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When people seek most kinds of professional services, they can expect to 
encounter a practitioner who can perform certain basic tasks—a plumber 
who can figure out what is clogging a drain; a nurse who can clean and dress 
a wound; a commercial pilot who can land a 737 in gusty winds; a 
hairdresser who can cut hair reliably. But this is not the case with teaching; 
parents cannot confidently expect that their child’s teacher knows how to 
diagnose common errors in mathematics or misconceptions in science, 
maintain a purposeful whole-class discussion of a text, or give a compelling 
explanation of the causes of the Civil War.  

That we cannot count on a standard of skillful practice for teachers that is 
comparable to what we expect from other professionals is striking. Goals for 
young people’s learning are more ambitious than ever before, and research 
shows that teachers make a significant difference in students’ learning. 
Despite this, the nation lacks a training and assessment system that could 
help ensure competent teaching at scale. Consequently, the quality and 
effectiveness of teaching varies widely, leaving young people at risk and 
their parents unsure of the education that their children will receive. 

What do we mean when we say that the nation lacks a system that could 
help ensure competent teaching at scale? Teachers are, after all, required to 
earn licensure in each of the fifty states. Yet extant evidence does not 
support a strong link between teacher licensure and student learning 
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(Gordon, Kane, and Staiger 2006; U.S. Department of Education 2008). 
This is unsurprising given that most licensure exams do not directly measure 
whether a novice teacher can actually teach. Instead, most assess general 
content knowledge along with knowledge of instruction. Some exams allow 
prospective teachers to assemble self-chosen records of their teaching in a 
portfolio. None directly evaluate a prospective teacher’s ability to carry out 
key instructional activities or to teach a particular topic or issue. Licensure is 
thus currently a poor predictor of teaching skill. Assessment during initial 
teacher training or on entry to classroom practice is rarely much better; most 
programs do not require students to demonstrate that they can do anything 
in particular before they are permitted to begin practicing on young people. 
Further, although induction and mentoring programs for new teachers exist 
in many areas, far too few teachers receive specific and detailed coaching or 
evaluation on the teaching of particular content in their early years of 
practice. 

To improve student learning in this country, we must develop an approach 
to assessing teaching that will permit confident judgments about a teacher’s 
ability to perform core tasks of teaching effectively and responsibly. This 
entails specification of both the content to be taught to students and the 
practices crucial to helping them learn that content. High-quality 
assessments would also require the development of a broader suite of 
measures, adding performance situations to the portfolio-based assessments 
that are already in use, and paper-and-pencil tests that evaluate teachers’ 
knowledge of content for teaching, among other essential elements of 
teaching. The advent of the Common Core State Standards and the 
unprecedented attention to the need for quality teaching in this country 
make this moment a ripe one for pursuing these crucial changes in our 
system of professional education for teachers.  

What Is the History of Efforts to Assess Teaching in 
This Country, and Where Have They Left Us? 

The last fifty years in teacher education have seen a pendulum swing 
between attention to practice and attention to knowledge. In some periods, 
both teacher training and teacher assessment have focused primarily on 
teachers’ behaviors; in others, they have focused on teachers’ knowledge and 
reasoning. To date, we have not institutionalized in teacher training and 
assessment a conception of teaching as a complex performance that relies on 
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both skill and knowledge and requires the teacher to adapt to the 
contingencies of constantly changing classroom situations. 

After the initiation of state certification laws in the 1930s, few changes were 
made to assessments of teaching until the mid-twentieth century. The 1950s 
and 1960s, however, brought new worries over educational quality and new 
interest in identifying the features of effective teaching. Beginning in the 
1960s, proponents of the competency-based teacher education (CBTE) 
movement, many of them influenced by research on teacher effectiveness, 
focused their attention almost entirely on practice. Competency-based 
teacher educators decomposed practice into small areas of skill, designed 
microteaching and other learning experiences focused on these 
competencies, and then assessed teachers’ capacity to practice at the same 
level. Little attention was paid in this period to the subject-matter knowledge 
needed for teaching or to the influences of diverse student populations and 
settings on practice. By the late 1980s, this approach was abandoned without 
it ever significantly influencing either training or assessment. 

Since then, both teacher education and assessments of teaching have focused 
more on teachers’ knowledge than on their ability to perform the work of 
instruction. The National Teacher Exam—the Praxis Series—and most state 
licensing exams have measured teachers’ understanding of academic content 
rather than their ability to use that knowledge in practice. Further, these 
exams have mostly attended to general content knowledge rather than to the 
special kinds of subject-matter knowledge needed for teaching. More 
recently, several assessments intended to evaluate teachers’ ability to carry 
out the work of teaching have been developed, including those of the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) and the 
Performance Assessment for California Teachers (PACT). All of these, 
however, have been portfolio-based and permit teachers to choose work 
samples to submit as evidence of proficiency. They do not require novice 
teachers to demonstrate their ability to carry out specific instructional 
practices in high-stakes performance situations, and they lack detailed 
specification of what constitutes competent performance. 

Several barriers have prevented the development of a more practice-oriented 
teacher training and assessment system in this country. One is a confounded 
view of professionalism. Many people in this country agree that teaching is 
complex, demanding work but still believe that teachers should develop their 
own individual approaches to practice. Some find suggestions that teacher 
training become more prescriptive as demoralizing to teachers; this view is 
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ironic given the high degree of prescriptiveness that characterizes training in 
most fields—for instance, the preparation provided to nurses, airline pilots, 
and plumbers. A second barrier is a taken-for-granted attitude toward 
teaching. Despite decades of research on teaching, more attention has been 
paid to learning; to students’ conceptions, beliefs, and interactions; and to 
curriculum. Less-detailed attention has been paid to the intricacies of 
instruction. Recent value-added approaches to measuring teaching, although 
important, fail to probe what differentiates more- from less-effective 
teaching. Our language for describing and analyzing teaching remains 
underdeveloped. For example, although teaching involves the ubiquitous 
use of questioning, no professional vocabulary exists to distinguish different 
types of questions and their purposes. Finally, the lack of a common K–12 
curriculum and examination system has meant that the United States has 
weak infrastructure to support coherence across our educational system. 
Teacher training and assessment are unfocused in part because absent a 
common curriculum, teachers are prepared to teach in general rather than 
prepared to teach specific content and material. 

We are at a crucial moment in the history of professional training and 
assessment in teaching. We need a new suite of assessment instruments that 
will attend to both the knowledge and the skill needed for the professional 
practice of teaching, and that will enable us to determine whether a teacher 
is capable of responsible, independent practice. These instruments must be 
based on detailed descriptions of effective teaching of specific topics, issues, 
and problems. We envision not just tests but curriculum and feedback 
materials that could be used to support teachers’ learning from initial 
training through the early years of practice.  

What Do We Mean by “Teaching Practice”? 

The development of assessments that are closely tied to capability in 
teaching depends on a clear articulation of the teaching practices necessary 
for effective professional work with young people. By the “work of 
teaching” or “teaching practice,” we mean probing, energetic instruction 
aimed at helping pupils achieve robust proficiency in academic knowledge 
and skill. By “academic knowledge and skill,” we do not mean a narrow 
collection of facts and procedural skills, assessed only by standardized tests, 
but sophisticated conceptual understanding; highly developed capacities for 
reasoning, analysis, argument, and critique; and the ability to communicate 
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ideas and interact effectively with others across contexts. This includes the 
ability to use and to adapt to rapidly changing technology, and to interact 
effectively with diverse others in our global society. For many children, 
schools are the only place where they can develop the academic knowledge 
and skill that will allow them to achieve these goals and to maximize their 
ability to make crucial personal choices throughout their lives.  

Instruction that helps students meet these demands is complex work that 
requires deep and flexible knowledge and carefully honed relational and 
organizational skills. Instruction is not the direct transmission of 
information from teacher to student—an impossible feat—but deliberate 
work that teachers do to help students encounter, question, and learn from 
new ideas and skills. Teachers cannot learn for students; they can only set 
students up to learn themselves. They do this through a range of complex 
practices, from posing purposeful questions about content, to setting up and 
managing small-group work, to designing tasks to support a particular 
learning goal. They strategically choose and deploy examples and 
representations of content; they launch and facilitate whole-group 
discussions; they establish norms and routines for classroom discourse, and 
work in ways that support the learning of particular content; they recognize 
and remediate common errors and misconceptions; and they meet with 
parents and caregivers. 

When we refer to “teaching practice,” therefore, we mean the work of 
teachers to support students’ learning. There are no shortcuts for teachers 
whose goal is serious academic learning for students, no substitutes for the 
search they must carry out to understand what students do and do not 
understand, or for the effort they must expend to help students see new 
connections, perspectives, and possibilities. The work of teaching is to 
“unpack” something one must know well oneself, and then find ways to 
make it accessible to and learnable by someone else. The intellectual and 
interactional work entailed is not something most people are able to do 
naturally.  

What Problems Would We Need to Solve? 

Finding ways to assess teaching practice presents a challenge, just as it does 
in any professional field. In particular, two categories of problems confront 
any effort to build a practice-focused assessment system for teaching. The 
first concerns identifying what to assess; and the second, how to assess it. 
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What to assess? 
Because the work of teaching is vast and complex and the time and 
resources for training and assessment limited, the first step in building a 
practice-focused assessment system is to identify those aspects of the work 
that are the most important to assess. To do this, we need to manage several 
problems, including the lack of knowledge about teaching, questions of grain 
size, and the subject- and context-specific nature of teaching practice.  

There is no consensus in this country about the core tasks and activities of 
teaching, and we lack knowledge that would help us develop it. Researchers 
have only just begun to study the relationship between particular teaching 
practices and student achievement, and the lack of a common language for 
describing teaching makes comparing the results of their work difficult. A 
central problem in constructing a practice-focused assessment system is 
identifying a set of core practices that can be validly represented and reliably 
assessed.  

A related problem is to choose those components of practice that are most 
important for novice and early-career practice. One consideration concerns 
the academic well-being of pupils. Other fields of professional practice have 
developed performance requirements for students at different stages of 
professional training, in part to protect clients. The American Board of 
Surgery, for example, requires surgical residents to have successfully 
participated in a certain number of cases of different types (appendectomies, 
gallbladder removals) before they are allowed to practice independently. 
Similarly, the University of Michigan Surgical Residency Program requires 
its residents to have performed to a certain level of proficiency on 
laparoscopic simulators before they are permitted to engage in laparoscopic 
surgery. Should there be analogues in teaching? Could novice teachers harm 
pupils if they cannot perform certain tasks competently? If so, what are these 
tasks? Answering these questions is essential to identifying and staging focal 
practices for a new assessment system. 

Developmental considerations also matter: What elements of teaching 
practice underlie others? Are there skills that are necessary for early practice 
that form the foundation for ongoing professional learning? Also important 
is whether there are some components of practice that are best learned 
through formal training and others that can or must be developed through 
experience.  
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A third problem, closely related to the first two, is to design assessments of 
core practices that are articulated at a grain size that will make them 
learnable while maintaining the integrity of the larger activity of which they 
are a part. Teaching is an intricate practice, difficult to decompose into parts 
that are small enough to be easily learnable and assessable but still 
meaningful. Assessments are difficult and expensive to design and 
administer, and we need to create an efficient system. Should we assess 
teachers’ ability to perform small but important tasks, such as designing and 
posing questions? If we assess “larger” practices, such as the conduct of an 
entire lesson, will we lose the focus on detailed elements of the work? None 
of the several recent projects to represent instructional practice have 
captured the work adequately. Many frameworks and standards remain too 
vague to provide useful guidance for teachers or teacher educators; others 
offer lists of tactics and techniques that are divorced from strategic 
consideration of what it will take to help students achieve deep 
understanding in a subject. 

Yet another problem derives from the subject- and context-specific nature of 
teaching. Teaching is always about teaching something to particular pupils. 
How can we manage this in the construction of a common assessment 
system? The fact that we work inside the United States makes this challenge 
even more difficult. In the absence of a common K–12 curriculum, we have 
never designed assessments that measure whether a teacher knows or can 
teach a specific topic or use specific curriculum materials (Cohen 2010). This 
is a striking difference between the United States and other developed 
nations, where the entire educational system is designed around a specific 
curriculum. In France and Singapore, for example, students study a specific, 
common curriculum and then sit for challenging, criterion-referenced 
examinations based on that curriculum. Teachers’ training, in turn, focuses 
on that same curriculum, which teachers are responsible for teaching. In 
contrast, U.S. students engage with a plethora of curricula, and prospective 
teachers rarely know what curriculum they will eventually teach. 
Consequently, we have never required teachers to demonstrate an ability to 
instruct any particular topic, problem, or skill set, or to show that they can 
effectively use any particular textbook or set of curriculum materials. We 
have found through experience, for example, that students preparing to 
become secondary English teachers are far more likely to spend time in pre-
service education discussing whether high school students should study the 
work of Maya Angelou or Shakespeare than they are to practice, repeatedly 
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and with supervision, the task of designing and carrying out a whole-class 
discussion of a text by either author.  

In this country, we have come to accept our tendency to avoid assessing 
either teachers or students on their knowledge and skill of anything specific. 
Our largest-scale and most common assessments of K–12 students—the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), the Scholastic 
Aptitude Test (SAT), and the American College Test (ACT), for example—
remain norm referenced. Similarly, examinations of teachers have never 
required candidates to demonstrate anything more than basic understanding 
of school subjects—they are devoid of attention to any particular 
curriculum. This feature of U.S. education presents serious challenges to the 
establishment of a practice-based approach to teacher preparation and 
assessment. 

How to Assess? 
Finding valid and reliable ways to evaluate the ability to practice of 
hundreds of thousands of new and early-career teachers each year is a 
second, thorny challenge. Assessments of teachers have traditionally focused 
on content knowledge and relied primarily on paper-and-pencil tests because 
such measures are psychometrically robust and comparatively inexpensive 
to design and to administer. Yet many aspects of teaching practice are not 
most appropriately tapped through conventional paper-and-pencil tests—for 
example, assessing a teacher’s capacity to conduct a respectful and effective 
meeting with a parent. This is because of the relational skills involved, 
which cannot be measured through paper-based question-and-answer. 
Likewise, an assessment of diagnostic capability must appraise teachers’ 
capacity to read and interpret young people’s talk, expressions, writing, and 
representations; for this, the scope of a written test would fall short, as it 
would not systematically cover the range of situations and types of student 
thinking about which teachers must be competent. Because of the range of 
teaching practices and their demands as well as the way instruction varies 
from one context to the next, we are exploring a variety of assessment 
modes and formats.  

Practicality is a constraint. Much as it might be ideal to measure teachers’ 
diagnostic skills by engaging them in controlled face-to-face interactions 
with live students, it may prove too difficult to do so. Another problem 
involves the contingencies of context and the challenge of generalization. 
For example, if teachers are assessed on their ability to conduct an effective 
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conference with a parent who is upset, would this generalize to their 
capacity to engage skillfully with a Chinese-speaking parent who is calm but 
whose English is limited? Identifying and managing these kinds of problems 
is a serious part of this project. 

How Can We Manage These Problems? 

At the University of Michigan, we are trying to manage the first set of 
problems by identifying “high-leverage” teaching practices and content 
knowledge for teaching, and designing a professional training curriculum—
including assessments—focused on them. This means that we are, in 
essence, placing our bets on some specific practices and specific topics 
within school subject areas that we hypothesize have a lot of power for new 
and early-career teachers. Our goal is to design and study a professional 
training curriculum—including assessments—focused directly on teachers, 
to study the results, and to redesign our work accordingly. 

As we have defined it with our colleagues, a high-leverage practice is a 
cluster of skills and knowledge with significant power to support students’ 
learning. These high-leverage practices (HLPs) are central to the daily work 
of teaching; moreover, proficiency with these HLPs significantly increases 
the likelihood that instruction will be effective for student learning. High-
leverage practices are essential; if teachers cannot discharge them 
competently, they are likely to face significant problems. HLPs are useful 
across a broad range of subject areas, grade levels, and teaching contexts, 
and are helpful in using and managing differences among pupils. They may 
also be fundamental to the development of more complex practice. Further, 
they can be taught to beginners and can be assessed. Our current list of 
nineteen high-leverage practices includes such items as explaining core 
content; choosing and using representations, examples, and models of 
content; leading whole-class discussions; setting up and managing small-
group work; and conducting a meeting with a parent or guardian. 

Similarly, high-leverage content includes those topics, ideas, and skills in 
each school subject area that are absolutely essential for a beginning teacher 
to know well. High-leverage content is foundational to the ideas and skills of 
the K–12 curriculum in this country, is taught in some form or another 
across most published textbooks and curricula, and appears frequently in the 
curriculum. In addition, high-leverage content is fundamental to students’ 
learning, and is often a site for difficulty if not well taught. It is also often 
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known only superficially by prospective teachers, or is entirely new to them.1 
Examples of high-leverage content in elementary mathematics, for example, 
might include place value, computational procedures with whole numbers 
and decimals, and fractions; in secondary English language arts, it could 
include writing a five-paragraph essay, and reading and analyzing Romeo and 
Juliet and Invisible Man. 

In the curriculum and assessment system we are developing, teachers will 
have to demonstrate that they can carry out each of the high-leverage 
practices in the service of helping children learn particular high-leverage 
content. For example, an assessment of elementary mathematics teaching 
might require the teacher to deliver a clear explanation of what a fraction is 
to a group of fourth graders. An assessment of secondary English language 
arts might ask the teacher to conduct a whole-class discussion of the 
prologue to Romeo and Juliet with a class of ninth graders. These assessments 
will require teachers to demonstrate effective use of specific skills in the 
delivery of each practice while working with real pupils. We are creating 
video exemplars and written specifications of each practice to clarify what 
proficient performance looks like, as well as rubrics to assist evaluators with 
scoring. Teacher educators, prospective and practicing teachers, and district 
administrators and curriculum supervisors will be able to use these materials 
to evaluate teachers and to support professional improvement.  

In addition, we are designing assessments of teachers’ high-leverage content 
knowledge and of their special content knowledge for teaching. We are 
beginning in elementary mathematics and literacy, where our understanding 
of what kinds of knowledge make a difference to what teachers can do is 
more developed, and focusing on what is required to help students learn the 
Common Core State Standards. These assessments will measure teachers’ 
ability to recognize and evaluate common and uncommon ideas, solution 
methods, and errors and misconceptions; to use definitions clearly and 
accurately; to anticipate what material will be difficult for students and what 
questions and problems it will present; and to choose and use examples, 
representations, and models to explain content to students. They will ensure 
that teachers not only know the material encompassed by the Common 
Core State Standards but also understand the material from multiple 
perspectives and in flexible ways, and can represent it to diverse students. 

                                                         
1 This definition of high-leverage content derives from the work of the Mathematics 
Methods Planning Group at the University of Michigan School of Education. 
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To solve the second set of problems, we are experimenting with a variety of 
assessment formats. Our first priority is to design accurate assessments that 
will reliably predict whether a teacher can deliver competent beginning 
instruction. A second priority is to design efficient assessments that can be 
affordably administered to the large number of teachers working in the 
United States. Wherever possible, we are using comparatively inexpensive 
paper-and-pencil formats for material that can be accurately assessed in this 
way, including teachers’ diagnostic capacity and content knowledge for 
teaching. In other places, we are experimenting with high-stakes 
performance situations that require teachers to demonstrate “live” practice. 
Some of these assessments will ask teachers to demonstrate a particular 
practice before an examiner but without students present; measures of 
teachers’ capacity for explanation, for example, are likely to be in this 
format. Others will require performance in a classroom with real pupils. All 
of these live assessments will include detailed rubrics to support examiners 
in making reliable judgments across teachers and foster teachers’ own 
learning. 

How Would This Assessment System Serve as a 
Lever for Educational Improvement? 

The evidence is clear that quality teaching is the most important factor in 
students’ learning (Nye, Konstantopoulos, and Hedges 2004; Rivkin, 
Hanushek, and Kain 2005; Sanders and Rivers 1996). A redesigned system 
for assessing teachers’ ability to practice could lead to dramatic 
improvements in classroom instruction in this country and significantly 
influence children’s learning. Moreover, this new system would serve as a 
lever for improving other important aspects of the education system in the 
United States. 

First, effective measures of teaching would lend helpful information to 
policy debates over pathways to teaching as well as hiring and tenure 
decisions. We have wasted considerable time and energy in the past ten 
years arguing over the structure of teacher education and whether students 
prepared in traditional versus alternate-route programs are more qualified, 
always without information about what graduates of any of these programs 
can actually do. More recently, several proposals have been made to fire 
large numbers of teachers who are judged to be ineffective—in advance of 
accurate measures of their capacity for helping children learn. An effective, 
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practice-based teaching assessment system would inform and discipline 
these projects. 

In addition, a new breed of assessments could serve as a vehicle for creating 
a more coherent infrastructure for the work of teaching and learning in this 
country. In the absence of a common K–12 curriculum, practice-focused 
assessments based on a detailed specification of the work of teaching 
particular topics and skills could serve to focus and direct both children’s 
learning and teachers’ professional education. The Common Core State 
Standards represent a significant achievement in American education and 
suggest that the moment for designing a common assessment for both 
teachers and students is now. 

Finally, improved teaching assessments, if designed well and used 
strategically, could precipitate and support a fundamentally revised system 
of professional training. If we make clear decisions about what teachers 
should know and be able to do at various points in their professional 
education, and construct assessments that help us determine where teachers’ 
performance is in relation to those benchmarks, we could also build a more 
coherent professional training curriculum. Teachers, teacher educators, and 
professional developers would have a clear sense of what needed to be 
learned when, and would be able to direct training and self-improvement 
efforts accordingly. Many other fields of professional practice have built this 
type of well-articulated system; teaching has not. If we are to meet our 
ambitious educational goals for young people’s learning in this country, we 
must tackle the obstacles that have persistently challenged us to rebuild how 
we train and assess teachers. 
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