


 
 THE AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT 

 CLOSING THE EXPECTATIONS GAP 
 

 

These gaps come with a steep price. States, postsecondary institutions, employers and young people 
spend an estimated $17 billion each year on remedial classes to re-teach material that should have been 
mastered in high school. This price tag might be acceptable if remediation was a proven fix, but one 
national study indicates that 76 percent of students who take remedial courses in reading and 63 percent 
of students who take one or two remedial courses in math fail to earn college degrees. 
 
What Is Causing the Expectations Gap? 
Only recently have state officials, together with college and business leaders, begun working to define 
what skills and content signify college and work readiness. This lack of collaboration has bred confusion 
in the past: parents, teachers, colleges and employers have no agreed-upon benchmark for what 
readiness entails, so students donít know what courses to take to ensure they are prepared. As a result, 
the case is not effectively being made that hard work in high school leads to future success in the 
marketplace, college, and beyond. 
 
Unless these stakeholders come together, high school courses will continue to vary widely in their 
academic content and rigor. Although some students are exposed to content-rich and stimulating classes 
that build college- and work-ready skills in high school, many others only have access to courses that 
offer remedial and non-academic content. These watered-down courses are unlikely to engage students, 
let alone prepare them for work and college, and can lead to higher drop out rates.  
 
Next Steps for the States 
The good news is that progress is being made throughout the states. While only a handful of states have 
put into place the policies championed by ADP, many others are in the process of implementing them. 
Over half of the states already have aligned their academic standards and developed comprehensive 
data systems ñ or plan to do so in the coming years.  There is certainly more work to be done, but the 
ADP agenda is gaining momentum.  

About Achieve
 
Created by the nationís governors and business leaders, Achieve, Inc, is a bipartisan, non-profit organization that helps 
states raise academic standards, improve assessments and strengthen accountability to prepare all young people for 
postsecondary education, work and citizenship. Achieve was founded at the 1996 National Education Summit and has 
sponsored subsequent Summits in 1999, 2001 and 2005. At the 2005 Summit, Achieve launched the American 
Diploma Project Network. 
 
Achieve provides policy and advocacy leadership, technical assistance and other support to the ADP Network states 
and is leading a number of initiatives aimed at meeting specific challenges states face while implementing the ADP 
policy agenda, including: 
 
• Alignment Institutes: K-12, postsecondary and business leaders from each state come together to define the core 

English and math knowledge and skills graduates need to be ready for college and work and then revise their high 
school standards as necessary.  

• Algebra II Consortium: Fourteen states have partnered to develop a new end-of-course assessment in Algebra II. 
Achieve is supporting the development of the test, providing an annual report comparing the performance of 
participating states, and helping the states share and develop tools and strategies for improving teaching and 
learning in high school math. 

• Research and Data: Achieve is a resource of information, analysis and advice for state leaders through policy 
briefs, annual progress reports, public opinion polling, sample communications materials, and best practices. 

• State Outreach and Advocacy: Achieve convenes states to engage in meaningful and strategic dialogue about 
policy and political strategies and to provide the opportunity for peer networking.  
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American Diploma Project  

 The American Diploma Project (ADP) was created to 
ensure all graduates leave high school ready for college 
and work.

 Early research by ADP sought to identify “must-have” 
knowledge and skills graduates will need to be successful 
in college and the workplace.

 Found a convergence between the skills that high school 
graduates need to be successful in college and those 
they need to be successful in a job that supports a family 
and offers career advancement. 

 Developed ADP benchmarks that include the content and 
skills all students should have when they graduate high 
school.  
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ADP expectations ensure high school 
graduates are prepared to succeed

 In English, the 

benchmarks cover:

 Language

 Communication

 Writing

 Research

 Logic

 Informational text

 Media

 Literature

 In math, the 

benchmarks cover:

 Number sense and 

numerical operations

 Algebra

 Geometry

 Data interpretations, 

statistics and probability

 Math reasoning skills
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The ADP Network States educate 
80% of students in the nation
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About Achieve

 Achieve, Inc., was created by the nation’s governors 
and business leaders in 1996 following the first 
National Education Summit. 

 Achieve is a bipartisan, non-profit organization that 
helps states raise academic standards, improve 
assessments, and strengthen accountability to 
prepare all young people for postsecondary 
education, work, and citizenship.

 Achieve currently is working with 33 states through 
the American Diploma Project (ADP) Network to 
design and implement policies that aim to close the 
expectations gap.
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Achieve Review of  Illinois’ High School 
English, Mathematics, and Science 

Standards Findings 

1. Illinois descriptors have strengths, but Achieve also found 

significant gaps in the expectations when compared to exemplar 

standards, especially in English and science.

2. Illinois English, mathematics, and science descriptors lack the 

clarity and specificity necessary to convey the level of 

performance expected of students.

3. The progression of expectations from Stage I (Early High School) 

to Stage J (Late High School) in English, mathematics, and 

science is not clearly developed.
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Each ADP Network State is Unique
State Leaders share a common commitment but 

use different approaches

• Align high school standards and assessments with knowledge and 

skills required for success in college and career. 

• Require all graduates to take rigorous courses – aligned to college 

and career ready standards – that prepare them for their next steps 

after high school.

• Streamline the assessment system so that tests students take in 

high school also can serve as placement tests for college.

• Hold high schools accountable for graduating students who are 

ready for college or careers and hold postsecondary institutions 

accountable for students’ success once enrolled.
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A Growing Number of States have 
Policies That help Prepare HS 

Graduates for College and Careers
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However, Individual Policies Standing 
Alone Will Not Close the Expectations Gap

 Each of the ADP recommended policies will need to be 
integrated into a comprehensive strategy for closing the 
Expectations Gap.

 Standards and assessments must be in alignment

 Both must be aligned with college- and career-ready 

expectations, 

 Curriculum requirements must be aligned with standards

 Course-level standards, model curricula, credit-bearing college 

coursework

 Assessments must be able to adequately measure whether students 

have learned the curriculum and are ready for college and careers.

 Data & accountability systems must work in tandem to support 

these goals
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Achieve Review of Illinois’ English, 
Mathematics, and Science Standards 

Recommendations 

1. Rework the Illinois standards in English, science and mathematics 

so they fully embody 21st century knowledge and skills and more 

closely align with the expectations for success in college and 

career. 

2. Revise the Illinois descriptors in English, science and 

mathematics to achieve greater precision in coverage, clarity, and 

progression between grade spans.
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The Alignment Institute: Next Stage 
in the Evolution of Illinois’ Standards

1. Designed to help Illinois identify College and Career Ready Standards 

that are co-owned and mutually endorsed by K-12, postsecondary, and 

business.  (19 states have joined the Alignment Institute - most 

completing the process in 12-24 months)

2. Customized for the Illinois team to identify English and mathematics 

expectations that are most critical for high school graduates to:
• Enter into credit-bearing coursework in two- or four-year colleges, 

without the need for remediation and with a strong chance for earning 

credit toward their program or degree; and 

• Gain entry-level positions in quality job and career pathways, which 

often require further education and training. 
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For more information on Achieve and 

the ADP Network,

please visit Achieve at

http://www.achieve.org

D
-1

2

http://www.achieve.org/



