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s t u d e n t s  c a n ’ t  w a i t



The world that awaits today’s young people graduating from high 
school is changing before their very eyes. The knowledge and skills 
their parents needed to successfully enter work or college would 
not be sufficient today. In fact, many of the family-wage jobs we 
depended on in the second half of the 20th century are gone or have 
evolved into more high-skilled positions requiring greater levels of 
knowledge and critical thinking. It is happening across all career 
sectors as employers struggle to stay competitive and as other 
countries provide better educations for their young people.

at a minimum, every high school graduate
        must be literate in english, math and science.

In today’s economy, students must achieve fundamental English, math and science skills in high 

school if they have any hope of pursuing any number of careers or courses of study – from art to 

engineering to zoology – or enjoying a quality of life similar to or better than that of their parents. 

 

It is incumbent upon us to acknowledge that the world is changing and to ensure that every student is prepared 

for what lies ahead.  The effort to get there began with the 1993 Education Reform Act (HB 1209), which 

lawmakers passed with strong bipartisan support. The central premise of that legislation – that all students, 

not just those on the traditional, college-bound track, needed to master fundamentals in core subjects like 

reading, writing, mathematics and science – was a direct response to the declining standard of living for low-

skilled workers. Students were graduating from high school without the skills they needed.  Instead, with 

significant reforms to the K-12 system, all students – not just a select few – will be expected to demonstrate 

achievement of minimum academic standards in order to earn a diploma.  These standards, developed largely by 

Washington’s teachers, will give the diploma meaning and ensure all high school graduates are better prepared. 

Following enactment of HB 1209, Washington engaged in an extensive and highly-inclusive process to define 

grade-level academic standards and implement a statewide assessment system that, accordingly to independent 

organizations such as Achieve Inc. and the Stanford Research Foundation, is considered one of the best in the nation. 

 

Since the standards were applied and assessments implemented, the percentage of students meeting or exceeding 

standard in each grade level has increased steadily. Gains are being made in subgroups of students who have 

historically been low achieving and least well served.  More and more students are achieving and demonstrating 

the minimum skills needed for success after high school. 

s t u d e n t s  c a n ’ t  w a i t

our state has stayed the course in its education
                     reform effort for 13 years; it is working. 
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As with all large-scale change, appropriate course corrections have been made along the way. The most important 

modifications were made with the enactment of HB 2195 in 2004. That legislation – which was championed 

by educators, parents and business groups and received strong bipartisan support in the Legislature – rededicated our 

state to the idea that every student must be able to demonstrate fundamental English, math and science skills before 

they graduate from high school.

Under HB 2195, beginning with the class of 2008, students must meet standard on the 10th grade Washington 

Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) in reading, writing and mathematics in order to graduate from high 

school. Science will be required beginning in 2010. All students will have a minimum of five opportunities to take 

the 10th grade WASL prior to graduation. Beginning with the 2006-07 school year, students unable to demonstrate 

that they have met standard on the 10th grade WASL after two tries can fulfill the graduation requirement via an 

alternate means that is comparable in rigor to the WASL. Accommodations are being made for students for whom 

English is a second language and for students with disabilities. Special education students who meet state developed 

criteria will not be required to pass the 10th grade WASL in order to earn a diploma.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students will also have access to targeted assistance in subjects in which they struggle. HB 2195 requires districts 

to develop Accelerated Learning Plans for struggling students. To facilitate this, lawmakers revamped and increased 

funding for the state Learning Assistance Program in 2004 and 2005 to fund remediation for high school students 

at risk of not meeting graduation standards.

important safeguards are in place to
       ensure fairness when applying academic standards.  

• Five chances to pass the 10th grade WASL.

• Personalized learning plans for struggling students.
• Alternative for students with the skills who can’t pass the WASL 

after multiple tries.
• Appeals process for students with extraordinary circumstances.
• Accommodations for special education students and students for whom 

English is a second language.
• Special education students who meet state developed criteria do not 

have to pass the 10th grade WASL to graduate.

supports for students:
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Washington is one of 26 states that has implemented or is working toward implementation of standards-based 

graduation requirements. Of those states, Washington has one of the longest lead-times – implementing the 

requirement a full 15 years after education reform was adopted in statute – which has provided valuable opportunities 

to learn from states that have gone before us.  Monitoring the progress in other states provides Washington with two 

very important lessons: standards are necessary and Washington’s standards are reasonable and achievable. 

The Washington learning standards were developed largely by Washington’s teachers and set a realistic expectation 

for what students need to know. The 10th grade WASL measures skills and knowledge that students in 

other states and countries are tackling in the 7th, 8th and 9th grades. When Achieve Inc., a national non-partisan 

organization, analyzed several state tests including the 10th grade WASL, they found Washington demanding too 

little. Achieve compared our high school exam to those in six other states (Florida, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 

Jersey, Ohio and Texas), and Washington came out at the bottom with the least demanding questions in math. The 

Achieve analysis also found that the overall rigor of our reading test is below that of most other states analyzed, 

largely because the passages are not as challenging.

Washington’s standards do not demand too much of our students. They are reasonable and represent the minimum 

of what our young people will need to know to be competitive in the world after high school. Success – in college 

or work – will require skills well beyond those measured by the 10th grade WASL.

The combination of standards, assessment, retakes, remediation 
and an alternate measurement for diligent students works. 

Washington’s education standards are a reasonable measure 
        of what our students should know. 

Opponents of standards-based graduation requirements have raised concerns about the prospect that substantial 

numbers of students will be unable to earn a diploma. Such an outcome is highly unlikely. Critics who 

suggest that our students and teachers won’t rise to the occasion are ignoring evidence from states that have moved 

faster than Washington.

Washington’s education standards are achievable; students can do it. 
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MASSACHUSETTS began requiring students to demonstrate achievement of state 
standards in English Language Arts and mathematics in order to graduate  
from high school in 2003. Massachusetts’ standards are similar to those 
measured here, though Washington’s standards represent lower levels of 
mathematics. Ninety-five percent of Massachusetts’ class of 2003 passed 
the state exam before their scheduled graduation. Those who didn’t make it 
have access to aligned community college programs where they can continue 
to pursue their diplomas.

Massachusetts is an excellent example of the motivating power of the 
graduation requirement. When the requirement went into effect, the number 
of students passing the 10th grade exam on the first try jumped by 20 
percentage points (48 percent of the class of 2002, the last class for 
whom the exam didn’t matter, passed on the first attempt; 68 percent of 
the class of 2003 passed the first time). The first time the class of 2006 
took the test, more than eight in ten passed and 90 percent passed before 
their senior year even began.  

Since the test has been required for high school graduation in Massachusetts, 
scores have risen steadily for all student groups, including those who are 
minorities, who are poor, who have disabilities and for whom English is 
not their native language. The chorot drop-out rate among ethnic minority 
groups has also declined since the requirement went into effect.

FLORIDA students are also succeeding and acheiving higher standards. 
That state began requiring students to demonstrate achievement of the 
new Sunshine State standards in reading and math in 2003. An estimated 55 
percent of the class of 2003 passed the exam on the first try. With retakes 
and remediation, an estimated 93 percent met standard prior to graduation. 
Districts are required to provide remediation in Florida and the state has 
developed preparatory and remediation programs including an interactive 
web site to assist students. Students also have multiple opportunities to 
take the exam and a waiver is available for special education students 
who meet specific criteria.

TEXAS has required students, beginning with the class of 2005, to meet 
standard in English, mathematics, science and social studies in order to 
graduate from high school. Forty-nine percent of the class of 2004, the 
last class for whom the exam didn’t matter, passed on their first try. 
The initial pass rate jumped to 73 percent for the class of 2005 when they 
took it their junior year (a gain of 24 percentage points in the initial 
pass rate once the exam mattered to students). With multiple opportunities 
to take the exam and targeted assistance, 91 percent of that first class 
passed the exam and graduated on time.
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Successful students will have skills beyond
               those measured on the 10th grade WASL. 

More and more students are achieving at higher levels across these and other states. It is very clear that without 

these requirements, thousands of students in these states would have left high school with significantly less 

skills and a smaller chance of succeeding in college or work.

Critics who say our students can’t do it are ignoring the progress already made. Since the WASL was initially 

administered, thousands more students have passed each year, even when it didn’t count for high school 

graduation.  The initial retake data released in August 2005 indicates that the percentage of students passing 

the 10th grade WASL will increase dramatically now that students have multiple opportunities to take the 

exam. Given this trend, and what we’ve seen in other states, we have every reason to expect that the vast 

majority of Washington students will pass the WASL prior to finishing the 12th grade. More will graduate 

having achieved at least minimum skills.

 

Ensuring a quality education for every student does not end with 10th grade standards.  The 10th grade 

WASL measures the minimum skills our high school graduates will need.  To be successful in the 21st 

century workforce and postsecondary education system, high school graduates must have skills beyond those 

measured on the 10th grade WASL.

The vast majority of high school students, nearly 80 percent, plan on some kind of learning after high school.  

Yet, far too many students are not taking the high school courses that will prepare them to do college-level 

work.  As a result, more than half of recent high school graduates entering our community college system 

must take non-credit bearing, remedial courses, particularly in math.  This is a costly, and often discouraging, 

route for students, many of whom end up leaving college after their first year.

That is why the Washington Roundtable maintains vigorous, 
unwavering support for the Certificate of Academic Achievement 
reading, writing and mathematics graduation requirement in 
2008, with the addition of science in 2010. This is how we 
ensure every student graduates from high school literate 
in English, math and science.
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Without a default curriculum – one that requires coursework such as four years of math and three years 

of science – many high school students will continue to unknowingly eliminate their options for the 

future and destine themselves for costly and time-consuming remedial coursework or low-skill, low-paying 

jobs. A more rigorous default high school curriculum will ensure that all high school students, unless they 

knowingly opt out, will be on a path that will help keep open their options for success in college or work. 

In addition to standards, assessments and a default high school curriculum, ensuring students learn in high 

school the skills that they will need requires a continued commitment to improving schools and aligning 

the K-12 and postsecondary education systems. We must also empower our principals to take leadership 

and responsibility in their schools and provide better preparation and professional development for teachers.  

The recommendations included in this report describe the essential elements of that process.  The Roundtable 

will work closely with other business, education and community advocates to actively pursue these policy 

improvements.  Each is critical to ensuring students are prepared for the world after high school.  

To make sure high school graduates have the skills they need,  Washington 
             should adopt a default college-preparatory curriculum for all students.  

Recommendation 1: Make the diploma meaningful.
The state must live up to its obligation to ensure that every student – not just those who are economically advantaged 

or college-bound – will achieve the minimum skills in high school that are needed to successfully enter work or college. 

Common statewide standards and assessments hold schools accountable for teaching all students and hold all students 

accountable for their own learning. The new high school graduation requirements provide a consistent means by which 

to ensure that when high school graduates receive their diplomas they are ready for postsecondary education or work.

• Maintain the Certificate of Academic Achievement reading, writing and math 
requirements as one condition for high school graduation beginning in 2008, adding 
science as a requirement in 2010. Add civics as a requirement beginning in 2012. 

• Develop and fund supports to help students meet standard on the WASL, such 
as online tutorials, aligned diagnostic assessments, intensive intervention 
programs and summer academies.

• Implement the program plan developed in accordance with HB 2195 to provide 
an aligned community college option for students who are eligible for the 
state transitional bilingual instruction program and who need more time to 
develop language proficiency, but are more age-appropriately suited for a 
postsecondary learning environment than for high school. Expand that program 
to include all students who are unable to meet standard on the 10th grade 
WASL prior to their scheduled high school graduation.
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Recommendation 2:
Restructure high schools to expand opportunities for all students.

• Develop and adopt a college-preparatory curriculum as the default curriculum for all 
high school students.

• Revamp high school curriculum.

 » Align 9th and 10th grade curricula with state standards so students are 
 prepared to earn the Certificate of Academic Achievement on their first attempt.
 
 » Revamp the 11th and 12th grade curricula so that students who have achieved 
 the Certificate of Academic Achievement have a variety of options aligned with 
 their interests or future plans, and students who have yet to meet standard in 
 one or more subjects have access to focused remediation programs.

• Provide financial incentives for disadvantaged students who take rigorous AP exams and 
college-preparatory and college-level courses.

Recommendation 3:
Improve coordination and align curriculum between the K-12 and 
postsecondary education systems.

Our high schools must provide skills that will empower students to succeed in the 21st century. They must also be a 

place where students can maximize their time not only to achieve necessary skills, but to pursue their interests and 

abilities so as to ensure a greater chance for success and happiness after graduation.

The vast majority of high school students in Washington plan on some kind of postsecondary learning. 

They know they need more than a high school education to raise a family or enjoy a quality of life similar 

to or better than that of their parents. However, nearly half of students entering our community colleges are 

unprepared and forced to take remedial, non-credit bearing courses. Students who require such remediation 

are less likely to complete a degree. Better coordination and alignment between the K-12 and postsecondary 

systems will ensure students are prepared not only to enter college, but to succeed when they get there.

•Align coursework offerings in public high schools with admissions requirements 
for the state’s four-year universities.

 » By the 2006-07 school year, include the Certificate of  
 Academic Achievement as a factor in minimum admissions requirements  
 for all Washington public high school graduates entering the  
 state’s postsecondary institutions.
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 » Raise the minimum admissions requirements to the state’s four- 
 year postsecondary institutions to more accurately reflect the  
 high school coursework and skills students need to both enter and  
 succeed in college.

•Develop a system that defines college readiness in terms of skills and knowledge 
beyond the Certificate of Academic Achievement, is applicable to all students, 
and is more predictive of future college success than coursework and grades.

 » Require state higher education institutions to conduct outreach  
 to middle and high schools in their regions to inform students  
 of the high school coursework that is necessary to be successful  
 at a college or university. 
 
 » Provide incentives to higher education leaders to work with  
 local education officials and high school faculty to help strengthen  
 the curriculum, assess college readiness and facilitate students’  
 earning college credit while in high school.

• Require students to pass the 10th grade WASL in reading, writing and math 
(adding science with the Class of 2010) prior to having access to Running Start 
and other dual credit programs in those subjects.
 
• Reinstate and fund Promise Scholarships, making them available, on a means-
tested basis, to students who exceed standard in reading and math, earn the 
Certificate of Academic Achievement and graduate from high school. 

Recommendation 3 continued

Recommendation 4:
Improve the quality & diversity of school leadership and provide 
principals with the tools necessary to create high performing schools.
If we hope to make every school a great school, they must all have leaders with skills, support and authority 

to align standards, assessment and instruction. These leaders must be given the capacity to adjust and tailor 

support to the specific needs of students and staff in their buildings. 

• Focus principal training and certification on performance-based leadership.

• Provide principals with the management tools necessary to improve schools.

 » Allow principals to hire, reassign and non-renew staff.

 » Enable principals to use teacher success with student achievement  
 as a factor for hiring or accepting transfers.

 » Empower principals to direct school budgets toward student  
 achievement goals, such as staff development goals and instruction.

8



Recommendation 5:
Overhaul existing mechanisms for developing teacher knowledge and skills.

• Redesign teacher preparation and certification.
 » Strengthen standards for what high school teachers should know and be  
 able to do in the subjects they teach, especially in literacy, mathematics 
 and science.

 » Incorporate teacher knowledge standards into performance-based  
 certification requirements. (Connecticut has created a tiered licensure  
 system that requires teachers to demonstrate increasingly higher levels of  
 knowledge and skills to earn each successive level of license.)

 » Redesign teacher preparation programs and hold them accountable for  
 success in preparing candidates to meet standards. (Louisiana required all  
 of its schools of education to undergo a redesign process and has created  
 new program approval standards that include indicators of the quality of  
 their graduates.)

• Transition to a teacher compensation and career system based on knowledge, 
skills, responsibility and performance.

 » Include a value-added component that measures and compensates teachers 
       based on student achievement gains. This evaluation system should assess  
 the rate of improvement in student performance each year as measured by  
 the WASL. 

 » Supplement the bonuses provided for National Board certified  
 teachers by adding funding for performance and responsibility-related  
 enhancements such as degrees earned, National Board Certification, mentor  
 teachers and cooperating teachers.

• Redesign professional development practices.

 » Align professional development with state and district goals and 
 standards for student learning. Make professional development an everyday  
 part of the school schedule rather than conducting it as a set of ad hoc  
 events.

 » Provide financial incentives for teachers who agree to teach in hard- 
 to-staff schools or are qualified to teach math, science or other subjects  
 where there is a shortage of qualified teachers. To minimize turnover, 
 salary premiums should be paid in exchange for a teacher’s commitment to  
 remain at the school for a specified amount of time.

 » Develop and enforce strict limits on out-of-field teaching.

 » Eliminate salary schedule credits that are not degree-related upper  
 division or graduate level college credits (grandfather existing teachers  
 by allowing them to maintain current salary position).

 » Modify the years of service rule to allow credit for private sector 
 experience so mid-career professionals who want to become teachers can  
 more effectively be recruited.

At a minimum, most professions are characterized by a clear set of skills for entry, some level of performance-based 

compensation, and opportunities for mentoring and professional growth. Yet these three components are often 

missing in teaching — to the detriment of teachers and, ultimately, students.
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Recommendation 6:
Motivate students and adults to study and enter science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics careers with a special effort geared to those in 
currently underrepresented groups.

 
• Adopt curricula that include rigorous content as well as real world engineering and 
science experiences so students learn what it means to do this work, what it takes to get 
there and how exciting these fields are.
 
• Create more scholarships and loan-forgiveness programs for students who pursue two-year, 
four-year and graduate degrees in science, technology, math and engineering (including 
students who plan to teach math and science, particularly in high-poverty schools). 

 » Build on existing programs such as Science, Mathematics and Research  
 for Transformation (SMART) at the Department of Defense; the Science and  
 Technology Scholarship Program (STSP) at NASA; Robert Noyce Scholarships  
 at the National Science Foundation (NSF); and federal loan forgiveness  
 programs that provide up to $17,500 for secondary math and science teachers. 

 » Supplement Pell Grants for eligible students who successfully  
 complete core academic courses in high school.

• Upgrade K–12 math and science teaching to foster higher student achievement. 

 » Establish prestigious fellowships for exceptional recent college  
 graduates or those at mid-career that lead to certification and a five- 
 year commitment to teach math or science in schools with high-poverty  
 populations.

 » Promote market- and performance-based compensation and incentive  
 packages to attract and retain effective math and science teachers.  
 Provide the flexibility for high school teachers, retirees and other  
 qualified professionals to teach these subjects part-time. (Resources in  
 No Child Left Behind that can be used to develop alternative teacher  
 compensation systems and the proposed federal teacher incentive program  
 are particularly crucial for helping to address shortages of math and  
 science teachers.)

 » Support cost-effective professional development and other technical  
 assistance to fill gaps in teachers’ content knowledge and prepare them  
 to teach effectively.

 » Promote and strengthen use of existing resources in federal education  
 laboratories, regional technical assistance centers, No Child Left Behind,  
 and focused Math and Science Partnerships (MSP) to support best practices,  
 with a priority on those who teach math in schools that are not making  
 “adequate yearly progress” (AYP).

In his much heralded bestseller, The World is Flat, New York Times editorial writer Thomas Friedman argues 

that not only is our economy changing, but math, science and engineering will be the foundation of the 

innovation economy, and thus, future prosperity. Other countries are racing us to the top, not the bottom, and 

the U.S. must produce more math, science and engineering graduates in order to maintain quality of life. 
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Recommendation 7:
Align tools, support and accountability

 • Enact a firm but fair school and district accountability system.

 » Expand state focused assistance programs to serve more schools and require  
 identified schools to participate.

 » Require performance agreements between the Superintendent of Public  
 Instruction, with oversight from the newly reconstituted State Board  
 of Education, and districts detailing plans for leveraging resources  
 for all schools not meeting their performance improvement goals.

 » Authorize the Superintendent of Public Instruction, with oversight from the  
 newly reconstituted State Board of Education, to intervene in schools and  
 districts with persistently low-performing schools that do not improve  
 despite assistance.

 » Enact a process that holds schools and districts accountable for development  
 of Accelerated Learning Plans for struggling students and facilitates  
 communications between districts and application of best Practices.

The Certificate of Academic Achievement requires schools and districts to focus tightly on the mission of 

providing all students with a set of foundation skills and knowledge in core subjects. This has required many 

schools to rethink the traditional delivery of education. Educators can’t do this alone. They need aligned 

curriculum, assessment and instructional tools so they can focus on the hard work of teaching and student 

learning. Meanwhile, students need to be assured that if their schools do not meet their obligations, despite 

additional assistance from the state and district, the state will intervene on their behalf.

 
 » Include incentives in state policies for colleges and universities to  
 produce more math, science and engineering majors and to strengthen  
 preparation programs for prospective math and science teachers. 

 » Strengthen and enforce the certification requirements for math and science  
 teachers to ensure that they have the requisite knowledge in the subjects  
 they are assigned to teach.

Recommendation 6 continued
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Recommendation 8:
Create data and information systems for the 21st century.

 • Update antiquated infrastructure and create a standardized data gathering system 
to collect and analyze information on students and schools to inform decisions about 
resource allocation, professional development, school improvement planning, state 
intervention, etc.

 » At a minimum, the state must collect information on student performance  
 (disaggregated achievement data, high school completion, college readiness,  
 college completion) using the unique student identifier. The state must  
 also gather information on school performance, finances and educator 
 qualifications (degrees, certification and experience).

Washington state’s current capacity to collect and analyze education data is woefully inadequate. It is past 

time to move from rhetoric to reality regarding data-driven decision-making. Schools, districts and state 

policymakers need real-time access to information on student and school performance and resources.
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