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Ultimately, though, the key to improving results will be to help schools not only to avoid mistakes, but to 
position themselves better to adopt imaginative solutions. In brief, for reform to take hold our states and 
schools must practice purposeful innovation.  
  
To examine the degree to which states have developed such a culture, we focused on eight areas: 

 School Management (including the strength of charter school laws and the percentage of teachers 
who like the way their schools are run)  

 Finance (including the accessibility of state financial data)  

 Staffing: Hiring & Evaluation (including alternative certification for teachers)  

 Staffing: Removing Ineffective Teachers (including the percentage of principals who report barriers to 

the removal of poor-performing teachers)  

 Data (including such measures as state-collected college student remediation data)  

 Technology (including students per Internet-connected computer)  

 Pipeline to Postsecondary (including the percentage of schools reporting dual-enrollment programs)  

 State Reform Environment (an ungraded category that includes data on the presence of reform 
groups and participation in international assessments)  

Our data come from a wide variety of sources, from federal education databases to our own 50-state surveys. 
We should note that the data limitations we encountered were a significant hindrance to our efforts, even more 
so than when we prepared our first Leaders and Laggards report.  
  
We received invaluable assistance from an outside panel of academic experts. We shared our methodology 
with Jack Buckley, professor of applied statistics at New York University; Dan Goldhaber, research professor at 
the University of Washington; Paul Herdman, president of the Rodel Foundation of Delaware; Monica Higgins, 
professor of education at Harvard University; and Richard Ingersoll, professor of education and sociology at the 
University of Pennsylvania. The panel reviewed our approach and results, and provided helpful feedback. 
However, our research team takes full responsibility for the methodology and resulting grades.  
  
In many respects the recent troubles of the auto and newspaper industries provide a cautionary tale for today's 
education policymakers. Analysts predicted structural challenges in both industries for decades. Outside 
consultants urged major change. Yet altering entrenched practices at businesses from General Motors to the 
now-defunct Rocky Mountain News proved enormously difficult. And the results of inaction for both 
organizations were disastrous. The same must not happen to our nation's education system. The stakes are 
just too high.  
  
The findings and recommendations detailed in the following section cover everything from the need for more 
thoughtful use of technology to the overarching importance of giving educators flexibility in meeting shared 
student-achievement goals. In particular, we believe that reform requires a nondoctrinaire emphasis on 
overhauling the status quo and replacing it, not with some imagined one best system, but with a new 
performance-oriented culture that may take many forms. In the end, we think of educational innovation not as a 
fad but as the prerequisite for deep, systematic change, the kind of change that is necessary--and long 
overdue.  
  
As we observed two years ago in our first Leaders and Laggards report, even as businesses have 
revolutionized their practices, "student achievement has remained stagnant and our K-12 schools have stayed 
remarkably unchanged--preserving, as if in amber, the routines, culture, and operations of a 1930s 



manufacturing plant." Now, as we look forward, our aim is nothing less than to crush the amber. That is the 
challenge before us. 
  

 

 

Major Findings 

We set out in this report to evaluate the innovation gap in American education, identifying key problem areas and 
seeking promising solutions. The results were deeply troubling. From weak data capacity to anachronistic finance 
systems, schools just do not have the ability to respond to 21st century educational challenges. And our nation has 
not done nearly enough to help.  
  
To be sure, there are some bright spots on the educational landscape. Most states now have charter schools, for 
example, and almost every state has some sort of alternative teacher certification program. But for the most part, the 
delivery of education remains hidebound: across our categories, not a single state earned As in more than one or two 
areas, and most received a host of Cs and Ds. Perhaps most disheartening, we were not able to document the full 
extent of the innovation problem. We simply could not find enough reliable information to evaluate important 
questions such as the flexibility of the state reform environment, the effectiveness of state and district policies for 
hiring school leaders, and whether investments in educational technology are paying off.  
  
What we did uncover raises disturbing concerns about the future of our nation's education system. It should inspire 
not just another round of political handwringing, but real and focused action. 
  
Among our major findings:  
  
Rigid education bureaucracies impede quality schooling. Ninety percent of teachers say that routine duties and 

paperwork interfere with their teaching, according to our analysis of the 2007-2008 Schools and Staffing Survey 
(SASS), a nationally representative survey of teachers and principals administered every four years by the National 
Center for Education Statistics. Only about one-third of teachers approve of how their schools are run. Throughout 
our educational system, a traditionalist school culture limits autonomy and innovation.  
  
State finance systems are opaque, inefficient, and undermine innovation. The jumbled patchwork of spending 

programs in each state provides schools almost no room to spend resources in more effective ways. Our survey of 
the 50 states and the District of Columbia found that there are 23 states that each have more than 40 different school 
funding programs. These programs operate not only with little flexibility, but also little transparency. Only about half of 
the states make basic data easily available on the Internet, making it difficult for the public to hold schools 
accountable for how they spend their money.  
  
The teacher pipeline fails to provide a diverse pool of high-quality educators. In some states, such as Iowa and 

Nebraska, almost no teachers enter the profession through alternative certification programs, which make it easier for 
talented liberal arts graduates and midcareer professionals to enter the classroom without conventional teaching 
preparation. At the same time, school leaders lack the authority to recruit the best candidates: Fewer than half of the 
principals in states, such as Oklahoma and North Dakota, report having a major degree of influence over teacher 
hiring. 
  
Teacher evaluations are not based on performance. State systems for evaluating the effectiveness of teachers 

are focused almost entirely on inputs such as training and years of experience, even though these factors have been 
shown to have little impact on student achievement. By contrast, only four states require evidence of student learning 
to be the major factor in teacher evaluations.  
  
Major barriers exist to the removal of poor-performing teachers. Seventy-two percent of principals say that 

tenure policies are a barrier to firing ineffective teachers, according to our analysis of federal SASS data. Another 
61% say that teacher unions are an obstacle. Without the ability to remove ineffective teachers from the classroom, 
school leaders cannot build a cohesive school culture, create an environment of accountability, and ensure that all 
students will learn.  
  
The outcome of state technology spending is unknown. Despite a systematic effort to examine the Web-based 



materials available from every state department of education, we found no evidence that any state had conducted a 
large-scale technology return-on-investment study. Instead, states collect data largely on student access to 
computers and the Internet. While technology has the potential to reinvent education delivery, without information on 
outcomes states will not know whether their investment in technology is well spent.  
  
State data systems provide limited information on school operations and outcomes. States have made 

substantial improvements to their education data systems, but they still barely skim the surface of school operations, 
failing to answer basic capacity questions such as the degree to which professional development improves student 
outcomes. To foster entrepreneurial schools that can respond to new challenges, states must provide educators, 
policymakers, and the public with better information.  
  
Schools provide too little access to college-level coursework. In most cases, dual-enrollment programs (in which 

students attend high school while enrolling in select collegiate courses) are a win-win educational strategy. They 
allow high school students to take advanced coursework and gain college credit while boosting college readiness and 
breaking down the often meaningless boundaries between high school and college. But our research shows that 
fewer than two-thirds of schools report having such programs. In Delaware, for example, only about a quarter of 
schools have dual-enrollment programs.  
  
Only one state, Hawaii, has created a student-based funding system. In almost every state, education dollars do 

not follow students to the schools they attend according to their needs. Instead, funds are distributed based on 
factors that have little to do with students, such as the number of teachers in a school or the kind of educational 
programs that a school provides. Such financial practices make it nearly impossible for principals to allocate 
resources in new and innovative ways. While some districts have adopted student-based funding schemes, so far no 
state has emulated Hawaii's effort to ensure that education dollars truly follow the child.  
  
States lack a culture of education advocacy. Innovation-focused reform will require deep reserves of political 

capital because entrenched interests will fight meaningful changes. But few leaders have stepped forward to create 
the political conditions for reform. In 2009, for instance, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce's Institute for a Competitive 
Workforce conducted a survey of chambers of commerce and other state and local business leaders. It found that 
many business leaders believed that there was little support in their state for key reforms. Only 12% thought there 
was a great deal of support from elected state officials for charter schools, while just 7% believed there was a good 
deal of support from state officials for bonuses for effective teachers.  

 

Recommendations 

Our call for educational innovation is intended to be both philosophical and practical. Philosophical because 

we do not wish to dictate specific policies, but rather to see a dramatic change in how we approach 

educational challenges. Practical because we recognize that, along with broad principles, educators need 

concrete examples of reforms that are working. Thus, we propose a framework for change intended to 

address the structural problems facing our nation's education systems, while at the same time providing real-

world examples of practices that have the potential to significantly improve student learning.  

  

The hallmark of the approach we advocate is responsible flexibility. Educators should have the opportunity to 

assess challenges, to devise smarter, more effective solutions-and then to be held accountable for the results 

they deliver. Essential here are the same principles that have historically undergirded American success in 

any endeavor: a respect for individual initiative, creative problem solving, the dynamic use of technology, and 

the power of sensibly configured markets. Applying these values implies the need for fresh thinking, whether 

the issue is teacher compensation, teacher certification, charter schooling, or the creation of new schools.  

  

At the same time, we wish to avoid romanticism regarding school choice, markets, and the for-profit sector. As 

the world has learned repeatedly in the past decade, markets are far from flawless. Thoughtful market 

champions have long made clear that markets are merely a tool for channeling human ingenuity, so it matters 

immensely how those markets are designed and what they reward. The key is to find appropriate measures of 



whether schools, teachers, and policymakers are promoting quality teaching and learning, then to create 

systems that encourage and reward success.  

  

Our analysis of the innovation gap in American education leads us to recommend the following reforms.  

  

More Flexibility  
States and districts must--  

  

Empower schools and principals. To take one example, 65% of principals report that undue documentation 

is a barrier to firing ineffective teachers. That is an unacceptably high figure at a time when evidence is 

mounting that good teachers are crucial to boosting student achievement.  

  

Develop student-based funding policies and other more flexible approaches to school funding. When 

money follows students based on their needs, school funds will be spent more effectively and achievement is 

likely to improve.  

  

Reinvent education management. State systems of schooling are broken and outdated. This problem may 

sound familiar, but that only underscores its severity. Reinvention calls for nothing less than a seismic shift on 

the part of states, from micromanaging districts through bureaucratic and irrelevant funding schemes, 

program initiatives, and policies to creating a flexible, performance-focused management system that is loose 

on inputs and strict on school outcomes.  

  

Rethink the school day and calendar. Right now some students simply do not have enough time in the 

classroom to make the academic progress they sorely need. More time by itself is by no means a panacea, of 

course. But rethinking the school day or year can provide more opportunity and flexibility to support world-

class teaching and learning.  

  

Better Accountability  
States and districts must--  

  

Hold individuals and organizations responsible for performance. Innovation should not take place in a 

vacuum. States must develop better accountability measures, insisting on transparency, measuring 

outcomes, and taking action based on those results. Policymakers must make sure that low-performing 

districts and schools-including charter schools-face strong sanctions.  

  

Reform teacher pay and reward teachers whose performance improves student achievement. Such 

plans are not easy to design or implement, but they are vital. States should look to models such as 

Minnesota's Q Comp program, a pay-for-performance model that gives teachers detailed evaluations while 



also measuring their students' academic performance.  

 Develop statewide longitudinal data systems and provide better information to schools, teachers, and 

the public. Until we understand the nature and extent of our educational problems, we will not be able to fix 

them. 

  

More Capacity  
States and districts must-- 

  

Provide teachers with focused professional development on key topics such as use of data and 

technology. High-tech tools are of little use unless teachers in the trenches can take advantage of them.  

  

Research and develop promising instructional practices and school models. Industry has come to 

recognize the huge importance of research and development to its future success; educators must do the 

same.  

  

Support innovative schools and programs through capacity-building organizations. The potential of 

great schools often remains untapped without help building internal resources, refining workable models, and 

expanding. A small but growing number of capacity-building groups, including The Mind Trust, the Charter 

School Growth Fund, and New Schools for New Orleans, help schools do just that-and these organizations 

themselves need support as they expand.  

  

An End to Monopolies  
States and districts must-- 

  

Support charter schools and other forms of public school choice.* Choice does not ensure success. But 

by permitting experimentation and providing alternatives for students and families, choice creates 

opportunities for creative problem solving and customized approaches to meeting student needs. Thus, it is 

an essential proving ground for innovation. 

  

Bring down the barriers between high school and college by developing dual-enrollment and early 

college programs. The distinction between 12th grade and the first year of college is artificial, the product of 

historic norms that are no longer relevant to today's learners. This divide leaves some students unchallenged 

in high school, unready for college, or both. There is growing evidence that early college and dual-enrollment 

programs, by bridging this gap, can strengthen the educational pipeline at a crucial junction. We need more of 

them.  

  

Broaden the pool of potential teachers and support alternative certification programs. If teachers are 

the single most important determinant of student learning, it is increasingly important to cast a wide net and 



 

allow the best candidates to enter the profession, whether or not they have conventional education-school 

credentials.  

  

 

A Stronger Reform Environment 
States and districts must-- 

  

Support state efforts to create common academic standards linked to rigorous assessments. While 

federal educational standards have long been controversial, we heartily endorse the growing movement to 

establish shared benchmarks among states to allow apples-to-apples comparisons of student achievement. 

These common academic standards should be aligned with international assessments to allow for cross-

national comparisons.  

  

Support state reform organizations. State-level nonprofits, many working closely with the business 

community, have been instrumental to the success of many forward-looking education initiatives. They should 

be expanded.  

  

Encourage entrepreneurial organizations such as Teach for America and Wireless Generation. These 

mold-breaking ventures have changed the terms of the education debate in a very short time. Even as they go 

to scale, many more such experiments are needed.  

  

In conclusion, we reiterate that we have no illusions that some idealized, top-down package of reforms should 

be substituted for today's failing system. Quite the contrary. But the status quo needs to be disrupted for 

purposeful innovation to thrive. Only then will our nation's students receive the kind of education that they 

deserve.  

 * While the co-authors of this report firmly agree about the importance of public school choice, they have a 

good-faith disagreement about the merits of other forms of school choice, such as school vouchers and tuition 

tax credits. For more information, please see page 16 of the full report (PDF). 

 

  

 

http://www.uschamber.com/assets/icw/09reportcard/09_leadersandlaggards.pdf

