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Our Rationale
Def ining  the  next  s t eps  in  implement ing  the  Educat ion  Rule r

“ Superintendents  want  a l l 
chi ldren in  Alabama to 

have  the  opportunity  to 
reach their  fu l l  potent ia l .  

This  means  every  chi ld 
must  attend a  school 

with  qual i ty  teachers  and 
leaders  in  place ;  every 

chi ld  must  attend a  school 
that  provides  a  safe  and 

disc ipl ined learning 
environment;  and every 

chi ld  must  have  access  to 
an  advanced and r igorous 

c urric ulum.”
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ABOUT ‘NEXT STEPS’
Not long after the Foundation Program went into effect in the late 1990s, school  
superintendents realized the Foundation Program did not provide state funds for all aspects 
required for good schools to flourish across the state.  Funding for building maintenance, 
transportation, programs and personnel was insufficient.  In 2003, superintendents united 
and began to actively lobby for what is required to provide good schools for all of Alabama’s 
students.  Funding improved for operations, transportation, at-risk funds, school nurses, and 
salaries for all personnel.  In addition, superintendents supported the efforts of the State 
Superintendent in seeking full implementation of the Alabama Reading Initiative, Alabama 
Math Science Technology Initiative, and ACCESS, which places a distance learning lab in 
every high school by the end of 2008-09 school year.

Even with the gains made in the past five years, school superintendents realize funding 
of all aspects of the Foundation Program designed to provide every school with the essen-
tials remains inadequate.  The Foundation Program has never adequately funded our high 
schools and middle schools, our building maintenance, and has never provided for reading 
coaches, instructional lead teachers, technology coaches, and the assistant principals needed 
for today’s schools.  Superintendents want every child in Alabama to have the opportunity 
to reach his or her own potential.  This means every child must attend a school with qual-
ity teachers and leaders in place; every child must attend a school that provides a safe and 
disciplined learning environment; and every child must be provided the means to pursue 
advanced and rigorous curriculum.

In 2007, the Board of Directors of the School Superintendents of Alabama set out to es-
tablish the Educational Priorities they envision for every school by 2015 in order to provide 
the state’s children with the knowledge and abilities needed for success in the 21st century.  
The work of the SSA Board of Directors was built on the Education Ruler adopted by the 
State Board of Education and seeks to define what superintendents believe should be the 
next steps in implementing the Education Ruler to provide better opportunity and equity 
throughout our schools.  With a desire for schools to flourish across Alabama, and to pro-
vide the opportunity for every child to succeed with the 21st century skills needed for suc-
cess, School Superintendents of Alabama sets a vision for Next Steps. . . 

Every high school 
graduate should be 
prepared for life and 
work in a changing 
world.
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There is compelling evidence that our 
schools must be safe, supportive places.  
Students come to school with a basic, le-
gitimate need for physical and psychological 
safety; for a sense of  belonging and connect-
ing to others; and for reassurance that they 
are capable, worthy people. 

Students come from varied cultures and 
backgrounds, many locales, and a variety of 
family configurations.  As a result, schools 
must cultivate a sense of  connection, cohe-
sion and safety.  Schools are one of  the saf-
est places for children to be. The National 
Center for Education Statistics reports that 
90% of all public schools report no serious 
crimes. 

Schools that satisfy students’ basic needs 
benefit from students’ improved attitudes 
and behavior. Schools that students expe-
rience as safe and supportive will be more 
successful at promoting student achieve-
ment and developing such qualities as good 
character and citizenship.

The vision of  schools as safe and support-
ive learning communities is a powerful one. 
It fulfills students’ primary psychological 
needs for safety, security, belonging, com-
petence, and connection. When students’ 
basic needs are met, they can become more 
committed to the values, rules, and ethical 
tenets of  the school. Consequently, this can 
foster a sense of  emotional well-being and 
improve student success.

What the Research Says
 

Safe schools are more than schools that are 
free from violent incidents. School leaders 
must ensure a positive school climate, in 
which each student is engaged and inspired 
to achieve to the highest academic levels. 
Schools, and in particular high schools, 
must personalize the school experience for 
each student. While schools must rightly 
focus their attention on standards and high 
achievement, they will not be able to meet 
those goals without providing a school 
climate conducive to student learning. In 
the effective school, there is an orderly, 
purposeful, businesslike atmosphere which 
is free from the threat of  physical harm.  
The school climate is not oppressive and is 
conducive to teaching and learning.

In a report titled, “Every Child Learning: 
Safe and Supportive Schools,” the Learning 
First Alliance  recommends four core ele-
ments necessary to creating and maintain-
ing safe and supportive places of  learning. 
These four core elements are: 

1. A Supportive Learning Community  
When a school community is supportive, 
everyone involved – principals, staff, par-
ents, and especially students – feels a strong 
sense of  belonging; of  caring about each 
other; of  sharing goals and values; of  mak-
ing significant contributions to the school; 
and of  growing. 
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“We need to educate 
our children for their 
future, not our past.”

— Arthur C. Clarke

2. Systematic Approaches to Supporting 
Positive Behavior  
Safe and supportive schools develop com-
prehensive plans for reinforcing positive 
behavior as well as addressing the needs of 
individuals and small groups of  students 
who have trouble functioning within the 
rules. 

3. Families, Students, School Staff, and 
Community Involvement  
Students are more likely to feel safe and 
supported and are more likely to achieve 
academically when they see a positive, re-
spectful relationship between their families 
and the school. By actively involving staff 
members, students, parents, and the commu-
nity in determining the school’s basic values, 
goals, rules, and safety measures, schools 
afford them the opportunity to play a mean-

“When teachers are active participants in 
professional learning communities with 
a strong sense of voice and authority, 
they create a similar learning context for 
their students.”   

{ }

ingful role in their children’s education. 

4. Standards and Measures Based on Data  
The same approach that has been taken in 
improving student achievement should be 
taken to foster safe and supportive learning 
communities: setting standards, measuring 
progress, and providing resources to make 
attainment possible. Maintaining a safe and 
supportive learning community requires a 
solid sense of the current school climate, 
the development of standards, a continuous 
improvement process for measuring prog-
ress, and strategies for making appropriate 
changes. 

Research shows that teacher satisfaction 
and effectiveness is related to their sense of 
the school as a community. Research on the 
separate components of teachers’ sense of 
community has verified the importance of 
teacher collaboration, teacher influence on 
school decisions, and commonality of teacher 
goals. There is also evidence that teachers 
who experience the school as a community 
try to provide parallel experiences for their 
students: 
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Legislative Action Required

l  Funding for School Resource Officers    
     (SRO) for all secondary schools through 
     joint partnerships with the sheriff and  
     police departments, to include training

l  Flexible funding for alternative education 
     used to meet local needs

l  Family Resource Centers for every county

l  Funding for Canine units

l  Revise and strengthen Juvenile Code – 
     re:  violent acts; drugs

l  Access to juvenile status information

SSA bElIEvES All ChIlDREN ShOUlD ATTEND A SAfE AND SUppORTIvE lEARNINg COmmUNITY ThAT pROvIDES: 
Take A

ction!
l  An infused character education program
l  A service learning component
l  Access to School Resource Officer services
l  An in-school intervention program
l  A menu of alternative education opportunities
l  An advisement/mentor program
l  Access to a family resource center and preventive services
l  A parent education and leadership program
l  A drug prevention program
l  Opportunities to engage families, students, school staff, and the surrounding community
l  Collaboration with juvenile systems, police, sheriff, Attorney General, etc.

State Board Action Required
l  Service learning grants

l  Character education grants

l  Menu of alternative education options

l  Model mentor/teacher programs 

l  Redefine school counseling program

l  School Resource Officer training coordinated by  
     the State Department of Education

l  Research-based alternative education options

l  Coordinate training between cooperative 
     agencies and local school systems, including 
     SRO training 

l  Fully fund assistant principals for all schools  
     at current SACS standards

l  Provide a service-learning endorsed diploma

System Action Required

l  Local partnerships that coordinate community services:
 • Family • Intervention            • Prevention

l  Helping Families Initiative or other in-school intervention plan
 
l  School Resource Officer Training supported and partially funded by local agencies

l  Examine Board policy on violent offenders

l  Provide alternative education opportunities



For the past seven years, the national conversation 
on education has focused on reading scores, math 
tests and closing the “achievement gap.” This con-
versation must be expanded.  

The conversation we need to have is about the risk 
we face of leaving an entire generation of kids be-
hind because they cannot think their way through 
abstract problems, work in teams, distinguish good 
information from bad or speak a language other 
than English.  The New Commission on the Skills 
of the American Workforce has also recognized 
the need to bring what we teach and how we teach 
into the 21st century.   Today’s economy demands 
not only a high-level competence in the traditional 
academic disciplines but also 21st century skills.  

The urge to define the knowledge and skills young 
people need for college and careers is motivated by 
two realities. First, the world has become a more 
complex place. To thrive in a global economy, in 
work contexts that rely on constantly evolving 
technologies, and in a world challenged by complex 
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S ource:  Par tnersh ip  for  21st  Centur y  Sk i l l s ; 

ht tp : //www.21stcentur ysk i l l s .org

social and environmental problems, young people 
will need significant intellectual skills and in-
ner resources. Second, too many young people in 
the United States are leaving school unprepared 
for the demands of postsecondary institutions 
and the workplace, and it is disadvantaged young 
people who are often the least well-equipped.

Young people will need specific skills and com-
petencies to succeed, but more than particular 
skills, they will need the cognitive capacity to 
educate themselves throughout their entire lives. 
Young people need the ability for complex rea-
soning and the self-confidence to apply it in new 
situations.  

In the fall of 2007, a survey was conducted on 
behalf  of The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 
Public Opinion Strategies and Peter D. Hart 
Research Associates. This nationwide poll of reg-
istered voters reveals that Americans are deeply 
concerned that the United States is not preparing 
young people with the skills they need to com-
pete in the global economy. The findings indicate 
Americans understand the economy has changed, 
and without skills that reflect today’s workforce 
demands, young people may face tougher chal-
lenges earning a living wage and maintaining U.S. 
competitiveness than previous generations did.

 
Key Findings 
 
There is universal agreement that teaching 21st 
century skills is important to our country’s future 
economic success.

Voters are clear: We are living in a different era 
that requires new thinking in our approach to 
educating our youth.

• 80 percent of voters say the things students need 

Challenging Curriculum



“Strengthening the foundation program 
is the best way to provide strong schools 
for every child.”

— Dr. Susan lockwood, SSA Executive Director

to learn today are different than 20 years ago.

• Six in 10 voters say our schools are not keeping 
pace with changing educational needs.

Voters applaud schools for the manner in which 
they have embraced computer skills and technology, 
and have incorporated these skills into the class-
room.

• Voters believe 21st century skills are critically 
important skills such as critical thinking, ethics 
and social responsibility, teamwork and commu-
nications, which are not being taught well in our 
schools today.

While expressing strong support for 21st cen-
tury skills, voters are not backing away from 
traditional, basic skills such as reading, math and 
science. 

• Reading comprehension, a fundamental gate-
way skill, ranks highest in importance among 
voters polled. 

• At the same time, voter attitudes clearly have 
shifted away from the “ back to basics” movement 
that was a strong theme for school improvement 
during the 1990s. 

• Almost nine in 10 voters (88 percent) believe 
21st century skills can and should be part of the 
curriculum.

Most of today’s jobs require some training or 
education beyond high school. Our state must 
ensure that all students have access to a K-12 
curriculum comprised of the knowledge, skills, 
and experiences necessary for successful post-
secondary training, productive work and active 
citizenship for the 21st century.  As a part of 
this curriculum, all schools must offer academic 
programs and coursework that provide all stu-
dents an equitable opportunity to seek admission 
to and succeed in any of Alabama’s public post-
secondary institutions.

What the research says

We must place a greater emphasis on teaching 
students to collaborate and solve problems in 
small groups and apply what they’ve learned to 
the world of work. Our students must be pre-
pared to apply academic principles to the real 
world, think strategically, and solve problems. 
They must learn to be punctual, responsible and 
work well in teams.

“Voters want more than 
just basic skills taught.”   { }“Voters want more than 
just basic skills taught.”   { }
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SOURCE : Univers i ty  of  Michigan, Inst i tute  for  S oc ia l  Research. 
Monitor ing  the  Future  12th- Grade  Study :  1983,  1990,  1995,  and 2000

“There is remarkable consensus among educators 
and business and policy leaders on one key 
conclusion: we need to bring what we teach and 
how we teach into the 21st century.” 

— TImE magazine, December 18, 2006

The rigor of the high school curriculum is one 
of the top indicators of whether a student will 
graduate from high school and earn a college de-
gree.  The United States Department of Education 
reports that the rigor of high school course work is 
more important than parent education level, family 
income, or race/ethnicity in predicting whether a 
student will earn a postsecondary credential.

Whether students are going to work or to college, 
they need to leave high school with the same skills.    
The knowledge and skills that high school gradu-
ates will need to be successful in college are the 
same as those they will need to be successful in a 
job that:  
•  pays enough to support a family well above the 
poverty level,  
•  provides benefits, and  
•  offers clear pathways for career advancement 
through further education and training. 

A rigorous high school curriculum requires chal-
lenging instruction and support for each student 
to meet high standards. Components of a rigor-
ous curriculum include higher expectations for all 
students, with support for low-performing students 
through intervention programs and extended learn-
ing opportunities, and a requirement that each stu-
dent complete a college or work-ready curriculum 
in order to graduate from high school.

Recent research has shown there to be a critical gap 
between the skills youth need to effectively contrib-
ute and compete academically and vocationally, and 
the skills they are being taught in school. There is 
more to a complete 21st century education than 
just focusing on  technology. To effectively compete 
and succeed in a global community, students must 
move from using technology as gadgetry to 

seeing and using it as a tool, a means to a greater 
end. Without a new focus, today’s youth will be 
critically underprepared to meet the demands of 
tomorrow’s workforce and market environments. 

Raising expectations often raises achievement.  Of-
fering Advanced Placement courses, reducing class 
size and connecting students to college and career 
resources can raise student accomplishment by pro-
viding the tools needed for advancement. 

Effective college awareness programs can educate 
students and their families about the need to 
obtain a college education, how to prepare for 
college, and how to apply for financial aid. College 
awareness programs can help raise expectations 
for high school students so that all students 
are expected to participate in some form of 
postsecondary education. 
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SSA bElIEvES ThAT EvERY ChIlD DESERvES A ChAllENgINg CURRICUlUm ThAT:
l  Provides access to a K-12 curriculum comprised of the knowledge, skills, and  experiences           
     necessary for successful postsecondary work 
l  Includes relevant learning opportunities such as project-based learning, service learning, and 
     internships; community partnerships that provide students with a meaningful view of their 
     future; advanced level courses; and, opportunities to understanding how school work is linked to 
     their future
l  Focuses on course work that is creative and innovative; utilizes analysis and synthesis; requires 
     self discipline and organizational skills; and, allows students to work as a team
l  Requires each student to complete a college or work-ready curriculum in order to graduate from 
     high school
l  Provides on-going benchmarking and progress monitoring to ensure student success
l  Sets accountability standards for teachers based on continuous progress of students
l  Embeds 21st century skills in teaching and learning
l  Provides curriculum experts in every school
l  Teaches healthy lifestyles, provides healthy lunches, and provides quality physical  
     education programs
l  Provides students with opportunities to speak a language in addition to English
l  Provides a seamless program and transitions between levels of education utilizing a P-16 model
l  Requires kindergarten attendance and preschool
l  Includes technology-rich environments as part of the teaching and learning process
l  Provides opportunities to study visual and performing arts
l  Provides authentic assessment of coursework
l  Offers  transitional programs for over-age students

Legislative Action Required

l  Increase teaching units earned for middle and high schools
l  Expand pre-K as part of a P-16 model
l  Modify the foundation program so that each school can earn: 
 • A reading coach 
 • Fine Arts teachers for elementary and middle schools 
 • Curriculum experts for every middle and high school 
 • Technology experts 
 • Foreign language instruction for grades 3-8
 • Assessment coordinator for every school system and at each school allowing    
                 guidance counselors to provide appropriate career and school counseling
 • Sufficient career technical units
 • Sufficient special education units 
l  Fund professional development for teachers and leaders
l  Provide funds for technology maintenance and administration
l  Increase professional development and contract days or give a reasonable stipend     
     – hence, more funding for 21st Century Skills
l  Fund kindergarten and pre-school programs for all children

Take A
ction!
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System Action Required

l  Provide quality training for teachers that addresses 21st Century Skills

l  Provide a seamless program and transitions between levels of education from P-12

l  Review and consider statewide grading scales (i.e., credit recovery, AP courses)

l  Utilize flexibility in addressing needs related to implementation of 21st Century Skills 

l  Ensure rigor of courses is consistent across the district

l  Provide professional development in using 21st century skills for  

     teaching and learning

l  Utilize project-based, interdisciplinary teaching models in all disciplines

l  Teach healthy lifestyles, provide healthy lunches and quality  

     physical education programs

l  Provide professional development that is focused on curriculum needs

l  Provide alternative education opportunities

l  Provide effective college awareness programs

A ChAllENgINg CURRICUlUm ...

State Board Action Required

l  Revise teacher evaluation program to include: project-based learning, service learning and 
     internships; community partnerships that provide students with a meaningful view of 
     their future; advanced level courses; and, opportunities to understand how school work is 
     linked to the future
l  Revisit / reassess length of school day / week / year
l  Adopt partnership for 21st Century Skills
l  Shift assessment from basics to 21st Century Skills
l  Promote a budget which incorporates modifications to Foundation Program
 • Increase middle / high units
 • Reading Coaches, etc.
l  Establish ACT as an alternative to the Alabama High School Graduation Exam
l  Realign course of study to reduce overlap from one year to the next to allow for deeper   
     study of content
l  Build stronger links between high school, college and careers that align high school   
     graduation requirements with college expectations
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Strong schools are led by effective adminis-
trators and teachers. School leadership and 
teacher quality are the top two factors affect-
ing student achievement.  Effective leader-
ship has been called the “critical” bridge.  It 
is about building a shared commitment and 
building a leadership team. School leaders 
must ensure a great teacher providing great 
teaching is in every classroom.

Great teachers produce great students. Im-
proving teaching and school leadership qual-
ity is one of  the most important things we can 
do to increase student achievement.  Effective 
school leaders are essential to large-scale, 
sustainable education reform. 

The importance of  effective school leader-
ship and the accompanying need to provide 
principals with more appropriate training to 
meet today’s needs are getting long-overdue 

attention. Teachers have the most immedi-
ate in-school effect on student success. But 
there is growing agreement that it is the 
principal who is best positioned to ensure 
the best possible teaching and learning in 
schools, especially those with the highest 
needs. A landmark report, How Leadership 
Influences Student Learning, makes the 
point:

What the Research Says
 

Research shows that increased student 
achievement is found in schools and class-
rooms with high expectations, a challenging 
curriculum, and instruction that focus on 
the development of  both thinking skills and 
content understanding.  Effective instruc-
tion engages students in higher levels of 
thinking; uses multiple ways of  working 
with students, such as lecture, small groups, 
and independent projects; and connects 
school work to real life contexts.  Increased 
student learning is best achieved when the 
school and community have clear goals to 
help all students meet high standards; and 
teachers, administrators, students, and 
families take collective responsibility for 
meeting those needs.

“…there are virtually no documented 
instances of troubled schools being 
turned around without intervention by 
a powerful leader. Many other factors 
may contribute to such turnarounds, but 
leadership is the catalyst.” 

{ }
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Research  shows that school capacity is 
the crucial variable affecting instructional 
quality and corresponding student achieve-
ment. At the heart of  school capacity are 
principals focused on the development of 
teachers’ knowledge and skills, professional 
community, program coherence, and technical 
resources.  

Recognizing instructional leadership as the 
principal’s central role has been a valuable 
first step in increasing student learning but it 
does not go far enough. To accomplish last-
ing reform, we need leaders who can create a 
fundamental transformation in the learning 
cultures of  schools and of  the teaching pro-
fession itself. 

“The future of education will be built 
around a clear understanding that quality 
teaching and learning are not an individual 
accomplishment but a collective effort of 
individuals who join forces to teach and 
learn at a level that is beyond what any of 
them can accomplish alone.” 

{ }

Research shows that schools require dy-
namic teachers and leaders who understand 
social, economic and political forces that 
influence education; are committed to fresh 
ideas and solutions and willing to take risks 
to implement them; and have a 21st century 
view of education management. 

A positive learning culture, where educa-
tors are supported and empowered, is essen-
tial to creating schools where teachers want 
to work and students learn at ever-higher 
levels.

“The illiterate of the 21st century will not be 
those who cannot read and write, but those 
who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.” 

— Alvin Toffler 
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School Leadership is Key to Teacher Retention

Q. Which aspect of  your work environment MOST affects your 
willingness to keep teaching in your school? 



Take A
ction!
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SSA bElIEvES All ChIlDREN ShOUlD ATTEND A SChOOl WITh qUAlITY TEAChERS AND lEADERS WhO ARE AlWAYS lEARNINg, 
AlWAYS ImpROvINg, AND AlWAYS COmmITTED TO pERSONAl, pROfESSIONAl gROWTh. ThIS IS DEmONSTRATED bY:

State Board Action Required
l  Streamline PEPE
l  Create Model Parent Programs
l  Integrate Superintendents’ Academy and college  
     courses with ongoing SSA mentoring program
l  Training for initiatives (i.e., AMSTI, ARI) 
     included in LEA calendars by increasing professional 
     development days to 10
l  Review certification requirements to strengthen 
     and grow the pool of potential candidates for 
     school leadership
l  Require more experience in the internship program

l  School Boards who understand and embrace their role in the learning community and are: 
 • Team players 
 • Committed to student learning and higher student achievement 
 • Committed to adequate funding that supports learning 

l  Quality School Leaders committed to student learning as the primary goal and who can: 
 • Organize data, personnel, schedules, and programs to provide the best  
    environment to support teaching and learning 
 • Demonstrate professional management skills through daily problem-solving  
    and decision-making 
 • Demonstrate a thorough working knowledge of curriculum and instruction 
 • Develop strong relationships with community partners 
 • Model effective use of technology 
 • Provide the highest level of learning for students 
 • Model quality professional growth, and ensure quality professional development 
    opportunities for faculty/staff

l  Quality Teachers who directly impact daily learning, who are fully supported by all           
     members of the team, and, who can:
 • Demonstrate effective teaching measured by student learning 
 • Master curriculum content, vary methods of instruction appropriately, and integrate 
    technology into learning 
 • Manage classrooms effectively for learning 
 • Nurture relationships with students and parents 
 • Collaborate with peers and parents for optimal learning experiences

System Action Required
l  Mentor new administrators and teachers
l  Provide quality professional development 
     for all teachers
l  Provide advisory programs, peer support 
     and mentors
l  Provide strong school leadership through  
     principals who are empowered to lead 
     and make informed decisions 
l  Provide qualified teachers in every 
     classroom who benefit from continuous 
     professional development 

Legislative Action Required
l  Establish SSA as the professional development organization and trainer for superintendents
l  Fund testing coordinator for every school system
l  Fully fund Professional Development per teacher unit
l  Extend contracts to 190 days to include 10 Professional Development days
l  Include technology personnel for technology maintenance in the Foundation Program
l  Include funding for curriculum/instructional experts and Assessment personnel in the Foundation Program
l  Provide scholarships for instructional leaders and hard-to-fill teaching areas
l  Legislative certification reciprocity for highly qualified teachers
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