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L
ouisiana’s K–12 schools have historically dealt with numerous obstacles. Louisiana is one 
of the poorest states in the nation and spent less on education than 36 other U.S. states as 
recently as 2013 (Education Week Research Center, 2016). Louisiana’s students have scored 
lower on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) than national averages 

in every tested subject since NAEP was first administered to a state-representative sample of stu-
dents in Louisiana in 1992. The state’s high school graduation rate has historically been low, and it 
remains below the national average despite recent improvements (Sentell, 2018).

In the face of these challenges, over the past several years, the Louisiana Department of Education 
(LDOE) has engaged in several actions to boost K–12 student learning. These actions have built on 
federal accountability policies, including the emphasis on standards, assessment, and public reporting 
in the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 and its predecessor, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 
(see Box 2 for a description of those policies). At the same time, Louisiana has taken some deliberate

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2303z2.html
https://www.rand.org/


2

 

KEY FINDINGS
■■ Louisiana school system administrators and teachers knew about and generally supported 

the state’s new standards and curriculum recommendations, and those curriculum recom-
mendations appeared to drive widespread adoption of curricula the state had designated as 
high-quality. 

■■ Administrators and teachers reported some frustration with the fast-paced adoption of 
science and social studies standards and assessments before the availability of high-quality 
curricula. 

■■ Compared with other U.S. teachers, Louisiana English language arts (ELA) and mathematics 
teachers reported receiving more professional development related to standards, and many 
of our interviewees reported attending the state’s professional development and training. 

■■ Louisiana ELA teachers reported more-extensive use of standards-aligned practices than 
teachers nationally; there were no differences in reports of standards-aligned practices 
among mathematics teachers. 

■■ Louisiana’s black and Hispanic students, and those receiving free or reduced-price lunch 
(FRL), underperformed on standardized assessments compared with their non-FRL, white, 
and Asian counterparts, and the gap between these groups may be widening.

■■ Although this study cannot link outcomes to policy strategies directly, it does provide some 
positive signals of improvements in standards-aligned instruction and achievement for some 
students. At the same time, achievement gaps may be widening, which suggests a need for 
more supports for struggling and vulnerable student populations.

Box 1. The “Raising the Bar” Series

This report is part of a four-part series on how Louisiana policy actions might be connected 
with teaching and learning from birth through graduation across the state. The other reports 
that are part of this series and are being published along with this report are

•	 Raising the Bar for Early Childhood Education: Early Signals on How Louisiana's Education 
Policy Strategies Are Working for Early Childhood Providers and Community Networks 
(Jill S. Cannon, Sophie Meyers, and Julia H. Kaufman, 2019; available at www.rand.org/t/
RR2303z1)

•	 Raising the Bar for Teacher Preparation: Early Signals on How Louisiana’s Education Policy 
Strategies Are Working Across the State (Maggie Q. Hannan, Laura S. Hamilton, and Julia H. 
Kaufman, 2019; available at www.rand.org/t/RR2303z3)

•	 Raising the Bar for Graduation Pathways to College and Work: Early Signals on How 
Louisiana’s Education Policy Strategies Are Affecting College and Career Readiness (Shelly 
Culbertson, Matthew D. Baird, Sophie Meyers, and Julia H. Kaufman, 2019; available at 
www.rand.org/t/RR2303z4).

http://www.rand.org/t/RR2303z1
http://www.rand.org/t/RR2303z3
http://www.rand.org/t/RR2303z4
http://www.rand.org/t/RR2303z1
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steps beyond actions encouraged by federal account-
ability legislation to emphasize the importance 
of high-quality curricula and other instructional 
resources to support standards and accountability.

Some research and student outcome data sug-
gest that LDOE’s actions could be making a differ-
ence for students. The first place one might expect 
to see changes in response to state policies, prior 
to their impact on students, is in the beliefs and 
actions of teachers. A 2016 RAND report (Kaufman, 
Thompson, and Opfer, 2016) highlighted some dif-
ferences in the knowledge and practices of Louisiana 
teachers compared with those in other states, 
drawing on data from the nationally representative 
RAND American Teacher Panel. Louisiana teachers 
were more likely than other U.S. teachers to know 
which reading approaches and mathematics content 
were well-aligned with their state standards. Also, 
RAND found that roughly 70 percent of Louisiana 
teachers were using Eureka Math curricula for their 
mathematics instruction, even though Louisiana 
does not require school systems to adopt any par-
ticular curricula.1 Eureka Math has been identified 
as a high-quality, standards-aligned curriculum 
by LDOE’s instructional material reviews and by 
EdReports.org, an independent organization that 
reviews the alignment of curricula to college and 
career-ready standards.2 

Beyond the 2016 RAND report, the state has 
identified some promising outcomes for Louisiana 
students. For example, high school graduation rates 
have been steadily on the rise since 2014 (LDOE, 
2018c). In addition, in 2018, more Louisiana stu-
dents than ever before—including more black 
students—have earned college credit on Advanced 
Placement exams (LDOE, 2018a) and achieved scores 
that earned them college credit on College Level 
Examination Program exams (LDOE, 2018b). 

1	    Throughout this report, we use the term school system to 
be inclusive of school districts and charter school systems in 
Louisiana.
2	    LDOE instructional material review rubrics, and the reviews 
themselves, were conducted by experienced teachers, in collabo-
ration with LDOE. For more about these instructional material 
reviews, see LDOE (undated). For EdReports.org’s reviews of 
mathematics textbooks, including Eureka Math, see EdReports 
(undated). 

Box 2. Federal Accountability Policies  
and Louisiana

Over the past several decades, federal educa-
tion policies have aimed to improve student 
achievement by making schools and teachers 
more accountable for student learning. With the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, and now the 
Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015, states are 
required to provide rigorous K–12 standards, 
assess students at particular grade levels, and 
provide public reports on schoolwide student 
performance assessments. In addition, begin-
ning in 2010, the federal Race to the Top ini-
tiative provided monetary incentives to states 
that passed additional accountability legislation 
in the form of more-rigorous state standards 
modeled on the Common Core State Standards 
and standards-aligned tests, as well as evaluation 
systems that consider student achievement in 
judging teacher and school performance.

Louisiana’s adoption of standards and 
assessments has been somewhat turbulent. Like 
many states, Louisiana adopted the Common 
Core State Standards in 2010 and joined the 
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Career (PARCC) in response to 
Race to the Top incentives. However, litiga-
tion and protests from some members of the 
Louisiana State Legislature led to revisions in 
K–12 standards and reductions in the number of 
items in the high-stakes state assessments drawn 
from PARCC (although some PARCC items were 
retained) (Sentell, 2015). Independent evalua-
tions indicate that Louisiana’s revised standards 
retained the high expectations present in the 
Common Core (Korn, Gamboa, and Polikoff, 
2016) and that the Louisiana Educational 
Assessment Program (LEAP) assessments 
(Louisiana’s high-stakes assessment for grades 
3–8) are comparable to PARCC (DePascale, 
2017). 
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Objectives and Methods

In 2018, RAND published the report Raising the Bar: 
Louisiana’s Strategies for Improving Student Outcomes 
(Kaufman et al., 2018), which provides an overview 
of recent Louisiana state policies intended to improve 
student outcomes in the areas of early childhood 
education, K–12 academics, teacher preparation, and 
graduation pathways. The current report, which is 
part of a four-report series, focuses on Louisiana’s 
strategies for K–12 academics and addresses two key 
questions:

1. How are Louisiana’s key actions for K–12 aca-
demics being perceived, interpreted, and acted
upon by school systems and educators?

2. How have student outcomes—as well as
achievement gaps—changed in relation to
Louisiana’s recent actions for K–12 academics,
starting in about 2012?

This report aims to provide insights to inform 
the work of other state departments of education 
working to improve students’ academic outcomes, 
as well as the educators who are responding to state 
guidelines while ensuring high-quality teaching and 
learning in their schools.

Louisiana’s Actions to Support and 
Improve K–12 Academics

Table 1 summarizes the five key actions Louisiana 
has undertaken to improve K–12 student learning 
beginning around 2012. RAND researchers devel-
oped this summary from multiple data sources, 
including interviews with state officials, state policy 
documentation, observation of professional devel-
opment for Louisiana educators, and surveys of 
Louisiana teachers (Kaufman et al., 2018). In addi-
tion, Louisiana has engaged in actions specifically 
intended to help prepare students for college or career 
while in high school; those actions are summarized 
in the graduation pathways report that is part of this 
published series. Each of the five key actions aligns to 
one of four specific policy levers, as shown in Table 1: 

1. Mandates: Rules or requirements for individ-
uals or organizations.

2. Resources: Tools or information aligned with
goals and intended to support individuals or
organizations in meeting those goals.

3. Incentives: Inducements intended to encour-
age individuals or organizations to follow
mandates and utilize resources.

4. Communication/planning processes:
Communication networks, messages, techni-
cal assistance, and collaborative structures to
inform stakeholders and gather inputs from
them.

These policy actions mainly occurred starting 
in 2015, although work related to communica-
tions began at the start of the new Department of 
Education administration in 2012. For more informa-
tion on these actions and the timeline for them, see 
Kaufman et al. (2018), which describes these actions 
in detail. 

Data Collection and Analysis

The research team collected data from three sources 
for this report, described briefly below and in detail 
in a technical appendix accompanying this report 
series (available at www.rand.org/t/RR2303z5). 
The technical appendix also discusses the sample, 
data sources, and analytic approach in detail. The 
three data sources we relied on for this report are as 
follows: 

• Case study interview and focus group
data. We conducted case study visits to four
Louisiana school systems (which are not
identified in this report in the interests of
confidentiality) in spring 2018, where we
conducted interviews and focus groups with
23 central office staff, 17 school leaders, and
77 new and experienced teachers. The school
systems visited were intentionally selected to
vary on key dimensions—such as urbanicity,
traditional district or charter, and student
demographics—in order to represent a range
of school contexts in Louisiana.

• Survey data. This report draws on data from
two administrations, in February 2016 and
March 2017, of the RAND American Teacher
Panel survey. The American Teacher Panel

http://www.rand.org/t/RR2303z5
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is administered to a nationally representa-
tive, longitudinal panel of teachers, as well 
as a sample that is representative of teach-
ers in Louisiana. Panel data were weighted 
to account for differential sampling and 
nonresponse. For this report, we used inde-
pendent t-tests, along with adjustments for 
multiple comparisons, to compare responses 
of Louisiana teachers with those of teachers 
across the United States, and we report any 
significant differences we found (p < 0.05). 

•	 School- and student-level data. We analyzed 
student-level demographic and mathematics 
and English language arts (ELA) achievement 
data obtained from LDOE and NAEP. We spe-
cifically examined differences in achievement 

among student subgroups and over time from 
2010 or 2011 to 2017. When appropriate, these 
data were adjusted for several student and 
school demographics to isolate gaps between 
specific subgroups. 

Limitations

Readers should keep several limitations of the data 
in mind when considering the key findings and 
implications of this report. First, the sampled case 
study sites varied in terms of location and student 
demographics but do not represent the full diver-
sity of schools, staff, and students across Louisiana. 
Thus, case study findings should not be interpreted as 
representative of the state as a whole or the full range 

TABLE 1

State Actions Related to K–12 Academics

State Action Policy Lever

1. Use state standards, assessments, and accountability to define and communicate a 
high bar for what is expected from schools and students. As noted in Box 2, LDOE and the 
Louisiana Board for Elementary and Secondary Education have worked to ensure that their K–12 
standards and assessments—as required by ESSA—are both aligned and rigorous. Louisiana 
adopted revised mathematics and English language arts (ELA) standards, aligned with the 
Common Core, in 2016; social studies and science standards and high-stakes assessments 
(i.e., assessments with publicly reported results tied to consequences for school systems) 
were revised in 2017. Louisiana’s public letter grade system tracks student progress in meeting 
academic standards.a 

Mandate

2. Signal to educators which instructional materials are high-quality and which are not. 
Since 2015, Louisiana has reviewed curricula in core content areas and recommended Tier 1 
(exemplifying quality) curricula, as well as labeled curricula as Tier 2 (approaching quality) and 
Tier 3 (does not represent quality). Curriculum review rubrics are closely aligned with K–12 
standards, and Louisiana also provides reviews of formative, benchmark assessments aligned 
with standards.

Resource

3. Increase supply of high-quality, curriculum-specific professional development. Since 
2016, LDOE has provided a professional development course catalog that prioritizes vendors with 
offerings aligned with Tier 1 curricula and formative assessments. 

Resource

4. Provide funding incentives tied to use of high-quality curricula, professional 
development, and formative assessments. Following its public instructional material 
reviews, LDOE has offered a range of incentives to encourage use of recommended curricula, 
assessments, and professional development, including state contracts for Tier 1 curricula, free 
professional development aligned with Tier 1 curricula, and school system funding mechanisms 
tied to adoption of high-quality assessments and curricula.

Incentive

5. Use communication structures to identify champions and gather information. LDOE 
communicates directly with leaders and educators working at many different levels within the 
education system, including regional collaboration events for supervisors and teachers; planning 
calls and webinars for school system supervisors, data coordinators, and special education 
leaders; newsletters; and comprehensive guidebooks for school leaders and educators. 

Communication and 
planning processes

a The letter grade system rates Louisiana schools on a scale of 0 to 150 points; these points are then translated to a letter grade (e.g., A, B, 
C). Overall, the letter grade system is designed to measure school quality and includes measures of student achievement on state tests and 
graduation rates, although the metrics included vary by grade level. For more information see LDOE (undated-e). 
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of positive responses, negative responses, and chal-
lenges Louisiana schools and school systems faced in 
relation to state actions. Second, both interview and 
survey data rely on the self-reports of stakeholders 
who voluntarily participated, and we have no inde-
pendent means of verifying the accuracy of their 
responses. The interview and survey data could also 
reflect respondents’ own biases rather than reality. 
Third, the conclusions that can be drawn from the 
student achievement data are limited because LEAP 
tests and cut scores changed several times across 
the years included in our analyses; thus, comparing 
test scores from one year to the next is challenging. 
Although we can use the achievement data to inform 
an understanding of trends and describe differences 
in achievement across student subgroups, we cannot 
use the data to infer any actual changes in student 
achievement. Lastly, it is possible that Louisiana’s 
policies, which are still being implemented, have not 
yet fully impacted teaching and learning outcomes. 
Some of these policies require school systems to make 
considerable changes to the curriculum materials 
they have adopted for instruction, the professional 
development they offer to teachers, and the formative 
assessments they use regularly; many parish school 
systems may still be in the process of making these 
changes.3 Thus, any shifts in teaching and learning 
reported here should be regarded as early evidence, 
and it is possible that further shifts or improvements 
will occur in the future. Despite these limitations, 
our data provide some useful insights on the extent 

3	    A parish in Louisiana is a territorial division corresponding to 
a county in other states. One school district typically serves stu-
dents in each parish, although charter school systems serve most 
students in New Orleans Parish and some proportion of students 
in some other parishes.

to which state policies are supporting real change and 
generating improvements to teaching and learning.

Findings: On-the-Ground 
Responses to State Actions

The first findings section that follows is organized 
by policy actions. We draw upon a combination of 
survey and interview data to understand how school 
systems are interpreting and acting upon each action. 
In the second findings section, we present student 
outcomes over the past seven years, based on student 
assessment data. Lastly, we present conclusions and 
implications. 

What policies have led to the biggest changes 
within case study school systems and schools? By 
far, the most common answer to this question was 
the adoption of new curricula. Every one of our case 
study sites had recently adopted or was considering 
the prospect of adopting new curricula for mathe-
matics, ELA, science, and/or social studies based on 
Louisiana’s recommendations for Tier 1 curriculum. 
Louisiana’s curriculum reviews began in 2015, and 
they have slowly expanded to include reviews of 
additional materials. The earliest and largest num-
ber of reviews have been conducted for mathematics 
and ELA, given that new science standards were 
adopted in Louisiana in 2017, whereas new standards 
for mathematics and ELA had been adopted in 2016 
and were not a huge departure from prior standards. 
While social studies standards have been in place 
since 2011, there are somewhat fewer reviews of social 
studies materials relative to mathematics and ELA 
materials. 

Even though LDOE began releasing reviews in 
2016, comments from administrators suggest that 

the impetus to adopt Tier 1 materials has grown. 

What policies have led to the biggest changes 
within case study school systems and schools? 
By far, the most common answer to this question 
was the adoption of new curricula. 
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Further, school system adoption cycles may have pre-
vented them from adopting Tier 1 curricula quickly. 
As one central office administrator remarked:

I would have to say our new curriculum mate-
rials, instructional material review process 
and that implementation school system wide 
[has been the biggest change]. You know at 
first it almost felt like a gentle nudge from the 
state and then through the last four years it’s 
become a little less gentle, to use those Tier 1 
materials.

At each case study site, respondents—including 
central office staff, school leaders, and teachers—
noted the challenges associated with adopting new, 
more rigorous curricula, including the demands 
placed upon both students and their teachers. 
Other policies named as leading to big changes 
included school performance and accountability, 
expectations of new standards, and teacher evalu-
ation. Interviewees often spoke about the policies 
that spurred these changes as intertwined with one 
another. 

In their comments about curriculum changes—
and connected standards, accountability, and eval-
uation policies—many administrators and teachers 
we interviewed agreed that it was important to hold 
students to a high standard. But they also expressed 

concern that standards and curricula were holding 
students to an expectation they might not be able 
to meet, at least in the short term. Teachers worried 
about how more-challenging state tests might lead to 
negative school ratings and teacher evaluations (see 
Box 3). 

In the remainder of this section, we explore the 
perspectives of school system administrators—cen-
tral office staff and principals—and teachers from 
our case study school systems, as well as perspectives 
of teachers across Louisiana in line with each key 
action in which the state has engaged to support and 
improve K–12 academics in Louisiana.

Box 3. A school principal’s view on 
rigorous curricula and standards

[W]e do want to set rigorous and high goals for 
our children, but then we’re also realistic in what 
we do. If our goals are not set high enough, [or] 
our kids don’t get to those goals, then we don’t 
meet the standard that we’re expected to meet. 
. . . So, it’s a balancing act and it’s just kind of 
difficult to balance it all.
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According to survey data, Louisiana 
teachers supported their state 
standards and assessments at about 
the same rate as other teachers across 
the United States in 2016.

As mentioned earlier and discussed in Kaufman et 
al. (2018), the adoption of standards and assessments 
has been a somewhat turbulent process in Louisiana. 
Although the Common Core was adopted by 
Louisiana in 2010, political and public backlash to the 
Common Core led Louisiana to adopt new standards 
for ELA and mathematics in 2016 through a process 
that included Louisiana teacher feedback (LDOE, 
undated-c). New standards for science were adopted 
in 2017. While the newest social studies standards 
were adopted in 2011, a new social studies assessment 
for students in grades 3–8 was added in 2016–2017 

that emphasized students’ use of evidence from pri-
mary sources. New science assessments tied to newly 
adopted science standards were piloted in 2017–2018 
and given to all tested students in 2018–2019. For the 
2018–2019 school year, Louisiana school performance 
scores could be based either on the scores from the 
previous science assessment in 2016–2017 or the new 
2018–2019 assessment (LDOE, 2017, p. 36)

Through the American Teacher Panel, teach-
ers in Louisiana and the rest of the United States 
were asked for their perspectives on their standards 
and assessments in February 2016, which was just 
before Louisiana adopted revised mathematics and 
ELA standards. The American Teacher Panel asked 
mathematics and ELA teachers a range of questions 
about their standards and assessments, from whether 
they supported use of their standards in classroom 
instruction to whether standards were too difficult 

State Action 1: Use state standards, assessments, and 
accountability to define and communicate a high bar for what is 
expected from schools and students.

Approach and Key Findings

How did we explore early signals for how this state action is working?

•	 We examined RAND American Teacher Panel data about perceptions and supports for K–12 stan-
dards and assessments in mathematics and ELA.

•	 We asked school system administrators and teachers about their support for standards, assess-
ments, and the letter grade system for accountability in Louisiana.

Key findings:

•	 According to our survey and interview data, Louisiana teachers had mostly positive perceptions 
about the ELA and mathematics standards, although those we interviewed were less positive 
about science standards, which have been adopted somewhat later than ELA and mathematics 
standards.

•	 A big concern was how to support struggling students to meet the new, more challenging 
standards.

•	 While the letter grade rating system appeared to drive instructional decisions, administrators and 
teachers had reservations about using letter grades as proxy for school quality.

If we are teaching the standards, and I look at it, and I feel like it’s aligned, why aren’t we getting there? 
I don’t know the answers.

—school system central office administrator
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FIGURE 1

Percentages of Louisiana and Other U.S. Teachers Agreeing with Statements About 
Standards and Assessments (2016)

NOTE: Teachers could respond that they strongly agreed, agreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed with each statement. Percentages in the figure 
represent teachers who agreed or agreed strongly. Other U.S. teachers includes all other teachers in the United States who responded to the 
American Teacher Panel survey and who responded to this question.
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and provided educators with a manageable number 
of topics to teach in a school year. The panel also 
asked teachers whether they supported use of their 
current statewide assessments to test mastery of 
standards.

As noted in Figure 1, more than three-quarters of 
teachers in Louisiana and the United States indicated 
that they supported use of their state mathematics 
and ELA standards in classroom instruction. On the 
other hand, less than half of teachers in Louisiana 
and the United States indicated that they supported 
use of statewide tests. 

Other responses from Louisiana teachers were 
mostly similar to teachers across the United States. 
For example, a large majority of teachers nationally 
indicated that students who mastered the mathemat-
ics and ELA standards will be prepared for college 

and the workforce, with slightly more teachers in 
Louisiana—compared with the rest of the United 
States—indicating that students who master the 
ELA standards will be similarly prepared. On the 
other hand, roughly half of all teachers—including 
those in Louisiana—thought that mathematics and 
ELA standards were too difficult for their students 
and excluded important concepts students should 
learn. We found one statistically significant differ-
ence between Louisiana teachers and those in other 
states: 70 percent of Louisiana ELA teachers—com-
pared with 53 percent nationally—thought that their 
ELA standards were inappropriate for students with 
special learning needs (p < 0.05). Details of these 
statistical tests for significance can be found in the 
technical appendix. 
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In interviews, teachers expressed more 
positive perceptions about ELA and 
mathematics standards than about 
science and social studies standards, 
and had concerns about supporting 
struggling students to meet standards.

Flash forward to spring 2018, when Louisiana’s math-
ematics and ELA state standards had been in place 
for a longer period of time, although new science 
standards had just been adopted in 2017 and students 
had also begun taking new social studies state assess-
ments in spring 2017. The teachers, principals, and 
central office administrators we spoke to generally 
held positive perceptions of Louisiana’s mathematics 
and ELA standards, which were consistent with the 
reports of Louisiana teachers we surveyed two years 
earlier. Most of the teachers with whom we spoke 
also remarked that the standards guided their con-
versations with one another and their instructional 
practices. As one teacher indicated, 

I would say that pretty much everything we 
do focuses around [standards] because our 
curriculum is based off of it. . . . We have PLCs, 
which are professional learning communities, 
daily. So, everything is about unpacking the 
curriculum and talking about how to differ-
entiate instruction and that sort of thing, so 
everything kind of goes back to the standards.

But at least some respondents in every case 
study site shared concerns that the standards were 
too challenging: both too challenging for students 
to learn and too challenging for teachers to teach. In 
the words of one experienced teacher: “They actually 
expect 5th-grade students to know way more than 
they should be able to know as a ten-year-old. . . . I 
think there’s a definite gap [between] where the kids 
are and where the standards want.” 

The self-report data from interviews with 
administrators and teachers cannot tell us whether 

the standards were too challenging for students in 
particular schools or classrooms. However, teachers’ 
reports about what they did to address the perceived 
challenges of standards might provide a little more 
insight on teachers’ perceptions. For example, some 
teachers reported that students had difficulty meet-
ing the standards because they did not learn foun-
dational skills in previous grades. One teacher who 
expressed this view said, “I’m like this is ridiculous, 
[teachers in previous grades] need to do a little bit. 
You need to teach fractions in 3rd grade; we need 
to do fractions every year after that.” Some teachers 
said that meeting grade-level standards was difficult 
for some students because they did not remember 
content from previous years. Still other teachers 
addressed the challenge of standards through scaf-
folding the content, as this teacher described: 

It’s [the curriculum] holding kids to a very 
rigorous pace, especially if the texts are 
complicated. . . . I have students who are at a 
12th-grade reading level in 6th grade and I 
have students who are on a 2nd-grade reading 
level, but I want to believe that every student in 
the room can access that text, so as a first-year 
English teacher, I’m like, ‘How do I scaffold 
this down for the 2nd-grade reading level and 
then the 12th reading level so they’re not bored 
out of their mind?’ Trying to do that is more 
challenging than the standards themselves.

Still, some teachers weren’t sure that the stan-
dards were a good match for their students: 

We advocate for high standards for all levels 
of learner, but I’ll say that when we look at the 
assessment guidance and we look at the stan-
dards, and we look at the type of student that 
we serve, sometimes I feel like the standards 
are a little bit, I don’t want to say unrealistic, 
but just a little rigorous for the population that 
we serve.

At least some respondents in every case study 
site shared concerns that the standards were too 
challenging.
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Teachers we interviewed also talked about how 
the new standards were difficult to teach, particularly 
for new teachers who didn’t have much experience 
with standards-based instruction. The most fre-
quent complaint teachers made about the standards 
was that they were broad and that teachers found it 
difficult to interpret the standards and ensure that 
foundational content was taught. As one teacher said, 

If you don’t know what they [students] should 
know, what they need to know, it’s difficult . . . 
really figuring out, what does it look like when 
they [students] master that standard? We’re 
still looking for exemplars. . . . It can some-
times be difficult for new teachers, especially, 
to understand. 

The administrators and teachers we interviewed 
held mixed opinions about the extent to which 
the standards were aligned to state assessments. 
About half of those with whom we spoke said that 
not only were the mathematics and ELA standards 
better-aligned to the state assessments than in previ-
ous years, but the current state assessments were also 
more rigorous than previous assessments in a way 
that held teachers and students to higher expecta-
tions. As one central office administrator told us:

What the state has made sure to do is as they 
have updated the rigor of the assessment 
and updated the goals that the kids have had 
to reach, they’ve also supported the school 
districts by adopting new standards. . . . So 
as they have raised the bar for what the kids 
have to accomplish on evaluation, they’ve 
also reformed the academic standards for the 
state, and then they’ve vetted materials for us. 
They’ve tiered these materials and resources to 
point us in the right direction.

In contrast, the other half of the administrators 
and teachers we interviewed either told us that they 
didn’t know whether their standards were well-
aligned with state assessments because they were not 
clear about what was on the assessments—or felt that 
the standards and assessments were not aligned. As 
an illustration of these perceptions, one principal told 
us, “At the end of the day, we don’t know exactly what 
it’s [the state assessment] going to look like. We know 

what has been given to us throughout the year and 
the standards.”

In addition, several interviewees expressed con-
cern that the most struggling students would expe-
rience a dip in assessment scores because of new and 
more challenging standards and assessments, and 
they voiced frustration that they were not yet seeing 
progress among their students. For example, a central 
office staff person said, 

I just want our kids to do better. . . . If we are 
teaching the standards, and I look at it, and 
I feel like it’s aligned, why aren’t we getting 
there? I don’t know the answers. I do think 
that the assessments are much closer in align-
ment than they have been in years past, in my 
experience.

Interviewees voiced many more concerns about 
the state science standards and assessments (which 
were adopted in 2017) and social studies assessments 
(which were new in 2016–2017) than they did about 
ELA and mathematics standards and assessments 
(which were adopted in 2016). Interviewees made 
similar comments about the challenges involved with 
science and social studies, but most of the remarks 
focused on science standards and assessments. Many 
interviewees said they were frustrated that the state 
rolled out new standards and assessments for science 
and social studies before many curricula had been 
rated as Tier 1, 2, or 3 through the state curriculum 
reviews. Staff and teachers in three of the four case 
study sites said they spent long hours writing curric-
ulum aligned to the science and social studies stan-
dards because of the lack of state-rated curriculum 
options. Of science, one school system administrator 
told us: 

We’ve changed standards, but there’s no Tier 1 
curriculum. I know there are some things 
under development, but we’re just kind of try-
ing to prepare students for this test, and I don’t 
think anyone really has a good sense of . . . 
what good science instruction looks like. So, 
it’s like we’re putting the assessment in place 
before we’re really ready to take it. 

LDOE has worked to mitigate these concerns 
by allowing schools to use either the highest scores 
from the new science assessment in 2018–2019 or 
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their scores in 2016–2017 for accountability purposes, 
although none of our interviewees mentioned this 
flexibility. Instead, the teachers and administrators 
we interviewed spoke of concerns about students 
taking high-stakes new science assessments in 
2018–2019. To be sure, these frustrations with sci-
ence, in particular, may have also been present when 
ELA and mathematics were newly adopted. In several 
years, these concerns may be put to rest when more 
high-quality instructional materials for science are 
introduced. Nonetheless, these frustrations suggest 
that shifts in standards and assessments can create 
considerable burdens on school systems over transi-
tion periods, which likely have an impact on teaching 
and learning. 

Interviewees reported that the letter 
grade rating system drove instructional 
decisions, but they were not sure that 
letter grades clearly reflected school 
quality.

Every school and school system in Louisiana is 
assigned a letter, from A to F, based on students’ 
mastery of grade-level content and progress, as well 
as performance gaps among subgroups—and, for 
high schools, a set of college and career readiness 
indicators—to support school accountability. Staff 
in three of the four case study sites told us that the 
letter grade system was the driving force behind their 
instructional decisions, including goal-setting, cur-
riculum adoption, and design of teacher professional 
development. In the words of one school leader: 

So the report card is extremely important, 
because as a leadership team, that’s what we 
look at. . . . That’s what we goal-set around. . . . 
And so everything starts with that, that letter 
grade. 

In addition, several central office staff in each site—
particularly superintendents—told us that they found 
the state data warehouse and portal very helpful and 
easy to use, adding that they were able to see data 
at the level of detail they wanted to inform their 
decisionmaking.

However, many with whom we spoke—both 
administrators and teachers—were ambivalent about 

the value of the letter grades for rating school quality. 
A frequent concern voiced to us was that the letter 
grade system was biased against lower-perform-
ing schools because, at the time of the interviews, 
it did not include a measure of student growth,4 
account for students’ family situations, or reflect that 
lower-performing schools may sometimes lack the 
same capacities and resources of higher-performing 
schools. A related concern was that the letter grades 
were not good measures of school quality because 
they didn’t capture important attributes, such as 
safety and whether students are held to high expec-
tations. As one principal put it, “It’s not always a fair 
way to grade a school just by a test. There are some 
really wonderful things that are happening in our 
elementary schools that they’re not getting credit 
for because it’s not part of a test.” As a result, lead-
ers in lower-performing schools were worried that 
talented educators and families might not choose 
schools with lower letter grades. In addition, several 
interviewees—particularly teachers—told us that the 
letter grade data were not useful to them because they 
were shared too late in the school year and were not 
detailed enough to support instructional improve-
ment. That said, the letter grades are not necessarily 
designed to support instructional improvements for 
individual teachers. Instead, they are intended to 
provide comparative data on school performance 
for parents, communities, and schools. It is possible 
that the interviewees commenting on the usefulness 
of letter grades were thinking about the state system 
that provides schools with confidential data on indi-
vidual students, which could potentially be used to 
support instructional improvement. 

4	    The letter grade system in Louisiana is changing and in 
2018–2019 will include a metric for growth. While LDOE had 
been considering growth measures for a few years, the Every 
Student Succeeds Act gave LDOE an opportunity to include 
growth measures formally for the 2018–2019 school year, after 
the Louisiana Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 
approved the state’s Every Student Succeeds Act plan. 
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Awareness of and support for 
mathematics and ELA curriculum 
ratings were generally high.

Adapting rubrics originally developed by Student 
Achievement Partners and Achieve to determine 
alignment of materials with college and career ready 
standards, LDOE provides online public reviews of 
commonly used curricula and formative assessments 
on its website. These reviews rate ELA, mathemat-
ics, and science curricula and assessments as Tier 1 
(exemplifying quality), Tier 2 (approaching qual-
ity), and Tier 3 (does not represent quality) (LDOE, 
undated-a). 

Our research suggests that the state’s signal 
regarding which curricula are high-quality is coming 
through loud and clear to school system administra-
tors and school leaders. At every site, at least some 
central office administrators with whom we spoke 
were aware of the curriculum reviews and tiering 
process for curricula. None of our interviewees men-
tioned reading the content of the reviews themselves, 
but there was high knowledge of the tiering system, 

and which curricula were rated as Tier 1, among 
administrators and teachers. 

In addition, a large majority of interviewees 
appeared ready to accept the state’s guidance regard-
ing which materials were high-quality. One principal 
told us, “When I became principal, our scores were 
not where they needed to be, and my supervisor and 
I made [use of Tier 1 curricula] a non-negotiable. It 
was not an easy sell, but it’s what needed to happen.” 
Similarly, a central office administrator said “I do 
appreciate the instructional materials review pro-
cess, in general. . . . I think it’s not perfect, nothing 
ever is, but I think for the most part, it does a good 
job of helping us on the district end, especially small 
districts like this.” However, at least one central office 
staff member in each site expressed some uncertainty 
about the review process, commenting that they did 
not have a good understanding of how the ratings 
were determined and questioned whether the reviews 
were an accurate assessment of curriculum quality. 
As one such interviewee said, “I’d love to see how 
curriculum really makes an impact with students a 
little more. I personally believe that it’s [Tier 1 curric-
ula] good. But I have no hard data to back that up.”

Approach and Key Findings

How did we explore early signals for how this state action is working?

•	 We asked administrators and teachers about their awareness of and support for the state’s reviews 
of instructional materials and formative assessments.

Key findings:

•	 Awareness of and support for mathematics and ELA curriculum ratings were generally high.
•	 Many voiced frustration about lack of high-quality curricula in science and social studies.
•	 Awareness of and support for formative assessments were mixed, with teachers expressing con-

cerns about these assessments contributing to over-testing.

They [Louisiana Department of Education] have raised the bar for what the kids have to accomplish. . 
. . They’ve also reformed the academic standards for the state, and then they’ve vetted materials for us. 
They’ve tiered these materials and resources to point us in the right direction.

—central office administrator

State Action 2: Signal to educators which instructional materials 
are high-quality, and which are not.
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Many interviewees voiced frustrations 
about the lack of high-quality curricula 
for science and, to a lesser extent, 
social studies.

In contrast to the generally positive comments about 
ELA and mathematics curriculum reviews, inter-
viewees voiced a lot of frustration about reviews and 
tiering of science curricula and, to a lesser extent, 
social studies curricula. Part of the dilemma is that 
schools could be accountable for science achievement 
in the 2018–2019 school year (although they would 
receive the highest scores from 2017 or 2019), and 
yet—at the time of our interviews—only one Tier 1–
rated science curriculum was available and for 4th 
grade only. One central office administrator noted, 
“We’re just kind of trying to prepare students for this 
test, and I don’t think anyone really has a good sense 
of what to use in terms of instruction or necessarily 
what good science instruction looks like.” Another 
central office administrator made a similar comment:

We’re held accountable for [science standards], 
but the state doesn’t provide our curriculum. 
. . . If we could defer being held accountable for 
that year or two, that would be great. We have 
no problem with standards or curriculum. In 
fact, having higher standards is a great thing. 
At the same time, asking us to implement 
them with our [current] curriculum is, to 
me, a problem. I think it’s been very hard on 
teachers with the lack of curriculum, with just 
having the standards and having to fend for 
themselves.

This interviewee may not have known that schools 
could receive the highest science scores from 2017 or 
2019.

Interviewees in every site, and at the system, 
school, and teacher levels, had concerns about filling 

the curriculum gap for science and social studies 
while waiting for state reviews. Some interviewees 
had decided to continue with the curriculum they 
had been using, with the hope it would be rated at 
Tier 1. Others—both central office staff oversee-
ing curriculum selection and implementation and 
teachers—spoke about spending significant amounts 
of time creating their own curriculum using stan-
dards, scope, and sequence documents provided by 
the state. One teacher told us that she was not a social 
studies or science major in college, so “to create these 
takes an extreme amount of time for me to go, first 
of all, learn the content myself, and then look at the 
standards and what’s required, and then create this 
task that you hope is rigorous enough.”

Awareness of and support for 
benchmark or formative assessments 
were more mixed, with teachers in 
particular expressing concerns about 
excessive testing.

Leaders and teachers in K–12 schools may not be 
picking up the state’s signal about the quality of 
formative assessments as clearly as they are for 
curricula. While the state does provide reviews of 
widely used formative assessments on its website, it 
also promotes use of LEAP 360, an online assessment 
tool that allows teachers to build formative assess-
ments themselves, drawing on a bank of formative 
assessment items created by LDOE and intended 
to be aligned with the state’s summative annual 
LEAP assessments. LEAP 360 has not been reviewed 
alongside the other formative assessments on the 
state’s review website. Instead, it is promoted as an 
optional, state-designed, standards-aligned formative 

Leaders and teachers in K–12 schools may not be 
picking up the state’s signal about the quality of 
formative assessments as clearly as they are for 
curricula.
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assessment tool that could be used in lieu of another 
formative assessment program (LDOE, undated-b). 

Staff in all of our case study sites said that they 
were using LEAP 360 items for assessment in some 
way, although those were not the only assessments 
they reported using. However, they did not mention 
using other benchmark assessments that have been 
noted by the state as Tier 1; in fact, only one per-
son talked about the formative assessment reviews, 
which suggests that awareness of those reviews may 
be lower than awareness of the state’s curriculum 
reviews. It may be that awareness of these forma-
tive assessment reviews is low because most school 
systems are relying on LEAP 360 instead of other 
formative assessments. 

While staff in all sites spoke about using the 
state’s LEAP 360 items and/or developing their own 
assessments, school systems appeared to be using 
formative assessments in a range of ways. One of the 
sites we visited adopted a whole system of bench-
mark assessments before the state began reviewing 
and rating such assessments, and respondents spoke 
about using those assessment results to inform 
professional development and instruction. Several 
commented that LEAP 360 does prepare students for 
state tests, and they liked the flexibility of LEAP 360 
to select specific items for assessments rather than 
to use whole tests. On the other hand, interviewees 
also remarked that the reporting for LEAP 360 wasn’t 
provided quickly enough to help them adjust their 

instruction, and the data were not reported in a way 
that was useful. As one central office administrator 
described it:

I think the [LEAP 360] items are fantastic. . . . 
I think the vibe out in the state and with what 
we feel too is that the reporting a lot of times 
isn’t necessarily how we want to look at the 
data and use it. I know they’ve made some 
improvements, but we’re gonna end up doing a 
lot of manipulation of the data on the back end 
to really get the kind of data that we want from 
it. But I think overall it’s great to have some-
thing like that.

Most teachers and some administrators had 
some negative feelings about benchmark assessments 
in general, and the most frequent concern—voiced by 
a majority of teachers and some central office admin-
istrators in each site—was that they just added to the 
number of tests students had to take throughout the 
year. Another teacher commented that the multi-
ple-choice nature of benchmark assessments may 
not necessarily provide a clear signal of what stu-
dents were learning. One teacher said: “I don’t think 
testing is a bad thing; my problem with testing is that 
you can assess kids in what they know and whether 
they’ve mastered something in a variety of ways, and 
we have some students who just can’t take multiple 
choice tests.”
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Interviewees commented on the major 
need for deep, intensive professional 
development tied to standards and/
or curricula, but they also recognized 
challenges due to the fast pace of 
reform.

Many interviewees across sites acknowledged the 
importance of intensive professional develop-
ment tied to the new standards and new curricula, 
although there were different opinions about which 
aspects of the reforms should drive professional 
development. Interviewees who emphasized the 
role of standards in professional development spoke 
about using the professional development for teach-
ers to become deeply familiar with standards and 
standards progressions, particularly for science and 
social studies. Teachers in this group talked about 
using professional development for “breaking down 
what the standard really means” and “unpacking” the 
standard. School system administrators expressed a 
wish for more resources and supports to “unpack” 

and understand science and social studies standards, 
in particular, because of the lack of tiered curricula 
for those subject areas. 

New teachers especially brought up the need for 
professional development to help them understand 
the standards; they said that most teachers didn’t 
receive information about standards, and how to 
teach them, in their teacher preparation programs. 
One new teacher commented, 

What is tough about the standards . . . is we’re 
going into the dark. In September, I didn’t 
really know what standard I would be teaching 
in February. As a first-year teacher, I was wor-
ried about next week, not how the standard’s 
going to connect to the bigger idea.

The majority of the teachers with whom we spoke 
also noted the importance of curriculum-specific 
professional development. At the same time, cen-
tral office administrators emphasized that teachers 
needed to be familiar with the standards and the 
instructional shifts represented by those standards 
before delving deeply into curriculum-specific 

State Action 3: Increase the supply of high-quality, curriculum-
specific professional development.

Approach and Key Findings

How did we explore early signals for how this state action is working?

•	 We asked administrators and teachers about their awareness of and support for the state’s 
standards-aligned professional development and professional development vendor guide.

Key findings:

•	 Interviewees commented on a clear need for deep, intensive professional development tied to 
standards and/or curricula, but they also recognized the challenges to providing such professional 
development, given the fast pace of reform.

•	 In general, site staff reported creating their own professional development, focused on coaching 
and professional learning communities, rather than relying on external providers.

When our network team comes in and says, “You need to adopt a Tier 1 curriculum,” that’s great. But 
it’s not always that simple. It doesn’t just appear. Then once you adopt, then you’ve got to figure out how 
to pay for the teacher training. There’s also that anxiety that comes along with “Here’s another curricu-
lum.” . . . We’re sort of in the middle of trying to make it all work.

—central office administrator
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professional development. One administrator, for 
example, noted, “We’ve started this spring in having 
teachers learn the standards, learn about the shifts, 
really dig into some of those initial documents from 
the state department before digging into a curricu-
lum.” Another administrator similarly commented:

With this shift in academic standards and 
with this shift in assessment expectations, we 
have a different set of curricula being offered 
to teachers that is much more detailed, much 
more content-heavy, and it does represent new 
instructional shifts that many of our teachers 
were not familiar with. 

In this way, this administrator noted, the curricula 
“do represent the reforms,” but he also noted that 
their priority now is not necessarily to have profes-
sional development on the curricula. Rather, “[I]t’s 
really professional development to help them with 
these new reforms. . . . We drive it [professional 
development] through the curriculum because it’s 
there in front of them every day.” 

Although every site reportedly provided home-
grown professional development driven by standards 
and curricula, many commented that rapid change 
and reform presented a challenge for professional 
development. One central office staff person noted, 
“Every year, it seems as if it’s something new. We 
are trying to keep up with what’s happening. . . . It’s 
so much they need to know, and it’s overwhelming 
because there’s so much that you don’t get to go as 
deep on as you’d like.” A teacher similarly noted, 
“Things change so quickly; we’ve gone from Balanced 
Literacy to Expeditionary Learning to Guidebooks 
[curricula]. . . . There’s so little opportunity to get 
deep. Everything is surface level.” 

Administrators also noted their own lack of 
expertise in the curriculum: “We were trying to do a 

lot of in-house professional development, which was 
a challenge because we were learning it ourselves. 
. . . We might have been experts in content, but not 
experts in the curriculum.” One central office admin-
istrator acknowledged principals’ lack of expertise in 
curriculum-specific professional development and 
described making a concerted effort to focus on prin-
cipal professional development and make sure princi-
pals were on the same page as the school system and 
teachers regarding curriculum reforms.

School systems tended to develop 
their own professional development, 
focused on coaching and professional 
learning communities, rather than rely 
on external providers.

Since 2016, LDOE has provided an annual catalog 
of recommended professional development ven-
dors, which only includes vendors offering training 
connected with Tier 1 curricula. LDOE also offers 
statewide trainings that focus on improving teachers’ 
and administrators’ understanding of standards and 
Tier 1 curricula, in addition to other state-specific 
topics. 

Central office and school-level staff in every site 
mentioned that school systems developed their own 
professional development focused on Tier 1 curricula, 
and rarely relied on outside providers. When asked 
whether the school system brought in any external 
professional development providers, a central office 
administrator commented, 

At the school system level, they have done 
it [brought in outside professional develop-
ment providers] occasionally. . . . Most of the 
time, it’s in-house with our people, our actual 
student data, which makes it [the professional 

Central office and school-level staff in every site 
mentioned that school systems developed their 
own professional development focused on Tier 1 
curricula, and rarely relied on outside providers. 
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development] really relevant. It’s much more, 
I feel, beneficial to the teachers when you take 
that approach. 

Professional development and educator collabora-
tion provided within the school system included 
grade-level professional learning communities, grade 
level– or subject-specific professional development, 
and coaching by mentors or teacher leaders. The 
frequency of these supports varied by site, but central 
office staff in each site reported that teachers had 
opportunities to collaborate in small groups at least 
weekly.

Interviewees spoke occasionally about the state’s 
role in professional development. A handful of inter-
viewees indicated using professional development 

resources recommended by the state, although there 
was no consensus on whether these resources were 
helpful. Many interviewees spoke about attending 
the state-provided professional development, which 
took place through regional quarterly collaboratives. 
We discuss state-provided professional development, 
perceptions of that professional development, and 
communication further as part of Action 5.
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Decisions to use Tier 1 curricula 
appeared driven by the belief that use 
would lead to better student outcomes; 
monetary incentives for use of Tier 1 
curricula were rarely mentioned by 
interviewees.

To encourage use of Tier 1 curricula, the state 
provided discounted rates and created a centralized 
procurement process for school systems (i.e., school 
systems that wish to purchase Tier 1 curricula do 
not have to work directly with the publisher on 
the paperwork and cost negotiations). In addition, 
regional trainings provided by the state frequently 
feature Tier 1 curricula and support teachers on 
the use of that curricula. Lastly, the state has begun 
providing funding for the purchase of Tier 1 cur-
ricula in struggling schools. For the 2018–2019 
school year, any schools rated as Comprehensive 

Intervention Required—schools with a D or F letter 
grade rating for three years and a graduation rate 
of less than 67 percent—had to submit an improve-
ment plan that included use of Tier 1 curricula and 
curriculum-aligned professional development in 
order to get additional funding and support. For the 
2019–2020 school year, which was the year follow-
ing our spring case study visits, any schools rated 
as Comprehensive Intervention Required or Urgent 
Intervention Required—schools with one or more 
subgroups receiving an F letter grade for at least two 
years—could only have an approved and funded 
school improvement plan if they reported use of a 
Tier 1 curriculum in ELA and mathematics for all 
grade levels and used external vendors to provide 
professional development aligned with Tier 1 curric-
ulum (LDOE, 2018d).

State policies to incentivize use of Tier 1 curric-
ula appear to be working. Staff in every case study 

Approach and Key Findings

How did we explore early signals for how this state action is working?

•	 We asked administrators and teachers about the factors motivating their use of curricula, forma-
tive assessments, and professional development.

•	 We tracked reported patterns in teachers’ use of high-quality curricula and professional develop-
ment, through survey and interview data, to understand the extent to which incentives might be 
working.

Key findings:

•	 Decisions to use Tier 1 curricula appeared to be largely driven by the belief among administrators 
that their use would lead to better student outcomes.

•	 Louisiana teachers appeared to be using Tier 1 curricula more than other teachers across the 
United States, although all teachers reported variation in how they used and modified their 
materials.

•	 Louisiana teachers reported receiving standards-aligned professional development more than 
other U.S. teachers.

Ultimately, we would’ve gone with whatever a Tier 1 [curriculum] was, because it’s going to be tied to 
the support you get from the state.

—central office administrator

State Action 4: Incentivize use of high-quality curricula, 
professional development and formative assessments.
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site spoke about using the state tiering system to 
choose their curricula, particularly for mathematics 
and ELA. In these sites, the tiering system signaled 
which curricula were most closely aligned with their 
standards and assessments. Most staff in the case 
study sites described using the rating (i.e., the tier) 
to make curriculum choices, but few reported using 
any detailed review information beyond the rat-
ings themselves to inform their decisions. A central 
office administrator noted that when the state began 
to signal which curricula were aligned with their 
standards, the school system decided to use Tier 1 
curricula: “We’re not focused on any curriculum 
that’s not Tier 1.” Similarly, a principal pointed out 
how the state’s curriculum guidance helped leaders 
prepare teachers:

They’ve [the state] released a lot of curric-
ular supports. Their website has improved 
tremendously since I started as an adminis-
trator. There used to be very little curricular 
guidance, and now there’s an abundance of it 
and a lot of assessment guidance as well. So, 
it helps us to prepare our teachers and it helps 
the teachers to prepare the students for the 
assessments that they’re going to take that are 
going to be calculated as our school perfor-
mance scores. Those things are really helpful, I 
would say.

The financial incentives tied to curricula did 
not often come up as a reason for adopting Tier 1 
curricula, although a few interviewees noted that 
the financial incentives made adoption easier. One 
central office administrator described their decision 
to adopt new curricula as follows:

Well, this year,5 it’s [the choice of what cur-
riculum to use] based on funding. We have to 
switch to Tier 1, is our understanding, to get 
the resources. I think that it’s also something 
we believe is a key lever is curriculum and 
there hasn’t really been great stuff at the advent 
of Common Core, there was just some things 
thrown together. We certainly want curricu-
lum that millions and millions of dollars has 
been invested in making sure it’s good and we 

5	    We do not know whether this administrator is referencing the 
2018–2019 school year or the 2019–2020 school year.

believe that good curriculum will be definitely 
a key lever for our kids.

Louisiana teachers appeared to be 
using many Tier 1 curricula more than 
other teachers across the United 
States, although there is likely wide 
variation in actual curriculum use. 

To consider whether incentives to support use of 
high-quality curricula might be working, we exam-
ined reported patterns in curriculum use. RAND 
American Teacher Panel survey data from the 
2016–2017 school year asked teachers nationally and 
in Louisiana to report how frequently they used cur-
ricula designated by LDOE as Tier 1; the list of cur-
ricula included most commonly used materials in the 
United States, based on U.S. market share informa-
tion. These use patterns can give us some indication 
that Louisiana’s incentives to use Tier 1 curricula are 
working to support district adoption and teachers’ 
use of such curricula, although they cannot tell us 
precisely what factors may be incentivizing their use. 

Figures 2 and 3 show the most commonly 
reported published curriculum materials used regu-
larly by Louisiana teachers compared with teachers 
in the rest of the United States. As noted in Figure 2, 
high percentages of teachers in Louisiana indicated 
using Eureka Math regularly, as well as EngageNY, 
which includes a version of Eureka Math. According 
to LDOE reviews, Eureka Math is a Tier 1 mathe-
matics curriculum. In addition, about one in five 
Louisiana teachers reported using LearnZillion for 
their ELA instruction. LearnZillion likely includes 
the Louisiana ELA Guidebooks, which were devel-
oped by LDOE in partnership with LearnZillion. 
The Guidebook Units for grades 6–8 have been 
reviewed as Tier 1, although the Guidebook Units 
for other grade levels have not yet been reviewed. 
Furthermore, no Louisiana teachers who responded 
to our American Teacher Panel survey indicated 
using many curricula rated as Tier 3, including Saxon 
Math, Math in Focus, or Investigations, regularly for 
their mathematics instruction.

However, the American Teacher Panel can-
not provide a full picture regarding the extent of 
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FIGURE 2

Top Instructional Materials Used Regularly (i.e., Once per Week or More) by 
Mathematics Teachers in Louisiana and Other U.S. States

NOTES: Data drawn from an American Teacher Panel survey administered to teachers in March 2017. Percentages represent teachers who 
selected each material in response to the prompt, “Please indicate which instructional resources you have drawn upon regularly (i.e., once a week 
or more) for your mathematics classroom lessons this year (2016–17).” Other U.S. teachers includes all other teachers in the United States who 
responded to the American Teacher Panel survey, excluding Louisiana teachers who responded to the question. 
Asterisks indicate a significant difference between the response of Louisiana teachers and other U.S. teachers (p < 0.05). The Benjamini-Hochberg 
procedure was used to adjust for multiple comparisons (false discovery rate = 0.05). 
The materials in bold have been reviewed as Tier 1 materials. EngageNY materials have not been reviewed as Tier 1 but are also in bold because 
they are materials published by Great Minds as Eureka Math materials.
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curriculum use in Louisiana. Even if teachers report 
using Tier 1 curricula regularly (i.e., once per week or 
more), they may not be using it every day, or for every 
lesson, or for every student they teach. Our inter-
views suggest this is likely the case: Tier 1 curricula 
were reportedly not universally used by teachers in 
case study sites. A central office administrator in one 
school system commented, 

I think right now we’re at about three-quarters 
of our teachers, if you walk in at any particu-
lar time—just kind of a random sample—are 
using the school system–mandated curricula. 
So it’s definitely been a struggle for us to try to 
make that shift. 

In another school system using a walkthrough 
approach to understand the extent to which teachers 
were using the adopted curricula, administrators 

found teachers sometimes did not use Tier 1 lessons 
or materials and instead reverted to what they knew 
and were comfortable with, largely because teachers 
didn’t have sufficient training in how to teach the 
Tier 1 curriculum. 

Most teachers with whom we spoke, including 
those using Tier 1 curricula, reported modifying it 
in the classroom. Only a few teachers said that the 
school system’s expectation was to use the curric-
ulum materials exactly as written. Most teachers 
reported that they were generally able to make their 
own decisions about how to use their materials. Some 
representative comments from teachers:

For ELA, we’re given the Scope and Sequence 
[documents]. Each day, you’re given what the 
objective is that day, the standards it aligns to, 
and the exit ticket question . . . but the rest, you 
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FIGURE 3

Top Instructional Materials Used Regularly (i.e., Once per Week or More) by ELA 
Teachers in Louisiana and Other U.S. States

NOTES: Data drawn from an American Teacher Panel survey administered to teachers in March 2017. Percentages represent teachers who 
selected each material in response to the prompt, “Please indicate which instructional resources you have drawn upon regularly (i.e., once a week 
or more) for your English language arts (ELA) classroom lessons this year (2016–17).” Other U.S. teachers includes all other teachers in the United 
States who responded to the American Teacher Panel survey, excluding Louisiana teachers who responded to the question. 
Asterisks indicate a significant difference between the response of Louisiana teachers and other U.S. teachers (p < 0.05). The Benjamini-Hochberg 
procedure was used to adjust for multiple comparisons (false discovery rate = 0.05). 
The materials in bold have been reviewed as Tier 1 materials. LearnZillion ELA Guidebooks for grades 6–8 have been reviewed as Tier 1, as have 
HMH Collections for Grades 9–12. LearnZillion also published its own Guidebooks for grades 3–8. And, other versions of Collections, published by 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, have not been reviewed. It is possible that teachers who reported using LearnZillion or Collections were not using 
materials reviewed as Tier 1.
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make up, like, how you want to get there. The 
rest of the lesson is up to you.

I don’t particularly have any issues with what 
[curriculum materials] we’re using. I feel 
they’re addressing what they need, and our 
teachers are professional enough to know what 
to pull in and what to modify to some degree.

Our American Teacher Panel data indicate that 
most teachers across the United States, as well as in 
Louisiana, make regular modifications to their cur-
riculum materials when they use them in the class-
room. When asked the extent to which they make 
modifications to lesson plans from their curriculum 
materials, nearly 60 percent of ELA teachers in the 

United States and in Louisiana indicated using ELA 
lesson plans (1) “with major modifications,” (2) “only 
as a reference to get ideas for my own lesson plans,” 
or (3) that they do not “typically use lesson plans 
from existing resources.” Between 40 and 50 percent 
of all mathematics teachers indicated the same for 
their lesson plans. Thus, basic “use” of high-quality 
curricula may not be related to the quality of instruc-
tion that students receive in the classroom, which is 
confirmed by research noting that curricula may not 
be enacted as intended.6 

6   For example, Stein and Kaufman (2010) noted that high-qual-
ity mathematics instruction was not always related just to using 
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LDOE encourages teachers to consider the 
curriculum design and intent of specific tasks 
before making changes to curriculum. For exam-
ple, observation tools released by LDOE to support 
mathematics and ELA instruction in Comprehensive 
Intervention Required and Urgent Intervention 
Required schools for the 2018–2019 school year 
include numerous measures of the extent to which 
teachers are using Tier 1 curricula, although those 
tools were not in place when we conducted our case 
studies in the spring of 2018.7 Although we did not 
ask teachers directly whether they took the curric-
ulum design and intent of tasks into account when 
modifying curricula, we did ask them to explain why 
they modify curricula. The most common reason 
teachers gave us was that they modified to provide 
scaffolding or supports for students who were not 
ready for grade-level content. In fact, the need to 
scaffold curriculum content for struggling students 
came up in our discussions with administrators and 
teachers in all subject areas and in all case study 
sites, particularly in regard to Tier 1 curricula. Most 
teachers we interviewed commented that they felt the 
Tier 1 curricula set a high bar but were too chal-
lenging for many of their students. In one teacher’s 
words, “I feel like if you’re giving them a curriculum 
that’s above where they [students] are, and we are 
not allowed to scaffold it down to where they need it, 
then they’re just missing it.” 

ambitious mathematics curricula as the basis of classroom 
lessons, and—on a related note—Tarr et al. (2008) found that fre-
quency of using a textbook for classroom lessons was not related 
to student achievement, although use of curricula and evidence 
of standards-based instruction was. Numerous other studies 
have documented differences between intended and enacted 
curriculum (e.g., Tarr et al., 2006; Remillard, 2000). 
7	    See the observation tools available in LDOE’s school improve-
ment library (undated-d).

Teachers also appeared to make a range of 
choices about how to scaffold. For instance, one 
6th-grade teacher with students reading from a 
12th-grade level to a 2nd-grade level said that she 
tried to scaffold materials to meet the needs of each 
student, scaffolding down for some students and 
enriching for others. Some teachers talked about cre-
ating their own materials as scaffolds, while several 
said that they greatly appreciated the remediation 
materials provided within some of their resources 
(e.g., Eureka Math and Springboard). LDOE has 
noted to us that it is currently working to build out 
more scaffolded supports for the ELA Guidebooks, 
as well as working with Tier 1 curriculum vendors to 
provide more supports for mathematics curricula.

Regardless of how Tier 1 curriculum was being 
used, nearly everyone we interviewed agreed that 
the Tier 1 curriculum represented a significant shift 
in planning and instruction for most teachers, and 
many indicated that they were still learning how to 
use newly adopted curriculum. Two key challenges 
related to using the new curriculum emerged from 
our interviews. One challenge was the time-consum-
ing process of planning lessons with a new curricu-
lum, an issue that was mentioned by administrators 
and teachers at all case study sites. As one teacher 
said, “Well, in math at the beginning we were heavy 
on professional development—just learning how to 
teach it yet and just becoming familiar with the con-
tent. But now it’s more just getting organized for the 
year, developing an order of teaching the content.” In 
addition, several school leaders and teachers we inter-
viewed suggested that shifting to a new curriculum 
was particularly difficult for veteran teachers, who 
had to become familiar with new content and a new 
scope and sequence. In the words of one teacher,

The Tier 1 curriculum represented a significant 
shift in planning and instruction for most teachers, 
and many indicated that they were still learning 
how to use newly adopted curriculum
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Anytime you tell a teacher that they 
have to change—we have new standards, 
we have new curriculum, man that is 
hard because they’ve been doing one thing a 
certain way for a long time. . . . The planning 
was huge, because whether you taught math, 
whether you taught English, you had to go 
back in and plan . . . because it was new, so 
you didn’t know it as well as you did the other 
standards. You didn’t know the curriculum 
like you knew the other curriculum.

The second challenge reported by teachers was 
that the Tier 1 curricula were more difficult to teach 
than previous curricula, given that they were tied to 
new, more rigorous standards. According to a major-
ity of the teachers we interviewed, most students 
needed scaffolding and support to successfully learn 
the content in Tier 1 curricula, and this took more 
planning and preparation on the part of the teacher. 
One way most teachers spoke about supporting stu-
dents was to reteach content and reinforce standards 
taught in previous years, a process that required 
identifying the previous standards and content to 
be reinforced and integrating them with grade-level 
content. As one teacher said,

I think that the standards are way more than 
just those few words. At the beginning of the 
year we look at where we need to be and it’s 
not just a matter of getting there. There’s a lot 
of mastery that needs to happen to really fully 
attain that standard by the end of the year, and 
to attain that standard in a way that a child can 
use it, not just know it, but analyze it, synthe-
size it and be a true learner.

Teachers in Louisiana appear to be 
receiving more standards-aligned 
professional development than other 
U.S. teachers.

To examine the extent to which incentives may 
be working to drive more standards-aligned pro-
fessional development, we also looked at teachers’ 
reports of the professional development they were 
receiving. While we do not have data on the pro-
fessional development that Louisiana teachers have 
received over the past school year, data from the 
2016 American Teacher Panel asked teachers about 
standards-aligned professional development they 
received, as well as whether that professional devel-
opment supported them to improve their instruc-
tion. Nearly all the professional development topics 
included in the American Teacher Panel survey 
were intended to align with the Common Core, 
Louisiana’s state standards, and nationally recog-
nized best practices (National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2010d).

As noted in Figures 4 and 5, these data indicate 
that Louisiana teachers reported receiving signifi-
cantly more professional development focused on 
many standards-aligned topics than their peers in 
other states. For example, compared with math-
ematics teachers across the United States, signifi-
cantly more Louisiana mathematics teachers—and 
often more than half of Louisiana mathematics 
teachers—reported a moderate or high focus on 
standards-aligned professional development topics, 
including 

•	 general information about instructional shifts 
related to state mathematics standards

Louisiana teachers reported receiving significantly 
more professional development focused on many 
standards-aligned topics than their peers in other 
states.
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FIGURE 4

Percentages of Louisiana and Other U.S. Mathematics Teachers Indicating a Moderate 
or High Focus on Each Professional Development Topic

NOTES: Data drawn from an American Teacher Panel survey administered to teachers in February 2016. Question text for this survey item: “How 
much has your professional development focused on the following topics related to mathematics this school year (2015–16, including summer 
2015)? Not a focus/Minor focus/Moderate focus/Major focus.” 
Asterisks indicate a significant difference between the responses of Louisiana teachers and those in other U.S. states, according to independent 
t-tests (p < 0.05). The Benjamini-Hochberg procedure was used to adjust for multiple comparisons (false discovery rate = 0.05).
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• connections between key mathematics topics
and concepts within and/or across grade
level(s)

• helping students develop conceptual
understanding.

Similarly, compared with other U.S. ELA 
arts teachers, significantly more Louisiana 
teachers reported a moderate or high focus on 
standards-aligned topics, including

• general information about instructional shifts
related to state ELA standards

• building knowledge and vocabulary through
content-rich nonfiction and informational
texts

• building reading skills through use of com-
plex texts.

In addition, we asked teachers to rate the qual-
ity of the professional development they received on 
these topics and their additional development needs. 
We found very few differences between Louisiana 
teachers and other U.S. teachers in this regard, 
with two exceptions. Louisiana ELA teachers were 
significantly less likely than ELA teachers in other 
U.S. states to indicate a moderate or high need for 
additional professional development on two key 
standards-aligned practices: (1) building knowledge 
and vocabulary through content-rich nonfiction 
and informational texts and (2) helping students 
use textual evidence to make inferences or support 
conclusions drawn from text (p < 0.05). This finding 
suggests that teachers in Louisiana may feel more 
prepared to address these ELA practices than other 
U.S. teachers.
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FIGURE 5

Percentages of Louisiana and Other U.S. ELA Teachers Indicating a Moderate or High 
Focus on Each Professional Development Topic

NOTES: Data drawn from an American Teacher Panel survey administered to teachers in February 2016. Question text for this survey item: “How 
much has your professional development focused on the following topics related to mathematics this school year (2015–16, including summer 
2015)? Not a focus/Minor focus/Moderate focus/Major focus.” 
Asterisks indicate a significant difference between the responses of Louisiana teachers and those in other U.S. states, according to independent 
t-tests (p < 0.05). The Benjamini-Hochberg procedure was used to adjust for multiple comparisons (false discovery rate = 0.05).
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Administrators and teachers had at 
least some knowledge of most state 
policies and recommendations, and 
they learned about state policies 
through multiple sources.

LDOE utilized numerous mechanisms to commu-
nicate with stakeholders at various levels in school 
systems, including superintendents, curriculum 
supervisors, principals, school counselors, and teach-
ers. These mechanisms included regular conference 
calls and webinars, newsletters, and regional collabo-
ratives. LDOE also maintains regional networks that 
communicate regularly with systems in their region. 

These communication mechanisms may be driv-
ing the relatively high knowledge about state efforts 
among interviewees within our case study sites. As 
discussed throughout this chapter, the central office 
staff we interviewed were well aware of the state’s 
accountability policies, curriculum reviews and 
guidance, and recommended professional devel-
opment vendors, although fewer spoke about the 
formative assessment ratings and reviews accompa-
nying those ratings. Many school system staff spoke 

of attending state trainings to gather information 
about what the state was doing, and some mentioned 
that state officials visited their school system to 
interact with school staff, listen to their concerns, and 
walk through classrooms. Several also mentioned 
receiving information about the reforms from the 
state’s newsletters, and a few spoke of using the state’s 
department of education website as an information 
source.

The state’s website not only provides information 
about state programs and policies, it is also a hub 
for tools and resources associated with the Tier 1 
curricula, such as remediation guides for Eureka 
Math. It is also the place to access the state’s ELA 
Guidebooks, which are ELA curriculum devel-
oped by LDOE in partnership with LearnZillion. 
According to American Teacher Panel data from 
2016–2017, significantly more Louisiana mathematics 
and ELA teachers reported using their state depart-
ment of education website regularly as an instruc-
tional resource compared with other U.S. teachers 
(p < 0.05). Specifically, 38 percent of Louisiana 
mathematics teachers and 32 percent of Louisiana 
ELA teachers reported regularly using their state 

State Action 5: Use communication structures to identify 
champions and gather information.

State Action 5:  
Approach and Key Findings

How did we explore early signals for how this state action is working?

•	 We assessed consistency in how case study participants talked about state policies.
•	 We asked administrators and teachers about their interactions with the state.

Key findings:

•	 Central office staff, school leaders, and teachers had at least some knowledge of most state policies 
and recommendations, and they learned about state policies through multiple sources.

•	 Some interviewees at every site had attended the state’s trainings, although they had mixed opin-
ions about their usefulness.

[The state] is easy to work with. Their leadership teams are very responsive, very collaborative. They’ve 
hired good people.

—central office administrator
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department of education website compared with, 
respectively, 18 percent and 9 percent of other U.S. 
teachers.

Some staff at every site reported 
attending the state’s trainings, 
although they had mixed opinions 
about their usefulness.

At least some staff in each of the four case study 
sites indicated knowing about and/or attending the 
state’s trainings for curriculum supervisors or teacher 
leaders, as well as the state’s new and more intensive 
training for content leaders, who receive certifica-
tion upon finishing their content leader training and 
completing the assessments that were part of that 
training. Several reported finding the content of state 
trainings useful and especially appreciated being able 
to choose to attend the sessions of greatest interest to 
them. Several interviewees specifically noted that the 
all-day sessions focused on curricula were helpful to 
them. 

School system staff also spoke of appreciating the 
“train-the-trainer” model for teacher leader training. 
For example, one principal commented: 

My content leader is being trained [by the 
state]. I want to say nine times this school 
year, she has been out of the classroom for 
training. My teacher leaders go for the [annual 
state] Collaborative, and then they come back, 
and a lot of what they do is teacher support 
within their grade levels, emailing, sharing 
resources . . . 

Other staff had mixed opinions on the training; 
several specifically noted that the state trainings were 
sometimes redundant with what they already knew 
through their school system professional develop-
ment or through state newsletters.8 

8	    LDOE also conducts its own surveys to gather feedback from 
those who attend the collaboratives regarding their experiences. 
According to LDOE, of those who have attended the most recent 
regional collaboratives in both the fall and winter of 2018, those 
who responded to the surveys (response rate of 18 percent) rated 
their overall “experience at the Collaboration you attended” as a 
3.9 on a scale from 1 to 5. 

As might be expected, case study site staff had 
varied opinions on how state communications could 
be improved. In particular, several with whom we 
spoke wished that the state would provide test results 
(both formative results through benchmark assess-
ments and end-of-year results for summative assess-
ments their students had taken) more quickly to help 
them plan for the following year. Lastly, many indi-
cated frustration about the way in which science and 
social studies standards and assessments were being 
rolled out and felt that they were not getting enough 
information to implement their standards success-
fully. Despite these drawbacks, state communication 
appeared to be taking place regularly.

Findings: Outcomes Related to 
State Actions

The goal of Louisiana’s policy reforms is ultimately 
to improve student achievement, particularly for 
vulnerable students. Thus, in this section, we share 
some data trends regarding key outcomes that we 
might expect to be related to the actions the state 
has taken in various areas. We first consider differ-
ences in reports of instruction for mathematics and 
ELA teachers in Louisiana compared with other U.S. 
teachers. We then look at student achievement in 
several different ways. First, we discuss differences 
in performance among various student subgroups 
on the most recent state LEAP tests to set the stage 
for analyses of trends in K–8 student achievement 
changes from 2011 until 2017, with particular 
attention to changes for black and Hispanic students 
compared with white students and for lower- versus 
higher-income students. While a more thorough 
analysis of high school outcomes is examined in 
the graduation pathways report that is part of this 
published series, here we discuss changes in ACT test 
scores over the same span of years. Eleventh-grade 
students in Louisiana are required to take the ACT 
college and career readiness assessment, which is also 
taken by high school students in many other U.S. 
states. Lastly, to explore some possible explanations 
for the observed changes, we highlight a few find-
ings from exploratory analyses of American Teacher 
Panel data, comparing Louisiana teachers in schools 
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with lower versus higher percentages of minority and 
low-income students. 

We should note some limitations of these 
analyses. First, we cannot establish that changes in 
Louisiana’s policies directly caused the observed 
trends in the outcomes we document; we can only 
hypothesize on their impact based on what we know 
about Louisiana’s policies and their implementation. 
In addition, since most of Louisiana’s policies only 
went into effect in 2015 and 2016, they may not yet 
have had enough time to fully affect teaching and 
learning in Louisiana. 

In addition to these limitations, the content of 
the state’s LEAP test changed—in small to more 
substantial ways, depending on the year—in nearly 
every year of our analysis. Thus, any information 
we share about changes in LEAP trends over time is 
intended to illustrate differences between subgroups 
of students who took the same test in each year, as 
well as changes in those differences over time. In 
other words, we are able to calculate how subsets of 
students scored on the statewide test in a given year, 
and how the location of the scores for these subsets of 
students in the overall distribution of scores in each 
year changes over time. However, if the difficulty or 
format of the test changed, then shifts in the relative 
scoring of a subgroup over time may reflect either 
changes in the subgroup’s relative actual perfor-
mance or changes in how the subgroup adjusted to 
the test changes, relative to the rest of the population. 
Throughout, we work under the assumption that any 
observed changes are more due to changes in the 
relative actual performance than to how well students 
adjust to test changes. 

Another limitation of these analyses is that we 
are looking only at trends in teachers’ self-reported 
instruction in surveys. Some research has suggested 
that teachers’ survey reports may be subject to social 
desirability biases and may not provide an accurate 
depiction of classroom instruction (Spillane and 
Zeuli, 1998; Kaufman, Stein, and Junker, 2016). 
However, capturing objective measures of classroom 
practices, such as classroom observations, from 
teachers in Louisiana was beyond the scope of this 
study. That said, these findings do provide some 
insights on the extent to which teachers perceive 
themselves to be engaging students in practices that 

are closely aligned with their state standards, and the 
findings provide some information about achieve-
ment gaps among specific subgroups of students over 
time that may be associated with Louisiana policy 
reforms and their implementation in schools.

Louisiana teachers reported student 
mathematics classroom practices that 
were similar to other U.S. teachers’; 
more Louisiana teachers reported 
students’ engagement in some 
standards-aligned ELA classroom 
practices.

The American Teacher Panel Spring 2017 survey 
(administered in March 2017) asked teachers about 
the extent to which their students engaged in a 
range of standards-based classroom practices. For 
mathematics, those practices focused mainly on the 
Standards for Mathematical Practice that are part 
of the Common Core State Standards, which are a 
prominent part of Louisiana’s state standards for 
mathematics (LDOE, 2017). For ELA, those practices 
focused on the anchor standards for reading, writing, 
listening, and speaking that are part of the Common 
Core State Standards and also emphasized promi-
nently in Louisiana’s ELA standards (LDOE, 2016). 

Students’ classroom practices for mathematics 
did not differ for Louisiana mathematics teachers 
compared with mathematics teachers in other states 
(see Figure 6). For example, between 30 and 40 
percent of all U.S. teachers and those in Louisiana 
indicated that their students “explain and justify 
their work” and “construct viable arguments and 
critique the reasoning of others” to a great extent 
during typical classroom instruction. Similarly, 
between 40 and 50 percent of all U.S. teachers and 
those in Louisiana indicated that their students 
“apply mathematics to solve problems in real-world 
contexts” and “make sense of problems and perse-
vere in following them.” Louisiana teachers were 
slightly above the national average in reporting that 
students engaged in some practices (e.g., explain 
and justify their work, choose and use appropriate 
tools when solving problems) to a great extent, but 
the differences were not statistically significant and 
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FIGURE 6

Percentages of Louisiana and Other U.S. Mathematics Teachers Indicating Students’ 
Engagement in Standards-Aligned Mathematics Practices “to a Great Extent”

NOTES: Data drawn from an American Teacher Panel survey administered to teachers in March 2017. Question text for this survey item: “Think 
about a mathematics lesson you taught this past week that is typical or similar to most lessons you teach over the course of the year. In that lesson, 
to what extent did your students engage in the following practices? Not at all/To a slight extent/To a moderate extent/To a great extent.” No 
significant differences between Louisiana and other U.S. teachers were identified, according to independent t-tests. The Benjamini-Hochberg 
procedure was used to adjust for multiple comparisons (false discovery rate = 0.05).
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generally do not appear large enough to be substan-
tively meaningful. The small sample size of Louisiana 
mathematics teachers (n = 96) in the American 
Teacher Panel may have limited our power to detect 
differences between Louisiana teachers and other 
U.S. teachers. Yet, it is more likely that we did not 
observe differences between Louisiana teachers and 
teachers across the United States because both groups 
may know that these practices are closely aligned 
with most state standards; these teachers may thus be 
predisposed to report that they are engaging in most 
of these practices at least at some level. One reason 
that teachers may know more about these practices 
is that they have been emphasized across the United 
States for decades through the National Council of 
Teachers of Mathematics, in addition to being part 
of the Standards for Mathematical Practice within 
the Common Core, and many teachers may at least 

recognize the practices as an important aspect of 
their mathematics instruction.

In contrast to few differences between U.S. 
and Louisiana teachers’ reports about mathemat-
ics practices, higher percentages of ELA teachers 
in Louisiana reported students’ engagement with 
standards-aligned practices compared with those in 
the rest of the United States. Louisiana ELA teachers 
were significantly different from other U.S. teach-
ers for three classroom practices in particular (see 
Figure 7):

• participate in a range of conversations and
collaborations with various partners (60 per-
cent of Louisiana teachers versus 40 percent of
other U.S. teachers [p < 0.05])

• demonstrate a command of conventions of
standard English when writing and speaking
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FIGURE 7

Percentages of Louisiana and Other U.S. ELA Teachers Indicating Students’ 
Engagement in Standards-Aligned ELA Practices “to a Great Extent”

NOTE: Question text for this survey item: “Think about an ELA lesson you taught this past week that is typical or similar to most lessons you teach 
over the course of the year. In that lesson, to what extent did your students engage in the following practices? Not at all/To a slight extent/To a 
moderate extent/To a great extent.” 
Asterisk indicates significant difference between the responses of Louisiana teachers and those in other U.S. states, according to independent 
t-tests (p < 0.05). The Benjamini-Hochberg procedure was used to adjust for multiple comparisons (false discovery rate = 0.05).
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Connect literacy instruction to other content (e.g., science,
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decoding words

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

Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative tasks

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, para-
graphs, and larger portions of text relate to each other and the whole

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

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

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

Read a nonfiction text in the classroom

Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes

Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive
topics

Participate in a range of conversations and collaborations with
various partners*

Other U.S. 
teachers

Louisiana 
teachers

(29 percent of Louisiana teachers versus 14 
percent of other U.S. teachers [p < 0.05])

• use evidence from a text to make inferences
or support conclusions drawn from the text
(38 percent of Louisiana teachers versus 23
percent of other U.S. teachers [p < 0.05]).

Louisiana male, black or Hispanic, 
and low-income students consistently 
underperformed compared with their 
female, white and Asian, and higher-
income counterparts on LEAP tests for 
3rd- through 8th-grade students.

Our achievement analyses examined differences in 
student performance in key subgroups over time to 
shed light on whether the state’s policies might be 
leading to changes in student achievement. Given the 
high bar set by rigorous standards, curricula, and 
assessments, it is important to explore achievement 
effects for vulnerable populations that may typically 
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struggle in school and be challenged by that high bar. 
First, we examined subgroup differences in student 
percentile scores on LEAP tests administered in 
spring 2017 (the most recent available year of student 
testing data) for key subgroups of tested 3rd- through 
8th-grade students in each subject area. LEAP assess-
ments are the high-stakes summative assessments 
taken by Louisiana students in 3rd through 8th grade 
each year. Figure 8 shows average differences between 
male and female students, rural and nonrural stu-
dents, students eligible for free and reduced-priced 
lunch (FRL) versus those not eligible, and black 
and Hispanic students compared with other stu-
dents, adjusted for a broad set of student and school 
characteristics. For example, our estimation of the 
difference between male and female students holds 

constant the race and ethnicity of each student, their 
FRL status, their grade, as well as the proportion of 
their school that is male, each race, FRL status, etc. 
More details of the analyses are included in the tech-
nical appendix that accompanies this report. 

As shown in Figure 8, females consistently out-
performed males in ELA, mathematics, and social 
studies, although the differences were most pro-
nounced for ELA. Nonrural students slightly out-
performed rural students in every subject, although 
those differences were statistically significant only in 
science and social studies. FRL and black/Hispanic 
students performed much worse than their coun-
terparts (non-FRL and nonblack/non-Hispanic 
students). 

FIGURE 8

Comparisons Among Student Subgroups for Predicted LEAP Percentile Scores for 
ELA, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies in 2017

NOTES: These predicted scores have been adjusted using regression models that included the following student covariates: gender, race/ethnicity, 
FRL program eligibility status, economic disadvantaged status, gifted status, special education, English proficiency. The regression also controls for 
the proportion of students in their school in each of the student covariate groups, total number of students in the school, the rurality of the county 
the school is in, and year fixed effects. Solid bars denote statistical significance between groups at the 5 percent level; hollow bars denote no 
significant differences between groups. The black lines at the top of each bar denote 95 percent confidence intervals.

Male Female

Female

Rural Nonrural FRL Non-FRL Black or
Hispanic

Not black
or Hispanic

Male Female Rural Nonrural FRL Non-FRL Black or
Hispanic

Not black
or Hispanic

Male Rural Nonrural FRL Non-FRL Black or
Hispanic

Not black
or Hispanic

Male Female Rural Nonrural FRL Non-FRL Black or
Hispanic

Not black
or Hispanic

A
ve

ra
ge

 L
E

A
P

 p
er

ce
nt

ile
 s

co
re

,
co

va
ria

te
 a

d
ju

st
ed

66
60
55
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

A
ve

ra
ge

 L
E

A
P

 p
er

ce
nt

ile
 s

co
re

,
co

va
ria

te
 a

d
ju

st
ed

66
60
55
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

English Language Arts

Science

Mathematics

Social Studies



33

Test scores for non-FRL students, and 
those who were not black or Hispanic, 
rose in ELA and mathematics from 
2016 to 2017; black and Hispanic 
student scores decreased somewhat 
during that time period.

In addition, we looked at performance over time 
in LEAP tests. As emphasized at the beginning of 
this section, performance over time cannot be used 
to draw any conclusions about changes in overall 
student achievement, given yearly differences in test 
content and scaling. However, these trends can be 
used to identify changes for one subgroup relative to 
another, given that all students included in the analy-
sis took the same test in each year.

Figure 9 compares FRL and non-FRL stu-
dents and black or Hispanic versus nonblack and 
non-Hispanic students on average adjusted percentile 

scores for 3rd- through 8th-grade students on LEAP 
ELA and mathematics assessments. We calculated 
the trends for each grade but do not discuss them 
here (they are similar to the across-grades results). 
We examined ELA and mathematics given that major 
reforms that LDOE has undertaken over the past 
several years focus on use of high-quality curriculum 
materials and aligned professional development and 
assessments in ELA and mathematics. Science stan-
dards and assessments, and new social studies assess-
ments, have been adopted more recently. Several case 
study sites in this project had just adopted new social 
studies curricula and were discussing what science 
curricula to adopt as of spring 2018. We therefore 
would not expect to see major changes in student 
achievement in those subjects in response to state 
reforms. 

As Figure 9 shows, the average percentile score 
for FRL students is relatively flat over time, with the 

FIGURE 9

Predicted LEAP Percentile Scores for ELA and Mathematics for Grades 3–8 from 2011 
to 2017 with Comparisons of FRL Versus Non-FRL Students and Black or Hispanic 
Versus Nonblack and Non-Hispanic Students

NOTE: These predicted scores have been adjusted using regression models that included the following student covariates: gender, race/ethnicity, 
FRL program eligibility status, economic disadvantaged status, gifted status, special education, English proficiency. The regression also controls for 
the proportion of students in their school in each of the student covariate groups, total number of students in the school, the rurality of the county 
the school is in, and year fixed effects. The shaded portion of each line denotes 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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FIGURE 10

Average Percentile Scores on the NAEP for Louisiana
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exception of a slight rise in 2014 and slight decrease 
in 2015 for ELA. However, from 2016 to 2017, we see 
a slight rise in both ELA and mathematics percentile 
scores for non-FRL students, slightly widening the 
gap between FRL and non-FRL students. The black 
or Hispanic student scores versus nonblack and 
non-Hispanic student scores tell a somewhat differ-
ent story. As with non-FRL students, the ELA and 
mathematics scores of nonblack and non-Hispanic 
students appear to rise from 2016 to 2017 some-
what dramatically. However, starting in 2014, we 
see a slight but steady decline in scores of black or 
Hispanic students, leading to a statistically signifi-
cant widening of the gap between the two groups. 

LEAP performance trends are 
generally consistent with trends on the 
National Assessment of Educational 
Progress for Louisiana.

National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) is a low-stakes national test that can be 
tracked over time and allows us to compare the over-
all performance of students in Louisiana to students 
nationally. NAEP results provide a way to check the 
trends between groups of students we observed in 
the LEAP analysis. Similar patterns in the low-stakes 

NAEP scores as compared with the high-stakes LEAP 
scores suggests that the patterns are not unique to the 
LEAP test. Before discussing these similarities, some 
key differences between the NAEP and LEAP analy-
sis should be noted. The NAEP analysis includes tests 
given every other year, instead of every year; includes 
tests administered only to grades 4 and 8, compared 
with tests given in grades 3–8 for the LEAP anal-
ysis; is administered to a representative subsample 
of students from each state, instead of each eligible 
student; and presents unadjusted differences between 
subgroups, instead of controlling for other factors. 
We do not have access to the underlying student-level 
NAEP data, which would allow us to control for other 
factors. NAEP results likely overstate the differences 
between the subgroups because of the strong correla-
tion between FRL status and race/ethnicity, as well as 
the generally negative relationship of scores with FRL 
and minority status. 

Noting these differences, we used the NAEP as a 
check on the trends observed in the Louisiana LEAP 
data. Figure 10 presents the trends for Louisiana in 
terms of percentiles; the national average percentile 
is by construction the 50th percentile each year. In 
every year, for both subjects and both grades, the 
average percentile is below the 50th percentile, mean-
ing that the average student in Louisiana scored lower 
than the average student in the nation. However, 



35

FIGURE 11

Change in the Gap from 2011 to 2017 on the NAEP
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there are improvements in reading over time, as well 
as an increase in 2015 for both subjects in grade 4. 

We are also able to investigate the gap in achieve-
ment on the NAEP for FRL versus non-FRL students 
as well as black or Hispanic students versus nonblack 
and non-Hispanic students (see Figure 11). Similar 
to the LEAP, and true both for Louisiana and the 
nation, non-FRL students and students who are 
nonblack and non-Hispanic score significantly higher 
than FRL students and black or Hispanic students, 
respectively. We examined how that gap changed 
from 2011 to 2017 on the NAEP for both Louisiana 
and the nation. For seven of the eight gaps exam-
ined for Louisiana, the gap increased over this time 
span. This aligns with our findings from the LEAP 
assessments. On the other hand, across the nation the 
gap decreased for seven of the eight gaps examined, 
which is opposite to the Louisiana LEAP results.

ACT composite scores reflect some 
similar trends to LEAP.

A key strategy to encourage college enrollment was 
to administer the ACT to all 11th-grade students in 
Louisiana starting in 2013. When this policy was 
enacted, Louisiana’s average ACT score was lower 
than it had been in previous years. This result was not 
unexpected. Prior to 2013, students taking the ACT 
would likely have done so with the intention of apply-
ing to college (i.e., we would expect more motivated 
or higher-achieving students to have taken the test 
before 2013). When the ACT was administered to 
all Louisiana students, the state average fell. Scores 
climbed slowly from 2013 to 2017, possibly because 
schools began to put more effort into ACT prepara-
tion. School principals and teachers in our case study 
sites described how schools integrated ACT prepa-
ration more carefully into classroom planning. For 
example, some schools hired outside ACT training 
preparation courses using state Course Choice sup-
plemental funding. 

As can be seen in Figure 12, subgroup differ-
ences in ACT Composite scores (combined ACT 
score for mathematics, reading, English, and sci-
ence) were somewhat similar to those for LEAP, 
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including statistically significant performance 
differences between FRL and non-FRL students, as 
well as black or Hispanic students compared with 
nonblack and non-Hispanic students. As with the 
LEAP analysis, we looked at trends over time in ACT 
composite scores for subgroups. Figure 13 displays 
those results and shows that scores for FRL students, 
non-FRL students, and students who are nonblack 
and non-Hispanic appear to have risen somewhat 
since 2013, while scores for students who are black or 
Hispanic appear to have experienced a flatter trajec-
tory over the same period. 

These combined results—LEAP, NAEP, 
and ACT—suggest differences in achievement 
trends in Louisiana for higher-income nonblack 
and non-Hispanic students compared with their 
lower-income black or Hispanic counterparts, and 
suggest that these gaps may be growing over time. 
One possible explanation for these trends could be 
that teachers of lower-income and minority students 
may be engaging in different instructional practices 

than those serving higher-income and mostly white 
students. We used RAND American Teacher Panel 
data from 2017 to explore the plausibility of this 
hypothesis. Specifically, we compared reports of 
instructional practices of mathematics and ELA 
teachers in schools above the 75th percentile in terms 
of the percentage of students who received FRL (High 
FRL), as well as those above the 75th percentile in 
terms of percentages of black or Hispanic students 
(High Black or Hispanic), compared with their coun-
terparts in schools with lower percentages of FRL and 
black or Hispanic students (Low FRL and Low Black 
or Hispanic).9 We specifically examined the ELA and 
mathematics standards-aligned instructional prac-
tices shown in Figures 6 and 7.

9	    We chose to designate teachers in schools above the 75th 
percentile as “high” FRL and black or Hispanic given that this 
percentile approximates the cut-off for the top quartile of teach-
ers across the United States, in terms of the percentage FRL and 
black or Hispanic students. It also provides a uniform cut-off 
point—as well as good sample sizes for comparison—for these 
teacher subgroups.

FIGURE 12

Comparisons Among Student Subgroups for Predicted ACT Composite Scores in 2017

NOTE: These predicted scores have been adjusted using regression models that included the following student covariates: gender, race/ethnicity, 
FRL program eligibility status, economic disadvantaged status, gifted status, special education, English proficiency. The regression also controls for 
the proportion of students in their school in each of the student covariate groups, total number of students in the school, the rurality of the county 
the school is in, and year fixed effects. All differences between groups are statistically significant at the 5 percent level. The black lines at the top of 
each bar denote 95 percent confidence intervals.
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While our samples support comparisons 
between all Louisiana teachers and those in all other 
states, only roughly one-quarter of teachers in our 
Louisiana American Teacher Panel sample teach in 
schools that we have defined as High FRL and High 
Black or Hispanic, which only represents 33 ELA 
teachers and 24 mathematics teachers (as noted in the 
technical appendix). This reduces the power to detect 
significant differences, and these analyses should be 
considered exploratory. We do not make adjustments 
for multiple comparisons. Readers should interpret 
these results with caution and keep in mind that 
they represent trends for a relatively small number of 
teachers. 

For nearly all mathematics and ELA instruc-
tional practices asked about in the American Teacher 
Panel survey, we observed no significant differences 
for teachers with different populations of students, 
with the exception of two ELA practices: Compared 
with ELA teachers in Low Black or Hispanic schools, 
ELA teachers in High Black or Hispanic schools 
reported lower percentages of students who “partic-
ipate in a range of conversations and collaborations 
with various partners” and “demonstrate under-
standing of spoken words, syllables and sounds 

(phonemes)” (p < 0.05). We did not find any signifi-
cant differences for mathematics teachers.

Teachers in different subgroups also reported 
using similar instructional materials to their coun-
terparts in other schools. We found no difference 
in reported use of Tier 1 curriculum materials for 
reading and mathematics among teachers serving 
more or fewer black or Hispanic and FRL students. 
There were differences in reported use of some online 
sources of mathematics content: Teachers in schools 
with more black or Hispanic students reported more 
use of ShareMyLesson.com and TeachersPayTeachers.
com for their instruction (56 percent and 80 percent, 
respectively) compared with those with fewer black 
or Hispanic students (0 percent and 51 percent). 
Similarly, teachers in High FRL schools also reported 
more use of ShareMyLesson.com (17 percent) than 
those in Low FRL schools (0 percent). These results 
suggest that teachers in schools serving different 
populations were likely using similar instructional 
materials in 2017, although teachers in schools with 
more black, Hispanic and low-income students may 
have sought out more online materials from some 
sources, possibly because they felt that their main 
materials did not support all students' needs. 

FIGURE 13

Predicted ACT Composite Scores from 2010 to 2017 with Comparisons Between FRL 
Versus Non-FRL Students and Between Black or Hispanic Versus Nonblack and Non-
Hispanic Students

NOTES: These predicted scores have been adjusted using regression models that included the following student covariates: gender, economic 
disadvantaged status, gifted status, special education, English proficiency. The regression also controls for the proportion of students in their school 
in each of the student covariate groups, total number of students in the school, the rurality of the county the school is in, and year fixed effects. The 
shaded portion of each line denotes 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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In general, these data do not suggest that teachers 
in schools with more low-income and minority stu-
dents are engaging in radically different practices or 
using lower-quality materials than their counterparts 
in higher-income schools with fewer minority stu-
dents. These results are encouraging in showing no 
reported disparities in what teachers are doing when 
they teach different kinds of students. On the other 
hand, the data we used to make these comparisons 
are limited because they are self-report data from 
teachers, and they do not delve into within-school 
differences in the instruction that students from dif-
ferent ethnicities and income levels may receive in the 
classroom. In addition, the survey data were collected 
after the inception of the reform, and we are not able 
to compare these results with pre-reform practices. 
Moreover, it may be that students in more vulnerable 
subgroups actually need more resources and supports 
beyond those provided by high-quality textbooks and 
standards-based instruction. Specifically, to meet the 
high bar that high-quality standards and textbooks 
represent, struggling students may need teachers to 
integrate some additional instruction and materials 
to accelerate students’ learning to help them access 
high-quality materials. 

Conclusions and Implications

This report examined two key questions:

1.	 How are Louisiana’s key actions for K–12 aca-
demics being perceived, interpreted, and acted 
upon by school systems and educators?

2.	 How have student outcomes—as well as 
achievement gaps—changed in relation to 
Louisiana’s recent actions for K–12 academics, 
starting in about 2012?

In this section, we summarize the key findings 
and then consider the implications for state policies 
in Louisiana and across the United States. As noted at 
the beginning of this report, findings based on case 
study data may not be representative of the state as a 
whole, but patterns across multiple case study sites do 
point to some general trends regarding how state pol-
icies are being perceived and acted upon by a diverse 
set of school systems. 

Louisiana school system administrators 
and teachers were aware of, and generally sup-
ported, the state’s new standards and curriculum 
recommendations. According to survey data, 
three-quarters of Louisiana teachers supported use of 
their state mathematics and ELA standards in class-
room instruction. The case study interviews support 
this finding: Most of the central office and school 
administrators and teachers we interviewed told us 
that the state standards guided instructional prac-
tices. However, school staff also voiced concerns that 
the standards were too challenging for students to 
learn and for teachers to teach, and some were frus-
trated that they were not yet seeing progress in their 
students’ academic outcomes. Respondents in every 
case study site appreciated that the tiering system 
sent a clear signal about which curricula were most 
closely aligned with their standards and assessments, 
and they described using the rating (i.e., the tier) to 
make curriculum choices. However, they did not 

These results are encouraging in showing no 
reported disparities in what teachers are doing 
when they teach different kinds of students. 
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The state’s curriculum recommendations 
appeared to drive widespread adoption of Tier 1 
curricula, although teachers reported consider-
able variation in how they used those curricula. 
Our data suggest that the state sent a clear signal to 
school system administrators about which curricula 
were high-quality. Central office staff in each site said 
that they were aware of the curriculum reviews and 
tiering process and that they relied on the ratings, 
rather than the content of the reviews, to guide their 
curriculum choices. In addition, most of the K–12 
administrators and teachers we talked to believed 
that a Tier 1 rating was an indication of quality and 
that use would improve student outcomes, although a 
few interviewees expressed a wish for more evidence 
of effectiveness. The American Teacher Panel survey 
data from 2017 confirmed our case study findings: 
Louisiana teachers reported using Tier 1 curricula 
more than other U.S. teachers. 

That said, our case study data suggested some 
variation in curriculum use across Louisiana. First, 
even when a district had officially adopted specific 
curricula and tried to monitor its use, all teachers 
were not necessarily using those materials. In addi-
tion, both our interview and survey data suggested 
that teachers modified their curricula. Teachers in 
our case study sites described using curricula as a 
guide but adapting or scaffolding lessons to match 
students’ learning levels, and few teachers reported 
that they were expected to use the curricula without 
modification. 

Most of the professional development 
in our case study sites was school-based, yet 
Louisiana teachers reported receiving more 
standards-aligned professional development than 
other U.S. teachers. In general, staff at the case study 
sites reported that they did not make extensive use 
of outside vendors, preferring instead to provide 
teachers with time to collaborate, despite the fact that 
LDOE provides a catalog of external vendors that 
provide professional development aligned with Tier 1 
curricula and asks schools to include such vendors in 
their school improvement plans. The frequency and 
format of these opportunities for teachers to meet 
together for professional development varied by site, 
but respondents in each site reported that teachers 
had the opportunity to collaborate—in grade-level or 

report making use of the detailed information within 
the reviews themselves. In contrast to high awareness 
of the curriculum reviews, awareness of state ratings 
of formative assessments was low. Although most 
staff—including central office staff, school leaders, 
and teachers—in each of the case study sites were 
aware of the state’s LEAP 360 formative assessments 
and reported using them, few mentioned the state’s 
formative assessment ratings and recommendations.

Administrators and teachers were concerned 
and frustrated with the fast-paced adoption of sci-
ence and social studies standards and assessments 
before the availability of high-quality curricula. 
At least some central office staff, school leaders, and 
teachers in all our case study sites voiced anxiety 
about the adoption of state science and social studies 
standards, curricula, and assessments. In particular, 
staff were concerned that their schools could be held 
accountable for science achievement in the coming 
year even though they had not been given the chance 
to adopt and implement high-quality curricula, due 
to the absence of state-rated curricula. At the time of 
our interviews, only one science curriculum had been 
rated as Tier 1, and it was only available for 4th grade. 
In acknowledgment of this dilemma, LDOE is allow-
ing school systems to take the higher of students’ sci-
ence scores from the previous science assessment in 
2017 or the new assessment given in 2019, although 
no one with whom we spoke mentioned this flexibil-
ity. Case study school system staff also commented 
on the limited number of Tier 1–rated social studies 
curricula. Interviewees in every site were anxious 
to ensure that they adequately taught the standards 
that would be tested. At most sites, staff and teachers 
reported working long hours to develop science and 
social studies curriculum that adhered to the state’s 
scope and sequence and standards, and they strug-
gled to provide adequate professional development 
for teachers. At the same time, the concerns we heard 
about the lack of high-quality curricula also under-
score that school systems appear to be looking to the 
state to provide recommendations for high-quality 
curricula, which may not have been the case in the 
past.
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subject-specific professional learning communities, 
for example—at least weekly. 

At most sites, the fast pace of reform posed a 
challenge for professional development, and we heard 
reports that it was difficult to keep up with chang-
ing policies and expectations and to make sure that 
everyone was on the same page. For example, staff at 
one site reported they were well into training their 
teachers on the new curricula when they realized 
they had forgotten to train principals. 

Relative to other U.S. teachers, however, 
Louisiana ELA and mathematics teachers reported 
receiving more professional development related 
to their standards, based on the American Teacher 
Panel survey administered in 2016, and many teach-
ers we interviewed mentioned attending state-pro-
vided professional development and training focused 
on their standards. The training that LDOE is 
beginning to roll out for content leaders and mentor 
teachers in schools may provide further opportuni-
ties for standards-aligned professional development 
within schools, even if schools do not frequently 
rely on external vendors to provide that professional 
development.

Case study central office staff, school leaders, 
and teachers had some knowledge of most state 
policies and guidance, and they learned about 
state policies through multiple sources, including 
state-provided professional development. The cen-
tral office staff in our case study sites were well aware 

of the state’s accountability policies, curriculum 
reviews and guidance, and recommended profes-
sional development vendors, although there seemed 
to be less awareness of the formative assessment 
ratings, reviews, and recommendations. Many school 
system staff—including central office staff, school 
leaders, and teachers—spoke of attending state train-
ings to gather information about what the state was 
doing, and some mentioned that state officials visited 
their school system to interact with school staff, listen 
to their concerns, and walk through classrooms. 
Several interviewees also mentioned receiving infor-
mation about the reforms from the state’s newsletters. 
In addition, the American Teacher Panel survey data 
from 2017 indicated that significantly more Louisiana 
teachers consulted their state’s department of educa-
tion website compared with other U.S. teachers, and 
a few interviewees in each case study site mentioned 
consulting the LDOE website for updates on state 
policies and curricula.

Louisiana ELA teachers reported 
more-extensive use of standards-aligned practices 
than teachers nationally; there were no differences 
in use of standards-aligned practices for math-
ematics teachers. The American Teacher Panel 
survey asked teachers about the extent to which 
their students engaged in a range of standards-based 
classroom practices. Louisiana ELA teachers were 
more likely to report that their students participated 
in key standards-aligned ELA practices to a greater 
extent than teachers nationally. These practices 
included participating in a range of conversations 
and collaborations with a variety of partners, demon-
strating a command of the conventions of standard 
English in speech and writing, and using textual 
evidence to support conclusions. We did not find any 
differences between Louisiana mathematics teachers’ 
standards-aligned practices and those of teachers 
nationally. One possible explanation for this finding 
is that the Standards for Mathematical Practice have 
been emphasized across the United States for decades 
through the Common Core and National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics process standards, and 
many teachers—both in Louisiana and nationally—
may at least recognize the practices as an important 
aspect of their mathematics instruction. 

Relative to other 
U.S. teachers, 
Louisiana ELA and 
mathematics teachers 
reported receiving 
more professional 
development related to 
their standards.
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Louisiana’s FRL and black or Hispanic students 
underperformed on standardized assessments 
compared with their non-FRL, white, and Asian 
counterparts, and the gap between these groups 
may be widening. In 2017, the most recent year for 
which state assessment data were available, FRL 
and black/Hispanic students’ test scores were much 
lower than their counterparts (non-FRL students and 
nonblack and non-Hispanic students) in ELA and 
mathematics. We also examined trends over time in 
LEAP percentile scores in ELA and mathematics in 
order to describe changes for one subgroup relative 
to another. From 2016 to 2017, in particular, the 
gap between FRL and non-FRL students widened. 
A comparison of black or Hispanic students’ with 
nonblack and non-Hispanic students’ scores revealed 
a similarly widening gap; even though the percen-
tile scores of both groups rose over time, scores of 
nonblack and non-Hispanic students increased faster, 
causing the gap to widen. NAEP data from 2011 to 
2017 confirmed these trends. 

These findings have implications for Louisiana 
as these statewide reforms mature, and they have 
implications for other states seeking to affect state-
wide policy change using similar levers. In particular:

•	 States can provide information and 
offer incentives that support adoption of 
high-quality curriculum adoption at the 
local level, although more research is needed 
to understand effective modifications of 
curricula. A key takeaway from our work 
is that states can have a big impact on what 
materials teachers use in the classroom, even 
without mandating use of those materials. 
In all our case study sites, administrators 
reported a desire to adopt Tier 1 curricula. 
Their concern about the lack of Tier 1 curric-
ula for science and social studies underscores 
the demand from school systems for the state 

to recommend high-quality curricula in those 
subjects. However, our data drive home the 
point that teachers use and modify curricula 
in a variety of ways. Louisiana does not wish 
to dictate exactly how teachers use high-qual-
ity curricula, but it—along with other states 
and researchers as well—should consider 
examining whether trends in how teachers use 
and modify curriculum materials are related 
to student achievement gains. Such informa-
tion could support clear recommendations to 
teachers about effective uses of instructional 
materials, which may be most useful for teach-
ers who are struggling to help students engage 
with standards and texts that set a high bar.

•	 The lack of remediation materials is a 
problem in Louisiana and likely to be 
crucial for effective use of high-quality 
materials among struggling student popu-
lations. Across our case study sites, educators 
reportedly struggled to help students engage 
with high-quality curriculum materials and 
meet rigorous standards. Many teachers we 
interviewed specifically mentioned the need 
for remediation materials and supports. 
Moreover, the LEAP and NAEP data suggest 
that more vulnerable student populations are 
doing less well and need more support. LDOE 
is working with Tier 1 curricula vendors to 
build out more intensive remedial supports 
for diverse learners, which may fill this gap 
moving forward in Louisiana. In addition, 
our finding on widening achievement gaps 
between black or Hispanic and white or 
Asian students suggests a need to ensure that 
high-quality materials are also culturally 
relevant. 

States can have a big impact on what materials 
teachers use in the classroom, even without 
mandating use of those materials.
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•	 National and state policies should reflect 
that stakeholders need time to adapt before 
high-stakes assessments are put in place. 
Our research took place when Louisiana 
adopted high-stakes assessments for sci-
ence and social studies, while still working 
to identify high-quality curricula for those 
subject areas. One possible reason for the 
delay in identifying high-quality curricula 
in these subjects is that publishers need time 
to revise materials to meet the higher bar set 
by recently adopted standards in Louisiana 
and other states (Heitin, 2015; Herold and 
Molnar, 2014). Another challenge is that fed-
eral legislation—the Every Student Succeeds 
Act of 2015 and its predecessor, the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001—emphasizes 
use of standards-aligned tests for account-
ability purposes. However, as suggested by 
the findings in this report, school systems 
and teachers may not always have adequate 
resources to help students meet the higher bar 
set by those standards. Ideally, state policies—
including those adopted in response to federal 
requirements—would hold school systems 
accountable for student performance on tests 
after states provided access to high-quality 
resources to help students meet the stan-
dards. LDOE addressed this issue by allowing 
schools to take the higher of their science 
scores from 2017 and 2019, but our interview-
ees in case study sites still reported consider-
able anxiety in regard to ensuring that science 
instruction was better aligned with new 
standards and assessments. 

•	 High-quality professional development may 
be challenging for states to incentivize and 
encourage, although emphasizing curricu-
lum-specific and statewide training may sup-
port teachers to get more standards-aligned 
professional development. Our survey data 
suggest that Louisiana ELA and mathematics 
teachers are receiving more standards-aligned 
professional development than their peers 
in other states. While Louisiana has been 
working to identify and encourage the use of 
high-quality, curriculum-specific professional 
development through vendor recommenda-
tions, our case study sites indicated a prefer-
ence for locally developed and school-specific 
professional development, although central 
office staff noted that they emphasized pro-
fessional development aligned with curricula 
and standards. In addition, many central 
office and school staff with whom we spoke 
mentioned attending the state professional 
development trainings. The state’s empha-
sis on curriculum-specific training and free 
statewide professional development may be 
leading to the higher proportions of teach-
ers reporting professional development 
on standards-aligned topics in Louisiana, 
compared with teachers in other states, 
although other explanations of this pattern 
are possible. Other states might consider such 
an approach to ensure that teachers receive 
standards-aligned training. Louisiana is 
currently taking additional steps to support 
teacher learning about standards and cur-
ricula. Specifically, in 2018, Louisiana began 
offering content leader trainings for teachers, 

Louisiana's emphasis on curriculum-specific 
training and free statewide professional 
development may be leading to the higher 
proportions of teachers reporting professional 
development on standards-aligned topics.
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which come with a credential that could count 
toward a school administrator certification. 
The state’s intention is to train content leaders 
who then provide training to teachers within 
their own school system. This approach 
provides some teachers with state-approved 
training, and also aligns with the preferences 
for locally developed professional develop-
ment voiced in our case study sites.

•	 Multiple avenues of communication can 
raise awareness and promote buy-in for 
policy changes. A state department of educa-
tion should provide the resources, guidance, 
and support that school systems need to 
successfully implement policy changes, and 
Louisiana’s mechanisms for communication 
may be helpful as a model. As discussed in 
prior reports (Kaufman et al., 2018; Kaufman, 
Thompson, and Opfer, 2016), Louisiana cre-
ated numerous pathways for sharing resources 

and communicating with stakeholders at all 
levels of a school system, and many of these 
communication avenues were appreciated 
by staff in our case study sites. Many of the 
central office staff, principals, and teachers we 
interviewed mentioned accessing state infor-
mation through multiple channels, including 
newsletters, the state website, conversations 
with state staff who visited their schools, and 
state-run professional development sessions. 
In addition, several interviewees appreciated 
state officials’ responsiveness to questions 
posed in person, by phone, and via email. 
Thus, any state wishing to support educators 
through specific policies and programs may 
wish to consider a similarly multipronged 
and responsive approach to communicating 
their goals to administrators and teachers in 
schools. 

A state department of education should provide 
the resources, guidance, and support that 
school systems need to successfully implement 
policy changes, and Louisiana’s mechanisms for 
communication may be helpful as a model.
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Korn, Shira, Martin Gamboa, and Morgan Polikoff, Just 
How Common Are the Standards in Common Core States? 
Philadelphia, Pa.: Pennsylvania University, Center on Standards, 
Alignment, Instruction, and Learning, 2016. As of November 15, 
2018:  
http://c-sail.org/resources/blog/just-how-common-are-
standards-common-core-states

LDOE—See Louisiana Department of Education.

Louisiana Department of Education, ed., Online Instructional 
Materials Reviews, Baton Rouge, La., undated-a. As of November 
15, 2018: https://www.louisianabelieves.com/academics/
ONLINE-INSTRUCTIONAL-MATERIALS-REVIEWS

———, LEAP 360, Baton Rouge, La., undated-b. As of January 15, 
2019:  
http://www.louisianabelieves.com/measuringresults/leap-360

———, Louisiana Student Standards Review, Baton Rouge, La., 
undated-c. As of February 19, 2019:  
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/academics/louisiana-student-
standards-review

———, School Improvement Library, Baton Rouge, La., undated-d. 
As of February 23, 2019:  
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/resources/library/school-
improvement

———, School and Early Childhood Program Performance, Baton 
Rouge, La., undated-e. As of March 1, 2019: 
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/measuringresults/school-
and-center-performance

———, K–12 Student Standards for English Language Arts, Baton 
Rouge, La., 2016. As of November 15, 2018:  
http://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/teacher-
toolbox-resources/K-12-ela-standards.pdf 

———, K–12 Louisiana Student Standards for Mathematics, Baton 
Rouge, La., 2017. As of November 15, 2018:  
http://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/teacher-
toolbox-resources/louisiana-student-standards-for-K-12-math.
pdf

———, School System Planning Call: November 1, 2017, Baton 
Rouge, La., 2017. As of February 20, 2019:  
http://louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/district-
support/school-system-planning-call--nov-17.pdf

———, 2017–2018 Advanced Placement Results, Baton Rouge, La., 
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https://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/test-
results/2017-2018-ap-results.pdf

———, More Louisiana Students Than Ever Before Earn CLEP® 
College Credit, Baton Rouge, La., 2018b. As of November 15, 2018:  
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/newsroom/news-
releases/2018/08/13/more-louisiana-students-than-ever-before-
earn-clep-college-credit

———, Number of Louisiana Students Graduation from High 
School Reaches All-Time High, Baton Rouge, La., 2018c. As 
of November 15, 2018: https://www.louisianabelieves.com/
newsroom/news-releases/2018/05/10/number-of-louisiana-
students-graduating-from-high-school-reaches-all-time-high

———, 2019–20 School System Planning Guide, Baton Rouge, La., 
2018d. As of February 21, 2019:  
http://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/district-
support/louisianas-school-system-planning-guide.pdf
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Louisiana are being implemented by educators and the organizations they work 
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Louisiana’s education policy reforms: early childhood education, K–12 academ-
ics, teacher preparation, and graduation pathways. The report series follows 
up on Raising the Bar: Louisiana’s Strategies for Improving Student Outcomes 
(Kaufman et al., 2018), which provided an in-depth description of the key 
actions that the state has been taking, in each of these four areas, to support and 
improve outcomes for all students in Louisiana. Taken together, these reports 
provide an overview of how an ambitious set of interconnected state policies, 
introduced in 2012, are making their mark on teaching and learning in early 
childhood centers, schools, and teacher preparation institutions across the state. 

This report focuses on K–12 academics. It specifically examines the implemen-
tation of key state actions—described in Kaufman et al. (2018)—intended to 
support and improve K–12 academics, and any outcomes that might be associ-
ated with those actions. Findings suggest that the state’s standards and curricu-
lum recommendations have been largely supported and have driven widespread 
adoption of state-recommended curricula.
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