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Policy Recommendations for Improving
Teacher Quality and Effectiveness 

The Importance of Quality Teachers 

Everyone knows that great teachers have an indelible impact on our 
lives – but recent research makes the nature and extent of this impact 
clearer than ever before.  Studies show that which school a student 
attends matters far less than which teachers he has within that school.1  
And having a high-quality teacher not only helps students make more 
substantial learning gains over the short term, but also tends to have a 
valuable, long-lasting impact on one’s educational attainment, income, 
health, and other aspects of life.2 Conversely, having an ineffective 
teacher for multiple years has devastating long-term effects.3 

Given what we now know about the importance of teacher quality, it is striking 
that current policies and practices have not kept pace with the growing body of 
knowledge. Requirements for teacher preparation remain too lax. And policies 
and practices governing evaluation, placement, compensation, promotion, and 
tenure continue to be largely based on credentials and years of experience 
rather than effectiveness. As a result, far too many students – particularly in 
high-poverty schools – continue to lack access to effective teachers,4 and they 
pay the consequences for the rest of their lives.

Since 1999, Houston A+ Challenge has worked with hundreds of 
teachers working in public schools across the greater Houston area. 
Through this body of work, we have developed an increasingly deep 
understanding of the impact of the teachers, and of the conditions that 
are most and least likely to foster their success. 

Consistent with its commitment to increasing post-secondary success 
for students across the greater Houston area, Houston A+ Challenge 
believes that policies and processes that determine how teachers are 
prepared, licensed, deployed, evaluated, developed and supported, and 
compensated need to be revamped so that the needs of students are 
first and foremost.5 Specifically, we recommend the following policy and 
strategic actions at the state, district, and school level to improve the 
quality of the teacher pool so that all Texas students will have access to 
the effective teachers they need to achieve post-secondary success and 
fulfill their potential. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations for State Leaders

1. Require greater rigor from teacher preparation 
programs and hold them accountable for the 
performance of their graduates. 

 Teacher education in the U.S. has been widely criticized for doing a 
weak job, on the whole, of preparing teachers for the demands of 
the role.6 Researchers conducting comparative studies often point 
out that most other countries (including the highest performers) are 
far more assertive on limiting the number of teachers who can enter 
the profession and ensuring teacher quality.

 Although many policymakers in the U.S. pay lip-service to increasing 
the rigor of teacher training, reform efforts have been sporadic. Here 

in Texas, more than 90 percent of educator preparation programs 
meet the state’s low accreditation standards,7 and as a result, far 
too many individuals who are minimally equipped to teach are able 
to enter the profession.8 To enhance the quality of the teaching 
force, A+ believes that teacher preparation programs should be 
required to be more discerning about who they admit and who they 
graduate, and should be held accountable for the performance of 
their graduates.

 At the “front end” of the preparation pipeline, we support a 
recommendation that many experts (including the National 
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education) have advocated: 
making admission to teacher preparation programs more selective.  
Moreover, we believe that admission should not be a guarantee; 
rather, there should be “gatekeeper” requirements along the way 
so that candidates have to demonstrate high levels of performance 
before being allowed to advance through the program.  A+ also 
embraces the recommendations of the National Council on Teacher 
Quality (NCTQ), which has proposed not only raising admissions 
standards for preparation programs, but also eradicating the cap 
on professional coursework; requiring candidates for the middle 
grades generalist certificate to take more courses and display solid 
knowledge of subjects they will teach; and adopting stand-alone 
licensing tests in reading and elementary math.9

 At the other end of the pipeline, A+ believes that Texas educator 
preparation programs (traditional and alternative) should be held 
accountable for the performance of their graduates. Senate Bill 174, 
passed by the 81st Legislature, raised accountability requirements 
for preparation programs10 but did not require student achievement 
data to be considered in accreditation.11 We urge Texas lawmakers 
to address this omission in the next legislative session. Perhaps most 
importantly, we believe that the state should evaluate the quality of 
teacher preparation programs based on student achievement data, 
“customer” feedback from school districts and charter management 
organizations, and other outcomes data. Based on these 
multifaceted data, programs should be classified into different levels 
(for example, ranging from “low performing” to “high quality”) – 
and this information should be published so that stakeholders can 
readily compare the quality of various preparation programs and 
hold providers accountable for improvement. 

2. Increase the rigor of licensing requirements for 
prospective teachers. 

 Most professions require prospective practitioners to pass a 
challenging test in order to become licensed. The teaching profession 
does not. In fact, very few test-takers fail to pass state teacher 
licensing exams because the cutoff scores are so low.12 Allowing 
large numbers of weak employees to enter the profession causes 
major problems down the road. As a leading researcher concluded: 
“Greater quality control at the beginning would remove most of the 
problems we now face in evaluating practicing teachers.”13
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 As a result of the passage of SB 174, Texas has begun to strengthen 
its teacher certification exams, appraisal of beginning teachers, and 
field supervision of first year teachers. In addition, A+ believes that 
licensing exam passing rates should be published for all teacher 
preparation programs, so that district leaders and the public at large 
can assess their quality. We also endorse NCTQ’s recommendations 
to require districts to evaluate teachers’ performance before their 
probationary status ends, and to consider teacher effectiveness data 
in determining eligibility for license renewal.   

3. Require districts to conduct annual teacher 
evaluations using multiple measures, including 
value-added student achievement data; also, 
provide a high-quality evaluation instrument and 
process for districts to use as a model.

 Currently, the vast majority of Texas school districts evaluate their 
teachers using the state-developed Professional Development 
and Appraisal System (PDAS).14 Yet TEA analyses show that this 
instrument does a poor job of differentiating teacher effectiveness; 
less than 4 percent of teachers are rated as less than “proficient” 
based on the PDAS, despite persistently low levels of student 
achievement.15 Furthermore, the PDAS is also very cumbersome to 
administer.16

 According to NCTQ, 24 states have revamped their teacher 
evaluation tools and processes in recent years to incorporate 
evidence of student learning; 14 have made student achievement 
and growth major criteria. Texas has done neither.17 Although the 
chairs of the Senate and House Education committees filed bills to 
reform teacher evaluation requirements in 2011 (via SB 4 and HB 
1587), neither bill survived. 

 Given the widespread lack of rigor among Texas educator 
preparation programs and the low bar set by the licensing exams, 
A+ believes that the state should require districts to conduct 
high-quality teacher evaluations that clearly distinguish between 
effective and ineffective educators and provide crucial feedback 
on performance. More specifically, the state should revamp the 
PDAS but leave districts free to use their own system instead. 
The new state instrument (and any locally developed alternative) 
should meet the criteria defined by The New Teacher Project: 
evaluations should be annual; expectations should be clear and 
rigorous; multiple ratings and measures should be included 
(including value-added student achievement data); and regular 
feedback should be required.18

4. End the uniform teacher salary schedule, so 
that school districts can determine their own 
compensation structure – and provide monetary 
incentives for districts to differentiate compensation 
based on effectiveness and other important criteria. 

 During the last legislative session, SB 8 put an end to “last-in-
first-out” requirements and gave school districts more flexibility 
regarding teacher contract renewals, furloughs, and salaries – but it 
left the standard salary schedule intact. A+ believes that, rather than 
require all districts in Texas to compensate teachers based on inputs 
such as degrees earned and years of experience, the state should 
let districts decide how to compensate their teachers, with only one 
stipulation: that they factor effectiveness into the compensation 
plan. A powerful way to effect this change would be for the TEA 
to provide monetary incentives; the District Awards for Teacher 
Excellence (DATE) program, which was severely cut by the 82nd 
Legislature, is an example of such an approach. 

 

Although compensation reform has been controversial in some places, 
surveys have found that newer teachers tend to be very receptive to the 
idea. Recommendations for policymakers to consider, based on survey 
findings, include:

• Target compensation reforms to beginning teachers, 
while making them optional for veteran teachers. An example 
would be allowing new teachers to opt into a compensation 
system that increases much more quickly than the standard salary 
schedule, based on performance. 

• Provide financial incentives to effective teachers to teach 
in high-poverty schools. This strategy is essential to attracting and 
retaining high-quality teachers in schools with the greatest needs. 

• Reward teachers based on a variety of measures, 
including test scores and principal evaluations.

• Reward teachers for assuming additional responsibilities 
such as mentoring teachers or assuming other valuable leadership roles. 

• Concurrent with differentiated compensation, strive to 
improve working conditions for teachers.19

5. Give school districts more flexibility, while still 
holding them accountable for results. 

 Texas lawmakers have given districts more control over staffing 
reductions and furloughs, and perhaps most significantly, stopped 
forcing them to adhere to “last-in-first-out” requirements. But 
districts need far more latitude (and creativity) in the area of 
staffing in general. One-size-fits-all rules governing class sizes and 
configurations ignore the opportunities afforded by technology 
as well as the variability in teacher quality. (For example, a highly 
effective teacher might be fine teaching a class of 25 students, while 
an ineffective teacher might struggle with a class of 16.) The core 
goal of policies pertaining to class size and instructional delivery 
should be to give districts maximum flexibility so that they can 
best leverage their effective teachers – for example, using blended 
learning approaches and other forms of innovation. 

 To put it simply, the days of prescribing a sole teacher standing in front 
of a room lecturing a fixed number of students for a fixed number of 
minutes in lock-step fashion must end. As a recent study observed: 
“The concept of a ‘generalist’ has been abolished from almost 
every profession . . . Teachers, though, are still expected to wear an 
inordinate number of hats. . . The net result of this system of staffing is 
that teachers are worked harder than necessary and devote a smaller 
amount of time than appropriate to honing their clinical practice.”20 
The study calls for overhauling staffing models and “unbundling” 
education, so that the role and function of teachers is changed from 
disseminators of information to facilitators of learning. In summary, 
districts need the freedom to adopt new staffing models – a change 
that is long overdue.

Recommendations for District Administrators & 
School Boards

1. Hire selectively. 

 Numerous studies show that teachers who were strong students 
themselves are more likely to be effective teachers. Still, many 
school districts continue to pay little attention to teachers’ academic 
qualifications. A+ believes it is imperative for district leaders and 
principals alike to systematically consider the academic caliber of 
prospective teachers as part of the hiring process. NCTQ specifically 
recommends that the following be used to assess prospective 
teachers’ academic qualifications: high school and college GPA 
(major and overall), rigor of courses taken, participation in AP 
courses (and AP scores), SAT or ACT scores, selectivity of college 
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attended, quality of writing samples, and raw score on the state 
licensing exam. NCTQ acknowledges that strong candidates do not 
always possess an excellent academic record, however; “the best 
guidance is to make sure that academic caliber is given appropriate 
weight and that other factors are not lost in the calculation.”21

2. Implement a high-quality process of evaluating 
teachers, and use the results to provide timely 
feedback to stakeholders.

 The Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project has demonstrated 
persuasively that the evaluation instruments used by most school 
districts are poorly suited to differentiating between the most and 
least effective educators and tend to ignore the “messy middle” 
that most teachers occupy.22 The failure to establish and implement 
rigorous evaluations is not only extremely detrimental to students 
but also thwarts effective teachers and diminishes the profession’s 
reputation. Therefore, as noted earlier, A+ believes that the state 
should create a high-quality “default” evaluation system, but 
allow districts to develop their own if they prefer. Ultimately, 
teacher effectiveness ratings based on value-added data must be 
accessible to principals so that they can take necessary actions to 
support underperforming teachers and intervene as needed. And 
aggregate teacher effectiveness data for each school, overall and 
by subject area, should be accessible to parents so that they can 
use the information to make informed choices about their children’s 
education.

3. Provide ample opportunities for all teachers to improve, 
and terminate those who are persistently ineffective. 

 Evaluating teachers in a sophisticated way is crucial but insufficient; 
districts must also use the results to make informed decisions about 
their human resources. The problems that characterize the current 
system can be grouped into three major categories. First, districts 
tend to lay off or lose many teachers who are effective. Second, 
they tend to do too little to develop teachers who are moderately 
ineffective. Third, they tend not to terminate teachers who are 
chronically ineffective. 

 According to the widely cited Widget Effect study, teacher layoff 
decisions are typically based on seniority rather than on effectiveness 
despite the fact that the latter would result in fewer layoff notices and 
would distribute the impact of layoffs much more equitably.23 Texas 
lawmakers addressed this problem with the passage of SB 8 during 
the last legislative session; now that the statute has been removed, it 
is up to districts to put good policy into practice. 

 At the same time, Texas (like other states) is struggling to retain its 
best teachers. Many who leave the profession each year could have 
become far more effective if they had received more and better 
support. Some districts have established high-quality induction 
and mentoring programs, but the state does not require this, and 
A+ believes that it should. Developing and retaining the top 90 
percent of our existing educator workforce (while also ensuring that 
incoming teachers receive the training and support they need) would 
do wonders to improve the state’s public education system. 

 Finally, once all teachers have been given ample opportunities to 
improve, those who continue to fall short of expectations should 
be removed from the teaching force. One study projected that 
replacing the bottom 5 to 10 percent of teachers with an average 
quality teacher would raise the achievement of U.S. students to at 
least that of high-performing nations such as Finland.24 It is easy 
to imagine how far Texas students could go, and how much better 
working conditions in schools would be, if district leaders took a firm 
approach to acting on evidence of chronic ineffectiveness.

4. Reward effective teachers. 

 As noted above, once the district’s teacher evaluation system 
has identified which teachers are most effective, it is important 
to reward success, as this is imperative to retaining high-quality 
teachers and inspiring others to elevate their performance. Options 
include providing higher salaries or bonuses for those who excel in 
educating students, or those who assume additional responsibilities 
such as mentoring other teachers or taking on leadership roles in 
their schools. 

Recommendations for School Leaders

1. Create a school culture that promotes retention of 
top teachers. 

 Many of the district policy recommendations listed above are also 
relevant to principals, who play a pivotal role in hiring, evaluating, 
supporting, developing, and rewarding effective teachers, as well as 
terminating those who are persistently ineffective. 

 A recent report from The New Teacher Project entitled The 
Irreplaceables makes this very clear by documenting public schools’ 
failure to retain the best teachers – those who are so effective 
at advancing student learning that they are nearly impossible to 
replace. The report persuasively shows that the best and worst 
teachers leave urban schools at similar rates because district and 
school leaders rarely make a concerted effort to retain their most 
effective teachers and fail to sufficiently differentiate actions 
based on teacher quality. “[Current] retention patterns stymie 
school turnaround efforts and prevent the teaching profession 
from earning the prestige it deserves,” the report concludes, and 
the resulting impact on students, teachers, and entire school 
communities is devastating.

 The Irreplaceables report and accompanying resources offer many 
recommendations for principals, including setting and constantly 
reinforcing high expectations for teachers (e.g., rallying teachers 
around goals and making it clear that “ineffective teaching is not an 
option”); recognizing excellence publicly and frequently, in meetings 
and by other means; “treating your irreplaceables like they are 
irreplaceable” (e.g., by giving them opportunities to develop their 
careers and expand their impact); urging highly effective teachers 
to continue teaching at the school, and asking what can be done to 
persuade them to stay; and “holding the line on good teaching” by 
providing ongoing feedback and support, and by refusing to tolerate 
ineffective teaching.25 By taking such concerted actions to identify, 
support, and retain effective teachers, principals can do a great deal 
to elevate the work of the school, with tremendous benefits for 
students and the school community as a whole. 

Conclusions
The state’s future depends on how well we educate our children, and 
our ability to do so will depend more on the quality of our teachers than 
on any other factor. Houston A+ Challenge believes that the policy and 
practice recommendations identified above would significantly improve 
the current and future Texas teaching force by changing how we prepare, 
license, evaluate, support, develop, and compensate teachers. In doing 
so, we will also be improving the conditions in which teachers teach as 
well as making the job more attractive – thus inspiring more qualified 
individuals to consider pursuing teaching as a rewarding career and 
motivating those who excel at this work to remain in the profession.
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Houston A+ Challenge’s mission is to serve as a catalyst 

for change in the public schools that educate nine of 

every ten children in our region, teaming with principals 

and teachers in targeted schools to ensure that every 

student is prepared for post-secondary success.
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