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Introduction
U.S. K-12 education is on the decline. Scores on 
The Nation’s Report Card—the only nationally 
representative test which can compare student 
achievement across all 50 states—have been 
falling for over a decade, resulting in a “learning 
recession.” The nation’s alarming academic 
regression demands immediate action to 
prevent a generational loss of student potential, 
socioeconomic mobility, and economic 
productivity.

Confronted by the headwinds of political 
instability, a global pandemic, and fiscal pressures, 
districts and states have been slow to respond to 
this ongoing crisis. However, bright spots continue 
to emerge across the country—and these districts 
and states have leveraged evidence to drive 
improvements in student outcomes. They have 
worked to answer the essential questions: What 
works? For whom? And under what conditions?

Education Reform Now equips policymakers with 
information to drive evidence-based decision-
making in local, state, and federal policy. The 
policy framework below organizes our policy 
priorities into three areas: Innovation, to help 
discover what works; Accountability, to invest only 
in what works; and Choice, to allow families to 
choose what works best for them.

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/about/
https://educationscorecard.org/
https://edreformnow.org/featured-work/#spotlight-schools
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Innovation
Innovation means shifting away from the factory model of education towards one that gives 
educators and schools the autonomy to discover what works and the support to scale it — 
including bottom-up, community-driven models that put the people closest to the problem in the 
driver’s seat. That means building a teacher workforce prepared for today’s classrooms, expanding 
pathways to student success, funding the community-driven models most likely to move the 
needle, and making it easier for great ideas to spread.

Building Responsive Schools and Systems: 

Build an ecosystem that empowers classrooms, schools, and districts to innovate and then scale 
what actually improves outcomes for students.

•	 Enact regulatory reform that reduces administrative burden and empowers schools to 
innovate and scale evidence-based practices shown to improve student outcomes.

•	 Enable entrepreneurial educators to launch new school models, such as charter 
schools, lab schools, and microschools, tied to accountability measures.

•	 Advocate for R&D funding in education at the state level and through the Institute of 
Education Sciences.

•	 Facilitate the integration of AI to support student learning.

Strengthening the Educator Workforce:

Increase the number of highly effective educators using what works in the classroom and 
empower them to continuously improve their practice through evidence-based preparation, 
professional development, and evaluation.

•	 Incentivize new strategic staffing models to improve mentorship, career 
advancement opportunities, and learning outcomes.

•	 Align teacher compensation and benefits with impact by rewarding those in the most 
challenging roles, taking on additional responsibilities, or significantly improving 
student outcomes.

•	 Strengthen teacher and school leader pipelines and increase recruitment and 
retention of highly effective educators.

•	 Build and expand state-led systems for ongoing teacher and school leader 
professional development to improve the quality of teaching and leadership at scale.
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Preparing Students for Life after High School: 

Transform the high school experience to connect academic coursework with real-world 
applications through robust college and career pathways available to and accessible by all 
students.

•	 Incorporate college and career pathways goals into district- and state-level 
strategic plans, including incentives for business and higher education community 
participation to increase access to advanced coursework and pathways programs 
leading to career and/or college credit.

•	 Require schools to provide middle and high school students and their families with 
direct, personalized advising on college and career pathways, with dedicated support 
for the students who need it most. 

•	 Build partnerships with youth-serving community-based organizations providing 
college and career readiness supports.

•	 Require all high schools to provide students with opportunities to graduate with 
college and/or career credit. 

•	 Ensure that college and career credentials earned in high school transfer to 
institutions of higher education and into the workforce (i.e., portable credentials).

PREPARING TEACHER WORKFORCE 
FOR TODAY’S CLASSROOMS

EXPANDING PATHWAYS TO 
STUDENT SUCCESS
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Accountability

Accountability is, first and foremost, about instilling a sense of urgency about improving 
outcomes. That means raising awareness of the current educational crisis and providing a 
roadmap for transforming education in the United States.

Measuring School Quality:

Invest in accurate school quality measures—including standardized assessments, high-quality 
instructional materials, access to advanced coursework, family engagement, and school climate 
surveys—to better measure the outcomes we care about and drive improvement.

•	 Maintain rigorous annual assessments for grades 3-8 and in high school in order to 
track student growth and proficiency over time.

•	 Leverage data to raise awareness of chronically underperforming schools and 
spotlight schools exceeding expectations.

•	 Invest in new evidence-based models of school quality that complement standardized 
assessments. 

Leveraging Data and Measurement: 

•	 Build data, capacity, and communications infrastructure which empowers parents, 
educators, and policymakers to make informed decisions that improve student 
outcomes and support civil rights enforcement and resource equity.

•	 Work with states and policymakers to emphasize concrete, ambitious, student-
centered goals.

•	 Support measures to improve guidance on interpreting test scores and to release 
assessment data in a timely manner for use by educators and families.

•	 Reinforce student civil rights at the state and federal level, including continued 
disaggregation of subgroup data.
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Providing Support and Intervention: 

Use data to identify struggling schools early, trigger evidence-based supports and real 
consequences, and ensure accountability produces better outcomes for students.

•	 Require that schools use evidence-based instructional programs, materials, and 
practices.

•	 Ensure that state school funding models adequately and equitably distribute 
resources to all public schools, including charter schools. 

•	 Hold schools accountable for their improvement (including reforming or closing 
persistently low-performing schools).

RAISE AWARENESS OF THE 
EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

PROVIDE A ROADMAP FOR 
TRANSFORMING EDUCATION
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Increasing Access to High-Quality Charter Schools: 

Support high-performing public charter schools and actively help them expand to meet student 
demand—replicating what works, growing access to excellence, and ensuring more students 
benefit from proven models.

•	 Support the growth and replication of high-performing charter schools to meet 
growing demand through expanded funding, the elimination of unnecessary 
regulations, and improvements to charter authorization processes.

•	 Standardize and increase access to charter schools by streamlining enrollment 
processes and increasing awareness of public school options among families.

Scaling Evidence-Based Programs:

Support and scale evidence-based school programs that offer students varied choices and 
expand access to high-quality learning opportunities.

•	 Provide financial and regulatory support for Full-Service Community Schools, dual 
enrollment and early college programs, magnet programs, career academies, 
afterschool and out-of-school programs, and other evidence-based models that 
accelerate learning outcomes and meet diverse student needs.

•	 Expand the implementation of universal enrollment policies in more states by 
building funding and enrollment models that promote mobility, including intra- and 
inter-district open enrollment. 

•	 Eliminate all financial barriers to open enrollment for families, such as transportation 
costs and non-resident fees. 

Education systems should be organized around one goal: ensuring children are learning and 
thriving. Public education in the U.S. has too often prioritized institutional preservation over 
student outcomes, defaulting to one model—traditional district schools—regardless of whether 
it is working for every child. Democrats should lead on expanding access to all high-quality 
educational options, ensuring that a family’s zip code does not limit their choices.

Choice
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Piloting and Evaluating Alternative Funding Models:

Explore new funding approaches—like education savings accounts and tax credit programs—
that expand access to services while ensuring participating schools and programs are held 
accountable for delivering strong outcomes.

•	 Pilot and evaluate alternative funding models that expand families’ access to different 
education program options.

•	 Establish appropriate guardrails on new funding models to ensure equity in access 
and outcomes.

INNOVATION
Giving educators and schools 

autonomy to discover and 
support to scale what works

ACCOUNTABILITY
Instilling a sense of urgency 
about improving outcomes

CHOICE
Organizing systems around 

one goal: ensuring children are 
learning and thriving

Learning
& Thriving

pilot

Literacy Math Science

Tools

ELA


