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In our efforts to address the growing need for teachers in our public school 

system, we must make sure that we do not meet that demand with a supply 

of low-qualified, ill-prepared “warm bodies.”  The issues surrounding finding 

and supporting tomorrow’s teachers should center on teacher quality—what 

teacher quality means and how to ensure that every child in America has 

the advantage of a quality teacher.  And although we talk of this issue as if 

it will be addressed in the future, we need to deal with it today, at this very 

moment, because there are thousands of children sitting in classrooms with 

teachers that are clearly not high-quality teachers.

Some of you may question how I can make such a statement.  It’s simple.  

Let’s glance for a moment at the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) results of national student achievement in the basic skill areas of read-

ing, writing, and mathematics.

� In reading, only 32 percent of fourth graders are proficient or above.  

This means that two out of three fourth graders are unable to read 

proficiently at grade level.  To make matters worse, only 14 percent 

of children in poverty are proficient or above—that is, only one out 

of seven fourth graders eligible for free or reduced lunch can read 

proficiently.

� In mathematics, less than 25 percent of fourth graders, 26 percent of 

eighth graders, and 17 percent of high school seniors are proficient 

or above.

� In writing, 23 percent of fourth graders, 27 percent of eighth graders, 

and 22 percent of high school seniors are proficient or above.
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� In writing, only 1 percent of students in grades 4, 8, and 12 performed 

at the advanced level.

A Look Behind the Numbers

These data are evidence of poor teaching, of low standards or no standards 

for our nation’s teachers, and of misguided belief systems about children and 

learning.  It is critical that we face this problem head on in order to solve it.  

But before we move forward, let me state that this is not about teacher bash-

ing.  I would never do that—I am a teacher.  I have taught beside some of the 

most outstanding teachers in the profession.  In 1970 I was fortunate to begin 

my teaching career working next to Mary Large and Pat Evans at Madison 

Rose Lane Elementary School in Phoenix, Arizona.  They were two of the 

finest teachers I have ever known, and believe me, by second grade, 100 per-

cent of their students would have been proficient or above.  If not, these 

teachers would have found out early and made certain their kids left second 

grade reading at or above grade level.  And as a principal at Kiva School in 

Scottsdale, Arizona, I led one of the most qualified teams of teachers in the 

state, possibly in the nation.  They were and still are among America’s best 

and brightest teachers.  I could stand here all day and tell heartwarming sto-

ries about fabulous teachers whom I have had the opportunity to work with 

at the school and state level.

I have also taught next door to teachers who were ill-prepared, low-perform-

ing warm bodies.  In fact, watching subpar teachers make twice the money I 

made, for half the performance I gave, drove me from the teaching profession 

after nine years of blood, sweat, and tears.  And I believe that today we lose 

many teachers for that very same reason.

The Importance of Quality Teachers

We need to create a sense of urgency about making certain that every child 

has a quality teacher.  The evidence is overwhelming that an effective teacher 

makes all the difference for children and their ability to learn.  My friends and 

colleagues Dr. Bill Sanders and his wife Dr. June Rivers have given us research 

that directly links teacher effectiveness with student performance.  Their joint 

research found that a child can recover from an ineffective teacher, so long 

as his or her next teacher is very effective.  They found that recovering from 

two ineffective teachers in a row was very difficult and that the effects lasted 

for years.  But it is most disturbing to know that any child who has had three 

consecutive ineffective teachers is doomed to failure.  Are there children in 

our schools today who may have one, two, or three consecutive ineffective 

teachers in their elementary years and on into high school?  Certainly.  And 

lagging student achievement only reinforces this conclusion.
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In one phone conversation I had with Bill, he said, “Billie, one of the most 

important jobs you did as a principal was place kids in a teacher’s class-

room.”  In the most general sense, he was right, because that is how most 

elementary schools operate.  However, I didn’t place kids in rooms; our 

teacher grade-level teams did that.  Although I had final input on that deci-

sion and worked collaboratively with my teachers, my job as principal was to 

make sure that there were no ineffective teachers at Kiva and that kids were 

learning, no matter which classroom they landed in.  My job was to make 

certain that we had highly qualified teachers in every classroom and to work 

closely with those who were developing to ensure they also became high-

quality teachers.

Factors in Student Achievement

I have had the opportunity to debate many folks about why student achieve-

ment is low.  The excuses are numerous:  children come from poverty, their 

first language is not English, classes are too large, schools are too large, 

students have to travel too far to school, students come from single-parent 

homes, parents don’t care, parents aren’t involved, etc.  The assertion that 

parents don’t care really makes my blood boil, because it has become the 

banner excuse for low-performing schools.

I have worked with thousands of parents, and I have yet to meet one who 

doesn’t care about her child and her child’s education.  While the involve-

ment of all parents might not be at the level we may want, for us as educators 

to blame the lack of parental involvement on low achievement is ludicrous.  

That is basically saying, “If parents were more involved, I would be a better 

teacher.”  Parents are key, but they are not the answer.  A high-quality 

teacher in every classroom is the answer.

We must be great, highly effective teachers regardless of whether parents 

are there or not there and regardless of whether children are rich or poor, 

black or white, or English speakers or English learners.  There can be no 

more excuses for two out of three fourth graders being unable to read at 

grade level, for four out of five high school seniors being unable to perform 

at expected levels in mathematics, and for three out of four students being 

unable to communicate effectively in writing.

Expectations for Teachers and Students

Sadly, there are those who believe this level of performance should be 

expected and that our feathers should not get ruffled when we see these 

kinds of data.  There are those who believe that our schools are doing quite 

well when we consider their funding levels.  There are those who believe 
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that we should not look at student performance when we judge schools or 

teacher performance.  But that is just plain hogwash!  We must look at stu-

dent achievement; student achievement is our work.  But how do we do our 

work better?

First let’s talk about expectations.  I am afraid that far too many teachers 

coming out of the colleges of education simply do not expect all children to 

learn.  They seem to believe that some children, especially poor and minority 

children, simply cannot be held to the same expectations as rich white chil-

dren.  We hear those same remarks in the halls of many schools and teacher 

lunchrooms and lounges.  Although our mission statements and strategic plan 

vision statements say, “We believe all kids can learn,” we don’t practice what 

we preach.  We turn around and have different expectations for different 

kids.  This must change.

Student Standards

One of the best definitions of a student standard is an “expectation of learn-

ing.”  Over the past decade, we have been defining and developing standards 

for our students.  I am certain that all teachers have participated in sessions 

to determine what students should be expected to know and be able to do 

in various content areas.  Quite frankly, that always seemed like the common 

sense thing to do, yet we still have those who argue that standards are stifling, 

that they take away creativity, and that they limit our curriculum.

As a teacher, I needed those student standards to be explicit.  I wanted to be 

accountable for student learning, but I also needed to know exactly what the 

standards were and exactly what my students needed to know and be able 

to do.  And furthermore, as teachers, we must be a part of developing those 

standards.

Our teachers need to have these standards explicitly interpreted, and the 

curriculum they teach should be aligned to the student standards.  That’s not 

teaching to a test or limiting my curriculum; it’s making sure I know what’s 

important.  After five, six, seven years—and in some cases a decade—of stand-

ards creation and development, we still find teachers who report they have 

never even seen their state’s standards.  That is not only astonishing, it’s a sad 

commentary on the system in which they are working and on their individual 

professional assertiveness.  There is a void in instructional leadership today 

in systems that do not provide teachers and their students with curricula and 

assessments aligned to state standards.

There is no doubt that teachers need more support.  In the 2000 “Quality 

Counts” poll undertaken by Education Week, only 31 percent of teachers 

reported they had access to sufficient training on standards, only 23 percent 
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reported access to sufficient training on the state assessments, and only 

17 percent reported access to training on using test results for diagnostic 

purposes.  Knowing and applying state standards, administering assessments, 

and interpreting assessments for diagnostic purposes are the work of an 

effective teacher.  How, then, can we be so lacking in these basic areas?

Teacher Standards

Once we have the student standards and curriculum in place, only half of 

the job is done.  Student standards must drive the development of teacher 

standards and an aligned curriculum to prepare teachers to teach to those 

standards.  What do our teachers need to know and to be able to do in order 

to teach those standards to all students?  Any group or organization that has 

a minute’s worth of training time for teachers should be required to teach 

those teacher standards within their programs and be accountable for the 

performance of their product.

Let’s start with strong standards in place and with the expectation that all 

teachers will be required to meet the teacher standards.  Teacher tests should 

be aligned to the standards, and we must have high expectations for per-

formance on these tests.  Teachers must be knowledgeable in their subject 

areas and be able to teach both elementary and high school students.  I was 

appalled to see the September 6, 2001, Chicago Sun-Times headline that 

read, “5,243 Illinois teachers failed key exams.”  The article began, “This past 

spring, a group of Chicago children learned their lessons from a teacher who 

had flunked 24 of 25 tests of teacher competence.”  Who among us would 

let our own child be in that person’s classroom?  The article pointed out that 

those 5,000+ teachers failed basic skills tests that any eighth or ninth grader 

should be able to pass on the first try.  Where is the outrage?

Assessing Success

Obviously, before we can be assured that a quality teacher leads every class-

room, we must first know what the student and teacher standards are; then 

we measure to make certain that students and teachers are achieving those 

standards.  Let’s end the practice of rewarding teachers based on process 

and inputs rather than on results and student learning.

How do you know if I am a great teacher?  My kids are learning.  They are 

achieving—all of them are achieving.  It is important that we look at the value-

added model, which can show exactly where kids are academically when 

they enter the classroom and exactly where they are academically when 

they come out a year later.  Did they gain at least one year?  If not, why not?  

Quite frankly, in the 1970s we were expected to take our kids to at least 
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grade level no matter how far below they were when they came to us.  That 

was the norm.

I remember one eighth-grade student that transferred to our school early in 

the fall.  At the time, I was teaching basic skills to 35 students who had fallen 

between the cracks and were having extreme difficulty with reading, writ-

ing, and mathematics.  This young man had never received a grade below 

a C, yet he could hardly read a third-grade text, and he was performing way 

below grade level in all three basic skill areas.  He and I spent a lot of time 

together learning to read, write, and calculate, and I am pleased to say that 

he left for high school at the end of that year on grade level.  The point is, it 

can be done.  Some teachers are doing it every day; they are making a differ-

ence with all their kids.  It is time to raise our expectations for children and 

for teachers.

On October 9–10, 2001, I attended the fourth National Educational Summit 

in Palisades, New York, sponsored by Achieve, Inc.  The governors and edu-

cation officials attending took a close look at the progress that we have made 

in standards and assessments over the past six years.  Have we made some 

progress over the past few years?  Absolutely.  We now have state standards 

in 49 states.  There are pockets of outstanding progress in teacher devel-

opment and student achievement.  At the summit, there were wonderful 

principals and teachers who were able to show huge gains with high-poverty 

schools.

There are states that have made concerted efforts in teaching to standards 

and establishing strong professional support systems for their teachers.  

Texas, Florida, Virginia, and North Carolina have made stunning progress in 

many areas.  We can find many examples of tremendous growth in student 

achievement and teacher quality.  That’s why we know for a fact that all kids 

can learn.  We have documented examples of high-poverty, high-performing 

schools that have achieved these results because they have gained quality 

teachers who believe that their students will meet the expectations.  These 

schools have teachers and principals who truly “walk the talk” when they 

say all kids can learn.  Our cover has been blown; the kids simply aren’t the 

problem.

Recruiting, Preparing, and Retaining Quality Teachers

If we expect to have a dynamic education system in which all children learn, 

we must have high-quality teachers.  To get to quality means that, first and 

foremost, teachers must be better prepared.  The methods we have used to 

prepare our teachers have not served us well.  Teachers must know their sub-

ject areas intimately.  Teachers cannot teach what they don’t know, whether 
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it’s teaching basic math to elementary school students or geometry to high 

school students.  While there are some great postbaccalaureate programs, 

we need to streamline them even more.  Teachers need to know their subject 

before they can move to classrooms and share their knowledge.

Certifying Quality Teachers

We also need to examine the issue of certification; namely, we need to move 

past the idea that certification automatically implies quality.  We have some 

alternative programs to certification, but we need many more.  Teach for 

America, Troops to Teachers, and The New Teacher Project are outstanding 

examples of programs that work well.  Given all that we have read in past 

months about the teacher shortage, we need to widen and vary the path for 

outstanding people to enter the profession, and we need to do it now.

At the Achieve meeting, Governor John Engler of Michigan commented that 

when his term is up, he could not teach government in a Michigan school 

without going back to college and taking years of coursework.  Consider that 

Tiger Woods could not legally teach physical education in our public schools, 

that Sandra Day O’Connor could not teach civics, that Colin Powell could 

not teach history, and that Ray Charles could not teach music.  Of course, 

they could instantly begin teaching in private schools and in universities, but 

they would not be “qualified” to teach in our nation’s public schools.

One solution to creating a pool of qualified teachers—regardless of certifi-

cation status—is to create of a national teacher test based on high teacher 

standards and knowledge of content areas.  Together with our partner, the 

National Council for Teacher Quality (NCTQ), the Education Leaders Coun-

cil was recently awarded a $5 million grant to do just that.  Individuals who 

demonstrate knowledge and skills in their content area as well as in peda-

gogy will receive a nationally recognized teaching passport.  Proficiency on 

the test will award teachers with a national certification, the American Board 

Certification of Teacher Excellence (ABCTE).  This “ABCTE Passport” will 

provide an important tool to identify thousands of eligible, smart candidates 

who want to teach in our nation’s schools.  The second part of the program 

focuses on identifying and honoring the “master teachers” who can serve as 

mentors and models for other teachers.  The American Board Certification 

will provide a nationally recognized portable credential for new teachers 

and will honor master teachers who excel in teaching as evidenced by the 

performance of their students.  By the fall of 2003, the American board will 

certify both beginning and master teachers in three key areas:  elementary 

education, mathematics, and English.

A Quality Teacher for Every Child
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Mentoring Programs

Another important step would be to ensure that aspiring teachers of dem-

onstrated quality have the opportunity to work closely with master teach-

ers.  I encourage you to look very closely at the Milken Family Foundation’s 

Teacher Advancement Program (TAP), which embraces this concept.  The 

underlying concepts of TAP are crucial to a high-quality teaching force.  

These concepts include apprentice teachers learning from master teachers 

and teams of teachers working together, planning, and critiquing each other 

and growing professionally.  The program allows master teachers to remain 

in their local school classrooms with their children so that others may observe 

them in their natural setting.  We have master teachers making significantly 

more dollars due to additional work they do, not for simply hanging around 

another few years.  Through this program no teacher goes backward, and the 

profession moves ahead light years.

Compensation for a Job Well Done

To achieve higher standards, there should be a differentiated pay scale for 

teachers that is based on the performance of their students, the level of work 

they do with other teachers, the subject areas they teach (with high-demand 

subjects receiving greater pay), and the schools they teach in (high-poverty 

schools need the best and brightest teachers).  Education is just about the 

only profession where a person can look at the salary schedule and pretty 

much determine how much money he or she will be making 15 years from 

now no matter how great a teacher he or she might be.  I believe that the 

concept of a set salary schedule has hurt the teaching profession more than it 

has ever helped.  The salary schedule keeps a lid on our profession; it keeps 

us all from rising above.

As important as recruiting new teachers seems today, it is also critical that we 

consider how to stop the revolving door.  TAP addresses that issue by giving 

teachers the opportunity to advance without moving out of their schools.  

We need strong instructional leadership, and teachers need the opportunity 

to become teacher leaders.  Let’s honor our teachers by expecting them to 

be the professionals they desire to be.  Just as we expect all students to learn 

at a high level, so we should expect all teachers to teach at a high level. 
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