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Jobs for the Future develops, implements, and promotes new education 

and workforce strategies that help communities, states, and the nation 

compete in a global economy. In more than 200 communities in 41 states, 

JFF improves the pathways leading from high school to college to family-

sustaining careers.
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At the same time, we have seen states leading the way, 

with encouragement from the federal government, on 

innovative approaches to addressing student achievement 

and attainment. States have taken the lead on raising 

the standards all students are held to, and refashioning 

assessments to account for and capture the skills needed 

in today’s economy and society. States and the federal 

government are also working to make data more robust, 

accessible, and relevant to instruction and improvement. 

New partnerships between schools, business, and 

community partners have developed to identify models that 

promote college and career readiness among students.

Yet amidst all this innovation and improvement, our nation, 

its states, and districts risk leaving behind those students 

and young people who are often most invisible within 

schools: low-income, underrepresented students. As history 

and research have shown, these students can thrive when 

offered the opportunity for a rigorous, relevant education; 

yet too often, they are not given the opportunity, or 

barriers to their success are left unaddressed. Students 

who are on the verge of dropping out of school or who 

have dropped out are too often unable to find a viable 

way to reengage to complete a high school degree and 

postsecondary credential with value in the labor market. 

The failure to meet these students’ needs and to help them 

get back on track is taking a significant toll on our nation’s 

economic health—a toll that, in the current international 

competitive context, we cannot afford. 

The reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act must account for our current national and 

international context, and it must continue its legacy focus 

on low-income students—particularly underrepresented 

low-income students—to ensure that all Americans succeed 

in today’s economy. The reauthorization should incent and 

reward states that promote college and career readiness 

among all students—and more specifically among the 

growing number of low-income students. ESEA should 

also provide incentives for and remove barriers to new 

innovations that produce promising secondary and 

postsecondary results for low-income, underrepresented 
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The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was enacted in 1965 with the goal of providing federal 

resources to states and districts for compensatory services that would improve the achievement of low-

income students. Since that time, periodic reauthorizations of ESEA have provided powerful moments to 

revisit, refine, and refocus the federal investment in our nation’s K-12 schools and their students.

The current environment calls for the refinement and revision of the nation’s cornerstone K-12 education 

legislation. Since the original formulation of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, our country 

has experienced vast economic changes. The current era of globalization requires our students now more 

than ever to obtain a postsecondary credential and experience in the workplace in order to secure a family-

sustaining career. College and career readiness is critical: for example, literacy, math, technology, and critical 

thinking skills are now nearly non-negotiable for postsecondary and career success.. In this environment, 

smart investment in education, workforce and economic development are more important than ever before.
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students—including those who have dropped out or are 

significantly behind. With this focus, ESEA can help move 

our education system to dramatically improving the 

education and life outcomes of these youth, while also 

addressing our nation’s economic health. 

To this end, JFF offers the following policy 

recommendations for ESEA reauthorization.

1.  COLLEGE- AND CAREER-
READY STANDARDS AND 
ASSESSMENTS
Two decades after the start of the standards movement, 

states are making tremendous progress toward the 

adoption of higher academic standards. The Race to the 

Top Assessment Program will generate more accurate 

information about student achievement, growth, and 

progress toward on-time graduation. Clearer standards and 

better-designed assessments will help students move more 

efficiently into college-level work. However, other powerful 

methods for students to demonstrate college and career 

readiness—particularly through successful college-level 

work while in high school—should be encouraged in addition 

to improved state assessments.

JFF makes the following recommendations to Congress:

Continue to provide incentives for states to adopt and 

implement college- and career-ready standards and 

assessments.

Congress should continue to provide Race to the Top-type 

incentives for states to raise academic standards and keep 

momentum towards full implementation of those standards.

Provide adequate flexibility in assessment timelines for 

federal accountability to allow for competency-based 

assessments. 

Implementing college- and career-ready assessments 

provides the opportunity to allow for competency-based 

measures that are more tailored to an individual student’s 

development and learning pace. As students take tests 

throughout the year based on their readiness, under a 

competency-based model, state and federal accountability 

timelines should allow for districts and states to accurately 

receive credit for student achievement in this new 

paradigm.

Allow the use of performance-based indicators, such 

as the completion of college coursework in high school, 

to demonstrate progress towards college- and career-

readiness.

Many state higher education systems recognize that 

earning college credit in college-level English and math 

is an indicator of student preparedness and likelihood of 

completion. States such as Connecticut, Florida, Ohio, 

Texas, Virginia, and North Carolina are tracking and 

reporting (and the state of Washington is also rewarding) 

how well colleges are helping students achieve critical 

benchmarks that indicate momentum toward degree 

completion, such as success in gatekeeper math and 

English courses. As colleges move in this direction, K-12 

systems should also use such indicators to allow high 

school students to demonstrate their progress towards 

readiness for college and a career.

2.  RIGOROUS AND FAIR 
GRADUATION RATE 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
Advocates and policymakers agree that we must get more 

students across the finish line with a diploma in hand, ready 

for the next step to postsecondary education and training. 

Significant progress has been made in implementing 

state and federal policies to hold schools accountable for 

ensuring that all students graduate prepared for college 

and careers. Congress should maintain graduation rate 

accountability to help ensure that all students have the 

opportunity for postsecondary and career success. JFF 

makes the following recommendations to Congress:

Define graduation rates and establish graduation rate 

accountability.
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Building on current regulations, JFF recommends 

that Congress maintain and improve graduation rate 

accountability by:

• Continuing to require states to set aggressive annual 

measurable objectives for increasing the number of students 

who graduate, using a 4-year cohort graduation rate.

• Continuing to authorize the Secretary of Education to 

approve state proposals to use an extended-year graduation 

rate for designated schools, such as early college high 

schools and back-on-track schools (which serve seriously 

over-aged and under-credited secondary school students).

• Allowing back-on-track schools to show interim progress 

toward annual measurable objectives through predictive 

indicators of student achievement, such as the number and 

percentage of students earning credit in core courses.

• Continuing to ensure that any requirement by the Secretary 

that a percentage of students graduate under a four-year 

cohort graduation rate allows for an exemption mechanism, 

such as a waiver, for select schools that by design will 

require more than four years for students to complete (i.e., 

early college high schools and back-on-track schools).

3.  TURNING AROUND LOW-
PERFORMING SECONDARY 
SCHOOLS 
NCLB provisions to improve low-performing schools have 

had little impact on the 2,000 low graduation rate high 

schools that account for over half of the nation’s dropouts. 

However, the more recent School Improvement Grants 

(SIG) have been successful at incentivizing states and 

districts to identify and focus attention on larger numbers 

of persistently low-achieving high schools and driving 

intensive reform strategies to those schools. In 2010, forty 

percent of all SIG funds went to persistently low-achieving 

high schools. This development is important for advancing 

the development and scaling up of quality pathways, 

especially for those students who are far off track to 

graduation. Congress should adopt school-turnaround 

provisions that provide incentives and resources for states, 

districts, and high schools to implement strategies and 

models that meet the needs of large numbers of low-

income, underprepared and off-track students. JFF makes 

the following recommendations to Congress:

Continue and expand the priority on low graduation rate 

high schools.

Require states and districts to target immediate action at 

secondary schools with graduation rates below 65 percent 

by codifying the Tier II SIG definition and expanding the 

graduation rate threshold from 60 to 65 percent to capture 

a greater number of severely low-performing high schools.

Require specific secondary school turnaround activities 

addressing off track students.

Require secondary schools identified as persistently low-

achieving to analyze data to determine the number and 

percentage of students who are significantly off track 

(two or more years behind) and to implement strategies 

and models to put those students back on track to 

graduation, either through distinct back on track programs 

or small autonomous back on track schools that are held 

accountable. Such strategies and models should include 

academic and non-academic support services designed to 

transition students to postsecondary success.

Require district-wide activities. 

District-level leadership is essential for systemic 

approaches to implementing strategies and models that 

serve the large number of off-track students and dropouts 

in a community. This leadership is critical to turning around 

persistently low-achieving schools within a district. 

Congress can create incentives by:

• Requiring districts and schools to use early warning 

indicators to intervene more quickly and provide support for 

students before they fall too far behind and increase their 

risk of dropping out.

• Requiring districts to analyze and use data on the district- 

wide off-track population in order to design effective 
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interventions and put in place back-on-track alternative 

education options (e.g., transfer schools).

• Requiring districts to develop and implement district-wide 

dropout recovery strategies in partnership with community- 

based organizations (e.g., reengagement centers and back- 

on-track alternative education options, including GED-to- 

college programs).

Permit differentiated accountability.

Allow states to distinguish schools and districts in need of 

intensive interventions from those that may be closer to 

meeting annual measurable objectives.

4.  INCENTIVES,  INNOVATION, 
AND INVENTION 
One of the most promising recent federal policy 

developments is the expansion of federal support for 

innovation at all levels to address the nation’s most 

perplexing education reform challenges. The Race to the 

Top and Investing in Innovation grant programs commit 

the federal government to fostering innovation in practice 

and policy. In response, states and districts have changed 

policies and advanced ambitious plans to scale up effective 

programs and practices. The i3 competitive grants have 

also opened important space for innovators to experiment 

with and invent new strategies for improving education 

outcomes for the most at risk. JFF makes the following 

recommendations to Congress:

Invest in scaling up what works.

Nationally, numerous strategies and school models, 

such as early college high schools, have demonstrated 

effectiveness in increasing college- and career-readiness 

for low-income high school age students. Congress 

should continue Race to the Top, i3, and other funding 

streams that focus resources to ensure more widespread 

adoption and implementation of innovation strategies and 

approaches at secondary schools.

Specifically, innovation funding streams should encourage 

effective approaches for pathways to postsecondary 

education, including:

• Evidence-based designs that include flexible, competency-

based pathways to postsecondary education that effectively 

help low-income, underprepared and off track students 

accrue high school and college credit and support their 

transition to postsecondary education;

• The use of district-wide disaggregated early warning 

indicators (in middle school and 9th grade) and segmented 

data (in high school) to determine which students are off 

track to graduation and to design appropriate strategies for 

re-engagement;

• A specific focus on evidence-based approaches for recouping 

and re-engaging students who are off track or who have 

dropped out of secondary school, and accelerating and 

supporting their transition into postsecondary education; 

and

• Support services such as academic interventions, mentoring, 

tutoring, health services and guidance to ensure students 

successfully complete a high school degree and keep the 

momentum into postsecondary education.

• Access to labor market information on the occupations and 

careers that hold the most promise, in order for schools and 

partners to provide information and guidance to students as 

they plan their postsecondary and career paths. 

Invest in invention.

The nation will not move the needle dramatically on 

graduation rates without combining the redesign of failing 

high schools with a sustained effort to invent of new 

models designed to help young people get back on track to 

high school graduation and postsecondary attainment. In 

the major cities that are ground zero of the dropout crisis, 

educators, youth developers, and social entrepreneurs 

have begun to invent solutions that are achieving “beat the 

odds” results. Along with scaling up innovative strategies, 

Congress should continue to support ongoing research and 

development of new school models that show promise in 

serving off-track students, English learners, students with 

disabilities, and students in rural areas.

For more information on JFF’s state and federal policy priorities, please 
visit www.jff.org or contact Kathryn Young at kyoung@jff.org.


