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The BEA and Workforce Development
The Business Education Alliance of Alabama was incorporated in 2013 as a 501(c)(3)
nonprofit. The primary BEA mission is to bring business and education leaders together
to discuss the challenges and opportunities that will allow Alabama to achieve its fullest
potential both educationally and economically.
Each year, a BEA Advisory Council composed of business and education leaders meets
to discuss the most pressing challenges at the time and then develop a theme for a
research-based solution.
The 2020 report, Education Matters, is the first in a series of BEA reviews of Alabama’s
workforce development system. The 2021 report, Forging Alabama’s Future, is the
second. The reports were developed by the BEA in partnership with the Public Affairs
Research Council of Alabama and the A+ Education Partnership.
Alabama is in the midst of an extensive redesign of workforce development. This includes
a goal of producing 500,000 new highly skilled workers between 2019 and 2025.
There are multiple concurrent evaluation plans in place for Alabama’s workforce system.
BEA reports and evaluations are not meant to contrast, compete, or conflict with other
evaluations, some of which are mandated by the federal government.
This report, and its planned successors, attempts to accomplish two goals:

§

To provide a broad overview of Alabama’s workforce system for
business, education, and civic leaders.

§

To provide data that measures progress of the major components
of the education pipeline.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The COVID-19 pandemic slowed Alabama’s efforts to build a better educated,
more highly skilled workforce. The recovery from the pandemic has
underlined the urgency of regaining lost momentum.
At 3.1%, Alabama’s unemployment rate is nearing the historic lows reached
just before the pandemic. Job listings remain high. One recent study
calculated that there were 2.1 job openings in Alabama for each unemployed
person.1
Our current level of economic opportunity has the potential to transform the
state—if we can equip individuals for success and provide business and
industry with the quality workforce needed.
As the retirement of the baby boomer generation accelerates, we need every
member of the rising generation to be on course for higher-level training and
education and prepared for a high-skill, technologically advanced workplace.
A high school diploma alone won’t do.
At the same time, we need those currently in the workforce to have
opportunities to advance their skills. Those who have fallen out of the
workforce need avenues for successful reentry. Maximizing opportunity for
Alabamians means reaching special populations, those that have left been
behind as the economy has changed, lacking the credentials to move into
more advanced and faster-growing career paths.

1

“There Are More Jobs Than Jobless People in 42 States,” accessed November 12, 2021,
https://pew.org/30mUDnQ.
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The state’s goal of adding 500,000 new highly skilled employees to its
workforce by 2025 is facing headwinds created, at least in part, by the
pandemic. A variety of measures of educational progress suffered setbacks.
§

In 2021, 23% of third graders scored low enough on the ACAP,
Alabama’s new standardized test, to be subject to being held back
under the terms of the Alabama Literacy Act, according to test
experts.

§

In math, across grades 3–8, less than a quarter of students scored
proficient for their grade level.

§

Scores on the ACT for the graduating class of 2020 were down in
every subject, dropping to their lowest level since the state
adopted universal ACT testing in 2015.

§

While 2020 high school graduation rates were still close to all-time
highs, the college and career readiness rate dropped by four
percentage points: 92% of seniors graduated, but only 76% were
documented to be ready for the workforce or higher education.

§

Only 54% of 2020 graduates went on to higher education, about
ten percentage points below the rates of a few years ago.

§

Community colleges were hit hardest, with enrollment down by
10,000 compared to 2018. Two-year colleges offer the shortest
path to high-value credentials, both for those exiting high school
and for adults improving their qualifications.

§

Alabama has the third-lowest rate of connection and subscription
to broadband internet, a situation that has to change. The
pandemic highlighted the essential nature of those connections for
education and for business and industry.
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While the pandemic may have slowed momentum, it also created an
opportunity to look afresh at the challenges, identify strategies, and devote a
surge of resources to approaches proven to work. The following checklist is a
compilation of goals and strategies drawn from actions of the Alabama
Legislature, Governor Ivey’s Strong Start, Strong Finish initiative, the Alabama
Workforce Council’s Success Plus Plan, and the AWC’s recent Ten Points on
K-12 Education, as presented to the Alabama Board of Education on
November 10, 2021.

An Alabama Checklist for Success
o Achieve universal access to Pre-K by 2026, while maintaining
highest in the nation standards.2
o Ensure all children are reading on grade level by the end of third
grade by Spring 2023. Return Alabama to the national average
in reading on NAEP by 2026.3
o In 2022, develop and launch a research-based strategic initiative
to bring math achievement to the national average on NAEP by
2026. Provide the resources to pay for the teacher education
and support needed to implement.4
o Eliminate the gap between high school graduation and college
and career readiness. Every student graduates with a valuable

2

Strong Start, Strong Finish, https://governor.alabama.gov/priorities/education/, Alabama School Readiness
Alliance, https://www.alabamaschoolreadiness.org/2021-Pre-K-Task-Force-Recommendations/

3

Alabama Workforce Council 2021–2022 Ten Points on K-12 Education, https://alabamaworks.com/wpcontent/uploads/Alabama-Workforce-Council-2021-2022-Ten-Points-on-K-12Education_10.21.2021-1.pdf

4

Ibid
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career-building credential or with demonstrated readiness for
college success.5
o Restore the college-going rate for high school graduates to
65%.6
o Raise Alabama’s labor force participation rate to the national
average by 2025.7 Working in partnership with business and
industry, use community colleges, workforce investment
programs, and nonprofit support services to target special
populations currently underrepresented in the workforce.
o Complete the construction of a longitudinal data system that will
allow education and workforce metrics to be tracked and the
results analyzed. Data is fundamental to identifying successful or
ineffective strategies, understanding outcomes, and weighing
cost and benefit.
o Revise and accelerate the state’s Broadband Alabama Strategy
to provide Alabamians access to high-speed internet on par with
the national average. With an infusion of federal funds available,
identify the barriers to bringing access and service to
underserved communities and invest in solutions.8
Alabama is well-positioned to take advantage of what are likely to be seismic
shifts in the economy. The lingering disruptions in the supply chains are likely
to prompt reinvestment in domestic manufacturing. And Alabama, with its

5

Ibid

6

“Success Plus: Preparing Alabama’s Workforce for Opportunity & Growth,” accessed Nov. 08, 2021,
https://alabamaworks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018.04.30_SuccessPlus.pdf.

7

Ibid

8

“Broadband-Alabama-Strategic-Plan.Pdf,” accessed November 22, 2021, https://adeca.alabama.gov/wpcontent/uploads/Broadband-Alabama-Strategic-Plan.pdf.
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strong manufacturing base and agile workforce training agency (AIDT), is
likely to benefit—but only if we can supply a workforce that can handle the
more technologically advanced manufacturing that will be needed to be
competitive.
The recovery will also require creative ideas and new technology to solve the
health, environmental, energy, and political systems challenges that face us in
the coming century. All those will require bright minds, advanced degrees,
and talent across the demographic spectrum. It will require the cooperation of
all facets of government, the nonprofit sector, and business and industry, all
convened around goals and strategies needed to achieve them.

INTRODUCTION: SUCCESS MORE IMPORTANT
THAN EVER
As the economy recovers from the COVID-19 crisis, Alabama faces a moment of
opportunity and urgency. With unemployment trending again toward historic lows in
Alabama, workforce supply and quality have returned as central challenges.

Underlying that challenge is a more fundamental one: How do we maximize our
educational and workforce system to provide individuals and businesses with the higher
levels of knowledge, skill, and innovation demanded by the modern economy?

The Need to Raise Educational Attainment
Alabama lags most other states in educational attainment. Only 45% of
Alabamians have a quality credential or degree beyond high school,
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compared to 52% nationally.9 Both Alabama and the U.S have a goal of 60%
attainment by 2025. Alabama will have to work harder and smarter to catch
up.
Figure 1. “2021 Alabama Annual Report,” Lumina Foundation.

Attainment: 45.1%

ALABAMA

Attainment: 51.9%

NATIONAL

0

60%
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The Need to Increase Labor Force Participation
Largely as a result of our level of educational attainment, Alabama has a lower
level of workforce participation than most other states. In November 2021,
57% of Alabamians over the age of 16 were either working or looking for work,
compared to 62% nationally.10

9

Periscopic, “A Stronger Nation: Lumina Foundation,” accessed November 4, 2021,
https://www.luminafoundation.org/stronger-nation/.

10

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Labor Force Participation Rate for Alabama [LBSSA01], retrieved from FRED,
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis; https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/LBSSA01, November 8, 2021.
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Figure 2. Labor Force Participation, Alabama vs. U.S. Rate for the civilian population, 16 and over.

If Alabama’s Labor Force Participation Rate equaled the national rate, more
than 200,000 additional individuals would be working or seeking work.
Adding those individuals to the workforce would drive up the state’s per
capita income, drive down poverty, and unlock the potential of businesses
and industries struggling to find workers at a time when Alabama’s
unemployment rate is 3.1%. That’s one of the lowest rates in the country, but
the low rate obscures a clearer view of the state’s untapped potential.
The problem is likely to get more acute. The rising generation is smaller than
the exiting generation. In the early part of the past decade, Alabama’s net
population growth was coming from immigration from aboard. However, that
inflow has been drastically reduced because of tightened policy and the
pandemic. In the final years of the decade, domestic immigration to Alabama
accelerated but not enough to keep up with the needs of employers.
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In the final analysis, every Alabamian, provided with the proper support, could
be a valuable and needed addition to the workforce.

A Plan to Raise Attainment and Participation
While the pandemic has intensified the situation, Alabama’s challenges in
educational attainment and labor force participation have been long in the
making. Overcoming those challenges will require coordinated effort from
pre-kindergarten through higher education, all the workforce agencies that
provide training and supportive services, and private business and industry.
Such coordination has proved difficult in the past. K-12, higher education, and
the various agencies involved in workforce training have tended to operate in
silos. Until recently, K-12 had diminished its role in career and technical
training. Business and industry often became frustrated in their dealings with
the educational and governmental agencies charged with providing training
and support.
But now, as low-skill jobs have been replaced with automation, and
increasingly, as all jobs require a higher level of technological sophistication,
the urgency for a united effort has increased.
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At the request of Gov. Kay Ivey, the business and
industry-led Alabama Workforce Council

Figure 3. Success Plus Calculation for
Reaching 2025 Attainment Goal

commissioned a study and strategy document,
Success Plus.11 Issued in 2018, Success Plus set a
target of raising Alabama’s level of attainment to
60% by 2025, an attainment rate that matches the
national goal for the U.S.
Success Plus calculated that Alabama would need
to add 500,000 credentialed employees to the
workforce by 2025 to replace retiring workers and
add workers to meet the anticipated demand.
Success Plus is part of a series of interdependent, goal-oriented strategic
plans that began with Plan 2020, a strategic plan for Alabama K-12 education
adopted in 2012. Most notably, that plan included a goal of reaching a 90%
graduation rate by 2020.
Building on that and sharpening the focus, Gov. Ivey launched the Strong
Start, Strong Finish initiative in 2017. Among the priorities set in Strong Start,
Strong Finish:
§

Universal availability of Alabama’s First Class Pre-K Program

§

Ensuring that all elementary school children are proficient in
reading and math

11

“Success Plus: Preparing Alabama’s Workforce for Opportunity & Growth,” accessed Nov. 08, 2021,
https://alabamaworks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018.04.30_SuccessPlus.pdf.
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§

Providing increased access to education and job training
programs linked to high-demand careers

With Success Plus in 2018, with legislation in 2019, and with committed
resources in budgets through at least 2022, the state’s educational priorities
have received continued focus. Most notably, in the following:
§

Continued increases in funding for Alabama’s First Class Pre-K
program

§

The Alabama Literacy Act (Act 2019-523), which sets a benchmark
for reading by the end of third grade and bolsters the supports to
ensure all students meet it

§

Investment in and legislation addressing job-oriented learning,
such as the Computer Science for Alabama (CS4AL) Act (Act
2019-389) and the Alabama Industry-Recognized and Registered
Apprenticeship (AIRRAP) Act (Act 2019-506)

Also, in 2019, the governor established the Governor’s Office of Education and
Workforce Transformation (GOEWT) to oversee the implementation of the
Strong Start, Strong Finish initiative and to lead the transformation of the
adult workforce development system.
The latter is ongoing, attempting to bring employers, colleges, nonprofits, the
state departments of labor, commerce, human resources, and rehabilitation
services all together into a network that matches individuals with the training
and supports needed. The same system also seeks to align training with the
needs of employers for the benefit of both employer and prospective
employee.
Importantly, to facilitate that, the GOEWT is coordinating the creation of a
longitudinal data system, drawing privacy-protected data from across the
15
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various agencies. Analysis of that data can be used to measure and improve
performance and enhance collaboration across the government.
Meanwhile, K-12’s successor strategic plan, Alabama Achieves, was adopted in
2020. That plan includes goals to reach the national average in fourth grade
reading and math on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), goals that converge with Gov. Ivey’s Strong Start, Strong Finish
initiative.
UNDERSTANDING DATA, SETTING GOALS, INVESTING IN STRATEGIES
What unites these efforts is a methodical process aimed at driving continuous
improvement.
§

Use data to know where you are.

§

Set goals for where you want to go.

§

Ensure all team members embrace and value the utilization of data
and goal setting.

§

Identify, invest in, and implement research-based strategies for
achieving goals.

§

Track and assess progress: celebrate successes, own up to
shortcomings.

§

Adjust strategies and investments.

Success Plus grew out of an understanding of the data. The world of work is
changing, and individuals will require a higher level of skill and knowledge to
succeed. Due to automation and competition, the percentage of low-skill jobs
in the economy is shrinking, and the demand for higher skills is rising.
Nationally, by 2025, it is expected that 60% of jobs will require either a
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postsecondary degree or a high-value credential beyond a high school.
Other states are positioning their citizens to meet that target. Alabama’s level
of educational attainment trails other states and must improve. Otherwise,
quality jobs will go unfilled until they disappear. Some Alabamians, lacking the
qualifications, will be left behind.
To reach and sustain that level of attainment, virtually all Alabamians in the
educational pipeline will need to graduate from high school prepared for
success at the next level. That means building a firm educational foundation
and strengthening bridges between high school and higher education,
between training programs and employers.
Reaching and sustaining 60% attainment will also require reaching out to
individuals already in the workforce and special populations of individuals
who have fallen out of the workforce. Those individuals need avenues to
increase their skill levels and credentials to move into more sustainable and
promising professions.
The document that follows describes where we are on various measures that
support the overall attainment and participation goal. It also describes
strategies being employed, successes thus far, and challenges ahead.
SUCCESS REQUIRES CHILDREN STARTING SCHOOL READY TO LEARN.
Research has demonstrated that high-quality pre-k positions students for
success in K-12 education. The continued expansion of Alabama’s First Class
Pre-K has been a consistent success story. Equally important is that the
program has maintained its high quality ratings as it expands. And supporting
that maintenance of quality is the program’s commitment to long-term
collection and analysis of data. That analysis documents the program’s impact
and drives continuous improvement. According to research by Nobel Prizewinner James J. Heckman, a professor of Economics at the University of
17
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Chicago, investments made earlier in life have been shown to generate the
highest return on investment over time. To illustrate the idea, he produced
what’s known as the Heckman Curve.12 See “Ready for School: First Class PreK” section for discussion.
Figure 4. The Heckman Curve shows the highest rate of economic returns comes from the earliest investment.

SUCCESS REQUIRES STUDENTS READING ON GRADE LEVEL BY THE END
OF THIRD GRADE.
Beginning in fourth grade, students are expected to read to learn. Promoting
students who can’t read into fourth grade sets them up for failure.
The ongoing implementation of the Alabama Literacy Act has reenergized
reading instruction, giving teachers up-to-date training on research-based
teaching approaches and equipping them with new reading curricula
grounded in the science of reading. The Act also required and provided
additional resources for identifying struggling readers earlier, providing
therapeutic interventions for learning challenges like dyslexia. Ultimately,

12

“The Heckman Curve,” The Heckman Equation, April 29, 2014, https://heckmanequation.org/resource/theheckman-curve/.
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setting the goal line of grade-level reading by the end of the third grade has
given a greater sense of urgency to reading instruction. See “Reading by the
End of Third Grade” section for discussion.
SUCCESS REQUIRES STUDENTS PROFICIENT IN MATH.
Alabama’s latest standardized test results reinforce a string of previous
findings: Alabama does not successfully educate students in mathematics.
While the state has adopted successful strategies for reading instruction and
has invested the resources, the state hasn’t made a commensurate
commitment to improving math instruction.
While we have adopted new standards that should lead to higher math
achievement, we have not systematically re-educated teachers in math
instruction, as we have in reading. See “Raise Expectations in Math, Implement
a Plan to Improve Instruction” section for discussion.
SUCCESS REQUIRES STUDENTS TO GRADUATE READY FOR THE NEXT
STEP.
Alabama exceeded its goal of reaching a 90% high school graduation rate but
has made less progress in ensuring that all graduates are prepared for college
or a career.
While improvements have been made, effort, analysis, and resources need to
be applied to close the gap: how to get more students into and successfully
through higher education or into advanced training that yield credentials
valued by business and industry. See “Close the Gap between High School
Graduation and College and Career Readiness” section for discussion.
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SUCCESS REQUIRES INCREASING HIGHER EDUCATION ACCESS AND
SUCCESS.
A decreasing percentage of Alabama’s high school graduates are progressing
to higher education. Alabama won’t meet its attainment goal if more
graduates don’t seek education and training after high school. See “Increase
Progression into Higher Education” section for discussion.
SUCCESS REQUIRES REACHING THOSE IN THE WORKFORCE AND THOSE
WHO’VE DROPPED OUT.
Alabama cannot meet its attainment goal without raising the educational
attainment and labor force participation of working-age adults.
Success Plus challenges schools, government, and business to improve access
to skill and educational advancement opportunities, either in conjunction with
government agencies or in the workplace.
Business and industry through the Alabama Workforce Council and the state’s
network of regional workforce councils have been empowered to lead this
effort, supported by multiple government partners: higher education,
particularly the Alabama Community College System; and the Alabama,
departments of labor, commerce, human resources, and rehabilitation
services.
The drive to improve attainment and labor force participation has also
involved creating a network of Alabama nonprofits that provide support and
resources for individuals seeking to advance in or re-enter the workforce. See
“Providing Opportunity to Populations with Barriers” for discussion.
SUCCESS REQUIRES EQUITABLE ACCESS TO TOOLS LIKE BROADBAND.
Alabama historically underinvested in education and still struggles to catch
up. A more recent phenomenon, Alabama’s sluggish spread of broadband
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internet connections, threatens to again leave Alabama behind its competitor
states.
The pandemic showed how important high-speed internet was to educational
delivery, commerce, and business continuity. Success will require the strategic
investment of the abundant resources now being made available to address
broadband connectivity. See “The Broadband Imperative” section for
discussion.

A New State
Once upon a time, Alabama based its economic strategy on offering low skill,
low wage labor, cheap land, and low tax revenues.
It was a self-perpetuating cycle. Low levels of educational attainment led to
low wages and poverty, which led to low tax revenues and a lack of
investment in education. Racial discrimination perpetuated low wages and
under-investment in education. The effects of those policies linger in
Alabama’s higher rates of poverty, lower per capita income, lower per capita
gross domestic product (GDP), poorer health outcomes, lower life
expectancy, and lower labor force participation rates.
In the early 1990s, Alabama lured Mercedes-Benz to build an advanced
automotive assembly plant in Alabama, and the North American Free Trade
Agreement came into effect. The arrival of Mercedes ushered in a new era of
manufacturing, one that required a higher level of technological
sophistication. Meanwhile, NATFA and other free-trade deals led to the
disappearance of textile jobs and other traditional, small-scale manufacturing
jobs.
More automotive plants followed, and eventually aerospace manufacturers. As
the economy shifted toward employment in the service sector, health care,
21
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and advanced manufacturing, the need for higher levels of educational
attainment accelerated.
As wages climbed, Alabama has generated more tax revenue and, with more
revenue, has been able to invest more in education. The more we increase
educational attainment, the more we increase prosperity for individuals, the
more productive and profitable are our businesses.
The more we increase labor force participation, the more we bring people out
of poverty and onto a road of prosperity. As prosperity increases, so does
opportunity, health, safety, and wealth for all.

22
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READY FOR SCHOOL: FIRST CLASS PRE-K
Alabama’s first goal for improving educational attainment is to have every child entering
kindergarten ready to learn.

The key strategy to make that a reality is providing all Alabama four-year-olds with
access to Alabama’s First Class Pre-K program.

Alabama’s approach to pre-K was built
on a research-based understanding of

Figure 5. Percentage of four-year-olds with access to
First Class Pre-K

child development and effective
strategies for reaching the youngest
learners.
The National Institute for Early
Education Research has found that
Alabama’s First Class Pre-K program
meets all ten benchmarks for quality in
early childhood education. In 2020,
Alabama was one of only four states to
achieve that distinction.13
Alabama has maintained that level of
quality while expanding from 57
classrooms in 2006 to 1,396 in 2022.

13

Allison H Friedman-Krauss et al., “©2021 National Institute for Early Education Research,” n.d., 428.
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Furthermore, the Alabama Department of Early Childhood Education funds
third-party longitudinal research (PARCA is a part of the research team) that
explores the effects of pre-K on the children that receive it.
That research has found that students who received First Class Pre-K were
more likely to be proficient in both math and reading compared to students
who did not and that the benefits of First Class Pre-K persist into middle
school.14 Other team research has shown that students who’ve had First Class
Pre-K are less likely to be retained in K-12 and are less likely to be chronically
absent or involved in discipline incidents.
Figure 6. Measure of the persistent academic impact of First Class Pre-K.

The commitment to quality evaluation and the documented results have
helped build a strong support base for expanding First Class Pre-K. In the
2021–2022 school year, there are 1,396 First Class Pre-K classrooms serving

14

J. Preskitt et al., “The Persistence of Reading and Math Proficiency: The Benefits of Alabama’s Pre-Kindergarten
Program Endure in Elementary and Middle School,” International Journal of Child Care and Education Policy 14,
no. 1 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-020-00073-3.
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approximately 25,218 students or 42% of Alabama four-year-olds. The
Governor and Alabama Legislature have consistently increased funding for
the program, with a goal of offering the opportunity of First Class Pre-K to all
families by the 2025–2026 school year.
Figure 7. First Class Pre-K Appropriations and Number of Classrooms

Takeaway
First Class Pre-K succeeds and enjoys support because it is researched-based,
produces documented results, and is dedicated to maintaining quality as
investment increases. Its success should be a model for other strategic
investments.
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READING BY THE END OF THIRD GRADE
Alabama’s current goal for literacy is that every child is reading on grade level by the end
of the third grade.

As a result of the Alabama Literacy Act of 2019, the State Department of Education and
local systems have developed a full suite of strategies to help students reach that
benchmark. The Act’s implementation has reenergized reading instruction in the early
grades. However, there is still room for improvement in preparation for the activation of
the hold-back provision.

BACKGROUND
Alabama’s reading instruction had been a source of pride, a model that other
states copied, including Mississippi. By 2011, Alabama’s fourth graders posted
reading scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress that
matched the national average. However, amid budget struggles, shifting
priorities, and changes in leadership, tenets of the Alabama Reading Initiative
fell by the wayside in the ensuing years. Alabama reading scores began to
drift.
In the meantime, Mississippi copied aspects of Alabama’s approach and
added elements. Mississippi scores on NAEP began to rise and now exceed
Alabama’s in both fourth and eighth grade. Based on the 2019 results,
Mississippi ranked No. 1 in the nation when it came to performance
improvement in reading and math on the NAEP.15

15

“Mississippi Ranks No. 1 in Nation for Score Gains on National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) | The
Mississippi Department of Education,” accessed January 10, 2022,
https://www.mdek12.org/news/2019/10/30/Mississippi-Ranks-No-1-in-Nation-for-Score-Gains-on-NationalAssessment-of-Educational-Progress-NAEP_20191030.
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Figure 8. NAEP reading performance over time, Alabama, U.S., and Mississippi compared.

After watching several years of drift and decline in reading scores, the
Legislature adopted the Alabama Literacy Act in 2019. The Act was designed
to reenergize reading instruction. Considerable resources and efforts have
been put into reading instruction. Since 2018, over 15,000 Alabama teachers
and administrators have engaged in literacy instruction training (LETRS), the
same training program used by Mississippi. In the spring of 2021, the
percentage of students scoring proficient on the ACAP was surprisingly
strong, considering the circumstances. (for a comparison of ACAP scores to
other standardized tests, see PARCA’s analysis)16. Still, 23% of third-grade
students in Alabama’s public schools, over 10,000 students statewide, failed
to achieve the grade-level reading benchmark adopted by the State Board of
Education.

16

“Results of New Statewide Tests Tell Both Familiar and Alarming Story,” accessed Nov. 12, 2021,
http://parcalabama.org/results-of-new-statewide-tests-tell-both-familiar-and-alarming-story/
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Figure 9. Alabama Comprehensive Assessment Program, English Language Arts test results, 2021

Those more than 10,000 students would potentially be unable to advance to
the fourth grade if they weren’t successful under summer remediation or
qualified for promotion through other exceptions.17
The ALSDE drew on empirical and interdisciplinary research on the science of
reading and other aligned evidence-based best practices in the field to
implement the Literacy Act. As described in the implementation guide, the
Literacy Act requires:
§

Implementation of approved core reading programs aligned with
the science of reading, with explicit, systematic, and differentiated
instruction;

§

Use of approved assessments designed for screening, formative,
and diagnostic purposes;

§

Early identification and support for struggling readers with
dyslexia, learning disabilities, or other barriers to reading with
approved intervention programs;

17

Other exceptions include students who have an Individualized Education Program or other plan for continued
support. Students who have already received multiple years of intensive support and students who can
document reading growth in alternative ways may also be allowed to advance. But in all cases, schools are
required to continue efforts to bring identified students up to grade level.
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§

Support of struggling students through a newly designed multitiered intervention system designed to meet academic and socialemotional challenges;

§

Training of teachers and school administrators in the science of
reading, explicit instruction, and dyslexia;

§

Training of preservice elementary school teachers in the science of
reading;

§

Network of state, regional, and local Reading Specialists to
support schools and teachers as they implement ARI; and

§

Summer Achievement Program and local summer camps for
struggling readers.

The most well-known provision of the Literacy Act is the hold-back provision.
It stipulates that students must be able to read on grade level before being
promoted to fourth grade. Under current law, that provision goes into effect
in spring 2022.
Three suggestions follow based on observations of the current progress
toward the full implementation of the Literacy Act.
1. WHILE DELAYING PROMOTION PROVISION FOR A YEAR, INCREASE
SUPPORT FOR READERS.
In light of disruptions to learning caused by the pandemic, a bill passed
the Legislature in 2021 that would have delayed the grade retention
requirement for two years.
Gov. Kay Ivey vetoed the bill, arguing that it was prudent to maintain
the momentum created by the Literacy Act and wait until more data on
the extent of learning loss was available before implementing a delay.
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As the law stands now, students currently in third grade would be
subject to retention if they fail to achieve grade-level reading.
Students will be identified for potential retention by their performance
on the reading section of the Alabama Comprehensive Assessment
Program (ACAP).
The first administration of ACAP was canceled in 2020 due to the
pandemic. Instead, the first administration of the ACAP occurred in the
spring of 2021, after a year in which all systems faced disruptions and in
which some spent much of the year learning remotely.
Both the complications of COVID-19 and the novelty of the test have
raised questions about whether the test’s results should be used in 2022
to identify children who aren’t reading at grade level and would
therefore be subject to repeating third grade.
The technical advisory committee that advises the state department
and board of education has recommended that the upcoming spring
2022 test data be gathered and analyzed to establish further the
validity of the recommended cut score for grade-level reading. The
state board of education has adopted a cut score based on available
data and recommended by the technical advisory committee.
Because of that recommendation, the test results, and COVID-19-caused
delays in identification and remediation of reading challenges, a oneyear delay is warranted. It will likely receive support from the
Legislature. Gov. Ivey and Superintendent Eric Mackey have indicated
that they will seek and support a one-year delay.
However, a further delay beyond one year is not warranted at this time.
Schools should continue to operate under the assumption that gradelevel reading is required for all students by the end of the third grade.
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Schools should continue to identify struggling readers and those with
learning challenges, like dyslexia, as early as possible and provide
targeted support to bring them up to grade level. Schools should
provide high-quality summer programs for struggling readers and
strongly encourage attendance.
The point of the Literacy Act is not punitive. It creates a deadline that is
linked to an educational transition point. The Act requires training that
should improve reading instruction. It requires identification and
intervention for students long before students face potential retention.
Educational researchers have come to different conclusions when it
comes to grade-level retention. The previous prevailing consensus was
that holding students back caused social and emotional harm and
increased the likelihood of dropping out. More recent research has
found that students retained in early elementary school performed
better academically and were at no greater risk of dropping out.18
As with all policies, data should be tracked, results analyzed, and
adjustments that benefit students should be made based on findings.
2. EXPAND THE NUMBER OF SCHOOLS RECEIVING FULL SUPPORT
FROM REGIONAL SPECIALISTS.
All K-3 schools have a state-supported full-time reading coach position,
a trained reading specialist working with classroom teachers to provide
science-based reading instruction, review students’ formative
assessment data, and work with teachers and students to identify
struggling readers and get them the support they need.

18

Guido Schwerdt, Martin R. West, and Marcus A. Winters, “The Effects of Test-Based Retention on Student
Outcomes over Time: Regression Discontinuity Evidence from Florida,” Journal of Public Economics 152 (August
1, 2017): 154–69, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2017.06.004.
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Under the Literacy Act, the lowest-performing schools in the state are
provided extra help: a full-time Regional Literacy Specialist provided by
the state’s Alabama Reading Initiative. In practice, in 2021, that meant
that 56 of the 750 participating schools in the state (7.4%) received this
level of support, designated full support schools.
A regional literacy specialist provides coaching support and ongoing
science of reading professional learning for teachers. They also work
with teachers to analyze student reading data and make needed
instructional adjustments.
Table 1. Distribution of Schools Receiving Full State-Sponsored Support for Literacy Act implementation

ARI
REGION
1

SAMPLE SYSTEMS (NOT
COMPREHENSIVE)
Walker, Tuscumbia, Marion,
Winston, Muscle Shoals,
Franklin, Haleyville

# FULL
SUPPORT
SCHOOLS

% SCHOOLS
IN REGION
DESIGNATED
FULL
SUPPORT

% TOTAL
FULL
SUPPORT
SCHOOLS

# K-3
SCHOOLS

% TOTAL
K-3
SCHOOLS

56

7.5

1

1.8

1.8

2

Blount, Morgan, Decatur,
Cullman, Lawrence, Limestone

66

8.8

1

1.5

1.8

3

Huntsville, Madison, DeKalb,
Albertville, Arab, Fort Payne

91

12.1

2

2.2

3.6

54

7.2

4

7.4

7.1

73

9.7

21

28.8

37.5

64

8.5

0

0.0

0.0

66

8.8

0

0.0

0.0

4

5

6

7

Tuscaloosa, Demopolis,
Fayette, Lamar, Choctaw,
Greene, Hale
Birmingham, Jefferson,
Bessemer, Leeds, Fairfield,
Midfield, Tarrant
Anniston, Oxford, Randolph,
Attalla, St. Clair, Gadsden,
Calhoun, Clay, Etowah
Shelby, Alabaster, Pelham,
Hoover, Vestavia, Homewood,
Mountain Brook, Talladega,
Bibb, Chilton, Coosa

8

Montgomery, Autauga, Selma,
Dallas, Perry, Wilcox, Lowndes

63

8.4

13

20.6

23.2

9

Auburn, Barbour, Bullock,
Russell, Tallapoosa, Chambers,
Russell, Macon

60

8.0

6

10.0

10.7

10

Mobile, Baldwin, Monroe,
Clarke, Washington

91

12.1

4

4.4

4.4

11

Troy, Dothan, Butler, Coffee,
Houston, Pike, Covington,
Crenshaw, Conecuh, Escambia,
Dale

66

8.8

4

6.1

7.1

750

7.5%

56

TOTAL
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Over 70% of those full support schools are concentrated in three
regions of the state. Two regions have no full support schools, and 8 of
the 11 regions have fewer than five full support schools.
The next tier, Limited Support 1 (LS1) Schools, is comprised of schools
where 55–80% of third-grade students failed to score at the proficient
level on the 2018–19 Scantron Reading Assessment. Despite this high
proportion of the student body that struggles with reading, extra state
support is dramatically lower for LS1 schools.
LS1 Schools are guaranteed only a monthly visit from a Regional
Literacy Specialist. Specialists are supposed to evaluate the
implementation of core reading instruction and intervention instruction,
to monitor reading instruction, to provide ongoing professional learning
on the science of reading, and to monitor the reading progress of all
grades K-3 students a minimum of three times a year.
Monthly visits are hardly sufficient to provide meaningful and lasting
instructional adjustments based on assessment data, much less offering
effective professional learning and monitoring students' reading
progress.
Limited Support 2 (LS2) Schools receive even less support. At these
elementary schools, 46% or more of third-grade students scored at the
“proficient” level in third-grade reading. Yet, they have regional literacy
specialists assigned to provide a minimum of quarterly visits.
With this level of support, it is conceivable, if not likely, that over half of
third-grade students in a school could score below the proficient level
in reading and still receive only monthly visits from the Regional
Literacy Specialist.
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The Legislature and ALSDE should increase support from Regional
Literacy Specialists for LS1 and LS2 schools, either by adjusting the
number of schools that qualify as full-support or by adjusting the level
and frequency of support provided. Currently, most schools and
systems are not receiving support from Regional Literacy Specialists
due to current funding levels.
3. CONSIDER LIMITING THE NUMBER OF ASSESSMENT OPTIONS,
PARTICULARLY FOR SCHOOLS RECEIVING SUPPORT.
The Literacy Act required the formation of a Literacy Task Force to
advise the State Department of Education on implementation.
The Literacy Task Force reviewed formative assessment products and
services and reading intervention products and services and
recommended the formative assessment and intervention programs
that best conformed with the science of reading, as required by the Act,
and were of the highest quality.
In both cases, the formative assessment and the intervention programs,
the State Department of Education forwarded the recommendations to
school systems. Still, they allowed the systems and schools, in some
cases, to choose from a longer list of available programs.
Three formative assessment programs were recommended. They were
subsequently approved by the Superintendent and State Board of
Education.
§

ISIP

§

aimswebPLUS

§

MAP
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However, in notifying systems of the recommendations, ALSDE
included three additional formative assessment programs as options for
use:
§

mCLASS

§

STAR

§

i-Ready

Some schools chose more than one assessment. In the end, all six
different assessments are in use, creating difficulties in gaining an
accurate picture of where students are and in making comparisons
across schools.
It is a significant step forward that the state requires the use of
formative assessment data in decision-making for students.
Regional Literacy Specialists have praised some assessments for the
quality of relevant and detailed feedback they provide to teachers and
local reading specialists on individual students, including strategies to
address problems.
In the end though, only 24% of schools or systems chose the
assessments recommended by the Literacy Task Force for their quality
and alignment with the science of reading. Meanwhile, 76% of schools or
systems chose one of the three additional assessment programs the
State Department added as permitted options.
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Table 2. Literacy Formative Assessment programs, % of schools selecting each option
RECOMMENDED VS. PERMITTED

ASSESSMENT

SELECTION FREQUENCY

RECOMMENDED BY THE TASK
FORCE

ISIP

4%

RECOMMENDED BY THE TASK
FORCE

MAP

3%

RECOMMENDED BY THE TASK
FORCE

aimswebPLUS

17%

PERMITTED BY THE DEPARTMENT

mCLASS

15%

PERMITTED BY THE DEPARTMENT

iREADY

27%

PERMITTED BY THE DEPARTMENT

STAR

34%

The use of multiple assessments across local systems makes it very
difficult for the state to get a good sense of progress across schools
during the school year.
It also complicates the work of the Regional Literacy Specialists, who
are tasked with ensuring assessments are being implemented with
fidelity and that results are being used to make meaningful instructional
decisions. In the long run, the variance in assessments used by schools
is likely to interfere with the clarity of reporting and the access to valid
and reliable data. Going forward, schools and systems where students
do not make adequate progress and are receiving state support should
be required to adopt the highest quality assessments.
4. CONSIDER LIMITING THE NUMBER OF INTERVENTION PROGRAMS.
The Literacy Task Force was assigned to review and recommend
intervention programs aligned with the Science of Reading.
The Task Force recommended four intervention programs:
§

Take Flight

§

SPIRE (School Specialty)

§

Project Read (Language Circle Enterprises)

§

Phonics First (Brainspring)
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In November 2020, ALSDE disseminated a list that included the
recommendations but also had an additional five.
§

Reading Horizons

§

Voyager Read Well

§

Windsor Learning

§

IMSE

§

Voyager Sound Partners

That produced a total of nine intervention programs for systems to
review and choose from. Despite considerable differences in quality and
effectiveness, all nine intervention programs were provided as options.
The same difficulties present themselves as were mentioned in relation
to having multiple formative assessments.
While it is understandable and desirable to provide local choice, it is
must be assured that all students and teachers are receiving effective,
high-quality support and materials that meet the requirements of the
Literacy Act.
Therefore, data should be compiled and analyzed to determine which
formative assessment programs and which intervention programs are
correlated with the strongest student growth.
Results of that analysis should be made public. If programs don’t
demonstrate adequate efficacy, they should be removed from the list of
options.
Schools receiving support as stipulated in the Literacy Act should be
required to adopt assessment and intervention programs that perform
best.
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Takeaway
During a one-year delay in the grade-level retention provision, expand
support to additional schools, coalesce around the best assessments and
interventions, and pursue a clearer analysis of what is working and where
weaknesses remain.
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RAISE EXPECTATIONS IN MATH, IMPLEMENT A
PLAN TO IMPROVE INSTRUCTION
In contrast to its approach in reading, Alabama does not have a clearly articulated goals
and strategies when it comes to foundational mastery of mathematics.

There have been steps taken to improve math instruction, such as the
adoption of the clear, nationally aligned grade-level standards for math and
the provision of professional development to math teachers in order to enable
them to adjust to the new standards.
However, despite Alabama’s well-documented poor performance in math, the
subject has never received the attention, investment, or energy that reading
and literacy have. Alabama has consistently ranked in the bottom handful of
states on the National Assessment of Educational Progress.19
The new ACAP assessment finds that in 2021, students had very low
proficiency rates in math.
Figure 10. Alabama Comprehensive Assessment Program, math results, 2021

19

“Mississippi’s Progress Not a Surprise; It Was Part of a Plan,” Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama (blog),
November 7, 2019, https://parcalabama.org/mississippis-progress-not-a-surprise-it-was-part-of-a-plan/. For
text of PARCA report see Appendix F of this report.
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The state department’s strategy for improving math instruction in its K-12
schools has been to adopt clearer, high standards for mathematics and
provide professional development to improve teachers’ skills in delivering
effective math instruction.
However, math instruction has never received the same level of thought and
investment as reading has. Consequently, Alabama does not have a history of
success to draw on. In fact, Alabama has consistently scored at or near the
bottom when it comes to math proficiency on the National Assessment of
Educational Progress. As in reading, students in Mississippi now post better
performance than Alabama students do.
Figure 11. NAEP math performance over time, Alabama, U.S., and Mississippi compared

There is gathering momentum in favor of developing a comprehensive
strategy for improving math instruction.
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As Alabama did with reading, an Alabama approach might draw inspiration
from Mississippi. Mississippi’s math performance on NAEP trailed Alabama’s in
2003 but has made steady performance since then, surpassing Alabama’s
fourth- and eighth-grade performance since 2015.
The Alabama Reading Initiative and the Alabama Literacy Act also provide
models to build on when it comes to math. Teacher professional
development, school-based coaching, and quality instructional materials and
assessments will be needed in math as well.
The following suggestions were developed by the Business Education Alliance
and the A+ Education Partnership.
1. CREATE A MATH TASK FORCE TO DEFINE A COMPREHENSIVE STATE
STRATEGY FOR IMPROVING MATH INSTRUCTION IN ALABAMA. THE
TASK FORCE SHOULD INCLUDE REPRESENTATION FROM NOT ONLY
K-12 AND HIGHER EDUCATION, BUT ALSO BUSINESS, POLITICAL,
AND CIVIC LEADERSHIP WITH AN INTEREST IN MATH EDUCATION.
The Alabama Literacy Act established the state’s commitment to
improving early literacy. It’s time for state leaders to define how
Alabama will address the math crisis. The establishment of a task force
raises the profile of the issue and builds consensus around effective
solutions.
2. PROVIDE HIGH-QUALITY PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT TO
TEACHERS IN THE MATHEMATICAL CONCEPTS AND NUMERACY.
In order to teach math, teachers need to understand mathematics
conceptually. Not all teacher preparation programs have prepared
Alabama’s teachers to understand conceptual mathematics and
numeracy.
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3. ADOPT HIGH-QUALITY INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS THAT ARE
RIGOROUS AND ALIGNED TO THE ALABAMA MATH COURSE OF
STUDY.
Numerous studies have documented that high-quality instructional
materials make a significant impact on student learning.20 If teachers
aren’t using high-quality and aligned instructional materials (textbooks,
lesson plans, unit plans, other instructional materials, and assessments),
then students won’t learn what they need to be successful in math.
Materials matter. And they are cost effective. A review of studies by the
Center for American Progress found that utilizing high-quality
instructional materials in a classroom is on average 40 times more cost
effective than reducing class size.21
4. INCREASE FUNDING FOR SCHOOL-BASED MATH COACHES AND FOR
MATH PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AT HIGH-PRIORITY AND HIGHPOVERTY SCHOOL DISTRICTS.
In order for our math teachers to be successful in the classroom, they
need excellent instructional leaders to coach them. This should not only
include increasing the number of school-based math coaches, but also
training existing school leaders (principals, assistant principals, and
math coaches) in foundational math content knowledge and effective
coaching practices.

20

David Steiner, “INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS + PROFESSIONAL LEARNING = STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT” 39,
no. 6 (2018): 5.

21

“CurriculumMatters-Report.Pdf,” accessed January 11, 2022, https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wpcontent/uploads/2015/10/06111518/CurriculumMatters-report.pdf.
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5. IMPROVE MATH INSTRUCTION IN COLLEGES OF EDUCATION AND
INCREASE SUPPORT FOR EFFORTS TO RECRUIT AND RETAIN MATH
AND SCIENCE TEACHERS.
All new teachers expected to teach math should be familiar with
mathematical concepts and how to teach those concepts. Similar to the
review of reading education being conducted by the Barksdale Institute,
the state’s teacher preparation programs should be reviewed for the
quality and quantity of math preparation prospective teachers receive.
Results of the review should identify best practices.
To recruit and retain teachers, particularly math and science teachers,
the Legislature has created three new programs in recent years:
§

The Corps of Alabama Teachers: an extra $5,000 to National
Board-Certified teachers in select subjects teaching in hard to staff
schools

§

Alabama Math and Science Teacher Program (AMSTEP):
education loan repayment up to $20,000 over four years for math
and science teachers. Additional award available if teaching in a
high-need school

§

Teacher Excellence and Accountability for Mathematics and
Science (TEAMS): up to an additional $20,000 pay annually for
highly qualified middle and high school math and science teachers
in hard to staff schools

The Corps of Alabama Teachers, launched in 2018-2019, offers a $5,000
bonus for teachers in hard to staff schools who hold National Board
Certification in literacy, English as a new language, math, science and
career and technical education. In its third year, program participation
had grown to 151 teachers teaching in 109 high need schools.
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AMSTEP offers an enhanced enticement for new math and science
teachers looking to repay school loans, especially those willing to teach
in hard-to-staff school.
Created in 2018, AMSTEP has served 73 teachers at a cost of $563,956.
That represents only 32% of available funding, with low levels of
participation thus far. Changes were made in 2021 to broaden eligibility,
which should expand the number of participants. In a November 2021
report,22 the Alabama Commission on the Evaluation of Services (ACES)
recommended that the Alabama Commission on Higher Education
increase marketing and recruitment efforts to improve the effectiveness
of the program. ACES also recommended the Legislature consider
increasing the awards available to $30,000 of student loan debt to
make the package more attractive. As tuition costs rise, the authorized
amount may need to be raised to keep Alabama competitive. ACES
found evidence that AMSTEP was helping retain teachers but needed to
pursue greater effectiveness in recruiting candidates to the profession
and to the state’s public schools.
The TEAMS program, created by Act 2021-340, creates an even greater
financial incentive to math and science teachers in grades 6–12 who
have obtained or plan to obtain an Advanced Credential from either the
National Institute for STEM Education or National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards (NBPTS) Certification. The aim is to attract and
retain highly trained math and science teachers. An additional salary
enhancement is available for teachers in hard-to-staff schools.
According to the State Superintendent Eric Mackey, 1,623 teachers have

22

Amber Bullock, “Teacher Recruitment and Retention,” n.d., 9. https://evidence.alabama.gov/publications/.
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been accepted into the program. That includes a mix of existing
teachers, new teachers, and teachers new to Alabama public schools.

Takeaway
Alabama has a math crisis. The state leaders must commit to a comprehensive
plan to ensure every Alabama student has the skills to be successful. Our
workforce depends on it.
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CLOSE THE GAP BETWEEN HIGH SCHOOL
GRADUATION AND COLLEGE AND CAREER
READINESS
When the State Board of Education set the goal of 90% of high school students
graduating on time, Alabama high schools responded. From 2012 through 2019,
Alabama’s high school graduation rate climbed more than any other state, exceeding the
goal two years early.

However, not as much progress was made on the second part of the goal, that every
graduate be prepared for college or career. Rebounding from the pandemic, the
education leaders have an opportunity to focus on improving readiness and making sure
the measures of readiness are meaningful.

Figure 12. Graduation and college and career readiness measures, Alabama public schools
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In 2020, 92% of seniors were leaving high school on time with a diploma, but
only 76% met one of the established college and career readiness
benchmarks.

§

45% scored silver or above on the WorkKeys test, a standardized
test designed to measure attainment of the math, reading, and
comprehension skills needed to function in the workplace.

§

46% passed one of the benchmarks on the ACT, demonstrating
college readiness in at least one subject.

§

11% earned a qualifying score on an Advanced Placement (AP)
exam, the equivalent of successfully taking and passing a college
course while still in high school.

§

35% earned an industry-recognized credential through a high
school Career Technical Education (CTE) program.

§

15% earned college credit through dual enrollment, most often at a
community college in a career-related field.

§

2% of seniors successfully joined the military, and

§

Less than 1% earned credit through the International Baccalaureate
Program (IB), a program similar to the AP program, college-level
courses taught in high school.

Some slippage in 2020 results may be linked to the COVID-19 pandemic. And
considering that AP, IB, dual enrollment, and CTE credentials had to be
completed virtually, it is a credit to students and teachers that so many
adjusted and were able to finish.
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And in at least one regard, the dip in credentials earned through CTE linked to
the pandemic is arguably beneficial. It has given the system time to step back
and improve what has been an inadequate system for collecting data on
which credentials were actually being earned. And with better data, there can
be a more informed discussion on what credentials should count as valuable
and should be recognized as proof of career readiness.
According to the Alabama Career Technical Education Impact Report, the
number of credentials earned through Career Technical Education soared
from 2015 to 2019, more than doubling.
§

2015—14,522 Credentials Earned

§

2016—18,806 Credentials Earned

§

2017—24,424 Credentials Earned

§

2018—28,461 Credentials Earned

§

2019—31,933 Credentials Earned

§

2020—22,249 Credentials Earned

Part of the drop in 2020 may be pandemic related, but it is also due to a
tightened definition of what constitutes a worthy industry-recognized
credential.
The Business Education Alliance’s (BEA) 2020 report, Education Matters,23
noted that a significant portion of the rise in credentials during that period
was due to the increase in the number of credentials that didn’t represent
career readiness or were in fields that weren’t linked to in-demand jobs.

23

“Education-Matters” accessed November 22, 2021, http://beaalabama.com/wpcontent/uploads/2020/01/Education-Matters-2020-BEA-Report.pdf.
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The State Department now requires that for a credential to count, it must flow
out of the course the student is taking.
On November 10, 2021, representatives of the Alabama Workforce Council
(AWC) presented the State of Board of Education with Ten Points on K-12
Education, several of which addressed Career Technical Education. (See
Appendix C.) The AWC recommended that every graduate should
demonstrate proof of college and career readiness and that CTE should be
focused on valuable credentials that are in demand in Alabama. The AWC
suggested that the Board of Education and state Department of Education
take the following actions to support outcomes:
All students should graduate college and career ready: Pass an
administrative rule code change to ensure students earn at least one college
and career readiness indicator by the time of their graduation. Recommended
completion date: December 31, 2021.
Credentials earned through CTE should be of verified quality: Adopt an
administrative rule code change that requires Career Readiness Indicators to
be registered to the Alabama Credential Registry and aligned to the Alabama
Committee on Credentialing and Career Pathways (ACCCP) Compendium of
Valuable Credentials. Recommended completion date: December 31, 2021.
Credentials should lead to jobs in demand: Conduct a gap analysis and
resource audit of all CTE programs to determine the level of alignment of CTE
programs of study offered at each local education agency to the ACCCP’s
regional and statewide list of in-demand jobs. Recommended completion
date: March 31, 2022.
The AWC representatives also suggested requiring school CTE directors to
attend regional workforce council meetings and requiring career coaches to
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collaborate with the Alabama Office of Apprenticeship to establish in-school
youth apprenticeships.
The AWC also pointed to the potential of using COVID-19 federal relief funds
to expand CTE programs that are of high quality and are aligned with
ACCCP’s list of in-demand jobs.

Takeaway
Make closing the gap a top priority. Continue to improve the accountability
regarding credentials attainment in Career Technical Education and adopt the
AWC Ten Points on K-12 Education.
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INCREASE PROGRESSION INTO HIGHER
EDUCATION
Since 2014, the high school graduation rate has climbed, but the percentage of students
going directly into higher education has declined. It’s good that an increasing number of
students are exiting with a high school diploma. But according to the data, a growing
number of students aren’t going on to college. Considering the changes to the economy,
those high school graduates are not likely to prosper if they don’t get additional training
or find a pathway back to higher education.

Figure 13. College-going rates for recent Alabama public high school graduates

The state hasn’t set a clear goal for educational attainment rates after high
school. There is an overall goal that by 2025, 60% of the adult workforce will
have a post-high school credential or degree. However, Alabama is not even
meeting that level of achievement with its youngest students right now. More
emphasis on efforts to push students across the bridge to higher education is
needed, like the push to increase federal applications for student aid.
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Reverse the Slide in College-Going
The enrollment declines at the community college level have been taking
place across the country.24 It may stem from the fact that a greater share of
community college students are from economically disadvantaged
households. In 2020, the climate of economic uncertainty likely kept some
from embarking on a college education.
Preceding the pandemic, community colleges had already been experiencing
lower enrollment, but for the opposite reason: When the job market is strong,
as it was in 2019, more graduates feel economically secure and go straight
into the workforce.
When unemployment is high, enrollment tends to rise at community colleges,
but that didn’t happen in 2020. Preliminary fall enrollment for 2021 points to
some recovery at community colleges in Alabama, with total enrollment up
5.6% compared to 2020. But that’s still down 7.8% compared to 2019.
ACCS officials said that because high school students didn’t finish the 2020
school year physically present at school, two-year colleges missed a
traditional window for recruiting students. Applications for federal financial
aid (FAFSA) were down significantly as well. With students away from school,
K-12 counselors and community college representatives were unable to make
a final push for completion. The resources the FAFSA process unlocks often
are a deciding factor for students as to whether they can afford to attend.
Alabama Possible, an advocacy group that works to increase college access,

24

“COVID-19: Stay Informed,” National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, November 17, 2021,
https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/.
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estimates that only 50% of the 2021 graduating class completed a FAFSA
form, which left an estimated $60 million uncollected.25

Increase FAFSA Completion
In April of 2021, the Alabama State School Board added the completion of the
FAFSA to its checklist for high school graduation to encourage more students
to complete it. The Alabama Workforce Council’s “Ten Points on K-12
Education” recommended that the state board adopt annual targets for
improving FAFSA completions rates with a goal of 100%. According to the
National College Attainment Network, “seniors who complete the FAFSA are
84% more likely to enroll in postsecondary education immediately. For
students in the lowest socioeconomic quintile, FAFSA completion is
associated with a 127% increase in immediate college enrollment.”26
Meanwhile, the Alabama Community College System is hoping a return to
traditional models of student engagement and recruitment will increase
enrollment there.
ACCS is also partnering with the American Institutes for Research (AIR), the
Alabama State Department of Education, Alabama Possible, and ACHE in an
experiment testing whether text messages can help students enroll and
succeed in college. The grant-funded project aims to keep high school seniors
from dropping through the cracks in the summer between high school
graduation and the fall semester of that year. Participating students will
receive text messages reminding them to complete specific college admission

25

Chandra Scott, “Governor Ivey Declares October as FAFSA Completion Month,” Alabama Possible (blog),
September 30, 2021, https://alabamapossible.org/2021/09/30/al-fafsa-completion-month/.

26

“National FAFSA Completion Rates: High School Seniors & Grads - National College Attainment Network,”
accessed November 22, 2021,
https://www.ncan.org/page/NationalFAFSACompletionRatesforHighSchoolSeniorsandGraduates.
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and course registration tasks. The data will be analyzed to measure the
impact of participation.

Takeaway
Embrace the state Board of Education’s recently adopted policy of Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) being utilized by all applicable
students.
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PROVIDING OPPORTUNITY TO POPULATIONS
WITH BARRIERS
To reach Success Plus’ 60% attainment goal by 2025, a significant portion of the
increased attainment has to come from adults, either those already in the workforce or
those who have left the workforce.

Success Plus’ elevation of adults already in the workforce is a noteworthy
innovation. And its intention to reach out to those not in the workforce
represents a change in thinking. Alabama has traditionally been suspicious of
supportive services and subsidies. On the other hand, Alabama is nationally
known and justifiably proud of its workforce training agency, Alabama
Industrial Development Training (AIDT).
Can a partnership across public agencies, private businesses, and nonprofits
bring together existing resources for a more effective outreach and uplift of
individuals who have fallen out of the workforce and face challenges of
reentry?

Labor Force Participation and Its Correlations
Alabama’s labor force participation rate is one of the lowest among U.S.
states. In the prime working-age population, ages 25–64, 73% of Alabamians
are in the workforce, compared to the U.S. average of 79%.
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Figure 14. States ranked on labor force participation rate, prime working-age population, age 25-64, U.S Census,
American Community Survey, 2019, one year-estimates.

Why is Alabama’s labor force participation rate lower? It’s hard to say for
certain, but low labor force participation is linked with specific characteristics.
By identifying those variables, the state can identify levers to pull and
populations to target to increase labor force participation.

Higher Educational Attainment Leads to Higher Labor Force
Participation
A state’s labor force participation rate is correlated with the population’s level
of educational attainment post-high school. Figure 12 graphs U.S. states
according to two characteristics: educational attainment and labor force
participation.
A state’s position on the vertical axis is determined by the percentage of its
population between the ages of 25 and 64 that has some college or a higher
education degree.
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A state’s position on the horizontal axis is determined by the percentage of its
population 25 to 64 that is participating in the workforce.
Alabama can be found in the lower left quadrant with a cluster of other states,
mainly in the South, where educational attainment is lower compared to other
states and where labor force participation is low as well. Following the
upward sloping trend line, as educational attainment rises, so does the labor
force participation rate.
Figure 15. Comparing States Educational Attainment and Labor Force Participation

Considering the correlation, it’s likely that raising educational attainment in a
state should also positively affect its labor force participation rate.
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Educational Attainment
Looking more closely at Alabama’s statistics, the link between labor force
participation level and educational attainment is clear. Portions of the
population with lower educational attainment levels are less likely to be
participating in the workforce.
Table 3. Labor force participation rate by educational level, Alabama vs. U.S., U.S. Census Bureau, American
Community Survey, 2019, one-year estimates

Alabama’s rate of labor force participation is close to the national average
among those with a bachelor’s degree or above. Labor force participation
diverges farther from the national average at lower levels of educational
attainment.
AGE
Labor force participation is also correlated with age. While it is common to
see a decline in labor force participation as people age, Alabama’s labor force
participation rate falls more steeply with age. The gap between the U.S. and
Alabama is at a greater divergence from the national average as the
population ages. For individuals under 30, the gap between Alabama and the
U.S. is only three percentage points. Rising steadily with each age group, the
gap between Alabama and the U.S. reaches almost ten percentage points for
workers between 60 and 64.
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Table 4. Labor force participation rate by age level, Alabama vs. U.S., U.S. Census Bureau, American Community
Survey, 2019, one-year estimates

DISABILITY AND POVERTY STATUS
In 2019, Alabamians in poverty and Alabamians with disabilities participated in
the workforce at a lower rate than similarly situated individuals across the
country.
A focus on these populations is also warranted because Alabama’s rates of
poverty and disability are higher than most other states. Other states with
higher rates of poverty and disability also tend to be the same states with low
rates of labor force participation, like West Virginia, Arkansas, Kentucky,
Mississippi, and Louisiana.
Table 5. Labor force participation rate by poverty and disability status, Alabama vs. the U.S., U.S. Census Bureau,
American Community Survey, 2019, one-year estimates
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RACE AND ETHNICITY
When it comes to race and ethnicity, whites in Alabama are less likely to
participate in the workforce. Hispanics and Black Alabamians have lower labor
force participation rates than the same groups nationally, with a gap of 1.9
and 3.9 percentage points, respectively. Among white Alabamians, the labor
rate participation rate is the most divergent from the U.S. average, with a 5.3
percentage point gap.
Table 6. Labor force participation rate by poverty and disability status, Alabama vs. U.S., U.S. Census Bureau,
American Community Survey, 2019, one-year estimates

Partnering to Reach Populations with Barriers
The traditional education and workforce development system is set up to
move individuals through a progression, like a pipeline. Employment Services
are available when someone loses a job and is unemployed. Free federally
subsidized training programs are available to low-income individuals. Adult
Education is available when someone without a high school diploma decides
to pursue a GED. Supportive benefits like childcare subsidies are available to
the working poor, and families in financial crisis can receive Temporary
Assistance for Families in Need (TANF) through the Department of Human
Resources. Rehabilitation Services are available for those with a disability.
State subsidized training is available for workers seeking jobs in target
industries. Traditionally, Alabama’s various state agencies involved in the
workforce development system played their role but tended to stay in their
lanes, addressing the specific needs connected to their mission.
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Success Plus and associated reorganizations of the workforce systems call for
information sharing and cooperative service delivery across government
agencies.
Figure 16. Major Components for the Alabama Workforce Development System

The plan also calls for collaborating with non-governmental partners:
community-based organizations that play an essential role in workforce
development. This is particularly true in outreach to special populations who
are disproportionately likely to be out of the labor force.

Connecting Private and Public Resources in Outreach to Special
Populations
A complex, if often informal, network of community organizations, nonprofits,
and faith communities provides vital services and supports those seeking
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services in the workforce development system. Some organizations are quite
large, with multi-million-dollar budgets and state and federal contracts, but
most are smaller, relying on volunteers and small charitable donations.
These organizations’ services may be an alternative to state-provided
services, thus offering clients a choice of providers. They can operate with
flexibility and a nimbleness not usually available to state agencies. As such,
they are well-positioned to serve clients who fall through the gaps of other
agencies or have unique challenges that fall outside of the capacity of current
structures. Community-based services may provide additional points of
access or convenience or may benefit from existing relationships with clients.
Such services augment rather than compete with state-funded services.
State agencies should view community organizations as partners in improving
labor force participation rates. Innovative ideas, concepts, and programs can
and do emerge from the local level and do not always have to flow
downward. A true local/state partnership exhibits that approach.
As such, community organizations can play the role of the connector and
critical component of the state’s “no wrong door” approach to workforce
development.

62

Forging Alabama’s Future: Improving Educational Attainment and Workforce Development

Figure 17. Community-based organizations in Alabama’s workforce development system

In some cases, however, community-based programs augment the state
services. While the community college system may provide GED instruction,
community-based providers may offer more basic academic instruction, even
basic literacy.
While state programs may help clients arrange interviews or seek long-term
childcare, community organizations may ensure clients have the appropriate
dress for the interview or episodic childcare during the job search.
Such services are critical to the success of the individual and the overall
success of the workforce system.

Connecting Public and Private Resources in a Network: WECAN
The challenge is that many of these community organizations are not
engaged, formally or informally, with the state workforce system. Many
organizations operate under the radar and are unknown to the staff at local
Career Centers, AIDIT training locations, or other state providers. Clients of
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the state’s Career Centers may not be aware of the important workforce
supports or basic services available just a few blocks away.
To build connections between the state’s workforce development system and
the nonprofit and community-based universe of related services, Governor’s
Office on Workforce, Education, and Training (GOWET) launched the
Workforce and Education Community Assessment Network (WECAN).
WECAN is creating asset maps at the state, region, and county levels. WECAN
defines an asset as any organization, good, or service that enhances, supports,
or encourages a client to secure and retain meaningful employment. These
asset maps seek to identify the universe of providers that offer workforce
development and workforce development-related services.
The WECAN initiative will result in a toolbox of new and expanded resources

to equip Career Center case managers and other on-the-ground workforce
development professionals

WECAN Directory
In support of the WECAN initiative, the Business Education Alliance
recognized the need to catalog and network Alabama’s community-based
organizations due to nonprofits’ vital role in the workforce development
system.
To address the situation, BEA proposed the creation of a resource directory
of community-based organizations. The directory is now being developed
with technical assistance from PARCA and in collaboration with the Alabama
Department of Commerce and Alabama Regional Workforce Councils. The
directory will spotlight the important contributions of nonprofit and
community-based organizations in the workforce development system. The
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BEA elected to create an electronic directory rather than a paper directory,
which would have a limited shelf life.
In December 2020, the BEA entered into an agreement with the Alabama
Department of Commerce regarding the e-directory. The BEA retains
ownership of the directory, but it is managed by the Department of
Commerce. The BEA receives no financial reward from Commerce.
The directory, rebranded as the WECAN Directory, will be expanded for use
as a statewide community asset directory. Initial population of the directory
will be the responsibility of the regional workforce commissions, with support
from PARCA.
The directory is expected to go live late in the spring of 2022.

Takeaway
Close the gap in labor force participation for Alabamians above age 30 by
expanding partnerships among state agencies and community-based
organizations that can provide “boots on the ground,” points of access, and
training. The newly created Dashboard for Alabamians to Visualize Income
Determination (DAVID) and Workforce and Education Community Asset
Network (WECAN) are unique, Alabama-created tools to aid in closing the
gap.
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THE BROADBAND IMPERATIVE
When the pandemic closed schools, teachers, and students depended on
internet connections to continue
coursework. Businesses depended on
reliable broadband to keep their

Figure 18. Areas where high-speed Internet is available,
shaded blue. Map provided by Alabama Digital Expansion
Division of ADECA.

operations going.
Post-pandemic, it is clear that
Alabama has miles to go if it is to
provide an equitable and
competitive level of internet service
across the state. And it’s clear that in
both education and business, highspeed internet connectivity will be
an essential part of life and learning.
According to the U.S. Census
Bureau’s American Community
Survey, in 2019, close to 40% of
Alabama households lacked
broadband internet service, the
third-lowest rate of wired
connectivity among U.S. States.27
In 2021, the Alabama Department of
Economic and Community Affairs (ADECA) estimated that it would cost
between $4 and $6 billion to cover areas not currently covered.

27

2019 U.S. Census, American Community Survey (ACS), one-year estimates, report that 59% of Alabamians have
wired broadband connections and another 8.7% have satellite internet.
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Figure 16 depicts areas of the state that don’t have high-speed internet
access, currently defined as 25 megabits per second (Mbps) download speed
and 3 Mbps upload speed. The map is based on the new interactive
broadband access map developed by ADECA.
A drive to make broadband universally available will require massive
investment and effort from the state, federal governments, and from private
companies. And further support will be needed to make it universally
affordable.
Fortunately, an outpouring of federal funds for broadband expansion is on the
way. Some of it is appropriated in the massive COVID-19 relief bills passed in
2020 and 2021 and another injection through the Infrastructure Investment
and Jobs Act, signed into law in November of 2021.
The federal government is still calculating allocation amounts for each of the
states. Meanwhile, the state is making preparations.

Who will be receiving and distributing all that money?
The first order of business was to establish a vehicle for planning,
coordinating, and distributing funding for broadband expansion. Alabama has
been slow to forge a comprehensive strategy for expanding connectivity, but
the onslaught of federal money has accelerated what had been a budding
effort to expand strategically.
ADECA has been tasked with planning and implementation of broadband
expansion. The Connect Alabama Act (SB215), passed in the 2021 regular
session, created the Alabama Digital Expansion Division within ADECA,
elevating what was an office in the energy division to a much higher profile
operation. The bill also created the Alabama Digital Expansion Authority, the
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Connect Alabama Fund, and the Alabama Digital Finance Authority, which will
be able to issue bonds to finance digital infrastructure projects.
Prior to that, ADECA had overseen the smaller Alabama Broadband
Accessibility Fund,28 established in 2018, which provides grants to expand
broadband access in rural parts of the state. Grants are capped at the higher
of 35% of the project cost or $1.5 million.
The Legislature allocated $7.4 million in 2018–2019 and $20 million in both
2020 and 2021.
According to ADECA, the Fund, by January of 2021, had awarded $19.8 million
in funding to 19 different providers to support 55 different projects. With a
total cost of $66.89 million, these projects have the potential to add 25,134
new services or connections. While most of these new connections are homes,
they could also be businesses, schools, hospitals, or similar facilities.29

Where is broadband expansion needed?
Private companies provide high-speed internet options in areas with enough
density to provide a return on their investment. The challenge in urban areas
is making sure that everyone can afford the services.
But in rural portions of the state and in underserved parts of metro areas,
broadband may not be available.
ADECA has also made available an interactive map using ARCGIS to show
where new broadband accessibility projects are in place.30

28

Act 2018-395, amended by 2019-32728 in 2019.

29

“Annual Report—January 2021,”ADECA, https://adeca.alabama.gov/wp-content/uploads/AlabamaBroadband-Accessibility-Fund-January-2021.docx

30

Broadband Coverage Map, ACDECA, adecagis.alabama.gov/broadband2021/.
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That map is based on an address-level map of internet and broadband access
in Alabama developed in partnership with Lightbox, a real estate data
company. Lightbox worked with Georgia to produce that state’s maps.
Lightbox also provides its own national mapping tool available to the public.31
While the data are mapped to the address level, maps available to the public
will be aggregated at the Census block to protect privacy. The new Alabama
maps depict Census blocks based on the percentage of addresses in the block
which have access to broadband: 50% or less, 51% to 80%, and 81% and up.
Alabama officials and national observers predict the new Alabama maps will
be the most granular and accurate in the country.
Mapping broadband access is more than just a curiosity. The federal and state
governments are on the verge of spending billions to expand broadband
access in Alabama and around the country.
The Georgia mapping project found more than 250,000 locations without
access but which the FCC deemed served. Deana Perry, the Georgia
Broadband Development executive director, noted, “Those locations would
not be eligible for any FCC funding.”32
Accurate mapping is essential to effective deployment of state and federal
funds.

Policy Questions
As the state moves toward firmer answers on where broadband is lacking,
additional policy questions remain to be addressed.

31

Lightbox, U.S. Internet Connectivity map, www.lightboxre.com/connectivity-map/.

32

https://www.cnet.com/features/states-couldnt-afford-to-wait-for-the-fccs-broadband-maps-to-improve-sothey-didnt/.
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WHO LEADS?
Under the current model, the state is providing government funds to private
broadband providers to extend service to places that would otherwise be
uneconomical to serve.
However, there are other priorities, as well. Some communities have launched
efforts to provide the fastest speeds and maximum bandwidth as an
economic development tool and as a service to their residents.
Most notable of these efforts are projects in Huntsville, Opelika, and the
Shoals area. These projects are in different stages of development and
pursuing slightly different end goals. They will undoubtedly partner with
government and industry, but they were conceived and managed by local
leaders to meet local needs.
To what extent should these initiatives be able to access public matching
funds for public broadband expansion investment?
WHICH TECHNOLOGY IS BEST IN WHICH CIRCUMSTANCE?
As noted above, broadband refers to relative speed, not a specific technology
or delivery mechanism. There are currently six competing methods of
broadband delivery.
§

Digital Subscriber Line (DSL): copper phone lines

§

Cable Modem: coaxial cable lines

§

Fiber: thin glass fibers

§

Wireless: radio waves to and from towers

§

Satellite: radio waves from orbiting satellites

§

Broadband over Power Lines (BPL): uses existing electrical lines
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Each has its proponents and opponents, advantages and disadvantages.
Some technologies are better suited for some applications or geographies
than others.
It is generally recognized that fiber can provide the fastest broadband speeds,
and satellites, such as Starlink, Elon Musk’s web of satellites circling the globe,
may best serve very remote areas.
Wireless or satellite transmission of broadband may provide broadband
services to remote homes, but they are currently considered insufficiently
robust to serve industry or larger businesses.
Alabama’s economic model presumes competing vendors with competing
technologies. However, the complicated nature of the technology and the
speed at which technology is advancing places policymakers at a
considerable disadvantage when determining the best solutions and
negotiating the best public-private partnerships.
HOW TO MAKE THE ECONOMICS OF “COSTLY CONSUMERS” WORK?
Communities that don’t have access now are without it for a reason. Potential
consumers are spread out, the geography is challenging, and the expectations
for economic return on investment are low.
Traditional providers, such as telecom and cable companies, can calculate
how much they’d have to spend to expand coverage and how much they
could earn. When the math doesn’t work, state and federal funds are awarded
to providers to incentivize or offset the cost of expanding.
Considering how indispensable high-speed internet has become to
communication, commerce, education, health, and public information, are
public investments in private companies the most effective way to make
adequate, affordable internet service widely available? Alabama should
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research what the most efficient and cost-effective ways to provide highspeed internet.

Takeaway
Complete the accurate mapping and begin addressing gaps in coverage.
Provide additional state and available federal dollars to create equitable
access by the most cost-effective means possible to every region of Alabama.
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CONCLUSION
Emerging from the pandemic, Alabama has the opportunity for transformative change.

Unemployment rates have already returned to record low levels.

A level of government investment in education and infrastructure not seen in generations
is being made available. We face both the urgency of making up for learning time lost
during the pandemic and a longer-term commitment to retool Alabama for a
transformed economy and a different future.

Alabama’s upward trajectory will be limited unless the state addresses a
history of underachievement in education. For generations, Alabama failed to
provide an adequate and equitable basic education to all children. That has
led to low levels of educational attainment, low levels of workforce
participation, and persistent poverty.
Progress has been made. Ten years ago, Alabama fourth graders reached the
national average in reading proficiency, thanks to the Alabama Reading
Initiative. Though scores have drifted down since then, the 2019 Literacy Act
has revived the state’s commitment to and investment in research-based
literacy instruction. The Act’s implementation is leading to higher
expectations and hopes.
Our long-running failure to give students adequate math instruction has been
brought to the fore again, this time as a result of an Alabama-developed
assessment of mathematics proficiency. The wake-up call the results delivered
has inspired calls for a comprehensive strategic plan to improve math
instruction, similar in scope and urgency to the investment made in literacy.
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Alabama now records high school graduation rates that are among the
highest in the United States. However, in the modern economy, a high school
diploma is not enough to secure a job that leads to a brighter future. More
than a high school diploma, students today need a verifiable, valuable
credential, one that opens the door to a career or to a college degree.
Business and industry representatives are calling on education leaders to
make sure every student leaves high school rigorously prepared for higher
education or armed with a quality credential that provides entry into an indemand career field.
Beyond the typical education pipeline, Alabama is making an unprecedented
reach into the current workforce and beyond to individuals who dropped out.
Government agencies, business and industry, and nonprofit service providers
are finding ways to help smarter by joining forces. Through collaboration, they
are answering the needs of individuals and matching them with the needs of
the economy.
New technology is helping forge these connections between individuals and
opportunities. At the same time, the technology needs to be deployed
equitably, across geographies and demographic groups, so we don’t repeat
the mistakes of the past.
These new cooperative networks will produce a shared pool of data. That
data can identify strategies that are improving lives and economic outcomes.
But that data is only valuable when methodically collected, protected for
individual privacy, and shared, analyzed, and understood. The long-needed
but long-delayed longitudinal data system needs to be brought online. Databased decisions can be made only if data are available and utilized.
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Alabama leaders have set high goals. Strategies are being deployed to meet
them. To reach them, we need to accurately chart our progress, adjust course
when necessary, and tack boldly toward a better future.
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APPENDIX A
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SYNOPSIS OF GOVERNOR KAY IVEY’S STRONG
START, STRONG FINISH
(full post at: https://governor.alabama.gov/priorities/education/)

The Strong Start, Strong Finish (SSSF) education initiative launched by
Governor Kay Ivey in July 2017, works to integrate Alabama’s early childhood
education, K-12 education, and workforce development efforts into a seamless
educational journey for all Alabamians.
Since the launch of Strong Start, Strong Finish, Governor Ivey has developed
an integrated education-to-workforce talent pipeline that will ensure
Alabamians, from every municipality and locality, have access to education
and workforce training that leads to employment in an occupation that pays a
family-sustaining wage. Strong Start, Strong Finish is also ensuring that each
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community in Alabama is economically competitive and possesses the skilled
workforce needed to attract and grow new industries.
There are three major strategies for SSSF:
§

Pre to Three (P-3)

§

Computer Science for Alabama (CS4AL)

§

Success Plus (Success+)

Pre to Three is focused on securing state-wide saturation for the Alabama
First-Class Pre-K Program and ensuring that all of Alabama’s third graders are
proficient readers by 2022. CS4AL will ensure that a rigorous computer
science (CS) course is offered at all of Alabama’s middle and high schools by
2022. Success+ will prepare 500,000 more Alabamians to enter the
workforce with high-quality postsecondary degrees, certificates, and
credentials by 2025.
Pre to Three is focused on securing state-wide saturation for the Alabama
First-Class Pre-K Program and ensuring that all of Alabama’s third graders are
proficient readers by 2022. CS4AL will ensure that a rigorous computer
science (CS) course is offered at all of Alabama’s middle and high schools by
2022. Success+ will prepare 500,000 more Alabamians to enter the
workforce with high-quality postsecondary degrees, certificates, and
credentials by 2025.
THE STRONG START, STRONG FINISH BENCHMARKS
Governor Ivey’s strategic vision for Alabama’s education and workforce
system includes five benchmarks to ensure that all Alabamians are prepared
for a strong start and a strong finish to their education journey—no matter
what phase of life they may find themselves in. Each of the three major Strong
Start, Strong Finish strategies—P-3, CS4AL, and Success+—are composed of
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initiatives designed to make progress against two or more of the five
benchmarks.
The five Strong Start, Strong Finish benchmarks are:
1. pre-k readiness to ensure that all of Alabama’s four-year-old children
are prepared for an excellent early childhood education experience;
2. school readiness to ensure that all of Alabama’s five- and six-year-old
students enter kindergarten and/or first grade with advanced skills;
3. literacy and numeracy by age eight to ensure that all of Alabama’s
students are prepared to persist through difficult coursework;
4. career exploration and discovery so that all students understand how
to connect their interests and aptitudes with academic skills they
learn in the classroom; and
5. college and/or career readiness so that all students graduate high
school prepared to enter postsecondary education or into an indemand occupation.
During the 2019 Legislative Session, Governor Ivey’s Strong Start, Strong
Finish legislative package, the most sweeping and transformative education
agenda in over 50 years, passed with full bipartisan support.
The package consists of three bills. The Alabama Literacy Act (Act 2019-523)
supports the first three SSSF benchmarks of pre-k readiness, school readiness,
and literacy and numeracy. The Computer Science for Alabama (CS4AL) Act
(Act 2019-389) supports the third, fourth, and fifth SSSF benchmarks of
literacy and numeracy, college and career exploration, and college and/or
career readiness. The Alabama Industry-Recognized and Registered
Apprenticeship (AIRRAP) Act (Act 2019-506) supports the fourth and fifth
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SSSF benchmarks of college and career exploration, and college and/or
career readiness.
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#AlabamaAchieves

A Strategic Plan For A New Decade
T h e A l A b A m A S TAT e D e pA r T m e n T o f e D u c AT i o n

2020

8

• Establish statewide administrator and regional
specialists for English language learners coordination
and professional development.
• Embed strategies for dyslexia/dyscalculia in Alabama
Reading Initiative (ARI) and Alabama Math, Science, and
Technology Initiative (AMSTI) professional learning.
• Provide ongoing support to teachers and administrators
through impactful professional development.

Strategies:

Support students with exceptional needs
(e.g., special education, gifted, English learners,
dyslexic, medically fragile).

• Utilize PowerSchool Analytics to disaggregate data and
use the information to provide targeted professional
development to teachers.
• Implement “AMSTI for All” plan to maximize impact
on student success.
• Utilize data analysis based on the results of formative
assessments to provide intervention and supports while
addressing the racial gap in student achievement.
• Place math coaches in every elementary school in the
state to provide classroom-embedded instructional
support for teachers.

Strategies:

• Utilize PowerSchool Analytics to disaggregate data to
provide targeted professional development to teachers
and administrators.
• Revitalize and refocus Alabama Reading Initiative
(ARI) implementations to maximize impact on K-3
student success.
• Analyze results of formative assessments to determine
and provide intervention and support to improve
teaching and learning while addressing the racial gap
in student achievement.
• Utilize evidence-based practices to increase student
achievement with emphasis on exceptionalities
(e.g., special education, English learners, dyslexic,
medically fragile).

Strategies:

Increase mathematics and science achievement
on state and national assessments.

Increase reading achievement on
state and national assessments.

Increase student achievement in all academic areas with a focus on reading and math.

Academic Growth and Achievement

9

• Provide equitable access to computer science courses
across the state by increasing the number of course
permit trainings.
• Promote use of the Praxis to expand the number of
teachers available to teach computer science courses.
• Expand opportunities for all students who have an
interest in computer science to experience-related
activities outside of the classroom.

Strategies:

Expand computer science oﬀerings
to every school.

H percentage of 3rd Grade students reading on
grade level as measured by AcAp
H State level achievement on the
4th Grade nAep reading Assessment
H State level achievement on the
8th Grade nAep reading Assessment
H State level achievement on the
4th Grade nAep mathematics Assessment
H State level achievement on the
8th Grade nAep mathematics Assessment

See Figures 1 5 on pages 10 11

Measures of Success:

ALABAMA

~.. '.Achieves
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• Utilize ACCESS to expand high-quality course oﬀerings.
• Encourage local school systems to utilize the ALSDE
waiver process and/or community partnerships to
create innovative opportunities for students.
• Develop alternative approaches to engage students in
real-world learning experiences through virtual
opportunities and augmented reality/artiﬁcial
intelligence.

Strategies:

Support a robust curriculum for all students that
supports the arts, foreign languages, and other
academic areas that create a solid foundation
for students.

• Promote partnerships between institutions of
higher education, community colleges, and local
school systems to facilitate dual enrollment.
• Collaborate with A+ to promote professional learning
opportunities that will increase AP course availability.
• Identify scholarships for students to enroll in
college courses without a fee charged to the parents
or districts.

Strategies:

Improve participation and success in Advanced
Placement and dual enrollment courses.

Increase student achievement in all academic areas with a focus on reading and math.

Academic Growth and Achievement
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Alabama Workforce Council 2021-2022 Ten Points on K-12 Education
1. Disseminate a best practice guide to local education agencies for using federal ESSER II and III
funds to establish high-quality CTE programs aligned to the ACCCP’s list of in-demand jobs.
Recommended completion date: December 31, 2021.
2. Develop annual targets for reaching a 100 percent FAFSA completion rate by 2025.
Recommended completion date: December 31, 2021.
3. Develop biennial targets for reaching the national average in fourth and eighth grade reading and
mathematics on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) by 2026.
Recommended completion date: December 31, 2021.
4. Establish a policy requiring career coaches and CTE directors to attend regional workforce
council meetings no later than September 30, 2021, and establish a policy requiring career
coaches to collaborate with the Alabama Office of Apprenticeship to establish in-school youth
apprenticeships. Recommended completion date: December 31, 2021.
5. Pass an administrative rule code change to ensure students earn at least one college and career
readiness indicator by the time of their graduation. Recommended completion date: December 31,
2021.
6. Adopt an administrative rule code change that requires Career Readiness Indicators to be
registered to the Alabama Credential Registry and aligned to the ACCCP’s Compendium of
Valuable Credentials. Recommended completion date: December 31, 2021.
7. Establish an incentive program, by policy, rule, or Act of the Legislature, for schools to reduce
the rate of student and teacher absenteeism to no more than ten days per academic year.
Recommended completion date: March 31, 2022.
8. Conduct a gap analysis and resource audit of all CTE programs to determine the level of
alignment of CTE programs of study offered at each local education agency to the ACCCP’s
regional and statewide list of in-demand jobs. Recommended completion date: March 31, 2022.
9. Establish baselines for grade-level reading proficiency based on the Alabama Comprehensive
Assessment System and set annual targets for increasing the number of students entering the
fourth grade as proficient readers to 100 percent by 2025. Recommended completion date: June
30, 2022.
10. Ensure that Alabama Terminal on Linking and Analyzing Statistics (ATLAS) is built using
national best practices and governed by an authorized & effective P-20W Council with full
engagement of necessary state agency partners. Recommended completion date: June 30, 2022.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Changing Economic Landscape
and the Importance of Educational
Attainment
Today’s economy is changing and evolving rapidly.
Aligned with a global shift from an industrial-based to a
knowledge-based economy, there is growing demand for
education, skills, and training in addition to a high school
diploma.1 Some reports estimate that by 2020, 65 percent
of all jobs in the United States will require post-secondary
education and training in addition to a high school
diploma.2
In recent years, Alabama has experienced growth in a

EDUCATIONAL
ATTAINMENT
Educational attainment generally
refers to the highest level of
school or education an individual
has completed. Post-secondary
educational attainment is the level
of education an individual has
completed, including any
certificates, credentials, or degrees
(associate, undergraduate,
graduate, and post-graduate) in
addition to a high-school diploma.

number of emerging sectors of the economy, including
automotive manufacturing, aerospace, biotechnology, and information technology. This growth,
combined with a low unemployment rate, reflects the many advantages Alabama offers business and
industry, including a business-friendly environment, infrastructure, and hard-working citizens. Along
with growth in Alabama’s economy, there is increasing
demand for a workforce with education, skills, and training in
addition to a high school diploma.
Experts across the country and in Alabama are seeking to
better understand this urgent need for talent. One study
estimates that the national average for post-secondary
educational attainment is currently 46.9 percent. While this
average represents an increase of 9 percent over the last
eight years, there remains a gap of 13 percent to reach the
Lumina Foundation’s target goal of 60 percent of Americans
achieving post-secondary educational attainment.3 Like the
rest of the nation, Alabama currently has a significant
attainment gap. The post-secondary educational attainment
1

A Stronger Nation: Learning beyond high school builds American talent. Lumina Foundation,
http://strongernation.luminafoundation.org/report/2018/#nation.
2

Carnevale, Anthony P., Nicole Smith, and Jeff Strohl. Recovery: Job Growth and Education Requirements
through 2020. Georgetown University Center on Education and the
Workforce, https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/recovery-job-growth-and-education-requirementsthrough-2020/.
3

A Stronger Nation: Learning beyond high school builds American talent, Lumina Foundation,
http://strongernation.luminafoundation.org/report/2018/ - nation.
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rate in Alabama in 2017 was 43 percent, while the
projected demand for post-secondary educational
attainment in 2025 is 51 percent.4 In order to close
this gap, Alabama must make a concerted and
collaborative effort to focus and align efforts around
post-secondary educational attainment across the
state.
The importance of attainment extends beyond
helping build a strong workforce and economy for the
state. An individual’s educational achievement is
directly related to a number of economic and social
benefits for individuals. Certificates, credentials, and
degrees held by a member of the workforce provide
vital knowledge and skills to be successful in the
workplace and provide individuals with employable
skills for a specific career. Research shows that
individuals with higher levels of education are more
likely to be employed, earn more in their jobs and
careers, and move up the socioeconomic ladder.5
Alabama must continue to develop a workforce to
meet current and future demand in order to stay competitive in the global economy, help existing
business and industry succeed and grow, and continue attracting more good jobs for Alabama
residents. The strategic plan outlined in this report is Alabama’s roadmap to meeting current and
future demand, strengthening the state’s workforce, helping business and industry of all sizes thrive,
and providing opportunities for individuals and families across Alabama.

Alabama’s Strong Start, Strong Finish Initiative: Setting a Goal for
Post-secondary Educational Attainment
Alabama is focused on education and training as the key to helping families and creating a stronger
economy. Governor Kay Ivey’s Strong Start, Strong Finish education initiative includes workforce
preparedness as one if its three priorities.6 As part of this initiative, Alabama has set a statewide postsecondary educational attainment goal to ensure that more of the state’s workforce will have a highquality certificate, credential, or degree by the year 2025 and beyond.
4

Alabama Workforce Council Educational Attainment Dashboard.
AlabamaWorks!, https://alabamaworks.com/successplus/.
5

Baum, Sandy, Jennifer Ma, and Kathleen Payea. Education Pays 2013. College
Board, https://www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/education-pays-2013.pdf.
6

Strong Start, Strong Finish Education Initiative. State of Alabama Office of the
Governor, https://governor.alabama.gov/priorities/education/.
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Recommendation: Working with numerous
state agencies, private sector businesses, and
national policy organizations, the Alabama
Workforce

Council

Educational

Attainment

(AWC)

Statewide

Committee

has

mapped Alabama’s current post-secondary
educational attainment level and future
workforce needs through the year 2025.
Based on this analysis, the Attainment
Committee

recommends

its

state

and

community partners embrace the goal of
adding 500,00 high-skilled employees to
Alabama’s workforce by 2025,
which would equate to roughly 60 percent of
the state’s working age population holding
some type of certificate, credential, or degree
of value.7
According to Attainment Committee research,
this goal will meet the projected needs of Alabama industry, while providing a competitive, high-skilled
workforce to support additional growth and help the state compete for new businesses. The goal of
adding 500,000 high-skilled employees to Alabama’s workforce by 2025 challenges workforce partners
in Alabama to make significant, yet realistic, increases in attainment outcomes in the coming years.

RECOMMENDATION AND FOCUS
The Attainment Committee’s recommendation for the state’s post-secondary educational
attainment goal is not only bold, it is realistic and inclusive. As part of adding 500,000 highskilled employees to Alabama’s workforce by 2025, the state will need to focus on providing
opportunities for every Alabamian to earn the skills and knowledge to succeed. Alabama’s
attainment efforts will focus on:
•

High school students (Grades 9 – 12)

•

Out-of-School Youth (OSY)

•

Traditional post-secondary students (18 – 24 years old)

•

Adult learners

•

Veterans

•

Individuals in the corrections system

•

Populations with significant barriers to post-secondary educational attainment
opportunities in Alabama, including disabled and special needs individuals, English
Language Learners (ELL), first-generation college students, low-income individuals,
minorities, rural residents, and women.

7

“High-skilled employees” are considered to be individuals with industry-recognized skills obtained by earning
certificates, credentials, or degrees.
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In order to market and promote the effort to increase the state’s attainment level, the Attainment
Committee has branded this effort Success Plus: Preparing Alabama’s Workforce for Opportunity &
Growth. Success Plus is aspirational, simple, and easily understood. The brand points towards a better
personal future that is always improving and evolving, and it eliminates any perceived achievement
boundary.

The Success Plus Plan: Five Priorities for Reaching the Educational
Attainment Goal
The Attainment Committee led Alabama’s effort to develop a statewide strategic plan for educational
attainment through a collaborative process that:
•

Analyzed existing data on education
and the economy;

•

Engaged nearly 300 key stakeholders
and leaders from across seven
workforce development regions;

•

Collected the perspectives of nearly
1,500 Alabama residents through an
online survey; and

•

Helped build capacity for planning and
implementation among key partners.

Using analysis of rich quantitative and qualitative data, stakeholder expertise, and public input, the
Attainment Committee identified five key priorities and goals for increasing post-secondary
educational attainment in Alabama that make up the core of the Success Plus plan.
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q Priority 1: Awareness
Goal: All Alabama residents understand the importance of earning certificates, credentials,
and degrees and know how to find information and resources to get started or continue
their education and training.
q Priority 2: Access and Success
Goal: Alabama residents of all ages, backgrounds, and resources have access to education
and receive the continuous support they need to complete certificates, credentials, and
degrees.
q Priority 3: Pathways
Goal: Pathways from education and training to high-demand jobs are defined. Programs,
curriculum, and guidance along pathways encourage success, achievement, and
opportunities for continuing education.
q Priority 4: Leadership and Collaboration
Goal: Partners at the state, regional, and local levels work together to support efforts aimed
at increasing post-secondary educational attainment in Alabama.
q Priority 5: Assessment and Continuous Improvement
Goal: Progress toward Alabama’s goal for post-secondary educational attainment is tracked
and shared regularly, and adjustments are made to the plan and strategies to ensure success.
This strategic plan outlines clear and actionable objectives to support each of the priorities and goals
named above. A description of each priority is included in this report, and a summary of the overall
plan follows.

Measuring Progress and Tracking Success
The AWC, the Attainment Committee, and key partners and
stakeholders throughout the state understand the critical
importance of measuring progress and tracking success
toward Alabama’s attainment goal. As a result, five key
metrics have been identified to complement the plan. It is
anticipated that these metrics – which include (1) post-

“We must provide a
support system for
students and
families.”
— Listening Session Participant

secondary educational attainment rate; (2) college and career
readiness; (3) participation in work-based learning; (4) enrollment and completions for all levels of
education and training by population, race/ethnicity, gender, and workforce region; and (5)
employment and workforce participation rate – will be tracked and shared regularly.
The strategic plan and associated metrics will support the continued alignment of agencies, partners,
and stakeholders around key priorities and strategies while ensuring Alabama meets current and
future demand, strengthens the state’s workforce, helps business and industry of all sizes thrive and
grow, and provides opportunities for individuals and families across Alabama.
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2A. Provide education about ﬁnancial aid,
personal ﬁnance, and debt management for
students, families, and job seekers.

1A. Develop public awareness campaigns to
educate and inform Alabama residents about
opportunities and access to high-demand jobs.

1D. Educate and engage champions from
education (career coaches, teachers, and
administrators), employers (business, industry,
career centers), government, and community
partners (churches, libraries, nonproﬁts) to
play a role in increasing educational
attainment.

1C. Simply and consistently communicate
the importance of earning certiﬁcates,
credentials, and degrees across the state.

2H. Develop online tools to support access
and success and share via website (see 1B).

2G. Promote access to education and training
for veterans.

2F. Promote access to education and training
for individuals in the corrections system,
including those seeking pardon or parole.

2E. Develop strategies to ensure equity of
access and support for populations with
signiﬁcant barriers to post-secondary
educational attainment, including disabled and
special needs individuals, English Language
Learners (ELL), ﬁrst-generation college
students, low-income individuals, minorities,
rural residents, and women.

2D. Develop student success services and
navigation programs at all levels of education
and training.

2C. Identify barriers to access and success,
such as transportation, family healthcare, and
childcare, and develop innovative and creative
programs to address those barriers.

2B. Develop strategies to support
aﬀordability of education and training.

Alabama residents of all ages, backgrounds,
and resources have access to education and
receive the continuous support they need to
complete certiﬁcates, credentials, and degrees.

All Alabama residents understand the
importance of earning certiﬁcates, credentials,
and degrees and know how to ﬁnd information
and resources to get started or continue their
education and training.

1B. Develop information about earning
certiﬁcates, credentials, and degrees that
lead to high-demand jobs and feature it on the
AlabamaWorks! one-stop shop website.

2. Access and Success

1. Awareness

3H. Strengthen and expand use of statewide
career planning tools for all levels of
education and training.

4E. Identify best practices within Alabama and
across other states and replicate these
models.

4D. Evaluate current resources and funding
related to educational attainment eﬀorts, and
identify and commit resources (funding,
expertise, time) to initiatives identiﬁed in the
strategic plan based on measurable outcomes.

3F. Develop a formal process for establishing
and evaluating high-quality credentials
driven by the needs of business and industry
on an ongoing basis.
3G. Strengthen the network of well-trained
career coaches and career coordinators at
all levels of education and training.

4C. Integrate attainment goals into regional
workforce council strategic plans.

4B. Engage regional leaders and workforce
councils and their membership to support
implementation at the local level and ensure
education and training leads to jobs for
individuals.

4A. Develop a collaborative structure and
process to support implementation of the
strategic plan and develop the action steps,
timelines, champions, resources, and metrics
for each objective. Engage education,
employers, government, and community
partners in this collective impact model.

Partners at the state, regional, and local levels
work together to support eﬀorts aimed at
increasing post-secondary educational
attainment in Alabama.

4. Leadership and Collaboration

3E. Integrate life and employment skills in
curriculum and training at multiple levels.

3D. Expand apprenticeship opportunities for
youth and adults.

3C. Expand work-based learning programs
across the state.

3B. Expand CTE and dual-enrollment
programs across the state and invest in
training excellent teachers for these programs.

3A. Design and communicate clear pathways
from education and training to high-demand
jobs.

OBJECTIVES

Pathways from education and training to highdemand jobs are deﬁned. Programs,
curriculum, and guidance along pathways
encourage success, achievement, and
opportunities for continuing education.

GOALS

3. Pathways

PRIORITIES

To add 500,000 high-skilled employees to Alabama’s workforce by 2025.

GOAL

Success Plus: Preparing Alabama’s Workforce for Opportunity & Growth

5F. Formally review and update the strategic
plan annually.

5E. Promote development of educational
and credential attainment targets across
the state that are aligned with the strategic
plan.

5D. Develop a process for forecasting highdemand jobs at the state and regional levels
annually.

5C. Analyze data and use the outcomes to
continuously improve programs,
recommend funding allocation, and propose
future budget needs on a regular basis.

5B. Strengthen data collection and reporting
related to education and workforce outcomes
by linking existing data across state agencies.

5A. Develop a dashboard to track and share
progress for the strategic plan on a regular
basis.

Progress toward Alabama’s goal for postsecondary educational attainment is tracked
and shared regularly, and adjustments are
made to the plan and strategies to ensure
success.

5. Assessment & Continuous
Improvement
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PARCA ANALYSIS OF ACAP RESULTS
(full post at http://parcalabama.org/results-of-new-statewide-tests-tell-bothfamiliar-and-alarming-story/)
RESULTS OF NEW STATEWIDE TESTS TELL BOTH FAMILIAR AND
ALARMING STORY
By Tom Spencer on October 19th, 2021 in: Education, Education & Workforce
Development, Public Education
After a year and a half of COVID-19-clouded schooling, only about half of
Alabama students, grades 3–8, scored proficient in reading, and less than a
quarter reached the proficient level in math on the state’s new statewide
standardized test, the Alabama Comprehensive Assessment Program (ACAP).
If the Alabama Literacy Act were in full effect this year and the reading cut
score was set at the level recommended by experts, 23% of third graders
taking the test, or almost 12,000 students statewide, would be in jeopardy of
being held back, based on the results.
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The results are both shocking and familiar. At the same time, though, it’s hard
to know what to make of them.
§

It’s the first year of a new test, the fourth variety of statewide
assessment given over the past decade (fifth, if you include the
NAEP).

§

ACAP was taken in the spring of 2021, after COVID-19’s
unprecedented disruption of the education system. A significant
number of students did not have a full year of in-person
instruction.
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§

Because of the disruption, the results are not being considered by
the state accountability system. Schools will not be graded based
on the scores.

§

Statewide, 93% of students took the ACAP, an impressive
percentage considering the conditions, but participation was
significantly lower in some districts.

§

The achievement levels for the test have just been set and need
additional evidence to establish their validity.

Accepting all those caveats, a deeper look shows familiar patterns. The chart
that follows compares Alabama student scores on the ACAP and the two
standardized tests the state has used to judge performance: the Aspire, given
most recently in 2017, and Scantron, most recently administered in 2019. Also
in the comparison is the 2019 National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), a national test given to a representative sample of each state’s
students. NAEP, also known as The Nation’s Report Card, is the only test that
allows for comparison with students in other states.
ACAP results in English Language Arts (ELA) are higher but in roughly the
same range as prior state assessments, with half of students proficient.
However, only 28% of Alabama students scored proficient or above in reading
on NAEP in 2019.
ACAP’s math percentages (24% of 4th graders and only 14% of 8th graders)
are close to and even worse than Alabama’s performance on the NAEP in
2019. Alabama has consistently scored at or near the bottom on math for a
decade on the NAEP. ACAP’s low math results contrast with the higher
proficiency percentages generated by Scantron and the Aspire in math.
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An optimistic view of the test results is that during a period of disrupted
learning, students maintained progress in English and reading. The loss of inperson instruction and practice time may have done more damage in math.
Regardless, the results indicate that Alabama needs to develop the same level
of urgency about math as it is currently directing at reading.
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PARCA ANALYSIS OF NAEP RESULTS
(full post at http://parcalabama.org/mississippis-progress-not-a-surprise-itwas-part-of-a-plan/)
MISSISSIPPI’S PROGRESS NOT A SURPRISE; IT WAS PART OF A PLAN
By Tom Spencer on November 7th, 2019 in , K-12 Education, NAEP:
in Education & Workforce Development, Public Education, State & Local
Government
When the 2019 results of the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) were released last week, the good news was that fourth-grade
students in our neighbor state, Mississippi, scored at the national average in
both reading and math and that eighth graders there made significant gains in
reading and math as well.
On all four measures, the average score for Mississippi students exceeds those
of Alabama students, despite Mississippi’s higher level of poverty and higher
percentage of students of color. The interactive chart below traces the
average scale scores for Alabama and Mississippi students on the NAEP since
2003 on each of the four measures. The green line represents the average of
public school students nationally. Other tabs in the chart allow you to explore
other ways of looking at the data, including comparing demographically
similar groups of students across states. In each of the main demographic and
economic categories, Mississippi students are outperforming Alabama’s. The
NAEP reading and math assessments are given every two years to a sample
of students in each state, the sample representing the demographics of the
state. It is the same assessment from year to year, and it is administered
nationally. Known as the Nation’s Report Card, NAEP serves as the principal
national measure of academic proficiency for U.S. education.
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Mississippi’s rise was not a surprise; it was part of the plan: a serious,
sustained, and strategic effort to improve. In a 2018 report, Leadership
Matters, commissioned by Business Education Alliance, PARCA described
Mississippi’s strategic plan for educational improvement.
Mississippi has had a consistent and cohesive educationally focused
leadership in the Governor’s office, the State Legislature, and at the
Mississippi Department of Education. Current superintendent Carrie Wright
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was recruited in 2013 from a leadership position in the District of Columbia’s
rapidly improving public schools. Under Wright, and with the backing of an
appointed state school board, Mississippi has operated under a plan that
includes goals, objectives, and clearly articulated strategies aimed at meeting
those goals. To track progress on the implementation of strategies and
progress toward goals, the superintendent delivers an annual update that
details actions taken to advance toward those goals.
Mississippi borrowed some aspects of its approach to improving reading from
Alabama’s Reading Initiative. And more recently, Alabama borrowed from the
Mississippi model. Earlier this year, the Alabama Legislature adopted a
Literacy Act, similar to a Literacy-Based Promotion Act Mississippi adopted in
2013. Mississippi developed its own student assessment test for grades 3–8,
MAAP, which was first deployed in the 2015–2016 school year. Alabama hopes
to deploy its own state-developed assessment in the spring of 2020.
Over the long term, both Alabama and Mississippi have made progress in
both reading and math. However, during Superintendent Wright’s tenure in
Mississippi, Alabama has had five different superintendents. The State
Department of Education did develop a state plan for education, Plan 2020, in
2012, but it was never fully developed and implemented and was shelved as
subsequent superintendents came and went.
READING
In 2011, just eight years ago, Alabama enjoyed the national spotlight when
NAEP was released. Alabama fourth graders scored at the national average,
having made the largest improvements in the U.S. That growth coincided
with, and has been generally attributed to, the Alabama Reading Initiative
(ARI). ARI emphasized a schoolwide commitment to getting all students
reading at grade level, with an emphasis on kindergarten through third grade.
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ARI placed a reading coach in every Alabama elementary school and required
intensive professional development to teachers on research-based
approaches to teaching reading.
However, after that achievement, and in the face of a constrained budget,
funding for ARI was reduced, and schools were allowed to repurpose the
state-funded reading coaches for other purposes. Reading scores on NAEP
began drifting and, in 2019, dropped sharply in both fourth and eighth grades.
Earlier this year, the Legislature adopted the Literacy Act, which will require
that third graders be able to read, or they will be held back to repeat third
grade. The Literacy Act, modeled after similar legislation in Mississippi and
other Southeastern states, is expected to add urgency to reading instruction
and to addressing reading challenges like dyslexia. ARI’s funding was also
increased by $6.5 million, though at $51 million per year, that’s still far from
the $64 million it received at its peak in 2008. Education leaders say the
program will be restored to fidelity.
MATH
While the 2019 reading results on NAEP were distressing for the severity of
the drop, the math results for Alabama students were equally disturbing.
Alabama schoolchildren in both the fourth and eighth grade had the lowest
average test scores in the United States. It’s a familiar position for Alabama.
Alabama ranked behind all other states in 2015. In 2017, Alabama students
climbed a couple of notches in the rankings, but slipped back into last this
year.
The state’s strategy for addressing math is less clear. In March of 2019, Gov.
Kay Ivey put on hold new math standards, which had been developed by a
statewide panel of educators. Ivey postponed adopting the changes to the
math course of study after some conservative groups, who are opponents of
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the Common Core state standards, voiced their objections. In a letter to State
Superintendent Eric Mackey, Ivy asked that Alabama’s new proposed math
curriculum be compared to the math course of study for the top six
performing states on the NAEP: Massachusetts, Minnesota, the Department of
Defense’s educational system, Virginia, New Jersey, and Wyoming.
Considering Mississippi’s results, its approach to math should be examined as
well. Mississippi did adopt the Common Core standards. Judging by national
results, it safe to say that Common Core did not cause NAEP scores to leap.
But it’s also true that states that did not adopt the Common Core have seen
declines on the NAEP as well. Other factors may be contributing to an overall
stagnation in educational progress. However, with Mississippi bucking the
trend, Alabama would be well served to take note and inspiration from our
neighbor’s progress.
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