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About This Review

In August 1999, State Superintendent of Education Glenn “Max” McGee invited Achieve,
Inc. to organize a short external review of systemic education reform in Illinois. The review
was sponsored by the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) and co-planned with staff from
ISBE and the Illinois Business Roundtable. The review was designed to complement the
more extensive, in-depth benchmarking analysis of Illinois’ academic standards and assessments
that Achieve had undertaken several months earlier at Superintendent McGee’s request. The
purpose of this review was to place the major findings from the benchmarking study into a
broader policy context and to provide the superintendent, his leadership team, ISBE, and key
business and governmental leaders with an outside perspective on the status of Illinois’ educa-
tion reform efforts. This report incorporates the principal findings of the benchmarking study
of Illinois’ standards and assessments and then focuses on the state’s role in four key areas:
strengthening the quality of the teaching force; helping districts build capacity to implement
reforms in teaching and learning; holding districts and schools accountable for results; and sus-
taining public support for standards-based reform. 

Achieve assembled a review team whose members have expertise in several areas that were
of particular concern to reform leaders in Illinois. The review team analyzed a comprehen-
sive set of written documents dealing with various aspects of the state’s education system,
with a special focus on recent policy initiatives (a complete list of these documents is pro-
vided in Appendix A). The review team then spent three days in Illinois in early December
interviewing a cross-section of leaders from government, education, business and other stake-
holder groups, as well as senior staff from ISBE (a complete list of those interviewed is
included in Appendix B). After conducting these interviews, the reviewers compared notes
and impressions and drafted this report. Although we invited staff from ISBE to review a draft
for factual accuracy, the observations and conclusions in the report are entirely our own. 

We are keenly aware of the limits of this kind of review and of the dangers inherent in offer-
ing up findings and recommendations based upon such limited exposure to a rich and com-
plex set of issues. We also are painfully aware that despite the very real progress we have
made over the past decade in learning what works in education reform, there is much we do
not yet know. These caveats aside, we have attempted to provide state policymakers with
our best judgement about the strengths and shortcomings of Illinois’ reform strategy. We
much admire the willingness of Superintendent McGee and other leaders to open their work
to external scrutiny, and we hope this report will prove helpful to those with policymaking
responsibility for the education of Illinois’ schoolchildren. 
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I. INTRODUCTION: THE ILLINOIS CONTEXT

AND REFORM STRATEGY

Over the past 15 years, school reform increasingly has become a central concern of policymakers, civic
leaders and the general public. From the 1983 release of A Nation at Risk through the National Educa-
tion Summits in 1989, 1996 and, most recently, 1999, Americans have acknowledged that the quality
of our civic life and economic prosperity depend largely on our ability to ensure that all young people
leave school with a solid foundation of academic knowledge and skills. To this end, virtually every state
in the union now is engaged in raising its expectations for student performance and crafting policies
designed to enable students to meet these expectations. 

Now that new academic standards are in place in virtually every state, educators, policymakers and the
public are beginning to focus their attention on the big question: What will it take to enable virtually
all students to meet higher standards? Although there is no single right answer to this question, the
action statement adopted by the governors, corporate chief executives and education leaders who par-
ticipated in the 1999 National Education Summit reflects an emerging consensus that states must con-
centrate on meeting four challenges: creating and sustaining a quality education workforce; ensuring
that all students are exposed to a rich curriculum aligned with standards and providing extra time and
learning opportunities for students who are furthest behind; designing an accountability system that
provides incentives and rewards for success, intervention and support for schools in trouble, and conse-
quences for persistent low performance; and building sufficient public understanding and will to sustain
support for these reforms through the inevitable pain of early implementation. 

Each state must respond to these issues in a way that is consistent with its own history, governance sys-
tem, political culture and demographics. Illinois faces some specific challenges, given its size, diversity
and decentralized governance system. The state contains 927 school districts, 45 regional education
offices and roughly 4,230 schools. Taken as a whole, Illinois’ student population is sizable and diverse.
Of the 2 million children served by the K–12 education system, 38 percent are students of color, 19
percent are in poverty, and 12 percent have disabilities requiring special services. While most of Illinois’
landscape is rural, almost 50 percent of the state’s student population is enrolled in schools in 53 large
districts. Urban areas in particular serve not only a higher proportion of students, but stronger concen-
trations of special student populations. The Chicago Public School System presents the most unique
political and educational subsystem within the state, as it serves more than 20 percent of all Illinois stu-
dents, including 96 percent of the state’s low-income students, 56 percent of the state’s limited-English-
proficient students, and 50 percent of the state’s minority student population. The state Legislature
repeatedly has recognized the extraordinary challenges within the Chicago school system with special
legislation that outlines unique governance arrangements and targeted educational programs for the
Chicago system alone. These features must be taken into account when considering appropriate state
policies aimed at influencing and improving a system of education.

1Taking Stock — Illinois Achieve, Inc. 2000



STANDARDS AND ASSESSMENTS

Illinois has worked carefully and thoughtfully over the past several years to put into place the key build-
ing blocks of a standards-based education system. Its first major reform initiative came in 1985, with the
passage of an omnibus education bill that established learning goals in six core subjects and a statewide
assessment program, the Illinois Goals Assessment Program (IGAP), to measure student progress against
the learning goals. The learning goals remained in place until 1997, when they were replaced by the Illi-
nois Learning Standards. The standards are accompanied by benchmarks, which serve as indicators of
progress on five education levels toward meeting the standards: early elementary, late elementary, mid-
dle/junior high school, early high school and late high school. Draft performance standards also have
been developed to explicate the levels of performance needed to meet the learning standards. 

In 1997, the state also began the process of developing a new statewide assessment program (to replace
IGAP) to measure achievement of the learning standards. The Illinois Standards Achievement Test
(ISAT) assesses students in reading, writing and mathematics at grades 3, 5, 8 and 10, and in social stud-
ies and science at grades 4, 7 and 11. The Prairie State Achievement Exam, a high school exam cur-
rently under development, will assess students in all of these five subjects and qualify students for an
honors designation, beginning in 2001. 

TEACHER PREPARATION AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

As the state has been phasing in its new learning standards and learning tests, it also has been engaged in
overhauling its teacher preparation and licensing requirements and in substantially strengthening its
recertification requirements. The state’s strategy has drawn heavily on the recommendations of the
National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, as outlined in its 1996 report What Matters

Most: Teaching for America’s Future. The state has adopted a set of content-area standards for teachers that
can be linked directly to the Illinois Learning Standards for students and is intended to drive ISBE’s
review and approval process of teacher preparation programs, beginning July 1, 2000. Illinois also has
enacted a new three-tier standards-based teacher certification system that provides for:

• an assessment of basic skills and content knowledge prior to initial certification and an assess-
ment of teaching competence prior to standard certification; 

• continuous professional development for teachers throughout their careers as a condition of
renewal of the standard certificate; and

• a master certificate for highly accomplished teachers who earn certification from the National
Board for Professional Teaching Standards.

The teacher certification legislation also established an induction period during which districts are
expected to provide mentoring and support for beginning teachers, but as of this writing, the state has
neither required nor funded such programs. 
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ACCOUNTABILITY

Illinois was one of the first states to address the issue of school-level accountability. In 1991, the state
launched a School Quality Review process designed to link school accreditation to student perfor-
mance. As part of this initiative, state specialists have conducted comprehensive school audits, built
around an examination of student data and a review of school curriculum plans. For districts whose
financial management practices are unacceptably poor, the state is piloting a financial receivership
arrangement, under which a case manager and oversight panel work collaboratively to examine local
resources and services to develop improvement plans. 

In 1996, ISBE replaced its School Accreditation and Quality Review System with a program designed
to build stronger local ownership for continuous improvement. The Quality Assurance and Improve-
ment Planning (QAIP) program, derived in part from the British school inspection model, begins with
an internal school review process, followed by a cyclical external review by a panel of visiting educa-
tors, business and community members who are coordinated by ISBE. The review is much more
holistic and qualitative than the previous curricular audit model, and it culminates with a set of reflec-
tive questions to which the school must respond. Illinois is also one of six pilot states in the National
Baldrige in Education Initiative program sponsored by the National Alliance of Business, through
which schools can adopt the Baldrige-based quality management process to improve student and system
performance.

While the state has been implementing its new student assessment program, it also has been working to
develop a new performance-based accountability system. This system will accredit districts using five
categories, ranging from “full” to “nonaccredited,” and designate schools using seven categories or lev-
els, ranging from “exemplary” to “academic distress.” These designations would be based largely, but
not wholly, on the percentage of students meeting or exceeding state standards in math and English,
and each performance level would trigger some form of state recognition or intervention. At the time
of our visit, this plan had not yet been presented formally to ISBE. 

LEADERSHIP

In addition to developing these key building blocks of  systemic reform, Illinois currently enjoys ener-
getic and credible new leadership for reform in State Superintendent Glenn “Max” McGee and ISBE
Chairman Ronald Gidwitz. The business community, led by the Illinois Business Roundtable and the
Illinois Business-Education Coalition, signaled its readiness to play a more proactive role in state educa-
tion policy issues by hosting a first-ever business leaders education summit in March 1999. The summit
produced agreement around a five-part improvement agenda, as well as a commitment to speak with a
more unified voice and engage governmental and education leaders in developing a more unified
vision for reform. 

In inviting Achieve to undertake this external review of its education reform policies and overall strat-
egy, as well as the more in-depth analysis of its standards and assessments, ISBE’s leaders were indicating
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their desire to hold themselves to high standards. It is Superintendent McGee’s expressed goal to make
the Illinois education system “second to none,” a goal warmly embraced by his board. We have taken
the superintendent at his word, and with this in mind, the next section of this report will focus on the
major issues, problems and weaknesses we found in our all-too-brief site visit. We offer these com-
ments in the belief that Illinois has a solid policy foundation on which to build an enlightened leader-
ship that is motivated by a genuine commitment to create a world-class public education system. 

II. KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

We have organized our observations under four broad headings: standards and assessments, capacity
building and professional development, accountability, and public leadership. These categories are
inevitably somewhat arbitrary, and treating these issues separately may deflect us inadvertently from the
most important question about systemic reform: How well do the pieces fit together? Nonetheless, we
needed some kind of scheme to organize a large and complex body of issues, and we have attempted to
address questions of coherence and alignment throughout our analysis. 

STANDARDS AND ASSESSMENTS

As part of its mission, Achieve provides states with candid feedback on the quality of their academic
standards and assessments. At the request of Superintendent McGee, Achieve conducted an in-depth
benchmarking study for Illinois during the summer and fall of 1999. Involving more than 20 experts in
subject matter and assessment, the study analyzed the Illinois Learning Standards and Illinois Standards
Achievement Tests (ISAT) for grades 3, 5 and 8.

The study had two components. First, a team of national experts in mathematics and English language
arts examined Illinois’ standards against benchmark standards from other states and nations1, using crite-
ria such as clarity, rigor, comprehensiveness, and balance between content knowledge and skills. Sec-
ond, the alignment of the ISAT to the Illinois standards was analyzed closely by national experts and
teams of curriculum and assessment specialists using an alignment protocol developed for Achieve. The
alignment analysis answers three critical questions: First, does each assessment measure only content and
skills reflected in the standards? Second, does each assessment measure the full range of content and
skills in the standards? And, overall, is each assessment sufficiently challenging for students?

The results of the standards and assessment benchmarking study are being conveyed separately in a
technical report, but we will summarize some of the major findings here. 
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The headline from the standards review is that, while the standards represent a significant advance over
the state’s earlier learning goals, there is clearly room for improvement. 

The Learning Standards represent a substantial improvement over the previous Goals for Learning. The
Goals were very broad statements that provided little guidance to educators or parents about what stu-
dents should be learning. In contrast, the Learning Standards are well organized, highlight the main ideas
of the subjects and include benchmarks for key grade levels that provide considerably more detail than
the Goals did. 

However, Achieve’s experts also noted several key areas in which the Illinois standards can be
improved:

• The standards could be more clear, specific and detailed.
• There is important content missing from the standards.
• In some cases, the standards are repeated throughout the grades, making progression of learn-

ing and mastery of skills difficult to determine.
• The standards underestimate what students are capable of at certain grade levels, and lower-

level skills sometimes are emphasized at the expense of higher-level thinking skills. 

These findings should come as no surprise, for most states have developed their standards without the
benefit of a well-developed set of criteria and benchmarks against which to work. 

In many cases, the standards are broad and general and may not provide adequate guidance to teachers
or test developers. 

Consider an Illinois mathematics early elementary school benchmark for measurement: “Sort, classify
and compare familiar shapes.” Contrast this with Arizona’s grade 3 standards for the same concept: 

5M-F1: Demonstrate that a single object has different attributes that can be measured in 
different ways (e.g., length, mass/weight, time, temperature, area and volume).
5M-F1 PO 1: Determine the characteristics (attributes) of an object that are measurable 
(e.g., length and weight are measurable; color and texture are not measurable).
5M-F1 PO 2: Identify the type of measure (e.g., weight, height, volume) for each attribute.

With regard to missing content, our experts found, for example, that the Illinois early literacy stan-
dards for early elementary school are insufficiently explicit about the importance of phonemic aware-
ness and decoding and should be made more specific in order to provide clearer guidance to teachers
about reading instruction. Similarly, the middle grades mathematics standards do not establish the
foundations of geometry, a common shortcoming in American standards but a central element in the
expectations that Japan and other high-performing countries have for their middle grades students. 
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Another weakness our experts observed in the Illinois standards was a tendency to repeat expectations
across grade levels rather than make expectations progressively more demanding. The following reading
benchmarks illustrate the problem: 

Early elementary: Summarize content of reading material using text organization (e.g., story,
sequence).
Late elementary: Summarize and make generalizations from content and relate to purpose of
material.
Middle/junior high school: Summarize and make generalizations from content and relate
them to purpose of material.
Early high school: Summarize and make generalizations from content and relate them to pur-
pose of material.
Late high school: Summarize and make generalizations from content and relate them to pur-
pose of material.

Superintendent McGee has indicated his interest in overseeing the development of new performance
standards for each grade in the pre-K–12 system in the core content areas to clarify and supplement the
Learning Standards. We view this as an excellent opportunity to maintain the Learning Standards while
making careful choices about what is most important for students to learn and responding to local
demands for guidance in meeting the standards.

The headline from Achieve’s analysis of the alignment of the ISAT tests to the Illinois standards is that
while there are pockets of excellence — particularly in the writing assessments for grades 3, 5 and 8 —
overall, the ISAT tests do not measure the full breadth and depth of the standards, nor are they as rigorous
as they could be. 

Areas needing improvement include:

• The statutory limits on testing time and open-ended items restrict the assessments’ ability to
measure the full range of the standards.

• Some key content and skills laid out in the standards are not measured adequately or fully. 
• Some of the assessments fail to measure higher-level skills, particularly in the upper grades,

and the level of rigor across the tests is mixed. 
• The state’s method of grouping standards for the purpose of reporting results inadvertently

obscures the alignment of the assessments to the standards.

Because the standards are often broad and general (in part by design, for Illinois wanted to leave room
for districts and schools to fill in the specifics), they do not provide a great deal of guidance to assess-
ment developers. As a consequence, the tests do not measure all of the standards evenly. Some stan-
dards are assessed too much, while others are underassessed. Frequently, less complex ideas and skills are
emphasized at the expense of more challenging concepts.
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For example, the reading tests focus on measuring students’ vocabulary knowledge and ability to recall
facts from reading passages. There is a relatively minor emphasis on interpreting, analyzing or drawing
conclusions from passages; distinguishing among the characteristics of genres; or comparing and con-
trasting — all of which are skills required by the Learning Standards. The mathematics tests tend to
slice math into small parts and underestimate the connections among topics and concepts. In particular,
the middle school tests overemphasize low-level computation at the expense of higher-level mathemat-
ics, particularly geometry. 

As with the standards findings, the observations we put forth on the Illinois assessments also could be
made about other states’ assessments that Achieve has analyzed. But the legislatively mandated 25-hour
limit on the time students may spend taking state tests over their entire K–12 experience forces Illinois
to write relatively brief tests that may rely too heavily on multiple-choice items and may lead to some of
the problems we note above, particularly the lack of higher-level questions on some of the tests. 

A final and important observation from this analysis is that the way test results are reported inadver-
tently obscures the alignment between standards and tests. Because of the testing time limitation,
there typically are not enough test items per Learning Standard to communicate how well students
are meeting the benchmarks. Consequently, the state must report results based on sets of Learning
Standards rather than according to each individual Learning Standard. Because as many as seven dif-
ferent Learning Standards may be grouped together, it is difficult for parents, teachers and the gen-
eral public to get an accurate picture of whether some of the more demanding and challenging
standards are being assessed adequately and whether or not students are meeting these standards.
Thus, the problem we alluded to earlier — that lower-level fact and recall types of questions are
overrepresented and higher-level reasoning and analysis items are underrepresented — is difficult to
ascertain from test results. Most importantly, the grouping of standards obscures to parents and edu-
cators whether students are meeting the full range of the state standards. There are more logical and
reasonable ways to group Learning Standards and report results, and we are confident that the state
will be able to implement a better reporting system in the future.

As these kinds of examples suggest, and as Achieve’s full benchmarking report points out in much
more detail, there is clearly room for Illinois to strengthen the clarity and rigor of its standards and the
alignment and rigor of its assessments. That being said, statewide academic standards constitute a neces-
sary foundation for student learning. We respect the state’s commitment to leave these standards in
place until 2002 in order to give districts and schools the promise of stability as they work to align their
curricula and instructional programs to the standards. However, we trust state policymakers will find
the observations and recommendations contained in this report and the technical benchmarking report
helpful as they lay plans to assist educators in implementing the state standards.

There is one other assessment issue that fell outside the bounds of Achieve’s benchmarking study but
that the review team believes to be crucial to the overall success of standards-based reform in Illinois.
The Prairie State Achievement Exam (PSAE) is currently under development and not scheduled for
its first field test until the upcoming academic year, and the review team did not learn enough about
its design to offer any comments. We did learn, however, that current law prohibits requiring the test
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as a condition of high school graduation, but that there has been at least some preliminary discussion
about the need to connect PSAE results to college admissions, placement policies and corporate hiring
practices. We believe this could be a very significant development for Illinois education reform, as we
will elaborate in our recommendations section. 

CAPACITY BUILDING AND TEACHER DEVELOPMENT

The single biggest challenge facing states as they move from the development of ambitious new stan-
dards and assessments to implementation in classrooms is the challenge of capacity building. The bot-
tom-line questions for states are: How do they ensure that their current and future teaching force has
the knowledge and skills to teach to the new standards, and how do they help all districts and schools
develop the ability to become high-performance organizations focused on improving student learning?
These questions have many subparts, but if districts and schools aren’t able to organize themselves to
provide all students with a challenging curriculum aligned with standards, high-quality instruction,
and extra time and help for those students who are furthest behind, it will be difficult to hold students
accountable for performance on state assessments. And if teachers aren’t given the training and support
they need to teach to higher standards, it also will be difficult to hold them accountable for results. By
now, it is axiomatic that if standards and tests are not accompanied by some form of accountability for
results, neither teachers nor students will be likely to take them seriously. It also should become axio-
matic that unless states accompany the development of new accountability systems with a substantial
and sustained strategy for helping districts, schools and teachers implement standards-based reform,
student performance will be unlikely to improve significantly, no matter what sanctions and rewards
are provided. 

In our judgment, Illinois has a promising strategy for ensuring the quality of new entrants into the
teaching profession, a weak strategy for supporting the continuous development of its current teaching
force, and virtually no strategy in place for strengthening the organizational capacity of districts and
schools to implement the state’s ambitious reform agenda. Let us discuss each of these in turn. 

Teacher Preparation

Illinois has moved further than most states in beginning to bring teacher preparation and professional
development policy in line with the increased demands of standards-based education. As we noted in
the previous section, Illinois is to be commended for the steps it has taken to strengthen the academic
content knowledge it will require of new teachers. The state has built a reasonably solid set of teacher
standards and has set in motion a phased process for making its approval of teacher preparation pro-
grams contingent on their ability to demonstrate that their graduates are equipped to teach to the state’s
Learning Standards. In addition, the state is among only a handful of leading states that have acknowl-
edged the need for closer coordination between K–12 and higher education by creating a structure —
the P–16 Council — to tackle issues surrounding the alignment of high school and college testing,
teacher preparation, and technology. 
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As in many states, however, arts and sciences faculty seem to have been underrepresented in the process
of establishing teacher standards, with the result that standards in some fields are not as rigorous as they
should be. This is reflective of a larger problem: How to get colleges and universities as a group to take
more ownership and responsibility for teacher preparation, rather than leaving teacher preparation
mostly in the hands of education schools or departments. As states like Illinois expect significantly
deeper academic content knowledge of their new teachers, provosts and academic deans need to pay
more attention to the quality and rigor of the courses teachers take to acquire that content knowledge.
When large numbers of prospective teachers fail state licensing exams, as was recently the case in Mas-
sachusetts, it reflects on all of the preparing institutions, not just the education schools — especially if
the tests (as in Massachusetts and Illinois) are focused mostly on basic literacy and academic content, not
on pedagogy. 

The big hole that needs to be filled in Illinois’ strategy for new teacher entrants is support for induc-
tion. The case for an intensive and sustained induction program has been well made by several task
forces in Illinois and has been accepted by the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE), but as of the
time of our site visit, induction support had not yet been funded. There is now substantial evidence
to support the common-sense proposition that new teachers are much more likely to be successful
and remain in the classroom for more than five years if they receive substantial mentoring and coach-
ing in their initial years on the job. One of the virtues of a three-tier certification system is its implicit
acknowledgement that, no matter how good the initial preparation, much of what teachers need to
know to be truly effective can be learned only on the job. In Japan, a culture in which teachers are
valued highly and teaching is taken seriously, new teachers are apprenticed to master teachers, are
given much lighter teaching loads, and take part in intensive school-based seminars and study groups. 

Quality Professional Development

Illinois acknowledged the importance of continuing professional education and development in the
redesign of its teacher preparation and licensing system by hinging certification renewal on the com-
pletion of eight semester-hours in an approved educational program, 24 Continuing Education Units,
120 Continuing Professional Development Units, or work toward certification by the National Board
of Professional Teaching Standards every five years. These recertification requirements are consider-
ably more sensible and flexible than others we have examined in terms of allowing credit for partici-
pation in teacher networks and other noncourse-based professional activities. The major challenge is
to expand the supply of high-quality standards-based professional development opportunities and cre-
ate incentives that drive teachers toward those programs. A secondary challenge is not to allow the
process of reviewing and approving professional development plans to become just another exercise in
bureaucratic compliance.

In a state as geographically diverse and politically decentralized as Illinois, considerable attention should
be given to the development of an adequate supply of high-quality standards-based professional devel-
opment opportunities for educators. In the past few years, an emerging consensus has developed within
the education community, based on research and experience, about what high-quality professional
development should look like in a standards-based system. For one thing, it should be content-driven,
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focused on helping teachers understand the concepts underlying the standards and equipping them with
a repertoire of instructional skills to help students master them. It also should be woven into the fabric
of the teachers’ work life, not relegated solely to after-school hours, Saturdays and summers. And it
should be sustained over time and engage teachers in professional networks that take increasing respon-
sibility for their own learning. 

The best-developed state model based on these principles is the California Subject Matter Projects
(CSMP). These are independent, teacher-led projects administered through the president’s office of the
University of California that offer multiweek summer workshops, with year-round follow-up in the
schools, to thousands of California teachers each year. (In 1996–97, nearly 70,000 teachers participated
in CSMP activities.) There are nine projects, each providing discipline-specific professional develop-
ment in its content area. The projects focus on deepening teachers’ content knowledge, helping them
develop pedagogical strategies based on that knowledge and fostering professional habits of reflection. 

Each project has multiple sites; there are 100 sites in all, most housed on university campuses. The state
contributes about half of the funds for the program, with sponsoring campuses and participating school
districts contributing the rest. Over the years, CSMP projects have produced a pool of more than 10,000
teacher leaders who have played a wide variety of leadership roles in schools and districts and have
served as master teachers and supervisors in the teacher education programs of sponsoring institutions. 

The implementation history of CSMP has been mixed over the years, but we offer it as a powerful
conceptual and organizational example of how a state even larger and more diverse than Illinois has
addressed the challenge of equipping its teachers to teach to higher standards. Illinois has no such com-
prehensive strategy in place. Instead, it has relied principally on local districts, either alone or in consor-
tia with other districts, to address this issue. Illinois’ capacity to address the professional development
challenge systemically is hampered by an anachronistic feature of its governance system: the existence 
of 45 independently elected regional superintendents, among whose functions is the delivery of profes-
sional development. We are not in a position to comment on the quality of the services these offices
provide to the schools in their regions, but the fact that these regional offices are not accountable to
ISBE makes them a weak vehicle for carrying out a coherent, comprehensive state strategy to help
teachers teach to the state’s learning standards. 

One promising in-state model for delivering high-quality professional development is represented by
the work of the Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy (IMSA). Created by the Legislature in 1985
to teach math and science to talented high school students and to serve the Illinois education system as
a catalyst and laboratory for good teaching, IMSA provides on-site professional development to hun-
dreds of educators and develops a variety of competency-driven learning materials for students and
teachers that support the Learning Standards. The Academy has developed educator networks, such as
the Illinois Problem-based Learning Network, to help teachers sustain innovative practices. 

In recent months, IMSA, in collaboration with the Teachers Academy for Mathematics and Science,
the Illinois Business Roundtable, and ISBE, has been crafting an innovative statewide professional
development initiative focused on improving instruction in reading, mathematics, science and technol-
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ogy. The initiative’s programs, called academies, would focus on building schoolwide competencies by
targeting whole faculties as well as individuals, would be competency-based, and would be evaluated
based on measurable improvements in student performance. This initiative, first proposed by Deputy
Governor Hazel Louckes and now co-sponsored by Superintendent McGee, if funded adequately and
implemented carefully, could begin to address the systemic challenges of scaling up high-quality profes-
sional development across whole schools and districts. 

In a parallel effort, Illinois should ensure that professional development opportunities also extend to
principals and superintendents, who must guide and sustain instructional reform efforts at the school
and district levels. Transforming schools into organizations that can improve their teaching practices
continuously, such that all students meet the Learning Standards, requires local leaders to develop
new knowledge and skills focused on the complexities of organizational change and instructional
leadership. Standards-based reform redefines the role of principals, shifting the old emphasis from
administrative and managerial tasks to a new, stronger emphasis on teaching and learning. Few pro-
grams in Illinois even partially address the critical role principals play in raising the quality of teach-
ing and learning in schools. The Educational Leadership Institute, a partnership between the Illinois
Principals Association and Motorola University, appears promising, in that it aims to help principals
develop skills focused on cultivating a personal vision for school improvement, strategic planning and
team building. The skills emphasized, however, are largely generic in nature, process-oriented, and
not focused sufficiently on helping principals fulfill their core responsibility — leadership for contin-
uous instructional improvement. 

One symptom of this problem may lie in the focus of the Illinois Professional School Leadership Stan-
dards. Our review of the standards found only a passing mention of the principal’s role in instructional
improvement, addressed in part by only one of the seven school leadership standards. These standards,
meant to guide new professional development activities for school leaders, only briefly highlight the
important new role that school-based leadership must assume in implementing the Learning Standards. 

System Capacity for Change

When we move from examining state policies focused on teacher development to the larger ques-
tion of state support to help districts strengthen their capacity to implement standards-based reform,
we encounter a challenge that virtually all education agencies in large states are facing: How do
organizations that historically have been concerned principally with monitoring district compliance
with federal and state program rules transform themselves into agencies that can provide leadership
and high-quality advice and assistance to districts attempting to implement an ambitious new
reform agenda? 

Illinois labors under several special handicaps in mounting a credible state capacity-building strategy.
One obstacle is the sheer number of school districts, most of which are too small to have instructional
improvement specialists of their own or much organizational development capacity themselves. A sec-
ond handicap is the one alluded to earlier in this report: a regional office structure outside ISBE’s con-
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trol. A third handicap is the agency’s reputation in the field, which is not good. We encountered very
substantial good will toward the new superintendent and key members of his leadership team, but
much skepticism about ISBE’s ability to become customer friendly, outward looking, and generally
responsive to the needs and priorities of the field.

We mention this perception of ISBE not because we necessarily agree with it — we interviewed a sub-
stantial cross-section of agency leaders and were generally impressed with their thoughtfulness and
commitment — but because we think the perception has to be acknowledged as a significant barrier in
fashioning a state capacity-building strategy that will be credible with the people who most need help. 

What kind of help do schools and districts need and want? In a meeting with representatives of most of
the state organizations representing educators, we heard a strong appeal for the state to take a more
active leadership role in developing model curricula and in identifying and disseminating exemplary
locally developed curriculum units and other materials aligned with state standards. District superinten-
dents and principals suggested repeatedly that the state develop computer-based management and analy-
sis tools that educators could use to mine and report performance data. 

Suggestions like this point to one promising development in the state’s technical assistance strategy:
the creation of a technology-based infrastructure system and Internet-based applications that support
the spread of best practices. Through the Achieving High Academic Standards Project (AHAS), in
collaboration with the Leadership for Accountability and Quality Assurance Technology School Dis-
tricts, the National Center for Supercomputing Applications, and the North Central Regional Tech-
nology in Education Consortium, ISBE is creating staff development workshops via the Internet that
enable teachers to disseminate instructional units and student projects that demonstrate achievement
of the Illinois Learning Standards. Work also is under way in collaboration with the North Central
Regional Education Laboratory and the Illinois Business Roundtable to develop a user-friendly,
Web-based data management tool to enable educators to analyze ISAT data for school improvement
planning and to exchange best practices with other schools that work with similar student popula-
tions and perform well on the ISAT. Seven learning technology hubs are in place across the state, as
well as 152 Star School downlink sites managed by Western Illinois University. There is great poten-
tial for Internet-based applications, particularly in a rural state such as Illinois, to help deliver quality
professional development and create networks among teachers for continuous sharing of model cur-
ricula units, lesson plans and examples of student work across performance levels. 

The proposed Academies project and AHAS point to an emerging role for ISBE as a funder and spon-
sor of regional consortia of districts, as an organizer of networks of intermediary organizations that can
provide high-quality technical assistance and content-based professional development, and as the opera-
tor of an electronic clearinghouse of the best teacher-developed units and materials linked to standards.
These kinds of indirect service functions, rather than more direct technical assistance to districts, may
be more consistent both with ISBE’s organizational capacity and with the state’s political culture, and
over time may help to build the agency’s credibility in the field. 
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ACCOUNTABILITY

In the briefing book Achieve prepared for the participants in the 1999 National Education Summit, we
defined a comprehensive state accountability system as having the following six elements: 

• Report cards that provide achievement and other data about individual schools;
• Ratings that classify schools based on performance;
• Assistance for low-performing schools to help them improve;
• Rewards for highly successful schools, including monetary bonuses and public recognition;
• Sanctions for chronically failing schools, including takeovers and reconstitution; and
• Student incentives and consequences, such as graduation or promotion exams or college scholar-

ships tied to performance. 

By these criteria, only five states in 1999 had comprehensive accountability systems in place: Indiana,
Maryland, New Mexico, North Carolina and Texas. Illinois is in the much larger group of states with
only two elements — school report cards and assistance for low-performing schools — in place, but
with the other pieces very much under development. Although the state is moving forward with a
high school exam, it is not clear, given the legislative prohibition against requiring the test for gradua-
tion, how or if it will create incentives or consequences for students. 

We noted earlier that the state has had in place for several years a state-sponsored, school-level review
process. The School Quality Review program originally was designed as part of the state’s accredita-
tion process, and thus, for whatever its flaws, was part of the state accountability system. Its successor,
the Quality Assurance and Improvement Planning program (QAIP), does not appear to be data-
driven, and because the review team’s findings are cast in the form of “reflective questions” back to
the school leaders and are not tied to any system of sanctions or rewards, QAIP would seem to be a
very weak accountability vessel. Participation in QAIP may in fact be a powerful professional devel-
opment experience for the reviewers, and the process of conducting a prior internal review and then
responding to the review team’s “reflective questions” may contribute to the creation of a more colle-
gial and reflective culture in the school under review; however, the early evaluation of QAIP con-
ducted by researchers at Illinois State University suggests that the hard questions about teaching,
learning and instructional improvement are unlikely to be addressed seriously in this process. 

The new accountability proposal we have reviewed in draft seems to us highly promising. It creates a
set of school designations based principally on ISAT performance and then proposes a calibrated set of
rewards and sanctions for each designated category. Although we make a number of suggestions for
streamlining and strengthening the proposal, we applaud its basic direction. 

As Illinois moves forward in implementing its accountability strategy, one challenge will be in how the
state considers the unique educational subsystems, Chicago in particular. Parallel efforts by state and city
officials toward the same end goal — higher student achievement — create potential for confusion and
conflict. State policymakers are rightly concerned with equal application of the same rules to all schools
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and districts, an essential condition in any accountability system that will dole out rewards and sanctions
for performance. However, they also must recognize and take into account the unique laws and poli-
cies that govern Chicago, particularly its aggressive reform strategy already in place to meet the needs
of its unique population. In a diverse, decentralized state such as Illinois, in which multiple sets of play-
ers need to be on the same page to advance, state policymakers and local officials will have to find
effective ways to work together in order to make common progress toward shared goals. The necessity
for strengthening communication lines between the state and Chicago officials will only increase as the
state uses its ISAT results to identify low-performing schools for placement on its academic warning
and watch lists, the majority of which consistently are located in Chicago. 

The confrontation earlier this year between the state and the city of Chicago around the administration
of the ISAT underscores the need for a much closer ongoing working relationship between state and
city education leaders. Chicago’s extraordinary turnaround over the past decade was spurred by two
bold pieces of state legislation: the 1988 law creating powerful local school councils and the 1995 act
creating much stronger centralized authority in a mayoral-appointed board and chief executive officer.
Although these two sets of reforms sit in uneasy tension with one another, Chicago is clearly an exam-
ple of an urban district on the move. For all of its uniqueness in size and demographics, its extraordi-
nary school improvement efforts have implications for other districts of all sizes with low-performing
schools, and the state needs to help other districts learn from Chicago’s experience. Chicago should be
seen and used by the state as a laboratory for innovation, not just as a special case or problem child. 

This brings us to a final point related to accountability. It is tempting in state accountability systems to
focus attention primarily on the treatment of schools at the two ends of the performance continuum,
and we certainly share the belief that persistently low-performing schools ought to receive the highest
priority for state action. However, we also believe that states need to worry about the vast bulk of
schools that are somewhere in the middle — not good enough to warrant state recognition but not
bad enough to warrant state intervention. How can state accountability systems challenge the compla-
cency of such schools and build stronger incentives for continuous improvement? We do not yet see an
Illinois strategy for addressing these schools, which leads us into the final set of observations regarding
public leadership. 

PUBLIC LEADERSHIP

The states that have made the most progress in raising student achievement during the 1990s —
states like Colorado, Connecticut, Kentucky, Maryland, North Carolina and Texas — typically have
had at least two things in common: They have systematically pursued a coherent agenda built around
higher standards, more rigorous assessments and clearer accountability for results; and they have had
broad-based sustained political leadership for reform. Sometimes this leadership has come principally
from an education-minded governor or a highly respected state superintendent, but often there has
been a business-led coalition that has provided forceful public advocacy for reform and stability and
continuity during periods of political transition. 
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When we look at the political landscape in Illinois, we do not yet see a strong, unified public leader-
ship team for reform. Superintendent McGee has been an aggressive, forceful advocate for ISBE’s
agenda, but we do not see other prominent leaders arrayed alongside him. The governor signaled his
commitment to make education a top priority in his administration by appointing a “deputy governor”
for education, but the creation of such a high-profile position in the governor’s office runs the risk of
creating public confusion about who is in charge. Illinois needs a single, unified public leadership voice
on education — not a divided one — and a vehicle for bringing together all of the key players — the
superintendent, the state board chair, legislative leaders and the “deputy governor” — to fashion a
common public strategy. The business community recently has emerged as a forceful advocate for edu-
cational improvement. The depth, breadth and continuity of their commitment is as yet untested,
however, and they have not yet been able to fashion a shared systemic improvement agenda and imple-
mentation strategy with key public sector leaders. The rallying cry that has united the Illinois Business-
Education Coalition — “One Vision, One Voice” — needs to be broadened to include all of the key
players, public and private, who need to work together if the state’s ambitious goals for its schools are
to be realized. As long as there is the perception of multiple agendas and competing initiatives, it is dif-
ficult to imagine that much progress will be made in building stronger public support for standards-
based reform in Illinois.

One powerful example of the need for a unified public leadership voice on standards can be seen in
the findings from a study of the first year of implementation of the Learning Standards at the local
level. In a survey of 1,500 teachers and interviews with school administrators, researchers from the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign found “a high degree of skepticism among district and
school-based educators about the commitment of state leaders to standards” — a lack of confidence
that may be holding schools back from seriously engaging the challenges of implementation. Illinois
schools are responding slowly, with 75 percent in the surveyed sample still in the early stages of
implementation, demonstrating only a simple “awareness of a standards-led system.” An additional
10 percent of schools showed neither awareness nor support of such a system. Many educators are
adopting a “wait and see” attitude, doubtful that ISBE will continue to support standards when faced
with public hostility from low student performance on the ISAT. This skepticism was cited in the
survey more often than inadequate resources and lack of time as a major reason for not rushing into
standards implementation. Although these kinds of attitudes are common in the early years of any
major reform, they dramatize the need for policymakers to communicate a clear and consistent mes-
sage that the standards movement is here to stay.

The study also found “exceedingly low community and stakeholder involvement around standards,”
with indications that “parents, school boards, and the community had low levels of awareness or
understanding of the Learning Standards and limited access to information and education opportunities
about them.” We believe this is due to the absence of any serious public communications and engage-
ment strategy that is at all analogous to the ongoing campaign in states like Kentucky, Maryland and
Washington. 
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III. RECOMMENDATIONS

ON STANDARDS AND ASSESSMENTS

1. Leave the Learning Standards in place until 2002, as promised, but move immediately

to develop new performance standards for each grade, pre-K–12. 

Superintendent McGee has indicated his interest in overseeing the development of new “performance
standards” for each grade, pre-K–12, in the core content areas to clarify and supplement the Learning
Standards. We view this as an excellent opportunity to maintain the Learning Standards while provid-
ing more detail and clarity for those who want it about what students are expected to know and be
able to do. Grade-by-grade performance standards will allow the state to articulate a progression of
content through the grades, making careful choices about what is most important for students to learn
in each grade. The new documents will help respond to requests from teachers and schools for more
guidance in how to help their students meet the Learning Standards. 

Other states have developed such “bridging” documents that describe successfully the content and skills
that are essential and that will be measured on the state assessments. It will be key, however, to make
sure that the performance standards address the critical issues raised in our benchmarking study and that
they are the primary documents used by educators, parents, students and test developers. To be success-
ful, the performance standards cannot be viewed as one of several optional documents that typically are
produced by state education agencies. 

2. Preserve the trend data provided by the Illinois Standards Achievement Tests (ISAT),

but begin making selective improvements to the assessments.

Without disturbing the overall testing program, the state immediately could make minor modifications
in the selection of test items to strengthen the alignment of assessments with standards. Then, when the
next generation of the ISAT is developed, the state should make sure that the tests measure the most
important content and skills described in the performance standards and Learning Standards. While it is
unlikely that a single test can measure all of a state’s standards, a test can assess a reasonable and balanced
sampling of knowledge and skills. Test developers also should make sure that the tests are as rigorous as
the standards.

3. Revise the statutory limits on testing time and open-ended items.

Illinois has among the strictest statutory restrictions on statewide testing time of any state in the nation.
The restrictions prevent the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) from assessing the state standards
in the most efficient and effective ways. Achieve’s review found that the open-ended items could be
put to good use in the state testing program to assess more rigorous content and skills. Other states
have managed to expand the time allowed per student for statewide testing and include a broader range
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of items without unduly burdening students or jeopardizing the technical quality of the assessments.
We believe that expanding the time available for testing will allow the state to address the shortcomings
of the current method for reporting results, discussed earlier.

ON TEACHER QUALITY AND ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY

4. Fund district-based induction programs that are focused on helping beginning teachers

develop the classroom knowledge and skills required for the Standard Teaching Certificate. 

One key to attracting and retaining a high-quality teaching force is to provide new teachers with sus-
tained mentoring and support throughout their first years in the classroom. Illinois policymakers clearly
recognize the need and have articulated a well-thought-out induction program. The state now should
fund it. 

5. Create a statewide network of subject matter-based professional development academies.

Such academies should be selected competitively, operate year-round, serve all regions, and engage
higher education faculty and K–12 faculty together. As recommended by the statewide professional
development working group, the focus of these academies should be on helping whole-school faculties
better align their instructional practices with the Illinois Learning Standards and performance standards.
Academies could be sponsored by higher education institutions, nonprofit organizations, consortia of
districts, regional offices and teacher organizations — alone or in partnership. 

6. Create a statewide leadership academy that is focused on helping current and prospec-

tive principals become more effective leaders of instructional improvement. 

Ohio recently has created such an academy, with a mix of public and private funding and strong partic-
ipation in its design from the state organizations representing principals and other administrators. The
academy should be independent of state government, but its focus should be on equipping principals
and other administrators with the skills needed to lead the implementation of the state’s reform agenda. 

7. Focus the Quality Assurance and Improvement Planning (QAIP) program on schools

“above the line,” and clarify the purpose of this program. 

QAIP can be a powerful tool for helping schools analyze their own performance data and, with the
help of an outside visiting team, create a more reflective culture built on continuous improvement. As
currently designed, QAIP is not an appropriate vehicle for accountability, especially for low-performing
schools (see Recommendation 10).
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ON ACCOUNTABILITY

8. Simplify the proposed school rating system by reducing the number of publicly

reported school designation categories, and incorporate attendance and dropout rates

into the rating criteria in all categories. 

Measuring and reporting continuous improvement is critical, particularly in helping individual schools
sustain their efforts to improve student learning. However, it is important for public credibility and
understanding to have a consistent, easily communicated scheme for designating student, school and
district performance. The seven school designation categories do not meet that test. Perhaps they could
be used internally to target intervention or support resources, but we recommend reducing their num-
ber to four for public consumption, to match the ISAT student performance levels. Performance levels
and student dropout and attendance rates should be included to ensure that all students are served by
schools and to discourage schools from neglecting the students that may be the most difficult to reach. 

9. Develop a school rewards program that acknowledges absolute performance as well as

improvement, and that rewards schools only if all groups within the school show perfor-

mance gains. 

Under the current proposal, only schools “on the move” get monetary rewards, and schools are not
required to demonstrate improvement for all subgroups of students. To ensure that all students are
meeting the standards and benefiting from improvement efforts, schools should be required to report
student performance data that is disaggregated by race and socioeconomic status.

10. For schools “below the line” (i.e., on Academic Warning, Watch or Distress), replace

the Quality Assurance and Improvement Planning process with an ISBE-appointed

consultant team that is charged with providing on-site advice and assistance.

An endless process of improvement planning is highly unlikely to turn around chronically low-
performing schools. The state needs a targeted, intense intervention strategy similar to that of Ken-
tucky and North Carolina, in which an exemplary educator or team of experts works directly with
a failing school. These teams should be armed with the power to recommend needed next steps,
including removing the principal or reconstituting the school.

11. Allow parents to opt out of schools that remain in the lowest performance category

for three consecutive years and to enroll their children in other public schools at state

expense. 

The state has a responsibility to ensure that no student is sentenced to remain indefinitely in a persis-
tently failing school. If a school has not shown improvement, even after substantial intervention, par-
ents should have access to other public school options.
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12. Engage the Illinois Board of Higher Education (IBHE) and the Illinois Business-Education

Coalition (IBEC) in a public review of the proposed Prairie State Achievement Exam

(PSAE), with the goal of aligning the exam with higher education admissions require-

ments and employers’ entry-level hiring standards. 

The PSAE presents an opportunity to connect high school learning with continued studies in postsec-
ondary institutions and entrance into the workforce. Involving both the IBHE and IBEC not only
will strengthen the content of the PSAE but also will encourage both the higher education and busi-
ness communities to consider using the tests as a way to assess the skills and knowledge of graduating
students. 

ON PUBLIC LEADERSHIP

13. Create a single, high-level, cross-sectoral leadership group for standards-based reform

in Illinois and launch an ongoing public information and communications campaign.

The group should include top education, business and government leaders and should be both an
informal coordinating body and a clearinghouse for policy initiatives. The group should build on the
“One Vision, One Voice” summit and follow up the recent governor’s education luncheon. Business
leaders also should support the development and implementation of an ongoing public information
and communications campaign aimed at providing educators, parents and the public with reliable data
and information about the progress of education reform in Illinois. The publications and media strate-
gies of Washington State’s Partnership for Learning, the Partnership for Kentucky Schools and Mass
Insight in Massachusetts represent useful examples for Illinois to study. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

As Illinois moves forward to improve its standards and assessments, we encourage state leaders to com-
municate to all Prairie State citizens, and especially educators, that continuous improvement does not
mean a total change in direction or a change in the course of reform. Illinois residents need to under-
stand that the state is committed to standards-based reform for the long term and that this reform is not
a passing fad. At the same time, people need to understand that the expectations for students and
schools must grow and evolve over time, so that Illinois’ students are prepared for the challenges of a
rapidly changing world. Standards are here to stay in public education, but they cannot remain stagnant
and must be communicated clearly and continuously to schools and the public. 

We at Achieve are grateful for the cooperation and support Illinois officials provided to enable us to
conduct this analysis. We hope that the information we have provided in this report and in the bench-
marking technical report is helpful to Illinois as the state continues to build a higher-performing and
more accountable education system.
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APPENDIX C: BIOGRAPHIES OF THE REVIEW TEAM

KATI HAYCOCK

Kati Haycock is director of The Education Trust, one of the nation’s leading child advocates in the field of
education. The Trust provides hands-on assistance to urban school districts and universities that want to
work together to improve student achievement, from kindergarten through college. Before coming to The
Education Trust, Haycock served as executive vice president of the Children’s Defense Fund, the nation’s
largest child advocacy organization. A native Californian, Haycock founded and served as president of The
Achievement Council, a statewide organization that provides assistance to teachers and principals in predom-
inantly minority schools in improving student achievement. Earlier in her career, she served as director of
the Outreach and Student Affirmative Action programs for the nine-campus University of California system. 

WILLIAM PORTER

William Porter is executive director of The Partnership for Learning in Seattle, Wash., a unique nonprofit
business coalition supported by the state’s largest companies, including Boeing, Microsoft, Washington
Mutual, GTE and Airborne Express. The Partnership conducts a public outreach campaign to local commu-
nities and parents on the state’s efforts to raise standards in public schools and improve student performance.
Its efforts have won national recognition, including the National Alliance of Business’ 1998 Distinguished
Performance Award for “State Business Coalition of the Year.” Earlier in his career, Porter served as director
of policy in the Colorado Governor’s Office, where his work focused on policy issues related to education,
environment, telecommunications and infrastructure. In particular, he crafted state education reform efforts
in K–12 and higher education, including writing Colorado’s charter school law and overseeing the develop-
ment of a new system of standards and assessments for student performance in public schools. He holds a
B.A. in English from The Colorado College.

ROBERT SCHWARTZ

Robert Schwartz is president of Achieve, Inc. and a lecturer at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
Earlier in his career, he was a high school English teacher and principal; an education advisor to the mayor
of Boston and governor of Massachusetts; assistant director of the National Institute of Education;  special
assistant to the president of the University of Massachusetts; and executive director of the Boston Compact,
a public-private partnership designed to improve access to higher education and employment for urban high
school graduates. From 1990 to 1996, Schwartz directed the education grantmaking program of The Pew
Charitable Trusts, one of the nation’s largest private philanthropies. He holds degrees in English and Ameri-
can literature from Harvard University and Brandeis University.
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WARREN SIMMONS

Warren Simmons currently is director of the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University.
Previously, he was executive director of the Philadelphia Education Fund. Prior to joining the Fund, Sim-
mons was senior associate at the Annie E. Casey Foundation, where he was responsible for developing initia-
tives focused on urban school reform. Before joining the Casey Foundation, he served as director of equity
initiatives for the New Standards Project, a coalition of 17 states and six school districts building a perfor-
mance-based examinations system to drive curricular and instructional reforms. In addition to his work on
national and state education reform initiatives, Simmons has served as special assistant to the superintendent
of schools in Prince George’s County, Md. He received his B.A. in psychology from Macalester College in St.
Paul, Minn., and earned a doctorate in psychology from Cornell University in Ithaca, N.Y. 

SUSAN TRAIMAN

Susan Traiman is director of The Business Roundtable’s Education Initiative, where she oversees the
Roundtable’s state education reform policy activities and manages communications strategies to build public
support for higher academic standards. Previously, Traiman was education policy studies director at the
National Governors’ Association and a senior associate with the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of
Educational Research and Improvement. She also served on the staff of the National Commission on Excel-
lence in Education. Before coming to Washington, D.C., Traiman was a teacher and a consultant at a
regional service center of the New Jersey Department of Education. She earned her B.A. and M.S. degrees
from the University of Pennsylvania. 

JENNIFER VRANEK

Jennifer Vranek is director of benchmarking and state services at Achieve. She currently directs Achieve’s Bench-
marking Initiative and assists with follow-up from the 1999 National Education Summit. Before coming to
Achieve, she was a research assistant at the American Federation of Teachers, where she worked on the 50-state
progress report on standards-based reform, entitled Making Standards Matter, and Setting Higher Sights, an anal-
ysis of eighth- and ninth-grade mathematics assessments. Earlier in her career, Vranek worked as a consultant to
the World Bank’s G-7 Pilot Program to Conserve the Brazilian Rainforest and as the administrative secretary to
the board of directors of the American School of Brasilia. A graduate of the San Antonio public schools, she
holds a Master of Public Policy degree from The Georgetown University Public Policy Institute and an A.B. in
history from The College of William and Mary. 
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MARIAN ROBINSON

Marian Robinson currently is a doctoral candidate at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. From
1994 to 1998, Robinson was an education program specialist with the U.S. Department of Education’s
Office of Educational Research and Improvement, where her work focused on research and development
activities related to standards-based reform (primarily state standards and assessment development), charter
school accountability, and national research agenda planning. Early in her career, Robinson was an assistant
English teacher in the Seino District Education Office in Gifu, Japan, from which she provided curricular
and instructional support to 12 schools. Robinson’s current graduate work focuses on governance and orga-
nizational change issues related to standards-based reform. She holds a B.A. in English literature and history
and an M.Ed. degree in comparative education studies from the University of Virginia.
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Board of Directors, Achieve, Inc.
Co-Chairs

Louis V. Gerstner, Jr., Chairman and CEO 
IBM Corporation
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