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A world leader in education 
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Can the U.S. learn from high-performing PISA countries and improve its performance? 
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It was a challenge to convince so many stakeholders – parents, teachers, 
legislators and my fellow education leaders in West Virginia that it was in our 
interests to raise our standards and suffer a short-term drop in scores to achieve 
a long term benefit. Some asked “why do we have to aim so high as Finland and 
Singapore and those places?” And my response was, “if we’re going to spend the 
effort and money necessary to raise standards, we might as well shoot for the top 
and align them with the best practices for global achievement, since that’s where 
our young people are going to be competing in the 21st Century – with the best 
educated workers from all around the globe.” 

 
Some things high-performing education systems are doing differently than the U.S. 

.$! The teaching profession in the U.S. does not have the same high status as it once did, nor 
does it compare with the status teachers enjoy in the world’s best-performing economies$!
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%*,!-*&+=(4,&*$%+(,$)(!/%/8*$+("3(%-,%(!"#$%&'(<*./*:*(%-,%("$.'(+"6*(+#<+*%("3(%-*($,%/"$E+(

!-/.)&*$(!,$("&($**)(%"(,!-/*:*(-/7-(+%,$),&)+0(F"$*("3(%-*(-/7-(4*&3"&6/$7(+'+%*6+(-,+(

6,$,7*)(%"(,!-/*:*(+#+%,/$*)(-/7-(4*&3"&6,$!*(5/%-"#%()*:*."4/$7(,(+'+%*6(%-,%(/+(

4&*6/+*)=(/$()*%,/.=("$(%-*(4&"4"+/%/"$(%-,%(/%(/+(4"++/<.*(3"&(,..(+%#)*$%+(%"(,!-/*:*(,%(-/7-(

.*:*.+(,$)($*!*++,&'(%-,%(%-*'()"(+"0(

(

G"+%("3(%-*(-/7-(4*&3"&6/$7(!"#$%&/*+(-,:*()*:*."4*)(5"&.)H!.,++(,!,)*6/!(+%,$),&)+(3"&(

%-*/&(+%#)*$%+(,$)(%-*/&(*1/+%*$!*(%*$)+(%"(<*(,(!"$+/+%*$%(4&*)/!%"&(3"&(%-*(":*&,..(

4*&3"&6,$!*("3(*)#!,%/"$(+'+%*6+0(2-*(,44&",!-*+(%"(+%,$),&)H+*%%/$7(/$(!"#$%&/*+(&,$7*(

3&"6()*3/$/$7(<&",)(*)#!,%/"$,.(7",.+(#4(%"(3"&6#.,%/$7(!"$!/+*(4*&3"&6,$!*(*14*!%,%/"$+(/$(

5*..H)*3/$*)(+#<B*!%(,&*,+0((

(

G"+%("3(%-*+*(!"#$%&/*+(-,:*(,.+"(/$!"&4"&,%*)(%-*/&(+%,$),&)+(/$%"(+'+%*6+("3(-/7-H9#,./%'(

!#&&/!#.,(,$)(*1%*&$,.(*1,6/$,%/"$+(,%(%-*(+*!"$),&'(+!-"".(.*:*.0(2-*+*(,&*(#+*)(%"(!"$+%&#!%(

!.*,&(7,%*5,'+(3"&(+%#)*$%+(*/%-*&(/$%"(%-*(5"&A3"&!*(,$)(7"")(B"<+("&(%"(%-*($*1%(+%,7*("3(

*)#!,%/"$("&(<"%-0(

(

I-,%*:*&(%-*(,44&",!-=(+#!-(+%,$),&)+(+-,4*(-/7-H4*&3"&6/$7(*)#!,%/"$(+'+%*6+(<'(

*+%,<./+-/$7(&/7"&"#+=(3"!#+*)(,$)(!"-*&*$%(!"$%*$%(,%(,..(7&,)*(.*:*.+J(&*)#!/$7(":*&.,4(/$(

!#&&/!#.,(,!&"++(7&,)*+J(&*)#!/$7(:,&/,%/"$(/$(/64.*6*$%*)(!#&&/!#.,(,!&"++(!.,++&""6+J(

3,!/./%,%/$7(!"H"&)/$,%/"$("3(:,&/"#+(4"./!'()&/:*&+=(&,$7/$7(3&"6(!#&&/!#.,(%"(%*,!-*&(%&,/$/$7J(

,$)(&*)#!/$7(/$*9#/%'(/$(!#&&/!#.,(,!&"++(+"!/"H*!"$"6/!(7&"#4+0((

(

2-*(*+%,<./+-6*$%=(<'(+%,%*+=("3(K!"66"$(!"&*(+%,$),&)+L(/$(%-*(M$/%*)(;%,%*+(3".."5+(,(

+/6/.,&(./$*("3(&*,+"$/$7=(5/%-(%-*(4"%*$%/,.(%"(,))&*++(%-*(!#&&*$%(4&"<.*6("3(5/)*.'(

)/+!&*4,$%(+%,%*(+%,$),&)+(,$)(,++*++6*$%(!#%(+!"&*+(%-,%(-,:*(.*)(%"($"$H!"64,&,<.*(&*+#.%+0((

(
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!"# Only Luxembourg spends more money per capita on its students than the U.S., both 
persistently less-than-stellar performers, and U.S. spending patterns vary widely from 
those of more successful education countries.#

#
$%&'#()*+,-*#*./0#-.1-#-.)#12/+3-#/4#2/3)5#1#31-6/3#/(#*-1-)#*7)38*#/3#)8+91-6/3:#0.6,)#
627/(-13-:#6*#3/-#1#8)96*6;)#419-/(#63#19.6);63<#.6<.#*9/()*#/3#-.)#1**)**2)3-*"#'#.)1,-.5#
=>$#634,+)39)*#)8+91-6/31,#*+99)**:#?+-#/3,5#)@7,163*#A#7)(9)3-#/4#-.)#8644)()39)#63#1;)(1<)#
*-+8)3-#$%&'#7)(4/(2139)"##
#
>)*76-)#*7)3863<#2/()#2/3)5#7)(#*-+8)3-#-.13#/-.)(#9/+3-(6)*:#3)6-.)(#B+@)2?/+(<#3/(#-.)#
C"&"#.1;)#2131<)8#-/#?()1D#63-/#-.)#(13D*#/4#-/7#$%&'#7)(4/(2)(*"#E.)#C"&"#./;)(*#63#-.)#
2688,)#(13D*:#1,/3<#06-.#9/+3-(6)*#*+9.#1*#F*-/361#138#$/,138:#)19.#/4#0.69.#*7)38#.1,4#1*#
2+9.#7)(#*-+8)3-#1*#-.)#C"&"#'-#-.)#*12)#-62)#*-+8)3-*#4(/2#B+@)2?/+(<:#0.69.#*7)38*#-.)#
2/*-#2/3)5#7)(#*-+8)3-:#19.6);)#*6<3646913-,5#,/0)(#*9/()*#-.13#-.)#C"&":#(13D63<#?),/0#-.)#
GFH>#1;)(1<)#63#);)(5#91-)</(5"#
#
I)0#J)1,138:#/3#-.)#/-.)(#.138:#/3)#/4#-.)#.6<.)*-#7)(4/(263<#GFH>#9/+3-(6)*:#*7)38*#0),,#
?),/0#-.)#GFH>#1;)(1<):#0.6,)#3+2?)(K/3)#(13D63<#&.13<.16:#06-.#-/7#*9/()*#63#);)(5#
91-)</(5:#6,,+*-(1-)*#4/(9)4+,,5#0.1-#913#?)#19.6);)8#06-.#2/8)(1-)#)9/3/269#()*/+(9)*#63#1#
86;)(*)#*/961,#9/3-)@-"#

#
E.)#C"&"#1,*/#*7)38*#6-*#2/3)5#8644)()3-,5#-.13#-.)#2/*-#*+99)**4+,#$%&'#7)(4/(263<#
31-6/3*"#%-#6*#/3)#/4#/3,5#4/+(#GFH>#9/+3-(6)*#-.1-#177)1(*#-/#*7)38#,)**#2/3)5#7)(#*-+8)3-#
L?1*)8#/3#-)19.)(M*-+8)3-#(1-6/*N#63#6-*#)9/3/2691,,5#86*18;13-1<)8#*9.//,*:#0.6,)#*7)3863<#
2/()#63#(69.)(#86*-(69-*"##
#
%3#1?/+-#.1,4#/4#GFH>#9/+3-(6)*:#86*18;13-1<)8#*9.//,*#-)38#-/#.1;)#1#,/0)(#-)19.)(M*-+8)3-#
(1-6/:#/3#-.)#1**+27-6/3#-.1-#9.6,8()3#4(/2#,)**#)9/3/2691,,5#18;13-1<)8#3)6<.?/(.//8*#138#
9+,-+()*#*./+,8#.1;)#2/()#138#?)--)(#-)19.)(*"#O6<.K7)(4/(263<#&63<17/():#4/(#)@127,):#
*)38*#6-*#?)*-#-)19.)(*#-/#0/(D#06-.#*-+8)3-*#0./#1()#.1;63<#-.)#2/*-#864469+,-5"#E.1-#71--)(3#
6*#();)(*)8#63#-.)#C"&":#%*(1),:#&,/;)361#138#E+(D)5#P#-.)#/3,5#4/+(#GFH>#9/+3-(6)*#-/#41;/(#
-.)6(#)9/3/2691,,5#18;13-1<)8#*9.//,*#06-.#2/()#-)19.)(*#/3#1#*-1-6*-691,,5#*6<3646913-#?1*6*"#
#
%3#-.)#C"&":#-.6*#6*#71(-,5#8+)#-/#-.)#419-#*9.//,#*5*-)2*#1()#,/91,,5#463139)8#06-.#-1@#(1-)*#
?1*)8#/3#-.)#;1,+)#/4#,/91,#./2)*#138#?+*63)**)*"#E.6*#1,,/0*#7)/7,)#0./#1()#?)--)(#/44#
46313961,,5#-/#4/(2#1#*9.//,#-1@63<#86*-(69-#-.1-#913#(16*)#2/()#2/3)5#4/(#.6(63<#-.)#?)*-#
-)19.)(*#138#7(/;6863<#/-.)(#.6<.,5#4+38)8#()*/+(9)*"#
#
%-#6*#63-)()*-63<#-/#3/-)#-.1-#H13181:#0.69.#.1*#?)9/2)#1#-/7#$%&'#7)(4/(2)(:#.18#1#46313963<#
*5*-)2#*626,1(#-/#-.1-#/4#-.)#C"&"#+3-6,#1#4)0#5)1(*#1</"#%-#.1*#*639)#?))3#1?138/363<#-.1-#
*5*-)2#63#41;/(#/4#*.64-63<#4+3863<#)3-6(),5#/(#1,2/*-#)3-6(),5#-/#-.)#7(/;639)*"#%-#0/+,8#?)#
7/,6-691,,5#138#*-(+9-+(1,,5#864469+,-#-/#21D)#-.)#*12)#-(13*6-6/3#63#-.)#C"&":#?+-#6-#6*#);)3#
2/()#864469+,-#-/#*))#./0#-.)#C36-)8#&-1-)*#913#*+99))8#63#21-9.63<#-.)#7)(4/(2139)#/4#-.)#
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!"#$%&'()*+),'-./,#0"#1*2+(3"42-#*,'(42$,''(*-($,5,$'(-),(/$67*2+(0*,$%(0"#(*-'(1"'-(
,3"2"1*36$$7(%*'6%562-6+,%('-4%,2-'8(9)*'(*'(%4,:(*2($6#+,(1,6'4#,:(-"(063-"#(241;,#(0"4#8((
(

<8( Socio-Economic differences play a particularly strong role in U.S. results.(
(
=,5,2-,,2(/,#3,2-("0(-),(56#*6-*"2(*2(>8=8('-4%,2-(/,#0"#1623,("2(-),(?@@A(BC=D(
6'',''1,2-'(362(;,(,E/$6*2,%(;7(6('-4%,2-&'('"3*".,3"2"1*3(;63F+#"42%:(6(06#()*+),#(
/,#3,2-6+,(-)62(-),(GHIJ(65,#6+,8(C2(I626%6("#(K6/62:(0"#(,E61/$,:("2$7(A(/,#3,2-("0(6(
'-4%,2-&'('3"#,(*'(*20$4,23,%(;7('"3*".,3"2"1*3(%*00,#,23,'. 
(
L)6-(-)*'(1,62'(*'(-)6-(-!"(>8=8('-4%,2-'(0#"1(%*00,#,2-('"3*".,3"2"1*3(;63F+#"42%'(!*$$(
56#7(143)(1"#,(*2(-),*#($,6#2*2+("4-3"1,'(-)62(*'(2"#16$$7(-),(36',(*2(GHIJ(3"42-#*,'8(
G2$7(M42+6#7:(N,$+*41:(94#F,7:(O4E,1;"4#+:(I)*$,(62%(P,#1627(61"2+(-),(QQ("-),#(
GHIJ(3"42-#*,'(')"!(6($6#+,#(*1/63-("0('"3*".,3"2"1*3(;63F+#"42%("2(#,6%*2+(
/,#0"#1623,(-)62(-),(>2*-,%(=-6-,'8((
(
9),(>2*-,%(=-6-,'(%",'(2"-()65,(6(1"#,(%*'6%562-6+,%('"3*".,3"2"1*3('-4%,2-(/"/4$6-*"2(
-)62(-),(GHIJ(65,#6+,(3"42-#7(;4-(-),('"3*".,3"2"1*3(%*00,#,23,'(-)6-(%"(,E*'-(61"2+(
'-4%,2-'(*2(-),(>8=8(-#62'$6-,(*2-"(6(/6#-*34$6#$7('-#"2+(*1/63-("2('-4%,2-($,6#2*2+("4-3"1,'8(
(
D-(-),('61,(-*1,:(*-(*'(*1/"#-62-(-"(/"*2-("4-(-)6-('"3*".,3"2"1*3(063-"#'(6#,(06#(0#"1(
%,-,#1*2*'-*3:(/6#-*34$6#$7(*2(-),(>8=88(="1,("0(-),(1"'-(%*'6%562-6+,%('3)""$'(*2(-),(>8=8:(
0#"1(6('"3*".,3"2"1*3('-62%/"*2-:(16-3)(-),(#,'4$-'(!,(',,(*2(R*2$62%:("2,("0(-),(;,'-(
/,#0"#1*2+(,%436-*"26$('7'-,1'(*2(-),(!"#$%8(D2%(?S(/,#3,2-("0(TS(7,6#."$%'(6--,2%*2+(
,3"2"1*36$$7(%*'6%562-6+,%('3)""$'(*2(-),(>8=8(63)*,5,(-),(65,#6+,('3"#,'(,6#2,%(;7(R*22*')(
'-4%,2-'(!)"(6#,(-),('61,(6+,8(
(

Positive factors working in favor of the U.S. when it comes to education include: 
(

( >8=8(/6#,2-'(-,2%(-"(;,(;,--,#.,%436-,%(-)62(/6#,2-'(*2(1627(GHIJ(3"42-#*,'U(
(
( >8=8('-4%,2-'('3"#,(3"1/6#6-*5,$7(!,$$(6-(-),()*+),#($,5,$'("0(#,6%*2+(/#"0*3*,237(V(

( W,6#$7(-!*3,(6'(1627(TS(7,6#."$%'('3"#,(6-(-),()*+),'-(#,6%*2+($,5,$("0('*E(XT8S(
/,#3,2-Y(3"1/6#,%(!*-)(-),(GHIJ(65,#6+,(X@8Z(/,#3,2-Y:(62%((

( 9,2(/,#3,2-('3"#,(6-($,5,$(0*5,(*2(#,6%*2+(X6;"5,(65,#6+,Y:(3"1/6#,%(!*-)(6([8\(
/,#3,2-(65,#6+,(63#"''(6$$(GHIJ(3"42-#*,'U(62%(

(
( >8=8('3"#,'(*2('3*,23,(6#,(#,'/,3-6;$,(*0(2"-("4-'-62%*2+:(62%(*1/#"5*2+(..(

( L*-)(T(/,#3,2-(63)*,5*2+($,5,$('*E(62%(A(/,#3,2-($,5,$(0*5,:(62%((
( 9),("5,#6$$(65,#6+,('3*,23,('3"#,("0(S@?(6(%,0*2*-,(62%('-6-*'-*36$$7('*+2*0*362-(
*1/#"5,1,2-("5,#(-),(?@@\(>8=8('3"#,("0(<ZAU(

(
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!"#$%#&'$()$&*++,#$(#-*".#/.0'0#1232#%"450("#%)6'0%#*&&0*'#)6(%$%"0("+,#+*)7+4%"0'8#&*'"$)4+*'+,#
/.0(#)6-&*'05#/$".#".0#.$9.0%"#&0':6'-$(9#)64("'$0%2#;(+,#"/6#&0')0("#6:#1232#<=#,0*'>6+5%#
'0*).#*#+0?0+#%$@#$(#-*".8#)6-&*'05#/$".#*#A#&0')0("#;BCD#*?0'*908#*(5#*(#*%"64(5$(9#EF#
&0')0("#+0?0+#%$@#'*"0#/*%#*).$0?05#G,#%"450("%#$(#3.*(9.*$>C.$(*#$(#EHHI2##
#
!(#*55$"$6(8#/.$+0#*#'0%&0)"*G+0#"0(#&0')0("#6:#1232#%"450("#0*'(05#*(#J*G6?0>*?0'*90K#:$?0#$(#
-*".#$(#EHHI8#(0*'+,#:$:",#&0')0("#6:#%"450("%#$(#3.*(9.*$#5$5#L#).*++0(9$(9#".0#50:$($"$6(#6:#".0#
&.'*%0#J*G6?0#*?0'*90K#:6'#".0#%"450("%#6:#".*"#0@)0&"$6(*++,#.$9.>&0':6'-$(9#%,%"0-2#
#

What Are The Best-Performing Systems Doing Right? A Personal View 
#
D4'$(9#".0#0*'+,#,0*'%#6:#(0/#M$++0(($4-8#)6>*4".6'#D'2#3"0?0(#N*$(0#"'*?0+05#"6#6G%0'?0#:$'%">
.*(5#".0#054)*"$6(*+#%,%"0-%#6:#O$(+*(58#3$(9*&6'0#*(5#;("*'$68#C*(*5*8#"6#+0*'(#/.*"#.0#)64+5#
:'6-#5$'0)"#6G%0'?*"$6(#6:#/.*"#".0%0#054)*"$6(#*4".6'$"$0%#/0'0#56$(9#"6#*).$0?0#%4).#%"'6(9#
64")6-0%2#
#
P.0#-*Q6'#5$::0'0()08#.0#(6"058#G0"/00(#".6%0#%,%"0-%#*(5#".0#6(0#$(#".0#1232#.*5#"6#56#/$".#
.6/#"0*).0'%#*'0#?*+4058#"'*$(05#*(5#)6-&0(%*"052#R++#".'00#%,%"0-%#&*,#?0',#)*'0:4+#*""0("$6(#
"6#'*$%$(9#*(5#-*$("*$($(9#".0#%"*(5*'5%#6:#".0#"0*).$(9#&'6:0%%$6(8#6(+,#*))0&"$(9#".0#?0',#G0%"#
)*(5$5*"0%#*(5#0@&0(5$(9#%4G%"*("$*+#*-64("%#6:#"$-0#*(5#-6(0,#"6#(4'"4'0#*(5#50?0+6&#".0#
"*+0("%#*(5#+0*50'%.$&#*G$+$"$0%#6:#"0*).0'%#*(5#&'$()$&*+%2#
#
<2# Finland#
#
O$(+*(5#'094+*'+,#"6&%#9+6G*+#)6-&*'$%6(%#6:#(*"$6(*+#&0':6'-*()08@$$#*(5#$(#EH<H#/*%#
'*(705#S4-G0'#;(0#$(#*#Newsweek#-*9*T$(0#%4'?0,#6:#JP.0#U6'+5V%#W0%"#C64("'$0%K#L#(6"#
6(+,#$(#054)*"$6(*+#*).$0?0-0("#L#G4"#$(#".0#*'0*%#6:#.0*+".8#0)6(6-$)#5,(*-$%-8#&6+$"$)*+#
0(?$'6(-0("#*(5#X4*+$",#6:#+$:02@$$$#
#
!(#O$(+*(58#$"#$%#*#"'0-0(564%#.6(6'#"6#G0#*#"0*).0'8#*(5#"0*).0'%#*'0#*::6'505#*#%"*"4%#
)6-&*'*G+0#"6#/.*"#56)"6'%8#+*/,0'%#*(5#6".0'#.$9.+,#'09*'505#&'6:0%%$6(*+%#0(Q6,#$(#".0#
1232Y#6(+,#6(0#64"#6:#0?0',#"0(#*&&+$)*("%#-*70%#$"#$("6#".0#O$(($%.#"'*$($(9#&66+#:6'#
"0*).0'%2@$?#
#
D0%&$"0#".0$'#.$9.#%"*"4%8#"0*).0'%#$(#O$(+*(5#*'0#(6"#&*$5#-4).#-6'0#".*(#"0*).0'%#*'0#$(#".0#
12328#6(#*#)6-&*'*"$?0#G*%$%#70,05#"6#&0'#)*&$"*#ZDN8#G4"#".0,#56#0(Q6,#"'0-0(564%#'0%&0)"#
*(5#'09*'5#:'6-#G6".#".0#90(0'*+#&4G+$)#*(5#".0$'#(*"$6(V%#&6+$"$)*+#+0*50'%2#
#
J!#*%705#6(0#,64(9#"0*).0'#$(#O$(+*(58#[/.*"#-*50#,64#/*("#"6#G0#*#"0*).0'8VK#D'2#N*$(0#
'0)*++052#J\0#'0&+$058#[G0)*4%0#$"#$%#".0#-6%"#.6(6'*G+0#6:#*++#&'6:0%%$6(%Y#$"#$%#*#&*"'$6"$)8#
(*"$6(*+#)*++$(9#"6#G0#*#"0*).0'2K#
#
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!"##"$%&'()*%(+$&'),(&-+()'&*)+(&'.&/+.'(*'&)#0&1)"#')"#&'%(&$')'2$&.3&'%("+&/+.3($$".#4&5%(6&
+(-27)+76&$')6&)3'(+&$*%..78&2#*.1/(#$)'(08&'.&9.+,&'.-('%(+&.#&()*%&.'%(+:$&/+.3($$".#)7&
0(;(7./1(#'&)#08&"#&-(#(+)78&$('&'%("+&.9#&/(+3.+1)#*(&$')#0)+0$4&&
&
5%(&!"##"$%&-.;(+#1(#'&($')<7"$%($&$.1(&)*%"(;(1(#'&-2"0(7"#($8&<2'&)$&)&-(#(+)7&+27(&'%(+(&
)+(&3(9&)''(1/'$&'.&(#3.+*(&/(+3.+1)#*(8&#.+&)+(&1)#6&1()$2+($&'),(#&'.&(#$2+(&
)**.2#')<"7"'64&=.;(+#1(#'&(02*)'".#&7()0(+$&'+2$'&'%("+&'()*%(+$&'.&0.&'%("+&>.<$&9(774&
?+(*"$(76&<(*)2$(&!"##"$%&'()*%(+$&(#>.6&'%)'&7(;(7&.3&'+2$'&3+.1&(02*)'".#&.33"*")7$8&'%(6&
)**(/'&'%(&+($/.#$"<"7"'6&)#0&+(*"/+.*)'(&<6&(@*(77"#-&"#&'%(&*7)$$+..1&(;(+6&0)64&
&

A4& Singapore&
&
5%(&"$7)#08&*"'6B$')'(&C(/2<7"*&.3&D"#-)/.+(&<.)$'$&)&0";(+$(&/./27)'".#E&FG&/(+*(#'&.3&'%(&
"$7)#0:$&3";(&1"77".#&"#%)<"')#'$&)+(&3.+("-#&<.+#4@;&
&
H$&9"'%&!"#7)#08&'%(&'()*%"#-&/+.3($$".#&"#&D"#-)/.+(&"$&)&*.1/('"'";(&)#0&%"-%76&$(7(*'";(&
.#(&'%)'&9.+,$&%)+0&'.&<2"70&"'$&.9#&$(#$(&.3&/+.3($$".#)7&*.#02*'&)#0&1(('&%"-%&$')#0)+0$&
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!"# Establish Ongoing, Summative Assessment and Intervention#
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D"# Invest Resources Closer to the Action#
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If you commit your life to teaching, America will pay for your college education. 
We’ll recruit teachers in math and science, and deploy them to under-staffed 
school districts in our inner cities and rural America. We’ll expand mentoring 
programs that pair experienced teachers with new recruits. And when our 
teachers succeed, I won’t just talk about how great they are – I’ll reward their 
greatness with better pay and more support. 
$
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