
MICHELLE EXSTROM 
EDUCATION PROGRAM DIRECTOR, NCSL 

July 27, 2017 

R
E

C
E

IV
E

D
JU

L
Y

 2
7

 2
0

1
7

L
E

S
C



About NCSL 
 Instrumentality of all 50 state and territorial 

legislatures 
 Bipartisan 
 Provides research, technical assistance and 

opportunities to exchange ideas  
 Advocates on behalf of legislatures before the 

federal government 

NCSL is committed to the success of state legislators and staff. Founded in 1975, we 
are a respected bipartisan organization providing states support, ideas, connections 
and a strong voice on Capitol Hill. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you may know, NCSL is a unique organization in that federal statute recognizes us as an instrumentality of all 50 state legislatures, or an extension of the legislative body for each state and territory.  We are bipartisan and we do not advocate or lobby state legislatures on state policy. So, in many ways we are very similar to nonpartisan legislative staff agencies that you will find in the legislature, such as the bill drafters, researchers, and fiscal analysts.We have two offices – our main office is in Denver where we focus on state policy. In that role, we provide research, technical assistance and opportunities for legislators to have deep discussions and exchange ideas about state policy.We have a smaller office in DC where our federal affairs and international program staff reside.  Our federal affairs staff do lobby Congress on behalf of state legislatures – legislators enact policy statements during our annual meeting that send a message to Congress about certain policies, usually asking them to allow states flexibility to make decisions for themselves about what’s best for a state.   



 Phase I:  22 legislators and 6 
legislative staff 

 Studied the 10 top performing 
countries/provinces: 

 (Alberta, Ontario, Estonia, Finland, Hong 
 Kong, Japan, Poland, Shanghai, Singapore, 
 Taiwan) 
 Studied with 25 international/state 

education experts 
 

International Education Study Group 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2013, NCSL hosted a plenary lunch session during its Fall Forum to discuss the most recent results of the Organization for Economic Co-ordination and Development’s (OECD) most recent PISA survey, which measures achievement of 15-year-olds in industrialized countries in reading, mathematics and science .  Upon hearing of the disappointing performance of the students in the U.S., officers of NCSL’s Standing Committee on Education requested that NCSL immediately launch a legislative study into international comparisons of high performing education systems.  They wanted to study other high performing countries to learn what policies and practices were in place and lessons the United States and individual states might learn from their success.   They also wanted to learn about the consequences for our economy if we failed to improve our standing.In 2014, a bi-partisan group of 26 veteran legislators and legislative staff, along with several partners from the private sector, began an 18-month study. They focused on the top ten highest performing countries on PISA to discover commonalities across their policies and practices.  They met with education leaders from these countries and national and international experts who study these systems.  They also visited several countries to see the difference firsthand.      



 
 Bad news:  Most state education systems are falling 

dangerously behind the world in a number of 
international comparisons and on our own National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, leaving the 
United States overwhelmingly underprepared to 
succeed in the 21st century economy.  
 

 Good news:  The good news is, by studying these 
other high-performing systems, we are discovering 
what seems to work.  If we get to work right away, we 
can quickly turn this around as high-performing 
countries have. 
 
 
 
 
 

NCSL Legislative Study Group 
Findings: 
Good News and Bad News 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What the NCSL Study Group learned was both alarming and hopeful.  The bad news is that the American workforce, widely acknowledged to be the best educated workforce in the world half a century ago, is now among the least well-educated in the industrialized world.  At this pace, we will struggle to compete economically against even developing nations, and our children will struggle to find jobs in this global economy.The good news is that we do have the ability to turn things around--quickly.  Much higher performing, yet less developed, countries have made significant progress in just a decade or two, and most of their learnings came from right here in the United States.  The study group argues that if we assemble the best minds in policy and practice, implement what we know works, and commit ourselves to the time and effort it will take to make these monumental changes, we can once again be among the very best education systems in the world.  If they can do it, so can we.  Read above for findings starting with 2nd bullet . . .



 
 2015 Results:  Improved 1 

spot in reading, 3 spots in 
science, and math dropped 
by 3.  Bad News: The raw 
scores actually held steady.   

 ETS analysis finds U.S. 
Millennial generation 
workers ranked last in 2013 
OECD PIAAC survey of 
worker numeracy, literacy 
and problem solving in 33 
countries 
 

International Surveys Sound 
Alarms 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The study group found an alarming state of affairs.The OECD launched PISA in 2000.  In that year, 32 highly industrialized member countries participated in a survey of 15-year-old achievement in those countries in reading, mathematics and science (see Exhibit 1).  The United States ranked a disappointing 15th in reading, 19th in mathematics and 14th in science that year, right about in the middle of the countries surveyed.In 2012, when the fifth survey was administered, the number of countries in the survey had grown to 65, which included less developed countries.  The news was worse for the U.S., placing 24th in reading, 36th in mathematics and 28th in science. This time, our standing was slightly below the middle of the countries surveyed, and a good number of those ahead of us were less developed nations.  The OECD also completes another survey, called the Survey of Adult Skills which is part of their Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC).   It surveys adults ages 16 to 65 in numeracy, literacy and problem solving.  The results from the most recent survey, conducted in 33 nations, were released in 2013.  ETS did a special analysis of the data for the millennials—those in the workforce ranging from teens to early 30s—because they argue that this generation “will largely determine the shape of the American economic and social landscape of the future.” (citation here)ETS found that U.S. millennials ranked dead last or nearly last in all three categories.  We have the least educated millennial workforce among the top 33 developed nations in the world.  When these survey results were released in the 2000s, other countries went straight to work to enact sweeping changes to improve their education systems and drive economic development.  Unfortunately, the study group found that many here in the U.S. instead tried to explain away the results by unfairly criticizing the PISA/PIAAC methodology or denying that education results in other countries could be compared to the United States.   The study group has identified a list of those myths and will be sharing them in their final report.How did these other countries – most less developed than the U.S. -- become the best in the world?  Our study group discovered some common principals that are present in all of their policies and practices.



Our Own 
NAEP Sounds 
Alarms:  
Little to No 
Progress 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The study group found an alarming state of affairs.The OECD launched PISA in 2000.  In that year, 32 highly industrialized member countries participated in a survey of 15-year-old achievement in those countries in reading, mathematics and science (see Exhibit 1).  The United States ranked a disappointing 15th in reading, 19th in mathematics and 14th in science that year, right about in the middle of the countries surveyed.In 2012, when the fifth survey was administered, the number of countries in the survey had grown to 65, which included less developed countries.  The news was worse for the U.S., placing 24th in reading, 36th in mathematics and 28th in science. This time, our standing was slightly below the middle of the countries surveyed, and a good number of those ahead of us were less developed nations.  The OECD also completes another survey, called the Survey of Adult Skills which is part of their Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC).   It surveys adults ages 16 to 65 in numeracy, literacy and problem solving.  The results from the most recent survey, conducted in 33 nations, were released in 2013.  ETS did a special analysis of the data for the millennials—those in the workforce ranging from teens to early 30s—because they argue that this generation “will largely determine the shape of the American economic and social landscape of the future.” (citation here)ETS found that U.S. millennials ranked dead last or nearly last in all three categories.  We have the least educated millennial workforce among the top 33 developed nations in the world.  When these survey results were released in the 2000s, other countries went straight to work to enact sweeping changes to improve their education systems and drive economic development.  Unfortunately, the study group found that many here in the U.S. instead tried to explain away the results by unfairly criticizing the PISA/PIAAC methodology or denying that education results in other countries could be compared to the United States.   The study group has identified a list of those myths and will be sharing them in their final report.How did these other countries – most less developed than the U.S. -- become the best in the world?  Our study group discovered some common principals that are present in all of their policies and practices.



Myth:  US Cannot be Fairly 
Compared to World Class Education 
Systems 



Myth:  US Cannot be Fairly 
Compared to World Class Education 
Systems 



 Common Element #1:   
 
Children come to school 
ready to learn, and extra 
support is given to struggling 
students so that all have the 
opportunity to achieve high 
standards. 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Provide the resources necessary to ensure that all children enter the first grade with the cognitive and non-cognitive skills needed to master a first grade curriculum set to global standardsOnce students are in school, distribute resources so that students who may find it harder to meet globally benchmarked standards will have the extra resources—especially highly effective teachers—they need to do so



 Common Element #2:   
 
A world-class teaching 
profession supports a world-
class instructional system, 
where every student has 
access to highly-effective 
teachers and is expected to 
succeed.   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Provide the resources necessary to ensure that all children enter the first grade with the cognitive and non-cognitive skills needed to master a first grade curriculum set to global standardsOnce students are in school, distribute resources so that students who may find it harder to meet globally benchmarked standards will have the extra resources—especially highly effective teachers—they need to do so



 Common Element #3:   
 
A highly-effective, 
intellectually rigorous system 
of career and technical 
education is available to those 
preferring an applied 
education. 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Provide the resources necessary to ensure that all children enter the first grade with the cognitive and non-cognitive skills needed to master a first grade curriculum set to global standardsOnce students are in school, distribute resources so that students who may find it harder to meet globally benchmarked standards will have the extra resources—especially highly effective teachers—they need to do so



 Common Element #4:   
 
Individual reforms are 
connected and aligned as 
parts of a clearly planned and 
carefully designed 
comprehensive system.   
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Provide the resources necessary to ensure that all children enter the first grade with the cognitive and non-cognitive skills needed to master a first grade curriculum set to global standardsOnce students are in school, distribute resources so that students who may find it harder to meet globally benchmarked standards will have the extra resources—especially highly effective teachers—they need to do so



 Build an Inclusive Team and Set 
Priorities.   

 Study and Learn from Top Performers. 
 Create a Shared Statewide Vision.  
 Benchmark Policies.  
 Get Started on One Piece.  
 Work Through “Messiness.”  
 Invest the Time.   

 

Action Steps for States (not US) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Study Group believes that this work must begin now, and they have outlined the following action steps:Build a Statewide Vision for Reform and Set Priorities.  State legislators cannot do this work alone.  They must bring a broad and diverse group together that includes \ state and local policymakers, teachers, principals, superintendents, business, parents, and students into an inclusive process to set a vision for reform and identify priorities.  Compromise must be a central strategy.Study and Learn.  A state group should embark on the same journey the NCSL Study Group has taken--a journey of discovery that led us to reconsider much of what we thought we knew, abandon many ideas which we had long been committed to, and embrace new ideas, often coming from other countries but also already implemented in many of the states.  Create a Common Vision.  Developing a common long-term vision and setting goals to guide the work will be critical to the success of the effort.  The vision can guide policymaking despite shifts in politics or personalities involved.Benchmark and Implement. After establishing a common vision, states should consider benchmarking their education policies, practices and outcomes against those of high-performing countries and high performing states.  This helps to identify specific policies and  implementation strategies for necessary shifts in policy and practice.Work Through the Messiness.  In both high-performing countries and in successful reform efforts found here in the U.S., the study group learned that the process was always difficult and messy, and there is no recipe for success.  States took at least one step backward for every two forward, but kept their eye on the goal and stayed the course.  For more information and guidance on this, the study group will be releasing it’s recommendations in Spring 2016.  And we are happy to provide more indepth guidance and assistance as your state embarks on this work.  



“As state policymakers, it is our responsibility to provide our 
citizens with a world-class education. We cannot let another 
generation settle for anything less. Our future workforce, 
national defense, economic vitality and democratic foundation 
depend on our ability and willingness to get this done.  
 
If we assemble the best minds in policy and practice, 
implement what we know works, and commit ourselves to the 
time, effort and resources needed to make monumental 
changes, we can once again be among the best education 
systems in the world. If they can do it, so can we.  But there’s 
no time to lose.” 

Urgent Call to Action:  
Begin Now, No Time to Lose! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Study Group believes that this work must begin now, and they have outlined the following action steps:Build a Statewide Vision for Reform and Set Priorities.  State legislators cannot do this work alone.  They must bring a broad and diverse group together that includes \ state and local policymakers, teachers, principals, superintendents, business, parents, and students into an inclusive process to set a vision for reform and identify priorities.  Compromise must be a central strategy.Study and Learn.  A state group should embark on the same journey the NCSL Study Group has taken--a journey of discovery that led us to reconsider much of what we thought we knew, abandon many ideas which we had long been committed to, and embrace new ideas, often coming from other countries but also already implemented in many of the states.  Create a Common Vision.  Developing a common long-term vision and setting goals to guide the work will be critical to the success of the effort.  The vision can guide policymaking despite shifts in politics or personalities involved.Benchmark and Implement. After establishing a common vision, states should consider benchmarking their education policies, practices and outcomes against those of high-performing countries and high performing states.  This helps to identify specific policies and  implementation strategies for necessary shifts in policy and practice.Work Through the Messiness.  In both high-performing countries and in successful reform efforts found here in the U.S., the study group learned that the process was always difficult and messy, and there is no recipe for success.  States took at least one step backward for every two forward, but kept their eye on the goal and stayed the course.  For more information and guidance on this, the study group will be releasing it’s recommendations in Spring 2016.  And we are happy to provide more indepth guidance and assistance as your state embarks on this work.  



Michelle Exstrom 
Education Program Director 

michelle.exstrom@ncsl.org 
Direct line: (303) 856-1564 



Discussion Questions 
 
 What most struck you today about the 

presentations? 
 How does this conversation tie into the goal of 

improving NM’s workforce and economy?   
 Is these one of the 4 elements from the NCSL 

Study Group Report where you see the most 
work is needed? 

 Which other policymakers eventually need to be 
involved in this work (after you complete your 
legislative study)? 

 Which stakeholders need to eventually be 
included in this work (after you complete your 
legislative study)? 
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