
Every Child A Graduate

Is your local high school
making the grade?
10 Elements of a Successful High School

Drawing from the work of leading researchers and
educators from around the country, the Alliance for
Excellent Education has identified 10 key elements
that high schools should have in place to ensure every
student’s success. Whether you are

• a parent seeking a stronger education for your
child, 

• a business owner seeking a better-trained work
force, 

• or a concerned citizen joining with others to

improve schools, 

this checklist can help you identify the strengths and
weaknesses of your community schools and determine
steps for improvement.

Is your local high school making the grade?

We invite you to use this checklist to find out. And
please visit us on the web at www.all4ed.org to learn
how you can get involved in strengthening America’s
high schools.

Governor Bob Wise

President, Alliance for Excellent Education

Thousands of America’s high schools and millions 

of high school students are in serious trouble.

Here’s What You Can Do!
Visit us on the web at www.all4ed.org to…

Get Informed

• Learn more about what is happening in high
schools in your city and state and across America. 

• Access fact sheets, policy briefs, newsletters, 
reports, and other background materials on high
school education.

• Find out about other organizations that are working

to improve high schools in your state.

Get Organized

• Discover what actions you can take to raise 
awareness about the crisis in U.S. high schools.

• Download materials you can use to inform and
mobilize your friends, neighbors, and other 
community members.

Speak Out

• Connect with your local, state, and federal elected
officials and urge them to support comprehensive
high school reform.

• Download sample letters and editorials that you can
copy, revise, and send to newspaper editors, school
administrators, elected officials, and others, so that
your concerns can be heard. 
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1201 Connecticut Avenue, NW · Suite 901 · Washington, DC 20036
T 202 828-0828 · F 202 828-0821 · www.all4ed.org

Did you know that...

• the United States ranks 16th among industrialized
nations in overall graduation rates?

• American 15-year-olds were outscored in math by

their peers in 23 industrialized countries?

• the reading skills of the country’s 12th graders have
shown no improvement over the last three decades?

• almost 30% of the nation’s high school students
read several years below grade level and another
40% do not read proficiently?

• two out of three students either drop out of high
school or graduate without the skills they need to
succeed in college or at work?

• almost 30% of all entering college students must
take classes to catch up in reading, writing, or
mathematics—core subjects that they should have
mastered in high school?

That’s not good enough. 

In order to succeed in life, the nation’s young people
need high-level knowledge and skills. And all of us
have a stake in their success, whether we have school-

age children of our own or not. If America is to
remain a leader in the world, if we are going to have
well-paying jobs, and if we are to keep the democratic
values that we hold so dear, then we must improve
high school education.
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Challenging Classes

All students must learn the advanced skills that are the
key to success in college and in the 21st-century work-
place. Every student should take demanding classes in
the core subjects of English, history, science, and math;
and no student should ever get a watered-down course
of study. Further, students should be given the oppor-
tunity to earn industry certification or some college
credit while in high school through programs such as
Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, or
those offered through a local college or university.

Personal Attention for All Students

Every high school should be small enough—or divided
into small enough units—to allow teachers and staff to
get to know all students as individuals and to respond
to their specific learning needs. By the ninth grade,
student should have a detailed plan for graduation—
identifying the specific courses they must take, oppor-
tunities they should pursue, and extra help they need
in order to succeed in high school and beyond. Every
student should receive frequent and ongoing support
from at least one academic advisor throughout their
high school years. Knowing all students means also
knowing where they are at all times. Schools should
establish an attendance system that keeps track of 
students and initiates contact with students and parents
whenever an unplanned absence occurs.

Extra Help for Those Who Need It

Every high school should have a system in place 
to identify kids as soon as they start to struggle in 
reading, math, or any core subject. And every school
should allocate time and resources to provide the
immediate help that those kids need to stay on course.

Bringing the Real World to the Classroom

High schools should help students make the connec-
tion between book learning and the skills needed to be
successful in life. Students must develop the work
habits, character, and sense of personal responsibility
needed to succeed in school, at work, and in society. 
As part of their class work, students should have
opportunities to design independent projects, conduct
experiments, solve open-ended problems, and be
involved in activities that connect school to the rest 
of the world. 

Family and Community Involvement

Students thrive when their high schools encourage 
positive learning relationships among families, educa-
tors, faith groups, civic organizations, businesses, and
other members of the community. Parents should have
opportunities to visit the school building, talk with
teachers and staff, voice concerns, share ideas, and serve
as volunteers. School leaders should reach out to their
neighbors by attending community events and forming
partnerships with local organizations in order to
increase effectiveness and tap additional resources. 

A Safe Learning Environment

Every high school must guarantee the safety of its 
students, teachers, staff, and visitors, and every school
should be kept free of drugs, weapons, and gangs.
School leaders should build a climate of trust and
respect, which includes encouraging peaceful solutions
to conflict and responding directly to bullying, verbal
abuse, or other threats.

10 Elements that Every High School Should Have in Place

Skilled Teachers

All high school teachers should know the subjects they
teach and how to teach all kinds of students, from all
kinds of backgrounds. New teachers should get the
guidance and mentoring they need to be successful in
the classroom. All teachers should have enough time to
plan lessons, carefully review student performance, and
continuously improve their teaching. 

Strong Leaders

Every high school needs a skillful principal, one who
supervises personnel effectively, manages finances 
capably, and keeps the organization running smoothly.
Every school also needs a strong educational leader
(this could be the principal, a senior teacher, or another
staff member) to define a vision of academic excellence,
work with teachers to develop an engaging and 
coherent curriculum, and serve as a mentor and role
model for teachers and students alike.

Necessary Resources

Every high school should provide all students and
teachers with the books, computers, laboratory
equipment, technology, and other resources they 
need to be successful. And every school should 
maintain safe, clean facilities that are fit for teaching
and learning.

User-Friendly Information

All community members should have easy access to
information that gives a clear, straightforward picture
of how well the school is serving all students, including
those from every income level, ethnic group, and racial
background. Key pieces of information include a
school’s graduation requirements, graduation and
dropout rates, and student performance on state tests.

What is the Alliance 

for Excellent Education?

Only a third of these young Americans 

will leave high school with the knowledge

and skills they need to succeed.

The Alliance is a national policy and advocacy 
organization acting on behalf of America’s secondary
school students. 

We work to develop a national consensus and policy
agenda that will make it possible for all students to
achieve high standards and graduate prepared for 

college, work, and civic life. 

We advocate for informed federal policies that support
the effective reform and redesign of middle and high
schools and help to raise student achievement and
attainment levels.

And we work with business, research, education, and
other organizations to build consensus and inform the
public about successful strategies for middle and high
school improvement. 
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