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Summary

Improving the quality of low-performing public schools in the United States is of utmost 
importance to both federal and state policymakers, and each group has enacted policies toward 
this end. At the federal level, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which 
has been reauthorized multiple times since its inception in 1965, supplements state and local 
resources provided to schools serving low-income and low-performing students in an effort 
to improve those schools’ performance. At the state level, education departments have under-
taken a variety of efforts to improve school performance, ranging from those targeted widely, 
such as the annual public grading of schools, to those targeted narrowly, such as school take-
overs. Despite such federal and state efforts, there has not been a dramatic turnaround in these 
schools. Last year, more than one-half of fourth and eighth graders who attended high-poverty 
schools did not score above proficient on a national reading test (the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress), compared with fewer than one in five students from the same grade 
levels who attended low-poverty schools (Aud et al., 2010). Although there have been occa-
sional successes, none of the current initiatives appears likely to reverse the situation on a large 
scale. 

The potential reauthorization of ESEA provides an opportunity to reevaluate the roles of 
the federal government and the states with respect to improving schools and boosting student 
achievement. This report considers alternatives to the current roles of the federal government 
and of the states with respect to school improvement. With the assistance of an expert panel of 
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners, we sought to answer three key questions related 
to school-improvement policies at the federal and state levels:

1. What policy levers does the federal government have at its disposal to promote school 
improvement, and what are the advantages and disadvantages of each? 

2. What actions are states currently taking with respect to educational improvement, and 
which appear to be working?

3. How can the federal government best promote school improvement and support states 
in this task?

To answer these questions, we examined the roles of the federal government and the states 
in the oversight of public education, the range of policy options the federal government has 
used to influence state actions, and the strengths and weaknesses of each. We also examined 
states’ recent efforts to improve schools, illustrating some of the variation that exists among 
states in terms of capacity, actions, and effectiveness. 
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For the review of state improvement efforts, we selected a purposeful sample of 15 states 
with ongoing school-improvement policies or practices that had been formally evaluated. We 
searched each state education agency’s (SEA’s) official websites to identify current school-
improvement policies or practices, and we wrote summaries of each state’s efforts in this area.1 
We then conducted a search for published research and evaluation results related to the SEA 
policies and practices identified in the 15 states. When we found such evidence based on 
external evaluation, we incorporated it into our summary documents. Finally, we conducted 
follow-up interviews in the nine of the 15 states where the most-distinctive policies or practices 
seemed to be occurring and added the results of these interviews to our summary documents. 
These summaries formed the evidence base for our review. 

Readers should bear in mind certain limitations of this study. First, although data for the 
study were systematically collected, it is possible that some relevant information was missed. 
We do not claim that the policies and practices mentioned represent an exhaustive list of the 
SEAs’ efforts to promote and support school improvement. Second, the study reflects only cur-
rent and past policies and practices; it does not capture SEAs’ ongoing efforts at shaping future 
policies and practices. Third, the report focuses on the state perspective on school improve-
ment. There are likely to be effective local initiatives that we did not include in our review. 
Finally, this is an impressionistic summary of the evidence, not a formal statistical summary 
or meta-analysis. The purpose was to describe the range of improvement efforts and their effec-
tiveness, not to confirm best practices or to create a validated list of strategies that work. The 
review allows us to present a description of what selected states are doing to improve schools 
and to identify highly successful efforts if they exist.

In answering the first question about the federal role in school improvement, it is impor-
tant to remember that education is primarily a state function in the United States and that fed-
eral education policy is constrained by law, tradition, and politics. There are a number of ways 
the federal government can influence states’ provision of education. These include mandates 
(such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Pub. L. 101-476, 1990) requiring 
states to deliver particular services; inducements (such as ESEA) providing financial resources 
to states if they comply with certain conditions; inducements with competition (such as Race 
to the Top; see U.S. Department of Education, 2010b, 2010c) offering resources to a small 
number of states that score highest in terms of implementing specified policies or practices; 
capacity building (such as the Regional Educational Laboratory Program) designed to improve 
states’ ability to support educational efforts; and system-changing policies (such as the Race to 
the Top assessment grants) that shift the balance of power over education, in this case empow-
ering consortia of states to undertake assessment development. 

Each of these approaches has strengths and weaknesses. Three issues appear to be key in 
thinking about the structure of future federal policies to promote states’ efforts to foster school 
improvement:

• First, regardless of which policy instrument is used, states’ effectiveness in implementing 
federal school-improvement policies is likely to depend heavily on state capacity, so atten-
tion must be paid to ensure that adequate capacity exists. 

1 States also support more continuous-improvement functions, such as teacher certification, but this study focused pri-
marily on improving struggling schools.
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• Second, someone must pay for the costs of innovation to find new improvement efforts 
and for the costs of maintaining a larger state infrastructure associated with increased 
involvement to improve schools. In the present economic climate, limited state budgets 
might inhibit efforts toward school improvement. 

• Third, any change in the federal–state relationship and the responsibility for school 
improvement will have to be endorsed in the political arena. In the end, federal policy-
makers must recognize that variations in state capacity, budgets, and political perspec-
tives will influence states’ willingness to work with the federal government in different 
ways to improve schools.

In answering the second question, our review of school improvement in 15 states suggests 
that states are still searching for effective strategies to improve low-performing schools. The 
evidence we found does not reveal any widely successful approaches to school improvement. 
Under these circumstances, it would not be wise for federal policy to push states toward a 
single set of solutions. The review also suggests that states’ efforts at school improvement span 
a wide range of activities in terms of focal point of impact (from the state as a whole to indi-
vidual schools and districts) and intensity (from mild to strong requirements). We did not find 
a case in which a state had “put all its eggs in one basket” as far as improvement is concerned. If 
one goal of federal policy is to help states improve their effectiveness, then federal policy going 
forward needs to accommodate a variety of initiatives.

What do these analyses suggest for federal policy—particularly the reauthorization of No 
Child Left Behind? Three general conclusions stand out from our review:

• First, the federal government has multiple policy alternatives from which to choose, and 
reauthorized ESEA legislation need not merely replicate approaches from the past. 

• Second, the challenge that educators and policymakers face at present involves developing 
rather than replicating successful strategies to improve low-performing schools. Lacking 
an effective general model, federal policy should support more experimentation, evalua-
tion, and dissemination of new knowledge.

• Third, states vary tremendously in terms of their strategies and capacity to improve low-
performing schools. These differences reflect states’ individual history, character, and cur-
rent economic conditions and crises, and they should not be ignored in favor of a one-
size-fits-all approach to school improvement. 

In conclusion, although we cannot describe the optimal federal–state relationship, the 
evidence in this report suggests that it would entail flexibility and incorporate a range of policy 
levers. In providing both support and flexibility to states, the federal government might wish 
to consider both traditional inducements to support equity and other policy approaches to help 
build key state capacities where they are lacking; to induce innovation, evaluation, and dis-
semination of effective solutions as they arise; to develop independent expertise to help states; 
and to build networks to foster communication and problem solving. Though some of these 
actions fall outside of the federal government’s historical role in education policy, the impend-
ing reauthorization of ESEA presents an opportunity to refine the system of federal guidance 
and support in ways that both account for and enhance states’ capacity to improve their public 
education systems.


