
 

 

TIME TO “LEARN”: Comprehensive Literacy Bill Introduced in Congress 

 

On November 5, U.S. Senator Patty Murray (D-WA) introduced the Literacy Education for 

All, Results for the Nation (LEARN) Act, a comprehensive literacy bill that would authorize 

$2.35 billion to support state and local programs to ensure that children from birth through grade 

twelve have the reading and writing skills necessary for success in school and beyond. The 

following day, U.S. Representatives John Yarmuth (D-KY) and Jared Polis (D-CO) 

introduced a companion bill in the U.S. House of Representatives. Joining Senator Murray as 

original cosponsors are Senators Al Franken (D-MN) and Sherrod Brown (D-OH). 

Representative George Miller (D-CA), the chairman of the House Education and Labor 

Committee, is an original cosponsor of the House bill. 

 

“Literacy must be education priority number one,” said Murray. “It’s the building block that 

keeps students engaged in school and on track to college and a successful career. The LEARN 

Act will provide a new comprehensive and statewide approach to literacy. It will help ensure that 

high-quality literacy instruction starts early and continues through high school for students who 

need extra support. The LEARN Act also comes at a critical time for Washington state as budget 

cutbacks continue to affect the resources available to address literacy.” 

 

The fastest-growing professions have very high literacy demands, but almost half of all high 

school graduates and nearly all students who fail to obtain a high school diploma lack the literacy 

skills needed to succeed in college and work. This problem does not start in high school; it can 

be detected at all educational levels. According to the most recent results on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), in both fourth and eighth grade, only about one 

third of all students read at a level considered proficient for their grade. 

 

Of the $2.35 billion included in the bill for comprehensive literacy programs, 10 percent would 

go to programs for children from birth to age five, 40 percent would be allocated to programs for 

students in kindergarten to fifth grade, and 40 percent would go to programs for students in 

grades six through twelve. The bill would also require a rigorous national evaluation of the 

programs that includes stringent conflict of interest restrictions for the programs’ peer review 

process. 

 

The bill would also work to enhance each state’s role in improving literacy instruction by 

supporting the formation of state literacy leadership teams and the development of 

comprehensive state literacy plans that include a needs assessment and an implementation plan 
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to ensure high-quality instruction in reading and writing from early education through grade 

twelve. 

 

The LEARN Act would also support school districts’ creation of high-quality literacy programs 

in schools by targeting funds to low-income schools and provide high-quality professional 

development for instructional staff, providing teachers with expertise in literacy instruction, 

analyzing data to improve student learning, and effective implementation of literacy instruction 

strategies. It would also provide students with explicit, systematic, and developmentally 

appropriate instruction in reading and writing, including but not limited to vocabulary 

development, phonemic awareness, the use of diverse texts, and the use of technology for 

generating and presenting ideas.  

 

“By introducing the LEARN Act, Senator Murray and Representatives Yarmuth and Polis have 

outlined a comprehensive approach to teaching reading and comprehension that would move 

away from the current practice of siloing literacy instruction based on grade level and toward an 

approach that supports children from the cradle through commencement and ensures that they 

have the literacy skills necessary to succeed in college and careers,” said Bob Wise, president of 

the Alliance for Excellent Education and former governor of West Virginia. 

 

More information on the bill is available at 

http://www.all4ed.org/federal_policy/legislative_updates/LEARNAct.  

 

 

TEACHING FOR A NEW WORLD: New Alliance Brief Offers a New Vision for 

High School Teacher Preparation 

 

Despite pockets of excellence across the country, there are far too few teacher preparation 

programs that provide high school teachers with the skills they need to educate all students to be 

college and career ready, according to a new policy brief from the Alliance for Excellent 

Education, funded by MetLife Foundation. The brief, Teaching for a New World: Preparing 

High School Educators to Deliver College- and Career-Ready Instruction, offers a new vision 

for secondary school teacher preparation and outlines how federal policy can support it.  

 

“The job of teaching has changed, but in many cases, the preparation of teacher candidates has 

not,” said Alliance President Bob Wise. “Too many high school educators are walking into the 

classroom on their first day without the skills they need to prepare students for college and 

careers. And they are facing a more diverse group of learners than teachers have ever faced in 

this country. Until the nation transforms the way it trains teachers, too many students will 

continue to receive a subpar education with devastating personal and societal consequences.” 

 

According to the brief, educating all students to the high standards now required for success in 

college and careers requires a host of new skills that many secondary school teachers do not 

currently develop during pre-service preparation or in-service professional development. “While 

it may not have required as much preparation for prospective high school teachers whose main 

responsibility was to educate the students who were already college directed, preparing all 

students for college and careers changes the nature of the teaching job and, therefore, how 

prospective teacher candidates need to be trained,” the brief reads. 

http://www.all4ed.org/federal_policy/legislative_updates/LEARNAct
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Teaching for a New World identifies five critical areas for teachers to develop competency 

before they enter the classroom in order to be effective: 

 

 the ability to work with diverse learners, including special education students and English 

language learners; 

 the capacity to teach adolescent literacy skills regardless of the content area; 

 the ability to effectively use assessment and data to impact teaching and learning; 

 the ability to teach in specialized teaching environments, including urban and rural 

settings; and 

 the ability to convey content knowledge to students in a clear manner, tailored to the 

academic discipline. 

 

According to the brief, the federal government historically has taken on an extremely limited role 

with regard to pre-service teacher preparation. It acknowledges that there is a constant effort to 

improve and strengthen the Higher Education Act—the federal legislation that most directly 

affects teacher education—but points out that the provisions have focused primarily on the 

development of a few model programs and have been limited and weakly funded. In order to 

transform pre-service preparation to meet the needs of twenty-first-century students, the brief 

argues that the federal government must take bolder actions by truly investing in the training of 

teacher candidates. 

 

Specifically, the brief says that the federal government can and should encourage the creation of 

performance-based assessments that fairly and accurately measure the effectiveness of individual 

teacher candidates as well as teacher preparation programs. It adds that the federal government 

should also work to increase the supply of high-quality teachers by supporting effective 

programs and closing ineffective programs. 

 

Through the stimulus package, the Obama administration makes clear its commitment to 

developing more robust data systems that allow teacher and student information to be linked. 

The brief calls this commitment an “excellent first step” and states that the federal government 

should continue to support statewide longitudinal data systems that require teacher performance 

data linked to and shared with teacher preparation programs so they can track the effectiveness 

of their candidates and improve their pre-service preparation.  

 

Teaching for a New World also calls for a greater focus on teacher performance instead of 

teacher education coursework. It notes that there is no universal standard for a candidate’s 

performance before becoming the teacher of record. “Just as many states have recently 

recognized that students will benefit from a common set of standards, so too would teacher 

candidates benefit from a common set of performance standards, no matter their preparation 

pathway,” the brief reads. It points out that the foundation is already being built by accrediting 

organizations as well as the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards in setting 

universal standards for master teachers.  

 

“With standards in place for what all teachers should know and be able do, the federal 

government should then encourage states to closely evaluate and grant program approval to both 

traditional and alternative programs that ensure secondary candidates can provide their students a 
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college- and career-ready education as well as provide funding to those models, traditional and 

alternative, that train teachers to be successful in the twenty-first-century classroom,” the brief 

reads. “Such a development would shift state program approval of all programs from inputs such 

as courses and competencies for teachers to the most meaningful output: the success of the 

teachers’ students.” 

 

Teaching for a New World: Preparing High School Educators to Deliver College- and Career-

Ready Instruction is available at http://www.all4ed.org/files/TeachingForANewWorld.pdf.  

 

READY, WILLING, AND UNABLE TO SERVE: New Report Says 75 Percent of Young 

People Are Unable to Enlist in the Military 
 

Approximately 75 percent of young people aged seventeen to twenty-four are unable to enlist in the military because 

they fail to graduate from high school, have a criminal record, or are physically unfit, according to a new report from 

Mission: Readiness, a nonprofit organization led by senior retired military leaders, including two former chairmen of 

the joint chiefs of staff. To combat this problem, the report, Ready, Willing, and Unable to Serve, released on 

November 5, calls for a greater investment in high-quality early learning programs to ensure that more young people 

are eligible to serve. 

 

“These are the same young people we depend on to serve in times of need and ultimately protect this nation,” said 

former NATO Supreme Commander General Wesley Clark. “Support for high-quality early education will help 

ensure that more people are on track for successful careers, including military service.” 

 

Approximately one out of four young people lack a high school diploma. Additionally, many young people who do 

graduate from high school still fail the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT)—which is used to determine math 

and reading skills—and cannot join the military. According to the report, about 30 percent of potential recruits with 

a high school diploma take the AFQT and fail it. Some individuals who have obtained a General Equivalency 

Degree (GED) can receive a waiver if they score well enough on the AFQT. 

 

Other barriers to enlistment are criminal records and poor physical fitness. The report notes that one in ten young 

adults cannot join because they have at least one prior conviction for a felony or serious misdemeanor. Nearly 30 

percent of young Americans are rejected because they are too overweight to join the military. Other individuals are 

unqualified because they have other health problems such as eyesight or hearing problems or mental health issues. 

 

In order to take in fewer young people who have a criminal record, are overweight, or have no high school diploma, 

the U.S. Army has been spending about $22,000 per recruit in enlistment bonuses. During the current economic 

recession, the military has experienced a surge in enlistments, but the report cautions that the challenge of finding 

high-quality recruits will return once the economy begins to grow. 

 

To decrease high school dropout rates and cut crime, the report recommends increased investments in high-quality 

early education. It cites several research studies that show children in early education programs are more likely to 

graduate from high school and less likely to be chronic offenders. 

 

The complete report is available at http://www.missionreadiness.org/press110509.html.  

 

 

NEW NCES REPORT MAPS STATE PROFICIENCY ONTO NAEP SCALES: 

Report Finds Wide Variation Among States in the Rigor of Their Standards 

 

A new report from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) finds that many states set 

standards for proficiency that fall below the basic standard on the National Assessment for 

Educational Progress (NAEP). According to the report, Mapping State Proficiency Standards 

Onto NAEP Scales: 2005–2007, thirty-one states set fourth-grade standards for proficiency that 

http://www.all4ed.org/files/TeachingForANewWorld.pdf
http://www.missionreadiness.org/press110509.html
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were lower than the cut point for basic on NAEP. The same was true for fifteen states on eighth-

grade reading tests. In math, seven states fall into this category for fourth-grade tests while eight 

do so for eighth grade. 

 

In order to map state standards onto the NAEP scale, NCES found the point on the NAEP scale 

at which the percentage of students who score above that point equals the percentage of students 

who meet the state’s own performance standard. For example, in state A, the score at which 66 

percent of students score above proficient is equal to 191 on the NAEP scale. In state B, 

however, the point at which 66 percent of students score above proficient is equal to 212 on the 

NAEP scale. (Much more information on the mapping process is available in the report). The 

main point to take away from the mapping process is that a higher scale score means that a state 

has set a higher bar for proficiency on its state test. 
 

For eighth-grade reading, the average NAEP scale equivalent score was 246, which is only three 

points higher than the NAEP cut point for basic performance (243). The NAEP score for 

proficient is 281—only South Carolina has a scale score at or above the NAEP proficient score. 

As shown in the table below, South Carolina and Missouri have the most difficult standards for 

proficiency in eighth-grade reading while Tennessee and Georgia have the least difficult 

standards. 
 

Highest and Lowest NAEP Scale Equivalent Scores in Eighth-Grade Reading, 2007 
State NAEP Scale Score  State NAEP Scale Score 

South Carolina 281  Tennessee 211 

Missouri 272  Georgia 215 

Minnesota 266  North Carolina 217 

Vermont 263  Texas 222 

Florida 262  West Virginia 229 
Note: The average NAEP scale equivalent score is 246. The NAEP cut score is 243 for basic and 281 for proficient. The higher 

the scale score, the higher the bar for proficiency on that state’s test. 

 

The St. Joseph News-Press said that Cheri Patterson, associate superintendent in Missouri, 

thinks that the study is a double-edged sword. “On one hand, she likes the fact that Missouri 

holds its students and teachers to high levels of expectation,” the newspaper reported. “What she 

doesn’t like is the fact that Missouri is unfairly judged and compared to other districts that do not 

have the same level of expectation.” 
 

In eighth-grade math, the mean NAEP scale equivalent was 271 on the NAEP scale, which is 

above the NAEP cut point for basic performance (262). As shown in the table below, two states, 

South Carolina and Massachusetts have a scale higher than the 299 proficient score on NAEP. 

Meanwhile, ten states have a scale score below the NAEP basic score.  
 

Highest and Lowest NAEP Scale Equivalent Scores in Eighth-Grade Math, 2007 
State NAEP Scale Score  State NAEP Scale Score 

South Carolina 312  Tennessee 234 

Massachusetts 302  Georgia 243 

Hawaii 294  Oklahoma 249 

Missouri 289  Illinois 251 

Washington 286  Connecticut 252 
Note: The average NAEP scale equivalent score is 271. The NAEP cut score for is 262 for basic and 299 for proficient. The 

higher the scale score, the higher the bar for proficiency on that state’s test. 

http://www.stjoenews.net/news/2009/nov/09/map-test-among-countrys-hardest/?local
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 “Mapping state standards for proficient performance on the NAEP scales showed wide variation 

among states in the rigor of their standards,” the report reads. “The implication is that students of 

similar academic skills, but residing in difference states, are being evaluated against different 

standards for proficiency in reading and mathematics.” 

 

“Today’s study confirms what we’ve known for a long time: States are setting the bar too low,” 

said U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan. “In all but a few cases, states aren’t expecting 

students to meet NAEP’s standard of proficiency. Far too many states are telling students that 

they are proficient when they actually are performing below NAEP’s basic level. At a time when 

we should be raising standards to compete in the global economy, more states are lowering the 

bar than raising it. We’re lying to our children when we tell them they’re proficient but they’re 

not achieving at a level that will prepare them for success once they graduate.” 
 

The report also compares how 2007 NAEP scale equivalents for state standards match up with 

those estimated for 2005 and examines whether NAEP’s and a state’s assessment agree on the 

changes in the proportion of students who meet that standard for proficiency from 2005 to 2007. 
 

The complete report is available at 

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/studies/2010456.asp.  

 

 

ACHIEVING GRADUATION FOR ALL: A New Report Offers Governors a Plan of 

Action to Tackle the High School Dropout Crisis 

 

A new report from the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) 

calls on the nation’s governors to take action to address the high school dropout crisis. Achieving 

Graduation for All: A Governor’s Guide to Dropout Prevention and Recovery prescribes four 

specific strategies for governors to confront the dropout challenge and enact effective solutions 

to raise the graduation rate.  
 

“Governors have led the effort to shine a light on the growing high school dropout problem that 

has serious implications for youth, the country’s workforce and our economy,” said Colorado 

Governor Bill Ritter (D). “Even though we are in the worst fiscal environment in decades, now 

is the time to move from illuminating the problem to solving it by enacting policies that work 

toward 100 percent high school graduation.” 
 

The long-term economic benefits of reducing the dropout rate, which are critical in today’s 

current financial environment, are emphasized throughout the report. In addition, the NGA 

Center recommends that governors institute a comprehensive approach with multiple policy 

changes in order to be successful in their efforts. Governors must also devise a plan that takes 

into account the specific nature and scope of the dropout problem within their own unique state 

borders.  
 

The first recommendation for governors is to promote a clear message of “high school 

graduation for all” and to stand behind that message by taking key steps such as counting 

graduation rates heavily in state accountability systems, rather than only giving weight to student 

test scores. According to the report, fifteen states currently factor four-year cohort graduation 

rates into their state accountability systems and an additional twenty-five plan to follow suit in 

http://www.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2009/10/10292009.html
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/studies/2010456.asp
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the near future. To further tout the importance of high school graduation, governors should 

assign responsibility for dropout prevention and recovery programs at the state and local levels.  

In some states, part of the dropout problem stems from outdated laws that allow students to drop 

out of school before they turn a certain age. For example, in twenty-nine states, students under 

age eighteen can drop out of school and in twenty-one of those states students can drop out as 

early as age sixteen. These passé laws send the unintended message to students that not everyone 

needs a high school diploma to survive in today’s workforce, the report says. To address this 

situation, governors should raise the maximum compulsory school attendance to age eighteen 

and increase the maximum allowable age for public education to age twenty-one or above in 

order to provide older youth with an expanded timeline to earn a traditional high school diploma.  
 

Achieving Graduation for All also advises governors to target the most at-risk students by 

developing and investing in early-warning data systems in schools. These systems make use of 

basic student academic and attendance data to flag students at high risk of dropping out. (To 

learn more about early-warning systems, read the Alliance for Excellent Education’s report 

Using Early-Warning Data to Improve Graduation Rates: Closing Cracks in the Education 

System.) Once at-risk students have been identified, they should be connected to additional 

resources such as graduation coaches, community schools, and personalized learning plans. The 

report’s authors stress the importance of using data to invest in promising strategies and dropout 

prevention techniques.  
 

Because state funding streams are not currently set up to encourage school districts to reengage 

dropouts, most schools have little incentive to use valuable resources to track down students who 

have left school, the report finds. To combat this situation, the report challenges governors to 

create school incentives for dropout recovery programs. In particular, it calls for school reentry 

options for juvenile offenders because they endure many difficulties in trying to reenter the 

school system, or, if they do reenroll, in catching up academically with their peers.  

 

Lastly, the report recommends that governors provide rigorous, relevant options for students to 

earn a high school diploma. “Blaming a child for not succeeding in school, when the school is 

not succeeding is unacceptable,” the report argues. To address this problem, the NGA Center 

calls for turning around low-performing schools and investing in new and effective learning 

programs. The report points out that student accreditation in high school should be changed to be 

based on actual learning and knowledge acquired, rather than “seat time,” which is the number of 

hours students spend in the classroom.  

 

The complete report is available at 

http://www.nga.org/Files/pdf/0910ACHIEVINGGRADUATION.PDF. 

 

 

Straight A’s: Public Education Policy and Progress is a biweekly newsletter that focuses on 

education news and events both in Washington, DC 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 six million at-risk middle and 

high school students to achieve high standards and graduate prepared for college and success in 

life. 

http://www.all4ed.org/files/EWI.pdf
http://www.all4ed.org/files/EWI.pdf
http://www.nga.org/Files/pdf/0910ACHIEVINGGRADUATION.PDF
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