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A+ or F-? How a Bipartisan Commission
Rated the State of the Nation
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The word “bipartisan” seems quaint and anachronistic in this moment.

But a new endeavor publicly launched last month and led by NEPC Fellow Douglas Harris of
Tulane University brings together a politically diverse set of scholars and aims to find some
common ground.

Based on a consensus created via feedback from these scholars and coupled with input from
a cross-section of about 1,000 everyday Americans, The State of the Nation project selected
37 metrics to assess how the United States performs relative to other countries. Researchers
then tracked these measures back to the 1990s.

The big takeaway? Even as America’s economy thrived relative to the economies of other
countries, living standards have failed to improve for its residents.

For example, our nation’s productivity (real gross domestic product per hour worked) is
higher than that of 88 percent of comparable nations. Yet our rates of income inequality,
poverty, child death, murder, suicide, belief in democracy, polarization, and drug overdoses
are among the worst in the so-called developed world. And on many of these measures of
well-being, we are falling farther behind.

“If there is one overarching theme, it’s that we’re pulling apart—economically, socially and
politically,” Harris told The New York Times. The report card was originally his idea, ac-
cording to the Times.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/newsletter-harris



https://nepc.colorado.edu/author/harris-douglas-n
https://stateofnation.org/
https://stateofnation.org/measure/productivity/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/04/briefing/the-us-economy-is-racing-ahead-almost-everything-else-is-falling-behind.html

When it comes to international comparisons of educational outcomes, the U.S. is often de-
monized. Yet the report card ranks the U.S. in the top 50 percent, using a diverse but limited
set of measures that include (a) eighth-grade scale scores in five subjects on the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress, (b) the share of young adults employed or in school, and
(c) average years of education. On one of those measures (average years of education), our
nation outpaces 86 percent of comparable nations. That trend is improving for Americans.

The project’s goal is for the data to be a starting point, rather than an endpoint, during an
era in which Americans who hold different political views often differ not only in their be-
liefs but in the things they consider to be facts. As the project’s website states:

The fact that such a wide-ranging group could agree on so much is remarkable
and suggests that there is more agreement in our country than the media and
other public conversations suggest. This means we have more opportunities for
progress than the media and political conversations suggest. While we cannot
measure our way to success, we do need a compass.

At the risk of undermining the bipartisan sentiment behind the project, however, we should
note here the very serious threat to any future compass-building. Federal data collection and
data sharing provided the foundation to this research project—and almost all other national
data analyses. Let’s hope Prof. Harris and his colleagues have facts they can turn to when
they again seek common ground.

NEPC Resources on International and Comparative Education

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Center for Ed-
ucation Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed at the
University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research, produces policy
briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports. NEPC publications are
written in accessible language and are intended for a broad audience that includes academic
experts, policymakers, the media, and the general public. Our mission is to provide high-quality
information in support of democratic deliberation about education policy. We are guided by
the belief that the democratic governance of public education is strengthened when policies are
based on sound evidence and support a multiracial society that is inclusive, kind, and just. Visit
us at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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