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Executive Summary
With the demands for sophisticated teaching growing each year, there is a 

growing call to develop means for recognizing and supporting teacher effective-
ness. Policy makers have undertaken a wide range of reforms to improve schools, 
ranging from new standards and tests to redesigned schools, new curricula, and 
new instructional strategies. Every aspect of school reform—the creation of more 
challenging curricula, the use of ambitious assessments, the implementation of 
decentralized management, the invention of new model schools and programs—
depends on highly skilled teachers. Teachers need even more sophisticated abili-
ties to teach the growing number of public school students who have fewer edu-
cational resources at home, those who are new English language learners, and 
those who have distinctive learning needs. This requires the means and collabora-
tively developed methods to evaluate, develop, and recognize teacher effectiveness 
throughout the teaching career, for the purposes of preparation, licensing, hir-
ing, and granting tenure; for providing needed professional development; and for 
identifying expert teachers who can become mentors, coaches, and teacher lead-
ers. This brief outlines the issues associated with various approaches to ascertain-
ing teacher effectiveness and suggests a framework for policy systems that could 
both identify and develop more effective teachers and teaching.

Recommendations

Create a Steady Supply of Effective New Teachers 

•	 Develop systems to recruit, prepare, rigorously license, and retain effective 
teachers.

•	 Leverage more effective teacher education. 

Use Teacher Performance Assessments to 
Measure and Develop Effectiveness

•	 License beginning teachers based on teaching performance.
•	 Advance National Board Certification.
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Develop Integrated Measures of Teaching Practice and Student Learning 
to Inform Judgments About Teacher Effectiveness

•	 Develop thoughtful and rigorous tools for on-the-job evaluation of teachers to guide employment decisions, such as 
tenure and renewal decisions, as well as goal-setting and determination of professional development needs. 

•	 Review multiple models that incorporate evidence of student learning in annual evaluations of teachers.

Introduction
In recent years, policy makers have undertaken a wide 

range of reforms to improve schools, ranging from new stan-
dards and tests to redesigned schools, new curricula, and new 
instructional strategies. One important lesson from these 
efforts has been the recurrent finding that teachers are the 
fulcrum that determines whether any school initiative tips 
toward success or failure. Every aspect of school reform—the 
creation of more challenging curricula, the use of ambitious 
assessments, the implementation of decentralized manage-
ment, the invention of new model schools and programs—
depends on highly skilled teachers. 

Reformers are learning that in the final analysis, there are 
no policies that can improve schools if the people in them 
are not equipped with the knowledge and skills they need. 

Teachers need even more sophisticated abilities to teach 
the growing number of public school students who have 
fewer educational resources at home, those who are new 
English language learners, and those who have distinctive 
learning needs. Clearly, meeting the expectation that all stu-
dents will learn to high standards will require a transfor-
mation in the ways in which our education system attracts, 
prepares, supports, and develops expert teachers who can 
teach in more transformative ways. This requires collabora-
tively developed methods to evaluate, develop, and recog-
nize teacher effectiveness throughout the teaching career, for 
the purposes of preparation, licensing, hiring, and granting 
tenure; for providing needed professional development; and 
for identifying expert teachers who can become mentors, 
coaches, and teacher leaders. 

This brief outlines the issues associated with various 
approaches to ascertaining teacher effectiveness and suggests 
a framework for policy systems that could both identify and 
develop more effective teachers and teaching.

Effective Teachers and Teaching 
To build a useful policy system that encourages excellent 

instruction and strong student learning, it is important to 
consider both teacher quality—so that the system recruits 
the right people and prepares them effectively—and teach-
ing quality—so that the most effective practices are encour-
aged and the most supportive conditions are provided. 

Effective Teachers

Teacher quality might be thought of as the bundle of per-
sonal traits, skills, and understandings an individual brings 
to teaching, including dispositions to behave in certain 
ways. The traits desired of a teacher may vary depending 
on conceptions of and goals for education; thus, it might 
be more productive to think of teacher qualities that seem 
associated with what teachers are expected to be and do.

Research has found that more effective teachers generally 
possess the following qualities: 
•	 Strong general intelligence and verbal ability that help 

them organize and explain ideas, as well as observe and 
think diagnostically

•	 Strong content knowledge in the areas they teach
•	 Knowledge of how to teach others in that area (content 

pedagogy), in particular how to develop higher-order 
thinking skills

•	 An understanding of learners and their learning and 
development—including how to assess and scaffold 
learning, how to support students who have learning 
differences or difficulties, and how to support the 
learning of language and content for those who are not 
already proficient in the language of instruction

•	 Adaptive expertise that allows them to make judgments 
about what is likely to work in a given context in 
response to students’ needs.1 
Most would also include in this list a willingness to 

support learning for all students, to continue to learn and 
improve, and to collaborate with other professionals and 
parents in the service of individual students and the school 
as a whole. 

All of these qualities are embodied in the standards 
adopted by the National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards and, at the beginning teacher level, by the states 
involved in the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Sup-
port Consortium (INTASC). As these qualities have been 
built into licensing and preparation requirements over the 
last decade, they have provided a means to develop a stron-
ger foundation for effective teaching, making teacher quali-
fications a stronger predictor of teacher effectiveness.

Teacher qualifications and effectiveness. The impor-
tance of teacher qualifications is reflected in a recent large-
scale study in North Carolina, which found that teachers 
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were more effective if they had completed preparation prior 
to entry (rather than entering without training through the 
state’s “lateral entry” route), were licensed (or as it is com-
monly called, certified) in the specific field taught, had higher 
scores on the teacher licensing test, had more than 2 years of 
teaching experience, had graduated from a competitive college, 
and had successfully become National Board certified.2

While each of these variables was significant in its own 
right, the combined influence on student achievement of a 
teacher with most of these qualifications, compared to one 
having few of them, was larger than the effects of race and 
parent education combined. 

These very large effects suggest the importance of focus-
ing on what teachers have had the opportunity to learn 
through their general education, subject matter training, 
and preparation for teaching, as well as their experience and 
their professional learning opportunities such as National 
Board Certification. 

A similar study of teachers in New York City also found 
that teachers’ certification status, pathway into teaching, 
teaching experience, 
graduation from a 
competitive college, and 
math SAT scores were 
significant predictors of 
teacher effectiveness in 
elementary and middle 
grades mathematics.3 
Fully certified teachers 
who graduated from 
university preservice 
programs and who had attended a competitive college were 
the most effective as beginners. Additional experience also 
had strong positive effects. In combination, improvements 
in these qualifications reduced the gap in achievement 
between the schools in deciles serving the poorest and most 
affluent students by 25%. Equalizing access to well-pre-
pared, experienced, and accomplished teachers could make 
a major difference in closing the academic achievement gap. 

Many studies have found that the mix of qualifications 
reflected in state certification—usually passage of basic skills 
and subject matter tests, specific content preparation, as 
well as course work and clinical work focused on teaching—
makes a difference for teacher effectiveness. For example, 
a national study of 4,400 early elementary children found 
that young children with certified teachers for most of their 
early school experience gained significantly more in reading 
achievement than students who had alternatively certified 
or uncertified teachers. Teacher certification was particu-
larly influential in predicting growth for African American 
students; having fully certified teachers helped to narrow 
the academic gap between African American and European 

American students across early elementary grades.4

Large-scale studies of elementary teachers in Houston, 
Texas, and in New York City also found that certified begin-
ning teachers and those from university preservice programs 
produced stronger student achievement gains in reading 
and mathematics than beginners who were uncertified or 
alternatively certified, including those from the Teach for 
America program. Although alternative-route teachers who 
stayed in teaching caught up in effectiveness after they com-
pleted their preparation, most had left teaching by their 
fourth year, after having been assigned primarily to teach 
African American and Latino students, thus exacerbating 
the achievement gap.5 

Preservice preparation and certification also matter in 
special education, where researchers have found “statisti-
cally significant and quantitatively substantial effects on 
the ability of educators to promote gains in achievement 
for students with disabilities” in both mainstreamed regular 
education settings and in special education courses.6 In spe-
cial education as in other fields, uncertified teachers are less 

likely to stay in their 
positions, leaving at 
twice the rates of pre-
pared beginners.7 Given 
the additional effects of 
experience on effective-
ness, this also reduces 
the overall effectiveness 
of the teaching force for 
special education stu-
dents. 

At the secondary level, teachers with standard certifica-
tion and more pedagogical as well as content course work 
in mathematics and science have been found to produce 
larger student achievement gains.8 One study documenting 
these effects also found that newly hired beginning teachers 
from states with more rigorous licensure examinations had 
greater positive effects on student achievement than begin-
ners from other states, suggesting the value of recent reforms 
to strengthen teacher licensure.9 

Effective Teaching 

While strengthening preparation and licensing expecta-
tions for teachers can help educators enter the classroom 
with greater knowledge and skills, it is only one part of 
creating more effective teaching. Teaching quality refers to 
strong instruction that enables a wide range of students to 
learn. Such instruction meets the demands of the discipline, 
the goals of instruction, and the needs of students in a par-
ticular context. 

Teaching quality is in part a function of teacher qual-
ity—teachers’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions—but it 

Equalizing access to well-prepared, 
experienced, and accomplished teachers 

could make a major difference in 
closing the academic achievement gap.
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is also strongly influenced by the context of instruction, 
including teaching conditions and “fit.” A high-quality 
teacher may not be able to offer high-quality instruction in 
a context where there is a mismatch between the demands 
of the situation and his or her knowledge and skills. For 
example, an able teacher asked to teach subject matter for 
which he or she is not prepared may teach poorly; a teacher 
who is prepared and effective at the high school level may 
be unable to teach young children; and a teacher who is able 
to teach high-ability students or affluent students well may 
be unable to teach students who struggle to learn or who do 
not have the resources at home that support their learning. 
Thus, a high-quality teacher in one circumstance may not be 
a high-quality teacher in another.

Furthermore, if teachers lack useful curriculum materi-
als, necessary supplies and equipment, reasonable class sizes, 
and the opportunity to 
plan with other teach-
ers to create a coherent 
curriculum, the quality 
of teaching that stu-
dents experience may 
be suboptimal, even if 
the quality of teach-
ers is high. Substan-
tial evidence points 
to the importance of 
class sizes, specific cur-
riculum supports, the availability of instructional supports 
such as tutoring, and the use of time as strong predictors of 
student achievement, along with factors like student atten-
dance.10 

Many conditions of teaching depend on the systems in 
which teachers work. In addition to the material resources 
for teaching, which can differ dramatically across schools 
and districts, these include access to skilled colleagues and 
other resources for learning. Research on professional devel-
opment frequently underscores the importance of teachers 
working together to improve their collective practice, 11 and 
over 90% of the nation’s teachers report that their colleagues 
contribute to their teaching effectiveness.12

In one recent study, economists were able to quantify 
the student learning gains generated by the collective exper-
tise of teams of teachers. They found that most value-added 
gains are attributable to teachers who are more experienced 
and better-qualified, and who stay together as teams within 
their schools. The researchers found that peer learning 
among small groups of teachers seems to be the most power-
ful predictor of improved student achievement over time.13 
Another recent study found that students achieve more in 
mathematics and reading when they attend schools charac-

terized by higher levels of teacher collaboration for school 
improvement.14 These are all conditions that are constructed 
by school leaders and can be aided or undermined by poli-
cies that encourage or discourage useful learning supports, 
shared planning time, and coaching or mentoring opportu-
nities. As summarized by Barnett Berry: 

Successful efforts to raise teaching quality and student 
achievement, especially in high-needs schools, require 
an intensive focus on working conditions: making sure 
teachers teach in the fields in which they are prepared; 
have adequate time to work with colleagues on matters of 
instruction; have ready access to information, materials, 
and technology; and receive helpful feedback about their 
teaching.15

While individual teacher qualifications heighten the 
probability of effective teaching, they cannot guarantee it. 

Initiatives to develop 
teaching quality must 
consider not only how 
to identify, reward, and 
use teachers’ skills and 
abilities, but also how to 
develop teaching con-
texts that enable good 
practice on the part of 
teachers. Hiring knowl-
edgeable teachers but 
asking them to teach 

out of field, without high-quality curriculum or materials, 
and in isolation from their colleagues diminishes teaching 
quality and student learning. Thus, the policies that con-
struct the teaching context must be addressed along with the 
qualities and roles of individual teachers. 

Recommendations for Identifying 
and Developing Effective Teaching 

There is growing interest in moving beyond traditional 
measures of teacher qualifications to evaluate teachers’ 
actual performance and effectiveness as the basis for mak-
ing decisions about hiring, tenure, licensing, compensa-
tion, and selection for leadership roles. The recent report 
of the No Child Left Behind Commission called for mov-
ing beyond the designation of teachers as “highly qualified” 
to an assessment of whether teachers are “highly effective,” 
based in part on their students’ gains on tests. Other mea-
sures of effectiveness have included National Board Certifi-
cation and other performance-based evaluations, indicators 
of knowledge and skills, and various measures of student 
learning. 

As these options are evaluated, it is equally important to 
develop measures of teacher and teaching effectiveness that 

A high-quality teacher may not be 
able to offer high-quality instruction 

in a context where there is a mismatch 
between the demands of the situation 
and his or her knowledge and skills.
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support improvement in individual and collective teach-
ing expertise as well as accurate pictures of teachers’ abili-
ties. Ultimately, the goal of measuring teacher effectiveness 
should be to improve teachers’ capacities and their oppor-
tunities to enhance the effectiveness of the educational 
enterprise. Furthermore, focusing only on evaluating poor 
teachers out of the profession is unlikely to produce a highly 
effective teaching force if there are not strong efforts to 
develop a steady supply of highly effective teachers entering 
and staying in the profession, and becoming more effective 
over the course of their careers. Hence, these recommenda-
tions focus on such strategies.

Create a Steady Supply of 
Effective New Teachers 

As noted earlier, there is consistent evidence that specific 
teacher qualifications are associated with greater teacher 
effectiveness as measured by student achievement gains. 
These include strong academic preparation, teacher prepa-
ration prior to entry, certification within the field taught 
(especially from states that have increased their certification 
standards), and teaching experience (especially at the thresh-
old above 3 years). 

Develop systems to recruit, prepare, rigorously 
license, and retain effective teachers. Based on these find-
ings, smart policy systems would take the following steps:
•	 Provide incentives to recruit high-ability students into 

teaching
•	 Ensure that they complete high-quality preparation 

before entry
•	 Support rigorous licensing standards
•	 Invest in supports for retaining beginners, including 

quality preparation and mentoring
Such incentives could take the form of service schol-

arships and forgivable loans, such as the North Carolina 
Teaching Fellows program that underwrites the costs of col-
lege and teacher preparation for high-ability students who 
commit to teaching for 4 years; incentives and supports for 
strong preparation and mentoring programs that are engag-
ing and effective in preparing teachers; and investments in 
rigorous certification standards 
that are closely related to the 
knowledge and skills needed to 
teach effectively. 

Preservice teacher prepara-
tion and mentoring are actu-
ally related to teacher effective-
ness in two ways: First, they 
are important in their own 
right, as means for transmit-
ting important knowledge and 
skills for teaching, and second, 

they enable teachers to be sufficiently successful that they 
are more likely to stay in the profession and become more 
effective with experience. 

Retaining teachers is a far greater problem in the United 
States than recruiting new ones—and also is a key to solving 
teacher “shortages” and improving teacher effectiveness. The 
30% of new teachers who leave in the first few years (50% 
in some urban areas) create a revolving door that destabi-
lizes schools, especially in high-need communities, reducing 
their overall effectiveness and costing the nation more than 
$2 billion annually.16 

Research finds that teachers leave the profession much 
faster if they have less preparation before they enter and less 
mentoring support when they arrive. For example, teach-
ers who have not received student teaching, and those who 
lacked course work in child development and learning, leave 
at twice the rates of those with more complete preparation.17 
Among recent college graduates who enter teaching with full 
preparation, only 14% leave within 5 years, whereas 49% of 
uncertified entrants have left within that period of time.18

Providing expert mentors to coach beginners also reduces 
beginning teacher attrition, with rates of leaving reduced 
from more than 30% of beginning teachers to as low as 
5% in some districts that have introduced high-quality pro-
grams. A number of studies have found that well-designed 
mentoring programs improve retention rates for new teach-
ers along with their attitudes, feelings of efficacy, and range 
of instructional strategies.19 Federal and state incentives 
should leverage local efforts to create strong mentoring in 
every school, reducing attrition and increasing competence. 

Leverage more effective teacher education. There are, 
of course, substantial differences in the relative effectiveness 
of teacher education programs. Consequently, policies to 
develop stronger teacher effectiveness should leverage pro-
grams to adopt the features of the most successful programs 
and to continually improve. 

A study identifying teacher education programs whose 
graduates produced the strongest gains in student achieve-
ment in elementary reading and mathematics in New York 

City found that the most effec-
tive programs
•	 Had well-supervised 
student teaching experiences 
that were also well-matched to 
the subjects, grade levels, and 
students they would later teach
•	 Had more course work 
in reading and mathematics 
content and teaching methods
•	 Focused their courses 
on helping candidates acquire 
specific practices and tools that 

The goal of measuring teacher 
effectiveness should be to 

improve teachers’ capacities 
and their opportunities to 
enhance the effectiveness of 
the educational enterprise.



they then applied in their student teaching or practicum 
experiences

•	 Enabled candidates to study the specific curriculum 
materials they would teach

•	 Required a capstone project that was usually a 
performance assessment or portfolio of their work done 
in classrooms with students20

These reforms depend centrally on creating new models 
of clinical practice that reflect state-of-the-art practice and 
are tightly integrated with course work. Many successful 
schools of education have done this by creating professional 
development school relationships with local schools, work-
ing with these sites to develop state-of-the-art practice and 
to train novices in the classrooms of expert teachers. Highly 
developed models have been found to increase teacher effec-
tiveness and retention, to foster instructional improvement, 
and to raise student achievement.21 Just as the federal gov-
ernment has played a major role in underwriting teaching 
hospitals that strengthen 
medical training, so a 
strategic initiative could 
take this successful inno-
vation from the margins 
to the mainstream.

Teacher residencies, 
such as those designed 
in Chicago, Boston, and 
Denver, use a similar 
model. Midcareer recruits 
are placed as apprentices 
in the classrooms of highly expert mentor teachers for a year 
while they complete tightly linked education course work 
in partnership with a local university. They receive a stipend 
during this year and a master’s degree and credential at the 
end of the year. They continue to receive mentoring in the 
next 2 years and pledge to spend at least 3 to 4 years in city 
schools. The model has already shown retention rates of over 
90% in the first 5 years of teaching and strong performance 
by graduates. Such programs can create a pipeline of com-
mitted, effective teachers who stay in teaching in high-need 
schools, raising their effectiveness as well.

Policies that could support the creation of these more 
effective models of preparation would include challenge 
grants, like the federal Teacher Quality Partnership grants, 
to launch and expand such programs, especially in high-need 
communities. In addition, federal and state policies should 
create expectations for states to evaluate and expand effective 
preparation models while eliminating those that are poor 
performing. States should evaluate all their programs—both 
traditional and alternative—in terms of teacher retention, 
evidence of later effectiveness in the classroom on value-
added measures of student learning, and the performance 

of their graduates on valid teacher performance assessments. 
States should incorporate these data into program approval 
and accreditation decisions. Also, they should study the fea-
tures of the most effective programs and incorporate these 
features into program accreditation guidelines and challenge 
grants designed to produce stronger program models. 

Use Teacher Performance Assessments 
to Measure and Develop Effectiveness

License beginning teachers based on teaching per-
formance. To leverage stronger preparation and teacher 
quality, it is important to be able to make licensing decisions 
based on greater evidence of teacher competence than merely 
completing a set of courses or surviving a certain length of 
time in the classroom. Since the 1980s, the desire for greater 
confidence in licensing decisions has led to the introduc-
tion of teacher licensing tests in nearly all states. However, 
these tests—generally multiple-choice tests of basic skills 

and subject matter—are 
not strongly predictive 
of teachers’ abilities to 
effectively teach chil-
dren. Furthermore, in 
many cases these tests 
evaluate teachers’ knowl-
edge before they enter 
or complete teacher 
education—and hence 
are an inadequate tool 
for teacher education 

accountability. 
Moving the field forward, several states, including Cali-

fornia, Connecticut, North Carolina, and Oregon, have 
incorporated performance assessments in the licensing pro-
cess. These measures of performance—which can provide 
data to inform the accreditation process—have been found 
to be strong levers for improving preparation and mentor-
ing, as well as for determining teachers’ competence. The 
Performance Assessment for California Teachers, for exam-
ple, requires teachers to document their plans and teaching 
for a unit of instruction, adapt them for special education 
students and English language learners, videotape and cri-
tique lessons, and collect and evaluate evidence of student 
learning. Like the National Board assessments, beginning 
teachers’ ratings on these kinds of assessments have been 
found to predict their students’ value-added achievement 
on state tests.22 
Currently, 20 states have joined together under the aus-

pices of AACTE and the Council of Chief State School 
Officers to create a common version of an initial licensing 
assessment, based on the work done in these states, that 
could be used nationwide to make preparation and licens-
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Teacher residency programs can 
create a pipeline of committed, 
effective teachers who stay in 
teaching in high-need schools, 

raising their effectiveness as well.



ing performance-based and predictive of teacher effective-
ness in supporting student learning. A more advanced ver-
sion of the assessment could also be used at the point of the 
professional license (after 
the 3-year probation-
ary period) and used to 
guide the mentoring pro-
cess during the induction 
period.  

In states that have 
already used them, per-
formance assessments of 
beginning teachers have 
been found not only to 
measure features of teaching associated with effectiveness, 
but actually to help develop effectiveness at the same time—
both for the participants and for programs that prepare 
them. 

University and school faculty score these assessments 
using standardized rubrics in moderated sessions following 
training, with an audit procedure to calibrate standards and 
ensure reliability. Programs receive detailed, aggregated data 
on all of their candidates by program area and dimensions 
of teaching, and then use the data to improve their curricu-
lum and program designs. Using these aggregated data for 
accreditation will ultimately provide a solid basis for decid-
ing which programs should be encouraged and expanded 
and which should be closed if they are unable to improve 
candidate performance.

Federal support for the development of nationally avail-
able performance assessments for Tier 1 (initial) and Tier 
2 (professional) licensing would not only provide a useful 
tool for accountability and improvement, but also facilitate 
teacher mobility across states by creating a portable license. 
High scorers on this performance assessment could be 
granted a national license that would allow them mobility 
across states, which would facilitate states’ ability to attract 
effective teachers to high-need schools. With the addition 
of incentives for National Board Certification, these assess-
ments would provide a continuum of measures that both 
identify and help stimulate increasing effectiveness across 
the career.

Advance National Board Certification. A standards-
based approach to assessing teachers was initially developed 
through the work of the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards, which developed standards for accom-
plished teaching in more than 30 teaching areas defined by 
subject matter and developmental level of students. Teachers 
assemble evidence of their practice that is scored by trained 
raters who are expert in the same teaching field, using 
rubrics that define critical dimensions of teaching. Designed 
to identify experienced accomplished teachers, a number of 

states and districts use National Board Certification as the 
basis for salary bonuses and other forms of teacher recogni-
tion, such as selection as a mentor or lead teacher. 

A number of stud-
ies have found that the 
National Board Certifi-
cation assessment process 
identifies teachers who 
are more effective in rais-
ing student achievement 
than others who have 
not achieved certifica-
tion.23 Equally impor-
tant, many studies have 

found that teachers’ participation in the National Board 
process supports their professional learning and stimulates 
changes in their practice. Teachers note that the process of 
analyzing their own and their students’ work in light of stan-
dards enhances their abilities to assess student learning and to 
evaluate the effects of their own actions, while causing them 
to adopt new practices that are called for in the standards and 
assessments.24 Teachers report significant improvements in 
their performance in each area assessed—planning, designing, 
and delivering instruction; managing the classroom; diag-
nosing and evaluating student learning; using subject matter 
knowledge; and participating in a learning community—and 
observational studies have documented that these changes do 
indeed occur.25 

Policies that encourage teacher participation in National 
Board Certification can help identify and help build 
effectiveness, both at the individual and school level. For 
example, the turnaround strategy at once-failing and now-
successful Mitchell Elementary School in Phoenix aimed 
at growing teacher expertise through an intensive commit-
ment to the National Board Certification process. In this 
low-income Latino community, where most students are 
English language learners, more than 60% of the teachers—
most of whom are from the community and reflect their 
student population—are either National Board Certified 
or in the process of earning certification. Mitchell teachers 
claim the National Board process transformed the school, 
as they have worked collectively to better understand their 
teaching as it directly impacts student achievement, focus-
ing in on teaching students with special needs, among other 
critical areas. Not only has the school’s achievement dra-
matically improved, teacher turnover has decreased. As the 
district’s associate superintendent Suzanne Zentner noted, 
“We believe in the National Board Certification process as 
an approach to … closing the achievement gap.” 26

To further strengthen the connection between teach-
ers’ performance on these assessments and their classroom 
effectiveness, the National Board has recently appointed a 
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Performance assessments of beginning 
teachers have been found not only to 
measure effectiveness, but actually 

to help develop effectiveness.
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committee to recommend additional ways to integrate stu-
dent learning evidence into the assessment process. When 
assessments both predict teacher effectiveness and support 
individual and institutional learning, they can help to create 
an engine for stimulating greater teacher effectiveness in the 
system as a whole.  

Develop Integrated Measures of Teaching 
Practice and Student Learning to Inform 
Judgments About Teacher Effectiveness

Once a steady supply of well-prepared teachers is estab-
lished, districts still need thoughtful and rigorous on-the-
job evaluation of teachers to guide employment decisions 
such as tenure and renewal decisions, as well as goal-setting 
and determination of 
professional develop-
ment needs. Interest 
in including evidence 
of student learning in 
annual evaluations of 
teachers has been grow-
ing. After all, if student 
learning is the primary 
goal of teaching, it 
appears straightforward 
that it ought to be taken 
into account in deter-
mining a teachers’ competence. A prominent proposal is to 
use value-added student achievement test scores from state or 
district standardized tests as a key measure of teachers’ effec-
tiveness. 

The value-added concept is important, as it reflects a 
desire to acknowledge teachers’ contributions to students’ 
progress, taking into account where students begin. Fur-
thermore, as we have seen, value-added methods are proving 
valuable for research on the effectiveness of specific groups 
of teachers (for example, those who are National Board Cer-
tified or who have had particular preparation or professional 
development experiences) and on the outcomes of various 
curriculum and teaching interventions. 

At the same time, researchers have offered many cautions 
about the problems of basing individual teacher evaluations 
on annual student test scores. Some issues are technical and 
may ultimately be addressed by changes in testing systems. 
For example, “vertically scaled,” curriculum-specific tests 
that would allow gain score analyses are not typically avail-
able in most states and teaching areas. Furthermore, the nar-
rowness of current tests raises concerns about teaching to 
tests at the expense of other kinds of learning. And indeed, 
studies have found that teachers’ measured effectiveness dif-
fers depending on the tests that are used.27 

Other concerns are more fundamental to the realities of 

teaching and schooling. There are difficulties in attributing 
student gains to specific teachers, challenges of disentangling 
teacher effects from those of school and home conditions, as 
well as student factors. Among these influences on learn-
ing are multiple teachers, parents, tutors and out-of-school 
learning supports, specific curricula, and the availability of 
useful learning materials as well as school resources such as 
time, class sizes, and instructional specialists.28

Because of the range of influences on student learning, 
many studies have found that ratings of teacher effectiveness 
are highly unstable. One study of five districts, for example, 
found that among top-ranked teachers in one year, only 
25% to 35% were similarly ranked a year later, while a com-
parable proportion had moved to the bottom rankings. A 

similar share of teachers 
moved from the bottom 
to the top rankings over 
the course of a year.29 

Research has found 
that test score gains 
associated with teach-
ers are affected by dif-
ferences in the students 
who are assigned to 
them, even if those dif-
ferences are controlled 
statistically. The same 

teacher appears more effective when he is teaching more 
advantaged students than when he is teaching students who 
experience educational challenges of various kinds: those 
who are further behind, who are homeless or hungry, who 
have severe problems at home, and whose scores on tradi-
tional tests are problematic to interpret (e.g., those who have 
special education needs or who are English language learn-
ers).30 On spring-to-spring measures of achievement such 
as those offered by most state tests, the summer learning 
loss that affects the scores of lower-income students also 
reduces the measured learning gains of the teachers who 
teach them. These issues raise concerns about both mises-
timates of teachers’ effectiveness and disincentives for them 
to want to teach the students who have the greatest needs. 
Such disincentives could inadvertently reinforce current 
practices in which inexperienced teachers are disproportion-
ately assigned to the neediest students or schools push out 
high-need students. 

Thus, to understand how teachers influence student 
learning, more data about teachers’ practices and context 
are needed. Student learning evidence needs to be multi-
faceted and accompanied by an analysis of the teachers’ 
students and teaching context, integrated into an evalu-
ation of the teachers’ practices that can both provide evi-
dence about effectiveness and can focus attention on ways 

When assessments both predict 
teacher effectiveness and support 

learning, they can help to create an 
engine for stimulating greater teacher 
effectiveness in the system as a whole.
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to improve effectiveness.  
Evidence About Teaching Practice. Great progress has 

been made over the last two decades in developing stan-
dards-based evaluations of teaching practice, and research 
has found that the use of such evaluations by some districts 
has not only provided more useful evidence about teaching 
practice, but has also been associated with student achieve-
ment gains for teachers and has helped teachers improve their 
practice and effectiveness.31 Like the teacher performance 
assessments described above, these systems for observing 
teachers’ classroom practice are based on professional teach-
ing standards grounded in research on teaching and learn-
ing. They use systematic observation protocols with well-
developed, research-based rubrics to examine teaching along 
a number of dimensions including observations of teaching 
along with teacher interviews and artifacts such as lesson 
plans, assignments, and samples of student work.

The Teacher Advancement Program (TAP) offers one 
well-developed example of a highly structured teacher evalu-
ation system that was developed based on the standards of 
the National Board and INTASC and the assessment rubrics 
developed in Connecticut and Rochester (NY), among oth-
ers.32 In the TAP system of “instructionally focused account-
ability,” each teacher is evaluated four to six times a year by 
master/mentor teachers or principals who are trained and 
certified evaluators using a system that examines designing 
and planning instruction, the learning environment, class-
room instruction, and teacher responsibilities. The indica-
tors of good teaching are practices that have been found 
to be associated with desired student outcomes. Like other 
well-developed career ladder systems, TAP provides ongoing 
professional development, mentoring, and classroom sup-
port to help teachers meet these standards. Teachers in TAP 
schools report that this system, along with the intensive 
professional development offered, is substantially respon-
sible for improvements in their practice and the gains in 
student achievement that 
have occurred in many TAP 
schools.33 

The set of studies on stan-
dards-based teacher evalu-
ation suggest that the more 
teachers’ classroom activities 
and behaviors are enabled to 
reflect professional standards 
of practice, the more effec-
tive they are in supporting 
student learning—a finding 
that would appear to suggest 
the desirability of focusing 
on such professional standards in the preparation, profes-
sional development, and evaluation of teachers. 

Evidence About Student Learning. Along with evalu-
ations of performance, teachers can assemble a portfolio 
of evidence that includes measures of their practice and of 
student learning, as part of the overall judgment of effec-
tiveness. In addition to analysis of standardized tests, where 
appropriate, such evidence can be drawn from classroom 
assessments and documentation, including pre- and posttest 
measures of student learning in specific courses or curricu-
lum areas, evidence of student accomplishments in relation 
to teaching activities. The evidence can be used to demon-
strate and explain the progress of students on a wide range 
of learning outcomes in ways that take students’ starting 
points and characteristics into account.

In some schools, teachers use their own fall and spring 
classroom assessments (or pre- and postunit assessments) as 
a way of gauging student progress. These measures can also 
be tailored for the learning goals of specific students (for 
example, students with special needs or English language 
learners.) Measures of student learning in specific subject 
areas may be scored writing or reading samples, mathemat-
ics assessments, assessments of science or history knowledge, 
or even musical performances. These curriculum-specific 
measures of student learning can help capture the effects of 
a particular teacher’s instruction and be available for most 
or all students. A teacher might also document the West-
inghouse science competition awards she helped students 
win, or specific breakthroughs achieved by her students with 
special needs, with evidence of her role in supporting these 
accomplishments.

In addition to observations of classroom practice and 
evidence of tested learning gains, effectiveness can be docu-
mented by evaluating teaching practices that are associ-
ated with desired student outcomes and the achievement 
of school goals and performance. For example, a teacher 
might document how she increased student attendance or 
homework completion through regular parent conferences 

and calls home and show 
evidence of changes in these 
student outcomes, as well as 
other outcomes associated 
with them, such as improved 
grades. 

One study of Arizona’s 
career ladder program, 
which requires the use of 
various methods of student 
assessment to complement 
evaluations of teachers’ 
practice, found that, over 
time, participating teachers 

demonstrated an increased ability to create locally devel-
oped assessment tools to assess student learning gains in 

Studies suggest that the more 
teachers are enabled to enact 

professional standards of 
practice in their classrooms, 
the more effective they are in 
supporting student learning.
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their classrooms; to develop and evaluate pre- and post-
tests; to define measurable outcomes in hard-to-quantify 
areas such as art, music, and physical education; and to 
monitor student learning growth in their action plans. 
They also showed a greater awareness of the importance of 
sound curriculum development, more alignment of curric-
ulum with district objectives, and increased focus on higher 
quality content, skills, and instructional strategies.34 Thus, 
the development and use of student learning evidence, 
in combination with 
examination of teach-
ing performance, can 
stimulate improve-
ments in practice.

Given the impor-
tance of teachers’ 
collective efforts to 
improve overall stu-
dent achievement in 
a school, one compo-
nent of documenting 
practice and outcomes 
should be focused on the work conducted by teacher 
teams and the contributions teachers make to school-wide 
improvements in practice, through their work in curricu-
lum development, sharing practices and materials, peer 

coaching and reciprocal observation, and collegial work 
with students. 

Conclusion
Initiatives to measure and recognize teacher effectiveness 

have emerged as the press for improved student achievement 
has been joined to an awareness of the importance of teach-
ers in contributing to student learning. Such initiatives will 

have the greatest payoff if they 
reflect and stimulate the prac-
tices known to support student 
learning and are embedded in 
systems that also develop greater 
teacher competence through 
coaching around the standards 
and opportunities for teachers 
to help their colleagues and their 
schools improve. Policies that 
create increasingly valid mea-
sures of teacher effectiveness and 
develop innovative systems for 

recognizing, developing, and using expert teachers, while 
providing incentives for them to work with the neediest stu-
dents, can ultimately help create a more effective teaching 
profession.

Initiatives to measure teacher 
effectiveness will have the greatest 

payoff if they are embedded 
in systems that also develop 
greater teacher competence.
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