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Introduction

We begin with a vignette that, despite its sad outcome, is instructive 
about the complexity of recruiting, developing, and retaining high-
quality teachers in urban settings.

In April, the Austin Independent School District holds a job fair each 
year to help fill teaching positions projected for the following school 
year. A number of graduating seniors from colleges across Texas 
attend, as well as experienced teachers from other school districts. 
Principals from each of our schools interview teacher candidates on 
the spot. We also hire a number of teachers on an unassigned basis 
to fill positions that inevitably open up between April and the start of 
the new school year. We’ve found the teacher job fairs to be very 
effective in meeting our district’s teacher needs.

In April 2002, we hired a 7th-grade English teacher, who would 
graduate that May from a state university with a teaching certificate 
and a degree in education. While her student teaching had been in an 
elementary school, she was certified for elementary and middle school 
in language arts. She had the right credentials. Our local newspaper, 
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the Austin American-Statesman, chose this first-year teacher to chronicle 
in a series appearing throughout that school year. In many ways, 
this was an unfortunate choice. But it also provides a useful lesson 
for discussions about the qualifications of teachers—both formal and 
informal.

In brief, despite certification for 7th-grade English, this novice teacher 
was a fish out of water. She was assigned a mentor teacher in the 
school and attended the district’s pre-induction training. She had a 
support system from the district, which has helped many new teachers 
build their expertise and experience success, and she had financial 
support from home. The newspaper’s stories, however, reported her 
continuing lack of success and her dissatisfaction. They stemmed in 
large part from her lack of experience with low-income and Hispanic 
students. The teacher came from a largely white, affluent suburb. 
Her teacher training was in an elementary school serving a similar 
population. Yet she applied for and was hired into a school in 
which 86 percent of the students are Hispanic and 75 percent are 
economically disadvantaged. She alienated some of her students the 
first day by saying she didn’t like Hispanic music because it made 
her “want Mexican food.”1 In addition, without a day of teaching 
experience under her belt, she enrolled in graduate school so that 
she could “become a principal within five years.” While her principal 
and the reporter noted progress through the year, by year’s end the 
teacher announced she was moving back home to the Houston area.

The story, though unfortunate, provides a good launching pad for a 
discussion about “highly qualified” teachers. It illustrates how having all 
the proper credentials but no urban experience does not necessarily 
make a good urban teacher. It also shows how difficult it is to recruit 
a teacher who is a good match for complex urban schools. 

1 Michelle Martinez, “The New Teacher,” Austin American-Statesman, August 25, 
2002 & June 9, 2003.
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A Complex Urban District

The Austin Independent School District (AISD) is a complex urban 
district. AISD is the state’s fourth largest district, serving 78,000 
students on 107 campuses. Unlike many urban school districts in the 
U.S. today, AISD has a richly diverse student community. It includes 
children from all economic levels and all kinds of backgrounds. AISD 
students come from homes in which 57 different native languages are 
spoken. These include children from Uzbekistan, the Sudan, Mexico, 
Bolivia, Vietnam, and South Korea. Fifty-two percent of our students 
are Hispanic, 31 percent are Anglo, 14 percent are African American, 
and 3 percent are Asian. More than half our students come from 
low-income families, and 20 percent enter our schools as English 
Language Learners. The Austin School District is a property-wealthy 
district according to state school finance formulas. Unlike most of the 
other property-wealthy districts in the state, which are suburban and 
affluent, more than half the students in AISD come from economically 
disadvantaged families. 

In recent years, AISD has established a system-wide structure to guide 
teaching and learning, based on high expectations for all children, the 
state’s Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) standards, clearly 
defined principles of learning, and a devotion to continuous academic 
improvement. Recent dramatic increases in student achievement provide 
one set of indicators of the school district’s progress. A recent study 
commissioned by the Austin Chamber of Commerce concluded “Austin’s 
public schools are comparable, if not superior to, the benchmarked 
cities of Denver, Phoenix, Raleigh-Durham, and Seattle.” Unlike many 
other urban school districts, AISD enjoys widespread community 
support.

At the same time, the Austin School District is facing new challenges, 
including rising state standards and a growing recent-immigrant student 
population, while it has reached a state cap on its ability to raise 
revenue through property taxes.

An Urban Superintendent’s Perspective on Enhancing Teacher Quality
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Achieving Adequate Yearly Progress

In terms of student achievement, the district has been on an upward 
trajectory over the past four years, after making little progress under 
seven superintendents over a ten-year period. Among recent academic 
accomplishments are the following:

• AISD was a leader among Texas urban school districts on the 
new state standardized Texas Assessment of Knowledge and 
Skills tests (TAKS™). Four years ago, it trailed most other urban 
districts. All of our students are making significant improvement, 
while we’re closing the achievement gaps among various subsets 
of students.

• In spring 2003, on the new TAKS™ Grade 3 Reading test 
that now serves as the required state promotional standard, 
95 percent of all AISD students passed the test, mirroring 
the state average, and all student groups scored above 
90 percent passing for the first time in AISD.

• AISD as a district met the Adequate Yearly Progress standards 
of federal No Child Left Behind legislation.

• The AISD dropout rate has been reduced by more than 
two-thirds over the past four years. Last year’s rate was 
1.1 percent.

• 2,700 AISD seniors in 2003, or 64 percent of the class, 
graduated on the state’s Recommended High School Graduation 
Plan, marking an 18 percent increase over the previous year.

• The average SAT® scores for the AISD class of 2003 exceeded 
the state average by more than 52 points and the national 
average by 19 points while AISD has larger percentages of all 
students taking the test. 

• AISD has five of Newsweek’s 600 top-rated high schools in the 
nation, more than any other district in Texas2. 

2 Newsweek, May 24, 2003.
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• Class of 2003 netted the most scholarship funds in AISD 
history—$35.2 million awarded to 927 graduates.

• AISD has more National Board Certified teachers than any 
other Texas district.

Downsized but Stable

The Austin School District remains fiscally sound, despite a tough 
budget year in which we were forced to reduce our budget by $38 
million, due to a tax cap and decreases in property values. We 
declared financial exigency and eliminated 647 positions as part of 
a reorganization plan. Nearly 96 percent of our revenues come from 
local property taxes. This year we are also sending away nearly one-
fourth of our operating budget as part of the state’s school finance 
equalization formula. We’ve received a Superior Achievement rating—
the state’s highest—under Texas’ financial integrity rating system and 
maintain a AA bond rating. But we were only able to give a 1.04 
percent pay increase in addition to helping teachers remain whole by 
bearing the entire cost of health-care premiums. It’s difficult to develop 
and retain highly qualified teachers on a fixed or declining income 
while asking them to teach in complex and often challenging urban 
settings.

In discussing the staffing of our schools with highly qualified teachers, 
it is crucial to keep in mind that American public education is not a 
level playing field. Urban school districts face enormous challenges in 
recruiting, developing, and retaining highly qualified personnel.

A National Perspective

We need to make sense of the confusing world of the national efforts 
currently under way in the area of teacher quality. Some recommend 
financial rewards for teachers showing student achievement gains, while 
others argue for more rigorous certification tests. While a number of 
education policy experts agree on some of the characteristics of quality 
teaching and some of the strategies to improve teacher quality, there 
is no national consensus on what direction to take to dramatically 
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improve teacher quality, which will lead to dramatic improvements 
in student learning. The literature does indicate, however, national 
awareness of teacher-quality problems and dissatisfaction with current 
efforts to address them.

Linda Darling-Hammond, writing for the National Commission on 
Teaching and America’s Future, is, for example, fairly straightforward 
about the relationship of teacher professional development to student 
achievement. She cites a study showing that investment in teacher 
education produces five times the rate of improvement in student 
achievement as a comparable dollar investment in reducing class size. 
It also significantly outpaces increases based on salary raises for 
teachers and increased teacher experience.3 She writes that there is no 
real teacher shortage, but that there is a major problem with teacher 
retention. Darling-Hammond says this should be addressed through 
professional development from induction through master teaching. 
Highly qualified teachers must not only have pedagogical skills but 
also a deep understanding of their subject matter with credentials 
to prove it. While there are teacher shortages in a few key areas, 
Darling-Hammond recommends creating incentives and programs to 
build a pool of qualified teachers. She recommends raising standards 
and salaries for those meeting the higher standards, and she points to 
National Board Certification as both a rigorous standard for measuring 
high-quality teaching and as a portable credential that should be 
accepted by any school district in any state.

The Education Trust has told the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) 
to make improving teacher quality its top priority in implementing the 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation.4 It argued that the accountability 
provisions of NCLB outweigh other critical areas, including support 

3 Linda Darling-Hammond, “Solving the Dilemmas of Teacher Supply, Demand, and 
Standards,” National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, New York, 
2000. p. 2.

4 “In Need of Improvement: Ten Ways the U.S. Department of Education Has Failed 
to Live Up to Its Teacher Quality Commitments,” Education Trust, August 2003. 
pp. 2-3.
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for developing highly qualified teachers. As we say in Texas, “You 
can’t just weigh the cattle—you’ve got to feed them.” The Trust urged 
USDOE to put teeth in its requirement that poor and minority students 
get a fair share of qualified and experienced teachers and to push 
for improvements to the Higher Education Act for expanded and more 
rigorous teacher training programs. 

Subject Knowledge Counts

A recent report by the Education Commission of the States emphasized 
the importance of subject knowledge for teachers and recommended 
that teacher candidates demonstrate subject knowledge through a test 
or portfolio.5 This study found no strong evidence that pedagogical 
education is as important as subject knowledge. It gave limited support 
to alternative certification routes and found no clear evidence for the 
effectiveness of pre-teaching field experience. It concluded by calling 
for more rigorous education research tied to student achievement 
goals.

States and school districts are taking various steps to recruit, develop, 
and retain high-quality teachers. According to Education Week’s 
“Quality Counts 2003,” 24 states offer loans and scholarships to 
entice students to prepare for teaching, but only seven states target 
this assistance for students preparing to teach in high-poverty, high-
minority, or low-performing schools. Thirty-four states and the District 
of Columbia offer retention bonuses to skilled or experienced teachers, 
most based on National Board Certification. Only five states, however, 
target the bonuses for keeping teachers in high-need schools.

Even a brief survey indicates that states, school districts, and policy-
makers are wrestling with the definition of a highly qualified teacher, 
the most effective means of developing and retaining highly qualified 

5 Michael Allen, “Eight Questions on Teacher Preparation: What Does the Research 
Say?—A Summary of the Findings,” Education Commission of the States, Denver, 
2003. pp. 1-2. 
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teachers, and, perhaps the most difficult problem, how to place highly 
qualified teachers in our highest-need schools. Because Congress 
gave states latitude in defining their own standards, Washington 
State decided “highly qualified” middle school teachers could continue 
teaching any subject as long as they were certified to teach, while 
Tennessee instituted rigorous subject knowledge standards. Missouri 
allows teachers with positive job evaluations to teach outside their fields 
of expertise.6

While many argue that there is not a teacher shortage, Texas schools 
of education produce only one-third of the new teachers needed to 
fill teaching vacancies each year. As a state we grow by 80,000 
students per year—equivalent to the size of an urban school district. 
For bilingual education, special education, and high school math and 
sciences, the shortages are especially severe. 

Even if we could make up the shortage as a state with certified teachers, 
how do we ensure that we can place a highly qualified teacher in 
every classroom? How do we identify highly qualified teachers? What 
does competency in content mean and what should it mean? Where 
does alternative certification fit in? How do we arrive at a consensus 
related to NCLB’s highly qualified teacher provision? What does this 
provision mean for complex urban school districts where teaching is a 
seller’s market? We need common definitions and common strategies 
to address these issues head-on. 

An Exemplary Goal

No one can argue with NCLB’s goal in ensuring that a highly qualified 
teacher is leading every classroom. It’s an exemplary goal. Every 
district should be moving in that direction. The question is how it plays 
out in complex urban school districts, in far-removed rural districts, and 
in fast-growth suburban districts. How can we help districts meet the 
requirements of NCLB for highly qualified teachers by 2005–2006? 

6 “State-based school reforms require vigilant oversight,” USA Today, usatoday.com, 
September 9, 2003.
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NCLB requires that by the end of the 2005–2006 school year, every 
classroom be led by a “highly qualified” teacher, who has:

• full state certification; 

• a bachelor’s degree or higher; and

• demonstrated competency.

Competency for new elementary teachers is to be demonstrated by 
passing subject area tests in reading, math, and writing. New secondary 
teachers must demonstrate competency by passing an academic subject 
test or college major coursework. Competency for an existing teacher 
may be shown by meeting new teacher standards or by meeting state 
definitions of competency:

1. set by the state for grade-appropriate academic subject matter 
knowledge and teaching skills;

2. aligned with state academic and achievement standards; 

3. providing information about attainment of core content 
knowledge in subjects taught;

4. applied uniformly to all teachers in the same academic subject 
area and grade level across the state;

5. taking into account the time the teacher has been teaching the 
academic subject;

6. involving multiple, objective measures of teacher competency; 
and

7. made available to the public upon request.

Again, who can argue with these requirements? They are, of course, 
part of a larger set of requirements outlined in NCLB. Those include 
regular testing in key subjects, disaggregated test results, closing the 
achievement gap, school report cards, progress measures, safety 
measures, and immediate action for students in failing schools. 

At the same time, meeting the highly qualified teacher standards 
poses a significant challenge for complex school districts. As an urban 
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superintendent, I would like to talk about a few of these challenges. 
And, despite my accent, I’d like to more specifically talk to you as a 
Texas urban superintendent.

The Texas “Quality Laboratory”

As you know, Texas has a head start on many of the ideas and 
practices that served as the laboratory for the germination of the key 
concepts in the No Child Left Behind Act. In the mid-1980s, Ross Perot 
chaired a blue-ribbon task force on education in Texas, whose work 
led to increased funding for education, reduced primary-grade class 
size, the definition of state education standards, a state testing system, 
and eventually an accountability system. This work was reinforced and 
made more rigorous under four governors. By the time I arrived in 
1999, it was the coin of the realm.

All things considered, this new direction for public education produced 
significant results. Its accountability system included the disaggregation 
of student data, so that the poor performance of one group of students 
could not be masked by the high performance of another. After several 
iterations, the state has adopted a set of standards that are among 
the best in the nation. The Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), 
the state’s standards, are rigorous and geared to the highest thinking 
and learning skills. Our new state assessment, the Texas Assessment 
of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS™) is designed to test higher-order 
thinking and skills. Combined with mandated smaller class sizes in the 
early grades and resources targeted to specific needs, student learning 
and achievement statewide have improved dramatically. In Austin, the 
number of our highest rated schools tripled in three years—from 16 in 
1999 to 48 in 2002. Our highest rated schools used to be confined to 
the city’s affluent west side. Now more than half are majority/minority 
or majority low-income. We cut our lowest rated schools from fourteen 
in 1999 to three in 2002, and our annual dropout rate declined by 
more than two-thirds. Across the state, schools and school districts 
are accountable, and the state’s standards are high. Currently, school 
resources to keep up with these requirements are inadequate, but that’s 
another battle. 

Forgione, et al.
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For the purposes of this discussion, it’s important to note that improving 
teacher quality was not what the Education Trust calls “Job One” on 
the state’s agenda. It was not even job two or three. For Texas school 
districts committed to meeting the state’s increasingly rigorous academic 
and accountability standards, however, professional development has 
become an increasingly important issue and a leading focus of school 
district funds. We, in fact, just recently received the state’s standards to 
meet the highly qualified teacher provisions of NCLB, and are working 
to determine their impact.

While it is true that Texas has a head start on meeting disaggregated 
and rigorous accountability measures, the federal and state stars are 
not adequately aligned. We, therefore, find ourselves subject to two 
accountability systems that are similar but not exactly the same. In 
the Texas system we are subject to 15 “tripwires” at the elementary 
level upon which to rate school performance (Reading, Writing, Math 
scores for five subgroups of students). Add to that the new federal 
measurements for Adequate Yearly Progress, which all of our schools 
passed in 2003; the participation rates, which most secondary schools 
in Texas failed given that there was only one day designated for 
testing; the 70 percent high school completion rate standard; and the 
lack of adequate teaching materials in Spanish to meet the NCLB 
standards. Last year we had four schools designated as “In Need of 
Improvement—Year II” under the rules of NCLB. We could find no 
tutoring vendors who were able to serve our students in Spanish or 
communicate with our Spanish-speaking parents about their services. 
English Language Learners constitute a large part of the student 
populations on those four campuses. (This year, the four schools made 
improvement and were taken off the federal list.)

All the major provisions outlined in NCLB are based on sound education 
theory. We have to measure student progress and disaggregate the 
data to see what we need to do better. We have to improve high 
school completion rates. We have to base our curriculum on high 
standards to prepare our students for college and meaningful careers. 
We want highly qualified teachers in every classroom.

An Urban Superintendent’s Perspective on Enhancing Teacher Quality
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A Perfect Storm on the Horizon?

The problem we face as an urban district is that we continually feel 
ourselves to be caught in the vortex of what may come together as a 
perfect storm. We face rising standards and accountability measures at 
the state and federal levels but receive diminishing revenues to meet 
them. We have all the social ills created by poverty, mental illness, 
addiction, and violence arriving at our doorstep without community 
social agencies to address them adequately. We have the safety 
concerns endemic to most urban and suburban districts. We have 
strapped taxpayers, rising costs for utilities and maintenance, and a 
dire need for continuing professional development to carry our teachers 
from the novice level to mastery. There are so many pressures on 
urban school districts that the ability to focus significantly on highly 
qualified teachers is difficult. But we must do better!

An Urban School District Turnaround: A “Worst-
Practice Year”

We are not ready to declare that the Austin School District is delivering 
high-quality teaching and learning in every classroom. But we are 
moving in that direction by leaps and bounds. It has required days, 
nights, weeks, months, and years of hard work and determination. 
Underpinning our efforts is the basic principle guiding our district: effort 
creates ability. Everyone can get smarter through hard work. Everyone. 
If the work is rigorous and engaging, and you apply yourself, you will 
get smarter. This principle applies to our belief in all our students, as 
well as in all the adults in our school district. It is the driving force 
behind our work to make all of our qualified teachers into highly 
qualified and high-quality teachers. 

To illustrate our journey to this point, I want to give you a little 
recent history of the Austin School District. When I arrived in Austin 
in August 1999, I was met with newspaper headlines that the district 
had just been given a scarlet “U” for Unacceptable Data by the 
Texas Education Agency. The district was under indictment for the 
manipulation of data—the first case in the nation of a school district 
being criminally indicted for data manipulation. We had fourteen low-

Forgione, et al.
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performing schools, more than any other district in the state, including 
five designated as low-performing schools for dropouts. Our affluent 
students were performing relatively well on the state assessment, but 
our economically disadvantaged, Hispanic, and African American 
students were performing abysmally. As you might imagine for a 
district that had seen seven superintendents in ten years, there was no 
district plan for increasing student achievement, but there were many 
school plans derived in the absence of district leadership. As a district, 
we were all e pluribus but no unum. It was what might be called a 
“worst-practice” year.

The district began that school year with as many as 75 teaching 
positions still vacant. That year we hired 659 teachers, of whom 369 
were novices. Five hundred and thirty-seven of the teachers hired 
were certified, including 147 teachers with alternative certification. 
The remaining 122 teachers hired, or 19 percent of the total, were 
uncertified and hired with emergency or temporary permits. 

In the summer of 1999, AISD provided little or no focused summer in-
service training for new principals, for experienced principals, for new 
teachers, or for district staff in general. In keeping with the prevailing 
district practice, staff development was offered as a hodgepodge of 
courses with no coherent focus, made available on a voluntary basis 
to district teachers. Some of the more ambitious principals adopted 
staff development programs, such as Accelerated Learning, for their 
campuses in order to give teachers a coherent path to follow. The 
district had begun Math Investigations at that time, but there was 
little school buy-in and no school accountability to district direction. 
The district talked about implementing a balanced-literacy curriculum, 
but it provided no mandatory or comprehensive staff development on 
balanced literacy. There were no core expectations for the professional 
development of teachers or campus administrators.

An Urban School District Turnaround: Building a 
Coherent Education Plan

All this began to change early in 2000. At that time, the Austin 
School District entered into a partnership with the Institute for Learning 
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at the University of Pittsburgh. With funding from a local foundation, 
we began a series of professional development seminars for our 
principals and other instructional leaders around a set of Principles 
of Learning. These included Clear Expectations, Accountable Talk, and 
Academic Rigor. With the principles came practices, such as student-
generated rubrics and criteria charts for student work. The principals 
carried the content of these seminars to their staff meetings, where 
they acted as the teachers of teachers. We instituted what we called 
“Learning Walks,” which are non-evaluative visits to classrooms to 
give administrators, instructional leaders, and teachers the chance to 
observe teaching practice, talk to students about their learning, and 
start conversations about learning among teachers. As important as 
it was to begin to focus our teaching and learning around these 
Principles of Learning, it was just as valuable for us as a district to 
begin talking about teaching and learning with all educators speaking 
the same language.

The next school year, we expanded staff development based on 
the Principles of Learning while focusing our practice on the state’s 
TEKS standards. The combination of our work on the Principles of 
Learning and our focus on standards began to produce results. Schools 
refocused on teaching and learning, and student test scores began to 
improve. We maintained this focus on the Principles of Learning and 
the TEKS for staff development in the following year (2001–2002) with 
continuing improvement in student achievement. 

At the same time, we had a few schools that were not showing 
appreciable improvement. In the spring of 2002, the board of trustees 
of AISD was approached by both the KIPP Academy and the Edison 
Corporation to consider turning over a set of schools or a set of 
students to those entities. The board rejected these proposals but 
charged the superintendent with dramatically restructuring the district’s 
lowest-performing schools to get them back on track. 

Blueprint for Improvement

In response, we created a set of Blueprint Schools—two middle 
schools and four elementary schools that had been our chronic 
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lowest performers. The students in these schools were overwhelmingly 
from low-income families and, in general, were not being served by 
experienced teachers. Because these schools posed so many challenges 
for new teachers over the years, they were plagued with high rates 
of teacher turnover and a continuing staffing pattern that included 
large numbers of first-year teachers, some with emergency permits, or 
teachers who had not been successful at other schools. Central to the 
creation of the Blueprint Schools, therefore, was the principle that no 
novice teachers would be hired for these schools. 

In April of 2002, the Austin School District announced the creation of 
this comprehensive, systematic and aggressive plan for improved student 
achievement in six chronically underperforming schools. This initiative 
involves in-depth, intensive reform focusing on clear and nonnegotiable 
expectations; reconstitution of staff in each school with experienced and 
fully certified teachers; experienced and proven campus leadership; 
and consistent systems, procedures, and organizational structures. 
Programmatic elements include specific curricula across all Blueprint 
Schools, close monitoring, additional staff, and ten additional days of 
professional development for Blueprint teachers and staff.

In five of the six schools, the administrative and teaching staffs were 
entirely reconstituted. The sixth school volunteered for the Blueprint 
initiative and for increased staff development. When school began in 
2002, the five schools had all new teaching and administrative staffs. 
All the principals were proven and experienced, while all the teachers 
were certified in their subject areas and had at least two years’ 
experience teaching. Each had sought out a teaching position at the 
Blueprint schools.

The Blueprint teachers received extra staff development and increased 
monitoring. They also received extra duty pay for their extra time in 
staff development and to meet tutoring needs. They were assisted by 
on-campus instructional specialists, who helped with in-class coaching. 
The teachers who had been replaced at the Blueprint Schools found 
other positions in the school district, with the district working to make 
sure that no school absorbed more than two or three of these less 
successful teachers. 

An Urban Superintendent’s Perspective on Enhancing Teacher Quality
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We felt that our reconstitution of these schools aligned perfectly with the 
intent of No Child Left Behind, particularly in regard to teacher quality. 
In fact, the full name of the program is “The Austin Blueprint: To Leave 
No Child Behind.” We have seen remarkable progress in these schools. 
Several of the schools were on the federal needs improvement list the 
previous year but were removed from this list for their improvement in 
performance in 2002–2003. In this program, we’ve seen the value of 
making sure qualified and experienced teachers are serving in every 
classroom. 

Beginning in early 2002 and extending through the 2002–2003 
school year, the district also developed Instructional Planning Guides 
(IPG’s) for the core subjects at all grade levels. These are keyed to 
the TEKS standards and provide a guide, complete with lesson plans, 
for classroom teachers to follow for each nine-week (elementary) 
or six-week (secondary) block of time. These are invaluable for less 
experienced teachers, an important resource for experienced teachers, 
and an essential planning tool for teams of teachers (i.e., by grade 
level or by secondary subject area). In addition, with high mobility in 
this urban district, the guides ensure that a student moving from one 
school to another will not miss essential learning in the move. The 
IPG’s supply the “what” and “when” for our teachers. The Principles of 
Learning and teacher experience provide the “how.”

For this school year, enhanced instructional planning guides were 
prepared over the summer, based on recommendations from classroom 
teachers following the first year of the IPG’s. Austin teachers now have 
available a common set of curricular guides for supporting quality 
teaching and learning in the core curriculum areas.

We have also developed newly articulated plans for “struggling 
learners” at the elementary, middle, and high school levels. These 
specify three levels of intervention for each student having difficulty in 
the classroom. They are designed to help close the academic gaps for 
struggling learners across the K–12 continuum. 

Thus, AISD has moved aggressively to design and implement a 
coherent education plan that can support quality teaching and student 
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learning on all campuses and as part of an articulated professional 
development framework.

An Urban School District Turnaround: 
Continuous Improvement in a Year of Budget 
Constriction

The 2003–2004 period is a watershed year in the progress of the 
Austin Independent School District. If Charles Dickens were the AISD 
superintendent, he might have called this year “the best of times and 
the worst of times.” Economic forces, combined with state school finance 
policy, resulted in a severe downsizing of the local district budget. 
More than $39 million was cut from the district’s operating budget, 
most of it to compensate for a $24 million decline in school district 
revenues from declining property values and a $14 million increase (to 
$158 million) in the funds sent to other districts as part of the state’s 
school finance “recapture” formula (commonly referred to as “Chapter 
41” or “Robin Hood” payments). Because the district had reached the 
state’s taxing cap for operations ($1.50 per $100 in property value), 
it was forced to look at reductions to balance the budget. Budget 
balancing was required at the same time that the district faced rising 
academic and accountability measures and a statewide crisis in high 
school achievement rates, based on the first returns from the new state 
TAKS™ tests in spring 2003. High school seniors must pass the battery 
of TAKS™ tests to graduate, and the first assessment in spring 2004 
found only half the juniors in the state passing, including 48 percent 
of the juniors in AISD. We are also experiencing a marked increase in 
our English Language Learners, including a tripling of recent-immigrant 
students over five years. This is clearly a tipping point for our school 
district, determining our future success or failure.

As stated earlier, the development of the FY 2003–2004 budget 
included a declaration of “financial exigency” and implementation of a 
plan for a reduction in force (RIF) that resulted in a reduction of 647 
jobs overall. Through freezes of job openings, attrition, and careful 
reorganization, only thirty employees desiring continued employment in 
the district were not able to find it. We did everything we could to keep 
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the reductions away from the classroom. They included an 18 percent 
reduction in the central administration, but only a 2 percent drop in 
classroom positions. We were able to manage this egregious financial 
situation by minimizing teacher reductions, but the fallout from the 
internal tensions of the budget process has not been fully ameliorated. 
We do believe, however, that barring any further precipitous economic 
crises, we have stabilized district finances for the foreseeable future. 
At the same time, we are asking more of our teachers to meet rising 
requirements while being able to provide only a one percent pay 
increase and compensation for a rise in health premiums.

Despite the financial constraints, the Austin School District opened 
the 2003–2004 school year with a number of research-based best 
practices in place. Compared to the “worst-practice” year in 1999, 
this could be considered a “best-practice” year in terms of teacher 
recruitment and development and in terms of focused learning in all 
our classrooms.

Compared to the 75 teaching positions unfilled on the first day of 
school in 1999, AISD opened school year 2003–2004 with nine teaching 
vacancies among the some 5,300 teaching positions. More than 500 
teachers were hired. Ninety-one percent of all AISD teachers are fully 
certified and another 3 percent have received alternative certification, 
compared to 81 percent for those receiving certification and alternative 
certification in 1999. Alternative certification is recognized under NCLB 
provisions. Only 6 percent were uncertified, compared to 19 percent in 
1999, and hired with emergency or temporary permits.7

As a district, we put a great value on having highly qualified teachers 
in every classroom. For that reason, we’ve invested our scarce 
resources in rigorous professional development for our teachers. The 
only way a large district can hope to have highly qualified teachers 

7 The sluggish economy of Central Texas has diminished teacher openings across the 
region, which reduced the pressures on AISD caused by teacher transfers to other 
districts, and the depressed economy has created a temporarily greater supply of 
available teacher candidates, especially in math and science.
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at every post is to grow our own. The Texas Legislature in 2003 
passed legislation, which, in its final form, requires staff development 
to be conducted according to district standards and geared to campus 
performance objectives. Earlier versions of the bill mandated specific 
staff development. 

High-quality and rigorous professional development was put in place to 
prepare for the opening of the 2003–2004 school year and to support 
teacher and student learning. This included: (1) a mandatory five-day 
academy in June for some two dozen new principals; (2) a week-
long academy for all continuing principals in June; (3) an intensive 
one-day seminar for the administrative teams from our 103 campuses 
focusing on the curriculum, data analysis, and the benchmarking testing 
system; (4) an extra week of induction in-service training required for 
all teachers new to AISD to teach AISD best practices; (5) four days 
of district-wide professional development, based on the campuses, 
prior to the opening of school; and (6) a well-articulated district-wide 
professional development plan for school year 2003–2004 to support 
an ongoing yearlong coordinated staff development program to make 
effective use of the scarce professional days (8 days per teacher) 
as well as the 175 student days. In addition, every novice teacher is 
mentored by an experienced teacher on his or her campus.

More rigorous professional development is crucial because new state 
standards place higher expectations on the level of performance to 
be achieved by students under the state accountability system. More 
challenging academic standards are being phased in at the high 
school level as part of the TAKS™ exit testing that will have a dramatic 
impact on the class of 2005, who are now 11th graders, as well as 
the classes that follow. The ambitious phase-in schedule by the Texas 
accountability system raises the bar for each of the next two classes 
(2006 and 2007). The challenge to school districts is to provide the 
requisite “opportunity to learn,” and for all students to perform at this 
high level of rigor in the core content areas. 

The state adopted a college preparatory Recommended High School 
Graduation Plan as the default curriculum for high school beginning 
next year. The Austin School District now requires this plan two years 
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ahead of state requirements for the rigorous graduation plan. The plan 
incorporates three years of math; three years of science, including 
biology, chemistry, and applied physics; and a foreign language for 
all students. This is the “right stuff” for all kids, but finding the certified 
math and science teachers to lead these classrooms will be a challenge 
statewide. 

In addition, in school year 2002–2003, Texas instituted a grade 3 
reading promotional standard that required all rising 4th graders to 
demonstrate reading competency by passing a reading test (based on 
up to three testing opportunities). Texas will next implement grade 5 
promotional standards in reading and mathematics for the spring 2005 
and grade 8 reading and math promotional standards in the spring 
2008. These promotional requirements will challenge and prod our 
schools and educators across the district to improve the capacity of the 
students in the pipeline so that they will be better prepared to succeed 
throughout their K–12 education continuum. 

Building and Retaining High-Quality Teaching 
and Learning

The critical factor that will determine whether Austin’s students will be 
able to stay afloat atop this rising tide of expectations will be our 
ability to have high-quality teaching and learning in every classroom 
led by highly qualified teachers. Persistent challenges to achieving that 
goal remain. They have nothing to do with our commitment. But they 
have a great deal to do with market forces, with education supply 
and demand, and with the ability of public schools to pay teachers 
adequately and to fund meaningful and comprehensive professional 
development.

Despite all of our recruiting efforts, the Austin School District has a 
continuing need for bilingual teachers; special education teachers; and 
African American, Hispanic, and Asian teachers. While the current 
downturn in the high-technology sector has provided the Austin School 
District with more math, science, and technology teachers than are 
usually available, we don’t expect this supply to last beyond the next 
economic upturn. At the same time, as the Recommended High School 
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Graduation Plan becomes the default plan for the state, the need for 
advanced teachers in math and the sciences will grow.

The Austin School District offers several incentives to recruit and retain 
teachers in high-need fields. These include:

• a $1,500 signing bonus for math, special education, and 
elementary bilingual education teachers;

• an early-bird signing bonus to help us create greater diversity 
in our teaching staff;

• a $2,000 stipend for certified elementary bilingual education 
teachers;

• a $1,000 stipend for certified special education teachers; and

• a $750 stipend for elementary bilingual teachers on permits.

We also offer our teachers reduced mortgage interest rates, a down-
payment supplement for first-time home buyers, gym memberships, and 
fully paid HMO employee health coverage.

It is interesting to note that, despite rising pressures, teacher retention 
rates in AISD are fairly steady and similar to those of surrounding 
districts and reflective of state rates. The attrition rate was 14.5 percent 
in 1998–1999 and 13.8 percent in 2002–2003. A study of teacher 
supply and demand by Andrew Wayne found that annually about 
25 percent of teachers nationwide change their status by moving, by  
leaving the profession, or for other reasons.8 The study also found 
that the demand for teachers nationwide will grow by about 2 or 
3 percent per year. 

We are confident that AISD will meet the staffing challenges set forth 
in the NCLB Act. Our Title I schools are well on their way to having 
qualified teachers in every classroom. We were fortunate that we were 

8 Andrew Wayne, “Teacher Supply and Demand: Surprises from Primary Research,” 
Education Policy Analysis Archives, Vol. 8 Number 47, Arizona State University, 
September 18, 2000, pp.3-5.
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not put in a position to require teachers to move in or out to satisfy this 
mandate. Had we tried to force a teacher to move, that teacher would 
more than likely move to one of our surrounding suburban districts. 
By the end of the 2005–2006 school year, all teachers in AISD will 
be “highly qualified” (though we still await the state’s articulated 
requirements in this regard). Currently, we have some teachers on 
permits in areas that are difficult to staff. All of these teachers will be 
certified or in alternative certification programs by August 2004. 

Our recruiting efforts are leading us to traditionally black colleges and 
to colleges and universities along the Mexico border, where bilingual 
specialists are graduating in larger numbers than in Central Texas. We 
are also forming a partnership with a State Education Service Center 
to hire 30 additional bilingual teachers for the 2004–2005 school 
year. These teachers are experienced, certified teachers in Monterrey, 
Mexico. Representatives from AISD will attend teacher job fairs in 
Mexico this year with the goal of interviewing and hiring at least 30 
teachers, offering them “hired unassigned” contracts. They will then 
work with the Education Service Center to receive Texas certification.

The Austin School District also provides incentives for teachers seeking 
National Board Certification through the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards. The most highly qualified teachers in our district 
have undertaken this rigorous process. They receive additional pay 
when they receive the certification. The additional pay also compensates 
these teachers for the mentoring they are asked to do by the district 
in addition to their own teaching. AISD has the largest number of 
National Board Certified teachers in Texas. We think it is a model 
for all districts to invest in. In addition, teachers with National Board 
Certification should be considered highly qualified in any state in which 
they choose to practice.
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Conclusion

A number of questions remain about the impact of the NCLB “highly 
qualified” teacher provisions on a large urban school district. 

• Will we, for example, no longer be able to offer courses in 
statistics in our high schools because our algebra teachers do 
not have the college coursework required to teach the course? 
The same could be true for an astronomy course, a philosophy 
course, a psychology course, or any of a number of advanced 
courses currently taught for only one or two periods on our 
high school campuses by experienced teachers without the 
appropriate course certification. 

• If we can’t find a certified bilingual teacher, are we better 
off hiring substitutes—for whom we are not sanctioned under 
NCLB—instead of a certified teacher without the proper bilingual 
credentials, whose hiring would violate NCLB provisions? Not 
in my book. We will not hire substitutes for bilingual education 
when a certified teacher is available. That does not serve the 
interests of our students.

• Who should be accountable for teacher preparatory 
programs—the colleges and universities that run them or 
the schools that receive teachers who are unprepared? Will 
the Higher Education Act reauthorization address the highly 
qualified teacher issue?

• Then there’s the ultimate question: now that we have highly 
qualified teachers in our classrooms, how do we make them 
successful?

Tied to the last question is the importance of teachers understanding 
and valuing the backgrounds of their students. The story at the 
beginning of this paper illustrated the difficulties of finding a match for 
urban schools districts in a state in which the majority of graduating 
teacher candidates come from middle-class, white backgrounds. 
In AISD we created a Cultural Connections Task Force, including 
teachers, principals, and community members to address this issue. 
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The task force recommended training for campus staff and central 
administrators, which we are beginning on a limited basis, constricted 
as we are by funds and time. Building this understanding among our 
teachers and administrators is crucial to student learning. It is not 
measured by credentials, but it is an important component in defining 
a highly qualified teacher and in producing high-quality teaching and 
learning in our classrooms.

Faced with financial challenges and rising accountability standards, 
the bottom line remains: we must direct our educational systems to 
higher and more rigorous teaching and learning in order to better 
serve our children and prepare them for more challenging standards 
and examinations. On that we are in agreement with the intent of 
NCLB. School districts do not have unqualified or noncredentialed 
teachers in their classrooms by design. The fact that highly qualified 
teachers are not in every classroom is a product of inadequate teacher 
supply, lack of focus on public education demand in our colleges and 
universities, inadequate resources at the school district level to provide 
effective incentives for recruitment and retention, unclear or shifting 
expectations from state and federal governments, and inadequate 
financial resources and time for comprehensive, high-level professional 
development on a continuing basis. Despite these challenges, this urban 
superintendent is committed to ongoing professional development at the 
most comprehensive level we can afford, so that all of our teachers 
are not only appropriately credentialed, but are also highly qualified 
to prepare all of our students for college and future career success.
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