of 2003 is “based on the 2,719,947 diploma recipients
reported for school year 2002–03 divided by the average of the 3,529,963 eighth-grade student enrollment reported
for October 1998–99, the 3,986,992 ninth-grade student enrollment reported for October 1999–2000, and the
3,529,652 tenth-grade student enrollment reported for October 2000–01. The 2,719,947 public school diploma
recipients divided by the 3,682,202 averaged number of public school freshmen, multiplied by 100, results in a 
2002–03 public school graduation rate for the United States of 73.9 percent.”
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MERIT PAY GAINING GROUND?: Denver Voters Approve Plan, Other States 

Consider Paying for Performance

On November 1, voters in Denver approved a $25 million teacher pay-for-performance plan that
will reward teachers for boosting student achievement. Under the plan, called ProComp, 
educators will also receive bonuses for teaching in hard-to-staff subjects such as English-
language acquisition classes or middle school math, and for teaching in high-needs schools. 
Denver will pay for the plan by adding about $2 in property taxes for every $100,000 a home is 
worth. This increase will bring the total amount the city pays for teacher compensation to $225 
million. Voters approved the measure by a 58 percent margin.

Under the current system, teachers with master’s degrees and 13 years of experience can earn no 
more than $54,185. Under ProComp, those teachers could make $80,000–90,000 or more. 
Current teachers have 7 years to decide whether they want to opt in to ProComp, while teachers
hired after January 2006 will be automatically enrolled.

Texas Governor Uses Executive Power to Create Pay-for-Performance Program 

In Texas, Governor Rick Perry (R) used his executive authority to order the state’s first 
incentive-pay program for teachers. The $10 million plan, which stalled in the state legislature 
over questions on funding and structure, will reward teachers who succeed in economically 
disadvantaged schools. 

“Every time a teacher walks through the classroom doors, young lives and the future of Texas 
changes for the better,” Perry said. “While the legislature adjourned with little success, the need 
for education reform is simply too great to wait for lawmakers to overcome their differences.” 

Exactly how much money a teacher will receive is still unclear, although the money will be 
distributed in $100,000 grants to 100 campuses that show marked improvement in student 
performance. Local school officials will then decide how to distribute the incentive grants among
teachers who they believe are making the greatest impact.

Around the country, several other states, including Massachusetts, Maryland, and Florida, have 
considered tying teacher pay to performance. Opponents generally believe that merit pay could 
be divisive and cause animosity between teachers who received bonuses and those who did not. 
Others stress that more money is needed to lift the salaries of all teachers, not just a select few. 

“If the governor really cared about the hardworking teachers of Texas,” said Texas State 

Teachers Association President Donna New Haschke, “he would get behind an across-the-
board teacher pay raise proposal that would move all teacher salaries to at least the national 
average rather than proposing a 5 percent solution that rewards only a handful of teachers and 
leaves 95 percent of our teachers behind.” The national average for teachers is $46,597,
compared to an average of $40,476 in Texas, according to the American Federation of Teachers. 

“Pay-Reform Plan for Teachers OK’d” is available at 
http://www.denverpost.com/frontpage/ci_3173807.
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Secretary Spellings Relaxes High-Quality Teacher Requirements

In a letter to chief state school officers late last month, U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings gave
states and districts an additional year to meet the “highly qualified teacher” requirement in No Child Left Behind.
According to the law, all classes must be taught by a highly qualified teacher—defined as someone who holds at
least a bachelor’s degree, has obtained full state certification, and has demonstrated knowledge in the core academic
subjects he or she teaches—by the end of the 2005–06 school year. 

“Despite the progress we are making, there is still a lot of work to do to ensure that each state can meet the goal that
every child is taught by a highly qualified teacher by the end of the 2005–06 school year,” she wrote. “The purpose
of my letter today is to assure you that states that do not quite meet the 100 percent goal by the end of the 2005–06
school year will not lose federal funds if they are implementing the law and making a good-faith effort to reach the 
[highly qualified teacher] goal in NCLB as soon as possible.”

The department will determine whether a state is implementing the law and making a “good-faith effort” based on
four criteria: 1) the state’s definition of a highly qualified teacher; 2) how the state reports to parents and the public
on classes taught by highly qualified teachers; 3) the completeness and accuracy of highly qualified teacher data 
reported to the department; and 4) the steps the state has taken to ensure that experienced and qualified teachers are
equitably distributed among classrooms with poor and minority children.

According to the secretary’s letter, states that fall short of having highly qualified teachers in every classroom by the
end of the 2005–06 school year, but meet the law’s requirements and the conditions described above, will have the
opportunity to negotiate a revised plan for meeting the law’s requirements by the end of the 2006–07 school year.
However, the letter stresses that the department “reserves the right to take appropriate action such as the withholding
of funds” if states are not in compliance with the law or are not making a good-faith effort.

The secretary’s complete letter is available at http://www.ed.gov/print/policy/elsec/guid/secletter/051021.html.

GovBenefits.gov Website Helps Education Professionals Access Benefit Information

GovBenefits.gov helps teachers and education professionals locate more than 1,000 government benefit programs,
including student loan information and youth risk grant programs, in addition to a myriad of other government
assistance programs. It is a partnership of federal agencies with a shared vision: to provide improved, personalized
access to government assistance programs.

Through this partnership, GovBenefits.gov eliminates the need for people to understand the government's
organizational structure in order to find the information they need. Instead, individuals can search for benefits on the
website by keyword, benefit category, or by a specific state or by answering questions on a confidential
questionnaire.

More information is available at http://govbenefits.gov.

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. 
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