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BETTER TEACHERS, BETTER SCHOOLS: 

Ensuring a High-Quality Education for Every Child

Next in importance to freedom and justice is popular 
education, without which neither freedom nor justice 

can be permanently maintained.
– J A M E S  A .  G A R F I E L D  

Twentieth President of the United States

Progressives have long viewed educational improvement as an important mechanism for 
promoting fundamental progressive social aims: economic expansion, individual oppor-

tunity, social equity, and a strong democracy. But today’s progressives can no longer afford to 
view strengthening education simply as a tool. They must embrace it as a necessity.

The Center for American Progress supports a federal education agenda that builds the capac-
ity of public education to teach all students to higher levels and graduate more of them ready 
for success in postsecondary education. Investing in our teacher workforce will be a critical 
component in building that capacity. Of course, we recognize that there are many other press-
ing educational issues in addition to teacher quality, such as the need for more and better 
early childhood education and additional time and resources for students who fall behind 
academically. We focus here on teacher quality because it is time to recognize that teachers are 
the backbone of high-quality public education, and strengthening the teacher workforce can 
lay the foundation for fruitful investments in other areas.

The highest caliber and most desirable candidates should be vigorously recruited and effective-
ly trained. Once they are on the job, teachers’ skills should be more systematically developed 
through staged career pathways, with more opportunities to be trained in clinical settings, 
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greater support and better evaluation during a residency period, 
greater choices to advance along a meaningful career ladder as they 
become more expert over time, and with better pay through com-
petitive compensation structures for all teachers that recognize and 
reward different roles, responsibilities, knowledge, skills, and, most 
importantly, positive results. Finally, teachers at every career stage 
should be supported enough to do their jobs well, with adequate 
opportunities for ongoing training, sufficient access to high-quality 
instructional materials and tools, and working conditions that en-

able them to do their best for students. Most importantly, efforts must be made to ensure that 
every school has high-quality teachers so that a child’s address does not determine whether he 
or she has access to high-quality instruction. 

We recognize that the federal government’s investment in and direct influence over public edu-
cation currently is limited. Responsibility for education has historically been reserved for the 
states, and the federal government currently provides less than 10 percent of the funds spent on 
public education in the United States. The recommendations in this chapter have been crafted 
to provide the maximum possible benefit from federal action within these current constraints, 
while at the same time promoting the use of the national bully pulpit to rally widespread ac-
tion concerning the issue of teacher quality and establishing a foundation for progressives to 
pursue the goals of greatly expanding the investment in teachers and the federal investment in 
education over the long term.1 

Fortunately, the time is ripe for federal education policy to focus intensively on building the 
teaching profession. Strong, private efforts have coalesced around this issue, resulting in bipar-
tisan agreement around key principles. Federal policy already supplies a foothold for efforts to 
build teacher quality. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires that states work to en-
sure that all teachers are highly qualified by 2005-2006. Furthermore, the Act requires schools 
to make special efforts to ensure that low-income and minority children are not disproportion-
ately taught by less-qualified teachers than their more advantaged peers. 

In addition, a new consensus about the importance of teachers has emerged among research-
ers and policymakers, based on the results of groundbreaking research released over the past 
decade. Using finer-grained information based on annual growth in individual students’ test 
scores, such research has demonstrated that school factors play a decisive role in how much stu-
dents learn. The factor that matters most is teacher quality. One influential study in Tennessee, 
for example, found that two groups of students who start out with the same level of achieve-
ment can end up 50 points apart on a 100-point scale if one group is assigned three ineffective 
teachers in a row and the other is assigned three effective teachers in a row.2 A more recent 
study in Texas found that the impact of classroom teaching is so great that “having five years 
of good teachers in a row could overcome the average seventh-grade mathematics achievement 
gap between lower-income kids and those from higher-income families.”3

Thus, we now know that teachers—the educational resource that accounts for our biggest an-
nual educational expenditure (nearly $200 billion per year)4—are also the most critical resource 
for student learning. Clearly, the goal of raising achievement for all students while closing gaps 
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between groups is within our reach if we can recruit, cultivate, and retain highly trained and 
motivated individuals and make sure all students have access to their knowledge and skills. 

To that end, the president and the Congress should carve out an aggressive leadership role 
for the federal government in promoting widespread recognition that teachers are the single 
greatest resource in public education and the key to helping all students reach academic pro-
ficiency. The president should work with Congress and direct federal agencies to ensure that 
federal policies affirm the importance of teacher quality and help drive state and local efforts to 
strengthen the teaching profession.

Two equally important principles should guide federal policy in this area:

First, the president and the Congress should publicly recognize and act on the premise that 
teachers are public education’s most valuable asset. Federal education policy must make a fo-
cused commitment to building a highly qualified, adequately supported, and more profes-
sionalized teacher workforce for America’s schools. The long-range goal should be to maximize 
the return on the nation’s investment in teachers by systematically and consistently promot-
ing practices that treat teaching as a true “clinical practice profession” much like medicine. 
This requires competing for talented candidates and giving them rigorous training, providing 
practicing teachers high-quality professional development and opportunities to earn greater 
compensation for positive results and their willingness to take on tougher jobs, and ensuring 
working conditions that enable them to do the job to the best of their abilities rather than 
hampering their efforts to teach all students to high levels.

Second, the president and the Congress must publicly recognize the injustice and inefficiency 
of regressive policies and practices that cause the nation’s neediest students to bear a dispro-
portionate cost for our historical failure to treat teachers as our most valuable resource, and act 
swiftly and decisively to wipe out inequitable access to good teachers. The goal should be to use 
our best teachers more strategically, efficiently, and equitably so as to reduce—and eventually 
eliminate—reliance on unqualified teachers in hard-to-staff subject areas and schools.

CURRENT STATE OF PLAY
Unfortunately, education leaders and public policymakers often fail to treat teachers as a re-
source at all, let alone our most valuable one. Little attention is paid to creating financial 
incentives and working environments necessary to recruit and retain the best and brightest 
Americans into teaching. Teacher preparation programs often do not provide teachers with the 
training they need to do the job well. Hiring practices are slipshod and often needlessly frus-
trate and repel good teachers rather than delivering them to the job assignments they are best 
suited for and where they are needed most.

Once in the classroom, teachers find too few opportunities to engage in ongoing professional 
development that is closely aligned with what they teach, as well as intensive and sustained 
enough to make a difference. More experienced teachers find few opportunities for career ad-
vancement without having to enter administration and leave classroom instruction. Moreover, 
poor working conditions, especially in schools serving high numbers of poor and minority 
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students, drive too many teachers to look for more amenable en-
vironments in other schools or professions. The results of such 
neglect are predictable and, by now, well documented.

We consistently fail to attract and retain the brightest candidates 
at every point in the professional pipeline to teaching. For ex-
ample, young people with high SAT and ACT scores are much 
less likely to elect teaching as a career, and those who do are twice 
as likely to leave the profession after only a few years.5 In high-
poverty schools with poor working conditions, rates of overall 
teacher attrition are disastrously high. Between 2000 and 2001, 
one out of five teachers in the nation’s high-poverty schools ei-
ther left to teach in another school or dropped out of teaching 
altogether.6 

Due to shortages in some subjects and ineffective administrative assignment practices in many 
schools, large numbers of secondary teachers are assigned to teach classes outside of their areas 
of preparation. For example, 37 percent of students in grades 7-12 are taught by a teacher who 
lacks a college major and state certification in the subject being taught.7 Rates of “out-of-field 
teaching” are especially high in middle schools, high-poverty schools, and shortage areas such 
as mathematics. For example, in 2000 a staggering seven in ten math classes in high-poverty 
middle schools were assigned to teachers who lacked even a college minor in mathematics or 
a related field.8

Making it into the profession, and into the right assignment, is no guarantee of success. In fact, 
inadequate preparation and thin on-the-job support leave many teachers feeling stranded and 
result in high teacher attrition rates, particularly in high-poverty schools. In a federal survey 
conducted in 2000, fewer than half of teachers felt “very well prepared” to implement new 
methods of teaching and to teach the state or district curriculum, and only about one in four 
felt very prepared to integrate technology into their instruction.9

The impact on students is not benign. For example, poor preparation, low levels of professional 
support and development, and lack of instructional resources can result in teachers respond-
ing to state assessments with ineffective practices such as teaching to the test that can narrow 
student exposure to a rich curriculum. 

To make matters worse, the distribution of less-qualified, less-effective teachers is highly ineq-
uitable. No matter how qualifications are measured—by experience, subject matter expertise, 
academic skills and background, or proven effectiveness in raising test scores—low-income, 
African American, and Latino children consistently get less than their fair share of good teach-
ers.10 Many high-poverty and high-minority schools serve as training grounds where younger 
teachers gain practical experience and skills before moving on to more affluent schools with 
better working conditions. This revolving door makes low-income and minority students about 
twice as likely to be assigned to inexperienced teachers,11 who on average generate far smaller 
annual learning gains than do more experienced teachers.12
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Unfortunately, the Bush administration has consistently squandered major opportunities to 
rectify these problems and improve teaching in America’s public schools. It has failed to invest 
sufficient resources in building teacher quality, just as it has failed to provide sufficient funds 
for education programs and mandates generally.13 The administration’s budgets have proposed 
either static funding levels or cuts for the two primary federal programs targeting teacher qual-
ity.14

Compounding these problems, officials at the Department of Education have failed to com-
municate, monitor, and enforce crucial teacher quality requirements of the No Child Left 
Behind Act for states and districts—provisions specifically intended to ensure that students 
have the teachers they need to achieve at high levels. As a result, many states and districts have 
lagged in complying with these important provisions and sometimes have simply decided not 
to comply at all.15

Finally, the administration has failed to capitalize on the important power of the bully pul-
pit to highlight the importance of teacher quality and rally support for making the difficult 
changes necessary to improve it. Indeed, despite the prominence of teacher quality provisions 
and programs in the No Child Left Behind Act, the administration has been more zealous in 
publicizing and pushing for accountability, school choice, privatization, and school prayer than 
it has teacher quality.

PROGRESSIVE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND ACTION PLAN16

Using Data for Better Decisionmaking
We must work to increase the amount, meaningfulness, and quality of information about 
America’s teacher workforce, and encourage the use of such data for greater accountability and 
smarter decisionmaking. The federal government should demand better information about 
America’s teachers, and provide enough support to enable school systems to provide it. Im-
proved data with respect to teacher credentials and performance can be used to improve in-
struction and help rectify inequities in student opportunities for learning.

To offer some examples: in Chattanooga, Tennessee, the district uses value-added data to iden-
tify highly effective teachers and then provides them with incentives to teach in the highest 
need schools.17 This type of data analysis can also be used to identify a teacher’s weaknesses 
so professional development can be provided in those areas. Conversely, a teacher’s strengths 
can be identified (e.g., data may demonstrate that a particular teacher is exceptionally good at 
teaching fractions) and that teacher can be used as a resource for teachers needing coaching in 
those areas. 

Remarkably, only a few districts in the country have the capacity to conduct just this kind 
of simple but crucial analysis. This must change, and the federal government is uniquely po-
sitioned to lead a revolution in providing better information on teachers to those who need 
it. Simply put, better data will make every other recommendation in this report easier to 
implement and more likely to succeed, especially those related to measuring the effectiveness 
of teacher preparation programs, the development of more sophisticated career advancement 
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systems, and more effective and equitable deployment of teachers. Data can also help build the 
case for larger investments in teachers. To increase the amount, meaningfulness, and quality 
of information about America’s teacher workforce, the Center for American Progress offers the 
following recommendations.

The Congress should enact legislation authorizing a council to focus on the supply and distribution 
of teachers in the United States. Education experts agree that the nation needs more and better 
information on teacher supply and demand, yet there has been little effort to generate such 
data despite successful federal efforts in other fields. For example, in 1986 Congress passed 
legislation authorizing a Council on Graduate Medical Education (COGME) to engage in 
ongoing research regarding physician workforce trends, including supply and distribution of 
physicians across the United States, and to recommend actions to address identified needs.18 
The Congress should incorporate lessons from COGME’s work into the design of the teacher 
workforce council.

The Congress should pass legislation creating a $100 million fund for the development of state-
wide systems to produce data on the “value-added effectiveness” of classroom teachers in states that 
agree to use such information—at a minimum—in the evaluation of teacher preparation programs 
and federally supported professional development programs. While the data on teacher preparation 
and qualifications required under current federal law go a long way toward filling gaps in our 
knowledge about the nation’s teachers, they still do not tell us enough. The “value-added” data 
systems being pioneered in some states and districts offer an important new opportunity to 
produce information about the actual performance of individual classroom teachers measured 
in terms of how much improvement in standardized assessment results they obtain from the 
students in their classrooms. Unfortunately, the development of such systems is expensive, and 
the spread of this new technology has been slow.

In addition, such legislation should create a clearinghouse that provides technical assistance to 
those seeking to establish such systems, reports on best practices in collecting and using value-
added data, and improves the national research agenda by supporting studies that capitalize on 
value-added data.

The president should direct the secretary of education to more vigorously enforce the important data 
provisions that already exist in federal law. In particular, the administration should:

• Enforce requirements for reporting information about teachers to parents and the public at 
large. Current federal education laws now require the reporting of a great deal of valu-
able information related to teacher quality.19 Several independent studies have found 
that states have done an uneven and, in many cases, poor job of complying with such 
requirements, too often reporting data to parents and/or the Department of Education 
that are incomplete, inconsistent, or highly suspect.20 The Department of Education is 
falling far short of its charge to provide clear guidance on reporting requirements and 
ensuring that states report accurate and reliable data related to teacher quality.21 The 
department must conscientiously and accurately communicate such requirements to 
states, districts, and higher education institutions. The president should insist that the 
provisions in the No Child Left Behind Act giving parents the “right to know” their 
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children’s teachers’ qualifications are thoroughly enforced, 
and should monitor the extent of compliance with national 
surveys of teachers and parents.

• Ensure that states are not abusing flexibility under the law 
in how they define teacher quality. Under a provision called 
“high, objective, uniform state standard of evaluation 
(HOUSSE),” the No Child Left Behind Act gives states 
considerable flexibility in how they ensure that existing 
teachers are “highly qualified,” and there is evidence that 
some states are taking inappropriate advantage of this lee-
way in their annual reporting of teacher qualifications.22 
The president should direct the secretary of education to 
conduct a study of how states take advantage of the so-
called HOUSSE flexibility under section 9101(23)(C)(ii) 
to determine how states define and are reporting infor-
mation on teacher quality and in particular to determine 
whether states are watering down requirements for teachers 
to demonstrate subject-matter proficiency.

• Ensure that federal efforts to collect data on the nation’s teachers occur in a timely and ef-
ficient manner. In particular, the president should direct the commissioner of education 
statistics to craft a plan for administering the U.S. Schools and Staffing Survey biennially 
rather than every four years, including a plan for releasing results within one year of 
the completion of data collection. The federal Schools and Staffing Survey has proven to 
be an invaluable source of comparable, objective information on teacher qualifications 
across the states, and can become even more valuable as an independent check on infor-
mation states must report under the No Child Left Behind Act.

Finally, to provide for efficient coordination of all of these efforts, the president should direct the 
secretary of education to create an inter-office task force on teacher quality. This task force should 
be charged with ensuring that the department is working in a coordinated, conscientious, and 
efficient manner to ensure wider public access to better information on America’s teaching 
workforce. Furthermore, the task force should monitor whether state and local reporting re-
quirements are clearly communicated and enforced while ensuring that the federal government 
produces and publishes teacher-related information in a more timely and accessible manner.

Enriched Career Advancement Structures
The federal government should support the development of enriched career advancement 
structures that treat teaching as a clinical practice profession like medicine. Providing a care-
fully staged and supported entry for beginning teachers and differentiated career options for 
experienced teachers with competitive compensation structures that reward knowledge, skills, 
responsibilities and positive results would positively impact education in many ways. In par-
ticular, it would make teaching more attractive to our best and brightest young people; it 
would help to retain a greater number of high-quality teachers in the profession and closer to 
the classroom; and it would directly improve student achievement by helping new teachers 
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become more effective more quickly and spreading the benefits of expert teachers’ knowledge 
and skills to students outside of their own classrooms via the teachers they would mentor and 
assist.23 These efforts can be particularly helpful in high-poverty schools, where new teachers 
often need additional support and experienced teachers need incentives to remain. In addition, 
compensation systems that recognize the value of teachers, coupled with career advancement 
systems that more effectively reward good performance—based on results—and respond to 
poor performance, will make larger investments in teacher salaries more politically viable and 
maximize the returns on such investments. 

The Congress should create a $1 billion program to invest in differentiated career pathways in at 
least five states and twenty school districts that will serve as large-scale demonstrations that such 
career structures can enhance the status of the profession,24 improve teacher performance and 
retention, and raise student achievement. Such new avenues of advancement would offer expert 
teachers the opportunity to pursue a variety of positions throughout their careers, while never 
having to leave classroom teaching altogether, depending on their demonstrated skills and 
professional interests and predicated on an exchange of greater responsibilities and leadership 
for corresponding increases in compensation. To be eligible for such a grant, applicants must 
commit to incorporating the following components in their plans:

• A career ladder of at least four stages: new teachers (in residency or induction programs); 
career teachers, mentor teachers; and master teachers.25

• Expanded roles for mentor and master teachers that are directly tied to teaching and 
learning, including providing support, professional development, and meaningful eval-
uation for other teachers; sharing responsibility for school-wide instructional leadership 
with administrators; and developing curricula, model lessons, and aligned benchmark 
assessments.

• A rigorous, transparent, and fair system for evaluating teachers at all levels, including 
both qualitative measures (i.e., a portfolio and/or at least six classroom observations that 
must be evaluated based on a standard rubric describing good teaching and scored by 
trained mentor or master teachers) and quantitative measures (i.e., measurable growth 
in student achievement on standardized assessments), with advancement to mentor and 
master status based on such evaluations.26

• Significantly increased compensation commensurate with responsibilities of mentor 
teaching, master teaching, and any other advanced categories. 

• A student testing system and data collection and analysis capacity sufficient to generate 
fair and accurate data that can be used to measure growth in student academic achieve-
ment. 

• A system for recognizing successful classroom teaching through bonus pay based on 
evaluations that include both qualitative and quantitative measures, with significant 
weight given to measures of growth in student academic achievement attributable to an 
individual teacher, as well as school-wide, department-wide, or grade-level-wide mea-
sures of growth in student learning.27
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• Restructuring of the school calendar to allow more time for 
collaboration among teachers, at least 90 minutes per week 
to be used primarily for activities directly related to student 
instruction, led by mentor or master teachers. 

The Congress should create a fund for the development of coordinated, 
staged preparation and induction programs targeted toward partner-
ships of higher education institutions, schools, and local education 
agencies, with priority given to high-need school districts and part-
nerships that have access to value-added data on teacher effective-
ness. At an average cost of $1.5 million per city, establishing such 
partnerships in 50 American cities would cost a total of only $75 
million per year. The partnership programs should be required to 
incorporate components reflective of two stages in teacher prepa-
ration. The first would entail the creation of close functional re-
lationships between the teacher preparation program and local 
elementary and secondary schools, with such schools providing 
the settings enabling teacher candidates to spend greater amounts 
of supervised time working with students and practicing teachers. 
The second would include a partnership between the program and 
one or more local school districts, which would agree to require 
a residency period for new teachers.28 The residency period must 
include intensive support via master teachers and higher education faculty, specialized profes-
sional development opportunities for new teachers, time for collaboration with other teachers, 
reduced class sizes, and ongoing evaluation that culminates in an assessment of effectiveness as 
a condition of “graduating” from the residency program.

Teacher Recruitment and Preparation
While Congress made important strides when it reauthorized the Higher Education Act in 
1998, the Congress should spearhead a renewed federal effort to improve teacher recruitment 
and preparation, especially in institutions of higher education. 

In the long term, recruitment efforts—especially in high-poverty schools—will receive a much 
needed boost if prospective teachers believe they will benefit from a career advancement and 
compensation structure that rewards good results, is commensurate with the responsibilities 
that a teacher assumes, and is competitive with other employment options. In addition, the 
two-tiered clinical preparation and residency program described in the section above will go a 
long way toward improving the quality of teacher preparation. Such a model can be especially 
important to those entering the profession through alternative programs (with fewer courses in 
pedagogy) by providing them with opportunities to demonstrate competency and to continue 
to improve teaching skills with support from more experienced staff. 

But there is more that can be done to address this issue and to ensure that preparation pro-
grams are effective, including increasing accountability for teacher preparation programs and 
creating more efficient and focused recruitment efforts. The following three recommendations 
should be implemented.
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First, the president should convene a summit with university presi-
dents to challenge them to take greater responsibility for ensuring 
that teacher preparation programs supply adequate numbers of highly 
qualified teachers for the nation’s schools. Teacher education schools 
have traditionally functioned as low-cost, low-quality “cash cows” 
for many universities, which channel surplus funds from tuition 
paid by their numerous education majors into ensuring quality 
in more prestigious professional training programs, such as law, 
engineering, architecture, and medicine.29 This practice under-
mines national and state efforts to improve the quality of teacher 
preparation programs and increase the supply of highly qualified 
teachers. During the summit, institutions implementing success-
ful models in this area should present their strategies and data to 
the larger group. For example, the Texas A&M University System 
has seen promising results from an ambitious plan to raise the 
quantity while assuring quality in its production of teachers.30

Second, policymakers should tighten and more clearly define provisions in federal law that require 
teacher training programs and the institutions supporting them to be held accountable for producing 
good teachers. Section 208 of the Higher Education Act requires states to establish an account-
ability system for identifying and providing assistance to institutions of higher education with 
low-performing teacher preparation programs. However, the systems most states have put in 
place are too weak to drive the improvements in teacher preparation the law was aiming for. 
Forty-six states did not identify even a single program as low-performing in 2003. Of the four 
states that did identify any programs as low-performing, only a total of six programs—out of 
approximately 1,200 institutions with teacher preparation programs nationally—were identi-
fied as low-performing.31 Moreover, only 19 additional programs were identified as being “at 
risk” for low performance.

The Congress should propose amending the Higher Education Act to strengthen account-
ability for teacher preparation programs—both traditional and alternative route—by requiring 
such accountability systems to incorporate: (1) quantitative outcomes-based data, including 
the passing rates of program completers on state certification exams, such as are currently re-
quired to be reported under section 207; (2) progress on teacher production goals, including 
the overall number of program completers, completers in shortage areas within the state or 
region, completers who take jobs in hard-to-staff schools, and the number of minority and/or 
second-language completers; and (3) information on the actual effectiveness of graduates in 
improving the achievement of students after they begin teaching.32 The Higher Education Act 
should also require teacher preparation programs to demonstrate that they incorporate courses 
and measures for assessing competence in key areas, including using assessments and student 
achievement data and technology to inform and enhance instruction, effective classroom man-
agement, and instructional techniques focused on addressing special needs and diverse groups 
of students.

The secretary of education should identify and propose solutions to technical loopholes in 
current law that can undermine efforts to improve accountability for teacher quality in higher 
education. For example, section 207 of the Higher Education Act requires states and institu-
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tions of higher education to report the percentage of teacher preparation program completers 
who pass state licensure exams. However, the reported rates have been inflated in many cases 
because about half the states and many institutions require applicants to education schools to 
pass a basic skills test as a prerequisite for acceptance into teacher training or as a prerequisite 
to program completion. While the use of basic skills exams as screening mechanisms is not 
inappropriate per se, only exams taken by program completers should be used for reporting on 
program performance under this section. The president should direct the secretary of educa-
tion to promulgate a regulation to close this loophole.

Third, the president and the Congress should ensure that federal dollars to improve teacher recruit-
ment, preparation, licensing, and on-the-job support are adequate to the challenge and targeted 
toward strategies that are most effective. In particular:

• Title II of the Higher Education Act provides for competitive Teacher Quality Enhance-
ment Grants enabling states and institution-district partnerships to work for improve-
ments in these areas. Though the Higher Education Act authorizes $300 million for 
such grants, the Bush administration requested only $89.9 million for FY 2005. The 
president should request full funding for these grants. The president also should rein-
state the program initiated during the Clinton administration (and zeroed out during 
the Bush administration) designed to prepare teachers to use and integrate technology 
into their instruction. 

• The president also should ensure that these programs are focused on the most successful 
strategies in these areas.33 For example, the president should give a priority in fund-
ing grant applicants under section 204 of the Higher Education Act, which supports 
teacher recruitment efforts, for efforts to put in place university-wide recruitment and 
improvement plans like the one described above. Under section 203, which seeks to 
support partnerships between states, institutions of higher education and local districts, 
priority should be given to partnerships designed to develop enhanced career advance-
ment programs like those described above in the first section and those seeking to de-
velop value-added data systems as described below in the last section regarding working 
conditions.

• The president should ensure that funds are going to support efforts to take on the politi-
cally more challenging task of raising standards for entry to the profession. For example, 
funds under section 202 of the Higher Education Act should be directed toward states 
seeking to raise teaching licensing standards and improving licensing tests.34 In addi-
tion, the president should seek to reserve $10 million in funding under Title II of the 
Higher Education Act for an independent body—such as the National Academy of 
Sciences—to develop national standards for teacher quality with respect to content and 
pedagogy.

Equitable and Efficient Distribution of Teachers
The president and Congress should provide incentives, enforce rules, and narrow barriers to 
decrease inequities in access to qualified teachers and to optimize the distribution of teachers 
according to their skills and student needs. Over the past several decades, the federal govern-
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ment has worked to address the maldistribution of physicians and 
shortage of adequate medical care providers by specialty area and 
geographic region, spending billions of dollars to ensure greater 
access to good health care in urban and rural areas. The effort 
has been sustained and vigorous, and, according to the Coun-
cil on Graduate Medical Education, “many of these programs 
have been absolutely critical to enhancing access for underserved 
populations in the United States.”35 It is time to engage in a simi-
lar federal effort in K-12 education. Again, implementation of 
the career advancement system described above can be helpful 
in this context as new teachers will receive greater support and 
experienced teachers seeking mentor and master teacher positions 
will have incentives to work in high-poverty schools for greater 
pay. The following seven recommendations also should be imple-
mented:

First, the Congress should provide $800 million for a program of 
service scholarships and forgivable loans allocated on the basis of 
academic merit, targeted toward shortage areas, and awarded in ex-
change for teaching in high-poverty and high-minority schools for at 
least five years.36 As noted above, rates of out-of-field teaching have 
reached epidemic proportions in the nation’s middle schools, par-

ticularly in subjects such as math and science. Not coincidentally, the middle grades are where 
U.S. students begin to fall seriously behind their international counterparts in math and sci-
ence.37 Therefore, a priority should be given for awards to individuals who agree to teach these 
subjects in shortage areas at the middle school level.

Second, the Congress should amend Title II, Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(“ESEA”) to authorize $1 billion for a new competitive grant program that would enable districts to 
experiment with salary supplements to place well-qualified and effective teachers in the highest-needs 
schools. While districts such as Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina, and Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, are beginning to demonstrate that such programs can provide positive benefits for 
low-income students,38 a 2002 Education Week survey of 30 large school districts found that 
only two or three offer concrete incentives clearly targeted to hard-to-staff schools.39

Third, the president should ensure that teacher equity provisions that currently exist in federal law 
are vigorously enforced. For example, section 1111(b)(8)(C) of the ESEA requires state plans 
under Title I to:

describe the specific steps the state educational agency will take to ensure that . . . 
schools provide instruction by highly qualified staff . . . including steps that the State 
educational agency will take to ensure that poor and minority children are not taught 
at higher rates than other children by inexperienced, unqualified, or out-of-field teach-
ers, and the measures that the State educational agency will use to evaluate and publicly 
report the progress of the State educational agency with respect to such steps.

Providing a carefully 
staged and supported 
entry for beginning 
teachers and 
differentiated career 
options for experienced 
teachers with competitive 
compensation structures 
that reward knowledge, 
skills, responsibilities 
and positive results 
would positively impact 
education in many ways. 
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The Department of Education has failed to recognize, communi-
cate and enforce this requirement adequately, and last year ruled 
that states need not submit such plans to the department. As a 
result, many states have not developed or published such plans.40 
The president should direct the secretary of education to pro-
mulgate a new regulation requiring that states demonstrate they 
have complied with this requirement. States should be required to 
demonstrate compliance by publishing such plans on their Web 
sites, along with descriptions of the measures they plan to use to 
evaluate progress on these steps and target dates for public report-
ing of progress. In the reported plan, the state should include a 
description of the steps that it has taken to eliminate disparities 
in resources and working conditions between schools that lead to 
disparate levels of experienced and qualified staff. It also should describe efforts to address 
other conditions that discourage highly qualified teachers from working at certain schools.41 
The president should also direct the secretary to prioritize the monitoring and enforcement of 
this provision.

Fourth, the Congress should create a $20 million competitive demonstration grant program to enable 
five large- and medium-sized urban districts to overhaul outdated, ineffective hiring and recruit-
ment practices. Cumbersome hiring and placement practices in urban districts constitute a 
significant and needless barrier to recruiting highly qualified teachers who are willing to teach 
in high-poverty and high-minority schools. The New Teacher Project has found that, counter 
to the prevailing notion that good teachers do not want to teach in urban districts, many quali-
fied teachers can be recruited to teach in such schools. However, hiring and placement in such 
districts take so long that many of these qualified, willing teachers are forced to accept jobs 
in suburban districts instead.42 Additional funds should be allocated to support evaluation of 
these efforts and report best practices that other districts might consider for reforming their 
hiring and placement policies.

Fifth, the president and Congress should capitalize on opportunities to more directly address other 
district practices that reinforce inequities in access to experienced teachers. For example, districts 
typically spend much less to staff their higher-poverty schools because such schools find it 
harder to attract and retain more experienced teachers, who command higher salaries. The 
differences in teacher experience can result in massive inequities in actual dollars spent across 
schools within a district, yet financial reports hide such inequities because they misleadingly 
use the district’s average teacher salary to report school-by-school spending.43 For decades the 
ESEA’s fiscal requirements have actually abetted such dishonest accounting practices by prohib-
iting the use of actual salaries when districts provide written assurances that they offer “compa-
rability of services” across schools. The Congress should amend section 1120A(c)(2)(B) of the 
ESEA section to require districts to use actual salaries when complying with the comparability 
of services requirement of Title I.44

Sixth, the president should reduce barriers that make it hard for teachers to move to states that have 
bigger workforce shortages. Section 2151(f ) of the ESEA authorizes the secretary of education 
to establish a National Panel on Teacher Mobility to conduct a study on increasing salutary 
mobility and employment opportunities for highly qualified teachers in order to fill vacan-

The president should 
ensure that funds are 
going to support efforts 
to take on the politically 
more challenging task 
of raising standards for 
entry to the profession. 



 60 | BETTER TEACHERS, BETTER SCHOOLS

cies in hard-to-staff schools and districts. However, the current 
administration has failed to act on that authority. The president 
should direct the secretary to establish this panel and support it 
in conducting the study. In addition to the activities described in 
section 2151(f ), the panel should explore ways the federal gov-
ernment might stimulate public-private partnerships to assist ex-
isting efforts toward developing common certification standards 
and improving pension portability across states. 

Working Conditions
The president and the Congress should work to improve in-
structional environments so teachers experience positive work-

ing conditions that maximize their effectiveness and reduce teacher turnover in high-poverty 
schools. Again, the Center for American Progress supports creating a more sophisticated career 
advancement model that incorporates team teaching, greater support from master teachers, 
and greater opportunities for planning and collaboration as an important step toward creat-
ing healthier working environments for teachers. Teachers in high-poverty and high-minority 
schools are much more likely to report a lack of instructional support and resources, problems 
with student behavior, a greater number of students unprepared to learn at grade level, and 
greater worries about losing their jobs due to school performance on state assessments,45 all of 
which make teaching harder and lead to greater rates of teacher turnover in such schools. Har-
vard researchers studying a group of beginning teachers in Massachusetts found that those who 
sought jobs in other schools “looked for schools that made good teaching possible” by provid-
ing good curriculum guidelines and sufficient resources, better approaches to dealing with stu-
dent discipline, and more opportunities to learn from and share with colleagues.46 The federal 
government can help local schools and districts address these issues by supporting efforts to 
monitor working conditions in schools, increasing instructional support, improving discipline 
and safety, and alleviating pressure to narrow instruction in order to improve performance on 
standardized assessments. The following recommendations should be adopted:

The president and Congress should encourage states to do a better job monitoring school conditions 
that make it hard for teachers to do their jobs well. North Carolina recently recognized the impor-
tance of environmental factors on teacher retention and effectiveness by creating a set of state 
standards related to the key components of positive working conditions for teachers. Teachers 
there are surveyed on an annual basis with respect to these factors and the results are provided 
to school and district leaders so they can use the data to inform decisionmaking. The Congress 
should amend the Improving Teacher Quality State Grant program under Title II of the ESEA 
to allow states to use grants to set up similar programs.

The president and Congress should adopt the following measures to ensure that teachers, particu-
larly beginning teachers in hard-to-staff schools, have adequate access to instructional support, 
direction, and resources:

• The Congress should increase funding for research-based professional development and 
class-size reduction in high-poverty schools under Title II, Part A of the ESEA. Teachers 
want high quality professional development and smaller class sizes and both can improve 

The Congress should 
amend the ESEA to 
require districts to use 
actual salaries when 
complying with the 
comparability of services 
requirement of Title I.
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instruction and outcomes. Congress should strength-
en provisions related to the quality of professional 
development requiring school districts to eliminate 
one-shot professional development sessions at both 
the district and school levels and requiring states to 
develop professional development plans that identify 
and align all sources of state and federal professional 
development funds that they administer.

• The Congress also should create a $100 million fund 
to support development of instructional tools, in-
cluding a uniform curriculum and standardized as-
sessments that teachers can use to inform their in-
struction. States or consortia of districts and regional 
education agencies would be eligible. Research shows 
that urban districts making the greatest gains in stu-
dent achievement provide a uniform curriculum or 
learning benchmarks aligned with state standards 
and tests, aligned model lessons, aligned benchmark 
assessments teachers or schools may administer at 
regular intervals, and prompt data on student per-
formance under those diagnostic assessments.47 Re-
searchers studying beginning teachers have found 
that they often feel “lost at sea” because they are not 
given enough guidance on what to teach and lack 
access to curriculum materials aligned with state as-
sessments.48 

• The president should ensure that existing policies do not hamper states, districts, and 
schools from using assessments that serve as instructional tools. The No Child Left Be-
hind Act requires assessment systems to provide information on whether a school has 
made sufficient progress, but nothing in the law or regulations should prevent (indeed 
the Congressional Conference Report language encouraged) a complementary effort 
to develop assessments that help classroom teachers use results in real time to identify 
areas of student weakness. The president should direct the secretary of education to 
review the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (which was amended by the No 
Child Left Behind Act), regulations, and departmental guidance in order to determine 
whether they promote state efforts to implement assessments of student progress that 
can inform instruction and identify barriers to the development and use of such sys-
tems.

• The president should propose dedicating $50 million under Title II, Part A of the 
ESEA grants to states and districts willing to develop comprehensive and intensive 
induction programs for beginning teachers. High-quality induction programs and en-
hanced career advancement structures (described in the first section of this chapter) are 
important components of a positive working environment for teachers. Until such ca-
reer advancement structures are in place, the federal government should support high-

Research shows that 
urban districts making 
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student achievement 
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 62 | BETTER TEACHERS, BETTER SCHOOLS

quality induction programs in every state so new teachers are provided with important 
support and skill development opportunities. One recent study using federal data on 
teacher turnover found that beginning teachers who received no mentoring or formal 
induction activities were twice as likely to leave as those who received a full, intensive 
complement.49 Recipients should be required to include a combination of elements of 
induction that research shows to be most strongly related to improved teacher reten-
tion, including mentoring by an expert colleague who teaches in the same field (if one 
can be found without sacrificing overall quality); common planning time or regularly 
scheduled collaboration with teachers in their subject area; special seminars for begin-
ning teachers; reduced workloads or help from instructional aides; and opportunities 
to participate in teacher networks external to the school.

• Finally, studies show that high-quality leadership directly impacts school performance, 
as well as improving the working environment for teachers. However, many high-pov-
erty schools find it just as difficult to attract, retain, and support good principals as they 
do teachers. The Congress should provide increased funding for the national princi-
pal recruitment program authorized under Title II of the ESEA, which would provide 
financial incentives and mentors to recruit and develop new principals in high-need 
districts, as well as professional development programs in instructional leadership and 
management.50 

The president and the Congress should help teachers and administrators create safer and more or-
derly learning environments. Important mechanisms for achieving this goal are the creation of 
smaller, more personalized learning environments in schools and the provision of training in 
classroom management. The Center for American Progress recommends:

• The president should request and the Congress should provide full funding for the small-
er learning communities grants authorized under section 5441 of the ESEA. (President 
Bush’s 2005 budget request proposed eliminating these grants.) The creation of high-
quality smaller learning environments can decrease discipline and safety problems.

• Teachers also need training with respect to the best practices for managing their students’ 
behavior. The president should propose dedicating $25 million of professional develop-
ment funding under Title II, Part A of the ESEA to programs designed to help teach-
ers master effective classroom management techniques, as well as programs designed 
to help school administrators establish more effective schoolwide discipline strategies 
based on substantial collaboration with teachers. An ongoing study of new teachers in 
the Boston Public Schools found that those who felt unprepared to tackle the demands 
of classroom teaching were less likely to plan to stay in the profession and, according to 
the authors, “The most commonly expressed frustrations were with student behavior, 
classroom management, and discipline issues.”51

The president and the Congress should ensure that statewide assessments and accountability systems 
required under the No Child Left Behind Act are fair, accurate, and positive tools for improving stu-
dent achievement. We must ensure that assessments and accountability are tools for improved 
instruction, not tools for narrowing instruction and demoralizing teachers. Specifically:
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• The president should request and the Congress should provide increased funding for 
the state assessment grants authorized under sections 6111-13 of the ESEA so states can 
develop high-quality, valid, and reliable assessment systems that can inform instruction 
and that test a broad range of knowledge and skills.

• The administration should dedicate $100 million of professional development fund-
ing under Title II, Part A of the ESEA to research-based programs that help teachers 
master instructional strategies aligned with accountability goals and mechanisms in 
order to reduce pressure to “teach to the test.” Such instructional strategies include, 
for example, techniques for pacing instruction, using more frequent checkpoint assess-
ments, and finding and using curriculum materials that are aligned with state standards 
and assessments.

• Finally, the president should direct the secretary of education to disseminate informa-
tion about instructional practices that use diagnostic assessments and data to improve 
instruction and avoid year-end cramming and teaching to the test. Furthermore, the 
Department of Education should work with the Institute for Educational Studies to 
develop an agenda for further research in the area.
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