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Are ALL children receiving a  
high-quality education in the 
Birmingham Metropolitan Area?

Not yet.

The Birmingham Metropolitan Area is Alabama’s largest economic center, located at the 

center of 12 counties in Northern Alabama that constitute 39% of Alabama’s workforce.1 

The core of the Birmingham Metropolitan Area encompasses seven counties and 20 school 

districts with a wide range of socioeconomic characteristics—from nearly 100% poverty in 

some areas to less than 10% in others.2 In the city of Birmingham, the number of students 

living at or near the poverty level is nearly twice the national average and well above the 

state average. 

High mobility (25%) and low graduation rates (55%) also present challenges for the city 

of Birmingham.3 However, the challenges aren’t all in the city. Other districts with lower 

poverty and higher achievement face significant achievement gaps as the entire state 

faces the implementation of college- and career-ready standards and new assessments. 

Meanwhile, in the absence of a state charter school law and meaningful school choice 

provisions, many students are trapped in their schools whether or not they are receiving a 

high-quality education.

The Birmingham Business Alliance (BBA) has been working to address regional education 

issues, not just the challenges of one urban school district. As part of its Blueprint 

Birmingham strategic plan, BBA formed the Birmingham Regional Education Partnership 

(BREP), a coalition of 23 school superintendents, to enhance leadership collaboration and 

leverage partnership opportunities for the benefit of all school systems in the region. The 

BBA is also working to develop and implement innovative programming in underperforming 

school districts and plans to launch a coalition in support of legalizing charter schools in 

Alabama.4 But the coalition and BBA can’t succeed on their own: they need strong state 

policies on school choice, standards and assessments, and teacher effectiveness if they are 

to see lasting, meaningful change for students in the Birmingham area.
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Selected Birmingham Area School Districts at a Glance5

Hoover City Jefferson County Birmingham City Schools

Number of students 13,697 36,068 24,698

Number of schools 17 57 49

Number of charter schools 0 0 0

Students who receive free or  
reduced lunch

25% 56% 89%

White 60% 48% 1%

Hispanic 6% 6% 4%

Black 24% 44% 95%

Other 8% 2% 0%

Graduation rate 89% 81% 55%

Has the state received a No Child Left 
Behind waiver?

Application Submitted

Is the state or district a Race to the Top 
Grant recipient 

NO

How are Birmingham schools 
failing their students and the 
state of Alabama?
Alabama needs more educated 
workers to fill high-skill jobs.

•	 Nearly 60% of jobs in Alabama will require a career 
certificate or degree by 2020, but only 32% of adults 
in the state currently have these qualifications.6

•	 Approximately 23,000 students did not graduate 
from high school in 2011. If just half of them 
had graduated, their additional spending and 
investments would likely have been enough to 
support as many as 800 new jobs and as much as 
a $141 million increase in the gross state product 
for Alabama.7

•	 Only 18% of students in Alabama graduate college 
and career ready, according to ACT benchmarks.8

•	 If the state’s current rate of success does not 
improve, less than 20% of Alabama fourth graders 
will be college and career ready when their class 
graduates from high school.9

•	 Only 47% of students from Alabama who enroll in a 
four-year public institution will graduate in six years.10 

Not enough Birmingham area students 
are graduating from high school 
prepared for college or the workforce.

•	 Graduation rates in the Birmingham Metro Area 
range from a low of 55% in Birmingham City 
Schools to a high of 89% in Hoover City. The state 
graduation rate is 72%.11

•	 Six out of eight high schools in Birmingham City have 
graduation rates below 60%—two are at 51%.12

•	 In Birmingham City, 57% of students who go on to 
attend a state college need remediation in math 
and/or English. Thirty-five percent of students 
from high schools located in all of Jefferson 
County need remediation.13
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Not enough Birmingham students 
attend high-quality schools and meet 
state standards for proficiency in 
reading and math. 

•	 As Alabama prepares to complete the 
implementation of college- and career-ready 
standards and aligned assessments, the National 
Assessment of Academic Progress (NAEP) shows 
that most students in the state are not proficient 
in reading and math, despite high passing scores 
on the state’s test: 69% of Alabama fourth graders 
are not proficient in reading, and 80% of eighth 
graders are not proficient in math. However, in 
2011 there was significant improvement: fourth-
grade reading scores have reached the national 
average for the first time.14

•	 In the Birmingham area, a wide range of 
proficiency rates on the state assessment 
exist. Hoover City, for example, has high overall 
achievement and yet significant achievement 
gaps persist: while 73% of fourth graders who 
aren’t in poverty are proficient, 60% of low-
income fourth-grade students are not proficient.

Percentage of Students Proficient, as 
Measured By 2011 NAEP and the 2011–12 
Alabama Assessment of Reading and 
Math (ARMT)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

4th Grade Reading 8th Grade Math

State NAEP
State ARMT
Birmingham City ARMT
Jefferson County ARMT
Hoover City ARMT

31%

 

56%

 

37%

 

56%

 65% 

20%

 

31%

 

22%

 

26%

 

54%

Source: http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states//; Alabama State 
Department of Education Accountability Reporting System, http://www.
alsde.edu/Accountability/Accountability.asp. Proficiency on the ARMT is 
defined as exceeding state standards (Level IV).

What is Alabama doing to 
improve schools and prepare 
students to meet college- and 
career-ready standards?

Implementing state standards and 
assessments aligned to college- and 
career-ready standards.

In 2010, the Alabama State Board of Education 
adopted the Alabama College- and Career-Ready 
Standards (CCRS), which are based on selected 
Alabama standards and the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS). Implementation for math began in 
early August 2012, and the CCRS for English Language 
Arts will be implemented in August 2013.15

3 Alabama has adopted Common Core 
Standards in reading and math. Alabama is 
committed to implementing standards in reading 
and math aligned to the CCRS by the 2013–14 
school year.

6 Alabama has not yet developed 
assessments aligned to CCSS. Alabama 
is planning to develop its own assessment 
system and not utilize one of the two consortia 
assessment systems funded by the U.S. 
Department of Education. As part of Alabama’s 
“Plan 2020,” the state is planning to develop a 
new aligned assessment system focused on 
measuring college and career readiness in grades 
3–12. The new assessment will be administered 
to grades 3–7 starting with the 2013–14 school 
year. Additionally, the ACT will be administered in 
high school to determine college readiness.
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What to Watch: 

?	 Implementation of CCRS. Will the state 
successfully implement their new standards in 
all grades?

?	Development and implementation of 
assessments aligned to college- and 
career-ready standards. Will Alabama 
implement their new assessments according 
to their proposal? How well will they measure 
student growth and mastery of college- and 
career-ready standards?

Holding all schools accountable for 
meeting state standards.

In 2012, Alabama passed legislation that creates 
an A–F grading system for schools based on a new 
School/District Performance Index. The new index 
will include achievement gaps, student growth, and 
college and career readiness, teacher effectiveness, 
as well as graduation and attendance rates. 

Alabama has applied for a waiver of provisions of the 
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The state’s NCLB 
waiver has not been approved, and the state has not 
released details on the new plan apart from the waiver, 
so the new system is very much a work in progress.

Alabama’s New Accountability System

Plan 2020: College and/or Career Ready for All

Alabama 2020 
Learners

Alabama 2020 
Support Systems

Alabama 2020 
Professionals

Alabama 2020 
Schools and 
Systems

2020 Schools/
Districts

Achievement 
(Proficiency)

Program Reviews Percent Effective 
Teachers

Local Indicator(s) = Overall School 
Performance Index 
(using data from each 
category)

Gap Graduation Rate Percent Effective 
Leaders

Revised Report

Learning Gains 
(Growth)

Attendance Rate

College/Career 
Readiness

Source: U.S. Department of Education. (2012). ESEA Flexibility Request for Window 3. Retrieved January 6, 2013, from http://www2.ed.gov/policy/
eseaflex/al.pdf.
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3 Alabama measures college and career  
readiness. Alabama’s accountability plan 
includes a college or career readiness indicator, 
defined as achieving a certain ACT score, earning 
a qualifying score on an Advanced Placement 
(AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB) exam, 
earning postsecondary credit while in high 
school, or achieving certain levels on the ACT 
WorkKeys or the Armed Services Vocational 
Aptitude Battery assessments.16

?	Alabama’s proposed achievement and 
graduation rate targets. Annual targets in 
Alabama’s proposed NCLB waiver set a wide 
range of targets for different subgroups ranging 
from 15% to 69% proficient. Alabama has set the 
lowest annual measurable objective (AMO) for 
students with disabilities. Graduation rate targets 
also range from 81% to 35%, but by 2018 all 
targets will be more than 60%.17 

?	Alabama has consequences for low-
performing schools. Under its waiver 
application, Alabama will require interventions in 
its lowest performing schools. However, the waiver 
has not yet been approved, and it isn’t clear what 
interventions low-performing schools will face 
under the new A–F accountability system.

What to Watch: 

?	NCLB waiver approval and implementation 
of new accountability plan. Alabama’s new 
accountability law required a plan to be in place 
at the end of 2012. In addition, their waiver 
request still needs to be approved, which could 
alter the proposed annual measurable objectives 
and school interventions.   

?	Transparent information about school 
performance. Alabama must revise its report 
card to reflect its new accountability system, and 
Birmingham area school districts will need to 
ensure they provide transparent data to parents.

?	Choice options for students in D and F 
schools. The state’s proposed waiver takes away 
funds for supplemental educational services and 
public school choice transportation.

?	The lowest achieving schools need to 
get better! Too many students are in poorly 
performing schools. Are current interventions for 
struggling schools helping? Will the proportion 
of students attending A- and B-rated schools 
increase, even as standards increase?
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Improving teacher effectiveness.

Alabama has made some improvements to help 
ensure more schools have effective teachers. The 
state has taken steps to raise its teacher preparation 
standards, such as requiring teachers to receive 
training on the science of reading and requiring 
strong new teacher induction. 

New teacher induction is provided to all new 
teachers to Jefferson County Public Schools. In 2009, 
the Alabama State Board of Education adopted 
EDUCATEAlabama, an online formative evaluation 
system designed to provide information about the 
alignment of a teacher’s instructional practices based 
on the Alabama Quality Teaching Standards. While the 
system requires annual evaluations of all teachers, 
EDUCATEAlabama does not focus on how effective 
teachers are at raising student performance and sets 
no requirements for how individual districts use the 
evaluation information. It remains to be seen whether 
school districts in the Birmingham Metropolitan Area 
will use the foundation set by Alabama to implement 
rigorous policies and ensure teacher quality. 

3 Annual evaluation of all teachers. Alabama 
requires that all teachers receive annual 
performance evaluations.

6 Evaluating teachers based on student 
results. Alabama does not require that teacher 
evaluations are in any way based on an objective 
measure of student performance. 

6 Tenure, pay, and dismissal policies. 
Alabama does not require districts to tie teacher 
evaluation results to base decisions about 
tenure on teacher evaluation results, or to 
reward effective teachers with higher salaries. It 
also does not articulate a policy for dismissing 
teachers who are ineffective in the classroom. 
Furthermore, school districts in Alabama base 
personnel reducation decisions on seniority, not 
teacher performance. 

6 Compensation for teachers who teach 
in high-needs schools or shortage area 
subjects. Alabama does not pay teachers for 
taking on assignments in high-need schools or 
shortage subject areas.18

What to Watch: 
?	Quality of implementation of 

EDUCATEAlabama. First piloted in 2010–11, 
how well will new evaluation requirements be 
implemented by school districts in the Birmingham 
Metropolitan Area and throughout the state? 

?	 Improved student achievement. Will 
EDUCATEAlabama help improve teacher practice 
and raise student, teacher, and school performance?
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What options are available for 
parents who want something 
better for their child?
Public school choice, charter schools, 
and online learning.

Alabama does not have a private school choice 
program and it is one of only ten states in the nation 
that has not passed charter school legislation. 
Alabama does not allow open enrollment, and 
parents have no way to take over schools. However, 
the state does have virtual public schooling.

6 Alabama does not offer open enrollment. 
Parents do not have meaningful school choice 
and are restricted to choosing a school for their 
child by where they live.

6 Alabama does not have a charter school law. 
Legislation to authorize the creation of charter 
schools failed to get out of committee in 2012.

6 No school choice options for students 
attending low-performing schools. Alabama 
does not have any tuition scholarships for 
private schools.

3 Virtual classroom options. Alabama offers 
distance learning, such as AP and credit recovery 
courses, to high school students.

What to Watch: 

?	Enactment of a charter school law. Will 
Alabama be able to pass a strong charter school 
law this year? 

?	School choice for students in low-
performing schools. Will Alabama’s new 
accountability system provide options for 
students attending D and F schools?
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