
SUMMARY  ■  Teachers are often bombarded 
with contradictory and changing messages about how 
they should be helping students meet state standards and 
raising student achievement. The push across the United 
States for uniform and rigorous standards—as well as 
high-quality, aligned assessments—represents a chance 
for states to reimagine ways to provide teachers with 
clearer and more-coherent messages about what they can 
be doing every day in their classrooms to support student 
learning. Yet, to date, we have little clear evidence that 
any state-level work is making a difference for teachers’ 
implementation of standards; nor do we have evidence of 
state strategies that could be supporting strong implemen-
tation of standards. 

The impetus for this report is new evidence that state 
department of education work to align instruction with 
standards may make a difference for teachers’ practices 
and understanding about their state standards. Using data 
from the RAND American Teacher Panel, we found that 

Louisiana teachers were more likely than other teachers to consult resources that address their state 
standards, and they reported teaching—and thinking about teaching—in ways that differ from U.S. 
norms and that are more aligned with Common Core State Standards. 

We examine Louisiana Department of Education strategies that could be contributing to 
these results, including a coherent academic strategy focused on alignment and quality across 
systems supporting standards, transparent and regular communication about academics across 
layers of the education system, and support for local decisionmaking and ownership of change by 
districts and teachers. 

This report is intended to provide guidance to states about sensible state systems that give educa-
tors coherent messages and concrete tools to help students meet high academic standards.
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•	New findings from two American Teacher Panel surveys 
point to some large and intriguing differences between 
surveyed teachers from states that have adopted Com-
mon Core State Standards and those in one particular 
state: Louisiana.

•	Compared with other teachers nationally, Louisiana 
teachers use some Common Core–aligned instruc-
tional resources at a higher rate than other teachers, 
demonstrate a better understanding of their Common 
Core–aligned standards, and report undertaking more 
instructional activities that align with their standards.

•	Louisiana Department of Education strategies that could 
be contributing to these results include their work to 
create a coherent environment for instruction, transpar-
ent and regular communication about academics, and 
support for local decisionmaking.
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INTRODUCTION
For state standards to help improve student achievement, they 
must change the minds and practices of teachers. Yet one of 
the biggest takeaways from decades of standards-based reform 
efforts is that teachers have uneven knowledge and imple-
mentation of state standards: Some teachers engage deeply in 
high-quality, standards-aligned practices; others engage in 
those practices at a superficial level; and still others are unable 
or unwilling to engage in them at all (Coburn, 2001, 2004; 
Cohen and Ball, 1990; Spillane and Zeuli, 1999; Weiss et al., 
2003; Coburn, Pearson, and Woulfin, 2011; Mayer, 1999).

The wide variation in how teachers address standards is not 
surprising. Teachers are often bombarded with contradictory 
messages about how they should help students meet state stan-
dards. Such messages are implicitly embedded in the standard-
ized assessments that teachers are required to give (and through 
which teachers in some states are evaluated), the instructional 
materials they are expected to use regularly, and their profes-
sional development, all of which may be detached from one 
another and not aligned with their standards. Every day, in 
their classrooms, teachers must make sense of these messages 
alongside their own experiences to make decisions about what 
and how to teach. 

As early as the 1990s, O’Day and Smith (1993) encouraged 
states to embrace a “systemic” approach to guiding instruction 
through coherent and aligned curriculum frameworks, curricu-
lum materials, professional development, and accountability. 
O’Day and Smith suggested that state departments of educa-
tion are uniquely able to influence all parts of the kindergarten 
through 12th grade (K–12) system. By using a systemic reform 
approach, states could ensure that all aspects of the system are 
aligned—from standards and curricula to professional develop-
ment and assessments—toward the singular goal of standards-
based instruction, thereby sending a focused and consistent 
message to schools and teachers about what they should be 
doing. Yet, historically, this alignment is not easily undertaken 
by state administrators, who are often under pressure from the 
public, commercial vendors, and legislators to revise standards, 
assessments, professional development, and curricula frequently. 
The result is that state departments of education might be send-
ing conflicting messages to teachers about instruction from one 
year to the next, and at the same time, district administrators 
might be sending additional and differing messages to teach-
ers about what they should be doing in the classroom (Cohen, 
1995; Fuhrman and Elmore, 1990).

The adoption in many states of Common Core State Stan-
dards (CCSS)—or state-developed standards that are similar 
to CCSS—represents a new opportunity for states to get it 
right. It is a chance to provide teachers with more-coherent 
and clear messages about what they can be doing every day in 
their classrooms to help students meet standards. Yet, in the 
words of David Cohen (1995, p. 12), systemic reforms (like 
those potentially represented by CCSS) are “not being grafted 
onto the same tree in each state.” Even states that have adopted 
CCSS are quite varied in what they are doing to support teach-
ers’ work to address standards. For example, a dwindling subset 
of states that have adopted CCSS have also adopted one of the 
two common assessments intended to gauge progress toward 
CCSS: Smarter Balanced and Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) (Gewertz, 2016). 
And states vary a great deal in the professional development 
and curricula that they recommend or support teachers to use 
(Coburn, Hill, and Spillane, 2016). 

Thus far, studies have provided some limited evidence 
on educators’ perceptions and capacity to implement CCSS 
(Kane et al., 2016; Opfer, Kaufman, and Thompson, 2016). 
But studies have not provided clear evidence of state-by-state 
differences in teachers’ implementation of CCSS or high-
lighted state strategies that may be supporting thoughtful 
and strong implementation of CCSS. State policymakers 
and educators thus have little guidance on best practices by 
which teachers can be supported to help students meet state 
standards. 

The Purpose of This Report
The catalyst for this report is new evidence that state depart-
ment of education work to align instruction with standards 
may make a difference for teachers’ practices and understand-
ing of their state’s standards. Several times over the past few 
years, the RAND Corporation’s American Teacher Panel 
(ATP) has surveyed a standing sample of approximately 
2,700 K–12 classroom teachers across the United States about 
their perceptions and instruction. In addition to providing 
nationally representative data from teachers across the United 
States, the ATP provides data at the state level for a select 
number of states. 

New findings from two ATP surveys—one fielded in June 
2015 and another fielded in October 2015—point to some large 
and intriguing differences between surveyed teachers from 
states that have adopted CCSS and those in one particular 
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state: Louisiana. Specifically, Louisiana teachers are using more 
instructional materials aligned with Common Core, and they 
report thinking and teaching in ways that are more in line with 
the tenets of Common Core.

Over the past several years, Louisiana students have 
made some significant strides in being more career and col-
lege ready, despite Louisiana being one of the poorest states 
in the country.1 In 2013, Louisiana became one of only 12 
states that required all 11th graders to take the ACT college-
readiness assessment. Two years later, in 2015, Louisiana 
students gained more points in their composite ACT scores, 
on average, than students in any of the other 12 states. The 
number of Louisiana students taking Advanced Placement 
(AP) courses has more than doubled between 2012 and 2016.2 
Furthermore, Louisiana’s high school graduation rate and the 
number of students enrolled in college are both at all-time 
highs.3 In addition, compared with their performance in 2013, 
Louisiana’s fourth-grade students achieved the highest growth 
among all states on the 2015 National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP) reading test.4 

This remarkable progress is likely due in part to changes 
teachers are making to their instruction. In this report, we 
examine teachers’ survey responses about their implementation 
of state standards in Louisiana compared with the responses 
of teachers in other states that have adopted CCSS. We then 
identify state policies and practices in Louisiana that could be 
supporting teachers’ work. This report is intended to provide 
guidance to states about sensible state systems that give educa-
tors coherent messages and concrete tools to help students 
meet high academic standards.

Data and Methods
The ATP is a randomly selected, nationally representative 
panel of American K–12 public school teachers. The ATP also 
includes state-representative samples in four states: California, 
Louisiana, New Mexico, and New York. For the June and Octo-
ber 2015 web-based surveys on which these findings are based, 
we focused on three main aspects of teachers’ implementation 
of state standards: their use of instructional materials, their 
understanding of approaches and practices aligned with their 
state’s standards and CCSS, and the standards-aligned practices 
in which their students are engaged in the classroom. The June 
2015 ATP survey explored teachers’ instructional practices and 
their understanding of their state’s standards for mathematics 
and English language arts (ELA), while the October 2015 sur-
vey focused only on teachers’ use of instructional materials. For 
simplicity’s sake, throughout this report, we refer to states that 
have adopted CCSS or modified versions of those standards as 
SACC (for standards adapted from Common Core) states. 

In the findings for this report, we focus on survey 
responses by mathematics and ELA teachers to both surveys, 
and we compare responses by Louisiana teachers with those in 
other SACC states.5 We consider differences in teachers’ percep-
tions to be significant when they are unlikely to have occurred 
by chance (i.e., a p-value of 0.05 or smaller in statistical tests 
comparing Louisiana teachers and those from other states).6

Details on sample size and respondents are included in 
Table 1. To ensure representativeness, panel members were 
originally sampled randomly from across the nation. The 
teacher sample includes all full-time public school teachers 
in grades K–12 in all subjects, including teachers of special 

Table 1. ATP Response Rates Across the United States and in Louisiana

Total Panelists Respondents
Response 
Rate (%)

Maximum Margin 
of Error (%)

June 2015 survey (to all teachers)

All U.S. teachers 2,745 1,705 62 3.7

Louisiana teachers 381 249 65 8.5

October 2015 survey (only to math and ELA teachers)

All U.S. teachers 2,018 1,168 58 4.5

Louisiana teachers 327 170 52 8.5
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education students and English-language learners. However, 
for the October 2015 survey, only math and ELA teachers were 
surveyed. For the October and June 2015 surveys, respondents 
were paid a small monetary incentive to complete the surveys. 
ATP response rates are similar to those of other national sur-
veys,7 but nonresponse could lead to some bias in our estimates. 
To address this potential bias, the weighted estimates provided 
in this report are based on a model for nonresponse that gives 
more weight to teachers in subgroups that were less likely to 
respond to our survey.8

Based on the differences we observed between survey self-
reports of Louisiana teachers and those in other states, we opted 
to gather more information about Louisiana state policies and 
processes by interviewing Louisiana Department of Education 
(LDOE) officials and reviewing documents and resources that 
the state provides to school administrators and teachers. In late 
Spring 2016, we interviewed five high-level LDOE officials who 
oversee major aspects of the state’s education work. Interviews 
were semi-structured and intended to help us understand 
LDOE policies and practices related to teachers and teacher 
learning, as well as general LDOE policy priorities and strate-
gies for implementing policies and goals. We reviewed public 
documents and resources available to school administrators and 
teachers on the LDOE website, as well as other summary pre-
sentation documents and other educator resources that LDOE 
interviewees provided to us. Through iterative qualitative cod-
ing of the interview data, we identified major themes and key 
state strategies for supporting teachers’ knowledge and practice. 
Through our documentation analysis, we identified the key 
tools and resources supporting LDOE strategies.

Limitations
Our survey methods do not allow us to provide causal evidence 
of connections between state policies and teacher practices 
across the state. We also did not examine change in teachers’ 
perceptions and practices over time for this analysis, although 
we plan to do so in future work. The survey data shared in this 
report thus only capture perceptions and practices at a single 
time point. It is possible that teachers in Louisiana already 
engaged in these perceptions and practices before LDOE put its 
current strategies in motion. In addition, our analyses of LDOE 
policies and practices are based only on interviews with state 
officials and a review of public documents that LDOE provides 
for Louisiana educators. We did not collect information from 
school administrators and teachers to confirm LDOE policies 

and practices, aside from what we collected regarding teachers’ 
knowledge of standards and their instructional practices. How-
ever, at the least, our work can point to concrete department of 
education strategies that could be making a difference in a state 
where student achievement and teacher work in schools looks 
quantitatively different from national averages. 

Organization of the Report
The next section summarizes significant differences in the 
responses of teachers in Louisiana and those in other SACC 
states on three key markers for implementation of state stan-
dards. We then discuss LDOE strategies that we hypothesize 
could be supporting teachers’ implementation of standards. We 
conclude the report with a final summary and consider implica-
tions of our findings for states and districts.

KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
LOUISIANA MATH AND ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE ARTS TEACHERS AND 
THEIR COUNTERPARTS IN OTHER 
SACC STATES 
In this section, we compare differences in the responses of 
teachers in Louisiana and those in other SACC states on the fol-
lowing three markers of teachers’ implementation of standards: 

•	 using instructional materials aligned with standards
•	 understanding state standards
•	 implementing standards-aligned classroom practices.9

Louisiana teachers diverged from other states’ teachers in 
all three areas, with particular differences in teachers’ math-
ematics instructional materials, the practices teachers think are 
aligned with their ELA standards, and teachers’ use of grade-
appropriate texts.

Marker 1: Using Instructional Materials 
Aligned with State Standards 

Compared with teachers in other states, more 
Louisiana teachers regularly used or consulted 
standards-aligned instructional resources.

To help students meet state standards, teachers need access 
to high-quality, standards-aligned instructional materials. In 
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SACC states, including Louisiana, that means alignment with 
the Common Core State Standards. Although many instruc-
tional resources claim alignment with CCSS, recent reviews 
of published mathematics materials suggest that few actually 
are (Polikoff, 2015; EdReports, undated-b). In its reviews of 
26 K–8 instructional materials for mathematics, EdReports 
found that only Bridges in Mathematics’ and Eureka Math’s 
curricula were aligned with CCSS across all grades and in the 
areas of (1) focus and coherence and (2) rigor and mathemati-
cal practices.10 A version of Eureka Math is available for free 
online on the EngageNY.org website, but it is also available 
as a textbook series published by Great Minds. EdReports 
also recently reviewed ELA materials for grades 3–8 for their 
alignment with CCSS, including text quality and complex-
ity; alignment with standards components; and building of 
knowledge with texts, vocabulary, and tasks (EdReports, 
undated-a). Of the seven textbook series that EdReports 
reviewed, Amplify ELA, Expeditionary Learning, and Ready-
GEN met expectations in all domains and at all grade levels 
for which they were reviewed.11 

In the October 2015 ATP survey, we asked math and ELA 
teachers across the United States to tell us how frequently they 
drew upon a large list of online and published materials for 
their instruction. The results suggest that Louisiana teachers 
were more likely than teachers from other SACC states to draw 
upon materials connected with CCSS. Three large and unex-
pected differences emerged in this regard:

•	 Compared with math teachers in other SACC states, 
Louisiana math teachers were far more likely—by more 
than 30 percentage points—to draw upon EngageNY or 
Eureka Math for their instruction. 

•	 Louisiana ELA teachers were significantly more likely 
than ELA teachers in other SACC states to draw upon 
EngageNY materials for their instruction.

•	 Compared with teachers in other SACC states, 10–20 per-
centage points more math and ELA teachers in Louisiana 
reported consulting some online resources aligned with or 
related to state standards. 

As seen in Figure 1, 72 percent of Louisiana math teach-
ers reported using EngageNY for their instruction in October 
2015, compared with 36 percent of math teachers in other 
SACC states. We also asked teachers about their use of Eureka 
Math apart from EngageNY as a separate item in our survey. 
Similarly, 70 percent of Louisiana math teachers reported using 
Eureka Math, compared with only 10 percent of teachers in 

other SACC states. Most of the teachers who reported using 
EngageNY also reported using Eureka Math. Specifically, 
67 percent of teachers reported use of both EngageNY and 
Eureka Math. Many of those teachers may have been using 
only the version of Eureka Math available within EngageNY. 
Altogether, nearly 90 percent of Louisiana math teachers 
reported using either EngageNY or Eureka Math for their 
instruction, compared with 44 percent of math teachers in 
other SACC states.

Beyond Eureka Math and EngageNY, math teachers in 
Louisiana also reported using some other materials significantly 
more than their counterparts in SACC states, including Go 
Math!, Glencoe Math, and Pearson Prentice Hall Algebra I. We 
did not find evidence that other resources used by Louisiana 
math teachers are as aligned with Common Core as Eureka 
Math is. EdReports (undated-b), for example, suggested that, 
for the criterion of focus and coherence, Go Math! and Glen-
coe Math aligned with Common Core at some grade levels, 
but they did not exemplify rigor and mathematical practices 
aligned with Common Core as frequently as Eureka Math 
did. Thus, Louisiana math teachers may not always be using 
resources aligned with Common Core, although they seem to 
be using some standards-aligned resources more than teachers 
in other SACC states.

As with their counterparts who teach math, Louisiana ELA 
teachers also reported using EngageNY more than ELA teach-
ers in other SACC states (48 percent compared with a little 
more than 30 percent, respectively). Louisiana ELA teachers 
also reported using a range of other ELA instructional resources 

Figure 1. Use of EngageNY Materials by Math and 
ELA Teachers

SOURCE: October 2015 ATP survey.
NOTE: An asterisk denotes that the difference between Louisiana 
teachers and those in other SACC states was significant.
RAND RR1613-1
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more than ELA teachers in other SACC states, including Accel-
erated Reader, Core Knowledge Language Arts, Open Court 
Reading, and Reading Wonders.

In the October 2015 survey, 88 percent of Louisiana math 
and ELA teachers reported consulting their state department 
of education’s website for ideas and materials to integrate into 
their instruction, compared with 68 percent of teachers in 
other SACC states (see Figure 2). In fact, 27 percent of Loui-
siana teachers reported going to their state website for instruc-
tional materials or ideas at least once a week. By comparison, 
only 12 percent of teachers in other SACC states reported 

doing so. Similarly, more Louisiana teachers appeared to seek 
out some other online resources that explicitly address Com-
mon Core, such as Corestandards.org. On the other hand, 
Louisiana teachers were also more likely to seek out some 
resources that are not as clearly aligned with Common Core, 
such as Teacherspayteachers.com and Teachingchannel.org, 
which offer a wide variety of example lessons and activities. 
The higher percentages of Louisiana teachers consulting these 
resources may suggest that Louisiana teachers feel the need to 
consult online resources more, in general, compared with their 
peers in other states. 

Figure 2. Use of Online Materials by Math and ELA Teachers

SOURCE: October 2015 ATP survey.
NOTE: An asterisk denotes that the difference between Louisiana teachers and those in other SACC states was significant.
RAND RR1613-2
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Marker 2: Understanding State Standards

Louisiana teachers demonstrated a more accurate 
understanding of approaches and practices aligned 
with CCSS for ELA compared with teachers in other 
SACC states.

Using standards-aligned instructional materials is an important 
first step for teachers to address state standards. Yet if teachers 
do not deeply understand their standards—or the instructional 
practices that are aligned with them—their instruction may fall 
short of helping students meet those standards. In particular, 
according to studies of CCSS, there are several major “instruc-
tional shifts” that teachers must make in order to help students 
meet CCSS or similar state standards, which would apply for 
those in SACC states (Brown and Kappes, 2012; Shanahan, 
2013; Student Achievement Partners, 2016). Those shifts for 
ELA or literacy include the following: 

•	 Students should regularly be exposed to challenging, 
grade-appropriate texts.

•	 Texts must be at the center of instruction (e.g., teachers 
should consistently require students to cite evidence from 
texts to justify their claims and ask text-specific questions 
that require students to deeply read texts).

Although there is no explicit guidance in CCSS on the 
extent to which teachers should select texts at students’ indi-
vidual reading levels, the standards do make clear that teach-
ers should place an emphasis on using grade-level texts with 
the whole class, which could conceivably reduce the time that 
teachers spend using leveled readers and other texts written at 
students’ individual reading levels. 

A majority of teachers in SACC states do not demonstrate 
a clear understanding of these shifts, even though standards 
in SACC states are very similar to CCSS. For example, Opfer, 
Kaufman, and Thompson (2016) noted that two-thirds of ELA 
teachers in SACC states believed that their state standards 
advocate teachers providing texts for students based on indi-
vidual reading levels, which contradicts the CCSS emphasis on 
providing complex texts for all students. In addition, more than 
three-fourths of U.S. ELA teachers believed that their standards 
encouraged them to teach reading skills “first” and apart from 
texts so that students would be able to apply these skills to any 
text, which also contradicts CCSS. In contrast, only about 
20 percent of teachers indicated that their standards encour-
aged them to focus, first, on teaching texts and embedding 

instruction on reading skills as tools to understand any text 
(Opfer, Kaufman, and Thompson, 2016).

Compared with ELA teachers in other SACC states, 
higher percentages of Louisiana ELA teachers identified 
practices and approaches aligned with Common Core. First, 
as indicated in Figure 3, lower percentages of Louisiana ELA 
teachers than teachers in other SACC states thought that 
“selecting texts for individual students based on their reading 
levels” was an approach aligned with their state standards. 
This finding suggests that Louisiana teachers are embracing 
the CCSS focus on grade-appropriate texts more than teach-
ers in other SACC states. 

In addition, most Louisiana ELA teachers perceived that 
their standards encourage them to teach particular texts and 
organize reading-skills instruction around the texts, rather 
than teach reading skills first so that students can apply them 
to any text (see Figure 4). Thus, compared with ELA teachers 
in other SACC states, higher percentages of Louisiana teachers 
were thinking about their ELA instruction in ways that were 
aligned with CCSS.

On the other hand, we observed no differences between 
teachers in Louisiana and those in SACC states regarding sev-
eral other approaches that are not clearly aligned with CCSS, 
including using abridged or adapted versions of complex texts 
for struggling readers and assigning complex novels for all 
students to read. 

If teachers do not 
deeply understand 
their standards—or the 
instructional practices that 
are aligned with them—
their instruction may fall 
short of helping students 
meet those standards.
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Figure 3. ELA Teachers’ Understanding of Approaches for Selecting Texts Aligned with Common Core

SOURCE: June 2015 ATP survey.
NOTE: An asterisk denotes that the difference between Louisiana teachers and those in other SACC states was significant.  
RAND RR1613-3
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Figure 4. ELA Teachers’ Understanding of Reading Instructional Approaches Aligned with Common Core
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Compared with math teachers in other SACC states, 
more math teachers in Louisiana identified the CCSS-
aligned math topics for their grade levels.

One of the key instructional shifts emphasized by CCSS is 
that math teachers should narrow the focus of their instruc-
tional time to only the content that is specific to standards 
for the grade levels in which they teach (Porter et al., 2011; 
Student Achievement Partners, 2016). This shift is intended to 
curb the “inch deep, mile wide” approach to math instruction 
documented by Schmidt, McKnight, and Raizen (1997), who 
found that U.S. mathematics curricula and texts address far 
more topics at many grade levels compared with curricula in 
other countries.

In one recent nationally representative survey, Bay-Wil-
liams (2016) found that teachers in states that adopted CCSS 
reported addressing the appropriate major topics noted in 
CCSS for their grade levels. We also found via the ATP survey 
that high percentages of math teachers in SACC states knew 
which topics were aligned with CCSS at their grade levels. 
However, our ATP survey findings also indicated that K–8 
math teachers incorrectly identified additional topics as being 
aligned with CCSS at their grade levels (Opfer, Kaufman, and 
Thompson, 2016). These findings suggest that teachers are still 
likely teaching too many topics per grade level, including some 
that are not aligned with CCSS. 

Interestingly, compared with the national trends, Louisi-
ana K–5 math teachers were more likely to choose the topics 
aligned with CCSS at their grade levels and—equally impor-
tantly—did not identify topics at their grade levels as being 
aligned with CCSS when they were not. Specifically, more 
than half of Louisiana K–5 math teachers were able to identify 
all the CCSS topics aligned with their grade levels that were 
highlighted in the survey and did not choose any additional 
topics as part of what their standards expect them to teach. In 
contrast, only 36 percent of K–5 teachers in other SACC states 
were able to choose all the topics aligned with CCSS at their 
grade levels and no other topics. We did not observe differences 
between math teachers of grades 6–8 in Louisiana and those 
in other SACC states regarding identification of math topics 
aligned with state standards at their grade levels (see Figure 5). 

Marker 3: Implementing Standards-Aligned 
Classroom Practices

Compared with teachers in other SACC states, 
Louisiana ELA teachers were more likely to report 
that their students engaged in some practices 
aligned with CCSS, including more text-centered 
practices.

Lastly, we examined differences between teachers in Louisiana 
and those in other SACC states in regard to the frequency of 
CCSS-aligned practices in their classrooms, including their 
reports of students’ engagement in work outlined in the CCSS 
Anchor Standards for ELA/Literacy (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2016a, 2016b) and Common Core Stan-
dards for Mathematical Practice (Common Core State Stan-
dards Initiative, 2016c). Of the 32 ELA Anchor Standards in 
CCSS focused on reading, writing, and speaking and listening, 
we asked about 12 in the ATP survey, including five explicitly 
focused on reading and text-centered practices. 

Figure 5. Math Teachers’ Understanding of Major 
Math Topics Aligned with Common Core at  
Their Grade Levels

SOURCE: June 2015 ATP survey.
NOTE: An asterisk denotes that the difference between Louisiana 
teachers and those in other SACC states was significant. For this set 
of questions, we excluded high school teachers because those 
teachers do not always teach the same content at the same grade 
level (e.g., a ninth-grade high school teacher could be teaching 
algebra, geometry, or general mathematics).
RAND RR1613-5
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Based on our results, Louisiana ELA teachers diverged 
considerably from our national teacher sample in regard to stu-
dent engagement in several classroom practices (see Figure 6). 
Specifically, compared with their counterparts in other SACC 
states, 15–16 percentage points more Louisiana ELA teachers 
reported that their students engaged in the following CCSS-
aligned practices:

•	 Students use evidence from a text to make inferences 
or support conclusions drawn from a text. (CCSS ELA 
Anchor Standard 1 for Reading) 

•	 Students analyze the structure of texts, including how 
specific sentences, paragraphs, and larger portions of text 
relate to each other and the whole. (CCSS ELA Anchor 
Standard 5 for Reading)

•	 Students demonstrate a command of conventions of 
standard English when writing or speaking. (CCSS ELA 
Anchor Standard 1 for Language)

Additionally, compared with national averages, much 
higher percentages of Louisiana teachers reported that students 
spend their reading time on the same grade-level texts, and 
lower percentages of teachers reported that students read differ-
ent texts depending on their reading levels (see Figure 7). These 
findings are perhaps logical given that Louisiana teachers are 
less likely than other U.S. teachers to think that their standards 
encourage them to select different texts for students based on 
their reading levels. But the findings offer important evidence 
that teachers report doing what they think their standards 
advocate (i.e., focusing on grade-appropriate texts). 

Figure 6. ELA Teachers’ Implementation of Standards-Aligned Practices

Use evidence from a text to make inferences or 
support conclusions drawn from the text*

Read a nonfiction text in the classroom

Percentage of surveyed teachers indicating that their students engaged in the practice 
“daily or almost daily”

ELA teachers in other SACC states ELA teachers in Louisiana

Demonstrate a command of conventions of standard 
English when writing or speaking*

Participate in a range of conversations and 
collaborations with diverse partners

Use a range of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases sufficient for 

college and career readiness

Connect literacy instruction to other content (e.g., 
science, social studies)

Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and 
communicative tasks

Analyze the structure of texts, including how portions 
of text relate to each other and the whole*

Strengthen writing by planning, revising, editing, 
rewriting, or trying a new approach

SOURCE: June 2015 ATP survey.
NOTE: An asterisk denotes that the difference between Louisiana teachers and those in other SACC states was significant.
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Secondary math teachers in Louisiana were more 
likely than those in other SACC states to engage 
students in some Common Core Standards for 
Mathematical Practice.

We observed a small number of substantial differences between 
Louisiana math teacher practices at the secondary level 
(grades 6–12) and those of secondary math teachers in other 
SACC states. We asked teachers about their engagement in 
practices parallel to six of the eight Common Core Standards 
for Mathematical Practice (Common Core State Standards 
Initiative, 2016c). Roughly 90 percent of secondary math 
teachers in Louisiana reported that they ask students to explain 
and justify their work and ask students to use math symbols 
and language appropriately on a daily basis compared with 
only about two-thirds of teachers in other SACC states. But we 
observed no additional significant differences between second-
ary teachers in Louisiana and those in other SACC states on 
any other standards-aligned practices, and we did not observe 
significant differences between elementary teachers. 

Taken together, our ATP survey findings offer compel-
ling new evidence that teachers in Louisiana are both teaching 
and thinking about teaching in ways that are more aligned 
with CCSS than teachers in other CSSS-aligned states. The 

next section of our report explores reasons for these differences 
by examining LDOE strategies that could be connected with 
teachers’ work in schools. 

STATE SYSTEMS AND STRATEGIES 
SUPPORTING LOUISIANA TEACHERS’ 
IMPLEMENTATION OF STANDARDS
Our ATP findings show that Louisiana teachers report doing 
work that is more aligned with CCSS than their counterparts’ 
reports from other SACC states. What state work could be 
supporting these considerable differences in Louisiana teach-
ers’ understanding and instructional practices? In this section, 
we explore the key strategies in Louisiana intended to support 
implementation of state standards. Our findings are based on 
analysis of interviews, documents on the LDOE website, and 
documents and presentations provided to us by LDOE. All of 
our work focuses on strategies that have been put in place since 
the new state superintendent for education in Louisiana took 
office in January 2012.

Our coding of themes from our interviews and document 
analysis suggests that LDOE has relied on the following three 

Figure 7. ELA Teachers’ Estimates of the Percentage of Reading Time That Students Spend on Grade-Level 
Versus Reading-Level Texts

ELA Elementary teachers in other SACC states
ELA Elementary teachers in Louisiana

SOURCE: October 2015 ATP survey.
NOTE: An asterisk denotes that the difference between Louisiana teachers and those in other SACC states was significant.
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main strategies to support teachers’ implementation of state 
standards: 
1.	 a coherent academic strategy focused on integration, 

alignment, and quality among systems supporting 
standards

2.	 transparent and regular communication about academics 
within the state department and across layers of the 
education system

3.	 strong support for local decisionmaking and ownership 
of change by districts and teachers.

We describe these strategies in more depth and then 
consider how they work together to create a sensible system 
in which teachers can understand and implement their state 
standards.

Strategy 1: A Coherent Academic Strategy 
Focused on Integration, Alignment, and 
Quality Among Systems Supporting 
Standards
LDOE has examined and revised three key “systems” that all 
point teachers down the same pathway toward helping students 
meet Louisiana state standards: curricula, professional develop-
ment, and student assessments. LDOE staff have worked to 
ensure strong alignment and coherence among these systems 
and, at the same time, designed them to be high quality. 

Curricula 
LDOE considers curricula to be a linchpin in much of the 
department’s alignment work. One state official noted that cur-
ricula provide “an anchor” for teachers, offering crucial support 
for how to implement standards. Many states recommend or 
require various published and online resources that teachers 
can consult for their instruction, and these recommendations 
are often posted on the states’ websites. But LDOE does more 
than recommend textbooks and resources. First, Louisiana 
provides free online, annotated reviews of published K–12 
textbooks for mathematics and ELA. Reviews rate materials as 
“Tier 1 – Exemplifies Quality,” “Tier 2 – Approaching Qual-
ity,” and “Tier 3 – Not Representing Quality.” For instruc-
tional materials, review criteria are closely related to CCSS and 
Publishers’ Criteria for CCSS (Coleman and Pimentel, 2012a, 
2012b; Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2013a, 
2013b), and LDOE hires teachers from its Teacher Leader 

program to conduct the reviews (we examine Teacher Leaders 
in more depth later in this report). Notably, just a handful of 
curricula are rated as Tier 1. For mathematics, Tier 1 curricula 
include Eureka Math for grades K–11 (part of EngageNY); 
College Board Springboard Math for grades 9–11; the Math 
Learning Center for grades K–5; and Zearn for grades 1–4. For 
ELA, Tier 1 curricula include Core Knowledge ELA for grades 
K–3 (part of EngageNY) and Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
Collections for ELA for grades 9–12.12 On its website, LDOE 
stresses that these reviews are intended to help districts make 
informed decisions about purchasing materials “that are best for 
their local communities.” At the same time, all Tier 1 programs 
receive a state contract, which makes it easier for districts to 
procure them. As noted earlier, it appears that Louisiana has 
been largely successful in “scaling” Eureka Math through 
this strategy: Almost 90 percent of teachers in Louisiana who 
responded to our survey noted using Eureka Math or the ver-
sion of Eureka Math available through EngageNY for their 
instruction, although they also reported using some texts that 
have been rated below Tier 1 by LDOE.

One state official told us that LDOE observed “a hole in 
the marketplace” regarding materials well-aligned with CCSS 
for ELA, particular for grades 4–8. For that reason, LDOE 
developed free, online ELA curricula for grades 3–12 aligned 
with state standards; the curricula include unit overviews all 
the way down to individual lessons, student handouts, teaching 
notes, and student assessments.13 If a district adopts the state-
developed ELA curricula, it is free to use any of the materi-
als that LDOE provides online, although the district has to 
purchase the texts (e.g., novels or books) that are part of those 
curricula (which are not available online). LDOE provides clear 
information about the costs of those texts to help districts’ 
decisionmaking.14 At the same time, the department stresses 
that districts are not required by the state to adopt any particu-
lar curricula or resources, including those for ELA or math. 

LDOE officials and personnel with whom we spoke 
emphasized that the provision of vetted resources has been 
challenging and time-consuming. Prior to 2012, districts were 
required to purchase and use a limited set of state-required 
materials. In response to recommendations from a state com-
mittee, legislators changed the laws requiring use of this narrow 
set of materials, and LDOE encouraged districts to work with 
vendors to submit materials for review. In the words of a state 
official, “It’s not pleasant when you give big publishers Tier 3 
ratings and they have big lobbies and bring in millions of 
dollars . . . . It would have been easy to let it go.” But LDOE 
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has focused on curricula as an essential element of its strategy 
to support teaching, with the consistent message that districts 
must have clear and useful information about high-quality cur-
ricula in order to make the best textbook-adoption decisions. 

Professional Development
Recommending and developing curricula do not—in 
themselves—ensure high-quality, standards-aligned instruc-
tion. LDOE’s professional development strategy is explicitly 
intended to support curriculum implementation by targeting 
and supporting development that is aligned with standards 
and curricula. On its website, LDOE provides a “Vendor PD 
Course Catalogue” that lists professional development vendors 
and information about whether those vendors meet an array 
of criteria, including whether they help teachers implement a 
high-quality curriculum, build content knowledge, analyze 
the quality of student work, manage a classroom environment, 
provide teachers practice and feedback, and offer ongoing sup-
port through mentoring, coaching, or Professional Learning 
Communities.15 In particular, LDOE recommends only ven-
dors that have made explicit linkages between their professional 
development and curricula designated as Tier 1 by LDOE. The 
department also works with vendors to offer different packages 
at varying price points so that districts can choose the pack-
age that works for them. While most states do provide profes-
sional development opportunities to K–12 teachers, we have 
not found other clear examples of state department of educa-
tion work to make connections between specific professional 
development vendors and curricula or to investigate the quality 
of these vendors in such a variety of ways.

LDOE also provides frequent professional development 
directly to Teacher Leaders, a group of 5,000 educators across 
the state and in each district who are not only involved in creat-
ing some of the resources available on the LDOE website but 
also are expected to attend state professional development train-
ings and then return to their districts and schools to provide 
professional development to their fellow educators. We discuss 
LDOE’s Teacher Leader program in more depth as part of the 
second strategy outlined later.

Student Assessments
Summative and formative assessments are the last puzzle piece 
of aligned systems to support state standards. Louisiana was 
one of nine states in which students took the PARCC test in 

2015. However, in spring 2015, Louisiana passed legislation 
revising state standards and requiring that fewer questions on 
the annual standardized state test come from PARCC assess-
ments. In response to that change, LDOE staff worked to 
ensure that the state standards and assessments remained high 
quality. One state official commented, “[Our] team of item 
writers and reviewers—I would daresay—are some of the best 
in the country.” 

Several LDOE staff with whom we spoke highlighted the 
role of assessment in supporting accountability. LDOE gives 
letter grades to schools based on student achievement data. 
One LDOE official noted that issuance of letter grades “gets 
people focused on student learning,” and another LDOE 
staff member indicated that the department’s work to support 
instructional improvement would be less influential without 
accountability mechanisms. At the same time, one official 
commented that “accountability is meaningless absent it pro-
ducing a coherent reaction that is aligned to the substance of 
the work for the teacher.” 

LDOE has recently begun work on the alignment and 
quality of assessments that districts use to gain formative infor-
mation about students’ progress toward standards. Districts 
regularly spend large sums of money on district-created assess-
ments, and LDOE’s preliminary review of these assessments 
suggested that they are often poorly aligned with standards, 
curricula, and states’ summative statewide tests. In the words of 
one LDOE state official, “I have concerns about the amount of 

LDOE’s professional 
development strategy 
is explicitly intended 
to support curriculum 
implementation by 
targeting and supporting 
development that is 
aligned with standards 
and curricula.
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classroom time that [district assessments] take up and particu-
larly because of the quality of questions being used . . . when it 
doesn’t match with the summative [state test].” That official con-
tinued by noting that when district assessments are not aligned 
with standards and summative assessments, teachers get unclear 
messages about what they should be doing in the classroom. 

In an effort to better align formative assessments with state 
standards and the state summative assessment, LDOE reviews 
available interim assessments and provides recommendations 
to districts on particular assessments for some grade levels, as 
well as guidance to districts for selecting and developing their 
own assessments. To that end, LDOE has also built an online 
tool that teachers can use to find and use formative assessment 
items.16 One state official described the tool as “thousands of 
items that are high quality and aligned with state assessments.” 
She noted that teachers can search by module for two of the 
most highly used curriculum programs in Louisiana—Eureka 
Math and the LDOE-developed ELA units—and can search 
by text, standard, or topic. The official remarked that the tool 
“allows teachers to build high-quality assessments that connect 
to curriculum and give them better data so they can make bet-
ter decisions about adjusting their instruction.” LDOE hopes 

that its assessment tools will not only provide clear guidance 
to districts and teachers but also help districts save money and 
create more coherence across state and district systems. 

Strategy 2: Transparent and Regular 
Communication About Academics Within 
the State Department and Across Layers of 
the Education System
As we illustrate in Figure 8, LDOE regularly disseminates 
information and communicates about standards, curricula, pro-
fessional development, and assessment—and the alignment of 
these systems—with multiple layers of school and district staff 
in Louisiana. LDOE staff and team leads also communicate 
with one another regularly. 

Communication Within the State Department 
of Education
Within LDOE, there are separate teams of people who address 
content, assessment, and implementation goals. Yet LDOE staff 
keep academics and subject-area content central to their con-

Figure 8. Aligned Systems Supporting Standards Implementation in Louisiana

RAND RR1613-8
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versation across personnel teams. One state official remarked 
that Louisiana’s state superintendent, in particular, “sees 
the role of academics as a part of policy and accountability.” 
Furthermore, LDOE teams talk together frequently in order to 
communicate consistent messages. One member of the LDOE 
staff commented, “Nothing goes out the door unless it’s con-
nected to the structures and the other initiatives. . . . [It’s] hard, 
and it requires a lot of time and collaboration . . . but that’s our 
orientation and belief.” 

LDOE currently includes about 300 full-time employees, 
a decrease from roughly 600 employees at the start of its new 
administration in 2012. Such a large reduction in staff may 
have diminished capacity in some ways. However, state officials 
have noted that these reductions have created some focus and 
efficiency within the department. One state official commented 
that the reductions were “helpful to coherence because they 
created an environment where there just weren’t as many people 
out there saying whatever they wanted to say.” 

Communication Across Each Layer of the 
Education System
LDOE staff described their communication with district and 
school leaders and teachers as “disciplined,” “routine,” and 
“very predictable.” The department plans regular meetings, 
phone calls, and webinars with superintendents, as well as sepa-
rate meetings with assistant superintendents or central office 
supervisors (e.g., heads of academics or curricula). Staff also 
have regular meetings with school principals. A state official 
noted that they provide “real resources” at every meeting to 
help district and school stakeholders with decisions they are 
making at a particular time of year, and district and school staff 
attend the meetings to find out about resources. Such resources 
include an annual calendar of state events and planning guides 
intended to help districts set priorities and make funding deci-
sions for the coming year.17 

District leaders also talk within their networks. Louisiana 
is divided into three regions, and each is overseen by a network 
leader and team. Network leaders are described as spending 
the majority of their week in districts, helping districts outline 
goals and identify areas where they need more support. Those 
network leaders communicate back to the state about district 
needs and areas of concern. Thus, networks act as another level 
of state communication with districts.

Lastly, Louisiana has engaged more than 5,000 Teacher 
Leaders—approximately two teachers per school across 

Louisiana—who receive monthly newsletters, participate 
in monthly webinars, and attend quarterly collaborations 
to receive information and training on curricula and tools 
provided by the state, as well as further their professional 
development. Districts appoint the teachers, and the state 
then communicates directly with them. Some subsets of these 
Teacher Leaders also are engaged in reviewing instructional 
materials, writing newsletters, and leading trainings. State 
staff view Teacher Leaders as vessels to quickly communicate 
information to schools. One state official commented, “We 
realized early on that we would never be able to communicate 
coherence if the superintendent of each school system was 
going to [be] the vehicle through which we needed to filter 
every bit of information [to teachers]. . . . We had to go right 
for the teachers.” 

According to our brief scan of state department of educa-
tion websites, some other states have teacher leader or “master 
teacher” programs. Idaho, Maryland, New York, and Tennes-
see, for example, train hundreds or even thousands of master or 
exemplary teachers across their states who then provide mentor-
ship and training to their peers. Other states provide frame-
works and standards for districts to support teacher leadership. 
However, we have not identified other state programs that 
recruit such a large number of teacher leaders and regularly use 
them in as many ways as LDOE does.

Teacher Leaders are not required by LDOE to attend any 
trainings, and they are not paid by the state for their work, 
although some districts choose to provide some payment in the 
form of stipends or release time. Yet nearly all Teacher Leaders 
across the state attended the most recent annual summit, which 
may speak to the quality of the training they receive at the 
summits. The Teacher Leaders are charged with sharing what 
they learn at state webinars and in-person meetings and train-
ings with other teachers at their schools. 

LDOE staff keep 
academics and subject-
area content central to 
their conversation across 
personnel teams.
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Strategy 3: Strong Support for Local 
Decisionmaking and Ownership of Change 
by Districts and Teachers 
LDOE emphasized to us that the tools and supports it pro-
vides are intended to help districts, schools, and teachers make 
informed decisions about curricula, assessments, professional 
development, and instruction rather than mandate the use 
of particular materials. This stance is also communicated in 
various places on its website. LDOE has thus positioned itself 
as the purveyor of a high-quality, aligned marketplace to guide 
local decisions about curricula, professional development, 
and assessments. Specifically, the website provides districts 
and teachers with a clearinghouse of information about many 
vendors, including reviews on the alignment among curricula, 
professional development, and Louisiana standards. While the 
department does not make decisions for local school districts, it 
is very clear about the materials, training, and assessments that 
are most aligned and faithful to state standards, and it strongly 
supports more-aligned curricula and professional develop-
ment. One LDOE official said, “We don’t force anybody to 
purchase Tier I [professional development], but we only fund 
and endorse professional development providers that work with 
Tier I instruments. We will only do statewide contracts for bulk 
purchasing for Tier I contracts.”

Another official made clear that the department is more 
interested in ensuring that schools are helping students learn 
and supporting districts and teachers than in monitoring 
which curricula, professional development, and formative 
assessments districts are using: “What I’m interested in—Are 
your students’ results improving [on standards-aligned sum-
mative assessments] and do your teachers feel supported in 
that work? If the answers are yes and yes on [assessments and] 
surveys we use to figure it out, then what you are doing seems 
to be working.” 

In addition to providing this clearinghouse of tools for 
districts, LDOE closely involves educators and “exemplar” 
districts in piloting and reviewing those tools. Districts and 
teachers are therefore able to “own” the work along with the 
state and claim some expertise in using these resources, and 
this strategy draws educators into substantive conversations 
with those in other districts about state tools and how they 
can be used. The department’s work with Teacher Leaders is a 
good case in point. As mentioned earlier, some Teacher Leaders 
review curricula, and some provide professional development 
to one another at the Teacher Leader annual summit and other 
gatherings. A state official noted, “A lot of our work has been 

about ‘How do you create governance structures over reforms 
that are not owned by reformers and bureaucrats but are owned 
by real people in communities?’”

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
More than 20 years ago, David Cohen (1995) asked, “What is 
the system in systemic reform?” He wrote that, while systemic 
reformers had made impressive strides in their push for new 
standards and aligned assessments to guide instruction, the 
conflicting and numerous directions of these reforms at the 
state and district levels have turned into “a gathering babel of 
reform ideas and practices.” Cohen argued that this incoher-
ence in the system is exacerbated by weak teacher knowledge 
about academic subjects, professional values, and what he called 
“the social resources of practice,” or community resources and 
institutions that send signals about what teachers should know 
and do. Cohen concluded that systemic reforms implemented 
through the policy instruments available to a state—such as 
standards and assessments—have a poor chance of leading to 
large-scale change in the nature of instruction.

Our findings in Louisiana counter Cohen’s statements 
about the inability of states to influence school policy. Results 
from ATP surveys indicate that, compared with other teachers 
nationally, Louisiana teachers use some CCSS-aligned curricula 
at a higher rate than other teachers, demonstrate a better under-
standing of their CCSS-aligned standards, and report undertak-
ing more instructional activities that align with their standards. 

Our interviews with Louisiana state officials suggest that 
LDOE’s work to create a coherent environment for instruction 
is one likely reason for the differences we observed between 
Louisiana teachers and their peers in other states. In the words 
of one state official, LDOE’s goal is to create the conditions in 
which a teacher is able to say, “I’m motivated to achieve with 
my kids, and every incentive I have in my professional life leads 
me there. I know what it looks like, I can quantify it, and I 
understand how all the tools I have at my disposal play a role in 
getting me there.”

At a time when many states have added instructional 
mandates on top of conflicting layers of legislation and require-
ments, Louisiana has worked to “clean out the closet” and point 
school districts and teachers all down the same pathway to 
instructional improvement. The state has not required teachers, 
schools, or districts to choose particular instructional materi-
als, professional development, or assessments. Instead, state 
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staff have tried to “set the table” so that both administrators 
and educators receive regular, consistent, aligned messages and 
tools to support instruction. We have highlighted the following 
three main strategies by which Louisiana has re-envisioned this 
coherent environment for instruction:

1.	 a coherent academic strategy focused on integration, 
alignment, and quality among the three systems support-
ing standards: curricula, professional development, and 
assessment

2.	 regular and consistent communication across layers of the 
education system—from superintendents to teachers—to 
share information about tools and support collaboration

3.	 support for local decisionmaking and ownership of change. 

These three strategies may not be equally important to 
produce change in what teachers do. One or two of these strate-
gies may be more effective than the others. There also could be 
other statewide strategies supporting teachers to think and act 
in ways that are different from those in other SACC states. For 
example, this report did not closely explore differences in what 
LDOE is doing to help teachers meet mathematics standards 
versus ELA standards. The tools that LDOE provides are 
somewhat different for those subjects, and the differences could 
be more or less helpful to teachers. Our ATP data suggest that 
Louisiana ELA teachers, in particular, embrace CCSS-aligned 
perceptions and practices more than their ELA counterparts in 
other SACC states, whereas we did not note as many signifi-
cant differences in mathematics in regard to the CCSS-aligned 
approaches and practices we measured. However, our national 
ATP data on the implementation of state standards also suggest 
that math teachers, particularly at the elementary level, may 
be able to access more instructional resources aligned with 
CCSS than ELA teachers. Thus, U.S. math teachers, in general, 
may be doing work that is better aligned with CCSS. We will 
explore these and other differences among teachers in more 
depth through future ATP surveys. 

How Can States and Districts Move 
Forward? 
Each state has its own legacy of political differences, legisla-
tion, and organizational structures. Strategies that may have 
worked in Louisiana to support implementation of state 
standards may not be effective in every state. However, LDOE 
strategies that we have highlighted in this report—coherence 
across systems, communication across layers of the educa-

tion system, and local ownership of educational change—are 
also reflected in recommendations from decades of education 
research. In particular, systemic reform research posits that 
teachers will be better able to engage in instructional reforms 
(such as state standards) if they are working in an environment 
in which all the systems supporting their instruction are giving 
them common and clear messages about what they should be 
doing in their classrooms. Alignment between standards and 
student assessments is a basic starting point, and—by adopting 
or developing new assessments—many states are working to 
achieve that alignment. 

Even if states cannot clean out all the layers of their 
systems that send conflicting messages to teachers, state 
departments of education should consider prioritizing two 
additional complementary areas to standards and assessments 
that research suggests are key to systemic reforms: curricula 
and professional development. If states could vet and recom-
mend curricular and professional development tools that are 
high quality and aligned with their standards, districts and 
teachers could focus more of their energy on supporting student 
learning by using those tools rather than spending time and 
resources searching for such tools.

Other difficult work for states is redefining how they com-
municate with educators and within the state department of edu-
cation. Years of bureaucratic practices, particular organizational 
structures, and cultural norms may be keeping state teams and 

If states could vet and 
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departments from frequent communication with one another. 
This report noted that all the state teams within LDOE are in 
regular communication, collaborating frequently. In particular, 
academic and subject-area content expertise is consistently inter-
twined with the work of all department teams, including their 
accountability work, the work they do in pre-K and high school, 
and work for pre-service teacher education. Such a flat commu-
nication structure is likely important to accomplish authentic 
alignment work and may require that states do some hard work 
to create structures—meetings, routines, networks—that pro-
vide regular opportunities for communication about academics 
within and across their departments of education. 

In addition, states may lack routines and modes of commu-
nication across all the layers of their education systems and may 
rely on their regional offices to communicate down to superin-
tendents, who, in turn, are expected to communicate down to 
principals, who communicate down to teachers. Our findings 
in LDOE suggest that states should consider communicating 
directly and regularly to both administrators and teachers. In 
particular, LDOE’s extensive communication with and sup-
ports to thousands of teacher leaders across the state has the 
best chance of directly supporting improvements to instruction. 
It makes logical sense. And, yet, state departments of education 
may not prioritize direct communication with the educators on 
the front lines with students in classrooms.

The forms of communication used by LDOE also serve 
to create ownership of efforts by local educators. Teachers and 
local school leaders participate in the vetting of materials and 
professional development opportunities, and they have an 
important role in disseminating these materials, opportuni-

ties, and messages about practice to their colleagues. Such 
involvement of educators allows them to feel ownership and 
responsibility for the success of these efforts. Engaging these 
local educators also expands LDOE’s limited staff capacity by 
drawing on expertise and talent from across the state.

These findings also have implications for districts. States 
and districts, together, play a dual role in creating a coherent 
environment for teaching. In states where departments of edu-
cation are doing good work to define and align systems of stan-
dards, curricula, professional development, and assessments, 
districts can support state work by ensuring that administrators 
and teachers understand state expectations for teaching and 
learning, communicating those expectations to their teachers 
and school leaders, and working to align district systems with 
what is available at the state level. When states do not have the 
capacity or will to create coherent environments for instruction, 
districts have a more difficult job. But they must also seek to 
build that coherent environment in their own districts by align-
ing state standards and assessments closely with curricula and 
professional development. 

Additionally, when states are not providing enough clar-
ity, support, and public resources, district and school leaders, 
educators, families, and education organizations must push for 
systemic reform and change. Stakeholders could advocate state 
work to integrate and align curricula, professional development, 
and assessments and consider how to support and extend such 
work. In an ideal education system, states, districts, teachers, 
and families are on the same page about what students should 
learn, and all educators have strong and aligned tools and 
resources at their disposal to help students get there.

In an ideal education system, states, districts, teachers, 
and families are on the same page about what students 
should learn, and all educators have strong and aligned 
resources at their disposal to help students get there. 
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Notes
1  According to 2010–2014 American Community Survey five-year 
profiles from the U.S. Census Bureau, 19.6 percent of people in Loui-
siana are below the poverty level, which is the third-highest percent-
age in the country (only Mississippi’s and New Mexico’s percentages 
are higher). For data tables and tools for the American Community 
Survey, see U.S. Census Bureau, undated.

2  For recent information on Louisiana student performance on AP 
tests, see Louisiana Department of Education, 2016b.

3  For more details on these results, see Louisiana Department of 
Education, undated-f.

4  In addition, Louisiana fourth-grade students achieved the second-
highest growth on the NAEP mathematics test from 2013 to 2015. 
However, the difference was not significant for math, although it was 
for reading. For more information about Louisiana NAEP scores, see 
Nation’s Report Card, 2015.

5  For June 2015 survey percentages in this report, we consider teach-
ers in other SACC states to be any teachers in other states beyond 
Louisiana with the exception of Alaska, Indiana, Minnesota, 
Nebraska, Oklahoma, Texas, and Virginia. For the October 2015 sur-
vey percentages, we consider teachers in other SACC states to be any 
teachers in other states beyond Louisiana with the exception of those 
same states and South Carolina. Given that Minnesota has adopted 
CCSS for ELA but not mathematics, we include Minnesota as an 
SACC state in any analysis throughout this report referencing ELA or 
ELA standards. These states were excluded based on documented state 
adoption of CCSS (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2016d).

6  For any items where we compared Louisiana teachers and other 
SACC teachers on a range of related variables, we used the Benjamini-
Hochberg procedure to adjust for multiple comparisons, applying a 
false discovery rate of 0.10. For more information, see Benjamini and 
Hochberg, 1995. 

7  Response rates for large, national surveys have been in decline, 
and this tendency accelerated after the emergence of web question-
naires. A meta-study of 68 surveys in 49 studies by Cook, Heath, and 
Thompson (2000) found an average 40-percent response rate among 
national survey studies. Similarly, Nulty (2008) found that responses 
to web-based surveys ranged between 20 and 47 percent.

8  Weights were based on a model for nonresponse that incorporates 
such characteristics as teacher subject, school level, region size, and 
rate of free or reduced-price lunch eligibility. For the June 2015 sur-

vey, teachers of core subjects (math, ELA, science, and social studies) 
responded at higher rates than teachers of other subjects. For the 
October 2015 survey, teachers from the Midwest region of the United 
States responded at higher rates than teachers from other regions, and 
teachers from the Northeast region of the United States responded 
at lower rates than teachers from other regions; teachers from larger 
schools responded at lower rates than teachers from medium-sized 
schools; and elementary teachers responded at higher rates than sec-
ondary teachers. No other major subgroup differences were observed 
or accounted for through the weighting.

9  These three key markers are justified and discussed in additional 
depth in Opfer, Kaufman, and Thompson, 2016. 

10  EdReports used a “gateway system” for its reviews of 26 commonly 
used, published textbook series for K–8 students. If materials did not 
meet expectations for the first gateway (focus and coherence), they 
were not reviewed for rigor and mathematical practices. Thus, some 
materials were not assessed in all areas related to CCSS and may be 
aligned in some areas that were not examined. For more information 
on the EdReports methodology, see EdReports, undated-c.

11  Similar to its approach for mathematics, EdReports used a gateway 
system for its reviews of seven commonly used, published textbook 
series for students in grades 3–8. If materials did not meet expecta-
tions for the first gateway (text quality and complexity, plus alignment 
to standards components), they were not reviewed for the second 
gateway (building knowledge with texts, vocabulary, and tasks). 

12  For curriculum reviews, see Louisiana Department of Education, 
undated-a.

13  For all curricular materials, see Louisiana Department of 
Education, undated-e. 

14  For information on pricing, see Louisiana Department of 
Education, undated-d.

15  For the professional development vendor catalogue, see Louisiana 
Department of Education, 2016a.

16  At the time of publication, this formative assessment tool was 
unavailable because it was being transitioned to a new delivery 
platform, but it was scheduled to be available in September 2016. 
For more information, see Louisiana Department of Education, 
undated-c.

17  For the district support resources, see Louisiana Department of 
Education, undated-b.
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