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Introduction:  What Is Minnesota’s Promise and Why Do We Need It?
Take a moment to dream about the time when today’s Minnesota schoolchildren are young adults:  are they confident, able to learn, grow, and contribute to the broader community and to the world?  Are they equipped with the knowledge and critical thinking skills to participate fully (economically and socially) in the global information age?  If you are a parent or caregiver of a child today, you want to believe that the answers are ‘yes.’  Everyone else should also want the answers to be ‘yes’, for the children of today are the basis of the economic engine that will support our future. Yet there are questions:

· Although, on average, Minnesota students score well on standardized tests compared to students in other U.S. states, is this an adequate measure of success in a global market for knowledge and skills?

· While overall student achievement in Minnesota is high relative to the United States, why are the achievement gaps between different racial, ethnic and economic groups in our state are among the largest in our country?

· If a college graduate now earns, on average, 70 percent more than a high school graduate and the earnings gap is growing fast, should we make higher education a goal for every one of our students?

If our dreams are to become reality, then we – educators, parents, business, government and all members of our community - need to work together to create and sustain the world-class schools that Minnesota needs to be a world-class state in the global information age.

There is no shortage of ideas for improving public education in Minnesota today.  We are, however, in very short supply of educational improvement efforts that are widely supported, sustained for significant periods of time and that fit coherently with the many other initiatives underway to strengthen schooling across our state.  In the absence of support, sustainability and coherence, it’s not surprising that the results of many school reforms put in place over the past decade have fallen short of what we hoped for and what our students deserve.  Minnesota’s Promise is an effort to fill those gaps by creating a vision for the future of public education in our state that is coherent from the capitol to the classroom, and that will be supported and sustained regardless of changes in educational and political leadership.  

Minnesota’s Promise began in February of 2005, when twenty-seven superintendents from across the state came together to identify ways that they could collaborate across the rural, urban and suburban lines that too often divide our efforts to improve public education.  The single biggest conclusion that the superintendents reached over their year-and-a-half of conversation and research was that Minnesota’s educational system must aim to become not just one of the best in the United States but one of the highest-performing in the world.  By definition, a truly high-performing system produces high-level student achievement across the board – not just among a small segment of the population.  Given that fact, closing our global gaps with the rest of the world means closing the achievement gaps among student groups that continue to plague our schools and our society here at home.  

To help move Minnesota toward that goal, the superintendents identified key strategies for creating a truly world-class statewide system of education.  They shared that draft framework for improvement with over two hundred and fifty Minnesotans at a half-day summit hosted by University of Minnesota President Robert Bruininks in October, 2006.  That meeting, like the superintendents’ original work together, was supported by the Robins, Kaplan, Miller & Ciresi Foundation for Education, Public Health and Social Justice, a supporting organization of The Minneapolis Foundation. At the October meeting and at numerous other gatherings across the state over the following six months, diverse stakeholders in Minnesota’s public schools weighed in on the strategies described in the first draft of Minnesota’s Promise. 

At the second Minnesota’s Promise Summit on April 24, 2007, 160 engaged Minnesotans came together to review and provide final feedback on the framework.  They also began to identify ways to implement it.  Many agreed to participate on working groups to advance the strategies of Minnesota’s Promise.  Another Minnesota’s Promise Summit will be convened in the spring of 2008 to measure and maintain progress toward the goals.

Informed by over two years of public input, dialogue and research, the final version of Minnesota’s Promise now identifies ten strategies for creating and sustaining world-class schools in our state.  Each of these strategies is a promise that the authors listed in this document have agreed we should make to our children and to ourselves:    

1. Ensure that all academic roads are rigorous and lead to higher education 

2. Invest early in educational success

3. Recruit, prepare, support and retain great educators 

4. Embrace our multicultural future – locally and globally 

5. Engage families and communities as full partners in education 

6. Use data and research to improve teaching and learning everyday 

7. Shape time to meet the needs of learning, rather than shaping learning to meet the constraints of time

8. Provide services for students with special needs are proactive, effective, efficient and adequately funded.

9. Provide schools with funding that is predictable and sufficient to produce world-class performance

10. Ensure that students come to school physically and mentally ready to learn
Given the immediate challenges facing our state’s schools and districts, some might see creating a common statewide vision for education as an academic exercise that will have little tangible benefit for students.  But it is precisely the power of a sustained, coherent and widely supported vision that is helping to raise student achievement in leading U.S. states like Massachusetts, high-performing nations like Finland and fast-improving countries like China.  

As the old saying goes, if you don’t have a destination, any road will do.  For Minnesota’s students in the global Information Age, that couldn’t be further from the truth.  The only roads that will do today are ones that lead all of our students to high-level  knowledge and skills, regardless of income, race, ethnicity or other student characteristics that have too often divided the education “haves” and “have nots” of our state.  With that shared destination clearly in mind, the ten strategies of Minnesota’s Promise are roads that we can and should travel down together.  

Strategy 1:  Ensure that all academic roads are rigorous and lead to higher education
Because the benefits of higher education to both individuals and society are large and getting larger, we must expect and prepare every student to earn a degree or credential from a technical college, a community college or a four-year college or university.  To achieve that goal, all students should be provided with an academically rigorous education from the early grades through high school that challenges their minds, builds on their interests and connects with their learning styles.  Technology has an increasingly powerful role to play in personalizing learning to meet the academic needs of every child.  Students who choose not to pursue higher education after high school will still benefit from having the knowledge and skills needed for postsecondary success.
Strategy 2:  Invest early in educational success
Because early childhood education has been linked to school readiness, higher academic achievement, decreased special education costs and lower crime rates, we must start every student’s learning early enough to ensure that they can perform at grade level by first grade.  Low-income students and others who face obstacles to later school success should be given the earliest and most intensive support, starting even before birth with effective parent education and outreach.       
Strategy 3:  Recruit, prepare, support and retain great educators 

Because the caliber of a school’s educators has a powerful effect on the quality of its students’ learning, we must provide every student with talented, dedicated and well-prepared teachers who reflect the demographics of our society and have mastered both the appropriate academic content and strategies for helping students from diverse backgrounds master that content.  Equally important, we must develop and support principals and other leaders who can help create and sustain high-performing schools.  Ongoing, high-quality professional development for all educators is an indispensable element of world-class education.
Strategy 4:  Embrace our multicultural future – locally and globally
Diversity is one of our greatest strengths. The number of students of color is growing and the enrollment of white students is declining in Minnesota school districts of every size, from the largest to the smallest.  At the same time, borders and boundaries are shrinking as technology and trade network the world.  Students must understand and value their own cultures and the cultures of their peers throughout Minnesota and across the globe.  We should also provide educators with professional development and support that helps them meet the needs of students from diverse backgrounds.  We must remove barriers to the success of children of color and others who have not always been well-served in our schools.  Families of all cultures, ethnicities, language backgrounds and economic situations must feel welcomed, valued and respected by the schools and organizations with which they interact on behalf of their children.
Strategy 5:  Engage families and communities as full partners in education 
Because over the course of their K-12 careers students will spend four to five times as many hours outside school as inside it (and that’s not counting when they are asleep), we must integrate family and community involvement into every child’s education in powerful and meaningful ways.  Parents and other caregivers create the learning environment at home and should reinforce learning in school.  Parents should be well-informed educational consumers as they select schools. They should have the opportunity to contribute to decisions about their operation, resulting in pride and ownership of their schools.  Communities have critical roles to play as well, from setting high expectations for every student to developing social skills to bringing learning to life beyond the walls of school. 

Strategy 6:  Use data and research to improve teaching and learning everyday 
Because it is increasingly clear that some educational strategies are more successful than others, we must base students’ education on proven practices and solid evidence.  We should expand what works and stop doing what doesn’t.  An essential priority of our efforts to use data and research should be measuring and holding ourselves accountable for the growth in learning that individual students make over time.  For every year that students spend in school, they should make at least a year’s growth in achievement – and more than that if they start out behind.  

Strategy 7:  Shape time to meet the needs of learning, rather than shaping learning to meet the constraints of time

Students in many of the world’s highest-performing nations spend many more hours in school than their U.S. peers.  We must provide all students with the time they need to master world-class knowledge and skills, and we must use that time efficiently and effectively.  Summers should become times when students gain rather than lose academic ground.  During the school day, students who are struggling should be provided with expanded blocks of time for additional support, and after-school programs offered by schools or community partners can extend the learning day beyond the boundaries of today’s school schedules.  
Strategy 8:  Provide services for students with special needs that are proactive, effective, efficient and adequately funded

Because many of our students face additional educational challenges, we must provide extra support and different strategies for students who need them.  Whenever possible, students with disabilities and other special needs should be served in the least restrictive learning environment, and if a student’s need for additional support has been met, that student should transition out of special services to participate fully in mainstream programs along with his or her peers.  In addition, funding these mandated services should not require the reallocation of general education funding intended to support core programs for all students.  

Strategy 9:  Provide schools with funding that is predictable and sufficient to produce world-class performance
Because unpredictable and insufficient levels of state funding undermine the ability of educators to undertake the difficult reforms required to create world-class schools, we must provide schools with financial support that is both sufficient to help all students meet and exceed state standards and is stable over time.  Minnesota’s current commitment to allocate additional resources to serve students with the greatest educational needs should be preserved, and school funding formulas should be more easily understandable to all Minnesotans.  

Strategy 10:  Ensure that students come to school physically and mentally ready to learn
Because large numbers of students are struggling with obesity, other physical problems and challenges to mental health, we must build partnerships with families, care providers, insurers, non-profit organizations, faith communities and government agencies to enhance students’ physical and mental wellbeing. Families must have access to medical and dental care for children, and during the school year, getting children to school rested and adequately nourished is fundamental.   Even in the face of tight budgets and pressure to focus resources on academic priorities, we should maintain and strengthen our commitment to provide students and families with support from counselors, social workers, nurses and other professionals who help schools educate the whole child.  

Conclusion:  The Promise Can Be Kept
The ten strategies of Minnesota’s Promise are interconnected.  Like a spider’s web, each strand strengthens the others.  While work on any one strategy will improve the educational chances of some children, it will take the whole vision to create the high-performing system we need to improve the educational success of all children.  And a similar web of change agents is needed:  educators and school boards, parents and policymakers, community, faith and business organizations.  Minnesota’s Promise must be everyone’s vision and everyone’s work.
Achieving this vision over the next decade or so will require us to implement many different initiatives and reforms—passing new laws, crafting new policies, designing new organizational structures, and trying new ways of teaching in and leading schools.  An equally important part of creating a world-class educational system will be changing the way we think and talk about education in our state. 
For educators at every level, that means setting high expectations for every student and adopting new ways of teaching and leading that enable students to meet and exceed those expectations over time.  . 
For government leaders, it means building bipartisan consensus around long-term support for reform.
For all Minnesotans, it means seeing funding for education as a direct investment in future prosperity, and cuts in education as unilateral disarmament in the global economic war for jobs and growth.
For parents and other caregivers and for students themselves, it means understanding that working hard in schools is critical at every grade level because there are no rest periods in the global race for knowledge and skills.  

Some who read this report will ask if creating a world-class educational system in Minnesota is actually possible. They will ask if there is any realistic chance that our state can muster the financial resources, the political will, the consensus, and the community engagement that will be necessary to get from where we are today to where we want to go tomorrow. 
Our answer as the authors of Minnesota’s Promise is a resounding yes: we can make it happen, and we must make it happen. American education today must change and adapt in response to the challenges of globalization, and no U.S. state is better prepared than Minnesota to lead the way. Working together, we can realize Minnesota’s Promise for all of our students and for our state. 
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