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In early 2004, The Teaching Commissioned released its report, Teaching at Risk: A Call to Action, which calls attention to the most critical reform strategy for closing the achievement gap in America – providing poor children and those of color with a qualified and effective teacher. The report makes a number of noteworthy recommendations and presents them in a way that captures the attention of the nation’s business and policy leaders. This is a very positive step because many recommendations in the report are worth capturing, disseminating and replicating: (1) compensating teachers more effectively; (2) bolstering accountability in teacher education; (3) strengthening state teacher licensing and certification requirements; and (4) empowering school leaders as CEOs. Despite its laudable intent, there are 10 reasons why The Teaching Commission falls short of what the country needs to improve teacher quality.

10.  The report deserves praise for its call to raise teacher salaries 10-30 percent, at an estimated price 

tag of $30 billion. But with states wallowing in more than $60 billion in deficits, the report does not address the underlying question of how to fund these much needed salary increases. The report is similarly silent on the implications for overhauling school finances affecting our under-resourced urban and rural schools.

9.    While “value-added" methods are proposed to dramatically alter how teaching is measured and 

teachers are rewarded, the report has failed to point out a host of technical problems that limit its effectiveness for heavy use in making high stakes decisions. The report also failed to acknowledge that implementing value added systems requires a much more sophisticated teacher quality and student achievement “data infrastructure” system to assemble and accurately report on the linkages between what teachers know and do, and what their students achieve. Other measures, including a progression of student work samples and a teacher’s demonstration of new knowledge and skills known to increase achievement can hone in on the individual conditions under which a teacher is asked to perform, and are likely to prove more fair and ethically justifiable measures.

8.    The report fails to address the considerable divide between how teachers are assessed with American 

Board for the Certification of Teacher Excellence (ABCTE) and the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS). ABCTE uses a simple multiple-choice subject matter tests to certify teachers without any preparation (and subsequently uses a higher cut score for identifying accomplished teachers). The NBPTS uses multidimensional assessments — including subject matter tests, video taped lessons, student work samples, and portfolios of teacher responses to real life teaching situations — to identify accomplished teachers.

7.    The report does not address the fact that No Child Left Behind can actually lower teaching standards

by encouraging states to identify "highly qualified" teachers solely on the basis of a subject matter

knowledge. Teachers are considered highly qualified if they have a license in every core academic

field they teach, have a major or its equivalent, pass a state determined content test, or qualify under 

an alternative High Objective Uniform State System of Evaluation (HOUSSE). All of these

qualifications focus only on what teachers know, not what they are able to do. Many teachers and

administrators believe this content emphasis neglects major elements of effective teaching – 

interpersonal skills, classroom management, ability to engage students, and addressing different

learning needs and skill levels within a classroom setting.  

6.    The report fails to recognize that some of the problems in teacher preparation fall squarely on the 

shoulders of the arts and sciences faculty and university leadership. There is a “disconnect” between the content taught by liberal arts professors, the content assessed on teacher content exams, and the content teachers are expected to teach in today’s standards-based public school classrooms. The struggles of teacher preparation programs are exacerbated by the fact that education programs are funded well below the average of other professional programs.  

5.    While education programs present many problems, they should not be considered the only problem 

with teacher preparation. In criticizing teacher education (and often rightfully so), the report unfortunately ignores examples of effective teacher education models — like the “traditional” program found at UCLA and its 6-year program specifically designed to prepare teachers for urban hard-to-staff schools.

4.    The report does not highlight enough specifics on the necessary elements of a high quality alternative 

certification programs. Furthermore, in attempting to highlight exemplary programs, the report does not recognize the kind of intensive alternative preparation programs that actually prepare teachers to work with the racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse children of urban school districts. The Academy for Urban Leadership in Chicago works because it provides, over the course of a year, tightly supervised internships, extensive mentoring by expert teachers, and corresponding coursework in teaching and student assessment strategies. The retention rates at programs like this are sufficiently low to potentially serve as part of a long-term solution to teacher shortages in this country.
3.    The report poignantly recognizes the need for better school leaders and professional development, but 

fails to address other abysmal working conditions under which many teachers must teach — especially in our poor urban and rural areas. The reasons teachers leave do not rest solely on pay, there are a host of working conditions that rank as top factors in teacher retention.  States like North and South Carolina have begun tracking and responding to these issues with teacher working conditions surveys.

2.    The report ignores the important issue of teacher leadership — and the need for teachers to be 

empowered to spread their expertise, use their skills to lead school improvement efforts, and elevate their collective voices in on-going policy debates (see www.teacherleaders.org)

1.    The report does not address the fundamental questions confronting those seeking to improve teacher 

and teaching quality:

a. Is teaching routine work that most anyone can do and would do more readily if misguided government or professional regulations would not limit entry into the field?

b. Is teaching complex, and often indeterminate work requiring professionals with formal, specialized preparation and considerable autonomy?

Ultimately, the way policymakers, administrators and education stakeholders answer this fundamental question will largely determine the kind of teachers recruited and retained for our nation’s schools.
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