
p r o G r e s s  r e p o r t

IN SEPTEMBER 2009, an advisory
panel of education stakeholders — of which
the Illinois Educational Association (IEA-
NEA) was a leading member — issued its
recommendations for a coherent set of poli-
cies to ensure that public school students
throughout Illinois graduate from high
school prepared for college and/or the
workforce.

The “Illinois Priority One” blueprint for
reforming school quality and accountability
details systemic solutions to avert a human
crisis in which students drop out of the
pipeline from high school to so-
cial and economic self-
sufficiency.

Since the release of “Illinois
Priority One,” education
stakeholders — including
IEA-NEA — have worked col-
laboratively to make signifi-
cant progress in education
reform. 

This document
presents the
progress that has
been made, as of
Jan. 1, 2011, and
details the
amount of work
that remains in
order to give
every public
school student a
chance for success.

Core premises for
effective school 
reform

The “Illinois Priority One” blueprint for
systemic school reform is based on the fol-
lowing premises:

• The state system directly impacts indi-
vidual schools.

• Accountability is essential and must be
shared throughout the school system
(including not only teachers and
school support professionals but also
state and local governments, school
boards and administrators, and
 parents).

• Money is helpful when spent properly.

• Schools are engines of change in 
communities.

• College and work readiness should be
baseline goals for all students and
should be an important part of a well-

rounded education.

• Success is common in Illinois
schools, but not widely
 distributed.

• Education reform must
 include classroom educa-
tors as equal partners in de-
ciding how best to educate
students if these  reforms are

to be effectively  administered
by classroom teachers commit-

ted to  accountability systems.

ILLINOIS PRIORITY ONE

IEA-NEA is the advocacy organi-

zation for public school teachers

and employees. Because advo-

cacy for educators is inextricably

linked to advocacy for students,

IEA advocates for members by

working for excellence and eq-

uity in public education. IEA-NEA

members succeed when public

school students succeed.

Blueprint for reforming school Quality and accountability

making progress: “Illinois priority one” achievements

metrics and measures

resources and consequences

“Illinois priority one” and student achievement

2

4

5

8

march 2011









Iea-nea and school

I m p r o v e m e n t



Making progress:
“Illinois Priority
One” achievements

Significant steps toward school reform
have been made in the past year as a con-
sequence of the collaborative work of edu-
cation stakeholders — policymakers,
administrators, school boards, educators,
and parents who sat together as equals
and developed policy changes that were
reasoned, based on data, and accepted by
all. These include:

• Development of common core learn-
ing standards that address the knowl-
edge and skills necessary to succeed
in college and work.

• Work toward putting in place new 
student assessments that consider 
individual measures of achievement
from kindergarten through high
school and that constitute a steady
progression toward college and/or
work readiness.

• Improved teacher evaluation methods
that are aligned to best practices in
teaching and learning methods.

• Statewide adoption of policies that
address the quality gap in new admin-
istrator preparation programs.

Also in 2010, Illinois received $137 mil-
lion in federal School Improvement 
Grants (SIG), to be distributed to
the 40 Illinois schools most
in need of reform. Receipt 
of SIG funds requires 
intensive intervention 
in a school that
often necessitates
changes in district
and school struc-
ture, resources, 
and  operations.

“Illinois Priority
One” next steps

To ensure that public school students
throughout the state of Illinois have an
equal chance for success following high
school graduation, education stakeholders
must continue working toward improve-
ments in the areas of:

• Core infrastructure.

• Metrics and measures.

• Resources and consequences.

• Overall strategies for student
 success. 

Core 
infrastructure: 
Assuring quality teachers, administra-
tors, and curriculum

Student academic achievement and
progress toward productive citizenship 
depend upon having quality teachers in
the classroom; quality administrators in
the school system; and relevant, challeng-
ing curriculum that is appropriately
matched to students’ needs.

Teacher quality: Nothing is more im-
portant to the quality of a student’s learn-
ing experience than the quality of that

student’s educators.
 Incentives for
teachers — and
those who train
and support them
— should be
aligned with a base-
line goal of improv-

ing citizenship
readiness, including: 

• Teacher preparation programs that
attract qualified candidates to the
profession and deliver high-quality

The 
complete 

“ILLINOIS 
PRIORITY 

ONE”
recommendations 

are 
available 

at: 

www.ieanea.org

• Core infrastructure

• Metrics and measures

• Resources and consequences

• Overall strategies for student success

working toward improvements
in the areas of:N E X T  S T E P S
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rigorous curricula that empowers ed-
ucators to meet the needs of today’s
students.

• Induction and mentoring programs 
for teachers (as well as principals, 
superintendents, and school board
members).

• Implementation of improved evalua-
tion methods in school systems
throughout the state.

• Professional development focused on
student needs.

• Teacher certification administered
through an autonomous Illinois State
Teachers’ Certification Board, which
would have input into the develop-
ment of criteria and standards for our
state educators. A majority of mem-
bers of this board should be practic-
ing classroom teachers.

• Teacher success rewarded on a local
basis through collective bargaining. 

• A statewide accountability system in
which districts receive incentives to
prepare children for college and the
workforce and those districts encour-
age teachers to work toward the
same goal. 

• Continued support for National Board
(NBCTs) Certified Teachers through
scholarships for certification fees,
mentoring support for teachers work-
ing on portfolios, continued yearly in-

centives to maintain the certificate,
and outreach to increase the number
of NBCTs in hard-to-staff schools.

• A state focus on hard-to-staff schools,
including incentives to district and
teacher union locals to attract highly
qualified candidates and fill difficult
positions that remain unfilled when
tied to an existing salary schedule. 

• Consequences for teacher failure
through improved teacher evaluation
methods, remediation when neces-
sary, and a dignified exit for teachers
who cannot provide a quality student
experience after remediation.

Administrator quality: High-quality
leaders who work toward educational im-
provement directly impact teacher quality,
retention, and student outcomes. Conse-
quently, improved student outcomes are
dependent on administrators receiving the
necessary information and training to en-
able effective personnel decisions that as-
sure students receive the education they
deserve, including: 

• Making high-quality leadership a 
system priority.

• Improving evaluation of administra-
tors through the use of best practice
models for evaluation systems.

• Extending induction and mentoring
programs for administrators for two
years of mentoring instead of one to

Any discussion of spending

levels on public education must

consider the effectiveness of the

spending on student outcomes,

including student achievement,

high school graduation, and col-

lege/work readiness upon grad-

uation (e.g., using data on raw

achievement and progress). 

Current school funding formulas

favor communities with higher

property wealth. “ILLINOIS PRIOR-

ITY ONE” proposes that state re-

sources be distributed more

fairly and, instead, be tied to 

a district’s ability to success-

fully keep its students on 

track toward college and work

readiness. 

stImUlatInG
p o s I t I v e
c h a n G e  o n
s t U d e n t
o U t c o m e s

3

I l l I n o I s  p r I o r I t Y  o n e  •  p r o G r e s s  r e p o r t •  m a r c h  2 0 1 1



I l l I n o I s  p r I o r I t Y  o n e  •  p r o G r e s s  r e p o r t •  m a r c h  2 0 1 1

ensure school systems are
adequately prepared to
 address the needs of all
students.

• Setting consequences for
school leadership failure
through proper sup-
port, supervision,
and — if necessary
— a
graceful
exit from
the profes-
sion for ad-
ministrators
whose leader-
ship ability
continues to
be inadequate.
In some in-
stances, school
boards must take re-
sponsibility for the
evaluation and pro-
fessional develop-
ment of these
 administrators.

Curriculum quality:
Curriculum decisions —
which traditionally have
been made locally — should
be made against a backdrop
of state policy, which deter-
mines what children need to
learn during their time in the
public education system. De-
velopment of common core
standards is a significant step
forward, yet further work must
be done: 

• The state’s commitment to
learning standards must be
 expressed through support 
to local school districts; sim-
ply rewriting the standards
will not directly improve
outcomes. 

• Targeted resources should be
provided to schools — particu-
larly low-achieving institutions —
to help them implement revised stan-
dards to ensure quality-based instruc-
tion of all students.

• Graduation requirements for high
school must logically flow from state
learning standards. 

Metrics and 
measures: 

Moving toward the goal

Illinois public schools
need a system of metrics or
accumulated data that in-
form whether students are
on track to graduate from
high school ready for col-
lege and/or the workforce.
Current metrics provide no
information on a student’s
readiness for this goal, nor

do the assessments currently
used — the Illinois State
Achievement Test (ISAT) and
the Prairie State Achievement
Exam (PSAE) — align to each
other.

Assessment: Continued work
on improving assessment tools
should focus on:

• Determining individual measures
of achievement from kindergarten
through high school that consti-
tute a steady progression toward
 college and/or work readiness.

• Equating a high school diploma to
college and/or work readiness and
then using high school gradua-
tion rates as one measure of
 accountability.

• Understanding and educating the
public that change in assessment
measures may impact numbers of
students demonstrating proficiency
to drop in the short term.

• Employing metrics and formative
measures that keep students en-
gaged and give every child a
chance to  succeed.

Data: Currently only the most sophisti-
cated schools use rich data analysis to track
student progress and develop targeted inter-
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ventions. The state must commit to closing
the data gap, through an updated state
data system, so that:

• All schools have the opportunity to
use data to improve teaching and
learning for all students.

• Relevant, rich data systems improve
accountability by making better data
available to the general public and
legislators.

• Updated data systems connect to
higher education and workforce data
in order to allow for more extensive
analysis of what policies truly
 improve student outcomes.

Combining assessments and data: 
A realistic accountability of student out-
comes should be based on a combination
of raw achievement scores as well as 
data on progress toward improved
achievement. 

• Raw achievement scores measure
student achievement at a certain
level to ensure students qualify for
 college and skilled employment after
high school.

• Data tracking progress toward
achievement (e.g., the trajectory) are
more useful than raw achievement in
holding educators accountable. 

• Trajectory data also recognize the
 impact of mobility rates, poverty, and
other external factors on individual
student learning.

Using combined assessments and data
enables more fair and realistic evaluations
of school systems, regardless of whether
they serve a high proportion of low- or
high-achieving students.

Resources and
consequences:
Stimulating positive change on student
outcomes

Resources: Any discussion of spending
levels on public education must consider
the effectiveness of the spending on stu-
dent outcomes, including student achieve-
ment, high school graduation, and
college/work readiness upon graduation
(e.g., using data on raw achievement and
progress). 

Current school funding formulas favor
communities with higher property wealth.
“Illinois Priority One” proposes that state
resources be distributed more fairly and,
instead, be tied to a district’s ability to
successfully keep its students on track
 toward college and work readiness. 

Consequences: It’s time to change how
the state interacts with local districts, par-
ticularly those with the poorest record of

5The intent of this proposal is to
 ensure that Illinois education policy
provides a seamless web from early
learning to the workforce. 

I l l I n o I s  p r I o r I t Y  o n e  •  p r o G r e s s  r e p o r t •  m a r c h  2 0 1 1

Research-based strategies,

which increase the amount

of time spent on high-quality
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the goal of high school grad-

uation and college and work
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student achievement, and to develop an
accountability system that creates real
consequences for adults who cannot im-
prove outcomes for students, despite
 adequate resources and opportunities. 

To improve student outcomes, account-
ability measures should focus on reward-
ing and facilitating positive change by:  

• Awarding “bonus” funds to districts
achieving statistically significant in-
creases in student outcomes — par-
ticularly for at-risk populations.
These districts should determine how
bonus funds would be spent.

• Continuing annual resource increases
to districts achieving appropriate stu-
dent outcomes in order to sustain
 success.

• Providing non-discretionary funds to
districts failing to achieve appropri-
ate outcomes. Failing districts would
have to articulate a plan for improv-
ing student achievement, gain state
approval of that plan, and use the
funds only to implement the agreed
upon plan.

To be taken seriously, an accountability
system must stimulate positive change
that improves outcomes for students and
recognizes individual needs and situations
among public school students throughout
the state. Consequently:

• Districts facing gaps in achievement
that affect a relatively small subset of
students should receive focused at-
tention from the state directed to-
ward any gaps.

• Districts facing significant across-the-
board shortfalls require more signifi-
cant intervention, wherein the state
uses the lever of its resources to
drive positive change.

To ensure improvements are based on
student needs, development of school im-
provement plans should occur at the local
level, involve the local union(s) and ac-
tively engage members of the community.
In this way, school improvement plans will
reflect the best educational practices and
the interests of people most crucial to
school success.

Revenues and pensions: Because re-
sources for education must help ensure
that students throughout the state — re-
gardless of the property wealth of their
communities — graduate from high school
ready for college and/or work, state rev-
enue should:

• Adequately fund the goals outlined in
this document so that every learner
has access to a quality education.

• Provide adequate ongoing capital
funding so quality education can be
delivered in well-equipped, up-to-date
facilities.
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A realistic accounta-
bility of student out-

comes should be
based on a combina-
tion of raw achieve-
ment scores as well
as data on progress

toward improved
achievement. 
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• Adequately fund the state’s obliga-
tions to the pension system of Illinois’
public education employees so that
employees can be free from fearing
retirement security is threatened by
state fiscal irresponsibility.

Strategies:
Educating public school students

Research-based strategies, which in-
crease the amount of time spent on high-
quality interaction between teachers and
students, are key building blocks toward
reaching the goal of high school gradua-
tion and college and work readiness, in-
clude the following:

• Preschool for all.

• Mandatory full-day kindergarten.

• Extended learning time.

• Reduced class size.

• Professional development.

• Parent and community engagement.

• Multigenerational learning models.

• Dropout recovery.

• School climate.

• New school designs and models.

• Career and technical education.

• STEM (Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, and Mathematics) initiatives.

• Dual credit and dual enrollment.

• Advanced Placement courses.

• Technology and digital learning.

• Financial accountability.

• Governance.

Many of the strategies impact school-
employee working conditions and will
 require collective bargaining.

Transitioning to higher education 
and the workforce

The intent of this proposal is to ensure
that Illinois education policy provides a
seamless web from early learning to the
workforce. 

To this end, higher education and work-
force stakeholders must be active partici-
pants with educators in developing the
state’s standards and data sys-
tems. All stakeholders should
commit to more comprehen-
sive tracking of outcomes
for high school gradu-
ates and dropouts.

Other important
reforms to consider 
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To ensure improve-
ments are based on
 student needs, devel-
opment of school
improvement plans
should occur at the
local level, involve
the local union(s),
and  actively engage
members of the
community.



in connecting secondary education with
higher education and the workforce
 include:

• More meaningful use of work- and col-
lege-ready  assessments.

• Application and financial aid policies
tied to the state’s overarching goal.

• Increase in the production of quality
postsecondary credentials and better
integration of Illinois’ educational, re-
search, and innovation assets.

“Illinois priority
One” and student
achievement
Focusing on college/work readiness

Public school students throughout the
state — regardless of their economic well-
being — deserve an equal chance to gradu-
ate from high school ready for college or
the workforce. This proposal encourages
systemic changes in state education policy
in order to:

• Set the right goals for students.

• Ensure educators and school leaders
have the appropriate training, qualifi-
cations, and curriculum to help stu-
dents succeed.

• Measure student progress in a mean-
ingful way.

• Direct resources to improving per-
formance of all students.

• Implement best practices that are
proven to achieve goal of
college/work readiness.

Effective school reform — which im-
proves school quality and accountability
throughout school systems — must be rea-
soned and based on data. Piecemeal
changes that do not consider the impact
on all students, all educators, all school
leaders, and statewide policy will never
 ensure every student has the chance for
success.

The long-term systemic solutions in-
cluded in “Illinois Priority One” are de-
signed to change how the state, district,
and individual schools work for student
success and to ensure that accountability
for student success is shared throughout
the school system.

As the advocacy organization for

 Illinois public school teachers and

 employees, IEA-NEA is committed to

 making 2011 the year when Illinois

 enacts systemic education reform.
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