
Introduction

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (H.R. 1) is the most sweeping 
reform to date of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, first 
passed in 1965. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) requires that by the 
2005–2006 school year, every classroom in the nation be led by a 
highly qualified teacher.

In October 2003, National Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES®), gathered 
a group of educators in Chicago to consider the definition of a highly 
qualified teacher. NES has worked with states for more than 30 years 
to develop teacher certification assessments rooted firmly in each state’s 
public school educational objectives and curriculum standards. Although 
participants in the NES 2003 Annual Conference were unanimous 
that all children deserve qualified teachers, their opinions varied 
widely about how to recognize, license, recruit, and retain qualified 
teachers. 

Defining “Highly Qualified”

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines “qualified” as “possessing 
of good qualities . . . which make one fit for a certain office or func-
tion.” The OED goes so far as to list “perfect” among the synonyms 
for “qualified.” Properly speaking then, “qualified” is an absolute, not 
subject to qualifications like “minimally” or “highly.” Yet a national 
debate continues to rage among educators as to the exact meaning of 
the word “qualified”—as well as its various qualifications—as it applies 
to teachers in the No Child Left Behind Act.

NCLB specifies a minimum level of teacher qualifications. Elementary 
school teachers must hold a bachelor’s degree and a state teaching 
certificate, and have demonstrated subject knowledge and teaching 
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skills in reading, writing, and mathematics. Middle and secondary 
school teachers must have an academic major in each subject taught, 
as well as appropriate state certification. 

Behind the Definition

Ronald Berk offers further description of what constitutes a highly 
qualified teacher according to NCLB standards, and explores whether 
current credentialing and licensing mechanisms will satisfy these 
requirements. Berk adds that new psychometric analysis is not needed 
for existing teacher tests.

Sanctions or Incentives?

NCLB also contains complex sanctions for schools in which a certain 
percentage of students either do not take or do not pass basic 
skills tests. Considering the variability among teacher certification 
requirements from state to state as well as the different standardized 
tests administered to students, the picture becomes more complicated. 
Attorney Michael Rebell points out that NCLB does not explicitly 
require either the curricula at teacher preparations schools or teacher 
certification tests to be aligned with each state’s student learning 
requirements.

Robert Schiller and Maureen Marshall feel that NCLB’s sanctions for 
underperforming schools are destructive to students, teachers, schools, 
and districts alike. Rebell believes that the mandatory school choice 
sanction for schools in underperforming districts can actually undo any 
progress a school makes. Once a particular school begins to perform 
well, it may become a magnet for students from other schools in the 
district. Rebell posits that the resulting stress of high enrollments could 
cause student achievement to slide back down to its former level, 
bringing the process full cycle. 

Data and Accountability

Another measure of accountability required by NCLB is that schools 
make educational decisions based on scientific data, but the lines are 
blurred when it comes to defining these data, the preferred methods 
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for gathering them, and their possible uses. Maureen Marshall explores 
the complex relationships between internal accountability models and 
external appraisal systems. Marshall argues against the prevalence of 
external appraisal systems that depend so heavily on standardized 
test scores, despite their political popularity. She supports instead the 
development and increasing use of internal, school-based accountability 
systems designed to collect data about teaching and learning for use 
in determining best practice and improving student outcomes.

Adam Urbanski goes further to assert that poor use of data is worse 
than no use at all. He describes most traditional educational decisions 
as “random acts of innovation and reforms du jour.” Urbanski points 
out that standardized test scores are only one type of data that should 
be used to make educational decisions. Urbanski believes that best-
practice use of data involves finding patterns, themes, and associations 
among many types of student data—demographics, family involvement, 
school management, and resource allocation, as well as a wide variety 
of additional student achievement data. 

Both Urbanski and Robert Schiller believe that step increases or merit 
pay do not translate directly into higher teacher quality or improved 
student outcomes. Schiller says the use of “salary as a snapshot of 
quality” does more to raise the comfort level of parents and other 
education consumers than to raise the learning level in classrooms. 
Urbanski adds that the degree to which teachers care about their 
students is as important as their content knowledge and pedagogical 
skill in affecting student outcomes.

Student Outcomes over Teacher Credentials

James Barker defines highly qualified teachers as the new knowledge 
workers of the twenty-first century. He believes that “qualified” should 
be defined in terms of student success, not teacher credentials. Teachers 
must be able to respond to the multilanguage, multiethnic, multiracial, 
and multicultural challenges posed in today’s classrooms, adjusting their 
teaching methods to each student’s profile and performance. 
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Similarly, Nicholas Michelli feels that the only way to define a high-
quality teacher is to examine what is meant by high-quality teaching. 
He discusses the difference between successful teaching, which measures 
student outcome but does not evaluate its meaning, and good teaching, 
which must take into account not only student success, but also the 
fundamental principles behind public education (the element that Adam 
Urbanski refers to as virtù). Michelli, like Barker and Urbanski, stresses 
that “qualified” must include a teacher’s ability to produce gains in 
student achievement. 

Needs of Urban vs. Rural Schools

Hank Rubin discusses the needs of impoverished rural school districts, 
outlining positive factors that may contribute to the educational 
environment in these areas: solid family structures, public safety, and 
strong work ethics, as well as the opportunity for teachers to become 
community leaders and change agents. Pascal Forgione chronicles an 
urban district’s success story, crediting the “sound education theory” 
behind NCLB as a major incentive toward closing the education gap 
for minority students. He describes the creation of “Blueprint Schools” 
in his Austin, Texas, school district—six chronically low-performing 
schools in high-poverty areas. The major reform principle behind the 
educational turnaround in these schools was that no novice teachers 
would be placed in them. Rebell describes a similar plan in New 
York City to train new teachers in peer groups under master teachers, 
transitioning these peer groups after several years into high-need 
schools, with ongoing support and retention incentives.

Models of Alignment

Alma Allen supplies perspective from the Texas State Board for 
Educator Certification, while Hilda Medrano discusses the alignment of 
the state’s public school education standards with teacher preparation 
program standards in Texas. Allen describes the accountability program 
in Texas as a forerunner to No Child Left Behind. She believes that 
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NCLB “has the strongest vision elaborated in this country since Brown 
v. Board of Education” and that the highly public aspects of NCLB, 
particularly disaggregation and then publication of student performance 
data, are necessary for accountability.

Medrano reports that the College of Education at the University of 
Texas–Pan American goes through a curriculum alignment restructuring 
process every time the state requires curriculum changes—a process 
that occurs every eight to ten years. She outlines five critical teaching 
proficiencies, and describes how her university’s program, composed 
of a student population that is 98 percent Hispanic, incorporates these 
proficiencies to successfully prepare the highest number of bilingual 
education teachers in the nation.

Twenty-Year Reform Journey

Massachusetts Commissioner of Education David Driscoll describes his 
state’s twenty-year journey toward standards-based reform, from the 
publication in 1983 of A Nation at Risk, through the widely publicized 
first results in 1998 of the state’s newly implemented teacher certification 
tests, to 2003, the year that 95 percent of the state’s students passed 
the newly required high school exit exam. Driscoll firmly believes that 
NCLB contains the right directives to bring teaching from art to science 
and from process to content. 

Penelope Earley counters this view with her belief that professional 
judgment should not be legislated, and contrasts the expectations of 
excellence for teachers and other professionals such as lawyers. As 
a case in point, she examines the special education model of quality 
teaching as a civil right. Earley also discusses the “elegant illustration 
of issues” in Campaign for Fiscal Equity, Inc. v. State of New York, the 
historic court case filed on behalf of New York City students. Earley 
believes that NCLB provides at best a minimalist definition of a quality 
education for every child. In the end, Earley feels, along with Michelli 
and Urbanski, that the ability to make moral judgments should be the 
cornerstone of U.S. public education.
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One Impassioned Voice

The participants at the NES 2003 Annual Conference expressed 
widely divergent opinions about the best ways to define, prepare, and 
evaluate highly qualified teachers. But they also displayed an essential 
commonality in their strong convictions, hard-won successes, and core 
belief about the need to provide a highly qualified teacher for every 
child in this country.

The informal tone of each speaker’s presentation has been retained 
for publication. NES wishes to acknowledge that all of the papers in 
this book represent a significant commitment of time and effort on 
the part of the authors to prepare and present this information at the 
2003 conference, and later to prepare the papers for publication. The 
views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent the positions of National Evaluation Systems, Inc. 

National Evaluation Systems, Inc.
P.O. Box 226

Amherst, Massachusetts 01004-0226
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