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Introduction
In the movement for great New Jersey schools, we talk often about 
where the education system stands (our starting point) and where it 
should be (our destination). We know our kids deserve better than the 
status quo, which is failing to prepare many of our young minds for the 
world after 12th grade and often leaves behind the neediest students. 

In fact, our kids deserve more than “better.” Our kids deserve 
the best. 

Thanks to volumes of research and a sharpening focus on the criti-
cal role that education plays in the success of communities small and 
large, we even know how the “best” can look: engaged kids, involved 
families, effective teachers, strong school leaders, vibrant and innova-
tive classrooms, high standards, preschool and more.

But how do we get there? 

This publication, New Jersey Schools: A Framework for Excellence, pro-
vides a seven-to-10-year perspective on improving schools, and out-
lines changes in education policy that are critically needed to boost 
student achievement, narrow the state’s disturbing achievement gaps 
and raise the bar for all kids. The shorter companion to this document, 
New Jersey Schools: A Framework for Excellence—Short-Term Goals, 
focuses on goals that we can achieve in the span of one to three years. 
All of these reforms are intended to benefit students across the state, 
but in some cases are most sorely needed in persistently struggling dis-
tricts and schools. 

Think of these complementary documents as a map toward real, 
sustainable and positive change.

In the long-term Framework you will find key policy recommenda-
tions in the following areas: 1) Start earlier, 2) Strengthen and support 
talent, 3) Enhance school choice, 4) Set higher expectations with ac-
countability and 5) Optimize school funding. 

The short companion document does not include recommen-
dations on preschool or optimal school funding. That’s because the 
complexity of these issues—and the realities of New Jersey’s political 
climate—make short-term change unlikely. However, when the oppor-
tunity arises to tackle these issues sooner, we will seize it.

Our Framework marks the culmination of more than 70 interviews 
that JerseyCAN conducted in 2013 throughout New Jersey. We met 
with state and local officials, state policymakers, school leaders, edu-
cation advocacy organizations, teachers, students and families. We 
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 listened closely. We identified common themes. We gave deep thought 
to everyone’s concerns. 

What follows is our best thinking on how to get from where we stand 
to where our schools need to be. It’s not enough to dream. We need a 
plan if we’re serious about making great schools a reality for all New 
Jersey kids.  

ENHANCE 
SCHOOL CHOICE

SET HIGHER  
EXPECTATIONS WITH  

ACCOUNTABILITY

STRENGTHEN &  
SUPPORT TALENT

START 
EARLIER

OPTIMIZE  
SCHOOL FUNDING

All policy areas addressed by  
New Jersey Schools: A Framework for Excellence
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New Jersey’s schools & students

 9% Asian  

 2% Other  

 16% Black  

 50% White  

 New Jersey  

 Average per state nationwide  

 23% Latino  

1,400,000 students

More than 380,000 children 
participated in the free and 
reduced lunch program in 2012.

2,492 public schools;  
87 are charter schools603 districts

274 districts
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New Jersey today
Broad trends in New Jersey suggest that failure to provide children 
with a great education will have a negative impact on our state’s eco-
nomic viability and the overall well-being of our citizens. 

Providing all New Jersey kids with a high-quality education will 
translate into enormous benefits, such as increased individual earning 
power, greater employability and a workforce that meets the demand of 
a globalized economy. Right now the median wage of a New Jersey resi-
dent with a bachelor’s degree is $26,000 more than someone who only 
graduated from high school, and the unemployment rate of individu-
als with bachelor’s degrees is four percentage points lower than that 
of high school graduates.1 Nationally, between 1998 and 2008, more 
than 10 million jobs were created for those with a college degree, while 
600,000 were lost for those that did not require a high school diploma.2 

Experts report that by 2018, 64 percent of jobs in New Jersey will 
require a postsecondary education.3 Unfortunately, New Jersey is not 
on track to meet these employment demands. While New Jersey’s 
college attainment rate is above the national average, this number is 
growing slowly.4 At this time, less than 50 percent of students in New 
Jersey graduated within four years.5 We must ensure that New Jersey 
produces enough college graduates to meet the needs of employers in 
order to guarantee the economic vitality of our state and its residents. 

Regional comparison of average per-pupil  
spending, 2009–2010

$18,618  
New York 

$18,667  
District of Columbia 

$16,841  
New Jersey 

$14,906  
Connecticut 

$12,995  
Pennsylvania 
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Yet we don’t just need more college graduates—we need individuals 
with skills that match the needs of New Jersey’s economy. This means, 
among other things, a greater emphasis on Science, Technology, Engi-
neering and Mathematics. Research indicates that there are 1.4 jobs in 
STEM for every unemployed New Jerseyan.6 To sustain and grow New 
Jersey’s economy, we must equip our next generation of workers with 
21st-century skills.

To some extent, New Jersey has already recognized the importance 
of supporting education. Each year we invest about $25 billion in our 
public school system, and New Jersey has the third highest per-pupil 
spending rate in the country.7 On average, New Jersey spent $16,841 
per pupil during the 2009–2010 school year, compared to the national 
average of $10,615.8 That rate of spending is even higher when we take 
into account the investment the state makes in teachers’ pensions and 
benefits; including these costs, the New Jersey Department of Educa-
tion estimates that state per-pupil spending is closer to $18,000.9  

In certain respects, this investment has paid off. Take student aca-
demic achievement, for example. New Jersey has some of the highest 
average test scores in the country, having earned top marks on the 2013 
National Assessment of Academic Progress. Since 2003, New Jersey has 

Subject area

READING

MATH

Fourth grade Eighth grade

1st2nd

4th 2nd

New Jersey’s NAEP ranking, 2013 (average scale scores)
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seen a 16-percentage point increase in eighth-grade math proficiency, 
one of the highest proficiency gains in the country.10 Our fourth-grade 
students now rank second in the nation in reading performance, and 
fourth in math performance. Eighth-graders rank second for math and 
first for reading.11  

Other measures tell a similarly positive story. New Jersey ranks 
second in the country for providing 3-year-olds with access to early 
childhood programs.12 New Jersey has also garnered national recog-
nition for its high school graduation rates: 86 percent of our students 
graduated on time in 2012.13 Additionally, 73 percent of students in 
New Jersey who took at least one Advanced Placement exam in the 
2012–2013 school year scored a three or higher.14 Yet those accolades 
mask a more troubling story. 

Here in New Jersey, we have two simultaneous and pressing chal-
lenges to address: we must raise the bar so that all students across the 
state are fully prepared to compete in the global economy, and we must 
meet the needs of students with the greatest challenges so that a child’s 
race or ZIP code will no longer stand as the best predictor of his or her 
success. To get there, JerseyCAN proposes a two-pronged approach.

Underneath the impressive statistics about our overall student perfor-
mance, there are disturbing achievement gaps in New Jersey that have 
persisted for some time. Here’s a snapshot: black, Latino and low-in-
come students trail behind their white and more affluent peers in both 
reading and math proficiency levels.15 In the most recent data available 
from the 2013 NAEP, New Jersey’s achievement gaps continue to persist. 
In fourth-grade math, the percentage of black students who scored at a 
level of proficient or above is 37 percentage points behind their white 
peers. Latino students lag 31 percentage points behind white students. 
And on the eighth-grade reading assessment, black students are 30 
percentage points behind their white peers while low-income students 
trail 34 percentage points behind their non-low-income peers. While 
there was notable progress at closing the gap for Latino students at the 
eighth-grade level, this progress was not consistently seen across other 
groups or at the fourth-grade level.16

We can see these inequities in other metrics, as well. While New 
Jersey’s overall high school graduation rates are considered strong—
with 86 percent of students graduating on time—a deeper analysis 
reveals large gaps: 93 percent of white students graduated on time 
in New Jersey, compared with only 75 percent of black students, 77 
percent of Latino students and 75 percent of economically disadvan-
taged students.17 
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NAEP proficiency gaps (in percentage points)

A two-pronged solution for education  
challenges in New Jersey

Subject area Grade

4th

4th

8th

8th

Black/white gap Latino/white gap
Low-income/
non-low-income gap

30

37
34

29
31

31
24

24
34

37
32

31

Solution  

Close the achievement gap    

Raise the bar  

READING

MATH
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When we look beneath state trends in some urban areas, we find even 
more evidence of disconcerting inequities. On-time high school gradu-
ation rates in our most challenged school districts are alarming. In 
Asbury Park, Trenton and Camden, fewer than 50 percent of students 
graduated on time in 2012. In Jersey City, Paterson and Newark, fewer 
than 70 percent of students made it to graduation in four years.18 

Not only are New Jersey schools failing to educate wide swaths of 
low-income students, students of color and students in urban districts, 
we are failing in general to set the bar high enough to ensure that all 
students graduate from high school prepared for college and the work-
force. We cannot remain complacent about this level of mediocrity. 

Overall, more than half of New Jersey students are considered 
unprepared for success in college and the workforce based on NAEP 
benchmarks. On the exam, only 38 percent of New Jersey’s 12th-grade 
students were considered college- and career-ready.19 Based on SAT 
scores, students in some New Jersey cities face truly dire  circumstances. 

New Jersey high school graduation rates, 2012 

75%77%

95%
84%

91%

75%
86%

48% 49% 49%

66% 67% 69%

93%

W
hite

Latin
o

Trenton

Nativ
e H

awaiia
n

Paterson
Black

Nativ
e A

merican

Camden
Asian

Asbury Park

Low-in
come

Jersey C
ity

Statewide to
tal

Newark

Student District
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Fewer than 10 percent of Newark’s SAT test-takers met the college 
readiness benchmark. In Camden, just 1.4 percent of students met the 
benchmark, and in Asbury Park no one did.20 

These percentages fall well below the already unsettling national 
average for SAT performance: in 2012, only 43 percent of students met 
the appropriate target.21 

College remediation rates serve to reinforce the gravity of this issue. 
At Rutgers University, for instance, one in three students require re-
mediation.22 At Bergen and Essex County Community Colleges, 90 
percent of the students required remediation in as many as three areas: 
reading, writing, and math.23 Students must successfully complete re-
mediation coursework before they can take courses that count towards 
graduation. Thus, remediation increases the overall cost of a college 
education. This carries significant financial consequences for both stu-
dents and families. 24 And only one in four students who takes remedial 
courses graduates in eight years.25 

SAT college and career benchmark  
(student performance nationwide)

SAT benchmark

achieved

did not achieve

43%

57%
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Inequities also persist in overall college completion rates. Only 27 
percent of black and Latino students graduate within four years. Even 
when we look at six-year graduation rates, Latino and black students 
lag significantly behind their white peers.26

Yet another indicator of the challenges we face is the number of 
schools the New Jersey Department of Education has flagged for 
dramatic improvement. Currently, there are 249 Priority and Focus 
schools statewide. Priority schools are the state’s bottom 5 percent 
in terms of student learning, while Focus schools are home to notably 
wide achievement gaps. Collectively these struggling schools serve 
more than 170,000 students.27 We cannot accept those numbers. We 
must address the issues that prevail at these schools.

When our kids leave high school unprepared for college and 
career success, they’re dramatically less likely to succeed in the global 
economy and, as a result, our country is far more likely to continue its 
international backslide. We are lagging already. 

While average student performance levels are often used to 
measure and compare how well countries across the world are prepar-
ing their citizens through public education, we must also consider the 
rate at which student performance is improving in each country. Twen-
ty-four countries surpass the United States’ rate of  improvement in 

New Jersey public college and university  
graduation rates

49%

70%

27%

53%

27%

55%
46% 43%

74%
67%

White Black Latino Asian Total

4 Year

6 Year
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student performance. If this pattern continues, a recent study projects, 
our country will never catch up to the “leaders of the industrialized 
world.”28 Additionally, on the Programme for International Student 
Assessment, which assesses critical thinking in math, literacy and 
science, the United States falls in the middle of the pack.29

Our kids deserve better. Each and every one of our kids deserves 
access to schools that set high expectations, meet their personal learn-
ing needs and prepare them for lifelong success. 

Fortunately, there’s hope. By overhauling our existing education 
system and establishing a series of research-backed policies that better 
suit the needs of our kids, our families and our educators, we believe 
that New Jersey has the power to create an environment for excellent 
schools to thrive.

Priority and Focus schools

249  
Priority and Focus  

schools

109 of those schools are concentrated in the urban areas 
noted below. These Priority and Focus schools serve nearly 
67,000 students. 

District

Number  
of Priority &  
Focus schools

Total number  
of students  
in the district

Number of stu-
dents in Priority 
& Focus schools

71%

29%

Priority schools

Focus schools

Graphic: In 2010, Governor Christie 
stated there were 104,000 students 
in chronically failing schools. Based 
on the new categories created in 
the New Jersey State Department 
of Education waiver and publically 
available enrollment data, we 
established there are 170,000 
students in Priority and Focus 
schools across the state.  
Figures are rounded.

29
24
22
18
16

36,430
24,570
12,610
12,130
27,030

16,160
15,310
11,510
10,050
13,920

Newark

Paterson

Camden

Trenton

Jersey City
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New Jersey Schools:  
A Framework for Excellence
In some ways the New Jersey Department of Education, legislative 
leaders and policymakers have already begun to develop the environ-
ment in which these policy changes can come to fruition. In fact, the 
recommendations contained in our Framework align with the New 
Jersey Department of Education’s new philosophy for improving public 
schools, as articulated in both the state’s 2011 No Child Left Behind 
waiver application and the education department’s, “Education Trans-
formation Task Force Final Report.”30  

The new approach means that New Jersey will focus on setting the 
“highest expectations” for students across the state and ensuring that 
all districts and schools are reaching for the same high targets. These 
targets are aligned from preschool through high school, and they 
enable a child to progress sequentially and deliberately toward college 
and career readiness. 

The state is also working to  empower educators to do what’s needed 
to achieve these targets by providing them with additional instruction-
al support and autonomy. 

Accountability with a differentiated approach is another area the 
state is working to improve. As described in the task force report, “School 
and district success should result in a light touch from Trenton; failure 
should lead to differentiated and meaningful interventions.”31 We 
support this approach and believe it’s consistent with our emphasis on 
setting a high bar for all students and providing communities in need of 
greater intervention with support that will advance real progress.

3
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Overview of long-term 
policy goals 
As we noted above, our long-term vision for great schools addresses five 
major policy areas: 1) Start earlier, 2) Strengthen and support talent, 3) 
Enhance school choice, 4) Set higher expectations with accountability 
and 5) Optimize school funding. We designed this comprehensive doc-
ument to guide policymakers, community leaders and other partners 
over the next seven to 10 years as we work to give all our kids what they 
deserve: a true shot at success in excellent schools. Within each policy 

4

Timeline: Building momentum

New Jersey adopts 
the Common Core 
State Standards

Implementation begins for the 
Common Core State Standards
Implementation of new teacher 
evaluation system links tenure 
decisions to evaluation ratings 

The Urban Hope Act is  
passed allowing for the  
creation of Renaissance  
schools 

New Partners for Assessment 
of Readiness for College  
and Careers assessments will 
be administered this year

The New Jersey Department 
of Education creates 
Regional Achievement 
Centers to address persistent 
achievement gaps in Priority 
and Focus schools

TeachNJ Act transforms  
New Jersey’s antiquated 
system of rewarding  
and evaluating teachers

Newark Teachers Union voted for a 
progressive contract that included 
performance bonuses for highly effective 
teachers for teaching in low performing 
schools, and for teaching in high needs 
subject areas like math and science

  JUN. 2010    JAN. 2012    AUG. 2012    SEPT. 2012    SEPT. 2013    JAN. 2015    NOV. 2012  
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area, we provide important background information and a unique New 
Jersey context. Each section outlines our successes and the crucial 
areas for improvement. 

Our recommendations build upon the momentum of education 
reforms that New Jersey has enacted in the last five years. These 
include New Jersey’s adoption of the Common Core State Standards, 
the passage of the TEACHNJ Act in August 2012 and the creation of 
Renaissance schools. 

Below is a summary of our key policy recommendations. The rec-
ommendations in bold are those that are highlighted in New Jersey 
Schools: A Framework for Excellence—Short-Term Goals. 

START EARLIER
To build on the success of New Jersey’s early childhood programs and 
ensure that all low- and moderate-income young children enjoy a 
strong start to their education, we recommend the following: 

1.	 Expand access to high-quality preschool to low- and moderate-income  
3- and 4-year-olds.

2.	 Implement a quality preschool rating system.
3.	 Make full-day kindergarten available to all students.

STRENGTHEN AND SUPPORT TALENT 
Once a child steps foot inside a school, no factor will have a bigger 
impact on his or her learning than his teacher. Research has proven 
time and again that great teachers matter, but many of New Jersey’s 
existing policies need to be updated to reflect this fact.32 We must build 
a profession that empowers educators by doing the following: 

1.	 Repeal the residency requirement.
2.	 Increase the rigor of traditional teacher preparation programs and 

support teachers throughout their careers.
3.	 End seniority-based layoffs. 
4.	 Reward the best teachers.
5.	 Cultivate and support education leaders.
6.	 Fully implement the teacher evaluation system.

ENHANCE SCHOOL CHOICE
Investments in high-quality early childhood education and a robust 
talent pipeline alone will not enable us to reach our vision of great 
schools for all. By expanding the number of high-quality educational 
choices for students, we can provide more immediate relief for fami-
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lies struggling with poor-performing schools and create the innovation 
and competition needed to spark district reform. Below are the major 
ways we can foster that kind of system: 

1.	 Overhaul the charter school law.
2.	 Create a new statewide district to serve as an Achievement School District.
3.	 Identify new ways to help families cover the costs of education, with a 

focus on low-income families in persistently struggling districts.

SET HIGHER EXPECTATIONS WITH ACCOUNTABILITY
We must set clear, high expectations for what students should be learn-
ing at each grade level, and hold superintendents, principals, school 
leaders, administrators, teachers and school board members account-
able for meeting those expectations:

1.	 Set higher standards to raise the bar. 
2.	 Integrate technology smartly to improve educational outcomes.
3.	 Expand the use of data-driven instruction to improve student success.
4.	 Incorporate best practices from other regions for school closure. 

OPTIMIZE SCHOOL FUNDING
New Jersey already invests a considerable amount of money in its public 
schools. Now we must ensure that districts are using those dollars as 
wisely and efficiently as possible:

1.	 Collect and report on the relationship between spending and student 
achievement. 

2.	 Consolidate and share district services.
3.	 Phase out adjustment aid for districts that no longer qualify.

The table on the next page differentiates our short- and long-term goals 
in each policy area.



  Short-term Longer-term

1  
 Start earlier 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2  
 Strengthen and  

 support talent 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3  
 Enhance school  

 choice 
 
 
 

4  
 Set higher expectations  

 with accountability 
 
 
 
 

5  
 Optimize school  

 funding

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Repeal the residency requirement  

Strengthen teacher preparation and 
professional development 
 
Reform layoff criteria  

Reward the best teachers 
 
 
Overhaul the charter school law  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Raise the bar with the Common 
Core State Standards and related 
assessments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Expand access to high-quality 
preschool to low- and moderate-
income 3- and 4-year-olds 

Create a preschool quality  
rating system  

Expand access to full-day  
kindergarten 
 
 
Cultivate, train and support  
education leaders 

Fully implement the teacher  
evaluation system 

 
 
Create an Achievement School 
District 
 
Help families cover the costs  
of education 
 
 
Use technology to improve 
educational outcomes, including use 
of data-driven instruction 

Adopt best practices for school 
closure 
 

Report publicly on relationship 
between spending and performance 

Consolidate and share district 
services  

Phase out adjustment aid under 
SFRA as planned 

Summary of short- and longer-term  
policy recommendations
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Policy recommendations

Start earlier

Why it matters
Decades of research shows that high-quality preschool can put a child 
on the path to lifelong success by increasing that child’s chances of 
graduating from high school, earning higher wages and staying out of 
prison.33 Kindergarten is also critically important. Children who attend 
high-quality kindergarten with effective teachers and small classes are 
more likely to enroll in college and earn higher salaries in adult life.34

Here in New Jersey, the National Institute of Early Education Re-
search confirms that preschool has a substantial impact. Following chil-
dren in 15 low-income districts, researchers found that by fifth grade, 
those who had attended two years of the Abbott Preschool program 
were, on average, three-quarters of a year ahead in math and two-thirds 
of a year ahead in language arts. For low-income students, those gains 
are roughly equal to 20 to 40 percent of the achievement gap.35

Society reaps the benefits of high-quality preschool as well. The 
Perry Preschool Project showed that for every $1 invested in early ed-
ucation, communities receive a $7 return in the form of higher wages 
(and therefore a larger tax base), less crime and less dependence on 
public assistance.36 

Where New Jersey stands now
Fortunately, New Jersey has already laid a solid foundation for early 
childhood education. The state ranks second in the nation for pro-
viding preschool access to 3-year-olds, and 16th for providing access 
to 4-year-olds.37 The state-funded Abbott preschool program, which 
serves more than 43,000 children, is used as a model nationwide.38 
And we continue to lead the nation in per-pupil spending for preschool, 
investing nearly $650 million in the Abbott preschool program.39 Fur-
thermore, the state has undertaken some efforts to ensure alignment of 
curriculum from preschool through third grade so students are reading 
on grade level by the end of third grade—a well-established marker for 
continued academic success.40 However, this requires ongoing atten-
tion to ensure there is full alignment.  

Although we know that preschool changes lives, there are still barri-
ers to access for families across New Jersey. More than 83,000 children 
lack access to preschool, and of those who are attending preschool in 
private settings, little is definitively known about the quality of those 

5

Attending a 
quality pre-K 
program 
increases a 
child’s chances 
of graduating 
from high school, 
earning higher 
wages and 
staying out of 
prison.
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programs.41 Moreover, even the families that can afford to send their 
children to preschool lack the tools they need to browse existing pro-
grams in a user-friendly way to select the best program available. 

This needs to change. Achievement gaps begin early in a child’s life. 
If we’re serious about closing the gaps, we must start early. 

The recommendations

1 
Expand access to high-quality preschool to low- and mod-
erate-income 3- and 4-year-olds. While the Abbott pre-

school programs specifically target students in largely low-income, 
urban areas, they only enroll children from their districts. As of 2007, 
49 percent of low-income students in New Jersey lived outside of the 
Abbott districts.42 New Jersey must ensure all students, not just those 
living in Abbott districts, can access high-quality early childhood pro-
grams. 

We can start by building upon the initial steps New Jersey has 
already taken toward establishing preschool access for all low-income 
children across the state. Since 2008, four districts—Fairfield, Little 
Egg Harbor, Red Bank and Woodbine, all of which have high concentra-
tions of low-income children— have received money under the School 
Funding Reform Act to provide 3- and 4-year-olds with preschool. The 
results are promising. Before preschool was implemented in Woodbine, 
70 percent of incoming kindergartners needed intensive phonics inter-
ventions. After only one year of implementing preschool, that number 
dropped to 35 percent.43

Preschool expansion has also reduced the number of children who 
need special education services in kindergarten. A preschool interven-
tion and referral team is now able to identify and support students 
much sooner. In Red Bank, the kindergarten referral rate for special 
education dropped from 11 percent in 2008 to 3 percent in 2011–2012, 
allowing for better service delivery for students and significant savings 
on special education services.44  

 Making high-quality preschool accessible to all of the state’s low-
income 3- and 4-year-olds would entail a big investment, but it’s a 
worthwhile one that would pay high dividends. Research indicates 
some preschool programs are associated with reduced delinquency and 
crime in childhood and adulthood.45 It would cost roughly $10 million 
to provide 1,500 kids with full-day preschool, a fraction of the roughly 
$82 million it currently costs to maintain the same number of inmates 
for a year.46 As the evidence has shown in both Woodbine and Red Bank 
in recent years, an upfront investment in preschool not only leads to 
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better outcomes for students but also can save districts money on later 
interventions they would otherwise need to provide.

2 
Implement a quality preschool rating system. Not all pre-
school programs are equal; only high-quality programs have the 

dramatic, lifelong benefits cited earlier. Yet it can be difficult for fami-
lies to differentiate between effective and ineffective options. That’s 
why New Jersey needs a quality rating system.

To date, 26 states have either implemented or begun to develop 
statewide Quality Rating and Improvement Systems for early childhood 
education providers.47 Recognizing the need for this type of system in 
New Jersey, Children’s Futures and the William Penn Foundation pro-
vided financial support to pilot a QRIS in Trenton and Camden in May 
2007. The Advocates for Children of New Jersey served as the project 
facilitator and the Schumann Fund for New Jersey provided support for 
ACNJ’s early learning advocacy.48 Another pilot effort with volunteers 
from across the state is scheduled to begin in fall 2013 to further test 
the system in 50 to 60 center-based preschools and childcare centers.49 
These test efforts will offer results and information that policymakers 
can use to craft a statewide system that will enable all families to effec-
tively find a program that best suits their preschoolers’ needs.

3 
Make full-day kindergarten available to all students. Re-
search shows that full-day kindergarten boosts student learn-

ing, reduces the achievement gap, increases social and emotional de-
velopment and decreases grade retention.50

Technically, New Jersey is one of only six states nationwide that 
does not require districts to offer kindergarten, yet most districts do 
offer it in some form. However a substantial portion of districts—22 
percent—do not offer full-day kindergarten.51 

To build upon on the skills that children develop in preschool, we 
must implement universal, full-day kindergarten for all students in 
New Jersey. 

For full-day kindergarten to have the greatest impact, we must first 
identify the communities in greatest need: those with high concen-
trations of low- and middle-income families that do not already have 
access to quality kindergarten programs. Prioritizing communities 
with the greatest need and gradually phasing-in the program over the 
next seven to 10 years will mitigate the cost of expansion.

In May 2013, the State Assembly drafted a bill to create a task force 
to review the research on full-day kindergarten and to investigate the 
additional costs of implementing full-day programs throughout the 

To date, 26  
states have either 
implemented or 
begun to develop 
statewide Quality 
Rating and 
Improvement 
Systems for 
early childhood 
education 
providers.



23JERSEYCANNEW JERSEY SCHOOLS: A FRAMEWORK FOR EXCELLENCE

state, including staffing needs and facilities. The task force will also look 
at the differences in curriculum between half-day and full-day kinder-
garten programs. If the Senate and the governor approve this, the task 
force will report its findings within a year of its formation.52 These find-
ings will be critical to determine how to make universal, full-day kin-
dergarten viable in New Jersey.

Strengthen and support talent

Why it matters
New Jersey has amazing teachers who are passionate about education 
and care deeply about the communities and students they serve. We 
must harness the passion of these phenomenal educators and provide 
them with the resources they need to be successful—not only in the 
classroom, but when it comes to pursuing their long-term professional 
goals. New Jersey teachers deserve a sustainable career option with op-
portunities for professional growth and development. 

Research indicates that having an excellent teacher in front of the 
classroom has a tremendous impact on student success.53 But the need 
for top-notch talent doesn’t stop there. We also need great principals, 
business administrators, superintendents, board members and trustee 
members to lead our schools. We can’t expect teachers alone to achieve 
the classroom outcomes our students deserve without guidance from 
excellent leadership. To optimize teacher impact, there must be excel-
lent training and professional development at all stages of this talent 
pipeline. 

Where New Jersey stands now
New Jersey received a C- from the National Council on Teacher Quality 
during a recent study of teacher preparation programs. However, the 
study placed Kean University, Rutgers University-Camden and Seton 
Hall University on the Honor Roll, an impressive feat considering only 
14 percent of secondary programs nationally qualified for that status.54 

Despite the strength of these three teacher programs, the majority 
of New Jersey’s teacher preparation programs leave teachers under-
prepared to deal with the challenges they will face in the classroom. 
Currently, teacher prep programs do not collect performance data on 
graduates or set minimum performance standards with consequences 
for not meeting those standards. It also lags in program admission re-
quirements: only 17 percent of elementary and secondary programs in 
New Jersey limit admissions to college students in the top half of their 
classes, compared to 28 percent nationwide.55 
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There are other constraints limiting the talent pool for education in 
New Jersey. Under the New Jersey First Act, all New Jersey public of-
ficers and employees must live in the state.56 The law was intended to 
help maintain New Jersey’s economic health during the recession by 
ensuring state dollars and resources remained within the state. Yet it 
has made attracting the highest caliber talent to teach in New Jersey’s 
most challenged areas even more difficult. 

While these constraints are real and need to be addressed, it is also 
important to recognize progress made in this area in recent years. The 
2012 passage of TEACHNJ marked a step in the right direction toward 
effective teacher evaluation and retention. Under TEACHNJ, tenure is 
no longer a lifetime guarantee; it is earned and kept based on classroom 
effectiveness. The new law establishes higher standards for achiev-
ing tenure by connecting it to student achievement. TEACHNJ also 
changed the way we evaluate teachers. Under the new system there are 
four different rating categories: “highly effective,” “effective,” “partial-
ly effective” and “ineffective.” Ratings will be based on multiple mea-
sures including year-by-year growth on New Jersey state assessments, 
classroom observation and student growth objectives.57 But more work 
remains to ensure that all levels of teaching and leadership are provid-
ing the best educational environment possible for our students.

The recommendations

1 
Repeal the residency requirement. Under New Jersey’s 
residency requirement, teachers must establish New Jersey 

residency within three years of starting their position: an unneces-
sary burden on teachers and the districts in which they teach. Where 
a teacher lives has little to do with his or her classroom qualifications, 
and only exacerbates the lack of flexibility that schools and educators 
currently face. 

The 2013 amendment to the Urban Hope Act offers some relief by 
extending the window to establish residency to five years, but this only 
applies to schools established within a Renaissance school project or 
charter school located within a Renaissance school district in Camden, 
Newark or Trenton.58 Other areas across the state, including urban 
centers that could draw talent from surrounding states and cities, 
also need this flexibility. District leadership in Camden, Newark and 
Trenton need the greater flexibility afforded by the Urban Hope Act 
to apply to non-teaching district personnel as well. Repealing the resi-
dency requirement would yield widespread benefits for both district 
and charter schools.
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2 
Increase the rigor of traditional teacher preparation pro-
grams and support teachers throughout their careers. New 

Jersey teachers deserve top-of-the-line training so they can begin their 
careers prepared to succeed with our kids. However, there is work to be 
done to ensure such training is available; as noted above, New Jersey 
recently received a C- from the National Council on Teacher Quality in 
their review of teacher preparation programs in the state.59

We strongly support the following policy recommendations that 
NCTQ made for New Jersey to improve the quality of its teacher prepa-
ration programs: 

• Raise admission standards for teacher preparation programs
• Align teacher preparation with the Common Core State Standards
• Improve clinical preparation  
• Raise licensing requirements 
• Raise the bar for special education teachers
• Hold teacher preparation programs accountable60

First, teacher preparation programs should require candidates to boast 
strong academic records. New Jersey has already made steps toward 
improving teacher quality by proposing to raise the minimum GPA re-
quirement for novice teachers.61 This is an important first step, but we 
must strive for higher standards before teaching candidates even grad-
uate from college. 

Getting top-of-the-line training also means having the information 
one needs to choose the best education school. The New Jersey State 
Board of Education revealed recently that the state is developing an Ed-
ucator Preparation Provider Annual Report. Data from the report will 
include information on teaching candidates’ academic qualifications, 
gender, race, ethnicity, scores on licensure assessments and evidence 
of effectiveness in the classroom.62 We encourage the state to release 
this aggregated data publicly so aspiring teachers can make informed 
decisions about which program to attend, and so principals and super-
intendents can see which applicants for open teaching positions have 
received the best training. 

When it comes to the preparation itself, we must provide our can-
didates with a rigorous course of study that emphasizes clinical expe-
rience. Improvements to traditional teacher preparation programs 
would strengthen the talent pool for all schools across the state includ-
ing both traditional public schools and charter schools. 

Lastly, improvements to teacher preparation programs will have a 
limited impact unless we can also provide teachers with ongoing high-
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quality professional development. Teachers must have opportunities 
to work with their colleagues, in their schools and across the state, to 
drive improvements to their own instruction. Technology should also 
be used to provide resources for teachers such as documented best 
practices, videos of exemplar lessons and assistance with instruction.

3 
End seniority-based layoffs. To build on the teacher evalua-
tion system and tenure reforms that New Jersey lawmakers 

passed in 2012, we must finally end seniority-based layoffs. Too often, 
New Jersey school districts face the tough reality of having to cut back 
on educators due to financial hardship. In 2010, 3,000 teachers were 
laid off across the state.63 In the 2010–2011 school year, Newark Public 
Schools reduced its teaching force by 177 teachers.64 

These layoff decisions were made with seniority as the only criteri-
on, so the last teacher hired was the first out the door.65 Unfortunately, 
in an average district, more than 80 percent of seniority-based layoffs 
result in effective teachers leaving the classroom—with less effective 
teachers remaining. Research indicates that “only 13 to 16 percent of 
the teachers laid off in a seniority-based system would have also been 
cut under an effectiveness-based system.”66  

New Jersey is one of only 10 states that make seniority the top crite-
rion for layoff decisions.67 Our students and teachers will benefit if New 
Jersey models its staffing policy on laws like those in Colorado, Florida 
or Indiana, where classroom performance and student outcomes are 
the most important factors.68

 

4 
Reward the best teachers. New Jersey should also look at in-
novative approaches to reward our most effective teachers. 

Currently, New Jersey’s teachers are compensated based on pay scales 
that differ by district and tend to reward years in the classroom and ad-
vanced degrees. Yet research confirms that years of experience and ad-
ditional credentials don’t always amount to better instruction.69

Differentiated compensation
New Jersey should move away from “step and lane” models for com-
pensating teachers. Models to consider include those used in Florida, 
Indiana and District of Columbia Public Schools, which directly tie 
teacher compensation to teacher evaluation results.70 For example, 
DCPS’s model uses two methods for rewarding highly effective teach-
ers. Teachers are eligible for an annual bonus based on student growth, 
and teachers with highly effective ratings qualify for an increase in 
salary base.71 New Jersey should further study these models and use 
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our own teacher evaluation system to identify and reward the most ef-
fective teachers.

Career ladders
Another approach to consider is a teacher career ladder that estab-
lishes multiple levels of teaching duties and differentiates pay as teach-
ers take on more responsibility. This will serve to develop top teaching 
talent, increase the impact of highly effective teachers and help develop 
a pipeline for teachers interested in becoming school leaders. Arizona’s 
Career Ladder Program operates in 28 districts across the state and 
40 percent of teachers in the state are employed in Career Ladder dis-
tricts.72 Participating school districts cited improvements in student 
achievement, and teacher surveys revealed that there were overall im-
provements to the schools’ instructional programs.73

5 
Cultivate and support education leaders. In partnership 
with school districts, the New Jersey Department of Education 

should use the data from the statewide teacher evaluation system to 
identify highly effective teachers early in their careers and provide tar-
geted professional development to retain and cultivate these teachers 
as future leaders. We recognize that not all teachers want to take on ad-
ditional responsibilities that would limit their time in the classroom. 
But for those that do, assistance should be available. 

Research indicates that school leadership ranks second only to 
classroom instruction when it comes to in-school factors that impact 
student achievement.74 Recognizing the importance of leadership, 
Newark Public Schools has implemented a principal training and prep-
aration program to support school leaders. In Newark, Superintendent 
Cami Anderson has focused on using the Principal Leadership Insti-
tute to provide principals with the tools necessary to support and coach 
their teachers to be effective classroom leaders. PLI training includes 
job-embedded professional development, which involves closely 
working with assistant superintendents to improve teacher evaluation 
practices and instruction. Principals also participate in cohort meet-
ings where fellow school leaders can share best practices and solutions 
to common problems. Improvements to Newark’s principal training 
have been reflected in improved principal evaluations. However, while 
we should laud the improvements made to principal training and prep-
aration in Newark, it’s unclear to what extent school leaders across the 
rest of the state are receiving similar support throughout their careers. 

School districts across the country are exploring ways to address 
leadership and training gaps. Six districts in particular have partnered 
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with the Wallace Foundation to invest $75 million dollars in developing 
strong principal pipelines.75 During the process, they identified four 
essential elements to attracting, hiring and retaining strong school 
leaders:

• Developing principal standards
• Providing high-quality training
• Selective hiring
• On-the-job support and performance evaluations76   

New Jersey already has principal evaluations in place, but districts 
must develop additional strategies to successfully implement the other 
three pieces of this approach. 

Not only do principals need more support and training throughout 
their careers, but New Jersey’s business administrators, superinten-
dents, school boards and trustee members need support as well. These 
leaders play a pivotal role in school finance and maintaining campus 
infrastructure, and are responsible for myriad other daily tasks that 
prove crucial to a school’s success. We recommend that districts work 
collaboratively to determine mutual areas for improvement and pool 
their resources to establish support systems for school leaders.

6 
Fully implement the teacher evaluation system. Some advo-
cates are calling for New Jersey to delay by one year the full im-

plementation of its new teacher evaluation system, postponing conse-
quences for teachers who received poor ratings.77 Yet these delays will 
weaken other components of the law. Delays are unnecessary given the 
wide support of TEACHNJ in the legislature and the groundwork that 
has been laid in recent years. To successfully implement an effective 
teacher evaluation system, the New Jersey Department of Education 
must assess what additional resources teachers need to thrive, such 
as targeted high-quality professional development and resources for 
school leaders as they navigate the new evaluation system. This can be 
done concurrently with full implementation.

State leaders should also resist pressure to weaken the link between 
student performance data and a teacher’s overall evaluation score. The 
Gates Foundation’s recent Measures of Effective Teaching study found 
that basing between 33 and 50 percent of a teacher’s evaluation on 
state assessment results would provide the most reliable and consis-
tent results, and would offer a better predictor of student learning in 
the future.78 
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Right now, student growth measures count for just 30 percent of a 
New Jersey teacher’s overall evaluation—scaled back in 2013 from 35 
percent. While that may have been necessary to keep implementation 
on track, we cannot afford to cut back any further. We will have to con-
tinue to monitor this measure during both the short term and over the 
longer term to prevent any further reductions.

Enhance school choice

Why it matters
Many New Jersey students are limited to just one educational option:  
their neighborhood school. If that school serves them well, there’s no 
problem. Yet our state’s large achievement gaps show that too many 
schools are failing to meet the needs of all kids. Our families deserve 
more and better options. 

Charter schools are certainly not the only way to offer parents and 
families more high-quality choices, but they are a critical part of the 
solution. When charters were first created—at the national level and 
right here in New Jersey—their primary goal was to serve as laborato-
ries of innovation. The idea was to exchange greater accountability for 
greater freedom from the restrictive rules of district school systems so 
that charter programs could demonstrate through increased flexibility 
the power of great leaders and teachers to create the cultures and envi-
ronments in which at-risk students succeed. 

New Jersey’s high-quality charter schools are making a tremendous 
impact on student achievement, particularly for low-income students 
and students of color. On average, for each year of schooling, charter 
students gain an additional two months of reading and three months 
of math over their district school counterparts.79 In Newark charter 
schools, these gains are even larger. Students in charters gain 7.5 addi-
tional months in reading and nine additional months in math.80 

Families want their children to make these kinds of leaps in the 
classroom, but neighborhood schools do not always offer the learning 
environments that makes those leaps possible for all kids. 

Where New Jersey stands now
There are currently 87 charter schools throughout New Jersey serving 
more than 30,000 students.81 Yet more than 20,000 students remain 
on waiting lists to get in.82 Despite this level of demand, New Jersey’s 
charter law, passed in 1995, severely impedes charter school growth 
and autonomy. It is therefore unsurprising that the state’s charter law 
ranks 29th out of 43 charter laws according to the National Alliance for 
Public Charter Schools’ annual analysis of charter school laws.83   
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The recommendations

1 
Overhaul the charter school law. New Jersey parents want to 
send their kids to high-quality schools, and students want to be 

challenged to reach their full potential. Therefore we must reform New 
Jersey’s charter school law when it comes to charter school authorizing, 
facilities funding, general operating funding and regulatory require-
ments. The right changes to these laws will help our high-performing 
schools thrive, and will help New Jersey attract even more outstand-
ing charter school operators—both independent charters and charter 
management organizations—to meet the growing demand for high-
quality educational options. Additionally, traditional district schools 
and charter schools can collaborate and share best practices to drive 
overall improvements in student outcomes. 

Authorizing
New Jersey needs a second charter school authorizer. Right now, only 
the New Jersey Department of Education may award a charter, which 
means the pace and nature of authorizing decisions depend on both the 
capacity of the department and the education agenda of the adminis-
tration in power.

To supplement the New Jersey Department of Education, we rec-
ommend instituting an independent charter board. The National Asso-
ciation of Charter School Authorizers identifies an independent board 
as the ideal alternative statewide authorizer.84 NACSA also found that 
independent charter boards are more likely to have policies that en-
courage strong charter schools to replicate.85 Right now, 14 states have 
independent charter boards.86  

An independent charter board can authorize charter schools in any 
community. We envision an independent charter board composed of 
members selected by the governor and legislative leadership, with the 
commissioner of education serving as a member of the board. This will 
allow for diverse viewpoints at every level of the charter application 
and accountability process. 

Autonomy 
Charter schools typically receive greater autonomy than traditional 
district schools in exchange for stricter measures of accountability. 
We applaud the recent changes made to improve charter account-
ability, notably the creation of the charter performance contract and 
the closure of low-performing charter schools. We support continued 
efforts along these lines. However, we strongly believe that charters 
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need even more flexibility. As accountability increases, schools need 
the freedom to reach these higher expectations. Increased accountabil-
ity without additional autonomy to meet the diverse needs of students 
will result in schools failing to reach the bar. Autonomy can come in 
the form of policies that provide the state or new authorizers with the 
ability to waive some certification requirements for charter school staff 
and/or exempt charter schools from other laws that govern traditional 
school districts. Granting charter schools in New Jersey the same au-
tonomy they receive in other places, such as New York, the District of 
Columbia, Louisiana, California and Illinois, will provide them the flex-
ibility they need to create their own school cultures and curricula that 
best meet their students’ needs.87 As further measures are explored to 
give greater autonomy to charter schools, policymakers should consid-
er whether there are also areas where traditional public schools would 
be better served with more autonomy.  

Funding
Funding presents a challenge for New Jersey’s charter schools. High-
quality charter schools cannot expand and reach more of the chil-
dren who need them most without equitable funding. The New Jersey 
Charter Schools Association reported that charters were receiving, on 
average, $12,908 per pupil, compared with traditional public schools 
that received $19,782 per pupil for those same students—a 35-percent 
difference.88 One issue is that under current law, charter schools do not 
receive state adjustment aid, even though their home districts do. As 
a result, charter schools in districts with substantial adjustment aid 
are expected to provide the same level of service that their traditional 
school neighbors provide, without having the financial resources to do 
so.89 To close this funding gap, we must provide charter schools equal 
access to state adjustment aid.

Better access to facilities
Although they are public schools, charter schools do not have access to 
the same resources as other public schools, particularly when it comes 
to facilities. Because they don’t have access to facilities funding, charter 
schools must often raise money on their own to purchase or lease build-
ings to operate. This burden makes it very difficult to expand and meet 
the demands of families on charter school waiting lists.

The high cost of facilities is often a major impediment to charter 
school growth and diverts funds away from instruction, where they are 
most critically needed. A recent study of charter facilities in New Jersey 
found that 82 percent of surveyed charter schools planned to expand 



32JERSEYCANNEW JERSEY SCHOOLS: A FRAMEWORK FOR EXCELLENCE

their enrollment by 70 percent between 2012 and 2016. However, 
more than 54 percent of those surveyed do not have adequate space to 
support that growth.90 

We must ensure that charter schools have at least one of the follow-
ing three options at their disposal: 1) right of first refusal for under-uti-
lized district buildings at no or nominal rents, 2) receipt of addition-
al per-pupil funding for facilities, or 3) access to a state grant or loan 
program for facilities.

Exploring more creative financing options for facilities is yet 
another area where there may be lessons to learn for districts. As we 
consider a loan program and continue to look at other novel financing 
options, such as the use of federal bond programs for charter facilities, 
we ought to examine if there is any flexibility to extend these options to 
district schools as well.

Preference for neighborhood students or neediest students
Lastly, charter schools should be given the option to prioritize serving 
students from their local neighborhood, or the most at-risk students. 
Many families, students and charter school leaders want charters to 
serve as neighborhood or community schools, but New Jersey law is 
unclear about the extent to which charters may give preference in their 
lotteries to students who live in the area. A provision that expressly 
allows this geographic preference has proven successful in Denver and 
New Orleans, and should be permitted under New Jersey statute as 
well. Charter schools should also be permitted the option to give pref-
erence to low-income students and special need students so they can 
serve the children most in need.
 

2 
Create a new statewide district to serve as an Achievement 
School District. States like Louisiana and Tennessee have 

begun to implement a promising new strategy for turning around their 
lowest-performing schools: placing those schools into a completely 
new “recovery” or “achievement” school district focused on making 
tremendous improvements. While there is still work to be done in 
these districts, it is important to note the improvements in student 
achievement. In Louisiana’s RSD, from 2008 to 2013, proficiency rates 
rose from 28 percent to 57 percent.91 In 2013, while reading scores 
went down slightly, ASD’s math gains were just shy of the state’s overall 
average growth of 3.5 percentage points.92 And the ASD’s proficiency 
gains in science were triple the state average.93 

A statewide district allows for the simultaneous transformation 
of many failing schools. Tennessee’s ASD is modeled very closely after 
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Louisiana’s RSD. To lay the groundwork for this model, and as part of 
Tennessee’s Race to the Top plans, the state enacted legislation to give 
the commissioner of education the authority to create a special school 
district focused on turning the bottom 5 percent of schools into high 
achievers (in the top 25 percent) within five years. The ASD serves as 
both a school operator and an authorizer of high-quality charter schools.

Schools in the RSD and ASD receive more autonomy than other 
schools across the state. This includes the ability to make decisions 
on budget, curriculum, school management and staffing.94 With more 
autonomy, school leaders and teachers have more opportunities to in-
novate and meet the needs of their students. Reducing the levels of red 
tape necessary to create lasting change in schools allows educators to 
focus on the task at hand, improving student outcomes. 

Creating a similar statewide district in New Jersey would help 
transform multiple struggling schools at once and create more high-
quality options for students. Policymakers would have to consider the 
following changes to make this type of district work in New Jersey:

• Create a statewide district allowed to run as an independent entity.
• Designate student performance and school finance thresholds for 

schools to enter and exit the statewide district. 
• Create mechanisms to cover the costs associated with developing and 

maintaining a statewide district. 
• Develop a stronger accountability system, including mechanisms for 

strong charter authorizing. This aligns with our recommendation re-
garding charter authorizing in overhauling the charter statute. 

It is critically important for New Jersey students that we establish 
mechanisms to address failing schools. Students in these schools 
deserve a shot at academic success, and policy leaders must consider 
all options to make this a reality for New Jersey’s students.

3 
Identify new ways to help families cover the costs of edu-
cation, with a focus on low-income families in persistently 

struggling districts. In extreme cases, all options should be on the 
table to assist families who have few educational choices. To this end, we 
need to identify new ways to help families cover the costs of education. 

The District of Columbia, Ohio and Wisconsin, are just a few of the 
states that have adopted scholarship programs and voucher programs 
to meet the diverse needs of their students and families.95 The adoption 
of these programs was part of a comprehensive set of reform strategies 
focused on improving school choice options for families and students.96 
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The results of these scholarship and voucher programs are still being 
evaluated, but there are some promising early results. For example, an 
evaluation of Cleveland’s Scholarship and Tutoring Program found 
that sixth-grade scholarship students who participated in the program 
since kindergarten outperformed public school comparison groups in 
language arts, science and social studies.97 A three-year impact report 
on the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program revealed that students 
who were offered vouchers to attend private schools had 3.1 months of 
additional learning in reading over three school years.98 And during the 
2010–2011 school year, students who participated in Milwaukee’s Pa-
rental Choice Program demonstrated greater growth in reading than 
their public school peers.99  

A recent study of the impact of vouchers in New York City also found 
that using a voucher to attend a private school increased the overall 
college enrollment rate among black students by 24 percent.100 

In communities with few high-performing schools, a pilot Opportu-
nity Scholarship Program could be a viable option for families to help 
improve the long-term educational outcomes for students.

Previous attempts at instituting an Opportunity Scholarship 
Program in New Jersey have been stalled in the legislature. However, 
Governor Christie continues to push for a pilot program. As recently 
as 2013, Christie has said that passing the long debated, long stalled op-
portunity scholarship bill is No. 1 on his education agenda.101 If imple-
mented in a pilot program and focused on families most in need, the 
results and impact of this approach could be relatively quickly assessed 
to determine whether further expansion is recommended.

We should also consider adopting policies that help families save for 
additional education expenses. The expense of enrichment supports 
and college tuition are well documented, and they affect families across 
a wide income range, from very poor to working class.102 For students 
who attend schools in communities with few high-quality choices, and 
for whom moving to a better school district is not an option, we must 
provide alternative resources and tools to fill student gaps. The devel-
opment of an education savings program would allow parents the flex-
ibility to pay for tutoring, technology, college entrance exams, tuition 
and services for students who have disabilities. Unused funds could go 
toward postsecondary education. 

One idea that has begun to percolate in New Jersey regarding such 
savings accounts is whether the state could provide some resources to 
match families’ savings. For the lowest-income families, the state could 
match some portion of their savings and spending or create a benefi-
cial tax structure through which corporations or individuals could do 
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the same. For working class families, the state could consider tax in-
centives that would maximize their ability to save and spend on these 
same items.

Set higher expectations with accountability 

Why it matters
In New Jersey today, a high school diploma is not a measure of readi-
ness to thrive in college or a career.  

As previously noted, fewer than half of New Jersey’s students met 
the benchmark for career and college readiness on the 12th grade NAEP 
reading assessment. The situation is even more severe for graduates 
who enter the workforce immediately after high school. Nationally, 
between 1998 and 2008, more than 10 million jobs were created for 
those with a college degree, while 600,000 were lost for those that did 
not require a high school diploma. Only half of New Jersey’s high school 
graduates can pass eighth-grade math aptitude tests, a gateway to many 
entry-level jobs.103 As a result, businesses are forced to spend consider-
able time and money training entry-level high school graduates.104 

A high school diploma should be more than a piece of paper. It 
should signal to colleges and employers alike that its recipient has the 
necessary skills and knowledge to succeed. Unfortunately, that’s not 
the case today in New Jersey. If high school diplomas in New Jersey 
are to mean anything, we must set higher standards and hold adults ac-
countable for improved results. 

Where New Jersey stands now
New Jersey has already taken significant steps to set higher standards 
for its students. In 2010, New Jersey adopted the Common Core State 
Standards, which are on track to be fully implemented by the 2013–2014 
school year.105 These new standards set clearer, more rigorous bench-
marks than New Jersey’s previous standards. For example, a student 
who achieves proficiency under these new standards will be deemed 
college- and career-ready.106

The next step is to implement the assessments that correspond 
with the new standards. 

In 2011, the New Jersey Department of Education announced its 
new College and Career Readiness Task Force, made up of K-12 leaders, 
higher education practitioners and business representatives from the 
local community. In their final report, the task force recommended 
moving away from the current end-of-high-school tests, which have 
been criticized for the slow speed at which test scores are returned, the 

One out of 
three students 
at Rutgers 
University 
requires 
remediation.
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limited ability to use student performance as a diagnostic tool, and the 
difficulty of addressing the full range of state standards. Students’ con-
sistently high performance on these tests also makes peer group com-
parisons and statewide rankings less meaningful because current tests 
do not always fully assess which students have mastered the skills nec-
essary for college and career readiness.107

New Jersey took the task force’s recommendation to move away 
from the current standardized tests, and is set to adopt exams devel-
oped by the by the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College 
and Careers in the 2014–2015 school year. The PARCC assessments 
will more accurately measure critical thinking skills, writing, language, 
speaking and listening and incorporate the use of media and technology. 

Because the new exams will give parents, educators and other 
leaders critical information about whether students are meeting the 
new, higher bar we have set with the Common Core, it is crucial to keep 
their implementation on track. 

The recommendations

1 
Set higher standards to raise the bar. We must focus intently 
on holding schools, school personnel, state policymakers and 

families accountable for students’ outcomes to ensure that all kids are 
fully prepared for college and their careers. That means, among other 
approaches, that we must provide parents and community members 
with user-friendly information about school performance so they can 
make the best decisions for themselves and their kids. 

Although the movement to uphold the highest possible standards 
begins at the local level, we must also hold state and school leaders ac-
countable for implementing the CCSS and the aligned PARCC assess-
ments. By comparing performance across all schools in the state and 
many across the nation, we can identify which schools are in the greatest 
need of support and which are models of success. 

Raising the bar through the implementation of the CCSS is critical 
not only for improving overall student outcomes, but also for ensuring 
that our students will be competitive in a global economy. The CCSS 
will bring New Jersey standards more in line with the standards used 
in the international community.108 In the process, we must ensure that 
parents understand changes to our school standards so they can play a 
part in promoting accountability.
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2 
Integrate technology smartly to improve educational out-
comes. Increasing the number of iPads and smart boards is not 

going to move the needle for kids unless technology and curriculum are 
integrated in a meaningful way.

Blended learning, a model where students receive a blend of face-
to-face instruction with a teacher and some instruction through online 
programming, is a model New Jersey should also consider for its most 
at-risk students. Two national models of blended learning, Rocketship 
Education in California and KIPP Empower Academy in Los Angeles, 
which both serve low-income students, have shown promising results. 
Rocketship schools scored on par with students from the most afflu-
ent school districts and KIPP demonstrated that more than 90 percent 
of their students scored at or above the national average on national 
norm-referenced exams.109 

Some of the initial forays into blended learning in New Jersey are 
showing promising results. Merit Prep, a charter school in Newark, 
integrates blended learning techniques, high-quality teaching and in-
dividualized instruction to improve outcomes for students. Based on 
their first year results in 2013, students demonstrated two years of 
growth in reading and 1.25 years of growth in science.110

This approach to learning engages students, allows teachers to 
address achievement gaps and provides continuous data and feedback 
for both the teacher and the student to gauge areas of strength and 
weakness. The smart integration of technology and curriculum has 
the opportunity to individualize learning and significantly improve 
student outcomes if carried out successfully. 

New Jersey must identify the barriers for integrating technology 
and curriculum, and implement policies to eliminate those barriers.

3 
Expand the use of data-driven instruction to improve 
student success. The advent of technology and student-level 

data present an enormous opportunity for educators to use data to 
adjust their instruction in real time to fit the needs of their individual 
students. But in order for teachers to effectively use data to guide their 
lesson plans, they need proper training and tools.

Furthermore, to successfully implement a system of data-driven 
instruction, teachers, school leaders and superintendents must be on 
the same page and have a shared vision for how data will drive student 
outcomes. Research from the Institute of Education Sciences suggests 
schools and districts tackle the following areas to create data-driven 
schools and districts:
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• Make data part of an ongoing cycle of instructional improvement.
• Teach students to examine their own data and set learning goals. 
• Establish a clear vision for school wide data use.
• Provide supports that foster a data-driven culture within the school.
• Maintain a district-wide data system.111 

In thinking about these recommendations and how to provide teach-
ers with training and tools, state policymakers should look to local and 
national leaders like Paul Bambrick-Santoyo, the managing director 
of North Star Academy schools in Newark. North Star uses aligned 
assessments and benchmarks to establish a student’s starting point, 
identify gaps and determine progress. The school also trains teachers 
to analyze student data, which in turn allows them to improve their 
lesson plans, adjust the pace of those lessons and provide students 
with timely feedback.  

There are many other schools and educators who are using data-
driven instruction to improve learning. North Star, however, is an 
outstanding example which visitors from across the country and even 
internationally have come to study. It is up to policymakers to make 
sure the best practices of North Star and other leaders in data-driven 
instruction are shared with educators statewide.112

4 
Incorporate best practices from other regions for school 
closure. New Jersey needs strong accountability systems to 

identify 1) which schools are chronically low-performing, and 2) which 
high-performing schools have the capacity to take on more students if 
schools are forced to close.

Districts also must communicate better with families about which 
new schools their students will attend. In recent school closures in New 
Jersey, many parents have been skeptical that another school would be 
an improvement over the closing school. In Trenton, parents fought 
against the 2012 closure of the low-performing Emily Fisher Charter 
School because it required parents to either find new schools for their 
children or place them back into the Trenton Public School system. 

School closures will always be extremely difficult since schools are 
the center of many local communities. However, to mitigate this, we 
must put into place clear mechanisms and smooth transition plans to 
ensure that schools with the worst track records are closed and that 
students at those schools receive priority for high-quality alternatives. 

Schools in Oakland, California grapple with under-enrollment and 
funding shortages, which has prompted the closure of several schools. 
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The district has developed a thorough checklist for closing charter 
schools to ensure that all necessary measures have been taken to notify 
families, place children in alternative schools quickly, support staff in 
searching for new employment and maintain transparency through 
continual check-ins with the district.113 New Jersey should look at this 
model to make sure that school closures run smoothly, that closing 
schools are held accountable and that their students and fast-tracked 
to alternative schools.

Optimize school funding 

Why it matters
Allotting additional funding for schools alone will not close New Jer-
sey’s achievement gap. New Jersey has spent billions of dollars over 
the last four decades that, with the exception of a few districts, have 
not resulted in consistent and significant improvements in student 
outcomes. During the 2011–2012 school year, Camden spent $23,709 
per student, Newark spent $23,160 per student, and Asbury Park spent 
$30,502 per student.114 The state’s average per-pupil spending during 
this time was $18,047.115 As previously stated, increased investments 
have not always translated to student success. In Camden and Asbury 
Park, fewer than 50 percent of students graduated on time in 2012. In 
Newark, fewer than 70 percent of students made it to graduation in 
four years.116 More money allows school districts to invest in a variety 
of areas, including high-quality professional development for teachers, 
state of the art equipment for classrooms and a wealth of extracurricu-
lar activities for students. But if resources are not properly allocated, 
the impact of these investments is minimal.

Where New Jersey stands now
New Jersey’s historic Cahill v. Robinson and Abbott v. Burke rulings 
called for greater state investments in 31 designated “Abbott districts” 
to make those districts’ spending on par with the wealthiest districts in 
New Jersey and give them resources to meet their supplemental needs.  
Over time, however, this led to extremely high spending in the Abbott 
districts: in some cases nearly $10,000 more per student than the state’s 
per-pupil average.117 About 60 percent of total state aid goes to these 31 
districts.118 Yet despite these spending increases, notable achievement 
gaps persist.
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MORE DETAILS ON ABBOTT VS. BURKE

Case study: Abbott vs. Burke
Abbott vs. Burke found that New Jersey’s method for funding educa-
tion was unconstitutional because it led to significant financial dis-
parities between poor urban districts and wealthy suburban school 
districts. This left poorer urban districts unable to meet the needs of 
their students. 

The court’s ruling directed the New Jersey Legislature to enact new 
laws to provide adequate funding for poor urban districts.119 Thirty-
one urban areas were designated as “Abbott districts” by a series of 
state Supreme Court rulings. 

• Over a series of Abbott cases, the Court ruled that the Abbott districts 
were entitled to parity funding with the wealthiest school districts 
across the state, as well as supplemental funding to meet the needs of 
their students.120

• In later cases, the Court also ruled that all 3- and 4-year olds must have 
access to high-quality preschool.121 

• The Court also ruled that school facilities had to be improved to assure 
that low-income children had an equal education to those in wealthier 
communities. The Court required that the state cover the costs of ad-
dressing school facilities needs for the Abbott districts.122

Overall, the Abbott rulings have served to improve funding mecha-
nisms for some of New Jersey’s lowest-income communities. However, 
they have not yielded consistent academic improvements, and a large 
percentage of New Jersey’s low-income residents no longer reside in 
Abbott districts.  

To adjust for these issues, the School Funding Reform Act was 
passed in 2008. SFRA’s formula provides more funding for students 
from low-income families, those who have limited English proficiency 
and those who attend high-poverty schools. As the concentration of 
at-risk students in a district increases, the per-pupil weight for at-risk 
students also increases to reflect the added academic challenges of 
educating children in districts with high concentrations of poverty. 
SFRA also called for full state funding for all at-risk 3- and 4-year olds 
to attend full-day preschool programs in every district. Both this pre-
school expansion and the overall funding formula, however, have not 
been fully funded.123  
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The recommendations

1 
Collect and report on the relationship between spending 
and student achievement. Transparency is essential to im-

proving accountability and ensuring we spend taxpayer dollars wisely. 
The state should improve the financial data it collects and link school 
district spending to academic achievement. This would identify which 
school districts are the most efficient, provide parents an opportunity 
to understand how effectively resources are spent and allow districts to 
compare their performance to others. This data will also help the New 
Jersey Department of Education determine which districts are effi-
cient and which will need financial support and possible restructuring.

2 
Consolidate and share district services. The current district 
structure makes coordinating and implementing new changes 

both inefficient and laborious. Each of New Jersey’s 603 school dis-
tricts and 87 charter schools are staffed with central administrators 
and a school board or board of trustees.124 Some districts only serve a 
limited number of grade levels. This fragmented system drives up ad-
ministrative costs and may be inhibiting the sharing of best practices 
and innovation across districts.

In Maryland, on average, each district serves more than 34,000 stu-
dents, while in New Jersey each district serves an average of only 2,000 
students.125 Additionally, in 2012, New Jersey had 13 non-operating 
school districts.126 Because these districts do not have schools, they 
send their students and per-pupil funding to neighboring districts. 
Across the state there is a disconcerting trend of multiple school dis-
tricts residing within a single municipality. This means that at the most 
localized unit of government there are multiple school districts.127 This 
inefficiency causes a replication of efforts, increases costs of services, 
and drives up property taxes throughout the state. 

Consolidating districts, and in some cases, municipalities, is a way 
of streamlining services and improving efficiency. It facilitates coordi-
nation of curriculum, equalizes educational resources provided to stu-
dents and offers cost savings. District consolidation would also help to 
mitigate the costs that lead to high property taxes in New Jersey. Each 
year citizens cry foul over excessive property taxes, but the reality is 
that New Jersey is almost completely reliant on these taxes to fund local 
schools and government.128 The efficiencies gained through consolida-
tion would help mitigate the cost drivers that lead to ever-increasing 
property taxes. 
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In New Jersey, a 2013 merger of Princeton Borough and Princeton 
Township became the state’s first municipal consolidation in 15 years. 
The two municipalities already shared a school district and planning 
board, and now share all services. Princeton’s consolidation com-
mission estimates that the town will save $2.3 million this year.129 In 
Hunterdon County, three small districts voted to create a unified dis-
trict, effective for the fall of 2014. The new school district will have one 
administration and one school board.130 Some education leaders are 
hopeful that Princeton’s merger and the creation of the new Hunterdon 
school district will lead the way to more municipal consolidations, and 
that the logic of consolidation will extend into more school districts to 
ease cost burdens and increase productivity.

District consolidation would also help remedy another pressing 
issue in New Jersey: school segregation. A recent report found that 
26 percent of black students and 13 percent of Latino students are 
attending schools with 99 to 100 percent enrollment of students of 
color. These types of highly segregated schools increased between 1989 
and 2010, from 4.8 percent to 8 percent.131 The authors of the report 
suggest that due to the large number of municipalities and the distinct 
difference in the demographics of these municipalities, a large propor-
tion of the uneven racial composition in schools results from differ-
ences between school districts.132 District consolidation could not only 
help New Jersey provide additional school programs through savings, 
it could also serve the even greater purpose of creating more racially 
diverse schools, which all communities would benefit from.

3 
Phase out adjustment aid for districts that no longer 
qualify. One of the provisions of the School Funding Reform 

Act, “adjustment aid” ensures that no district receives less funding 
than it did before SFRA was passed, unless a district experiences sig-
nificant drops in enrollment after transitioning to the SFRA formula.133  
However, this aspect of the statute has not been implemented; state ad-
justment aid has not been reduced for districts with enrollment drops, 
leading to districts that are overfunded given the number of students 
they serve.

We must gradually reduce adjustment aid to the districts that no 
longer qualify and reinvest those funds back into the formula. This 
will ensure that districts that need funding increases can receive them, 
thus improving funding equity across the state. For districts that are 
spending beyond their adequacy budgets, we recommend phasing out, 
over five years, adjustment aid by 50 percent. This is consistent with 
the recommendations Commissioner Cerf made in his 2012 report on 
adjustments to the SFRA and with the current statute.134 
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Measuring success
How do we measure the success of bringing this vision to life? The ul-
timate metric is whether students are learning more: whether we’re 
increasing overall student performance, closing achievement gaps, im-
proving college and career readiness and bolstering our international 
competiveness. We will look to track data in these three areas at the 
state level and take a deeper look at target districts with the greatest 
student performance challenges. 

Still, it will take years for any policy change to translate into dramat-
ic, measurable shifts in outcomes. That’s why New Jersey must set in-
cremental indicators to assess progress and reevaluate plans as needed. 
For example, we would expect an overhaul of the charter school law to 
lead to the growth of the number of high-quality charter school seats 
available across the state. For our recommendations on strengthening 
and supporting talent, we would anticipate improvements in overall 
teacher quality measured by the current teacher evaluation system. 

To some extent, our ability to track these indicators will be based 
on the extent to which the state will be able to make this data publicly 
available and the extent to which partner organizations, including key 
researchers like the National Council on Teacher Quality, revisit some 
of their rankings and research on teacher preparation programs and 
similar inputs. 

Moving forward we plan to measure our success based on our ability 
to codify the recommendations outlined in this document and monitor 
how well the policies contribute to the desired results: better student 
outcomes. 
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 Start earlier 

1   
 Expand access to high-quality  

 preschool to low- and moderate- 
 income 3- and 4-year-olds. 
 
 

2
  
 Implement a quality preschool  

 rating system. 

3
 
 Make full-day kindergarten  

 available to all students. 
 
 

 Strengthen and support talent 

1   
 Repeal the residency  

 requirement. 
 
 

2
  
 Increase the rigor of traditional  

 teacher preparation programs  
 and support teachers  
 throughout their careers.  
 
 
 
 

3
 
 End seniority-based layoffs. 

 
 

Policy 
recommendation

Interim indicators 
to measure impact

The number of low- and moderate-income students enrolled in high-
quality, state-funded preschool will increase.  

The number of new school districts that offer high-quality preschool, 
using a mixed delivery system of both districts and community 
providers, will also increase. 
 
 
Track the implementation of the quality rating system in pilot 
districts and the pace of its expansion into other districts.  
 
 
The number of districts that are able to implement full-day 
kindergarten will increase.  
 
 
 
 
 
Schools will be able to hire educators and staff from a wider pool of 
applicants and meet their needs with the highest quality talent. 

Teachers who want to work in New Jersey schools will have the 
flexibility to live outside of the state. 
 
Highly effective teacher prep programs will be easily identifiable to 
potential students and school leaders looking to hire new teachers.  

We will monitor the National Council on Teacher Quality’s data to 
look at improvements to our teacher preparation programs.  

Driven by demand and information, the number of highly effective 
teacher preparation programs will rise, thus increasing the number  
of graduates from these programs. 
 
Districts that need to downsize will be able to do so using 
performance as a primary factor. As a result, we expect to see a 
reduction in the number of teachers without placements. For 
example, in Newark, we would expect to see a reduction in educators 
without placement sites.135 



 Strengthen and support talent (continued) 

4
  
 Reward the best teachers.  

 
 
 

5   
 Cultivate and support  

 education leaders. 

6
  
 Fully implement the teacher  

 evaluation system. 
 
 

 Enhance school choice 

1
  
 Overhaul the charter 

 school law. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2
  
 Create a new statewide  

 district to serve as an  
 Achievement School District.  
 

3
 
 Identify new ways to help  

 families cover the costs  
 of education, with a focus  
 on low-income families  
 in persistently struggling  
 districts. 
 

Policy 
recommendation

Interim indicators 
to measure impact

There will be improvement in student outcomes in places where 
career ladders and differentiated pay are implemented.  

There will be a decline over time in the turnover rates of highly 
effective teachers in districts where this policy is implemented. 
 
The number of pipeline programs created to identify, train, and 
support education leaders will increase, as will the number of 
participants in these programs. 
  
Monitor the extent to which policy and regulatory changes are made 
to the new teacher evaluation system.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
New high-quality charter management organizations and high-
quality independent schools will be attracted to open and expand in 
New Jersey. 

As a result of increased accountability measures, the number  
of high-quality charter schools will increase and underperforming 
charter schools will be closed. Over time, there will be an increase  
in the number of high-quality charter seats.  

Charter schools will be able to devote more of their funding towards 
instruction rather than facilities. 
 
Develop a solid recommendation to pursue legislative change, if 
deemed necessary.  
 
 
 
 
Track the number of children participating in the pilot. 
 
Analyze achievement data associated with participating students  
and schools.  



 Set higher expectations with accountability

1
  
 Set higher standards 

 to raise the bar. 
 
 

2
  
 Integrate technology smartly  

 to improve educational outcomes. 
 

3
 
 Expand the use of  

 data-driven instruction  
 to improve student success. 

4
  
 Fully implement the teacher  

 evaluation system. 
 
 

 Optimize school funding 

1
  
 Collect and report on the  

 relationship between spending  
 and student achievement. 
 

2
  
 Consolidate and share  

 district services. 
 

3
 
 Phase-out adjustment aid for  

 districts that no longer qualify. 
 

Policy 
recommendation

Interim indicators 
to measure impact

The Common Core State Standards and related assessments will  
be implemented on schedule. Because raising performance takes 
time, we will assess trends over the course of five years to measure 
overall impact.  

All schools and students will be held to the same high standards. 
 
Look statewide to see if innovative models have spread across  
New Jersey. 

Survey the landscape to determine the extent to which data-driven 
instruction is used in school districts. 
 
 
  
Develop and use a New Jersey checklist for school closure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Create a transparent, user-friendly report or state database  
that captures this information. 
 
 
 

Monitor the number of new consolidated districts and new shared 
service arrangements. 
 
 

Monitor changes in state aid levels for decreased aid in districts  
that should slowly start to see a decrease in adjustment aid under  
SFRA, and increased aid for districts with increasing enrollment  
and/or decreasing wealth.
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In order to measure changes in student achievement, we must set a 
meaningful baseline. JerseyCAN will consult two key resources to do 
so: the goals New Jersey set out in its 2011 application to the U.S. De-
partment of Education to waive the No Child Left Behind requirements 
for priority and focus schools, and measures of college and career read-
iness for New Jersey students.  

In its application, the New Jersey Department of Education said 
that it would improve student proficiency in the state’s bottom 5 percent 
of schools, as well as address the schools with the widest achievement 
gaps with direct support from Regional Achievement Centers. To reach 
this goal, the department works toward annual proficiency targets for 
each of these schools. The proficiency targets increase over time in 
order to reach the 2017 goal of reducing by half the percentage of stu-
dents scoring non-proficient in each school. 

JerseyCAN will track the state’s progress toward meeting these 
goals, and suggest additional support where needed. 

JerseyCAN will also monitor New Jersey’s overall progress on the 
SAT and the 12th grade NAEP reading assessment to ensure improve-
ments in curriculum and standards are having their intended impact 
on overall student achievement.



12th grade NAEP reading (average proficiency percentages)

Nation (public) 287

Arkansas 280 

Connecticut 292

Florida 283

Idaho 290

Illinois 292

Iowa 291

Massachusetts 295

New Hampshire 293

South Dakota 292

West Virginia 279

Average score Proficient and above

36%

39%

44%

43%

39%

40%

30%

40%

38%

32%

46%

29%

New Jersey 288
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Longer-term measures of academic success in New Jersey

School-level measures 
(based on proficiency rates)

Statewide trends  
(based on measures of preparedness  
for college or careers)

The number of Priority and Focus schools meeting their annual  
proficiency targets will increase over time.

The average SAT scores statewide will increase.

The 12th grade NAEP scores will increase (if New Jersey continues  
to participate in the pilot and the data is available).
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Conclusion
The changes that JerseyCAN has proposed in our Framework will 
require hard work. The complex problems and inequities that afflict 
our public schools did not appear overnight. Neither will the solutions. 
While these commonsense reforms will be challenging to enact, great 
schools are possible. Most importantly, great schools are crucial to 
promote a brighter future for our kids and our state. Our plan spans a 
decade, because sustainable change will only emerge from an enduring 
drumbeat. 

While some of the recommendations entail additional investments 
by the state, several do not. We are very mindful of the constraints on 
the state budget and the significant investments already being made 
in education at both the state and local levels. In several areas, we rec-
ommend areas where we can optimize funding and do more with less, 
and we have also called for a phased-in approach for any initiative that 
would require a new investment. Recognizing the political reality that 
any recommendation that requires a new investment is extremely dif-
ficult to pass in this environment, we will continue to look for ways to 
offset such calls for new investments. For policies that require new in-
vestments, we can’t ignore the conversation; we must think outside the 
box about what reductions can be made to offset new costs and where 
further efficiencies can be identified.  

Furthermore, the solutions will require more than engaging with 
lawmakers and decision-makers. To realize a long-term vision for great 
schools, New Jersey must engage and empower the people directly af-
fected by education policies: parents, students, teachers and school 
leaders. 

Parents must be the key drivers of change in the movement to reform 
our schools. They need clear information and the tools to understand 
how schools are serving their children and how they can support and 
advocate for commonsense reforms. 

Students can serve as vital advocates for change as well. Advocates 
must also incorporate the voices of teachers and school leaders at every 
step of the reform process. Teachers and school leaders serve on the 
front lines of the education reform movement every day and they can 
help policymakers gauge the potential pitfall reforms may face. Their 
feedback and ideas are essential and can help us overcome barriers as 
we move forward. 

Giving every child in New Jersey an excellent education will change 
everything in our state: our communities, our economy, our democracy 
and our future. With New Jersey Schools: A Framework for Excellence, 

7
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we provide both short- and longer-term policy recommendations to 
achieve positive change. 

Please join JerseyCAN as we work to move New Jersey from good 
to great. We pledge to accept nothing less than great schools for all kids.
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