
The Southeast Center for Teaching Quality works with a wide 
range of effective organizations committed to ensuring a compe-
tent, caring, and qualified teacher for every student. The Public 
Education Network (PEN), a national association of local educa-
tion funds (LEFs) advancing school reform in low-income communi-
ties across the country, is one such group.  
PEN has launched a teacher quality initiative that supports the 
work of five LEFs around the U.S. as they collect data and en-
gage their communities in conversations about the supply, equita-
ble distribution, and retention of highly qualified certified teach-
ers. PEN awarded substantial three-year grants to New Visions, 
New York City, NY; The Education Alliance, Charleston, WV; Se-
attle Alliance for Education, Seattle, WA; DC Voice, Washington, 
DC; and the Public Education Foundation, Chattanooga, TN. 
PEN’s well-designed venture draws on the best research to help 
these local funds develop action plans around critical teaching 
quality issues. Although each LEF employs a different strategy, all 
are systematically collecting and analyzing data, identifying local 
gaps in quality based on those data, and engaging entire com-
munities in long-range planning to make the changes necessary to 
put a qualified teacher in every classroom.  
In this issue of BestTQ, the Center highlights the work of the Public 
Education Foundation (PEF) in Chattanooga. Through its strategic 
approach—assembling information, increasing technical know-
how, and building political will—PEF is advocating successfully for 
the policy changes needed to ensure that every student in the 
Chattanooga-Hamilton County community has teachers who know 
their subjects well and how to teach them to diverse students. 
Just this month, PEF secured a $1.5 million grant from the Osborne 
Foundation to strengthen the skills and knowledge of teachers in 
nine Chattanooga inner-city schools. PEF has committed to raise 
an additional $500,000. The initiative, known as the Osborne 
Fellows Project, includes the development of a no-cost master’s 
degree program for urban educators through a partnership which 
involves the University of Tennessee-Chattanooga and Johns Hop-
kins University. 

Building community consensus – and a database 
The Public Education Foundation launched its teacher and teach-
ing quality reform efforts in 2000, when the Foundation (with help 
from SECTQ staff and publications) applied for and received a 
PEN planning grant. The grant, supported through funding pro-
vided by the U.S. Department of Education Office of Educational 
Research and Improvement, made it possible for PEF to bring lo-
cal policy and business leaders, practitioners, and researchers 
together to build consensus on the specifics of their effort and to 
develop a database of the district’s 2,700 teachers. This re-
search, conducted in partnership with the Hamilton County De-
partment of Education, produced data on teacher certification, 
placement, experience, attendance, and mobility. 
Building a profile of Hamilton County’s teaching force uncovered 

some encouraging facts. The database revealed, for example, 
that the county’s teacher attendance rate is higher than the state 
or national average. It also showed that Hamilton County has 
very modest levels of out-of-field teaching (although this is due in 
part to Tennessee’s lenient definition of out-of-field teaching). 
The database also produced some disturbing news. The Hamilton 
County school system serves a mix of urban and suburban schools. 
While many schools had a balance of new, mid-career, and sen-
ior teachers, most inner-city schools had a preponderance of 
rookie educators. In fact, the research found more than a dozen 
urban schools in which over 33 percent of the teachers had less 
than three years’ experience. Similarly, while the district-wide 
teacher turnover rate was near the national average, the rate in 
inner-city schools was dramatically higher. Finally, while the dis-
trict required few certification waivers, the distribution of waivers 
was profoundly unbalanced: Most of Hamilton County’s inner-city 
middle schools math and science teachers are uncredentialed. 
The research also unearthed gaping differences in the substitute 
teacher “fill rate.” At some schools, absent teachers were re-
placed by substitutes almost 100 percent of the time. In other 
schools, especially those in the inner city of Chattanooga, substi-
tutes could not be found more than half the time. (Little data are 
available on the qualifications of the substitutes employed.) 
Superintendent Dr. Jesse Register recognized the challenge and 
opportunity presented by this clear evidence of inequity. In the 
summer of 2001, he hired 20 well-qualified permanent substi-
tutes, whose first assignments would be in inner-city schools. The 
results of his action were immediate and dramatic. The substitute 
fill rate in the nine lowest-performing, highest-poverty urban ele-
mentary schools improved from 54 percent during the 2000-
2001 school year to 84 percent during the 2001-2002 school 
year. (The Osborne Fellows Project targets these same schools.) 

Defining a “quality teacher” 
The Public Education Foundation convened a series of focus 
groups to establish the community’s expectations and definitions 
of a quality teacher. The results were not surprising. Citizens of 
Hamilton County expect their public school teachers to care for 
children and have a passion for teaching. They want teachers 
who have sound knowledge of their subject area and the capac-
ity to communicate that knowledge to diverse students. 
One of the outgrowths of the Public Education Network’s teacher 
quality initiative has been an increased interest among local LEFs 
in teacher quality research. Tennessee provided the perfect set-
ting for an LEF to pursue research of its own. The state has been 
collecting value-added data about teaching for a decade as 
part of its statewide school accountability program. When the 
PEF Board sampled some preliminary research findings drawn 
from this state database, Board members pressed the PEF staff to 
examine the district’s most highly effective teachers and deter-
mine what training, traits, and skills set them apart.  
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With support from the Lyndhurst Foundation and the Public Educa-
tion Network, PEF’s highly-effective-teacher research project was 
launched. The Foundation identified those teachers with three-
year average test scores in Hamilton County’s highest quartile. 
(Every elementary and middle school in the district has at least 
one teacher in the top quartile.) Principals invited their top-
quartile teachers and two other teachers whom the principal knew 
to be highly effective to join the project. 
One hundred kindergarten through eighth grade teachers are 
now participating in the research, which will use interviews, sur-
veys, classroom observations, and videotapes, as well as a review 
of teacher education and professional development experiences, 
to better understand why these teachers are so successful. PEF 
believes this research will help district leaders and principals in 
Hamilton County and across the nation identify, recruit, and retain 
the best teachers for their students.  
As an important side benefit, PEF’s process has organized these 
highly effective teachers into a new network and created a pow-
erful new mechanism for spreading effective teaching practices. 
Established in 1988, the Public Education Foundation sponsors a 
number of annual and year-round programs that provide profes-
sional development and training for teachers and future leaders. 
It also helps to strengthen the partnerships between families and 
schools. Since its establishment, PEF has provided more than $14 
million in grant and program support to Hamilton County public 
schools. For more information, contact Dan Challener, President, at 
dan@pefchattanooga.org or Annie Hall, Senior Director of Pro-
gram and Policy, at aih@pefchattanooga.org. 
The Center applauds the good work of PEF and the other LEFs in 
the Public Education Network. These efforts to document, under-
stand, and disseminate teaching quality data further the goal of 
ensuring competent, caring, and qualified teachers for all stu-
dents. 
 
More resources 

The Public Education Foundation website: 
www.pefchattanooga.org 

PEF Highly Effective Teacher Research:  
www.pefchattanooga.org/research.html 

The Public Education Network website: 
www.publiceducation.org 

What is an LEF?  www.publiceducation.org/lef/ 

Strategies LEFs can use to advance reform: 
www.publiceducation.org/interventions/index.htm 

PEN’s Teacher Quality Initiative:  
www.publiceducation.org/tq/index.htm 

Generally Accepted Principles of Teaching and Learning with 
their Implications for Local Education Support Systems (July 
2002): www.schoolcommunities.org/images/GAPTL.pdf 

Working Towards Excellence newsletter on data-driven 
schools from the Alabama Best Practices Center:  
www.bestpracticescenter.org/publ/index.html (available 8/1) 

Teaching Quality Across the Nation 
 

Teacher Training: Too Much or Not Enough? The Washington 
Post discusses the current pressures for improved teaching 
quality at www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/
A41591-2002Jul8.html 

Paige releases Guidance for states on teacher quality provi-
sions of No Child Left Behind at  
www.ed.gov/PressReleases/06-2002/06072002a.html 

NBPTS publishes online newsletter at www.nbpts.org/about/
news_center/newsletter/online_news_main.html 

Research suggests that day-to-day classroom assessments 
provide one of the most powerful tools available for improv-
ing student achievement at  
www.edweek.com/ew/newstory.cfm?slug=37assess.h21 

EdWeek reports that schools are discovering riches in data at 
www.edweek.org/ew/newstory.cfm?slug=40data.h21 

 
 

The Southeast Center at Work 

The Center continues to enjoy working within the University-School Programs Divi-
sion of the UNC Office of the President. Though we will miss the leadership of Dr. 
Charles Coble as Vice-President, we are excited about and look forward to work-
ing with Dr. Richard Thompson in his new role as Charlie’s successor. 
 

We continue to work with our colleagues at the NCTAF in advocating for the full 
development of the vision laid out in the Commission’s hallmark report, What Mat-
ters Most. As we go about the business of “furthering the vision” of What Matters 
Most in the Southeast, we continue to position ourselves as “regional experts,” 
focusing on the issues of teacher and teaching quality and providing support and 
technical assistance to states and organizations interested in the complex work of 
teacher development. 
 

Our core organizational goal is to build and create a learning organization that 
works together, both efficiently and creatively, in a manner that supports overall 
organizational success. To guide us in this effort, we have assembled our work 
around three specific work areas and goals: 
• Policy Development: Create opportunities for policy development that supports 

a coherent policy system of teacher development within the Southeast region. 
• Research: Contribute to and synthesize research findings related to teacher 

development and its relationship to the profession and improved student 
achievement. 

• Teacher Leadership: Enhance opportunities for teacher leadership among and 
through policy and professional systems within the region. 

 

The Center is active in numerous projects in these areas, all of which help realize 
our central goal of helping the region build the technical knowledge and politi-
cal will in order for every child to have a competent, caring, qualified teacher.  
 

The Center is preparing for the upcoming release of several reports and publica-
tions. A report of year two data analysis from the Center’s Teaching Quality Indi-
cators Project; a policy brief on performance based licensure, induction and sup-
port programs for new teachers; findings from research efforts examining the 
relationship between accountability systems and professional development; and a 
brief on a collaborative effort to study high performing schools in Texas will all be 
released in the coming months.  
 

For copies of the Center’s publications, email ContactUs@teachingquality.org. 

 
For more information about the work of the Center, contact John Denning, Associate 
Director, at jdenning@teachingquality.org 
 
Upcoming SECTQ Dates & Meetings: 
August 18-19–Meeting of Just For the Kids, Inc., Advisory Board; Dallas, TX 
August 20-21–NCTAF State Partnership Meeting; Washington, D.C. 
August 21–Meeting of the NC Principals’ Executive Program on “The Role of the 
Principal in Teacher Retention;” Chapel Hill 
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