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The Landscape 

Tennessee, much like the nation, finds itself struggling to dig out of the 
economic decline of the past several years. When trying to understand why 
the economy is struggling, I often think back to one of my favorite 
childhood movies, The Wizard of Oz, and Dorothy’s famous line, “Toto, I 
don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore!” I sometimes reflect back to 1962 and 
remember that almost one in five of my eighth-grade classmates did not 
matriculate to the ninth grade. Although they dropped out of school, they 
were still able to have good lives and support their families because there 
were good-paying jobs available that did not require a formal education or a 
technical skill. But that was then; I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore. 

Looking at the landscape today, it is painfully obvious that Dorothy’s 
observation rings true. The “no skill” jobs have moved offshore or become 
automated, and employers are having difficulty finding applicants with basic 
technical skills who can think critically and solve problems. I frequently hear 
stories about companies having to review a thousand applications to find a 
hundred people to interview when trying to hire thirty. Another example 
comes from the wife of a member of my staff, who supervises a team of 
sixteen people in the health-care industry. These jobs rely on good critical 
thinking, analytical reasoning, and problem-solving skills. After numerous 
efforts to train and retrain the team, all sixteen received pink slips because 
they could not perform the tasks required. She now supervises a team doing 
the same work in India. 
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Examples like these clearly show that a skills gap has developed and is 
widening. In a September 16, 2010, presentation to a group of Tennessee 
educators, Dr. Willard R. Daggett of the International Center for Leadership 
in Education discussed the growing skills gap. Daggett contends that schools 
are improving slowly while the world is changing at a much faster rate. He 
suggests that schools must transition from a slow, evolutionary rate of 
improvement to an aggressive type of revolutionary change if America is 
going to produce a workforce that can compete with the rest of the world.  

Daggett’s contentions are supported by projections from the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor and Statistics. When one analyzes these projections, it is clear that by 
2016, over 97 percent of fast-growing, good-paying jobs will require some 
form of training beyond the high school diploma. In a recent address, U.S. 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said, “Those who out-educate us will 
out-compete us!” Without a doubt, if Tennessee and America are to gain a 
competitive edge, we must “out-educate” the competition. This will require 
a revolutionary change in the rate of school improvement. 
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Tennessee is positioning itself well. Through the Tennessee Diploma 
Project—our version of the American Diploma Project—high school 
graduation requirements now include a mathematics class each year and 
either chemistry or physics. New curriculum standards have been developed 
in language arts and mathematics from kindergarten through twelfth grade. 
In a special session of the General Assembly in January 2010, Governor Phil 
Bredesen championed the First to the Top (FttT) Act of 2010. This act 
builds on Tennessee’s longitudinal data system, which has been in place for 
over fifteen years, and requires that half of the annual teacher and principal 
evaluations incorporate student achievement data, with value-added data 
counting for 35 percent. The FttT Act requires that student achievement 
data be part of all human capital decisions. 

How Are We Doing? 

In 2007 the U.S. Chamber of Commerce gave Tennessee an F in Truth in 
Advertising. A comparison of proficiency on state assessments with pro-
ficiency on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) shows 
that Tennessee had one of the largest disparity gaps in the nation. Almost 
90 percent of eighth graders scored proficient or better on Tennessee exams 
in both reading and mathematics compared with 28 percent proficient or 
better in reading and 25 percent proficient or better in mathematics on the 
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NAEP. More than any other factor, this report motivated Tennessee leaders, 
especially Governor Bredesen, to act swiftly. 

In addition to adopting upgraded high school graduation requirements and a 
rigorous curriculum, Tennessee has redefined its performance levels to be 
much more similar to the NAEP performance levels. Tennessee now has 
four performance levels: advanced, proficient, basic, and below basic. 
“Proficient” is defined as mastering the standards and ready for the next step 
or level of education. This is a significant shift from its previous meaning of 
minimal competency on less-rigorous curriculum. Combining the upgraded 
high school graduation requirements and more rigorous curriculum with the 
new definition of “proficient” provides Tennessee schools with a serious 
challenge to transition toward Daggett’s revolutionary-change paradigm. 

Tennessee administered new assessments built on the new, rigorous 
curriculum standards at the conclusion of the 2009–10 school year. 
Standard-setting committees spent the early part of the summer developing 
recommendations for cut scores that would define performance on the 
assessment. The State Board of Education approved these recommendations 
at its July meeting. The eighth-grade results were more NAEP-like, with 26 
percent proficient or better in mathematics and 40 percent proficient or 
better in language arts/reading. 
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Teacher Effectiveness 

With the mission to produce high school graduates ready for postsecondary 
training or work, Tennessee now has a clear, accurate picture of student 
achievement as it begins the journey. Most leaders agree that the key to 
achieving this mission is having the most talented and best-trained teachers 
and principals available in the schools, which will motivate students to 
achieve their potential. 

With the focus on improving teacher preparation, legislation enacted in 
2007 requires the development of a report card for teacher-training 
programs. The legislation states that the State Board of Education will 
“annually evaluate performance of each institution of higher education 
providing an approved program of teacher training and other state board 
approved teacher training programs.” The report card must report placement 
and retention rates, performance on Praxis examinations or other tests used 
to identify teacher preparedness, and teacher effect data (value added).  
The latest report card is available at http://state.tn.us/sbe/ 
teacherreportcard.htm. 

Because of the First to the Top Act, teacher evaluations will be very different 
beginning in the 2011–12 school year. The act established the Teacher 
Evaluation Advisory Council (TEAC) and charged it with developing and 
recommending to the State Board of Education the guidelines and criteria 
on which teacher and principal evaluation models are developed. The act 
requires teachers and principals to be evaluated each year. The state-required 
evaluation components include value-added results (35%), other student 
achievement (15%), and a qualitative assessment (50%). The qualitative 
components will include a review of previous evaluations; four to six 
classroom observations; and personal conferences following each 
observation to discuss strengths, weaknesses, and remediation. School 
districts have the option of developing their own teacher-evaluation models 
provided they meet the requirements established by the State Board of 
Education. 

Questions to Be Answered 

How does Tennessee overcome major challenges and make the new 
evaluation system viable? Approximately 60 percent of classroom teachers 
do not have value-added data either because they teach subjects or grades 
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that are not tested or because they are in a non-classroom position, such as 
librarian or counselor. One of the more daunting challenges is to base the 
evaluation results on current-year test data. Since the testing window is open 
through the first week of May, it will be difficult to have value-added data 
available before June 1 each year. 

How will Tennessee assist teacher preparation programs to yield candidates 
ready to lead revolutionary change? How can Tennessee springboard off the 
Teacher Preparation Program Effectiveness Report Card and provide each 
institution of higher education access to user-friendly data to support 
program improvement? How must Tennessee support the Tennessee Board 
of Regents as it reinvents teacher preparation through Ready to Teach across 
its institutions? 

Will the current licensure model serve Tennessee well in revolutionary 
change? Should we require aspiring teachers to complete a performance 
assessment before initial licensure? Tennessee currently has four institutions 
working closely with the Teacher Performance Assessment Consortium to 
develop performance assessments for teacher candidates. The Tennessee 
Board of Regents has already committed to the implementation of 
performance assessments as part of the Ready to Teach redesign. The 
University of Tennessee and Vanderbilt University are also making plans to 
implement performance assessments, and many private colleges and 
universities are interested as well. 

The Tennessee Department of Education is developing and the State Board 
of Education will approve new teacher licensure standards. Should 
Tennessee require specific licensure exams that are based on the newly 
approved teacher licensure standards?  

The current Praxis exam only differentiates students who are not yet 
competent from those who are just competent. Can licensure tests 
differentiate a candidate’s performance? Is it possible to develop assessments 
that will report performance on levels such as beginner, professional, and 
exemplar? Perhaps the most intriguing question is this: Should teachers be 
required to perform at the professional level prior to receiving a professional 
license? 
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A Parting Thought 

As a state, Tennessee has taken the first steps toward producing high school 
graduates who are ready for postsecondary training or a career. Many are 
anxious because of the significant challenges that lie ahead. Some believe 
the challenges are an impending storm that will doom their schools to 
failure. I believe the challenges offer a perfect storm that will motivate 
Tennessee educators to transition from evolutionary to revolutionary change 
in the quality of education our students obtain. As Vivian Greene has said, 
“Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass; it’s about learning to dance in 
the rain.” We’re dancing in Tennessee! 
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