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This paper is a first-person reflection on the implementation of one of the most comprehensive and wellfunded efforts to improve teacher effectiveness recently attempted in a public school district. Sam
Franklin led this effort in Pittsburgh Public Schools from 2010 through 2015. Today he is Executive
Resident and professor of education policy and leadership at Heinz College at Carnegie Mellon University.
He teamed up with Master’s candidate Caitlin Blair to share this reflection and interpretation, and its
implications for others interested in improving the effectiveness of educators in their school system.
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Author’s Note
Teachers are a school system’s most important asset. They make a lasting impact on students’ lives, and
are the number one school-based factor affecting student outcomes. From 2010 through 2015 I led a
broad and well-funded effort to improve teacher effectiveness in Pittsburgh Public Schools.
Getting to lead this massive change process was a dream come true for me. When it started, I had recently
opened a new school in Pittsburgh that I had started designing as a grad school project three years earlier.
Before that I had been a sixth grade teacher in Oakland, California public schools. I am also a public school
graduate myself, and the child of a couple of amazing educators.
All of these experiences had made the issue of teacher quality a personal one for me. I didn’t feel teachers
were being set up for success or treated like professionals. I didn’t see bad teaching being addressed, or
great teaching being appreciated enough. It seemed like school systems were treating teachers with onesize-fits-all policies when their skills and needs were so different from each other.
So, when the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation selected
Pittsburgh Public Schools as one of nine sites they would
fund to tackle this issue, I jumped at the chance to lead it,
even though I knew it would be a big and controversial
undertaking.
Pittsburgh would be a participant in one of the
Foundation’s largest education investments to date - at
least $500 million invested in plans to improve teacher
effectiveness 1 and in complementary research efforts 2 to
“learn about and catalyze the scaling of what works” to
improve teaching. Pittsburgh would receive $40 million to
implement the district’s plan called “Empowering
Effective Teachers in Pittsburgh Public Schools”. This plan
had been developed collaboratively by the school district
and teachers’ union with the help of experts including
McKinsey & Co. and Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.
To lead the implementation effort, I would head a new
office called the Office of Teacher Effectiveness. Our job
was to serve as the hub for carrying out the plan. This
meant facilitating, managing, and supporting district and
1
2

For five and half years I led
implementation of Pittsburgh Public
Schools’ Empowering Effective Teachers
plan. Here I am in my office and with
two PPS grads from the Class of 2014.
This
experience
changed
my
perspective on how school systems
should be working to improve teacher
quality.

Gates helps fund city teacher effectiveness project, Post-Gazette, November 2009
Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project
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union leaders, teachers, principals, policymakers, experts, contractors, and community partners to deliver
on the plan’s commitments with fidelity and rigor.
At times our office had 10 or 15 staff members managing up to 15 different projects. At other points in
the project we shrunk our team to less than five, moving staff into other departments to support timely
priorities and add capacity where it was needed. As implementation deepened, we moved from the
Superintendent’s Office to the Chief of Staff’s, then to the Deputy Superintendent’s, and eventually into
Human Resources where much of our work would be operationalized and sustained. Throughout, we
maintained responsibility for keeping every piece of the initiative moving, coordinating strategy, project
management, budget, fundraising, policy change, partnerships, communication, and facilitation.
I did this job for five and half years, and during that time experienced some great successes. We
accomplished changes that I still believe have the potential to improve the experiences of students in
Pittsburgh and potentially nationwide. At the same time, we experienced major setbacks and fell well
short of the outcome goals identified in the original plan. Along the way I started to see how shifts in the
strategy, changes in sequencing and prioritization, and adjustments to how we think about the problem
of teacher quality could save valuable resource, and lead to different and better results. I also learned a
lot about the process of managing change, and what it takes to successfully lead projects from start to
finish in challenging environments.
As a result of this experience, I have opinions about the features of a quality teacher evaluation system. I
have concerns and cautionary advice about pursuing some strategies like performance pay and new
teacher leadership roles that sound good on paper but may not be worthwhile in practice. I also have
some new ideas for the field that I believe have the potential to improve teaching quality.
In sharing this perspective, I first describe the work we did in Pittsburgh. I point out what I see as the best
parts of it, as well as the flaws with the theory we pursued. I identify some of the good ideas that in
retrospect I see as off-base or naïve, and I highlight areas where my own thinking has changed and why. I
also point out some seemingly small details that had a big impact.
I believe this perspective will be relevant beyond Pittsburgh. During the time we were pursuing this work
there was a national movement underway to promote similar policies. Millions of public and private
dollars were invested, and continue to fund efforts to address an issue that remains as important today
as it was then.
If you or your school system is interested in learning more about this or teaming up for an in-person
conversation, please contact me directly at samkfranklin@gmail.com.
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Introduction
In 2009 Pittsburgh Public Schools was in the midst of an ambitious reform effort under the leadership of
Superintendent Mark Roosevelt. Decades of decline had reduced the city school population from more
than 100,000 students at Pittsburgh’s industrial peak to just 25,000 students by 2005. Schools were
operating half empty, the district budget was stretched, student achievement lagged behind state
averages, and significant racial disparities existed across virtually all measures of student progress.
All this was happening at a time when Pittsburgh was reinventing itself as a hub for education, medicine,
and technology – a renaissance that continues to reshape the city as a rustbelt success story. But this
same change, while benefitting many,
was no different from the broader
economic story of our time;
opportunities accruing to those with
skills and education while those without
struggle to get ahead.
Taking over a district many perceived to
18
be at a crisis point, Superintendent
Roosevelt launched an ambitious
reform agenda called Excellence for All.
More than twenty schools were closed
and a few new ones were opened,
Exhibit 1. This screen grab from Pittsburgh Public Schools
taking the district from 88 schools down
website (captured 12/18/2016) shows the district’s student
population decline between 1936 and 2011.
to 66. There was a comprehensive
overhaul to district curriculum, and new
evaluation and performance pay plans for principals. Perhaps most notable of all was the introduction of
a scholarship program called The Pittsburgh Promise™. To this day, The Promise provides every high
school graduate from city schools up to $30,000 for college at any public or private school in Pennsylvania
so long as they met a minimum set of GPA and attendance criteria.
These changes impacted the 4,000 employees and 25,000 students and families that were part of the
school system, as well as the myriad of community partners, neighborhood groups, and city residents
whose taxes help fund the city schools. They generated controversy, forced hard decisions, and created
winners and losers. Some parts of the agenda were implemented better than others, with different
degrees of success and sustainability. The story of this entire reform effort is beyond the scope of what I
tackle here, but it creates an important backdrop for this reflection.
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As Excellence for All evolved, more attention shifted to the classroom, and specifically to teaching quality.
Mark had built a somewhat improbable 3 collaboration and friendship with John Tarka, president of the
Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers. 4 Together, the District and teachers’ union had surveyed teachers in
April 2009. Teachers had agreed with the need for change. They were clear that their evaluation process
hadn’t been providing helpful feedback, or accurately reflecting differences in performance they knew to
be true in their schools. 5
Like most school districts, teacher evaluation in Pittsburgh was a cursory process, amounting to little more
than a form, with four check-boxes and two performance categories: Satisfactory or Unsatisfactory. Based
in part on responding to this call from teachers, the district and union initiated a broad effort to improve
the classroom observation process even before the Gates Foundation was involved. In fact, it was this
work, the collaborative relationship that had been established between the district and union leadership,
and the track record of change over five years that attracted the Gates Foundation to invite Pittsburgh to
apply for one of its highly-competitive grants.
The invitation from the Gates Foundation to apply for a teacher effectiveness grant created an
opportunity for the district and union to build on this momentum by developing a more comprehensive
plan for improving teaching quality.
With the help of McKinsey & Co. and
Exhibit 2: School board members, district and union officials
sign grant agreement in 2009. Photo and headline from the
Mathematica Policy Research Inc.,
Pittsburgh Educator, Vol. 2, No.2, Fall 2009.
national staff from the American
Federation of Teachers and district
educators, the district and union
worked intensely to craft a plan that
all parties could get behind.
When Pittsburgh’s plan was selected
and awarded $40 million to be
distributed over six-and-a-half years
it was viewed by many as a big win
for the organization and the city,
providing an opportunity to tackle
some of the most challenging and
personal issues in education reform.

3

To hear them tell it, they couldn’t have been more skeptical of each other at first.

4

Forging a New Partnership: The Story of Teacher Union and School District Collaboration in Pittsburgh, Hamill, Sean, Aspen
Institute, June 2011
5 Less than 15% of teachers strongly agreed with the statement “Teacher evaluation in my building is rigorous and reveals what is
true about teachers’ practice.”
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The core idea driving the Empowering Effective Teachers 6 plan was that a district would accelerate
progress for students if it was able to unleash the power of its workforce, particularly its teachers. This
would require the capacity to treat teachers differently, in response to their actual skills and talents,
instead of as if they were all the same.

Theory of Action
The Empowering Effective Teachers plan laid out three strategic priorities:
1. Increasing the number of highly effective teachers by helping teachers improve, recognizing and
rewarding the effective teachers already in classrooms, improving the effectiveness of new hires, and
exiting those teachers who did not materially improve student learning.
2. Increasing the exposure of high-need students to highly effective teachers by offering teachers new,
high-impact roles that recognize and reward the importance of teaching high-needs students.
3. Ensuring all teachers work in learning environments that support their ability to be highly effective
by setting and reinforcing high standards for student behavior, providing wrap-around supports to
address student needs, and cultivating a strong teaching and learning environment in every school.
Foundational to achieving these priorities was establishing a shared way of measuring and responding to
differences in teacher performance. Thus, the plan committed to transforming the evaluation process
from the cursory process few found valuable to a robust one that at least came close to doing justice to
the complexity and importance of the job.
The new evaluation and growth process would incorporate observation of teaching by principals and
peers, analysis of teachers’ contributions to student growth, and (later) survey feedback from students.
This information would then be used in a variety of powerful ways. Most importantly, it would help
teachers improve by providing them more comprehensive and accurate feedback. They could use this
feedback to get better, with the help of peers and supervisors. At the same time the new information
would help change professional development to be more responsive to actual needs. Instead of a onesize-fits-all approach to training, professional development would become more tailored to individuals,
or aligned to consistent themes across groups of teachers.

6

Pittsburgh Public Schools, Empowering Effective Teachers Plan, July 2009
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In addition to helping teachers improve through feedback and training, information about teacher
performance would also be used to:
●
●
●
●
●

Empower effective teachers as leaders through recognition of their impact, increased autonomy,
and new promotional roles linked to effectiveness in the classroom;
Reward and recognize success through increased compensation;
Inform retention decisions, boosting the retention rates for highly effective teachers while ensuring
persistently low-performers improved or left the classroom;
Facilitate the equitable distribution of effective teachers to ensure high needs students
consistently experienced the benefits of great teaching; and
Boost the effectiveness of early-career teachers by making tenure a more meaningful milestone 7,
and informing recruitment priorities based on where the most effective teachers had been coming
from and the attributes that proved to be most critical for their success.
Exhibit 3. This graphic was used in
the final 2009 presentation to the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation
requesting funding for the
Empowering Effective Teachers plan.
It shows evaluation of teacher
performance at the center, with
resulting info being applied to
development, tenure, differentiation
of roles through promotion and
retention, reward, and recruitment.
All of this is surrounded by efforts to
help teachers reach higher levels of
performance through improvements
to the learning environment.

Our plan included a bold vision for improving the quality of new hires, and changing how new teachers
started their careers. Instead of being sprinkled out across every school and forced to jump directly into
the challenges of the first year of teaching, all new teachers would teach in one of just two schools for
their first year.
We would make two of our schools into “Teacher Academies”; schools where new teachers would work
alongside experienced, effective colleagues, developing their skills with the help of seasoned experts. This
would provide support for new employees while also making it possible to evaluate them in just two
buildings instead of fifty-four, raising the bar for teachers before they earned tenure. As a final benefit of
7

Teachers in Pennsylvania earn tenure after three years.
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this approach, the district would be able to hire both certified and non-certified teachers, because noncertified teachers would actually be able to gain their certification through the Teacher Academy program.
This was a way of expanding the talent pipeline to be able to hire the best of both certified and noncertified professionals.
Further, experienced teachers would have the opportunity to rotate through these Academies for four to
six-week professional learning sabbaticals to refresh their skills alongside some of the district’s top-talent
and experience the kind of deeper, extended professional development rarely possible today.
Finally, there was a recognition that the conditions in which teachers worked mattered. To maximize
teacher performance, we would make complementary improvements to the learning environments
teachers work in to help support their effectiveness. This would include providing better supports to
students, instilling college-readiness behaviors, and empowering teachers as leaders in creating positive
learning environments in their schools.
According to our theory of action, these changes would “shift the curve” of teacher performance. More
effective teachers would stay in the classroom, and expand their impact. Less effective teachers would
improve, or leave. The majority would get better, growing their practice in ways that mattered for
students. We would simultaneously “optimize the teacher supply” and “prioritize effective teachers for
high needs-students” to further maximize their impact.
Exhibit 4. This graphic represents the “shifting curve” we expected, and the actions we thought
would get us there. A similar theory of action is being employed in many other school systems
across the country. I believe the graphic was originally created by The New Teacher Project.
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Ultimately, improvements in the teaching workforce would validate the hypothesis suggested in the Gates
Foundation’s original Request for Proposals: that school systems that persist and succeed in this effort
“can achieve double-digit annual gains in student achievement and unprecedented improvements in
college-ready graduation rates.”

What happened
Based on this theory, we implemented changes that affected every teacher and school administrator in
the city, across every grade level, neighborhood, and subject area between 2010 and 2015. These changes
impacted everything from the technology educators use to the way they are on-boarded, observed, and
paid over the course of their careers.
The majority of the $40M 8 grant from the Gates Foundation was used for the contracts, project
management, communications, technology systems, research, design, planning committees, teacher
engagement and more that were required to develop and implement these new systems.
We raised an additional $40M, mostly from a federal Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) grant. This money was
primarily paid to teachers entering new promotional leadership roles or teaching in schools that achieved
extraordinary student growth. 9
Throughout, collaboration was a hallmark of our effort. A leadership team of teachers and school leaders
from every school served on a committee of more than 200 that convened regularly for over four years.
They gave up days of time to help design, and then train their colleagues, on new evaluation and feedback
tools and processes. Additional, smaller committees of educators dug into other aspects of the plan to
design new leadership roles, help shape efforts to improve teaching and learning environments, tackle
performance pay, and complete many other design challenges. Throughout, weekly steering committee
meetings brought together top union and district officials to work through concerns, share information,
and make decisions.
Sometimes disagreements were unresolvable and spilled over into the community and media. 10 But
overall, especially in the early years, work similar to that which caused significant public turmoil in other

8

Gates Foundation awards $40M to city schools, Post-Gazette, November 2009
of the money from both grants was ultimately unspent, as costs and teacher awards fell below their original projections.
Pittsburgh Public Schools to get less than $78M in announced grants, Post-Gazette, May 2015
10 Media Pittsburgh Teachers Won’t Change Layoffs by Seniority, Post Gazette, April 2012; State allows Pittsburgh to continue
using more rigorous teacher evaluations, Post-Gazette, July 2014; $40M Grant to Pittsburgh Public Schools May be In Jeopardy,
CBS Pittsburgh, January 2014, City teacher academy eliminated, Post-Gazette, June 2011, Gates Foundation backs city schools
“tough decision”, Post Gazette, June 2011
9Some
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cities was done with relative cooperation. 11 The District and union worked together with teachers on a
new collective bargaining agreement ratified by a 1,169 to 537 vote and approved 8-0 by the school
board. 12 This new contract enabled many of the strategies called for in our plan, including differentiation
of roles based on performance, recognition for schools and teams tied to student progress, and a new
salary schedule that linked effectiveness in the classroom to pay advancement and career earnings. 13

Exhibit 5. Collaboration was a hallmark of our work in
Pittsburgh. Here, groups of teachers, principals, union
officials, and district staff work together at various
stages of implementation to prioritize issues a larger
advisory council will address in ongoing efforts to
improve the teacher evaluation system.

My own photos.

11

Media: A Teachable Moment Pittsburgh Today, April 2015 , Pittsburgh initiative to laud teachers contrasts with national talk
Post-Gazette, Nov 2014, Pittsburgh teachers fare well in new rating system, Post-Gazette, June 2014, Head of AFT weighs in on
Pittsburgh teacher ratings Post-Gazette, June 2014
12With one abstention. Pittsburgh board, teachers OK pact, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 2010
13 Media: Merit pay for city’s teachers a large change Post Gazette, June 2010, Programs seek teacher pay system that works,
Post-Gazette, April 2011, Pittsburgh teachers’ pay schedule examined as contract talk begins, Post-Gazette, Jan 2015
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Six Specific Changes
1. A new teacher evaluation and growth system was put in place across all 54 city schools
We moved beyond the cursory evaluation process to one that produced comprehensive information
about teachers’ practice in the classroom as well as their impact on students’ learning experiences and
academic progress.
First, a new classroom observation system was put in
place across every school. It is called RISE 14 and is
based on Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for
Teaching. This established a common process for
observing teaching, giving feedback, and discussing
evidence related to teachers’ practice. By 2010, this
new system was in place and being used for teachers’
end-of-year ratings.
At the same time, additional measures were being
developed and tested. This included a measure of
teachers’ contribution to student growth developed in
partnership with Mathematica, and student surveys,
designed and administered in partnership with Tripod
Education. For three years, this information was
provided to teachers confidentially for their personal
use, and to gain feedback on how to make the
information more accurate and useful.

Exhibit 6. We worked together to create a
better way of viewing teaching. Three
measures of effectiveness were developed to
understand each teacher’s strengths and
contributions to student progress.

Credit for graphic to Pittsburgh Public Schools and Battelle for Kids.

In August 2013, we passed a major milestone when teachers received a no-stakes attached preview of
how the full evaluation system would work beginning the next year. Comprehensive “Educator
Effectiveness Reports” brought all of the evaluation data together to reach an overall performance level
based 50% on observation and 50% on student outcomes. This information was delivered to teachers
through a secure reporting system and aggregated to an overall score between 0 and 300. 15 To perform
at the Proficient level teachers needed to earn at least 150 out of 300 points. 16

14

RISE stands for Research-Based Inclusive System of Evaluation

15

Media: Teachers RISE to the occasion, Post-Gazette, March 2010, Pittsburgh students surveyed in teaching plan, Post-Gazette,
March 5, 2012, New teacher evaluation process set to begin in Pittsburgh Public Schools Post-Gazette, August 13, 2013, Pittsburgh
schools ready new evaluations Post-Gazette, April, 2014
16 While this may seem like a very low standard, the presence of multiple measures generally pulls people towards the middle
of the performance distribution since few people do well on everything or poorly on everything.
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While it wasn’t perfect, we created a
multifaceted system that assessed teachers’
skills and impacts and provided a whole new
body of quality information to support a variety
of applications.
2.
This growth and evaluation process was
used to help teachers improve

Credit for graphic to Pittsburgh Public Schools and Battelle for Kids.

The new evaluation and growth process itself
sought to help teachers improve in several ways.
First, there was the feedback that came through
the process. There was now a common language
and set of information showing strengths and
areas for growth.

When combined with student voice and student data, this feedback told a different story for every
educator. It showed situations where students felt cared for but not challenged, and others where the
teacher was struggling to create an environment conducive to learning. For some teachers it looked like
everything was working, or everything was broken. But for most teachers the information was more
nuanced, with clear strengths alongside some opportunities for improvement.
Of course, translating this feedback into action and changing teaching practice relied most heavily on the
teachers themselves. Some teachers were hungry for the information, while our login data showed us
that some teachers never even looked at their detailed student survey results.
Translating the feedback into action also relied on
quality coaching and guidance from supervisors
(usually the building principal) and others with a role
in observing teaching and guiding development. We
struggled as an organization to get on the same page
about how much training these supervisors should
receive to help them with the coaching process and
how prescriptive we should be about everything from
the teachers on their “caseload” to the frequency of
their observations. From beginning to end, some
principals and supervisors were better than others at
engaging in this process.

Exhibit 8. “Educator Effectiveness Reports”
replaced the old end-of-year evaluation form.
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A seeming bright spot in this area was the elevation of about 75 teacher leaders into a new instructional
coaching role. These “Instructional Teacher Leader IIs” or “ITL2s” added capacity in schools to conduct
observation cycles and partnered with a “caseload” of teachers to help them translate their feedback into
action. Unlike previous coaching roles, this new role kept
Exhibit 9. More than 15 different types
the ITL2s in the classroom for part of the day, releasing
of professional learning and support
them to work with peers for the other portion of their
opportunities were available to teachers
schedule. ITL2s had full access to their caseload’s
when they received their first full
evaluation results, and the observations they conducted
evaluation results in 2013. Still, the quality
and coherence of these resources was
contributed evidence to teachers’ end-of-year rating.
In addition to the personal ownership and the embedded
coaching built into the annual evaluation cycle, there was
also a significant amount of professional development,
support, and training available. Some of these resources
were new, like a new software platform with training
videos. Others, such as four annual district-wide
professional development days, were in place before. As
a result, when the first comprehensive Educator
Effectiveness Reports were released to teachers in 2013,
they were delivered with recommendations for accessing
more than 15 different kinds of professional learning and
support resources available in the district.

mixed, as was their alignment to the
feedback teachers were now receiving.

Credit for graphic to Pittsburgh Public Schools and Battelle for
Kids.

3. Teachers were promoted into new leadership roles.
Over 150 teachers were promoted into four new leadership roles linked to evidence of
effectiveness. 17 Each of these roles had its own added responsibilities and annual pay differentials
between $9,000 and $13,500. All required teachers to meet some performance standard, and succeed
in an application process, and three out of four kept teachers in the classroom with students part or
all of the day, while also expanding their leadership responsibilities. Some specifics:
•
•

About 75 ITL2s across more than 40 schools provided coaching and support to peers in their school
while still directly impacting students though classroom teaching.
Approximately 60 Promise Readiness Corps (PRC) educators concentrated mainly in three high
schools (now six) work with a team of teachers and staff to help students transition into high
school. They follow students through 9th and 10th grades and make sure they enter 11th grade on

17

Media: City teachers set to start new roles to be more effective Post-Gazette, April 2011, Program gets Pittsburgh students
ready for Promise Post-Gazette, April 2011, Programs seek teacher pay system that works Post-Gazette, April 2011, Pittsburgh
Public Schools teachers' task: Make schools safer Post-Gazette, August 2011, Pittsburgh Public Schools graduation rates show
improvement Post-Gazette, November 2014, Pittsburgh Public Schools program turns teachers into pupils Post-Gazette, January
2015, Keeping one foot in the classroom: Developing teacher leaders in Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, September 2015
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track for graduation. Teachers meet as a team every day, advise students in their cohort, and
“loop” with students from 9th to 10th
grade.
Exhibit 10. Leslie Perkins was one of about 75
teachers promoted into the Instructional Teacher
• Six Learning Environment Specialists
Leader II career ladder role based on her track record
(LESs) worked to improve teaching and
of highly effective teaching.
learning environments in the schools
with the greatest need. Three are placed
in a specific school, and three others
shared across multiple schools.
• About 40 Clinical Resident Instructors
(CRIs) were hired to staff The Teacher
Academy in two schools. There, they
would teach their own classes part of
the day while mentoring the new
teachers who would all be entering the
Photo credit to Pittsburgh Public Schools.
profession through one of these two
schools.
4. Performance pay programs rewarded student progress
Several performance-based compensation programs were introduced that (we thought) took into account
lessons learned from previous attempts at payfor-performance in Pittsburgh and in other
Exhibit 11. Students at Pittsburgh Conroy pose
18
during their school’s STAR celebrating their school’s
districts. Instead of an end-of-year bonus
progress with District, union and school leaders.
based approach these programs focused on
group-based awards that rewarded teams and
schools.
One of these team-based rewards programs
was called STAR (Students and Teachers
Achieving Results). STAR awards were paid to
the entire staff at schools whose contributions
to student growth placed them among the top
25% of schools in the state. Teachers at schools
performing in the top 15% of the state earned
$6000 awards, while those at schools between

18

A 2007 RAND corporation evaluation of a performance based pay pilot program in New York City found that, for this design,
the
program
had
no
effect
on
student
success
and
no
impact
on
teacher’s
behaviors
http://www.rand.org/capabilities/solutions/evaluating-the-effectiveness-of-teacher-pay-for-performance.html. An additional
report with similar findings http://www.nber.org/papers/w16850.pdf
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16 and 25% earned smaller bonuses. Paraprofessionals and technical/clerical personnel also earned
awards. By November 2015 the District had recognized 16 STAR schools and rewarded staff at these
schools with a total of more than $3.7 million.
Another rewards program was connected to the Promise-Readiness Corps role introduced above. The idea
was that the team of teachers would shepherd students through the critical transition to high school and
ensure they reached 11th grade on track for graduation. Teams could earn bonuses of up $20,000 per
person based on the success of their student cohort. By 2015 this program had paid more than $700,000
to PPS teachers with an average award of around $3,000.
In addition to these team-based approaches, we also developed a new salary schedule that linked
career earnings to performance. The new schedule was part of the district’s 2010 collective bargaining
agreement with the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers, and only applied to teachers hired after June
2010 19. It maintained many of the features of a traditional educators’ salary schedule, guaranteeing
modest pay increases with each additional year of experience. But in this schedule, teachers could move
into higher lanes based their effectiveness. 20
For the first time, teachers could access higher salary levels based on their performance instead of their
credit attainment or other factors that have shown little relationship to student success. By 2015, more
than 400 teachers were working on this new schedule.

Exhibit 12. The salary schedule below was included in Pittsburgh Public Schools’ 2010 collective bargaining
agreement with the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers. It preserves features of a traditional schedule while
linking earnings to performance. Notice that after steps 4, 7, and 10 teachers can continue in the same
“lane”, or move into higher lanes based on their performance on multiple measures over multiple years. This
schedule applies to teachers hired after June 2010. Image from PPS/PFT Collective Bargaining Agreement.

19
20

Meaning that the teachers who voted for this contract would not actually be subject to the new schedule.

“Lanes” is the term for the four vertical columns in the schedule each representing a higher levels of compensation.
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5. Ineffective teaching was addressed in a way that had not been done in the past.
Sometimes it is said that it is virtually impossible to dismiss a tenured teacher. But by putting in place
some basic supports from central office, consistent tools to administer the improvement plan process,
independent third-party observations of teachers working on improvement plans, regular
communication, and careful tracking of each case the district was able to significantly increase the degree
to which ineffective teaching was addressed, help many teachers improve, and ensure ineffective
teachers did not remain in the classroom.
Each year Human Resources helped principals manage an average of about 115 improvement plans for
low performing teachers. Approximately half of these teachers ultimately improved through this process,
while half left the system through resignation, retirement, or dismissal.
In Pennsylvania, one unsatisfactory rating is required to dismiss a pre-tenure teacher, and two consecutive
unsatisfactory ratings are required to dismiss a tenured teacher. With a consistent process, most cases
did not have to go so far as dismissal as many struggling teachers chose to resign or retire on their own.
The chart below shows the improvement plans managed each year and their result. For the majority of
time only the observation component of the evaluation system was used. The other measures did not
factor into the process. It is worth noting in the chart below that the number of improvement plans
decreased significantly in 2013-14 when the entire multiple measures evaluation system was in use.21
Exhibit 13. Employee Improvement Plan data. The chart shows the number of improvement plans
managed each year and the result of each. Since two consecutive unsatisfactory ratings are
required to dismiss a tenured teacher the same teacher may be part of the data set in consecutive
years. From 2009-13 only the observation process was used to address ineffective teaching. 201314 is the first year the process switched to be based on the full system of multiple measures.

21

Data chart is from Pittsburgh Public School Fall 2014 Sustainability Progress Plans, November 2014
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There is some irony here in the fact that once the multiple measures system was in place (in 2013-14) the
number of teachers working on improvement plans actually decreased by more than half. Under the
observation-only system, being placed in the improvement plan process was strictly up to the principal
based on their assessment of practice. Once the full system was in place, a formula was used to combine
principal observation (50%), student growth data (30%), student feedback (15%), and school level results
(5%) to reach an overall score for every teacher. Teachers who performed below 150 out of 300 points
were automatically required to start an improvement plan in the subsequent year. The results, and how
they changed over time, are covered in detail below. Suffice to say here that few teachers performed
below this standard. The result was that ineffective teaching was actually less likely to be addressed once
the full new evaluation system was in place than during the first four years of implementation.
6. Recognition of differences in teacher performance became more accepted within the organization.
It became normal for principals, assistant superintendents,
teachers, and union officials to talk about “distinguished”
teaching and “distinguished teachers”. Teacher leaders
began organizing teacher-led conferences to raise their
voices and spread best practices. The percent of educators
reporting autonomy to make decisions about instructional
delivery nearly doubled from 38% in 2010 to 70% in 2014. 22

Exhibit 14. Invitations to annual Teachers
Matter celebration.

As the organization started to become more comfortable
with differences in teacher performance, an annual
“Teachers Matter week” was started to celebrate the
teaching profession. The week culminated in a public gala
complete with an awards ceremony honoring the
educators who performed at the highest level. In
November 2014 400 teachers were honored. One teacher
said that, “Receiving the award was great because it allowed me to feel like my work was valued. It was
also quite inspiring in that it sparked even more desire for me to be the best at my job.”
•

•

22

An annual Elevating and Celebrating Effective Teaching and Teachers (ECET2) conference was fully
organized and led by district teachers. Teacher gave the keynote speeches, celebrated each other’s
progress, led workshops, and challenged each other to do better. They stayed in a nice hotel and
experienced what other professionals do when they attend an important conference.
To some degree, the voices of effective teachers were raised within in the organization. When new
committees were formed or events held in which teachers were presenting there was an effort to
make sure distinguished performers were represented.

Pittsburgh Teaching and Learning Conditions Survey Research Brief, Spring 2014
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Teachers Matter week brought community leaders
Exhibit 15. 115 “kudos notes” ready to be
into schools to appreciate teachers, included posters
sent
tocaptured
PPS from
teachers.
Image
Twitter.
in schools and appreciation postcards from students
and parents. It culminated in a gala23 that featured
music, food and drinks, gallery events, and an upscale
dress code to celebrate the teaching profession in the
city. Before this event, an awards ceremony
recognized teachers who reached the highest levels of
performance the prior school year.
STAR Schools celebrations invited the community in to
celebrate schools that were achieving extraordinary
student growth. In our work, this was linked to
significant bonuses paid to staff in these schools, but
the celebrations were inspiring and fun and could be
done with or without connection to a monetary
award.
A monthly Teachers Matter newsletter highlighted
teachers’ innovations in the classroom, and “kudos
notes” allowed teachers to recognize a colleague for something they are doing well.

Setbacks and struggles
Over the course of implementation, many of the projects in our plan were compromised. In some cases,
their scale was reduced, or their timeline altered. In other cases, we struggled to shape a clear and
consistent strategy that the organization could embrace and understand. In rare cases an initiative was
cancelled entirely or completely blocked by policy barriers that we were unable to remove.
1. The Teacher Academy was eliminated completely, limiting change to hiring and onboarding
By June 2011 we had entirely re-staffed two schools to become the Teacher Academies, and they were
poised to open in late August. These were the schools where all new teachers would hone their craft, be
supported, evaluated, and in some cases certified, significantly changing how new teachers enter the
organization.
42 effective teachers had been hired to anchor the staffs at these two schools as “Clinical Resident
Instructors”, responsible for working with the new teachers. The first cohort of 38 new Academy teachers
had also been selected from a national applicant pool.

23

At the Carnegie Science Center in 2014 and the Andy Warhol museum in 2015
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But the District’s financial condition had worsened based on decreased revenues and statewide budget
cuts. It became clear that teacher furloughs were inevitable. Because furloughs are based solely on
seniority under the Collective Bargaining Agreement, the new teachers, trained through the Academy,
would be the first to be furloughed when reductions occurred. After extensive investment in their training,
many would never get a chance to make the impact on students we anticipated.
The district and union were unable to reach an
agreement to protect these new teachers from
seniority-based workforce reductions, so the
Superintendent made the difficult call to cancel
the program rather than incurring the costs
when the potential impact had already been
compromised. 24

Exhibit 16. Post-Gazette headline reporting elimination
of teacher academy. The photo is from a different P-G
news story showing Pittsburgh King students, one of the
two schools we had restaffed to become one of the
Academies.

All of the offers to the newly admitted residents
were cancelled just five weeks before the
Academies were scheduled to open.25 We kept
the new staffs at the two schools intact and
attempted to refocus the leadership of the
Clinical Resident Instructors toward other
responsibilities. But their revised roles were not
clear and the program was dissolved three
years later after the completion of their term.
When the Academies were cancelled, the
district worked with the Gates Foundation and
union leadership to repurpose money that
would have been dedicated to The Teacher Academy. Some of it was disbursed into a variety of smaller
projects, including efforts to strengthen the training and consistency of principals and teachers conducting
classroom observations. A big chunk was utilized for a district-level strategic planning or “envisioning”
process. Some was never used.
The impact of this setback was significant. Most directly, it was a major loss in the effort to improving
hiring and support new teachers entering the profession. We were never able to recover from this, and
though we later tried (and failed) to bring in Teach for America as a backup plan to the full Academy
model, the improvements we were ultimately able to make to hiring and recruitment were marginal.

24

District Eliminates Teacher Academy, June 1, 2010 Press Release
teacher academy eliminated, Paula Reed Ward, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 2, 2011

25City
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More than just the direct loss of this new approach, the Academies also would have been the most
tangible and easy to visualize manifestation of the entire project. Principals across the district would have
seen a tangible change in how talent was being attracted to and onboarded into the organization,
experienced teachers would have had access to better training experiences and opportunities to refresh
and learn throughout their careers, and the community would have seen a more obvious manifestation
of the investment in teacher quality. I still regret that I didn’t fight harder to preserve this part of the plan.
We were still able to make some improvements to the tenure process, but even this was affected by the
loss of the Academy. Teachers in Pennsylvania earn tenure after three years of teaching with satisfactory
ratings. The biggest idea that would have revolutionized the experience of new teachers was The Teacher
Academy. Still, we were able to make some improvements. Similar to addressing ineffective teaching, just
putting basic tools and systems for tracking teachers path to tenure and dedicating staff time to working
with principals and teachers in the process helped establish a basic level of rigor.
For a variety of reasons (e.g. pre-tenure teachers often move schools, bring credit with them from another
district) principals and even teachers were often unaware of where they stood on the path to tenure.
Human Resources dedicated capacity to communicating this information, supported principals with tools
and encouragement to follow each case, and provided third-party observations of all pre-tenure teachers
to ensure consistent sets of eyes across the system. To convey the importance of earning tenure, we
connected it to recognition and increased compensation. Teachers reaching the tenure milestone were
invited to a Board meeting for in-person appreciation, and the new salary schedule included a $6000
compensation increase between years three and four.
2. The teaching and learning environment strategy was never clear or consistent.
One of the three strategic priorities of the plan was to improve teaching and learning environments in
schools. This was a piece of the plan pushed hard by the teacher’s union, who understandably felt like
commensurate efforts had to be made to create favorable conditions for teachers to succeed in. It was
included in the plan as a priority but with less detail than some of the other pieces. Through fits and starts,
two different bodies of work eventually emerged. One was school-based, involving teachers from every
school. The second was a body of district-led projects focused on better supporting high-needs students,
and empowering student leaders to help shape positive environments in their schools.
Soon after implementation started, we convened a large committee of two teachers from every school.
They were paid a stipend to serve as “Teaching and Learning Environment Liaisons”. Their job was to help
shape this district-wide strategy while helping their own schools facilitate whatever changes were
decided. But listening to these sessions, it soon became clear that schools had different needs and ideas
of what the priorities should be.
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Each school was allowed some flexibility to craft its own plan for improvement based on its own needs.
To support this process, an annual “teaching and working conditions survey” 26 was administered to elicit
feedback from teachers about school leadership, how student conduct is managed in their school, teacher
leadership, professional development, use of time, facilities and resources, community involvement, and
instructional practices and support.
This survey was administered each year with high response rates (over 90% of all educators). A consultant
was contracted to help support schools in translating the results into action. A methodology was
developed for combining the results to determine whether a school met the standard of achieving positive
teaching conditions. Schools that showed the most improvement were highlighted, their practices shared
through internal case studies.
At the same time, the District pursued some districtExhibit 17. The We Promise program provides
wide projects, some supported with Gates funds and
mentorship to black male students. (Photo from
others by local foundations. One of these programs
didn’t get off the ground until late into the
implementation effort, but it is one I believe is
worthwhile. The Student Envoy project trains
students as leaders in creating positive cultures in
their schools. A second is called We Promise, and is a
mentoring and student leadership effort launched in
2012 targeting African American male high school
students who are just below the GPA and attendance
criteria needed for The Pittsburgh Promise
scholarship. We Promise pulls participating students
together for training sessions throughout the school year, creating a cohort, and connecting each student
with structured group mentoring in between sessions. It served more than 300 students in grades 10-12.
One of the new teacher leadership roles, the Learning Environment Specialist, was also focused in this
area. Their added capacity and expertise in creating positive classroom environments was deployed to the
schools that had the greatest need for improvement.
While this body of work may sound somewhat clear in retrospect, it came together through fits and starts
and never had much coherence. It drifted from its original focus on student conduct and the “behaviors
and habits required for success in post-secondary education and in the workplace”. I think this drift was
due at least in part to different philosophies within management and between management and labor
about responsibility for student behavior and the best way to improve it.

26

Developed by The New Teacher Center and included in the Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) research project
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As a result, there was never consensus about what exactly was part of this effort and what wasn’t. Most
district employees would recognize the teaching conditions survey and the work of the Equity office, but
they probably wouldn’t associate them with a larger campaign to make the district a better place to teach
and learn or know they were supported at least in part by Gates funding the same way they would the
teacher evaluation system. There remained inconsistency across schools in the way students and teachers
experienced their learning conditions and, despite some bright spots, there was never a unified approach
to addressing this with clear roles and responsibilities.
3. Professional development was hard to change and improve.
Significant resources were invested every year on teacher support and development. An internal review
conducted in 2015 found that the District was spending more than $34 million a year in this area. This
included school-based coaching and support, central office staff, reduced teaching schedules, outside
consultants brought in for a variety of trainings, and software and online resources.
Despite the many resources available, the challenge of improving “support” and professional
development was a continuous discussion throughout the entire initiative. Committees of teachers
engaged, numerous feedback sessions happened, a “PD Audit” was conducted by an outside organization
called Learning Forward. But there never ceased to be extensive internal wrangling, and a lack of clarity
about what mattered most in this area, or even what we meant by “support”. Ultimately, it seemed like
much less changed than you might expect with so much concern and attention to the issue.
Exacerbating this challenge was the fact that we delivered extensive training about how the new
evaluation tools worked. Since the system would be affecting teachers’ careers, and providing information
that they could use to guide their own development, it was important that teachers understood the
process. So a significant amount of professional development time was spent training the organization on
how the process worked, as opposed to how to improve in specific areas identified as deficient. From our
perspective it was prerequisite, and only fair to make sure each teacher in the organization understood
changes that affected them. But I wonder what the affect would have been had we done less training and
engagement in the development and roll-out of the system, moved more quickly on that part, and turned
more attention to using the actual results.
Once again the loss of the Teacher Academies hurt in this area as well, as it eliminated the plan for
experienced teachers rotating through immersive experiences that would undoubtedly have been more
meaningful then the sporadic training that usually fits piecemeal into a teacher’s school year.
In the end though I am skeptical about the prospect of school districts improving professional
development at scale and with enough rigor to meaningfully shift the effectiveness of the workforce, an
idea I will come back to later on.
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4. The size and scope of new leadership roles was compromised.
The new “Career Ladder” leadership roles received positive feedback from teachers, and some showed
positive impact on students. 27 But every one of the roles also went through a significant evolution. Not a
single one was introduced without a change in scope, scale or timing. A fifth role, Turnaround Teacher,
we never launched at all.
•

•

•

•

The Instructional Teacher Leader II was introduced in 2012-2013, two years later than originally
planned in high schools and one year later in K-8s. It maintained the highest standard of performance
of any new leadership role but also narrowed its scope, eliminating an original component that
involved observing and contributing to the summative evaluation rating of teachers in other schools.
The Promise-Readiness Corps was originally planned to be in eight high-needs high schools, but a
combination of school closings and trouble attracting enough qualified teachers to pursue the role in
certain schools meant that by 2012-13 the program was in only three high schools.
The Learning Environment Specialist role ended up being designed as one that was out of the
classroom full-time. In part because of this, fewer roles were offered, with some focusing only in one
high-needs school and others supporting multiple schools at the same time.
The Clinical Resident Instructor role only lasted one term and was ultimately discontinued when The
Teacher Academy program was eliminated (see below).

Many of these changes happened because the original plan overestimated the number of teachers who
would meet the performance standard for these roles and also be interested in pursuing one, while
simultaneously underestimating the amount of capacity it would take to effectively introduce a new job
into the organization. Another part of the original vision for these roles was that they would facilitate the
movement of effective teachers towards the schools and students in the greatest need. This didn’t really
end up being the case either for a variety of reasons elaborated on below.
5. School management, principals, and central office
The tension between school management and the rest of the central office working on the reform
initiatives was another struggle. Assistant Superintendents are the district executives who supervise
principals. They usually report to the Deputy Superintendent of Schools, who is the number two leader in
the organization. Meanwhile, other departments such as Human Resources, Technology, and the office
of the Chief Academic Officer report to the Superintendent and the leaders comprise part of what is called
the Superintendent’s Cabinet.

27

Evaluation Brief on the Promise-Readiness Corps, Westat
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There was a persistent tension between the Assistant Superintendents, who work directly with principals
and deal with the day-to-day challenges that arise in schools, and the rest of the leadership team
overseeing the reform effort.
Decisions guiding and governing the work were made by a Steering Committee of district executives and
top union officials. There was a constant catch-22 between having the Assistant Superintendents, key
organizational leaders who supervise all district principals, at the table for meetings with Cabinet and the
Steering Committee versus out in schools providing support and supervision. If they were in meetings they
felt frustrated not to be in schools. If they were in schools they felt like they weren’t included in the
decisions that affected them, and less bought in to the change. The Assistant Superintendents are a key
conduit of information to principals, and having them on the fence about the work or not fully up to speed
on key details was a tough challenge to navigate.
There was a similar struggle with principals. Recognizing how much principals have on their plates, a part
of the vision for this work in the long run was to unleash the power of the teaching workforce, expanding
leadership within the organization to teacher leaders in a way that could actually reduce the reliance on
the principal as having to be such a jack-of-all-trades. But this proved to be a fantasy. Principals are
inevitably on the frontlines of any change effort and parents trust and listen to principals more than
anyone from central office.
The genuine empowerment of teacher voice and the teacher’s union in committee processes could
sometimes have the unintended side effect of marginalizing principals and their supervisors – leaving
them feeling like their power was being diminished and that decisions were being made in the interest of
teachers first and students second. In retrospect, placing the majority of principals more centrally in the
work from the beginning, and empowering them as leaders in the effort might have pushed the work
down a different and more positive path. On the other hand, a small group of principals who implemented
the work poorly and sometimes outright undermined it did not seem to be held accountable – an issue
that contributed to tension between the district and union and the tensions within central office.

Shifting context
Through all of this, the political and organizational landscape shifted significantly. Important changes in
everything from state policy to the superintendent, union president, and school board influenced the way
the plan was implemented.
Executive Leadership
About a year into implementation, superintendent Mark Roosevelt left the District after five years. Six
months later, in June 2011 his counterpart at the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers, John Tarka retired.
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They had built a partnership and friendship that had made the work possible. They passed on leadership
to their deputies. Dr. Linda Lane took over as Superintendent and Nina Esposito Visgitis as president.
By 2014, four years into implementation, almost every top leadership role in the organization had gone
through a transition. Eight district leaders left during the 2013 year alone. This included the Chief Financial
Officer, Chief of Research, Assessment and Accountability, the Chief of Staff and the Deputy
Superintendent. 28 By May 2014 there was an almost entirely different executive cabinet than the one that
had launched the work four years earlier. Other than myself, only the Chief of Human Resources (who had
been one of the main architects and leaders of the work) remained. 29
Elected school board
The makeup of the school board also changed from the one that signed their commitment to the work of
Empowering Effective Teachers in 2009. The board seated in January 2016 had only one of the nine
members that was there at the start. Not only had its members changed but so had their perspective. By
the end of 2013 the board had three former district teachers, and one retired district principal and were
“taking a new reform tact”. 30 One of their first actions was to overturn a contract we had put in place with
Teach for America to help the district select and train up to 30 new teachers for hard-to-staff grades and
subject areas – a plan we had only resorted to as backup after The Teacher Academy was closed.
State policy
The state of Pennsylvania, like many other states, had been pursuing changes to educator evaluation
statewide at the same time we were implementing our new teacher evaluation system. This resulted in
changes to state law in the summer of 2012 that would take effect for the 2013-14 school year. The new
law required districts across Pennsylvania to evaluate educators 50% on their practice and 50% on the
outcomes they achieved with students. This was helpful for us, as up to this point it was not possible for
us to use measures other than observation in teacher ratings.
But the law also included a lot of details about how this should work, many of which were different from
the way our system was designed. This became a major risk point and vulnerability that opponents of our
system seized on, and would have significant consequences. For the most part, after a tenuous period of
back and forth, we were successful at gaining approval for our locally developed system. But starting in
2014 we incorporated one of the features of the statewide process – a measure called Student Learning
Objectives. This measure counted as 30% of the rating for teachers in non-tested grades and subject areas.
As I will address later, it ended up having a big impact on the stability and quality of our process.

28
29
30

Pittsburgh Public Schools board accepts resignation of “envisioning” lead, Chute, August 2013
By this point I was no longer on the executive cabinet myself as our team was deep into the operations of the new programs

Pittsburgh school board drops $750,000 Teach for America contract, Strauss, December 2013
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Downsizing
The organization also continued to face tough decisions forced by decades of enrollment decline. Twentytwo schools had closed between 2005 and 2009, and more closings were necessary. Between 2009 and
2012, twelve more schools closed, reducing the number from 66 to 54. Workforce reductions eliminated
217 central office positions in June 2011 31 and furloughed 280 school-based employees in July 2012 32.
By the time of the 2012 reductions, community leaders were becoming aware of the progress the district
was making on teacher evaluation. Many wanted performance to be considered as a factor when deciding
which teachers would be retained. A coalition of community groups started to organize to pressure the
district and union to change the layoff process from one based only on seniority. They held rallies 33 and
sent more than 1,500 postcards and emails.
Superintendent Lane agreed that performance should be a factor considered when making the reductions,
and sought recourse from the union to be able to do so. But we were not successful in this effort. Layoffs
were made only on seniority, forcing us to let go of fourteen teachers in the top 15% of effectiveness
district-wide. 34
Partnership with teachers’ union
We continued to work together with union leaders from start to finish, but there was increasing strain as
implementation deepened. There were four big disagreements that were not reconcilable.
•
•

•

•

The first was related to The Teacher Academy and the district’s desire to protect the new teachers
coming through this process from furloughs based solely on seniority.
The second was also related to seniority and workforce reductions. The district wanted to
consider performance as well as experience when issuing furloughs in 2012, and the union wanted
to continue to make workforce reductions based solely on seniority.
The third was the standard for performance established for the new evaluation system. The
national and local union and their allies exerted significant pressure on the Superintendent to
lower the established threshold for Satisfactory performance in the new evaluation system below
the established standard of 139 out of 300 points.
Finally, the fourth was the district’s decision to contract with Teach for America to recruit, select,
and support up to 30 new teachers per year in hard-to-staff schools, grades, and subject areas.
This contract was passed, then reversed by a newly seated Board before it could take effect.

31

Pittsburgh Schools cut 147 nonteaching staff, Weigand, June 2011
Pittsburgh Public Schools board Oks 280 layoffs, Chute, July 2012
33 Rally urges keeping teachers based on ability, not seniority, May 16, 2012
34 19 teachers in the bottom 15% of effectiveness were also furloughed. We consistently found no significant correlation between
seniority and effectiveness. There were highly effective and ineffective teachers at all levels of experience.
32
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The union waged aggressive campaigns on these issues through mailings, calls, and rallies aided by
guidance, support, and resources from its national parent organization. In three of the four cases the
union prevailed. The performance standard was the only one where district was able to move forward
with its desired policy.
These disagreements of course had direct effects on the policy issue at hand, but they also had broader
impact, straining trust, and putting teachers in between the two parties. Whereas teachers were getting
consistent messages and support from both parties in the early stages, eventually they were often getting
competing or least overlapping but inconsistent messages from the district and the union.
District vision and strategy
Our management team struggled, especially in later years, to place this human capital work within a
broader vision for the future. Effective educators are one essential ingredient for improving schools, but
they must work in schools that are well-designed, utilize high-quality curriculum that is deep and rigorous,
and have access to appropriate support for students with particularly unique needs.
When we started implementing the Empowering Effective Teachers plan it felt like it was one pillar of the
district’s broader Excellence for All agenda. Gradually, as the work deepened and consumed more time
and resources it started to feel like it was the district’s reform strategy. Dr. Lane recognized the need to
refresh this overall vision, and an “envisioning” process was launched in 2012. It lasted from November
2012 to November 2013, and was supported in part by money from The Teacher Academy that never got
off the ground. The result was the Whole Child, Whole Community plan.
But in retrospect, the timing of this process wasn’t good. There were leadership transitions happening,
significant organizational capacity too consumed with the peak of the human capital reforms to engage
deeply, and trust between key partners strained by recent disagreements and difficult downsizing. The
community seemed fatigued after seven plus years of change and their engagement seemed tepid, with
the exception of some advocacy groups that had been galvanized against the district during the school
closings and by that point would have opposed almost any plan with the District’s name on it. The
priorities of the Board of Directors were changing as new members were elected, and leading this kind of
process wasn’t the strength of the new leadership team. In short, most of the conditions necessary for
the success of a strategic planning process were missing.

The Results
Despite these setbacks and struggles, and challenging shifts in context, there was evidence of positive
results in at least four areas:
1. There was some positive student progress;
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2. Teacher quality improved;
3. Teachers had diverse perspectives throughout; and
4. Teacher feedback about their working conditions improved.
While these top-line results all sound encouraging, the gains were incremental. There was nothing close
to the double-digit growth in student achievement predicted at the outset. Nor did we keep pace with the
impact gains necessary to ensure over 80% of all students perform at advanced levels on state tests by
2021 – one of the plan’s milestones on the path towards over 80% of PPS grads completing a postsecondary degree or workforce certification.
We can only make short term observations now, but we can fairly conclude that any positive progress in
terms of outcomes was of the incremental rather than the transformational variety. Further, it is difficult
if not impossible to know (at least at this point) the extent to which the positive impact that is evident is
directly attributable to these particular reforms.
1. There was some positive student progress:
●
●

●

●

Graduation rates increased from 65% in 2009 to 71% in 2014. 35
The percent of graduating seniors eligible to take advantage of the Pittsburgh Promise® (2.5 GPA
or higher and 90% attendance or higher) increased since 2007-08, from 53% to 60%. When looking
at all African American male students, Promise eligibility rates increased more significantly from
18% in 2012 to 39% in 2015. 36
In 2010-11 just 15 PPS schools achieved student growth above the state average. By 2013-14 this
number had grown to 25. 37 There were also significant decreases in student suspensions (38%
decrease from 2011-12 to 2014-15), and increases in the number of AP exams that earned
qualifying scores (a 59% increase since 2008-09) 38.
The state testing portfolio had changed by 2014-15, making it difficult to compare results, but
prior years’ progress was incremental, and mixed across grade levels and subjects.

These changes are encouraging, and positive, but far short of the goals set in our original plan. Still today,
far too many students are not graduating, or graduating unprepared for success in college or career. As
recently as 2015 Pittsburgh Public Schools estimated that just a quarter of students overall and 13% of
low-income students of color are “college ready”. Using four categories (“college ready,” “graduation
ready,” “at risk,” and “critical”), PPS high school students are evenly split between all four levels of
readiness. When looking at just our low-income students of color, however, 35% are at the “critical” level
and another 28% have been identified as “at risk.”

35

Pittsburgh Public Schools Fall 2015 Sustainability Progress Plans
Pittsburgh Public Schools Fall 2016 Sustainability Progress Plans
37 Pittsburgh Public Schools Fall 2015 Sustainability Progress Plans
38 Ibid.
36
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2. Teacher quality improved…or did it?
In 2009-10 the District could not report on the number or distribution of effective teachers. There was no
accepted definition nor tools for measuring it. Each year, the “distribution” of teacher performance would
have shown at least 99% of teachers performing at the same level and less than 1% performing at levels
that were “Unsatisfactory”. By 2011-12, a baseline for teacher effectiveness was established based on a
clear methodology and new measures that were in place across the organization. For the first time, PPS
could track shifts in teacher effectiveness, retention rates among high and low performing teachers,
movement across schools, and other essential workforce metrics.
2011-12 was the first year that the effectiveness of the District’s teaching workforce could be measured.
That year:
●
●
●
●

16% of teachers performed at “Distinguished”, the highest possible;
68% performed at the “Proficient” level;
4% performed below Proficient at the “Needs Improvement” level; and
12% performed at the lowest level, “Failing”.

These results were proportional across grade level, subject areas, and years of experience, and showed
teachers performing at high levels across the city, in every neighborhood.
For one year, these numbers held fairly steady, showing a comparable distribution in 2012-13. Then,
suddenly, between 2012-13 and 2013-14, and again between 2013-14 and 2014-15 there were significant
shifts.
•
•

The percent of teachers performing at the top level (Distinguished)increased from 15 to 25 in
2014 and then to an astounding 49% in 2015. 39
At the same time, the percent of teachers at the lowest two levels (Needs Improvement and
Failing) decreased from 16% to just 3%.

This shift was even more profound when isolating only the teachers evaluated using the full system of
multiple measures aggregated to an overall combined score. The table, below, shows that for these
teachers 59% performed at the highest level in 2015-16. On the surface, this seems like just the kind of
significant rightward shift in the performance distribution we anticipated and were working towards. But
this magnitude of change, this quickly? It defies logic.

39 This data is only focusing on the 1,200 to 1,500 teachers rated based 50% on observation and 50% on other measures consistent

with statewide changes to teacher evaluation required by Act 82 of 2012. There are another 300-500 teachers for whom multiple
measures are not available. They are rated only on preponderance of evaluation evidence. They are all included in any aggregate
information reported about teacher performance which explains why there may be a difference in the percentages shown here
and other publicly available information.
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Exhibit 18. Isolating teachers evaluated using a combined measure of effectiveness. The chart below shows the
change in distribution of teacher performance from 2011-12 to 2014-15 only for teachers who were evaluated
based on multiple measures of performance aggregated to an overall combined score. For these teachers, the
percent performing at the Distinguished level increased from 15% in 2012 to 59% in 2015. While some of this shift
was due to improvements in teaching, there were other factors that were major contributors.

Here is what happened: From 2010-11 through 2012-13 the vast majority of educators experienced the
new growth and evaluation system for growth purposes only. While we had addressed the performance
of many low performing teachers with intensive support, and introduced new promotional roles for many
of the highest performing teachers, the majority of teachers had experienced the system as free feedback
with no stakes attached. But they knew that in 2013-14 this information would start to count towards
end-of-year ratings, and be used to make decisions, including those related to advancement on a new
salary schedule affecting teachers hired after 2010.
With higher stakes, we expected there might be a positive shift, but not of the magnitude actually seen.
The dramatic change was caused by four factors:
A. Teachers got better. Teachers, principals, students, all surveyed separately and confidentially,
agreed that they were seeing positive improvements in teaching practice.
B. The workforce was changing in a good way. High performing teachers were being retained at
rates between 95% and 100% while low performing teachers were more likely to leave the system.
C. The way teachers and principals engaged in the evaluation process was changing. As the stakes
were raised, principals started to rate teachers higher on their observations. They were still
differentiating performance, but they shifted their ratings higher for everyone. At the same time,
teachers were more diligent about collecting evidence related to their practice and advocating
for themselves on each component rating.
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D. Student learning objectives (SLOs) inflated the results. Finally, in 2014-15 one piece of the
evaluation system shifted to a new state mandated tool for tracking progress on “student learning
objectives”, accounting for 30% of the overall rating for most teachers. The statewide tool proved
far easier for teachers to achieve Distinguished ratings on than the locally developed tool used to
date. a major piece of the rating system for many teachers. In 2014-15, nearly 60% of teachers
received the highest possible SLO rating based on the extent to which their student learning goals
were met. This is a significant increase compared to the 11% rated at that level in 2013-14 when
a different measure of student growth was used and was a major contributor to the dramatic shift
that took place that year. 40
So in the end, while there is now a robust set of information differentiating the performance of every
teacher in the District, 97% of teachers meet the established performance standard, a stark difference
from the 25% or so of students who are meeting the standard of college-readiness. It is difficult to tease
out how much of the positive shift in teacher performance reflected in the data is actually due to positive
shifts in teacher performance.
3. Some changes were more popular than others
Throughout implementation, survey feedback from teachers and principals was collected independently
by two different expert organizations, RAND and Westat.
●
●

●

40

Teachers generally believed that they had been treated fairly by the evaluation process. In 2015,
74% of teachers agreed that the evaluation system has been “fair to me”. (RAND, 2015).
Teachers expressed finding value in the feedback and using it to improve their teaching. Eightyfive percent of 500 survey respondents reported using observational feedback to improve
teaching and determine where they need to grow professionally, while 40% reported using
student survey results to inform their teaching practice (Westat, 2015). In 2014, 90% of teachers
reported accessing their student growth reports with almost half (49%) reporting using it to
inform their teaching. Eighty percent of teachers reported examining their student survey results.
(Westat, 2014)
As the use of performance data expanded, support decreased among teachers. Teachers
supported observational measures the most for use in evaluation (50% support) compared to
student data and student surveys (about 15% support). While, 65% of teachers considered “all
evaluation components combined” to constitute a “valid measure of my effectiveness as a
teacher” to a moderate or large extent (RAND, 2015), 72% of teachers disagreed or strongly
disagreed that the specific measures used by PPS to arrive as a combined measure of teaching
effectiveness are the right ones. (Westat, 2015)

Pittsburgh Public Schools Fall 2015 Sustainability Progress Plans
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Despite major efforts to improve professional development and training, feedback about its value
remained mixed and showed little improvement. Teachers consistently reported school-based
collaboration and coaching, especially peer-to-peer but also from principals as the most useful at
helping them improve their effectiveness. (RAND, Westat). 41 Despite several years of efforts to
make professional development more tailored and supportive, just 29% of teachers reported that
their professional development is determined to a moderate or large extent by a formal
evaluation of their teaching. (RAND, 2015)

The aggregate data does not convey though how strong some of the emotions were related to aspects of
this change and how strong opinions were on different sides of the issues. While some teachers proudly
displayed their distinguished teaching awards in their classrooms, others were not so excited to be
recognized. One teacher, a 25-year veteran, even returned her Distinguished teaching award. She shared
with the Board, “Instead of thoughtfully considering a lesson and using the components like I did to stretch
my teaching, too many teachers are fearfully trying to figure out how to get a higher score in a component
so their overall numbers are high enough to keep their career and continue teaching the children they
love. Not all teachers feel this fearful, but far too many do.”
4. Teachers’ feedback about their working conditions improved over the course of implementation.
Based on a survey administered to all teachers and completed by over 90%, The New Teacher Center
calculated a composite result for each school giving significant weight to school leadership, teacher
leadership, and managing student conduct.
From 2009-10 to 2014-15 there was an overall increase from 36% to 53% in the percent of schools
achieving a positive teaching and learning environment according to this overall survey metric. Teachers
reported the largest increases in satisfaction with their level of autonomy and moderate gains in areas
related to school leadership and student conduct. 42 But this was not a linear improvement, with ups and
downs along the way and some schools decreasing while other showed significant growth.
Throughout, a significant body of external research was conducted about our efforts. Pittsburgh Public
Schools’ Teachers Matter website reports that: The Research Education Laboratory (REL) found that all
three measures of teacher effectiveness being used in Pittsburgh Public Schools have the potential to
differentiate teacher performance, and when used together, the measures capture teaching skills that
overlap, but are not identical. The Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project found that effective
teachers are able to help all students learn, and measures of effective teaching are more stable when they
combine multiple measures (e.g. classroom observations, student surveys, and measures of student
achievement gains). Westat found that the District's teacher leadership roles (called “Career Ladders”)
41 All data in this section is based on what is reported about the RAND and Westat surveys in Pittsburgh Public Schools semiannual progress reports to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, not taken directly from the RAND and Westat reports.
42 Pittsburgh Public Schools Fall 2015 IPS Dashboard Metrics
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are having a positive impact including the Promise-Readiness Corps, Learning Environment Specialist, and
Instructional Teacher Leader 2 (ITL2). 43 Using results from the District's teacher growth and evaluation
system, the Strategic Data Project (SDP) found that students exposed to high quality instruction saw
improved student outcomes, including higher college enrollment and persistence rates. Recently, a RAND
Corporation study of programs that were part of the Intensive Partnerships for Effective Teaching initiative
showed that while there wasn’t significant impact on student outcomes in the beginning years, there was
evidence of some positive impacts in student success 4-5 years later 44.
It is still early to fully judge the impact of these reforms, and even In areas where there was growth, it is
difficult to isolate how much of the gains were attributable directly to improved teaching. The full teacher
evaluation and growth system has only been in place for three school years and in use for two. A piece
from the District website titled Maximizing the Impact of Highly Effective Teaching gives readers a highlevel glimpse into the kinds of data available to school administrators today that would have been
impossible to gather just a few years ago. But collecting this information is labor intensive for principals,
teachers, and staff, and what matters in the end is not having the information, but how it is used.

Exhibit 19. Covers
and headlines from
some of the numerous
independent reports
studying the
implementation and
impact of our efforts.
Research was
conducted by RAND,
AIR, Westat,
Mathematica, the
Strategic Data
Project, and the
Research Education
Laboratory.

43
44

Pittsburgh Public Schools, Teachers Matter website, http://www.pps.k12.pa.us/Page/4412
http://www.rand.org/news/press/2016/06/06.html
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Reflection
I still believe that effective educators are an essential pillar of any effort to improve education. Teachers
are different from each other in ways that matter for students, that affect their experience in school, their
life trajectory, and their long term life outcomes. The work in Pittsburgh added to the body of evidence
that it is possible to identify highly effective and ineffective teachers, and that these differences matter
for students. Studying our work, the Strategic Data Project found that compared to a high school
experience taught by teachers all performing at the proficient level, a student assigned to three teachers
at the Distinguished level during high school moves from 55% to 60% likelihood of enrolling in college. 45
By better understanding differences between teachers, and responding to them, we can improve the
caliber of the teaching workforce in ways that help students. With this in mind, I still believe that school
systems should have evaluation processes that include multiple measures, and I still believe that such a
system can improve the caliber of the teaching workforce especially by identifying great teachers, exiting
bad ones, and helping some teachers get better. I also believe that such a system can contribute to
creating a more performance-driven culture.
In the “Where We Were Right” section I will expand on these points, addressing the type of performance
evaluation I think is worth pursuing, and the applications of this system that are most likely to return value
for the organization, its teachers, and, most importantly, the students it serves. I also believe we were
right to try to expand the talent pipeline into the profession, and change how new teachers enter the
organization. Even though we failed to do so, I will elaborate on this point as well.
To be clear however, this is a much more measured view of the potential of these systems than I had at
the outset. Refer back to pages seven and eight for a reminder of the broad potential we saw originally.
In the Where We Were Wrong section, the reader will learn that I am no longer bullish on the potential
of performance pay or career ladder programs (at least not in the form we designed) to return much value
for students, and advise districts to be cautious in pursuing them. I think we prioritized the wrong things
in attempts to improve access to effective teaching, pursuing a strategy aimed at moving effective
teachers from one school to another to get them in front of the students who needed them the most. I
am skeptical about the potential for professional development and teacher support, at least in the way
we were thinking about it, to have much impact on the quality of teaching that students experience.
Instead, resources allocated to these areas (performance pay, promotion, professional development)
should be redistributed toward the strategies described in the next section – most importantly towards
reducing and redistributing the degree of difficulty of teachers jobs in systematic and cost-effective ways.

45

http://sdp.cepr.harvard.edu/news/strategic-data-project-links-student-outcomes-exposure-high-quality-instruction
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The evaluation and feedback system should be put in place first, and other strategies for improving
teaching should be crafted in response to it, based on the real, local data as opposed to high-level,
nationally relevant concepts and ideas. Once the evaluation system was fully implemented we found out
that effective teachers were pretty evenly distributed across the system. We saw that we already had very
high retention rates among our most effective teachers, and that they were much less likely to move from
one school to another than teachers in the bottom third of effectiveness.
Unfortunately, we had already crafted our strategies in advance of knowing this basic information about
the workforce. Our programs were based more on theory and values, and situated within a national rather
than a local context. It may very well be that for a city with a higher cost of living and lower retention rates
among effective teachers that performance pay could make more sense. But in Pittsburgh, we were far
down the path on many of these programs in ways that I feel in retrospect added little value for students.
Responsibility for establishing and maintaining positive environments to teach and learn has to be led at
the school level. The district can provide data and target additional supports and interventions toward
specific students (as in the case of We Promise or the Student Envoy Project), but the ownership and
accountability for this needs to rest with the principal of the school.
Finally, I believe our failure to adequately contextualize efforts to improve teaching in a broader, more
holistic vision for improving schools, setting ourselves up for political setbacks that blunted some of the
more potentially impactful parts of the initiative.
Each of these points is addressed below under the heading “Where We Were Wrong”.

Where We Were Right
1. School systems should have educator evaluation systems that include multiple measures.
This is a profession that had little accountability for a long time. Too many classroom doors were closed
to observation and collaboration, too little data was available about teachers’ impact - their effects on
students’ experience, engagement, and learning. We should not retreat from the effort to assess and
improve the caliber of the teaching workforce as a piece of the education reform agenda.
If a system is going to invest in a performance improvement process, tools and measures of
effectiveness, the system we developed in Pittsburgh is generally a good one. This means that a robust
and helpful feedback process should incorporate observation of teaching, feedback from students, and
data about contributions to student growth.
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A. Observation of teaching: The observation process provides guidance and coaching, pushes
administrators to spend time observing and discussing practice with the teachers they support
and supervise, provides some structure and expectations around the observation process, and
helps establish a perspective for the organization on what good teaching looks like.
B. Feedback from students: Student surveys, especially those that help students describe their
experience in the classroom elevates student voice within the organization in a way that is
constructive and research-based. The rich data provided from these surveys complements
classroom observation by adults, revealing differences in how students experience teaching
across classrooms in the same school and across the district. It gives teachers concrete feedback
to draw on for improvement and shows principals places where students are having especially
positive or negative experiences around key components of effective teaching.
C. Data about contributions to student growth: This data serves as shows whether the teaching
practice that was observed, and the experiences described by students translated into academic
growth that was better or worse than expected based on students’ past performance. While
student growth on standardized tests are not the only or even the most important outcome for
students, it is one important lens on whether the teaching from that year translated into skills
that students can apply on their own to solve problems.
While none of these measures are perfect, together, they provide an accurate and multifaceted way of
viewing teaching that respects the complexity of the job. The observation system provides close to the
classroom coaching from experts, using a common language and set of tools. The student feedback gives
voice to those who are most impacted by quality teaching, and the student data provides one kind of
retrospective, narrow but important, and more objective than the other two measures.
In our experience we saw few teachers who truly excelled, or failed, on all of the many components of
this process. Most showed some strengths and some clear areas for improvement. Counterintuitively for
some, the use of multiple measures had the effect of pulling people towards the middle - not pushing
them towards the poles. There were teachers whose students felt highly engaged and cared for, but who
were not experiencing rigor or making academic gains. There were other teachers whose students were
growing academically, but were not having positive experiences in the classroom. These varied and unique
profiles are part of what makes it such a potentially powerful system.
It is worthwhile to combine this information into overall estimates of teacher performance and to use
it to establish a meaningful performance standard across the system. In Pittsburgh, at least 150 out of
300 possible points was required to be considered a “Proficient” teacher. While this standard sounds low
(just 50% of the total points possible), some of the measures we used have the effect of pulling teachers
toward the middle. In the initial years, most scores clustered around 170 to 200. This overall performance
estimate or “combined measure” can inform end-of-year ratings, be useful for tracking progress over
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time, and seeing and responding to patterns across the system. Like we attempted to do, it can also be
used to establish a standard of performance that is meaningful, and below which certain interventions
are recommended or required.
However, while this “combined measure” is important to have, it is not essential that it be used as the
rating of record for each teacher. The part of the rating system that has the highest level of buy-in from
teachers and supervisors is the observation system. A high-level of support was built early on for use of
the observation process, and, as shown above, low-performing teachers were being identified and
addressed each semester through observation only. When we switched to the multiple measures system,
buy-in decreased and the results shifted. Setting aside state policy requirements, it’s conceivable that we
could have gotten better results by continuing to leverage the observation process for ratings while using
the other measures, including the combined measure, as a kind of check on the observation process to
make sure it was producing rationale results, and establishing reasonable standard for performance while
using the data to identify certain classrooms for more frequent observations by multiple observers.
I was a champion for the use of the combined measure for ratings, and a determined advocate for using
student outcomes as part of the rating for teachers. I have not wavered from the importance of having
student feedback and student growth data, bringing this information together with observation, and
providing this information to teachers, supervisors and others in secure and comprehensive reports like
the ones we developed. I am ambivalent though about how important it is that information actually
contribute directly to the rating itself.
Beyond this, there are least three features of our evaluation system I think were mistakes.
•

Student Learning Objectives are not a valid or valuable measure of teacher performance. Student
Learning Objectives are (supposedly) a “measure” of teachers’ contribution to student growth that
does not rely on standardized results so can be used in any grade or subject area. Motivated by the
desire to be able to measure student progress and hold teachers accountable for positive outcomes
in all grades and subject areas, SLOs have proliferated in recent years – a proliferation aided by state
policies that require districts to evaluate all teachers at least in part on student outcomes even in
non-tested grade and subject areas.
In my opinion this whole effort is not a worthwhile one, drifting inevitably into a compliance space,
adding work for all involved and ultimately not measuring much. The addition of this measure added
work for teachers, gave principals less leadership in the process, and ultimately compromised the
stability and accuracy of the system. This was particularly true when we incorporated the highly
structured format mandated by the state. Up to that point, we had been using a more flexible
process that gave more autonomy to the supervisor and employee to assess impact.
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If a combined measure is used for ratings, supervisors should have the final say about how an
overall score is converted to a performance level. We combined teachers results together to reach
an overall estimate of effectiveness on a 0-300 scale. I believe this number has value, but much like a
quarterback rating in football, it should be up to the coach or general manager (supervisors) to put
this information in context and make the final call about what it actually means. Specifically, I would
recommend that if a combined measure is going to be used for rating purposes, this overall score is
shared with principals as one of the last steps in the process. It should be accompanied by a rating
scale that recommends what this number means for the overall performance level. But principals
should have the authority to overrule this if they have the evidence to do so. In most cases I actually
don’t see principals going against the recommendation very often, but I think more than anything it
would build more buy-in and trust in the process for all parties.
Exhibit 20. I would recommend something in the range of the weighting below to reach a combined measure for
each teacher. Whenever one of the measures is unavailable (e.g. in a particular grade or subject area or for a
new teacher) I would simply allow the observation portion to expand to fill this space. I would bring the
information together to reach an overall score, but would allow the supervisor to exercise judgment in translating
this score to a performance level and rating with the help of some guidelines and a recommended rating scale.

•

The observation process shouldn’t be overcomplicated. I get that there are many components of
being an effective teacher. It’s a hard job with a lot of responsibilities. But if you really think about it,
you could probably come up with at least 20 elements of effectiveness for almost any job. The rubric
we used, Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for Teaching, breaks teaching practice down into twentytwo components spread across four domains. Committees painstakingly refined the language and
even added two additional components bringing the total to 24. In my opinion it’s too much; too much
to focus on, too much to collect evidence on. Principals have to observe practice and tag their
evidence to specific components. I would have liked to see us do just the opposite, narrowing the
Danielson framework to prioritize the practices educators felt were most important.
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In contrast, for central office staff we designed a rubric with just seven components, more clearly
prioritizing the elements of practice that we really believed were most important, and leaving some
amount of flexibility for employees and supervisors to work within these big ideas to make them
relevant to their own role. Personally, I find this to be a more empowering and useful way to design
such a process than something that tries to be so descriptive and concrete.
2. Such a system can improve the caliber of the teaching workforce.
Our original theory of action contemplated a whole list of ways the growth and evaluation system could
be used. I now believe that there are really three main ways it can boost performance. I recommend
focusing on these areas of direct impact and not getting distracted or bogged down in others.
A. Identifying great teaching. Know who is getting extraordinary results, make sure they feel
appreciated, don’t burden them with things they don’t want or need, keep them in the classroom
with students as much as possible, keep them in the organization as long as possible.
B. Addressing ineffective teaching. Set a meaningful standard of performance, identify the teachers
who are not meeting it, put in place a clear and consistent process for helping them improve and
dismiss them if they don’t.
C. Helping some teachers get better. We’ve overpromised the extent to which these systems will
help the majority of teachers improve, but they can and should help - especially for those who
are motivated to do so. Focus on giving people time and quality feedback, and supporting that
with close-to-the classroom coaching.
With the plethora of new information available it is tempting to try to get into a bunch of other stuff –
applying it to pay, promoting people into new jobs, redistributing teachers across the system to name a
few. The three applications I highlight here have the most direct impact on the quality of the teacher that
is in front of students right now. That should be the focus.
3. Such a system can contribute to creating a more performance-driven culture, empowering effective
teachers, and elevating the teaching profession.
Our data showed that there isn’t one formula for effectiveness. What the most effective teachers in
Pittsburgh had in common was not that they were all doing the same thing, but that their students were
challenged, cared for, and engaged, their principals and peers agreed that there were great things
happening in the classroom, and their students were growing.
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This information can be used in ways that
Exhibit 21. I took this picture during a classroom visit in 2015.
are empowering for effective teachers.
An effective teacher had displayed her Distinguished teaching
Some effective teachers talked to me about
award on her desk.
how they actually believed they are
effective in part because they are NOT
following a specific district protocol (e.g. the
sequence of the curriculum). They worried
that if they were identified, and people
starting coming to see them, they’d be told
to change what they were doing, or get in
trouble for not following the rules. Others
avoided recognition because they felt it
would result in more work being piled on,
My own photo.
spreading them thin and undermining their
impact. Still others worried they would be
ostracized by peers for doing extra (some had actually experienced this) or simply felt that students were
their top priority and anything else was a distraction.
Having data to support their efforts gave at least some of these effective teachers more power in their
conversations and actions. And I think we could have done more to show how effectiveness data could
actually bolster teachers’ position by giving them evidence that what they were doing is working.
I also believe that through this overall effort we were able to create a more performance-driven culture.
Teachers
became
more
accustomed to being observed
Exhibit 22. Tweets from teacher-led
conference, Teachers Matter celebration, and
and receiving feedback. A new
Teachers Matter Week visits by community
language
permeated
the
leaders to thank PPS teachers for their hard
work. Images captured from Twitter.
organization that included talk
of “distinguished” teaching, or
practice
that
needs
improvement.
Union
and
district leaders talked about
performance
differences
openly and based on data in a
way that was far beyond what
was acceptable at the start.
4. We should not give up on efforts to expand and improve the pipeline into the profession.
Two of the most painful losses were the cancellation of the Teacher Academies and the school board
overturning the newly passed contract with Teach for America. I continue to advocate for expanding the
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pathway into this profession beyond the traditional schools of education. Let us cast the widest net
possible to be able to bring in the best talent, certified and noncertified and let the system be
accountable for paving a smoother road into the classroom through creative approaches like the one we
attempted but failed to deliver. Had we been successful on these fronts I’m confident the district would
be better preparing teachers for the rigors of the job, improving the caliber of talent that is being
attracted, increasing the diversity of the teaching workforce, attracting more candidates with a specific
passion for social and racial justice, and better ensuring that students do not suffer during the struggles
that many teachers experience in their first year in the classroom.

Where We Were Wrong
1. Investing too much in performance pay programs and promotional roles
Pay for performance programs make a lot of sense in theory. All organizations should take steps to align
compensation with organizational values. If the value is student progress, people should be paid
differently based at least in part on the outcomes they achieve. Promotional leadership roles for teachers
seem like an equally logical idea. Historically, teachers have had to leave the classroom to expand their
impact and access higher pay. It makes sense to have “career ladder” roles that allow strong teachers to
earn more and diversify their responsibilities while remaining in the classroom.
This reasoning resonated with me as we started our work. Having experienced the costs, the capacity
required, the unintended consequences, and the mostly marginal, indirect impact they have on student
progress I now believe these programs should be approached with caution.
Districts should consider not just whether these programs are appealing from a values perspective, but
whether the conditions in their district uniquely demand them (e.g. low retention rates among effective
teachers, high cost of living or lack of career advancement cited as why these teachers leave). They should
also recognize that these programs come with unintended consequences and opportunity costs,
consuming resources that could be utilized in other ways.
The new salary schedule I described on page 14 offers a cautionary tale. I helped conceive this new
schedule, which made a lot of sense on paper. It makes performance a major part of determining teachers’
career earnings, considering multiple measures over multiple years to make decisions about
advancement. After steps four, seven, and ten, teachers can stay in the same “lane” or move into a higher
lane (with higher pay) based on performance over their most recent three years of teaching.
But what would be the criteria on which teachers advance?
From 2010 to 2013 district, union, teachers, school leaders, and experts worked together to develop a
methodology for determining advancement to the higher lanes. Eventually it was agreed that teachers
would need to achieve at least one year of Distinguished performance in the prior three to move over
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when they reached a decision point. This approach was informed by results that, so far, had shown a
consistent performance distribution from year to year. It was projected that initially about 20-30% of
teachers would advance based on the results seen so far, and that this percentage would grow over time
as teaching improved. This doesn’t mean that only 20-30% were expected to access higher lanes in total,
but rather that in any given year, about this percent of eligible teachers were make that movement.
Then, just when the first cohort of teachers reached a level decision point, the performance distribution
suddenly began to shift significantly to the right. As addressed earlier, it jumped from about 15% of
teachers performing at the Distinguished level in 2013 to 23% in 2014, then to 49% in 2015. 46 As a result,
81% of eligible teachers (26 of 32) advanced in 2015. These results called into question the integrity of the
system, and posed an obvious long term financial risk to the organization.47
At the same time the shift was happening, many principals, central office leaders, teachers and union
officials were expressing concern about the impact of this new schedule on organizational culture, and
the effect it was having on the integrity of the growth and evaluation process as a whole.
The new schedule had unintentionally put us in a bind. Either:
A.

Somewhere in the range of 30% of teachers would advance, in which case 70% of teachers would
consider themselves having been harmed by the new growth and evaluation system; OR
B. Principals and teachers would inflate and shift ratings so that more teachers advanced,
compromising the credibility of the evaluation system and worsening the district’s long term
financial situation.

This was true even though in absolute terms the first steps in the first lane, combined with the tenure
bump, actually meant that all teachers were earning more at this point in their careers than they had on
the old schedule even if they stayed in lane one. We had inadvertently set up a kind of no-win situation
for the organization.
Further, the organization was still working towards acceptance of the new evaluation system. Looking
back, it was naïve to think that tying the results to something as personal as pay at a relatively early stage
would not have negative consequences for acceptance and integrity. Suddenly, many teachers’
experience with the evaluation process was not as simple as being at the bottom, the middle, or the top.
It mattered exactly where you fell and how many points you earned. This put a new level of pressure on
the precision of the system and ratcheted up concerns about fairness, such as the consistency and
calibration of principals’ ratings across schools.

46 These numbers are even higher if only teachers rated based on multiple measures are considered. They increase to 25% in
2014 and 59% in 2015.
47 Since the schedule assumes a distribution of teachers across the various lanes rather than all teachers clustered at the
highest level.
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Until that point, only a small number of low performers were at risk of negative consequences (e.g.
improvement plans, dismissal). Now, the majority of teachers in the middle of the performance
distribution and working on the new schedule also worried. Their colleagues empathized, and their
principals were conflicted. They wanted to help their mid-level performers advance in pay and keep them
on board but didn’t want to give them feedback that wasn’t accurate. At this stage of adoption, I believe
this pressure contributed to a shift of the entire distribution even if it wasn’t the primary factor.
Unless there are unique cost-of living or other factors facing the organization, I think the best thing to do
is leave pay out of the equation. It distracts from the real purpose of the process, impacts the culture
around it, and introduces the need for so much precision that it becomes necessary to add more layers of
rules, and quality assurance. At minimum, I would want
Exhibit 23. The STAR program allowed the District
to wait longer.
The team-based programs didn’t have the same
unintended negative consequences as the salary
schedule, but also didn’t serve as the motivating
mechanisms we imagined to galvanize teams of educators
to dig deeper and do better. In reality, the awards served
compensation as more of an appreciation than an
incentive.

to recognize schools like Lincoln K-5, whose
contributions to student growth placed them
among the top 25% of schools in the state. Image
from Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, March 25, 2015.

The appreciation is nice, but at what cost? In 2015, an
appropriate example year, we paid about $1,000,000 in
STAR awards, and averaged about $140,000 per year for
the Promise-Readiness Corps. We also had to pay
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. to calculate the results, and incur the costs of staff time associated with
managing the programs.48 It’s one more program to implement, body of work to communicate, set of
business rules that need to be developed, and body of information people in the organization have to
absorb.
If the conditions in a district did call for such a salary schedule I might try to start with a structure that
establishes minimal gateways for advancement instead of maximum standards that only advance the top
echelon. The idea would be to filter out the lower performers rather than separate the top ones. This

48

A full-time Director level employee to oversee the performance pay programs (including the new salary
schedule and other district pay programs), a Project Assistant to help them, and portions of Communications
Coordinator and Project Manager’s time to support the programs, assist with report distribution, respond to
challenges and inquiries, and keep supervisors and partners appropriately updated. The programs also relied on
access to statewide data from the Pennsylvania Department of Education, access to which could be difficult and
time-consuming to maintain the appropriate security and data sharing processes.
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would create more winners while still raising the bar for performance at each check point and keeping
the costs reasonable for the organization.
At minimum, I would want to be absolutely sure that there are no major changes in the evaluation process
underlying the pay system in the year in which the rewards programs begin to be implemented. It is critical
that performance level thresholds, and the methodology for advancement to higher levels of pay are set
using results from the same evaluation tool, and that the evaluation tool is high quality and showing
consistent results from year to year. Otherwise, like us, you could set a standard for advancement based
on one evaluation tool and when new measures are introduced (e.g. SLOs) see shifts in performance that
significantly change the outcomes in a way that may not be credible or sustainable.
Then there were the promotional “career ladder” roles. Some of the same issues apply here. The
resources it takes to introduce a new role into an organization are significant.
•

•

In 2015 the cost of 71 “Instructional Teacher Leader IIs” was an additional $1,083,827.07 in direct
compensation to the teachers, an estimated $3,999,359 to cover the reduced schedules for them
to be out of the classroom about half of the day, and $143,053 for the salary plus benefits of a full
time coach to train and support the cohort (an important feature if something like this is to be
done well). This meant the total one-year program cost was over $5,000,000 before accounting
for portions of central office staff time and portions of consulting contracts. 49
In addition to these direct costs, there was the cost of principals, teachers, and central office staff
designing the roles, developing and managing the selection process, recruiting and selecting
candidates, training them, and providing ongoing support. Even with significant supplemental
funding and staff, we felt like we were unable to support the new roles equally and adequately.

Setting aside the costs, there are some basic flaws in the underlying premise of these roles.
•

•

First is the fact that most of these roles involved reducing the teaching schedules of some of the
organization’s strongest teachers! The more we learned about how rare these highly effective
teachers are, and the more I questioned whether their skills are easily transferrable, I started to
see this design as completely counterintuitive. We were actually spending time and money to
make sure that less students got to spend time with some of the best teachers in the organization!
Instead, we should have been keeping these teachers with students as much as possible.
Another part of the inspiration for these roles was the idea that they could be mechanisms for
moving the most effective teachers to schools where they would be more likely to teach the
district’s highest needs students. This also proved to be a flawed premise, one that will be
addressed more fully below.

49This

was the largest and most expensive career ladder program we introduced, spanning 43 schools and attracting the most
effective cohort of teachers.

44

HOW TO IMPROVE TEACHING

12/19/2016

The career ladder roles were one of the most popular and well-received parts of the plan. Evaluation
findings by Westat have shown the Promise-Readiness Corps to have had a positive impact on student
outcomes (in two of three schools), and teachers and principals have testified to the positive impact of
working with ITL2s. 50 Still, in a resource constrained environment I just don’t think these are the best thing
to do unless there is some clear driving demand evident in the local context.
There was unevenness in our management and support for these leadership roles and pay programs. It
could be argued that the downfall of a program like our new salary schedule was due more to
implementation flaws that conceptual ones. But most school districts will likely have even less resources
for implementation, and there will always be an unevenness in talent and capacity across this type of
organization – all the more reason to focus efforts on the most impactful areas with the most direct link
to student outcomes. In retrospect the best strategy is to keep it simple and not add this complexity to
the organization in a way that has only an indirect path to improving student outcomes.
If my district was determined to go down this path, here are a few things I would do differently:
A. Wait until the evaluation process is more mature so that the roles could be constructed in
response to the data;
B. Design new role(s) in a way that keeps the most effective teachers with students as much as
possible. Elevate them in ways that bring lower performing teachers to support and learn from
them instead of vice versa (e.g. Reduce the schedules of the lower performing teachers and have
them spend some time in the classroom of the distinguished teacher assisting and observing);
C. Focus on no more than one new role at a time; and
D. Consider making them true career progressions (actual “ladders”) as opposed to multiple, discrete
promotional roles unrelated to each other.
2. Trying to move the most effective teachers from one school to another
We were excited about the potential for “redistribution” of effective teachers from one school or
classroom to another as a strategy for accelerating achievement gains among the district’s highest needs
students. This would be a means to promote equity across the system and ensure the highest needs
students were benefitting from the most effective instruction. As we pursued this strategy it became clear
that it was somewhat of an ivory tower notion with limited feasibility on the ground, and limited rationale
as a priority worth pursuing.

50 In 2014, 86% of teachers who were supported by an ITL2 in 2012-13 reported that the support they received was of high quality.

70% of teachers supported by ITL2s also reported that ITL2’s “significantly helped me become a better teacher. “Nearly half of
the 65 Instructional Teacher Leaders 2’s (ITL2) performed at the Distinguished level, a feat accomplished by just 15% of the total
workforce. (Pittsburgh Public Schools Sustainability Updates and Plans, March 2014
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First, it turned out highly effective teachers were already relatively well distributed across the system to
begin with. The bigger problem was that there weren’t enough of them. In the third of schools with the
highest concentrations of students identified as being of color, low income, or both, 12% of teachers
performed at the highest level in 2012-13 compared to 17% of teachers in other two thirds of district
schools. While this distribution does show an equity issue, it was not of the magnitude we had assumed.
Highly effective teachers were present across the system in nearly every school and community.
Exhibit 24. Distribution of teacher performance in the schools with the highest concentrations of minority and

low-income students compared to schools with lower concentrations of students that are both minority and lowincome. When considering this distribution, it is important to remember that there are still large groups of
students who are low-income, minority, or both in the schools represented by the bar on the right in each year.

Second, almost every school in the District serves a significant percentage of high needs students. When
looking at a chart like the one above, the one third of schools represented in the bar on the left serve
populations that are over 95% of color, low income or both. The schools represented in the bars on the
right also serve significant percentages of high-needs students. In practice, this means encouraging a
teacher to move from one school that serves a lot of high needs students to another school that serves
even more high needs students. Even Pittsburgh Colfax, toward the extreme “privileged” end of the
distribution serves a population about 30% African American and 35% economically disadvantaged. 51

51

http://www.paschoolperformance.org/Profile/4208
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Third, we learned that the most effective teachers often didn’t want to change schools voluntarily, and
do so at much lower rates than less effective teachers. Getting them to move takes some encouragement.
This has side effects, particularly for principals, who work hard to attract talent and build stability within
their teams. It was frustrating for them to see the district investing energy encouraging some of their best
teachers to leave their own high-needs population for one that was more high-needs than theirs.
Exhibit 25. Teacher Movement Across Schools by Effectiveness Level. In the image below, lines that cross the
vertical bars are teachers who moved to different schools between 2012-13 and 2013-14. Teachers
demonstrating practice at the Distinguished level in 2012-13 were much less likely to have transferred schools
than their peers performing at the Failing and Needs Improvement levels. Much of the movement of the lower
performing teachers (>60%) was caused by displacement from their original school.

Graphic credit to Pittsburgh Public Schools.

Once again we would have been better off waiting until we had good data to shape our strategy. We
would have seen that there was more inequity in the distribution at the other end of the performance
distribution. The lowest performing teachers were more concentrated in particular schools than the
highest performing ones. We would have also seen, as the graphic above shows, that high performing
teachers tend to stay put in the same school while lower performing teachers bounce around from school
to year in each annual staffing cycle. Knowing this, I would spend more time on policies that prioritize
stability within schools, while trying to reshape and limit the annual staffing and transfer processes that
creates extensive churn within the organization every year and contributes over time to the concentration
of some of the lowest performing teachers in certain high-needs schools.
Changing the rules and cadence of the annual staffing and transfer process, in which current teachers get
to apply for transfer to other schools in the system and have the right to these positions over outside
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candidates is not a glamorous reform priority but it makes a big impact on the flow of talent through the
organization and where lower performing teachers end up being concentrated. It’s something the union
values though, because it assures teachers have the opportunity to fill desirable vacancies before they are
opened up to external candidates.
3. Unrealistic expectations about the impact of professional growth and development
The single biggest area of impact we anticipated from the entire initiative was the impact of teachers
getting better at teaching in ways and magnitudes that would have proportionate effect on student
outcomes. 52 We attributed this mainly to the professional growth and evaluation process itself, especially
to the feedback and coaching that teachers would receive through more frequent and focused classroom
observations. Other efforts would also contribute to this improvement, including peer coaching from
effective teachers through the promotional “career ladder” roles and improving professional
development and training to make it more personalized and responsive to teachers’ individual needs.
This allocation of impact makes sense. There’s really no way around it. This is because the majority of
teachers are in the middle of the effectiveness distribution. They are at no realistic risk of sanction, and
are not distinguishing themselves as highly effective. I consider our 2012 and 2013 effectiveness
distributions to most accurately represent what is true about teacher performance in the district, before
the system was affected by additional incentives and the inclusion of the statewide Student Learning
Objectives. If this is right, then about 70 percent of teachers fall into this middle group. The majority of
students are in classrooms with these teachers, not with teachers at the tails. Making big impact on
student outcomes logically requires figuring out how to move this middle group in ways that result in
deep, sustained improvements in their practice.
This, of course, is the hardest part of the whole project. While we ran into plenty of barriers at either end
of the distribution, it’s easier for a system to figure out how to change its practices to address the lowest
or highest performers once they can be identified. Changing practice to move teachers from the middle
to the top is much harder. We couldn’t get there, and I’m not optimistic that any district will.
52

We created an “impact model” with the help of McKinsey and Co. The model showed how the district would
progress toward the initiative’s 80% college-ready goal, the magnitude of improvement in teacher effectiveness
needed to get there, and assumptions about the contributions of specific projects and programs. While the model
changed some during implementation, at one point about 70% of the amount of student growth attributed to our
effective teaching reforms was attributed to professional growth of teachers and better placement of effective
teachers, with another 20% to exiting ineffective teachers and improving the effectiveness of new hires. The rest of
the levers (compensation, promotion, tenure, recruitment and selection, and using effectiveness data to inform
workforce reductions) together accounted for less than 10% of the impact of our EET reforms OR contributed as
enablers to the primary levers of professional growth, staffing and placement, and exiting ineffective teachers.
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First, it’s not realistic to think that teachers themselves are going to translate their evaluation results and
feedback into this kind of change at scale. Yes, some individuals will, but it will not be the norm. Many
more will be able to take the data and feedback and make minor, helpful adjustments to their practice –
but growth of the kind that moves individuals from the middle to the top is not common.
Great coaching can help more individuals make this kind of progress, but only some great principals and
peers can facilitate this. Getting the majority of coaches and supervisors to be able to function like the
best is a tall order, especially given everything else that is on their plates.
It would take such a dramatic and sophisticated evolution of our professional development capabilities to
be able to truly tailor training to individuals’ performance profiles that I don’t see it happening any time
soon, and see no evidence that professional development has this kind of leverage. Even if it did, I have
little faith in the ability of school systems to transform their practices to the point that they are capable
of leveraging data to effectively differentiate and target support and deliver high-quality training
responsive to teachers’ needs at scale. Even if a few districts did achieve this, they would be the exception.
There are attempts for technology solutions to step into this space, but that puts the onus back on the
teacher to be self-guided and motivated beyond their already significant responsibilities, and there again
I see it breaking down at scale. Even in Pittsburgh, with more resources than most, we were unable to
provide teachers with trainings that map to their areas that need improvement. We found that resources
supplied to teachers to help them make these connections, such as videos of exemplary teaching aligned
to evaluation components were generally underutilized.
This reality put us in a tough situation, one that I now
see across the entire field. The value of these kind of
evaluation systems has been so closely tied to their
ability to help teachers improve. Again and again we
have reassured teachers that the new processes are
about growth and development rather than evaluation
and accountability. Of course this is not true. It is about
both growth and evaluation. And the growth part, real,
sustained and impactful growth, is the hardest part of
the system to achieve.
So not only are tremendous resources being spent on
fantastic notions of the potential of the average teacher
to become more like the best, the very value and
political viability of these systems is being tied to its
most ambitious application – large scale change in

Exhibit 26. After an internal review showed
we spent over $34 million a year on teacher
support and development we brought
together groups of teachers, showed them
how the money was spent, and asked for
their advice on how to move forward.

My own photo.
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individual behavior that is significant enough to affect student outcomes in more than incremental ways.
No effort will succeed if its success rests on the ability to make the average performer become as good as
the best – whether that is a school, a principal, or a district. In repeating this “growth not evaluation”
refrain ad nauseam I believe we inadvertently set up the whole program for easy criticism by its opponents
and to be judged as a failure even if it is adding significant value in other ways. The success of the entire
effort became tied to the ability to help experienced professionals make significant strides in their
effectiveness at advanced stages in their careers - and to do so based on feedback, training, and
professional development. This is something I haven’t seen evidence of in education or in any other field.
As a field, we would be better off being more realistic about the magnitude of growth that will come from
these systems, while being transparent that their value will also come from identifying and exiting low
performers (setting a strong standard for acceptable performance and sticking with it), identifying and
elevating high performing ones, and finding other, complementary ways to help the group in the middle.
Coaching, trainings and professional development are not bad things. They can contribute to increases in
teaching quality, but it’s naïve to think that it will help the majority of teachers become as good as the
exceptional and counterproductive to perpetuate this fantasy.
If we did need to invest significant resources in coaching and professional development, I would work up
front to establish a clear and shared definition of what it means for the organization to “support” teachers.
We didn’t do a good job of this either, and in failing to do so allowed a disconnect to persist between what
constituted support to teachers (e.g. more time for planning) and what constituted support to
management (e.g. more training, more coaching).
Losing sight of the broader vision for change
Earlier I wrote that “When we started implementing the Empowering Effective Teachers plan it felt like it
was one pillar of the district’s broader Excellence for All agenda. Gradually, as the work deepened and
consumed more time and resources it started to feel like it was the district’s reform strategy.” I want to
elaborate briefly on this to underscore what an important point it is, and also how difficult it is to avoid
this problem in practice.
My belief is that there are four primary factors that affect student outcomes – educator effectiveness,
school design, curriculum, and student supports. There are other frameworks of course, developed by
actual researchers with more experience and perspective than I. Regardless, the point is that the
interaction between these ultimately shapes students’ experience of school. So improving student
outcomes in a way that is more than incremental would require moving the needle on all of these
together, in a way that is coherent and aligned. This is somewhat easier when designing new, but
extraordinarily difficult when working to change a system with over one hundred years of inertia. Like
many efforts before us, the deeper we got into reforms related to teacher quality, the harder it was to
give rigorous attention to these other areas, much less to maintain a coherent strategy for change.
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Beyond the actual implementation challenge, the communications matter too. Having a clear, compelling,
and realistic vision for change that resonates with employees and community can create space for these
kind of reforms to move forward. It feels much better to parents and community members if
improvements to teacher evaluation are part of a consistent, multifaceted and positive strategy. But
between the difficult work of school closings and downsizing, the capacity being consumed by these
initiatives, the bad timing and mediocre results of the “envisioning” process and the transitions of
leadership and board we struggled to maintain this kind of platform.

How the Field Should Move Forward
Some of my perspectives on how districts should move forward have hopefully already come across. In
summary, school systems should evaluate and respond to differences in teacher performance, and that
these evaluation systems should incorporate multiple valid measures (e.g. observation, student surveys
and value-added measures and not Student Learning Objectives). By streamlining the design and focusing
the applications of these systems we can reduce their costs, and reduce the need for extreme precision
that comes with application to things like differentiating pay.
Specifically, we should focus their application on 1) supporting/exiting low performing teachers, 2)
retaining and recognizing high performers, 3) creating a culture where performance and practice are
observed, discussed and acknowledged, and 4) providing feedback and coaching to help teachers make
improvements in their practice. Particularly with #4, we should be realistic about the magnitude of these
improvements – that they will be mostly modest and incremental – and where they will generally come
from – good coaching by peers and principals and from the initiative of the teachers themselves. With #1,
we have to use the better data and information achieved through these systems to set a more rigorous
performance standard for the profession. That has to a be a large part of where the impact from these
reforms comes from. The lowest 5 to 15% of performers should get intensive support to help them
improve, maybe including reduced teaching schedules and time in high-performing classrooms, and
should not remain in the profession if they don’t improve.
We hit major barriers in efforts to expand our talent pipeline and provide better support to new teachers
entering the profession. This has to be addressed, especially if we are going to more routinely intervene
and (potentially) dismiss low performers. For principals to engage in the hard work necessary to help and
potentially exit a low performing teacher, they have to have the confidence that the teacher they get to
replace this low performer is going to be effective. I still love our Teacher Academy idea – to bring all new
teachers into the system in just a few schools to be able to onboard and support them in a much more
robust way. But it is an expensive solution, so districts would need to repurpose (at minimum) other
professional development funds to make this possible. Last-in-first-out policies would also have to change
to allow performance to be considered along with seniority so that districts can have confidence that they
will retain the best of these new teachers after investing so much in their training.
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At the same time, we should lower the barriers to getting a shot at the profession, opening the pipeline
to traditionally certified and non-certified candidates while making sure that all are rigorously supported
and evaluated in their first few years to identify and make efforts to retain the best of both groups and
screen out others before they earn tenure. To help facilitate this, we should extend the path to tenure
five years, and allow districts to consider effectiveness along with seniority when making decisions related
to workforce reductions.
I also think we should value and promote stability in the workforce across teams, schools, and grade levels,
and redirect resources away from “career ladder” roles, performance pay programs, and professional
development unless there are local circumstances that clearly suggest otherwise.
Even if we did all of the things, we would still need a better answer to help the majority of teachers in the
middle of that performance distribution get better results. I’ve thought a lot about this, and I’ll spend the
next few pages exploring an idea that I believe has some potential to do this without costing districts an
arm and a leg. In a way, it’s actually suggesting a new theory of action to replace the one we started with
in Pittsburgh. 53
Effectiveness and degree of difficulty: Two levers for improving the teaching workforce
The resources currently tied up in professional development, performance pay, and teacher leadership
should be repurposed towards an aggressive effort to reduce and redistribute the degree of difficulty of
teachers jobs across the system.
Teaching is hard. It may not be the hardest job to do, but I think it is definitely one of the hardest jobs to
do well. When a teacher’s trying to actually reach each and every student, challenge them, address their
misconceptions, build relationships and care for them, manage twenty to thirty students effectively from
bell to bell and in between and ultimately drive academic success, that’s hard. And in schools where many
students are entering the classroom two or three years (or more) below grade level academically, it’s even
harder. Layer onto that the challenge of teaching a subject like chemistry or calculus.
If we are at all serious about moving towards an 80% college-ready goal, we have to make efforts to boost
the effectiveness of the teachers themselves. But we should simultaneously make equivalent efforts to
adjust the parameters of the job so that success is more attainable.
Not only do we have to adjust the degree of difficulty across the system, but we also have to redistribute
it. The same way that every teacher is different in their effectiveness, every teaching assignment is
different in its degree of difficulty. So while we work to reduce the degree of difficulty overall, we need to
work to redistribute it – to level the playing for teachers across the system.

53

Represented by the graphic on page 7.
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differentially distribute the degree of
difficulty of teaching across a system?
First, we would need to change the way
we think and talk about “supporting
teachers”. It would be less about
professional development, and more
about bringing success more within reach.
We’d bring the job to them at the same
time we try to bring them to the job.
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Exhibit 25. Effectiveness and degree of difficulty. Two
complementary strategies for improving teaching in a
school system. Use multiple measures to increase
teacher quality while using a degree of difficulty index to
make success more consistently obtainable and
distribute resources more strategically within and
between schools.

Second, we would need to develop a way
of estimating the degree of difficulty of
teachers’ jobs, so that this challenge can
be tackled in as strategic and measurable
a way as the efforts to improve their
effectiveness. A degree of difficulty index
could be developed to facilitate this. This
index could include general, teacher, and
school-specific variables to estimate the
degree of difficulty for each teacher.
•

•

•

•

General factors could include things like subject area, age group, and class size. Subject areas like
science would have higher scores than others such as physical education. Larger class sizes would
boost degree of difficulty as would teaching students in certain grade spans, such as seven
through ten.
Teacher schedule factors could also be considered, such as the number of different courses taught
each day (versus the same course multiple times), the number of times a teacher has taught that
course before (teaching a class for the first time is harder), and the amount of planning or nonteaching time in their schedule each day.
School or even classroom specific features could also be incorporated, adjusting the degree of
difficulty for such factors as the academic readiness of the student population, the percent of
students who qualify for free or reduced lunch, and teaching and learning environment indicators
such as the principal’s effectiveness or school wide results on the teaching conditions survey.
Even the teacher’s past effectiveness results could be incorporated, presuming that teaching is
harder for a teacher who is failing on factors related to things like student engagement and
classroom management compared to a teacher who has been getting great results across multiple
measures for multiple years.
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Then, and obviously this is the most important part, certain resources would be distributed strategically
within the system with two aims in mind: gradually reducing the average degree of difficulty for the
system overall, while moving all teachers towards the center and away from the tails. Teachers who have
low degree of difficulty scores should take on more so that teachers who have higher scores can move
closer to the middle. Resources that would be distributed in this manner could include:
•
•
•
•
•

Additional teachers to certain schools/subject areas/grade levels;
Differentiated class size based on other factors in degree of difficulty index;
Redistribution of planning time strategically across the system and within schools;
Teaching assistant and paraprofessional support; and
Adjustments to other factors in the degree of difficulty index.

What would this look like in practice? Well, within schools and across the district teachers who teach the
highest needs students, in the most challenging subjects and grade levels, who are teaching new subject
matter or who have struggled to teach this content effectively would end up with smaller class sizes, more
planning and non-teaching time, more attention from peers and principals, and efforts by their
administrator to make adjustments such as teaching the same content from year-to-year or reducing the
number of different classes they teach in a particular day.
For students, especially the systems highest needs students, this would have some obvious and immediate
benefits. They would be more likely to be in the classroom with a high-performing teachers since a lower
performing teacher is more likely to have their schedule reduced and/or have smaller class sizes. In key
subject areas and grade levels, they would have teachers who have more time to prepare their lessons
and are less likely to be teaching content that is new to them. This just to name a few.
District-wide goals focused on getting everyone to a similar level of difficulty and then decreasing all
degrees of difficulty over time could promote stability in staffing, and a clear long term objective, offering
an approach that seeks to improve the individual and the context together. We tried to get at this to a
degree with our “teaching and learning environment” initiative, but this approach offers much more focus
and I believe aligns better to what teachers are asking for when they talk about support. I think it also is
a strategy that is more realistic about what training and professional development can accomplish and
what schools and Districts are capable of delivering in this arena.
I also believe this idea could be feasible financially. Remember, one of the key tenets is that teachers are
supposed to be pulled toward the middle of the degree of difficulty distribution. This means that if some
teachers get more planning time, or smaller class sizes, others have to get less planning time and larger
class sizes. This is the only way it can work at scale. Over time the goal would be to gradually reduce this
average number as well, so additional resources would be necessary. These would have to come from
reductions in other investments the system already makes in “teacher support”, especially schedule
reductions associated with legacy commitments in collective bargaining agreements, professional
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development and training, software, and other line items that contribute to the more than $30 million a
year our district spent annually in this arena.
Finally, I like this idea because I think that it shifts the dynamic of the discourse around teacher
effectiveness. Without backing away from the need for a rigorous evaluation system and standard of
performance, it gives districts the opportunity to show that they are serious about supporting teachers’
success, and helping the teachers in the middle of the effectiveness distribution get better results for their
students. And it allows these systems to continue to advocate for rigorous performance standards and a
strong, multiple-measures based evaluation process without having to over-promise its value for
professional growth and development.
Of course there are obvious challenges to this idea. And there are some obvious implications that would
not be easily accepted by certain stakeholders.
•

It would be necessary to increase principal autonomy related to setting teacher schedules. In
many cases seniority and teacher preferences impact scheduling each year. This sometimes has
the effect of more experienced teachers gradually moving towards more desirable schedules and
scheduling being done in a school in a way that doesn’t meaningfully consider performance data,
degree of difficulty, or stability to build expertise and consistency. Guidelines would need to be
developed to put some safeguards in place for teachers and help principals as they take on more
leadership here. It’s possible that it would turn out to be as ivory tower in some respects as the
new salary schedule or the idea of moving teachers to high needs schools through new
promotional opportunities.

●

It would also be necessary to change key provisions of collective bargaining agreements. Teacher
contracts would need to revised to enable differentiation of key factors related to the degree of
difficulty in order to better support teachers. This means developing some parameters to facilitate
differentiation in a way that ensures the process is done in the right way and for the right reasons
without being overly prescriptive.

●

There would be all sorts of wrangling and disagreement about what the variables in the degree of
difficulty index would be. Those who have to take on more because that they have a low degree
of difficulty would inevitably push back hard. Established norms within the profession, whereby
more experienced teachers get more influence over their schedules and are often able to
gravitate towards more desirable and less challenging roles would be directly challenged. There
would need to be effective engagement and compelling evidence used to make decisions about
the index.

If a school system couldn’t go so far as to develop this whole approach, smaller steps could be taken to
get closer to this kind of solution. There may also be some ways to test and refine this kind of approach
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on a small scale before any kind of broader rollout. As I’ve already shared, it can be so hard to pull
something back or to adjust its design once it has been implemented across the entire system.
Ideally, this kind of strategy would be coupled with some bold exploration of new school designs and
fundamentally alter the parameters of teaching jobs. But this is a topic for another day.
I have surely learned the hard way how different an idea that sounds good on paper can be once you see
it in practice. So, while it’s possible that this idea might turn out to be one of those, I do think it has
promise. At minimum, the two-pronged approach of increasing effectiveness while decreasing and
equalizing degree of difficulty has merit as a clear and simple alternative theory of action to the one we
pursued, and I would love to see some systems pursue some pilots of this kind of thinking. I think it could
be a way to move forward that preserves some of the best features of the effectiveness work, preventing
a more dramatic pendulum swing or pivot away from work that is adding real value but not living up to
the dramatic promises made at its inception.

Caveats and Conclusion
There are a lot of reasons why it was difficult to write this. In many respects I am still struggling myself to
draw clear and confident conclusions. Among the many limitations of this work, here are three particular
caveats I want to highlight:
1. First, the decentralized nature of our education system makes is hard to generalize these kind of
conclusions from one place to another. As I’ve started to teach education policy courses at
Carnegie Mellon, I see that one of the most defining characteristics of the public education in our
country is its decentralized nature. So much of the authority to shape and implement policy rests
at the state and local level, spread across 50 states and 13,500 school districts. This has positive
and negative ramifications beyond the scope of this paper, but it does mean that we should
approach drawing any concrete conclusions about what works and what doesn’t with caution.
For example, my understanding is that there is some evidence that the evaluation and
performance pay programs implemented in DC public schools over the past few years may have
contributed more significantly to improved student outcomes. 54 This could be because they did a
better job of implementing it. It could be because their evaluation system doesn’t include lowquality measures like Student Learning Objectives that contributed to the substantial shift in
results we experienced. According to the Dee and Wycoff study of DC’s IMPACT system, their
performance distribution was about the same as ours, and seemed to be behaving similarly year-
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to-year before SLOs were brought in to our process for 2014-15. 55 One could do an interesting
study comparing Pittsburgh’s collaborative and gradual approach to implementation to what has
the reputation of having been more of a top-down approach in DC.
2. Second, broader context matters more than I am able to explore and communicate here. This
includes political context within the city and surrounding the school board. It also includes
internally, with organizational culture and the makeup of the workforce. These same policies in
a brand new charter network, or a district that experiences significant churn in its workforce and
brings teachers in through a variety of traditional and non-traditional pathways might experience
different responses and results.
3. Third, the people who are involved in the effort matter a great deal – the leaders, the project
managers, the committee members, the partners. Part of the premise of this work is that people
matter, and that the strengths, weaknesses and competence of the human beings doing this work
makes a difference. Yet I hardly address those personalities here. I struggled with this choice, and
see it as a limitation on our ability to draw firm conclusions from this reflection. My own project
leadership, the leadership of the union and district and their personal strengths, beliefs, and
choices, the variability in the effectiveness of the different project managers and staff working on
different pieces of the plan, the teachers and principals who participated on the numerous design
and implementation committees, the personal relationships between various executives, board
members and others, and the interaction between these – these are just a few of the personal
factors that made a different in influenced how this all unfolded.
These challenges are not unique to my own reflection paper. They are reasons why evaluating education
interventions is inherently difficult. It’s hard to separate the idea from the implementation, to look across
classrooms and schools where “variations are dramatic”, to peer inside the “black box” to explain the why
behind various effects, to account for scale and generalize results. 56
This is my own interpretation of the story. I try to anchor my beliefs in evidence where possible, but this
is one individual view of a broad and complex change effort. Professional researchers will hopefully
continue efforts to piece together the myriad of different opinions and interpretations from the many
stakeholders involved and the reams of data collected. I don’t attempt to do that job here and encourage
the reader to remember what this is and is not. My own thinking is still evolving, and this piece represents
the best I can conclude and communicate at this time.
Finally, this reflection is specific to the issues and challenges associated with teacher quality in these
systems. They do not address the overall path forward for school systems in the United States. I have also
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reflected deeply on the broader outlook for transforming public education, but this too is the subject for
a different paper.
Despite these limitations, I do hope that it can add value for the field. Across the country, states and
districts have developed new evaluation systems and many applications for their results. The National
Council on Teacher Quality’s report “State of the States 2015: Evaluating Teaching, Leading and Learning”
provides an overview of state’s policy responses to teacher evaluation and effectiveness. They report that
as of 2015 all but five states (California, Iowa, Montana, Nebraska and Vermont) have a formal policy
stating that teacher evaluations must include objective measures of student achievement; this is up from
only 15 states in 2009. 57
As more and more states and districts have pursued this policy direction, promises have been made about
the potential, and millions are being spent in pursuit of it. If history is any indication, it’s likely that these
reforms will fall short of these promises. As this happens, the pendulum will begin to swing back away
from a focus on teacher quality toward other potential strategies for improving our schools. Systems that
were put in place will gradually be dismantled or fall into disrepair.
I don’t want to see this happen. Teachers are too important for us to give up on this difficult work and let
the status quo prevail. So, while I write this not having all of the answers, I hope that at minimum it will
help others build on what we learned for better and worse and help educators come together to find the
right spot for this pendulum to come to rest.
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Post-2013 teacher rating form
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