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States provide more funding for education than any other government service. On 
average, one-third of state budgets are devoted to supporting K–12 education alone. K–12 
education is the largest and one of the most important investments states make, so it’s no 
wonder why K–12 policy dominates state legislative agendas.  
 
State constitutions give state legislatures the responsibility of providing citizens with a 
free and public education. Yet, providing an adequate and excellent education for all 
students is one of the hardest goals for states to achieve.  
 
States want to ensure that all students have the opportunity to succeed. The federal 
government has developed accountability parameters under the No Child Left Behind Act. 
This law requires states to regularly test students, disaggregate test scores to understand 
how all students are doing, and take measures to improve low performing schools. State 
legislators are constantly looking for “what works” to improve student achievement. 
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Making states, districts, and schools accountable for the performance of their students has 
become a popular topic among policy makers and the education community.  
 
Standards-based accountability systems emphasize student achievement by setting goals 
in the form of standards. These standards hold the system accountable by assigning 
responsibilities for meeting those goals and attaching rewards and sanctions to specific 
performance levels.  
 
The No Child Left Behind Act created a shift in policy, altering the state’s role. States are 
now expected to set standards, develop an assessment system, and provide technical 
assistance to help build school capacity. State officials prescribe the desired outcomes, 
but the decisions to meet those goals are first reserved for the professional educators. 
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Alignment between state standards and the curriculum is necessary for a standards-based 
accountability system to work properly. A key concern of policy makers is how to ensure 
that the material being covered in the classroom is helping students meet the goals set by 
the state. 
 
The emphasis on standards is a trend sweeping across the country, with states adopting 
policies regarding what students need to know and be able to do at each grade level. 
There remain, however, great disparities between state standards. 
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Today, every state and territory requires children to enroll in public or private education 
or to be home-schooled. More than half—32 states—require students to begin their 
education by age 6. Some states set their age requirements as low as age 5 and as high as 
age 8. All children are required to continue their education into their high school years, 
with 26 states setting the cutoff age at 16. The remaining states require students to stay in 
school through age 17 or 18. 
 
Compulsory education laws vary greatly from state to state. While some states use a 
student’s date of birth to determine the beginning and ending dates for compulsory 
education, other states require a student to begin school if he or she will turn 6 during the 
school year and require a student to remain in school until completion of the school year 
in which he or she turns 17. Four states—Arizona, Montana, Vermont, and Wyoming—
require students to remain in school through a specified grade. Most states allow parents 
to petition their local school board or principal for a waiver of these requirements under 
certain circumstances, such as enrollment in a vocational education program or an 
institution of higher education, or early completion of required coursework. 
 
 
����	������
Over the past decade, new and emerging research on brain development and early 
learning programs has significantly contributed to the policy debate on school readiness. 
Legislators and other state policy makers have learned from this research about the 
impact of quality kindergarten and pre-kindergarten programs on later success in school. 
As a result, states have been re-examining their investments in kindergarten programs. 
Issues states are struggling with include: providing funding for full-day rather than half-
day kindergarten programs; determining whether kindergarten should be mandatory for 
all children; finding and retaining quality kindergarten teachers; and developing 
appropriate entrance and exit assessments for kindergartners. 
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In recent years, states have considered policy options to improve high school performance, 
including increasing the relevance of the high school curriculum; improving the 
connections between high school and college; and lowering the high school dropout rate. 
 
��������"
��
����
State legislatures across the country have revamped teacher preparation and licensure 
requirements to ensure that they are performance-based; established recruitment 
programs that provide scholarships, forgivable loans, or signing bonuses; and funded 
additional professional development opportunities for teachers. With high expectations 
for students to reach standards, policy makers are requiring the same attention to 
standards for teachers. Qualified and competent teachers in classrooms across the state 
are important to successful implementation of other education policy reforms such as 
standards and accountability, technology investments, and class size reduction. 
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One of the most controversial and widely discussed issues in education is the use of 
public funding to pay for private education through vouchers. On June 27, 2002, the 
United States Supreme Court ruled in Zelman, Superintendent of Public Instruction of 
Ohio, et al, v. Simmons-Harris, et al, that vouchers were constitutional, thus leading the 
way for the establishment of new voucher programs throughout the United States. 
 
To date, 12 states have implemented either a voucher, tax credit, or tax deduction program. 
After the decision in the Zelman case, states including Colorado, Maine, Mississippi, 
Texas, and Virginia introduced voucher legislation in the 2003 legislative session. Then, in 
April 2003, Colorado became the first state to pass a statewide voucher program since the 
Zelman decision. Prior to the establishment of the Colorado Opportunity Scholarship Pilot 
Program, Florida was the only state to have a statewide program. Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 
and Cleveland, Ohio, limit scholarships to individual school districts, while Maine and 
Vermont have long-standing variants on voucher programs. 
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See “Why Your State Budget Matters,” which is provided in this toolkit. 
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