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What Every Governor Needs to Know: 

The “Top Ten” on Teacher and Teaching Quality 
 

Given the new research, the public opinion polls, and actions of many policymakers, it is safe to say that we 
have a clear consensus on the need to invest much more in teachers and teaching if we are going to dramatically 
improve public schooling in America. Below is a list of the most important messages on teacher and teaching 
quality revealing important research findings, critical issues, and promising trends. 

 
1. Research over the last decade has consistently shown the primary importance of a teacher’s 

knowledge and skill in predicting students’ achievement 1 — e.g., teacher quality is a better investment 
than many other options, including class size reduction.2 
 

2. The essential characteristics of effective teachers include subject matter (“what you know”) and 
specific teaching skills (“how you teach that knowledge to a group of diverse learners”). The National 
Board for Professional Teaching Standards uses an exemplary process to measure both knowledge and 
skills. Most states have some policy recognizing Board certification, but few fully utilize these 
accomplished teachers. 
 

3. Our nation’s most disadvantaged students are more likely to be taught by teachers who are not even 
minimally qualified — e.g., those with a standard license that reflects possession of basic content 
knowledge and teaching skills. Low-performing, often high-poverty, schools cannot retain a critical mass 
of veteran, well prepared teachers, leaving children in these schools to face a revolving door of 
substandard, inexperienced teachers.3 
 

4. The nation faces serious teacher shortages that can be alleviated in part by raising and targeting 
salaries, lowering new teacher turnover (by investing in quality induction programs), and creating 
specialized recruitment programs. For example, while thirty-five states cite special education as a top 
shortage area, just four have incentive programs working specifically to attract teachers of disabled 
children.4 
 

5. Higher teacher pay is important for teacher recruitment, but little evidence exists that signing 
bonuses alone will motivate teachers to go teach in our nation’s hardest-to-staff schools. Better 
working conditions, effective principal leadership, and special preparation for working with challenging 
students are key ingredients in a more comprehensive and effective recipe for staffing our toughest 
schools.5 
 

6. Alternative routes designed to attract “mid-career” teachers are a promising source of new teachers, 
but research has shown that they are more likely to stay if they have better training before they enter 
classrooms and more support on the job.6 
 

7. Current basic skills and subject matter tests for new teachers are insufficient to assess whether or not 
someone is highly qualified. To assess beginning teachers, states use over 600 different teacher tests, 
which are designed at best to measure a minimum level of basic skills and content knowledge.7 The best 
new teacher accountability systems contain more than just a single test. Connecticut has a model program 
in which novice teachers must pass a set of basic, content, and teaching performance assessments. The 
state’s teacher tests, which mirror somewhat how new architects are assessed and licensed, cost the state 



about $300 per candidate but are seen as a cost-effective tool given the state’s lower new teacher turnover 
rate and higher student achievement.8 
 

8. Well-crafted induction programs can improve teaching quality, help staunch the flow of novice 
teachers from the profession, and, in doing so, decrease the overall cost of recruiting, preparing, and 
developing teachers.9  New teachers who participate in an induction program are two times more likely to 
remain in teaching.10 Texas’ annual teacher turnover of 15.5% costs the state anywhere from $329 million 
to $2.1 billion, depending on the cost model used.11 
 

9. Current teachers have insufficient preparation and professional development in how to use student 
test data to improve learning, to develop and assess standards-based lessons consistent with more 
rigorous state accountability systems, and to work effectively with diverse students. For example, over 
40% of our nation’s teachers teach children with limited English proficiency (LEP), yet only 12% have had 
even eight hours of professional development to work with LEP students over the last three years.12 
 

10. State higher education and K-12 agencies do not have the internal capacity to assemble and report 
accurate data on teacher and teaching quality — e.g., information on turnover, out-of-field teaching, 
and access to effective professional development — as defined by the reauthorized ESEA. States need to 
evaluate what they know about quality teaching and how it is conveyed to policymakers, practitioners and 
the community at large. 
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For more information please contact: 
 

The Southeast Center for Teaching Quality 
PO Box 2688, Chapel Hill, NC 27515-2688 

(919) 843-9519 
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