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Item #15 
August 12, 2008  

 
 

STATE OF ILLINOIS PARTICIPATION IN THE  
AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT 

 
 
Submitted for:   Action. 
 
 
Summary: This item requests approval for the Illinois Board of Higher 

Education to support Illinois’ participation in the American 
Diploma Project (ADP) Network.  The American Diploma 
Project is a coalition of states that have committed to an 
ambitious policy agenda designed to better prepare students for 
successful transitions from high school to postsecondary 
education and the contemporary workforce.  The ADP state 
network seeks to raise high school standards, strengthen 
assessments and curriculum, and align expectations with the 
competencies required for college and career.  Achieve, Inc., a 
bipartisan, non-profit organization created by the nation’s 
governors and business leaders, provides policy and advocacy 
leadership, technical assistance, and other support to the ADP 
Network states.  For Illinois to officially join the ADP Network, 
the governor, state superintendent, state higher education 
executive officer, and business representatives must sign a letter 
to Achieve, Inc. outlining their shared commitment and goals.   

 
 
Action Requested: That the Illinois Board of Higher Education endorse participation 

in the American Diploma Project Network.   
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Item #15 
August 12, 2008  

 
 

 
STATE OF ILLINOIS 

BOARD OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

STATE OF ILLINOIS PARTICIPATION IN THE  
AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT 

 
 
Background 
 

The Illinois Learning Standards were adopted in 1997 and have not undergone a review 
and revision since.  Recently the Illinois State Board of Education contracted with Achieve, Inc., 
a bipartisan non-profit organization created by the nation’s governors and corporate leaders, to 
conduct a review and analysis of the Illinois Learning Standards for grades 8 through 12 and 
compare these to Achieve’s exemplars in English Language Arts, Science, and Mathematics.  The 
findings represented consensus opinions of Achieve’s team of national experts.  The report 
provided answers to the following questions. 
 

1. How do Illinois Learning Performance Descriptors compare with the rigor of standards 
set by Achieve’s exemplars in English Language Arts, Science, and Mathematics? 

 
2. How well do the Illinois Learning Performance Descriptors in the three content areas 

measure up against the criteria of coherence, progression, focus, specificity, clarity, and 
measurability? 
(Attachment A - Achieve report) 

 
At their June meeting, the Illinois State Board of Education elected to join the American 

Diploma Project (ADP) as part of their strategy for working with the higher education and 
business communities to better align expectations and increase student readiness for college and 
career.   

 
Joining the American Diploma Project 
 

The American Diploma Project is a coalition of states that have committed to an 
ambitious policy agenda designed to better prepare students for successful transitions from high 
school to postsecondary education and the world of work.  The Network has grown from 13 to 33 
states since it was first launched at the 2005 National Education Summit on High Schools. 
 

Joining ADP requires the commitment of leaders from four sectors—Governor, P-12, 
higher education, and business—to work together on the ADP policy agenda of college and 
career-ready academic standards, graduation requirements, assessments, data, and accountability 
systems. 
 

To officially join, leaders from these four sectors (as well as other key leaders whose 
participation can “make or break” the initiative’s success) sign a letter to Achieve outlining their 
shared commitment and goals.   
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The next step will be to form the Illinois ADP Leadership Team.  The four sectors that 

join ADP also make up the typical Leadership Team—Governor, P-12 chief, higher education 
chief, and business leader. The most effective State Leadership Teams meet regularly to chart 
strategy, identify policy goals and options, create action plans, monitor progress, and identify 
outreach needs.  They identify a “lead coordinator/liaison” who is responsible for convening the 
team and advancing the team’s work.  The Leadership Team also attends the annual Achieve 
ADP Leadership Meeting with their counterparts from other ADP states.  The 2008 meeting is 
September 11-12 in Washington, D.C. 
 

States have launched their ADP initiatives in various ways.  Most have arranged a series 
of meetings with and presentations to stakeholders about ADP that may include Achieve staff.  
Many have also leveraged public announcements to show that leaders across the sectors are 
joining together to address this critical issue. 
 
Achieve’s Alignment Institutes 
 

After joining the ADP Network, Illinois will begin preparations to participate in the 
Alignment Institute.  Achieve’s Alignment Institutes are a strong vehicle for facilitating the kind 
of collaboration among P-12, higher education, and business leaders that is needed to strengthen 
P-12 standards.  Twenty states have been through this process with Achieve over the past few 
years and nearly all have emerged with a very strong set of standards as a result.   
 

The Alignment Institute is tailored to take into account Illinois priorities and the state 
activities already underway.  Conceptually, the Alignment Institute process will take the 
following shape: 
 
 Illinois ADP Leadership Team will identify a group of 10 to 15 Institute participants.  
These individuals will be drawn from Illinois’ P-12 and higher education sectors, as well as 
individuals from industries important to Illinois’ economic future.  The mix will include officials 
with oversight for academic standards and policies, faculty senate representatives, and individuals 
from P-12, higher education, and business with deep subject matter expertise. 
 
 Achieve will work closely with this team during 2008 to plan the Institute.  The process 
will formally commence in October with a two-day meeting at a location outside the state to 
review Achieve’s analysis of the state’s standards, learn about successful postsecondary and 
business outreach processes in other states, and create a work plan and timeline for action.  Two 
additional out-of-state meetings will occur over the following 12 to 15 months to review progress 
and finish execution of the plan (see timeline).  
 
 In Illinois’ case, the Institute plan might address:  outreach to postsecondary and business 
leaders to identify skills critical for all Illinois students to successfully transition to college and 
careers; filling in gaps in the high school standards to align with college and career-ready 
standards; adjusting the P-8 grade standards as necessary to vertically align with the high school 
standards and college and career-ready standards; and aligning the PSAE and ISAT with the 
revised P-12 standards. 
 

Achieve is currently in discussion with leaders from California and Florida about 
participating in the same cohort of the Alignment Institute.  California and Florida leaders will be 
focused on alignment within their states, but there will be significant opportunities for cross-
fertilization and thought partnership with those states around shared challenges. 
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Reviewing and Aligning the preK-12 Standards and State Assessments 
 

One question that the State Board had is whether it is possible to review the Illinois P-8 
academic standards and help the state “vertically align” its elementary, middle, and high school 
standards with the college and career-ready expectations.  Achieve has produced model course 
descriptions and benchmarks specifying what students should know and be able to do beginning 
in elementary school to culminate in college and career readiness by the end of high school.  
Achieve is prepared to think through with the Illinois team how those “back-mapped” standards 
and new college and career-ready standards can be used to review preK-8 and high school 
standards and how that work can be incorporated into the alignment institute process described 
above. 
 

In addition, once Illinois has addressed the gaps in its standards, the next step is to look at 
the alignment of the new back-mapped preK-12 standards with ISAT in 3-8 and PSAE in high 
school. 

 
Costs 

There is no cost for joining ADP, but the alignment services are provided on a fee-for-
service basis.  The budget will need to be based on the ultimate scope of work agreed upon by the 
state and Achieve.  To address this, the State Board has earmarked funds for its work with 
Achieve. 

 
Notwithstanding the up-front investment, better systemic alignment will likely stimulate 

savings in the near-term, and certainly in terms of downstream costs.  Illinois’ participation in the 
Alignment Institute will be a powerful way to deepen the commitment and momentum among the 
state’s leaders to advancing college and career readiness. 
 
Achieve Alignment Institute 2008-2009—Illinois Overview 
 

The Illinois State Board of Education requested that Achieve analyze the Illinois Stage I 
(Grades 8, 9, 10) and Stage J (Grades 11, 12) Performance Descriptors in English and 
mathematics and compare them to the ADP Benchmarks for English and mathematics.  A 
preliminary report delivered in February 2008 and a final report delivered in May 2008 indicate 
that there are significant gaps in alignment with the skills and knowledge that college faculty and 
employers say is essential for student success.  Participation in the Achieve Alignment Institute 
can be a powerful strategy for bringing the P-12, higher education, and business communities 
together to define college and career readiness expectations for Illinois high school graduates.  
These expectations will serve as an anchor for the alignment of the state’s P-12 standards with the 
actual preparation students need for their next steps into postsecondary education and the 
workforce. 
 
Goal:  Identification of Illinois’ College and Career Ready Standards 
 

The Achieve Alignment Institute is designed to help Illinois identify College and Career 
Readiness Standards that are co-owned and mutually endorsed by P-12, postsecondary, and 
business.  Achieve will customize the Alignment Institute and create a process with the Illinois 
team to identify the English and mathematics expectations that are most critical for high school 
graduates to: 
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• 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. 

 
Additional analyses may be done for Illinois’ ADP Leadership and Alignment Teams to 

better understand how existing assessments like the PSAE will align with the College and Career 
Readiness Standards that are identified.  The goal is for Illinois’ high school students to have an 
accurate view of the preparation they may still need in order to be career ready, to ensure 
successful placement in entry-level, credit bearing college coursework, and to graduate college. 

 
 When Illinois has identified the College and Career Readiness Standards, the next critical 
step for the state would be to evaluate and “vertically align” Illinois’ Learning Standards in 
English Language Arts and mathematics for K-8.  Achieve could provide analyses of the current 
Illinois K-8 standards in English and mathematics as a basis for this work.  These analyses would 
indicate where gaps might occur in the progression of knowledge and skills that build students’ 
preparation for college and work. 
 
Illinois’ Cross Sector Team 
 

In order to participate in the Achieve Alignment Institute, Illinois will put together an 
alignment team consisting of leaders and experts from the P-12, higher education, and business 
communities.  The make-up of the team varies across the three meetings of the Alignment 
Institute depending upon the agenda and input/expertise needed (see Attachment B).  
Collaboration among the members of the state team will be critical to the alignment effort.  States 
have found that various types of expertise and broader engagement result in high quality College 
and Career Readiness Standards that are co-owned and supported across the sectors. 

 
Members of the alignment team will engage in careful analysis and dialogue to identify 

the core knowledge and skills mutually verified and endorsed by: 
 

• State postsecondary institutions as defining the knowledge and skills necessary for 
placement into credit-bearing courses; 

• Employers and the business community as constituting skills necessary to enter and 
succeed in the 21st century workplace, and 

• Leaders of P-12, including the state board of education or other appropriate governing 
body, as defining the core knowledge and skills in English and mathematics that all 
students need in order to successfully transition from high school to college and careers. 
 

Achieve Provides Support 
 
 Achieve, Inc. provides support by: 
 

• Convening the state alignment team three times over a one year period; 
• Providing technical assistance, training, tools, and coaching; 
• Providing comparisons of various state expectations as national benchmarks, and 
• Reviewing preliminary and final drafts of College and Career Readiness Standards. 
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Costs 
 
Basic Support 
 

A basic fee (paid by the Illinois State Board of Education) would be charged to cover: 
 
• Lodging, meals, and materials for the members of the State Alignment Team during the 

actual times all states are scheduled to meet (October 2008, March and July 2009); 
• The initial, preliminary, and final analyses of drafts of Illinois’ College and Career 

Readiness Standards that will be shared during the institute sessions, and 
• On-site technical assistance during Institute sessions and interim state visits to the state 

(as needed) by Achieve staff. 
 
Additional Analytics 
 

Illinois will be able to request additional analyses such as: 
 

• How the PSAE, a college readiness exam used within the state, aligns with the college 
and career standards identified by the Illinois’ team; 

• How the current Illinois Learning Standards in English Language Arts and mathematics 
for K-8 “vertically align” with the College and Career Readiness Standards that are 
drafted as part of the alignment process.   
 
These analyses would indicate where gaps might occur in the progression of knowledge 

and skills that build students’ preparation for college and work.  Other customized analyses may 
also be designed as needed by Illinois.  
Timeline of Achieve Alignment Institutes and Illinois’ Activities 
 

Generally, states have taken a period of 12-18 months to complete the process of 
identifying College and Career Readiness Standards that are co-owned and mutually endorsed by 
P-12, postsecondary, and business.  Progress depends on the extent to which the team can build 
on current state efforts – specifically on the existing high school standards and any postsecondary 
efforts to identify entry-level standards.  Legislative and Board priorities also influence progress.  
An approximate timeline for the 2008-09 Alignment Institute of Cohort IV States follows: 
 
May – September 2008 
Achieve team visits Illinois to: 

• Learn about the state’s priorities and critical timelines (e.g. Illinois College and Career 
Readiness Standards, alignment of the PSAE with these standards, ensuring vertical 
alignment of K-12 to better prepare students for college and careers) and how these 
priorities will be integrated into the Alignment Institute State Plan; 

• Begin planning overall alignment process to address various state priorities (for example, 
discuss documents needed for analysis and timelines for submitting documents);  

• Prepare for first institute with the Alignment Team Coordinator and other key individuals 
from K-12, postsecondary, and business, who will form the Illinois Alignment Team 

• Present overview of American Diploma Project and Alignment Institute to groups critical 
to alignment effort such as Chief Academic Officers. 

• Begin to identify key faculty to participate in 2-3 in-state convenings following the 
October, March, and July Alignment Institutes with California and Florida. (See 
Attachment A).  These in-state convenings are part of the larger process to identify the 



154 
 

knowledge and skills required for high school graduates to enter and succeed in credit-
bearing coursework and employment. These “College and Career Ready Standards” will 
be aligned with the K-12 standards, assessments, graduations requirements, and 
postsecondary placement. 

October 2008 
Achieve convenes the first Alignment Institute and the Illinois Alignment Team: 

• Overviews national data and rationale for alignment, related research, national college-
ready benchmarks, international benchmarks; 

• Learns about comparison of state expectations and ADP Benchmarks, and 
• Develops strategy and timeline for outreach to postsecondary and business and drafting 

of preliminary College and Career Readiness Standards. 
 
November 2008 – February 2009 In-State Convening(s): 
Using data and analysis from the first Alignment Institute as a point of departure, faculty: 

• Overview alignment process as well as national and international benchmarks within the 
context of what is required for entry into credit bearing coursework in Illinois, 

• Examine results of initial analysis from Achieve’s comparison of state expectations and 
ADP Benchmarks and identify critical skills for entry level credit-bearing coursework 
that are present/not present, 

• Begin preliminary draft of critical skills for entry level credit-bearing coursework, and 
share results across campuses and existing groups (i.e. CAO) with per plan and timeline 
from Illinois Alignment Team. 

 
March 2009 
Achieve convenes the second Alignment Institute and the Illinois Alignment Team: 

• Presents the results of their postsecondary and/or business outreach efforts; 
• Finalizes preliminary draft of College and Career Readiness Standards for Achieve 

review, and 
• Reviews additional analytics requested on analysis of K-8 standards in English and/or 

mathematics and refines plan with Achieve coach; plan may identify specific benchmarks 
for vertical alignment of K-8 standards with the College and Career Ready Standards that 
are being developed. 

 
April – June 2009 In-State Convening(s): 
Using data and analysis from the second Alignment Institute as a point of departure, faculty: 

• Review data from postsecondary and/or business outreach efforts as compared to what 
has been identified in preliminary draft of College and Career Readiness Standards for 
Achieve review and note needed additions/deletions, 

• Determine how emerging set of expectations begin to align with current postsecondary 
efforts, i.e. end of course outcomes for general education coursework, and identify areas 
of convergence emerging in expectations for comparable entry level courses,  

• Identify additional sources of data that would inform identification of college-readiness 
such as remediation rates, student performance in entry level courses and retention 
beyond first year,  

• Review any additional analytics, Achieve completed at request of Illinois Alignment 
Team, and  

• Share results across campuses and existing groups (i.e. CAO) per plan and timeline from 
Illinois Alignment Team. 
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July 2009 
Achieve convenes the third Alignment Institute and the Illinois Alignment Team: 

• Presents their progress in alignment and next steps; 
• Receives Achieve’s review of preliminary draft College and Career Readiness Standards, 

identifies final revisions needed, and plans submission of final College and Career 
Readiness Standards to Achieve for review; 

• Integrates next steps for vertically aligning K-8 standards with College and Career 
Readiness Standards (when endorsed) to ensure a progression across K-12, and 

• Plan process for adoption/endorsement of the K-8 and College and Career Readiness 
Standards 

 
August 2009 – January 2010 In-State Convening(s): 
Using data and analysis from the third Alignment Institute as a point of departure, faculty: 

• Review Achieve analysis of preliminary draft of College and Career Readiness Standards 
make recommendations to Illinois Alignment Team regarding final revisions,   

• Continue process (initiated at April-June convening) of linking and integrating the 
Illinois College and Career Readiness Standards to on-going campus efforts to align entry 
level expectations across campus and increase student preparation and retention, and 

• (Integrate faculty groups’ efforts with next steps of Illinois Alignment Team’s next 
steps.) 
 

August 2009 - January 2010 
Achieve continues to work with the Illinois Alignment Team to: 

• Convey to the state Achieve’s final review of the College and Career Readiness 
Standards and conclude the alignment process for identifying these expectations that are 
co-owned and mutually endorsed by K-12, postsecondary, and business. 

• Plan next steps for integrating College and Career Readiness Standards into related 
efforts such as high school graduation requirements, college-ready assessments such as 
the PSAE, admission and/or placement into postsecondary training and degree programs. 

 
Attachment C and D provides additional information regarding the American Diploma Project. 
 
Staff Recommendation 
 
Staff recommends adoption of the following resolution: 
 
The Illinois Board of Higher Education hereby endorses participation in the American Diploma 
Project. 
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Attachment B: 
Individuals to Consider Including in Illinois’ Alignment Team Activities 
 
 
P-12 Representatives 
 

• Associate superintendents, deputies, or upper management in the state board office or 
education agency who are responsible for the implementation of standards and 
assessments 

• Staff member(s) in the state education agency who lead the development of high school 
mathematics and English standards and assessments 

• High school teachers who have a depth of experience in transitioning students from high 
school to postsecondary (They may be recognized as leading “expert teachers” who are 
actively engaged in state level high school reform efforts or lead programs that focus on 
preparing middle and high school students for college, e.g. GEAR-UP, and alignment of 
curriculum and assessment across 6-12.) 

• High school teachers who teach in Early College, International Baccalaureate, or 
Advanced Placement Programs, or teach in the applied and technical programs that feed 
directly into programs at 2 and 4 year institutions 

• High school principals and other education leaders who direct exemplary programs that 
have produced results in students’ achievement and postsecondary entry and success 
 

Postsecondary Representatives 
 

• Postsecondary staff members who coordinate P-16 or high school to college articulation 
efforts or standards development for state postsecondary governing bodies, coordinating 
boards, or systems of higher education 

• Faculty who teach entry-level, credit-bearing coursework in English and mathematics 
courses on the 2- and 4-year campuses (Consider ways to engage faculty from all 
campuses and provide means to review work-in-progress via electronic bulletin boards, 
faculty e-mail networks, etc.) 

• Faculty in mathematics and English who coordinate campus-based efforts to accurately 
assess and place students in entry-level coursework (In some cases these individuals 
might include senior faculty or department chairpersons who bring the institutional 
knowledge of past and current campus efforts to the alignment process.) 

• Arts and sciences faculty, e.g. social sciences, science, and applied programs who have 
experience in articulating student learning expectations that are critical to success in 
entry-level coursework in that discipline 

• Faculty with institutes, centers, or projects to improve the preparation of middle and/or 
high school students in mathematics and English Language Arts and have established 
partnerships with high schools and districts across the state (Consider including in this 
group, representative faculty serving on state standards and assessment panels or those 
who direct the state content area associations and may work in partnership with high 
school reform efforts, e.g. Teachers of Mathematics, Teachers of Writing, etc.) 
 

Representatives of the Business/Employer Community 
 

• Front line managers from companies that employ large percentages of the state workforce 
in quality jobs that may require further education and training, e.g. state government and 
the military 
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• Employer or Labor representatives who devise and oversee technical training (e.g. 
apprentice) programs in the “skilled trades” 

• Personnel directors or human resource personnel particularly those responsible for math 
and English screening of incoming employees for specialized jobs (e.g. utility and power 
companies) 

• Postsecondary faculty in the applied fields and career technical educators from the 
programs at 2- and 4-year institutions that connect directly with the state’s workforce 
preparation effort.  (These individuals contribute valuable perspectives on the rigor of 
math, reading, and writing skills required in entry-level coursework in the technical and 
applied fields that a number of students will enter after high school.) 

• Representatives of key business groups in the state including the Chamber of Commerce 
and professional business associations 

 



 
 THE AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT 

 CLOSING THE EXPECTATIONS GAP 
 

 

In nearly every state today, students can 
meet the requirements for high school 
graduation and still be unprepared for 
success in college or the workplace. Simply 
put, our standards have not kept pace with 
the world students are entering after high 
school.  
 
States need to raise standards for all 
students and tie high school tests and 
requirements to the expectations of colleges 
and employers. Colleges and employers 
must then honor and reward student 
achievement on state tests through their 
admissions, placement and hiring policies. 
This will send a powerful signal to students 
that it pays to meet higher standards in high 
school.  
 
The American Diploma Project 
The American Diploma Project (ADP) is an 
Achieve initiative created to ensure that all 
students graduate from high school prepared 
to face the challenges of work and college. 
The ADP Network includes 33 states 
dedicated to the same goal. ADP is designed 
to ensure that all states: 
 
• Align high school standards and 

assessments with the knowledge and 
skills required for success after high 
school.  

• Require all graduates to take rigorous courses � aligned to college- and career-ready standards � 
that prepare them for life after high school. 

• Streamline the assessment system so that the tests students take in high school also can serve as 
placement tests for college and hiring for the workplace. 

• Hold high schools accountable for graduating students who are ready for college or careers and hold 
postsecondary institutions accountable for students� success once enrolled. 

 
Keeping Pace with Rising Knowledge and Skill Demands 
In the new, knowledge-based economy, employers and college leaders are placing a higher premium on 
high-level math and communications skills than ever before. Yet, few states expect students to take high 
school courses in math through and beyond Algebra II or advanced courses in English and science, 
despite the research that finds students that complete this coursework are more likely to be successful in 
work and college. Only eighteen states have high school graduation requirements aligned with college 
and workplace expectations.  
 
High School Graduates Are Not Prepared To Succeed 
Far too many recent high school graduates enter college and the workplace unprepared for the demands 
of learning and earning. According to a survey commissioned by Achieve, 39 percent of recent graduates 
enrolled in college and 46 percent in the workforce say there were significant gaps in their preparation. 
Professors and employers estimate that four out of ten graduates are unprepared for college or 
employment.  

The American Diploma Project Network
 
Thirty-three states � educating nearly 80 percent of America�s 
high school students � have signed on to the American Diploma 
Project (ADP) Network. In these states, governors, state 
education officials, business executives and higher education 
officials work together to raise high school standards, strengthen 
assessments and curriculum, and align expectations with the 
demands of college and careers.  
 
Although all Network states have committed to a common set of 
key policy priorities, there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Each 
state has developed its own action plan for carrying out the 
agenda. See the state profiles at Achieve.org for more details: 
http://www.achieve.org/node/317  
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 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 don�t 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 � 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 nation�s 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

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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AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT

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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AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT

The ADP Network States educate 
80% of students in the nation
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AMERICAN DIPLOMA PROJECT

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
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