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 A new report by the McKinsey con-
sulting group takes on the daunting task 
of figuring out why some educational 
systems—including other countries and 
unusual American school districts—con-
sistently outperform others. 

Led by Sir Michael Barber—who once 
served as Prime Minister Tony 
Blair’s turnaround specialist 
for England’s decaying 
education system—
McKinsey analysts 
identify just three 
factors separating 
the strong (includ-
ing South Korea, 
Singapore, Fin-
land, Canada, New 
Zealand, Belgium, 
Australia), from the 
weak. 

Among its findings, the 
report highlights the follow-
ing:

Average academic caliber of people •	
who become teachers: Among the top 
10 performance.

View of teaching by university students •	
and recent graduates: Among the top 
three career choices.

Rigor of selection processes into teach-•	
er training: Rigorous checks designed 
to assess teaching potential (e.g., teach-
ing practice, literacy and numeracy 
tests)

Ratio of acceptances into teacher prep-•	
aration with applications: 1 out of 10

Comparison of starting compensation •	
with other starting salaries: In line with 
other graduate salaries

Amount of coaching a new teacher re-•	
ceives: At least 20 weeks

Amount of teacher time •	
spent in professional de-

velopment: 10 percent

System budget •	
dedicated to improv-
ing instructional 
practices: $50 per 
student per year.

When it comes to 
teacher recruitment, 

high performing sys-
tems are more likely to 

appreciate the value of raw 
academic talent. It’s an approach 

that many here in the United States reject, 
with our view that an open-door approach 
into the profession shows off our demo-
cratic virtues (even when it’s only the 
adults that get to benefit, not the children 
they teach). Americans assume that just 
about anyone—regardless of their own 
performance as a student—can be trained 
to be an effective teacher.   

Source—TQBulletin, a publication of the Na-
tional Council on Teacher Quality.  For more 
information, visit www.nctq.org.

New Study: Some High 
Schools are “Dropout 
Factories”

A new study published recently by 
Johns Hopkins University found that 
1,700 regular or vocational high schools 
nationwide can be categorized with the 
grim label “dropout factory.” 

A dropout factory is a high school that 
graduates no more than 60 percent of the 
incoming freshman.  Data was studied for 
three years to take into account changes 
in the communities such as plant closures.  
Large cities or high-poverty rural areas in 
the South and Southwest had the highest 
concentration of “dropout factories.”  

Many of these schools have high pro-
portions of minority students who face 
challenges such as needing to work or the 
need for social services.  

South Carolina had the highest concen-
tration of “dropout factories” while Utah 
was the only state not to have a school 
receive the label. “Part of the problem 
we’ve had here is, we live in a state that 
culturally and traditionally has not valued 
a high school education,” stated Jim Fos-
ter, a spokesman for the South Carolina 
Department of Education.  

The dropout crisis has caught the atten-
tion of lawmakers, and as a result, funds 
are earmarked in the Miller-McKeon dis-
cussion draft for the Graduation Promise 
Fund, which would help schools identify 
and help students that are at risk of drop-
ping out.  

Signs of the Times

How the Best Performing School Systems 
Around the World Come Out On Top

Members of Congress Practice School Choice
The Heritage Foundation conducted 

a 2007 survey of Members of Congress 
to determine the percentage that prac-

tice private school choice. The sur-
vey found that while only 11.5 

percent of American students at-
tend private schools: 

Over 37 percent of Representatives 
and 45 percent of Senators responded 
that they had sent their children to pri-
vate school;

Over 23 percent of House Education 
and Labor Committee members, and 33 
percent of Senate Health, Education, 

Labor, and Pensions Committee mem-
bers exercised private school choice.

Exactly 52 percent of Congressional 
Black Caucus members and 38 percent 
of Congressional Hispanic Caucus 
members sent at least one child to pri-
vate school.

Based on the survey results, if all 
of the Members who exercised school 
choice for their own children had sup-
ported school choice in policy, every 
major legislative effort in recent years 
to give parents school choice would 
have passed.  
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All States Now Eligible 
to Use Growth Models to 
Assess Progress

The U.S. Department of 
Education recently an-
nounced that the “growth 
model” pilot program will 
be expanded to all states.  

Previously only nine states—North Car-
olina, Tennessee, Delaware, Arkansas, 
Florida, Iowa, Ohio, Alaska, and Arizo-
na—had been permitted to use the growth 
model when assessing student achieve-
ment. When using a growth model, states 
track individual students and give schools 
credit for progress the students make, 
even if they fail to meet benchmarks.  

“It will allow states another effec-
tive way of measuring adequate yearly 
progress (AYP) by measuring individual 
student growth over time, and it will con-
tinue to expand the flexibility available to 
states under No Child Left Behind,” said 
Education Secretary Margaret Spellings.

All states that wish to incorporate the 
use of a growth model in their schools 
should send their proposed plans to the 
U.S. Department of Education by Feb-
ruary 1, 2008. Before the states can im-
plement the plans, they will need to go 
through a rigorous peer review process. 

To be eligible to participate in the 
growth model pilot program, states apply-
ing will need to incorporate the following 
components:

Ensure that all students are proficient •	
by 2014 and make certain that the 
achievement gap is closing for all stu-
dents groups.

Include assessments that allow for com-•	
parable results from year to year.

Track students using a state data sys-•	
tem.

Ensure that student participation rates •	
and student achievement are indicated 
separately on state accountability sys-
tems. 

For more information about the expan-

sion of the growth model pilot, visit www.
ed.gov.

Scores Rise Among 
Perspective Teachers

According to a recent report 
by the Educational Testing 
Service, the teaching pro-
fession is attracting higher 
qualified candidates.  From 

2002 to 2005 students who took state li-
censing exams had higher SAT scores and 
high school GPAs than their counterparts 
in the mid-1990s.  

The college GPAs of prospective teach-
ers also rose from the 1990s.  About 40 
percent of prospective teachers had a 
GPA of 3.5 or above on 4.0 scale.  This is 
a tremendous gain from the 1990s when 
only 26 percent of the candidates scored 
3.5 or higher.

Many countries with top performing 
schools, such as Finland and Singapore, 
recruit teachers from the top third of their 
college graduates.  Some studies have 
shown, however, that the United States 
recruits from the bottom third.  

Richelle Patterson of the American 
Federation of Teachers was heartened to 
see the results of the study. “When you’re 
used to hearing bad news about the pro-
fession, any time you hear some good 
news … it’s always a good thing.”

Math and Science PISA 
Scores Released
The math and science 
scores for the 2006 Pro-
gram for International Stu-
dent Assessment (PISA) 

were recently released and the results 
were not positive for the United States. 
The tests assessed 15-year-old students 
on math and science skills that are learned 
in the classroom and out as well as as-
sessing the students’ abilities to apply the 
knowledge.  

In science the United States had a score 
of 489, 11 points below the average.  Fin-

land had the top score of 563, while Can-
ada, Japan, and New Zealand followed.  
The United States had lower scores than 
16 other countries.  Thirty countries par-
ticipated in the assessments.  

On the math assessment the United 
States received a score of 474.  This was 
24 points below the international average 
of 498. The United States did worse than 
23 other nations, and was equal to Spain 
and Portugal.  Only Italy, Greece, Turkey, 
and Mexico had lower scores than the 
United States.  

Elected officials and policymakers have 
argued for years that the United States 
will not be economically competitive in 
the years to come if student’s math and 
science scores do not improve.  “How are 
our children going to be able to compete 
with the children of the world? The an-
swer is, not well,” said former Colorado 
governor Roy Romer, chairman of Strong 
American Schools, a nonpartisan group 
seeking to make education a primary is-
sue in the 2008 presidential election.

“Why are we surprised?” Gerald F. 
Wheeler, president of the National Sci-
ence Teachers Association, said of the 
scores. “It’s a sad state to be in.”  “The 
policymakers do get it,” Mr. Wheeler 
said. The challenge, he said, is presenting 
the issue so that “the public gets it.”

President to Declare Jan. 16 
“Religious Freedom Day”
Each year since 1993, the President has 
declared January 16th as Religious Free-
dom Day, and calls Americans to celebrate 
their freedom. It marks the anniversary of 
the passage of the Virginia Statute for Re-
ligious Freedom in 1786.

This is a good opportunity for an im-
portant civics lesson for students. For 
more information, visit www.Religious-
FreedomDay.com. 

News from
Washington, D.C.

Reports from 
AAE’s office in the 
nation’s capital

Read AAE press releases at 
www.aaeteachers.org. Click on 
“press room.”
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Choice Seventeen 
Years Later
Milwaukee proving vouchers, 
charters, and choice work

By David W. Kirkpatrick
 

Editor’s note: The views expressed in 
this article are not necessarily endorsed 
by the Association of American Educa-
tors. They are provided here for your 
awareness. 

In a recent interview program on televi-
sion, one of the participants said there 

is no evidence that proponents of school 
vouchers are correct when they claim that 
a number of positive results would oc-
cur with vouchers including advantages 
for students, development of effective 
alternative schools and programs, and im-
provements in the local school system. 

Obviously he has not heard of Vermont 
where more than 90 of the state’s 240 or 
so local communities lack an elementary 
school, a secondary school, or both. In-
stead, they engage in what they call “tu-
itioning” whereby, as decided by local 
voters, the towns elect to provide finan-
cial support for students to go to a school 
of their choice. Not only that, the schools 
may be in or out of state or even, in rare 
instances, in other nations, with financial 
aid for tuition but not for travel to and 
from, or residency expenses. 

St. Johnsbury Academy
For school success you may find hard to 

believe, see the November 9, 2006 com-
mentary about the St. Johnsbury Acad-
emy in what is called the Northeast King-
dom of Vermont. Alternatively, a Google 

search for “St. Johnsbury Academy” will 
give you thousands of hits, including the 
Academy’s website.

Exhibit A
But what is probably Exhibit A of more 

recently inaugurated programs, began in 
March 1990 when the Wisconsin legisla-
ture, at the urging of Rep. Polly Williams, 
a Representative whose district involved 
part of Milwaukee, passed a school 
voucher program initiating an ongoing 
chain of events.

The program to date could justify a 
book, or several, but snapshots of then 
and now are illustrative.

The original program authorized a lim-
ited voucher for a maximum of 1 percent 
of the district’s students. The educational 
establishment, of course, vehemently 
opposed the legislation, tried to limit its 
implementation, or have the legislation 
repealed. Initial and subsequent success-
es, however, were such that over the years 
both the amount and number of vouchers 
were periodically increased. Milwaukee’s 
mayor and some members of the school 
board became among the program’s 
strongest advocates. Today the voucher is 
worth about $6,500, and there is no enroll-
ment cap (it was lifted two years ago).

In March 1990, the district enrolled 
93,000 students. It was reported that 60 
percent of the students who managed to 
reach 9th grade failed to graduate and, 
of the 40 percent who did graduate, only 
one-fourth—10 percent of the entire stu-
dent body—could read at a minimally 
acceptable level. The situation was so 
bad that it was claimed that 62 percent of 
the district’s teachers and administrators 
would not send their own children to the 
city’s public schools. 

The current picture may be summarized 
from a recent article by Alan J. Borsuk in 
the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.

Today, more than 30 percent of Mil-
waukee students receive public funding 
assistance to attend schools other than the 
normal Milwaukee Public School (MPS) 
offerings. MPA enrollment is now slightly 
less than 82,000. Another 19,000 are us-
ing vouchers to attend 122 private schools 
within the city. This is up more than 20 
percent just since the enrollment cap was 
eliminated two years ago. If these students 
constituted a single unit, they would com-
prise the sixth largest district in the state. 

The addition of charter schools also en-
ters the picture. More than 5,000 students 
are in charter schools authorized by either 
the city of Milwaukee or the University 
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. So much for 
the argument that new alternatives would 
not be created by choice programs.

Another 3,000 students are in charter 
schools authorized by the school district 
but not staffed by district teachers. Nearly 
2,600 are in schools that contract with the 
district. More than 9,200 students attend 
charter schools authorized and staffed by 
the district. So much for the argument 
that choice will not improve local public 
schools.

 Finally, 6,600 city students attend sub-
urban schools as the result of a voluntary 
racial integration program and an open 
enrollment law.

Perfection has not been achieved but, 
as Borsuk wrote, “it is clear...parents like 
the idea of having choices and are us-
ing the new avenues for school selection 
widely.”  

David W. Kirkpatrick is Se-
nior Education Fellow, U.S. 
Freedom Foundation, Wash-
ington, D.C., and Senior 
Education Fellow, Buckeye 
Institute, Columbus, OH. He 
is former President of NEA-
affiliate Pennsylvania State 
Education Association.


