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Rhode Island Policy Memo

A Note From Our CEO
Democrats face a critical juncture in education policy. Over the past 
decade, our party’s traditional advantage on education has eroded, 
slipping from a 26-point lead over Republicans to now trailing by 
three. Voters’ message is clear: They want something different, but 
Democrats have offered more of the same.

Rhode Island illustrates both the challenge and the opportunity. The state has growing 
teacher attrition, low reading and math proficiency rates, and a stubbornly lagging 
graduation rate. Rhode Island’s test scores also show a widening gap between the highest 
and lowest performers as well as between economically disadvantaged students and their 
non-economically disadvantaged peers. 

Without renewed urgency and a forward-looking vision, Rhode Island risks the futures 
of thousands of its students. Fifty-seven percent of likely voters in Rhode Island who are 
registered as Democrats believe that young people today will be worse off than previous 
generations. The state’s stagnant academic outcomes demand immediate action to avoid a 
generational loss of student potential, socioeconomic mobility, and economic productivity.

Across the country, several states are showing that reform can deliver real results for 
students—proving that progress is possible when leaders act boldly. While much of this 
progress is occurring in a few Republican-led states, we believe Democratic governors and 
gubernatorial candidates, including in Rhode Island, can claim the mantle of a results-driven 
education agenda that discovers what works, invests only in what works, and allows families 
to choose what works best for them. This is both a political and moral imperative: With the 
right leadership, Rhode Island can lead the nation in education, preparing every student to 
succeed in college, career, and life, and proving that Democrats are ready to deliver bold, 
forward-looking change for every child.
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About This Report
This report outlines a policy framework for 
improving education in Rhode Island through 
innovation, accountability, and choice. It is 
intended to inform candidates, campaign 
staff, and policymakers about both the current 
state of Rhode Island’s education system and 
the opportunity ahead.

It includes:

Executive Summary (pg. 3)
Overview of Rhode Island’s educational 
landscape and opportunity for renewed 
progress;

Policy Recommendations 
Organized around three pillars that, 
together, create a roadmap for 
measurable improvement. 

•	Innovation (pg. 5)

•	Accountability (pg. 10)

•	Choice (pg. 16)
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Executive Summary
Today, over 130,000 K–12 students depend 
on Rhode Island’s schools to prepare them 
for college, career, and life. But recent results 
show that the conditions necessary for 
the state’s students to succeed are not in 
place and student outcomes are suffering. 
Rhode Island has growing teacher attrition, 
low reading and math proficiency rates 
on state and national assessments, and a 
stubbornly lagging graduation rate. Rhode 
Island’s scores on the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP), also known as 
the Nation’s Report Card, show a widening 
gap between both the highest and lowest 
performers and between economically 
disadvantaged students and their non-
economically disadvantaged peers. 

These challenges present opportunities for 
the next governor to enact bold reforms 
that could positively impact the trajectories 
of over 100,000 children each year. Capacity 
and financial investments in the educator 
workforce pipeline, college and career 
pathways, education R&D, addressing chronic 
absenteeism, evidence-based literacy and 
math instructional materials, results-based 
accountability, high-quality public school 
options, open enrollment policies, and the 
new Federal Scholarship Tax Credit program 
would impact students’ lives for years to 
come.

Rhode Island is at a crucial moment. The 
state needs a leader who can not only 
implement urgently needed reforms but also 
demonstrate to the nation that sustained 
commitment and smart policymaking can 
deliver high expectations, modern learning 
opportunities, and lasting success for every 
student in Rhode Island.
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Recommendations At A Glance

Innovation
1.	 Support and Reward Great Educators. Adopt strategic staffing models and targeted pay 

incentives to attract and retain excellent teachers where they are most needed while laying the 
groundwork to permanently strengthen the educator workforce pipeline.

2.	Expand, Reinforce, and Evaluate College and Career Pathways. �Ensure every student can earn 
transferable college credits and career credentials by increasing high school participation in 
dual enrollment, career and technical education, and other college and career pathways, and 
evaluating outcomes for these programs.

3.	Supercharge Innovative Practices through a New State R&D Agenda. �Enact new research 
priorities aligned to the state’s PK-12 plan, publicize and apply research findings and update the 
research agenda on an annual basis. 

Accountability
1.	 Enact Changes to the School Funding Formula Recommended by a 2025 Blue Ribbon 

Commission.� Implement recommended changes to the statewide school funding formula, 
monitor the fidelity of implementation and effects, and pursue additional actions as needed.

2.	Monitor Implementation of Evidence-Based Literacy Reforms and Apply Evidence-Based 
Math Reforms to Educator Preparation Programs. Establish math standards for elementary 
teacher prep programs, include math experts in the review of programs, use licensure test pass 
rate data as part of the program review process, and publish licensure test pass rate data.

3.	Strengthen School Improvement Requirements and Prioritize Results. �Align school report 
cards with rigorous NAEP benchmarks and enforce clear, transparent accountability for all 
schools—especially those that are chronically underperforming—while empowering families 
and communities to help drive improvement.

Choice
1.	 Deepen Investments In Nontraditional Public School Models.� Expand financial and 

regulatory support for Community Schools, early college high schools, charter schools, magnet 
schools, microschools, and other nontraditional school models that can accelerate learning 
outcomes and meet diverse student needs.

2.	 Enact Policy Mandating Within- and Cross-District Enrollment.� Ensure that families have 
unmitigated access to enrolling their children in any school within their school district or in 
another school district, informed by an analysis of the effects of the current open enrollment 
policies on access and equity.

3.	 Leverage the Federal Scholarship Tax Credit Program. Use the new Federal Scholarship Tax 
Credit program to expand tutoring and out-of-school time opportunities, directing resources 
to under-resourced students and trusted community organizations that provide academic and 
enrichment support.
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Innovation
Rhode Island’s next governor has the opportunity to ensure that the state becomes the best 
place in the country for students to prepare for college, career, and life. In order to do so, they 
must embrace a spirit of innovation that allows all students to flourish. The next governor of 
Rhode Island should usher in a new era of education innovation informed by the following 
recommendations. 

Recommendation 1: 
Support and reward great educators. 

Rhode Island has an escalating educator workforce crisis, with a 33% increase in teacher 
turnover since the 2019-20 school year. With a dwindling supply, state officials expect this 
issue to only worsen in the coming years. 
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Rhode Island’s teacher turnover is getting worse

Source: Rhode Island Department of Education (2025)
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Inadequate salary, unsustainable working conditions, frustrations with school leadership, 
and limited career growth are often among the top reasons teachers leave the profession. 
As high-quality teachers are widely considered to be the most important in-school driver 
of student outcomes, improving the quantity and quality of educators should be top 
priorities. And there is significant public favorability towards more financial support for 
teachers: 2 in 3 U.S. adults support increasing teacher salaries, even at the expense of 
higher taxes. With Rhode Island’s average starting teacher salary sitting below that of 
its neighboring states, there is an urgent need for strategic approaches to staffing and 
compensation in order for the state to compete for top teacher talent.

Rhode Island’s typical starting teacher salary is below its neighbors
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https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-07/Research-based%20Practices%20for%20Educator%20Retention.pdf
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-07/Research-based%20Practices%20for%20Educator%20Retention.pdf
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-07/Research-based%20Practices%20for%20Educator%20Retention.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/education/our-insights/k-12-teachers-are-quitting-what-would-make-them-stay
https://www.rand.org/education-employment-infrastructure/projects/measuring-teacher-effectiveness/teachers-matter.html
https://pdkpoll.org/2023-pdk-poll-results/
https://www.nea.org/resource-library/educator-pay-and-student-spending-how-does-your-state-rank/starting-teacher
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To help address the educator workforce crisis, we recommend incentivizing the use of 
strategic staffing models to accelerate student learning and scaffold educator career 
development, providing supplemental pay for teachers in hard-to-staff schools (e.g., high-
poverty and rural schools) and specializations (e.g., special education, English Learner, and 
STEM classrooms), and creating a statewide task force charged with examining Rhode 
Island’s educator workforce pipeline and producing recommendations to permanently 
strengthen it. 

One example of innovative policy directly impacting teaching and learning: North 
Carolina’s comprehensive redesign of the state’s teaching profession has included the 
adoption of a strategic staffing model—BEST NC Advanced Teaching Roles—which 
has significantly improved student outcomes and teacher experiences in participating 
schools. Students in schools with the model had an additional 1 month of growth in 
math and science compared to comparable schools without the model. Similarly, a team 
teaching model in Arizona—Next Education Workforce—has led to an additional 1.4 
months of reading growth for students as well as higher educator effectiveness, lower 
turnover, and increased job satisfaction. 

In addition, several states and school districts across the country have implemented 
supplemental pay for teachers in hard-to-staff schools and specializations, with promising 
results showing that this can be an effective strategy to address teacher shortages where 
they are worst. For instance, the Talent Transfer Initiative (TTI) was implemented in 10 
school districts in 7 states to incentivize high-performing teachers to move into schools 
serving the most disadvantaged students. Teachers were offered up to $20,000 paid in 
installments for a two-year commitment. The initiative was highly successful: Almost 9 
out of 10 targeted vacancies were filled, student achievement increased, and retention 
rates were higher for teachers who received the incentive. 

This strategy can be scaled through grant programs tailored to address chronic shortages, 
pay scheme flexibilities for qualifying districts, scholarship programs that cover full tuition 
costs for teacher preparation programs in exchange for a multi-year commitment to a 
hard-to-staff assignment or specialization, or even a sliding scale tax credit for teachers 
based on the poverty level of the school in which they teach. For instance, a two-year 
scholarship program could build on Rhode Island’s Promise Scholarship Program—which 
provides free tuition for eligible candidates completing an associate’s degree at the 
Community College of Rhode Island—by extending the tuition-free guarantee to students 
who subsequently enroll in and complete a qualifying teacher preparation program and 
commit to serving in a hard-to-staff role. This would help build a pipeline of qualified 
candidates to the schools that need them the most.  

https://www.nga.org/meetings/strategic-school-staffing-and-reimagining-the-teaching-role/
https://edreformnow.org/k-12/investing-in-educators/
https://bestnc.org/educatorinnovation/
https://bestnc.org/advancedroles/
https://www.ednc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/2025_ATR_Evaluation_Report_Final_446874a42mnvvjd0z03zslnoypfjpg-1.pdf
https://workforce.education.asu.edu/results/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14k6g6BY_0gtDV9JvUqNNb_CK8dg7ZS2W/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14k6g6BY_0gtDV9JvUqNNb_CK8dg7ZS2W/view
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/2025/01/20144003-pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Teacher-Vacancy-Grant-Pilot-Program.aspx
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/pol.20200295
https://bhw.hrsa.gov/programs/nurse-corps/scholarship/apply
https://www.booker.senate.gov/news/press/booker-schiff-hayes-larson-takano-reintroduce-bicameral-legislation-to-boost-teacher-compensation
https://www.ccri.edu/ripromise/
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Rhode Island leads its peers on dual enrollment participation and has strong 
returns on degree completion

Sources: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Survey (2022-23); Community College Research Center (2024)
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Finally, efforts must be undertaken to strengthen the entirety of Rhode Island’s educator 
workforce pipeline. This will require a coordinated effort by state stakeholders to examine 
and act on challenges compromising the pipeline’s integrity. A roadmap already exists for 
this work: New America, in collaboration with 23 national education policy organizations, 
has published a comprehensive Six-Strand Strategy for Educator Excellence to create 
a framework for strengthening the educator workforce. Rhode Island could utilize this 
roadmap to inform a statewide task force’s investigation into the state’s greatest areas of 
improvement and ensure the sustained integrity of the educator pipeline.

Recommendation 2:
Expand, reinforce, and evaluate college and career pathways.

Rhode Island has made notable investments in college and career pathways over the 
last several years. PrepareRI represents a statewide commitment to preparing the state’s 
students for success in college and their careers, and has helped bring state agencies 
together to achieve this goal. One feature of PrepareRI’s programming, dual enrollment—
which has a host of positive outcomes—has increased the likelihood of participating 
Rhode Island students completing college four years after high school. 

However, there remains significant work to do to improve college and career pathways 
so that Rhode Island students are ready for life after high school. Despite statewide 
investments, fewer than 1 in 4 Rhode Island students are college-ready, and there is 
misalignment between the credentials in highest demand and the credentials students 
are earning through career and technical education (CTE) programs. Furthermore, there 
remain equity gaps in access to these programs. 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/six-strand-strategy-for-educator-excellence-raises-results-for-all/
https://www.prepare-ri.org/
https://www.prepare-ri.org/about
https://www.prepare-ri.org/about
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/EvidenceSnapshot/671
https://ride.ri.gov/students-families/education-programs/early-college-opportunities
https://reports.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/2025-rhode-island-sat-suite-of-assessments-annual-report%20ADA-v0.2.pdf
https://credentialsmatter.org/data-exploration/are-the-credentials-students-earning-in-high-school-aligned-with-jobs-demanded-in-the-workforce/ri/
https://rikidscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Equitable-Access-to-College-and-Career-Readiness-Opportunities-2019.pdf
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New Jersey is a strong example to follow for college readiness. Nearly half of its students 
meet both college-ready literacy and math benchmarks on the SAT, which is the 
highest rate in the nation. While there are many factors that might contribute to this 
outcome across the K-12 span, significant contributors include the state’s high preschool 
enrollment rate, an appealing teacher workforce environment, robust academic 
standards aligned to college readiness, a comprehensive state longitudinal data system 
to track outcomes, high access to and participation in advanced coursework, and a 
coordinated college readiness program between high schools and community colleges. 
These compounding features of New Jersey’s education policies help students get a head 
start on their education and continue building on that early advantage through strong 
educational opportunities throughout their K-12 schooling. 

When it comes to career readiness, Indiana is emerging as a national leader. In recent 
years, the state has taken several actions that amount to a comprehensive reimagining 
of the education-to-career pipeline. Indiana has revised its graduation requirements 
to include employability skills and postsecondary readiness competencies, provides 
scholarships to high school students participating in work-based learning opportunities, 
requires career awareness education and discovery meetings for students, and built 
a longitudinal data system to track key outcomes. The state is also conducting an 
ROI analysis on its career and technical education (CTE) programming. In the years to 
come, Indiana will likely be the model for many states in preparing K-12 students for the 
workforce.

The next governor of Rhode Island has the opportunity to help the state lead the nation 
in college and career pathways by sharpening the focus on outcomes. They should build 
on the work of PrepareRI by prioritizing evaluations of college and career programs, 
including ROI analyses on various career pathways to ensure that high-demand fields 
are prioritized and that lead to a livable wage for students pursuing them. This will help 
students and families understand what pathways might best help students build a 
successful life after high school.

In addition, although officials have begun to integrate college and career readiness 
metrics into Rhode Island’s high school graduation requirements, the implementation 
period means that it will be up to the next governor to ensure that this important 
accountability tool is implemented with fidelity and yields the transformation promised 
for the state’s students and economy. 

https://reports.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/2025-new-jersey-sat-suite-of-assessments-annual-report%20ADA-v0.2.pdf
https://opportunityindex.org/opportunity-index-rankings/?indicator=edu_preschool
https://opportunityindex.org/opportunity-index-rankings/?indicator=edu_preschool
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/state-of-teacher-workforce-interactive
https://www.nj.gov/education/standards/
https://www.nj.gov/education/standards/
https://njsds.nj.gov/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/equitable-access-to-ap-courses-how-each-state-is-doing/2024/08
https://www.njcommunitycolleges.org/initiatives/helping-high-school-students-prepare-for-college/
https://pathwaysmatter.org/states/?state=indiana
https://www.in.gov/doe/students/graduation-pathways/#Grad_Pathway_Requirement_3__Postsecondary_Ready_Competencies
https://www.in.gov/doe/students/career-scholarship-accounts-csas/
https://www.in.gov/doe/students/career-scholarship-accounts-csas/
https://pathwaysmatter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/PathwaysMatter_StateReport_Indiana.pdf
https://learnmoreindiana.org/college-discovery/career-discovery/
https://indianagps.doe.in.gov/
https://indianagps.doe.in.gov/
https://iga.in.gov/legislative/2025/bills/senate/365/details
https://excelined.org/2025/01/29/measuring-return-on-investment-new-excelined-resource-designed-to-help-states-assess-college-and-career-pathways/
https://ride.ri.gov/students-families/ri-public-schools/diploma-system
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Recommendation 3: 
Supercharge Innovative Practices through a New State R&D Agenda. 

Many of the most important modernizations of education practice, such as the Science 
of Reading and multi-tiered systems of support, began as federal R&D investments that 
pointed the way to evidence-based improvements. With cuts to the federal government’s 
education R&D arm jeopardizing its role in advancing the field for the foreseeable 
future, it is essential that states invest resources into discovering what works for their 
communities. 

The good news is that Rhode Island already understands the importance of education 
R&D, as is evidenced by its previous development of a research agenda. However, the 
agenda’s lifespan expired in 2025. The next governor of Rhode Island should carry forward 
this practice by enacting new research priorities aligned to the state’s Strategic Plan 
for PK-12 Education, ensuring that research findings are publicized and applied, and 
directing the state department of education to update the research agenda on an annual 
basis. 

As Rhode Island’s education leadership considers future education R&D, one urgent 
priority area is the safe and responsible application of AI in education. While the emerging 
technology provides many benefits, it also poses great potential for harm if not carefully 
managed and integrated into students’ lives. Rhode Island should begin investments 
in uncovering and applying best practices regarding the safe and responsible use of 
AI within schools, starting with existing federal recommendations. As this technology 
inevitably becomes more commonplace in our lives, it is essential that we protect children 
from its harm while equipping them with ways to harness its potential.

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-federal-investments-in-education-research-help-students-succeed/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-federal-investments-in-education-research-help-students-succeed/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-federal-investments-in-education-research-help-students-succeed/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-federal-investments-in-education-research-help-students-succeed/
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/DATS/Research-Agenda-Site/Research-Agenda_-Final_2022.docx?ver=2022-01-24-154543-733
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Inside-RIDE/Commissioner/RIDEStrategicPlan_2021-2027.pdf?ver=2022-03-01-112620-227
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Inside-RIDE/Commissioner/RIDEStrategicPlan_2021-2027.pdf?ver=2022-03-01-112620-227
https://www.edweek.org/technology/rising-use-of-ai-in-schools-comes-with-big-downsides-for-students/2025/10
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/documents/ai-report/ai-report.pdf
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Accountability

Rhode Island’s next governor must build a shared sense of urgency around creating a 
school system that achieves positive outcomes for all students, especially those from 
historically underserved groups. The state’s stagnant academic outcomes demand 
immediate action to avoid a generational loss of student potential, socioeconomic 
mobility, and economic productivity.

Rhode Island’s educational outcomes are concerning. On the 2024 NAEP—the only 
nationally representative test that compares student achievement across all 50 states—
only 1 in 3 Rhode Island students demonstrated proficiency in 4th or 8th-grade reading, 
while fewer than 2 in 5 demonstrated proficiency in 4th-grade math. Worse still, barely 
1 in 4 demonstrated proficiency in 8th-grade math. These national assessment results 
align with the state test’s results; only 32% of Rhode Island 3rd and 8th-grade students 
met expectations on the 2024 RICAS reading assessment and only 25% met expectations 
on the math assessment.  
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Rhode Island lags behind its peers in reading and math proficiency

Source: The Nation’s Report Card (2024)
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One factor driving these low proficiency rates is the widening gap between the highest-
performing students and the lowest-performing students. Since 2013, the gap between 
students in the 10th percentile and the 90th percentile on each of the NAEP tests has 
gradually expanded. In other words, the state is failing to support its academically 
struggling students more now than it did over a decade ago. Similarly, the performance 
gaps between the state’s economically disadvantaged students and non-economically 
disadvantaged students on each test are among the widest in the nation, further 
demonstrating that Rhode Island is not doing enough to intervene for students who 
need the most help, including its multilingual learners.

https://rikidscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/ReadingSkills.pdf
https://rikidscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/MathSkills.pdf
https://rikidscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/MultilingualLearners.pdf
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https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/MI?sfj=NP&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=MI&st=MN&year=2024R3&cti=PgTab_ScoreComparisons&fs=Grade
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/MI?sfj=NP&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=MI&st=MN&year=2024R3&cti=PgTab_ScoreComparisons&fs=Grade
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These academic challenges culminate in a stubbornly low high school graduation rate 
for the state, with only 84% of 2024 graduates completing their studies within four years, 
a rate less than one percentage point higher than the most recent national comparison 
in 2022 and relatively unchanged from a decade ago. A generation of students will be 
left behind if Rhode Island does not swiftly invest in ways to reverse course on these 
outcomes.

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/MI?sfj=NP&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=MI&st=MN&year=2024R3&cti=PgTab_ScoreComparisons&fs=Grade
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/MI?sfj=NP&chort=1&sub=RED&sj=MI&st=MN&year=2024R3&cti=PgTab_ScoreComparisons&fs=Grade
https://datacenter.ride.ri.gov/Home/FileDetail?fileid=986
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Recommendation 1:
Enact Changes to the School Funding Formula Recommended by a 2025 Blue Ribbon 
Commission.

One significant contributor to Rhode Island’s lagging student outcomes is the design 
and distribution of the state’s school funding formula. A 2025 Blue Ribbon Commission 
report acknowledged that the current formula is “insufficient, inequitable, and in need 
of modernization,” with the state only contributing a paltry 38% of K-12 spending. The 
commission detailed recommendations to update the formula that include more state 
aid, adjustments to formula weights based on student need, requiring minimum local 
contributions based on property wealth, and increased transparency of local spending. 

While it is likely that legislation with some of these recommendations will be introduced 
before the next governor of Rhode Island assumes office, it will be of the utmost 
importance that the next governor monitor the effects of changes to the formula and 
pursue additional actions as needed to ensure that funding is sufficient to alter the 
trajectory of the state’s education outcomes. An attentive eye toward the successes and 
shortcomings of a new school funding formula could prove to be an early win for an 
administration championing education reform.

Rhode Island’s graduation rate is much lower than its peers and the national average
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https://rifoundation.org/news/equalizing-opportunity-creating-a-fair-and-transparent-funding-system-for-rhode-islands-public-schools
https://rifoundation.org/news/equalizing-opportunity-creating-a-fair-and-transparent-funding-system-for-rhode-islands-public-schools
https://rhodeislandcurrent.com/2026/01/05/rhode-island-foundation-panel-urges-r-i-to-rewrite-school-funding-formula-boost-state-share/
https://www.brown.edu/news/2026-01-23/blue-ribbon-commission-annenberg-institute
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/coi/high-school-graduation-rates


March 2026 Democrats for Education Reform

14

Recommendation 2:
Monitor implementation of evidence-based literacy reforms and apply evidence-based 
math reforms to educator preparation programs.

Given the state’s performance on The Nation’s Report Card, Rhode Island has significant 
work ahead to improve student proficiency in literacy and math. Fortunately, Rhode 
Island has recently pursued the adoption of evidence-based literacy reforms through its 
landmark Right to Read Act. This and subsequent policy changes to teacher training, 
professional development, high-quality instructional materials, and other domains are 
setting Rhode Island on the path to improved literacy rates. The next governor should 
closely monitor the implementation of these literacy policies to evaluate their efficacy, 
deepen investments in what is working, and adjust what is not. They should also pay 
particular attention to the academic progress of multilingual learners—a population that 
has nearly doubled in the last decade yet scores far below their peers—and implement 
additional targeted interventions for that population as needed.

Rhode Island has made similar strides in evidence-based math instruction, particularly 
with the 2025 launch of a Math Matters campaign and a partnership to integrate 
personalized, competency-based learning into instruction. However, its approach to math 
reform is not nearly as robust as with literacy. Rhode Island can do more to strengthen 
math instructional standards for teacher preparation programs. Specifically, the state 
should establish math standards for elementary teacher prep programs that cover all 
four key math content topics (numbers and operations, algebraic thinking, geometry 
and measurement, data analysis and probability), include math experts in the review of 
programs, use math licensure test pass rate data as part of the program review process, 
and publish the results. These reforms would help the state’s improvements to math 
instructional practice match the pace of its improvements to reading instructional 
practice.

https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-03/RI%20Initiatives%202025.pdf
https://ride.ri.gov/instruction-assessment/literacy/rhode-island-right-read-act
https://rikidscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/MultilingualLearners.pdf
https://www.nctq.org/research-insights/the-missing-link-in-reading-reform-centering-english-learners-in-state-literacy-policies/
https://ride.ri.gov/press-releases/governor-mckee-commissioner-infante-green-launch-math-matters-ri-campaign-award-285-million-learn365ri-grants-aimed-improve-math
https://governor.ri.gov/press-releases/governor-mckee-commissioner-infante-green-announce-partnership-new-classrooms
https://governor.ri.gov/press-releases/governor-mckee-commissioner-infante-green-announce-partnership-new-classrooms
https://www.nctq.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SolvingForSuccess_RI.pdf
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Recommendation 3:
Strengthen school improvement requirements and prioritize results.

With more than 2 in 5 schools receiving a one- or two-star rating out of five on the state’s 
2023-24 school performance ratings, Rhode Island should take a much stronger approach 
to school accountability. The state should introduce more robust reporting requirements 
and accountability measures for all schools, but especially chronically underperforming 
schools. Legislation and regulations should provide clearer, more stringent guidance 
aligned with the conditions for entering and exiting various levels of state support or 
intervention, including required academic performance benchmarks, strict improvement 
timelines to prevent schools from remaining identified for years without escalation, and 
potential reforms to leader and teacher contracts to ensure accountability is enforceable 
and tied to measurable outcomes.

Intervention efforts must also center community voice; lasting improvements in 
education depend on centering the affected community, so that families who have 
too often been left out of decision-making can play a meaningful role in shaping the 
development of a better educational ecosystem.

Turnaround laws in states like Massachusetts and takeover efforts in cities like New 
Orleans tend to be more successful when paired with a broader reform agenda including 
funding reform, state longitudinal data systems that track outcomes beyond high school, 
and innovative approaches like New Orleans’s creation of the nation’s most intensive 
market-based school system. Other states focus on implementation, as South Carolina 
does using “transformation coaches.” In all of these cases, education authorities focused 
on evidence-based approaches to school improvement, and Rhode Island would be wise 
to follow suit. 

https://rikidscount.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/SchoolsIdentifiedforIntervention.pdf
https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai25-1190.pdf
https://educationresearchalliancenola.org/files/publications/Harris-Larsen-Reform-Effects-2019-08-01.pdf
https://educationresearchalliancenola.org/files/publications/Harris-Larsen-Reform-Effects-2019-08-01.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/states-hunt-for-evidence-to-underpin-school-turnaround-efforts/2019/04


March 2026 Democrats for Education Reform

16

Rhode Island is a champion of public school choice. The state has a larger charter 
school student population than neighboring states, and its charter schools outperform 
traditional district schools by a wider margin than anywhere else in the country. 
According to one study, students at Rhode Island charter schools gain the equivalent 
of 90 extra days of learning in English and 88 extra days in math per year. These gains 
have since been attributed to state regulatory improvements in opening and evaluating 
charters.

Choice

Rhode Island leads its peers on charter school enrollment
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To continue this momentum, Rhode Island has additional opportunities to further 
expand the high-quality public education options available for families so that they can 
choose what works best for their children. There is more the state could do to encourage 
the proliferation of nontraditional evidence-based school models as well as enrollment 
within and across districts. Providing easier and wider access to different high-quality 
options helps to ensure that all children, especially those who are most disadvantaged, 
can receive an education that meets their needs, sets high expectations for them, and 
prepares them to succeed in their life after high school.    

Recommendation 1:
Deepen investments in nontraditional public school models. 

We recommend expanding Rhode Island’s financial and regulatory support for charter 
schools, Community Schools, early college programs, magnet programs, career 
academies, microschools, and other nontraditional school models that can accelerate 
learning outcomes and meet diverse student needs. 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_216.90.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_216.90.asp
https://ncss3.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Credo-NCSS3-Report.pdf
https://www.the74million.org/article/revamped-regulations-spur-rhode-islands-top-charter-results-report-suggests/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_216.90.asp
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Charter Schools

Despite the extraordinary performance of Rhode Island charter schools and steadily 
growing demand, the state severely limits the growth of its charter sector. The primary 
challenge is the fiscal constraints placed on charter schools, including lower per-pupil 
funding, unfunded transportation costs, funding holdbacks, and even a requirement 
to raise their own facilities funding. These fiscal inequities create a prohibitive barrier to 
entry and further challenges to expansion for charter operators, even if they outperform 
their traditional district school counterparts.

The first policy change that should be made to remedy this is the enactment of the 
charter-related provisions in the school funding formula recommendations made by 
the Blue Ribbon Commission. These provisions put the state’s charter schools on equal 
footing with traditional district schools by having funding follow the child regardless of 
school type. This action alone would resolve many of the challenges that Rhode Island 
charter schools face in expanding to meet community demand. 

In addition, Rhode Island has imposed a strict cap on charter schools despite their 
demonstrated impact on student outcomes, denying students access to educational 
options that can improve their future. Though lifting the 35-charter cap would be the best 
way to enable the expansion of high-quality charter schools, there is another option that 
may be more politically palatable: Replacing chronically low-performing district schools 
with charter schools from “proven providers” that have a history of success. 

To incentivize the growth of high-performing charter schools in the state while 
intervening in chronically low-performing district schools, the next governor of Rhode 
Island could consider an approach similar to Florida, which allows vetted charter 
operators to open high-quality charter schools in the attendance zone of persistently 
low-performing schools. This model, which has proven out in other locations around 
the country, could help Rhode Island expand schools that effectively serve students and 
phase out those that do not.  

Full-Service Community Schools

Community Schools—which serve as the center of their neighborhood by providing 
access to critical programs and services like health care, social services, expanded 
learning programs, mentoring, adult education, and other resources—have been shown 
to improve attendance, reduce disciplinary incidents, boost academic achievement, 
strengthen school climate, and increase high school graduation rates. They also have a 
significant ROI, with studies calculating that for every $1 spent on Community Schools, 
they have a return of up to $15. 

https://ncss3.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Credo-NCSS3-Report.pdf
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-11/Encl5b_CharterSchoolUpdates.pdf
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-11/Encl5b_CharterSchoolUpdates.pdf
https://ride.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur806/files/2025-11/Encl5b_CharterSchoolUpdates.pdf
https://stdidrifoundationprod.blob.core.windows.net/rifoundation/documents/TheBlueRibbonCommision-FullReport-Digital_12-17-new.pdf
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov/Statutes/TITLE16/16-77/16-77-3.1.htm
https://www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/603cmr1.html?section=all
https://www.fldoe.org/schools/school-choice/other-school-choice-options/schools-of-hope/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/close-bad-schools-and-expand-good-ones
https://blueprint.marylandpublicschools.org/community-schools/
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-outcomes-factsheet?_x_zm_rtaid=Y09ijzyDRmmDleyLOU5qLw.1763056859780.52535666cd26a5d36b1818999b06627b&_x_zm_rhtaid=5
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-outcomes-factsheet?_x_zm_rtaid=Y09ijzyDRmmDleyLOU5qLw.1763056859780.52535666cd26a5d36b1818999b06627b&_x_zm_rhtaid=5
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Community_Schools_Effective_REPORT.pdf
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Rhode Island has already begun investing in these schools in the form of Child 
Opportunity Zones. However, evidence on the effectiveness of the program is limited. 
The program should be reviewed to ensure alignment with current best practices and 
evaluated for efficacy and the possible ROI of increased investments.

Dual Enrollment and Early College Programs

Graduates of Early College High Schools (ECHS) are considerably more likely to earn 
some form of college degree over the next ten years than non-participants and do so 
faster, allowing them to begin earning wages earlier than they otherwise would. In 
Massachusetts, ECHS graduates are 14 percentage points more likely (68% versus 54%) 
to go on to college compared to control-matched peers, and 14 percentage points more 
likely (58% versus 44%) to persist into a second year of college—a strong predictor of 
eventual graduation.

Rhode Island has also invested in this model with notably positive results. The next 
governor should consider expanding access to early college programs in order to improve 
the state’s college matriculation and persistence rates.

Microschools

One emerging school type that is expanding across the country is the microschool model. 
Building on homeschool-style learning pods formed during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
earlier small-school models, microschools emphasize individualized learning and targeted 
supports. They can operate either as private or public entities, depending on state context 
and regulatory structures, but are most commonly private and tuition-based. Because 
of the nascent nature of the microschool model, data on their performance is currently 
limited. Several districts across the country are opening and operating microschools 
to provide more public school options and create opportunities for students to have a 
different learning experience.

To help address the unique challenges of rural education, Indiana has begun operating 
microschools as public charter schools. Board members of the Indiana Microschool 
Collaborative describe the schools as a way to avoid unnecessary infrastructure 
investments and better personalize learning to students’ individual needs and interests. 
Similarly, in Washington state, the Issaquah School District has taken a district-led 
approach, opening microschools housed within existing school facilities that operate with 

https://ride.ri.gov/students-families/ri-public-schools/full-service-schools
https://ride.ri.gov/students-families/ri-public-schools/full-service-schools
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/media/3935/download?inline=&file=csf_visual_framework_essentials_community_school.pdf
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/Early-College-Continued-Success-Longer-Term-Impact-of-ECHS-September-2019.pdf
https://massinc.org/research/early-college-impact-brief/
https://massinc.org/research/early-college-impact-brief/
https://massinc.org/research/early-college-impact-brief/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED672968#:~:text=This%20study%20examined%20the%20cost%20effectiveness%20of,to%20a%20second%20year%20of%20college%2C%20and
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3698-1.html#:~:text=Microschools%20are%20an%20alternative%20to,Key%20Findings
https://indianacapitalchronicle.com/2025/06/26/indiana-expands-school-choice-with-microschools/
https://www.gettingsmart.com/school/issaquah-school-district/
https://www.gettingsmart.com/school/issaquah-school-district/
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distinct schedules, instructional models, and small enrollments while allowing students 
to participate in courses and activities in the larger school. Together, these examples 
show how public microschools can emerge through both charter and district pathways, 
expanding public school options while remaining integrated within broader public 
education systems.

Rhode Island’s next governor should be strategic and committed to investing in new 
school models that expand high-quality school options for families and accelerate 
learning outcomes for students.

Recommendation 2:
Enact policy mandating within- and cross-district enrollment. 

Zip code should not determine a child’s educational outcomes. Yet, that is too often the 
case when families only have one choice of which public school to send their children. 
Rhode Island should make it easier for families to choose the public school that works 
best for their child, no matter where they live. While the state gives districts the option 
to allow families to enroll their children in another public school within the same district 
or in another district, it does not currently mandate that districts do so. This means that 
families must rely on the discretion of districts to allow them to enroll their children in the 
schools best suited to their needs. In addition, the state’s laws leave open the possibility 
of districts creating agreements which require families to pay for their children’s out-of-
district tuition. Rhode Island’s next governor should work with the legislature to ensure 
that families have free, unmitigated access to open enrollment options, starting with an 
analysis of current open enrollment policies’ effects on access and equity. 

One example of an ambitious inter-district enrollment model that could be adopted with 
shifts to state policy is in Connecticut. The Greater Hartford system includes nearly 40 
magnet schools along with an inter-district transfer program that together serve over 
40,000 students in magnets and about 3,000 through open choice. More than half of 
Hartford’s students participate. Families pay nothing for transportation, and enrollment 
processes are designed to promote socioeconomic diversity. Many of the magnet schools 
are located in Hartford and New Haven, where large numbers of students of color live, 
creating new educational opportunities within city neighborhoods while also drawing in 
suburban students to achieve greater integration. Results indicate positive outcomes for 
students attending these magnet schools. 

https://www.ncsl.org/education/education-choice-state-policy-scan-open-enrollment
https://webserver.rilegislature.gov//Statutes/TITLE16/
https://eastbayri.com/little-compton/stories/despite-enrollment-pressures-optimism-abounds-in-little-compton,124405#:~:text=In%20the%20eight%20years%20that,village%20school%20in%20the%20state.%E2%80%9D
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373709340917
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Moving Forward
The next governor has a chance to transform education in Rhode Island, from the first day 
a child enters school to the day they graduate with the knowledge, skills, and mindsets 
needed to succeed in the world beyond. By embracing innovation that maximizes the 
potential of every student, ensuring schools deliver strong results, and expanding high-
quality public options for families, the next governor can build a brighter future for all. This 
is how children, families, educators, and communities across Rhode Island will thrive for 
generations to come.

Recommendation 3:
Use the new Federal Scholarship Tax Credit (FSTC) program to expand access to 
tutoring and out-of-school time programs. 

The new Federal Scholarship Tax Credit (FSTC) program represents an opportunity to 
accelerate learning through high-impact tutoring and expand access to high-quality 
out-of-school time programs for students who need them the most. We recommend 
embracing the FSTC program and designing it to serve under-resourced students and 
families by providing free services through scholarship-granting organizations and 
identifying trusted community-based organizations that provide academic and non-
academic support to K-12 students. Out-of-school time programming provides academic 
enrichment and innovative learning opportunities for young people to build academic 
and durable skills. It also provides working class families with additional child care 
support, ensuring their children are in safe, supportive environments after school and on 
the weekends.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YTP9avQpzmXRpQ96zxQ0w60g81A3cdK8/view
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/ideas/edcast/25/11/how-high-impact-tutoring-reshaping-post-pandemic-learning-recovery
https://www.afterschoolalliance.org/policyStateMap.cfm
https://wallacefoundation.org/report/value-out-school-time-programs
https://wallacefoundation.org/report/value-out-school-time-programs
https://wallacefoundation.org/report/value-out-school-time-programs

