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Introduction and Summary

Parents, practitioners, and policymakers agree that the key to improving public 
education in America is placing highly skilled and effective teachers in all class-
rooms. Yet the nation still lacks a practical set of standards and assessments that 
can guarantee that teachers, particularly new teachers, are well prepared and 
ready to teach.

This report discusses a promising approach to the question of how to measure 
teacher effectiveness. Specifically, it describes the ways in which assessments 
of teacher performance for licensing and certification can both reflect and pre-
dict teachers’ success with children so that they can not only inform person-
nel decisions, but also leverage improvements in preparation, mentoring, and 
professional development. It outlines progress in the field of teacher assessment 
development and discusses policies that could create much greater leverage on 
the quality of teacher preparation and teaching than has previously existed in 
the United States.

For more than two decades, policymakers have undertaken many and varied 
reforms to improve schools, ranging from new standards and tests to redesigned 
schools, new curricula and new governance models. One important lesson from 
these efforts is the repeated finding that teachers are the fulcrum determining 
whether any school initiative tips toward success or failure. Every aspect of school 
reform depends on highly skilled teachers for its success. This is especially true as 
educational standards rise and the diversity of the student body increases. Teach-
ers need even more sophisticated abilities to teach more complex curriculum 
to the growing number of public school students who have fewer educational 
resources at home, those who are new English language learners, and those who 
have distinctive learning needs.

One of the few areas of consensus among education policymakers, practitioners, 
and the general public today is that improving teacher quality is one of the most 
direct and promising strategies for improving public education outcomes in the 
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United States, especially for groups of children who have historically been taught 
by the least qualified teachers. Teachers can have large effects on student achieve-
ment, as suggested by a recent large-scale study in North Carolina, which found 
that the differences in achievement gains for students who had the most qualified 
teachers versus those who had the least qualified were greater than the influences 
of race and parent education combined.1 These very large differences were associ-
ated with teachers’ initial preparation for teaching, licensing in the field taught, 
strength of academic background, level of experience, and demonstration of skills 
through National Board Certification, all of which are variables that could be 
directly addressed through policy.

Unlike most high-achieving nations, however, the United States has not yet devel-
oped a national system of supports and incentives to ensure that all teachers are 
well prepared and ready to teach all students effectively when they enter the pro-
fession.2 Nor is there a set of widely available methods to support the evaluation 
and ongoing development of teacher effectiveness throughout the career, along 
with decisions about entry and continuation in the profession. Meeting the expec-
tation that all students will learn to high standards will require a transformation in 
the ways in which our education system attracts, prepares, supports, and develops 
expert teachers who can teach in more powerful ways—a transformation that 
depends in part on the ways in which these abilities are understood and assessed.

In recent years, there has been growing interest in moving beyond traditional mea-
sures of teacher qualifications, such as completion of a preparation program, num-
ber of degrees, or years of experience, in order to evaluate teachers’ actual perfor-
mance as the basis for making decisions about hiring, tenure, licensing, compensa-
tion, and selection for leadership roles. A key problem is that current measures for 
evaluating teachers are not often linked to their capacity to teach. Existing federal, 
state, and local policies for defining and measuring teacher quality either rely 
almost exclusively on classroom observations by principals who differentiate little 
among teachers and offer little useful feedback, or focus on teachers’ course-taking 
records and on paper-and-pencil tests of basic academic skills and subject matter 
knowledge that are poor predictors of later effectiveness in the classroom.

Looking ahead to the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, the No Child Left Behind Commission called for moving beyond the des-
ignation of teachers as “highly qualified” to an assessment of teachers as “highly 
effective” based on student learning evidence. Other recent federal proposals—for 
example, the Teacher Excellence for All Children Act—have suggested incentive 
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pay to attract effective teachers to high-need schools and to pay them additional 
stipends to serve as mentors or master teachers. The questions are now squarely 
on the table: “How should we measure teacher effectiveness?” And how can we 
develop more effective teachers much more consistently, rather than leaving 
teacher effectiveness to chance?

This report describes progress currently underway to achieve a system of reliable, 
valid, and nationally available performance assessments—from a teacher’s point 
of entry through the development of accomplished teaching. Such a system would 
create a more useful and more common standard for the profession, just as national 
assessments do in fields such as nursing, engineering, accounting, medicine, and 
other skilled professions. A system of performance assessments could also leverage 
improvements in practice and professional learning opportunities.

As this paper details, some states have already begun to develop and implement 
standardized assessments of teacher performance that more accurately gauge the 
classroom effectiveness of beginning teachers, and a group of 20 states has joined 
together to build on these efforts to create a common tool for assessing novices. 
In addition, most states now recognize the National Board Certification program, 
which identifies veteran accomplished teachers who are more effective in develop-
ing student learning. The best practices from these initiatives can support a con-
tinuum across the teaching career for identifying and supporting stronger teaching 
and making more grounded personnel decisions based on a common, comprehen-
sive set of standards that can be adopted nationwide to ensure that only the most 
well-prepared and effective teachers are instructing our public schools students.

In addition to raising the bar for teacher preparation and professional development, 
nationally available performance assessments at the points of the initial license, the 
professional license—usually about three years into the profession, just prior to ten-
ure—and advanced certification could reflect the greater commonality in student 
expectations reflected in the so-called Common Core standards already adopted in 
more than 30 states. Such a system could also solve some of the problems created by 
the current Byzantine set of different licensing requirements across the 50 states and 
help create a national teacher labor market that supports mobility from states with 
surpluses to those with shortages while enhancing teacher quality.

A reliable and valid system of performance assessments based on common stan-
dards would provide consistency in gauging teacher effectiveness, help track 
educational progress, flag areas of need, and anchor a continuum of performance 



4 center for American progress | Evaluating teacher Effectiveness

throughout a teaching career. Such a system could also be used to establish stan-
dards for a National Teacher License that would allow mobility across states, 
ensure school districts that a new hire meets the requirements necessary to 
become an effective teacher who can advance student learning, and enable dis-
tricts to identify and recruit the most able teachers to the most needy schools.
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Why performance assessments  
are needed

In a recent report for the Center for American Progress, policy analyst Edward 
Crowe outlined a new accountability system for teacher education, one designed 
to redirect attention to the things that matter most: “Whether or not K-12 
students are learning, how well teachers have developed the classroom teaching 
skills to be effective with their students, a graduate’s commitment to teaching as a 
professional career, feedback from graduates and employers, and high-quality tests 
of teacher knowledge and skills that are tied to classroom teaching performance 
and K-12 student learning.”3

Crowe notes that new assessments are needed to tell whether teacher education 
graduates have developed the classroom teaching skills to be effective with their 
students because current teacher tests don’t directly measure what teachers do in 
the classroom, and they don’t indicate how well teachers will do in the classroom. 
As a National Research Council report observed, most teacher licensure tests “are 
not constructed to predict the degree of teaching success a beginning teacher will 
demonstrate,” and studies suggest that they indeed do not. 4

In nearly all states, teachers have to pass at least three tests—generally multiple-
choice tests of basic skills, subject matter, and teaching knowledge—in order 
to become licensed, even though these are not strongly related to their ultimate 
success in the classroom. With individual states creating their own requirements, 
Crowe notes, “states have created a crazy quilt of…assessments that add up to 
1,100 different tests” across the country.5 A great deal of money and energy is 
spent on developing tests that have little value in separating out teachers who are 
effective from those who are not. Furthermore, in many cases these tests evaluate 
teacher knowledge before they enter or complete teacher education, and hence are 
an inadequate tool for teacher education accountability.

Performance assessments that measure what teachers actually do in the classroom, 
and which have been found to be related to later teacher effectiveness, are a much 
more potent tool for evaluating teachers’ competence and readiness, as well as for 
supporting needed changes in teacher education.
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Aside from teacher tests, there is increasing interest in measuring teachers’ contribu-
tions by directly examining student achievement gains, and there are a number of 
efforts underway to create systems that incorporate value-added methods for exam-
ining student learning gains into teacher evaluation. As I describe in more detail later 
in this report, value-added methods have proved valuable for examining the poten-
tial influences on teacher effectiveness of teacher preparation programs, professional 
development programs, and various kinds of evaluation systems.

Yet, as Harvard University economics professor Thomas Kane pointed out in recent 
Senate testimony, these measures have been subject to concerns about their vola-
tility at the individual teacher level and the possibility they could foster teaching 
toward narrow tests, as well as the fact that they are not available for about three-
fourths of all teachers.6 This volatility, which is greater than that associated with 
observational measures, is due to the fact that the score gains measure more than 
the influence of the teacher—even when statistical methods are used to control for 
other factors, such as student characteristics, home and school resources, and the 
influence of other teachers, tutors, and parents on learning.

Furthermore, since most experts agree that at least three years of data about a 
given teacher are necessary to achieve a modicum of stability, the direct use of 
student test score data to evaluate teachers does not help inform judgments about 
new entrants to the profession. Yet in order to protect students, governments must 
make judgments about whether professionals are well enough prepared to practice 
safely and competently as soon as they enter the profession.

In his current work with the Gates Foundation, Kane and his colleagues are eval-
uating how certain kinds of classroom observations and videotapes of teaching, 
teacher reflections, content pedagogical assessments, and student and teacher 
feedback are related to measures of teacher effectiveness based on student 
achievement gains on both traditional tests and more intellectually challenging 
open-ended measures. This strategy aims to validate a range of teacher evaluation 
tools against value-added student learning gains using more than one way to look 
at student learning.

Economists Jonah Rockoff and Cecilia Speroni have similarly noted that “value-
added measures of effectiveness are noisy and can be biased if some teachers are 
persistently given students that are harder to teach in ways that administrative data 
do not measure. Thus, using other information may achieve more stability and 
accuracy in teacher evaluations.”7 By “noisy,” they mean unstable from year to year 
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and prone to error. They note that observation-based teaching evaluations, espe-
cially standards-based evaluations that carefully measure specific dimensions of 
teaching, have been found to be significantly related to student achievement gains. 
What’s more, when these observations are used for feedback and coaching, they 
can help teachers develop greater effectiveness.8

In their work, Rockoff and Speroni confirmed that mentor teachers’ evaluations 
were significant predictors of beginning teachers’ current and subsequent value-
added effectiveness. But they also found that the application of standards could 
vary significantly across evaluators. Thus, efforts to create more consistency in 
evaluating teacher performance are critical if performance is to be a central mea-
sure of teacher effectiveness.

As described below, structured teacher performance assessments address these 
needs. They evaluate directly what teachers do in the classroom, and they often 
incorporate contextualized evidence of student learning that is linked to evidence 
of the associated teaching efforts. Such assessments have been found to be stron-
ger predictors of teachers’ contributions to student learning gains than traditional 
teacher tests. They are also more reliably scored than most on-the-job classroom 
observations, and can be used for new teachers about to enter the profession, as well 
as long-time veterans. With recent advances, a continuum of such assessments can 
be constructed from initial entry to recognition of advanced expertise.

The last two decades have marked the emergence of professional standards for 
teaching stimulated in large part by the view that heightened expectations for 
student learning can be accomplished only by greater expectations for teaching 
quality. Those standards include those for National Board Certification and, more 
recently, for assessment of beginning teachers. Below we address each in turn.

National Board Certification

A standards-based approach to assessing teachers was initially developed and 
made systematic through the work of the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards. The board, founded in 1987, was the first body to involve 
expert teachers and researchers in developing standards for accomplished teach-
ing. The standards outline what accomplished teaching looks like in more than 30 
teaching areas defined by subject area and developmental level of students.
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The National Board then developed an assessment that assembles evidence of 
teachers’ practice and performance in a portfolio that includes videotapes of 
teaching accompanied by commentary, lesson plans, and evidence of student 
learning over time linked to evidence about the teachers’ work with individual 
students. These pieces of evidence are scored reliably by trained raters who 
are knowledgeable in the same teaching field, using rubrics that define critical 
dimensions of teaching as the basis of the evaluation.

Designed to identify experienced and accomplished teachers, the National 
Board Certification is used in at least 32 states and more than 500 districts as 
the basis for teacher evaluation, salary increases, and other forms of teacher 
recognition, such as the selection of mentor or lead teachers. A number of states 
also provide license reciprocity on the basis of National Board status, and 28 use 
certification status as a proxy for license renewal. California offers a $20,000 
bonus, paid over four years, to board-certified teachers who teach in high-need 
schools, which has helped to distribute these accomplished teachers to stu-
dents who need them.9

A number of recent studies have found that the National Board Certification 
assessment process distinguishes among teachers who are more and less effec-
tive in raising student achievement. Large-scale studies in Florida and North 
Carolina found that, controlling for a host of other student and teacher charac-
teristics, students made significantly greater gains if their teachers were National 
Board Certified.10 Similarly, researchers in the Los Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict found that the positive effects of board-certified teachers grew even larger 
when examined using the stronger methodology of randomized assignment of 
classrooms to teachers.11

In addition, smaller studies documenting positive influences of NBC teachers 
on their students’ achievement have delved deeper to show how the practices of 
board-certified teachers differ from those of teachers who attempted but failed the 
assessment.12 In particular, these studies show how board-certified teachers foster 
deeper understanding in their instructional design and classroom assignments.

One study with more mixed results found that National Board-certified teachers 
appeared more effective than others in some grade levels and subject areas, and 
on some tests but not in others.13 Another small study found positive but mod-
est results that did not reach the level of statistical significance.14 To strengthen 
its ability to evaluate teachers’ effectiveness, the National Board has just com-
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pleted a study that will guide the incorporation of additional evidence of stu-
dent learning into its assessments.15

Assessment of beginning teachers

National Board Certification, however, is reserved for experienced teachers. Until 
recently, there was no comparable assessment for beginning teachers that could 
evaluate who is ready to teach and likely to be effective.

Following on the work of the National Board, a consortium of states, working 
under the auspices of the Council of Chief State School Officers, created related 
standards for beginning teacher licensing that reflect professional teaching stan-
dards and incorporate student learning standards. More than 40 states have now 
adopted these standards into their licensing systems. In some states, teacher per-
formance assessments for new teachers, modeled after the National Board assess-
ments, have been developed for use either in teacher education, as a basis for the 
initial licensing recommendation (California, Colorado, Kentucky, Oregon), or in 
the teacher induction period, as a basis for moving from a probationary to a pro-
fessional license (Connecticut).

These assessments require teachers to document their plans and teaching for a 
unit of instruction, videotape and analyze their teaching, and collect and evaluate 
evidence of student learning. All of these pieces of evidence are then assembled 
and evaluated by highly trained raters who score them in a consistent manner 
against specific criteria that reflect standards of best practice. As detailed in this 
paper, these assessments have been found to measure teacher effectiveness and 
can be used to help teachers develop greater effectiveness. Participation in these 
assessments has been found to support learning both for teachers who are being 
evaluated, and for educators who are trained to serve as evaluators.

For many years, Connecticut required beginning teachers to pass a Beginning 
Educator Support and Training, or BEST, performance assessment in their second 
or third year of teaching before they could be granted a professional license. The 
BEST assessment requirement was recently suspended because the state could 
not adequately fund the mentoring component, but while in place, beginning 
teachers’ ratings on the Connecticut BEST assessment were found to significantly 
predict their students’ value-added achievement on state reading tests.16 Using 
a sophisticated statistical technique called hierarchical linear modeling, a recent 
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study found that a one-unit increase in the BEST portfolio score was associated 
with a student score increase on the Degrees of Reading Power test equivalent to 
nearly half of students’ average gain within a school year. In other words, students 
taught by a teacher who scored a “3” on the assessment’s four-point scale gained 
about 40 percent more in reading during the course of the school year than stu-
dents of a teacher who scored a “2” on the assessment.

Furthermore, the study found that the BEST portfolio scores were the only 
teacher characteristic that predicted student gains. Student gains were not sig-
nificantly related to teachers’ Praxis scores (a more traditional, primarily multi-
ple-choice teacher test), the prestige of their pre-service institution, their race, 
ethnicity, gender, type of district, or participation in a mentoring program.

Meanwhile, in California, all teacher education programs—both traditional 
and alternative—must evaluate their candidates’ teaching competence with a 
standardized performance assessment approved by the California Commission 
on Teacher Credentialing. The assessment is used to determine the initial teach-
ing license, and the data are aggregated for use in program improvement and to 
inform state and national accreditation. The legislature’s intent in enacting this 
requirement is to improve the quality of California teachers by holding programs 
accountable for the competence of their graduates.17

Built on the advances made by the National Board and Connecticut assessments, 
the Performance Assessment for California Teachers has emerged from this 
reform. Launched in 2002 and now used by 33 teacher education programs in the 
state—including district and university-based internship models, and a credential-
ing program run by a successful charter school, High Tech High of San Diego—
PACT has been shown to be reliable, valid, and a strong lever for improving both 
teacher competence and program quality. Like the Connecticut BEST assessment, 
a preliminary validity study of PACT also found that teachers’ scores on the 
assessment are positively associated with their value-added effectiveness when 
they later become full-time teachers.18

Significantly, PACT, which is taken after California’s basic skills and subject mat-
ter tests, does not seem to pose additional barriers for aspiring teachers of color. 
Early validation studies of PACT have found no disparities in the outcomes of 
the assessment by candidate race or ethnicity, in contrast to many other teacher 
tests that have greatly disparate pass rates that have often reduced the diversity 
of the teaching force.19
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Prospects for a national system of 
Teacher Performance Assessments

Based on this work, 20 states have recently joined together as a Teacher 
Performance Assessment Consortium under the auspices of the American 
Association of Colleges of Teacher Education, or AACTE, and the Council of 
Chief State School Officers, or CCSSO, to create a common initial licensing 
assessment that can be used nationwide to make preparation and licensing perfor-
mance based, as well as predictive of teacher effectiveness. This assessment is built 
upon the model designed by the California PACT consortium.

A more advanced version of the assessment will also be developed for use at the 
point of the professional license—typically after the three-year probationary 
period—and to guide the mentoring process during the induction period. Success 
at this juncture could be linked with additional compensation in a state or district 
with a career ladder program.

The aforementioned assessments, which are subject specific, are grounded in 
model-teaching standards in the disciplines, which are themselves linked to 
common standards for student learning developed by CCSSO’s Interstate New 
Teacher Support and Assessment Consortium, or INTASC.

Supported by foundation and state funds, and integrated into many states’ propos-
als for the federal Race to the Top education grant program, the Teacher Perfor-
mance Assessment Consortium has already completed the design of the assess-
ment in the initial licensing areas and will pilot test these assessments in 2010-11 
while completing the design of the remaining licensing areas. A larger pilot pro-
gram is scheduled for the 2011-12 school year, and full scale-up program is slated 
for 2012-13 in “fast-track” states, including Massachusetts, Minnesota, New York, 
Tennessee, and Washington, all of which have already adopted the Teacher Per-
formance Assessment as a requirement for licensing. Other states will bring the 
Teacher Performance Assessment on-line in the subsequent two years.
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During this period of time, a subset of states will also develop the “Tier 2” assess-
ment to be used at the point of transition from a probationary license to a pro-
fessional license, as in Connecticut. (Tier 2 is the term given the second level of 
licensing in states that require the completion of induction requirements before 
initially licensed teachers are granted a longer-term professional license.) This 
assessment will be similar in design, but will focus less on teacher planning and 
more on evidence of student learning, and the capacity to use student learning 
results in designing instruction.

In a number of states, a continuum of teacher performance assessments is envi-
sioned, as veteran teachers who are being evaluated for mentor or lead teacher 
status or for the receipt of higher levels of compensation are assessed through 
National Board Certification. By 2015, a national system of teacher performance 
assessments will be available for use in policy decisions, ranging from initial licens-
ing to professional licensure and advanced certification.

This set of assessments can be used not only for personnel decision making over 
the course of the teaching career, but also for guiding teacher development and for 
evaluating and improving teacher education, mentoring, and professional devel-
opment programs, as described in figure 1.

How performance assessments can help teachers improve  
their practice

Developing teacher effectiveness is as important as measuring it. Many studies 
have concluded that teachers’ participation in standards-based performance 
assessments can help teachers improve their practice. Teachers who have gone 
through National Board Certification, for example, note that the process of 
analyzing their own and their students’ work in light of professional standards 
helps them better assess student learning and evaluate the effects of their own 
actions. They also have to adopt new practices that are called for in the stan-
dards and assessments, such as engaging students in writing multiple drafts of 
papers or conducting science inquiries.20

In addition, teachers reported that going through the board certification process 
caused them to improve their subject matter knowledge, design and delivery of 
instruction, classroom management, and evaluation of and support for student 
learning. A number of studies have documented that these changes do indeed 
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occur.21 In particular, teachers 
use new teaching strategies, 
pay more attention to student 
learning, and use assessments 
to change their practice to 
a much greater degree after 
they have gone through the 
assessment process.

It is not unusual for National 
Board participants to say that 
they have learned more about 
teaching from their participa-
tion in the assessments than 
they have learned from any 
other professional develop-
ment experience.22 Board-cer-
tified teacher David Haynes’ 
statement is typical of many:

Completing the portfolio 
for the Early Adolescence/Generalist Certification was, quite simply, the single 
most powerful professional development experience of my career. Never before 
have I thought so deeply about what I do with children, and why I do it. I looked 
critically at my practice, judging it against a set of high and rigorous standards. 
Often in daily work, I found myself rethinking my goals, correcting my course, 
moving in new directions. I am not the same teacher as I was before the assess-
ment, and my experience seems to be typical.23

Performance assessments for beginning teachers also help novices improve 
their practice. A beginning teacher in Connecticut who participated in the 
BEST assessment described the power of the process, which required him to 
plan and teach a unit and to reflect daily on the day’s lesson, considering how 
the lesson met the needs of each student and what should be changed in the 
next day’s plans. He noted:

Although I was the reflective type anyway, it made me go a step further. I would 
have to say, okay, this is how I’m going to do it differently. It made more of an 
impact on my teaching and was more beneficial to me than just one lesson in 

TIER 1
Assessment for Initial 
Licensing
• At entry to profession
• A common high standard of 

practice for all pathways 
(pre-service, internships, and 
alternate routes)

• Coupled with assessment of 
content knowledge

• Evidence used for program 
approval and accreditation

TIER 3
Assessment for Advanced 
Certification
• After tenure or professional 

license
• Assessment of accomplish-

ment as an experienced 
teacher

• National Board Certifications 
or state/local alternative

• Evidence used for differenti-
ated compensation and 
leadership roles

TIER 2
Assessment for Professional 
Licensing
• Following induction, prior to 

tenure
• Systematic collection of 

evidence about teacher 
practice and student learning

• Evidence also used to inform 
mentoring and professional 
development

figure 1

A continuum of teacher performance assessments
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which you state what you’re going to do...The process makes you think about your 
teaching and reflect on your teaching. And I think that’s necessary to become an 
effective teacher.

Research on the PACT assessment used in California teacher education pro-
grams has found similar effects on candidates’ learning. PACT assessments 
require student teachers or interns to:

•	Plan and teach a week-long unit of instruction mapped to the state standards
•	Reflect daily on the lesson they’ve just taught and revise plans for the next day
•	Analyze and provide commentaries of videotapes of themselves teaching
•	Collect and analyze evidence of student learning
•	Reflect on what worked, what didn’t, and why
•	Project what they would do differently in a future set of lessons

Teaching candidates must show how they take into account students’ prior knowl-
edge and experiences in their planning. Adaptations for English language learners 
and for students with special needs must be incorporated into plans and instruction. 
Analyses of student outcomes are part of the evaluation of teaching. (See table 1.)

Some of these are things that many experienced teachers have never learned to 
do, but that have been found to be critical for student learning. Many teachers, 
for example, have learned to run through the curriculum, or get through the 
chapters of the textbook, without ever taking stock of what students under-
stand in order to change their approach or re-teach concepts that weren’t fully 
learned. Relatively few teachers have learned to analyze the learning outcomes 
of their students in a nuanced way that would guide their work with individual 
students and their broader curriculum planning.

The requirement that beginning teachers evaluate student learning daily to 
adjust their plans and to evaluate student learning growth changes their under-
standing of teaching and their practice. For example, prospective teachers have 
noted after completing the PACT:

For me, the most valuable thing was the sequencing of the lessons, teaching the 
lesson and evaluating what the kids were getting, what they weren’t getting, and 
having that be reflected in my next lesson...the “teach-assess-teach-assess-teach-
assess” process. And so you’re constantly changing—you may have a plan or a 
framework, but you know that that has to be flexible, based on what the children 
learn that day.24



prospects for a national system of teacher performance Assessments | www.americanprogress.org 15

Table 1: Overview of mathematics teaching event

Teaching event task What to do What to submit

1. Context for learning
•	 Provide relevant information about your instructional context and 

your students as learners of mathematics.

•	 Context form

•	 Context commentary

2. Planning instruction and assessment

•	 Select a learning segment of three to five hours of instruction 
that develops students’ mathematical knowledge by developing 
a balance of procedural fluency, conceptual understanding, and 
mathematical reasoning. It should also foster positive student 
dispositions toward mathematics.

•	 Create an instruction and assessment plan for the learning segment 
and write lesson plans.

•	 Provide accommodations for English learners, students with dis-
abilities, and any other students with specific needs.

•	 Write a commentary that explains your thinking in writing the plans.

•	 Record daily reflections about what happened as you taught, and 
adapt your plans accordingly.

•	 Lesson plans for learning segment

•	 Instructional materials

•	 Planning commentary

3. Instructing students and 
 supporting learning

•	 Review your plans and prepare to videotape your class. Identify 
opportunities for students to understand mathematical concepts, 
procedures, and reasoning.

•	 Videotape the lesson(s) you have identified.

•	 Review the videotape to identify one or two video clips portray-
ing the required features of your teaching. The total running time 
should not exceed 20 minutes.

•	 Write a commentary that analyzes your teaching and your students’ 
learning in the video clip(s).

•	 Video clip(s)

•	 Video label form

•	 Instruction commentary

4. Assessing student learning

•	 Select one student assessment from the learning segment and 
analyze student work.

•	 Identify three student work samples that illustrate class trends in 
what students did and did not understand.

•	 Write a commentary that analyzes the extent to which the class met 
the standards/objectives, analyzes the individual learning of two 
students represented in the work samples, describes feedback to 
students, and identifies next steps in instruction.

•	 Student work samples

•	 Evaluative criteria or rubric

•	 Assessment commentary

5. Reflecting on teaching 

•	 Provide your daily reflections.

•	 Write a commentary about what you learned from teaching this 
learning segment.

•	 Daily reflections

•	 Reflective commentary
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The assessment piece [of the 
PACT] was good. Like for 
the math…I really got into 
that—tallied [the data] 
all up in Excel, and made a 
graph. And that was kind 
of fun. It was like, “Oh, I 
could probably do this more 
often”…you know, really 
digging into their work and 
looking for what was going 
on. I should make that 
more of a habit next year 
than I have this year, now 
that I know.25

Studies show that beginning 
teachers are capable of  

assessment in their actual classroom practice. Research on student teachers who 
had completed the Performance Assessment for California Teachers found that 
pre-service teachers did change their teaching practices as a consequence of their 
experiences with the performance assessment,26 and first-year teachers reported 
continued influences of the assessment on their teaching.27

One beginning teacher followed through the process, we will call her Joy, 
observed that there were many things about the assessment that strengthened 
her practice. Analyzing the teaching videotape forced her to reflect on her 
teaching “in a different, much deeper way,” while the need to assess student 
progress “helped me to get focused and…to see that there’s…a need for conti-
nuity in the lesson, [and] also to look at where [the students] are…at the end 
of the day and maybe change things a little bit to find out where they need to 
go the next day.”

When asked about her students’ backgrounds and skills levels in an 
initial interview, Joy was at a loss and had no specific information. 
Later, after having completed the task requiring that specific informa-
tion for the PACT, Joy underscored the value of learning about her 
students in this way:

figure 2
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I know that…this coming school year, I’m going to get out the sheets the parents 
fill out. You know, “How old is the child? And what is their nationality? When 
did they come to the United States? And did they have other brothers and sisters? 
What is their background?” You know, it really helps you to understand your class 
and each child much better. I’m going to make that a real priority, where I really 
wouldn’t have thought about doing that…I learned a lot from that.28

Of the nine skills Joy reported learning from the PACT experience, only three 
were skills she had been taught in her teacher education program. Planning and 
teaching full curriculum units in both literacy and mathematics and evaluating her 
own practice and her students’ learning would not normally have happened in 
her programs’ design for a student teaching experience were it not for the PACT 
requirements. This suggests not only how candidates can learn from an assess-
ment, but also how a well-designed performance assessment for licensing can 
leverage major changes in teacher education.

Improving preparation through the use of performance assess-
ments

There are a number of ways that performance assessments for licensing influence 
teacher preparation programs beyond the effects on individual candidates. PACT 
assessments are scored by trained raters—faculty members and supervisors as 
well as cooperating teachers 
and principals in schools that 
help train teachers—whose 
ratings are further moderated 
and audited to produce highly 
reliable and valid teacher 
performance evaluations. 
Programs receive detailed, 
aggregated data on all of their 
candidates by program area 
and dimensions of teaching 
(see figures 2 and 3), and use 
the data to improve curricu-
lum and program designs. The 
aggregated data will ultimately 
be used for program accredi-

figure 3
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tation to provide a basis for deciding which programs should be encouraged, 
improved, or closed if they cannot improve enough to enable most of their candi-
dates to demonstrate that they can teach.

The aggregated scores are helpful for faculty looking for patterns of perfor-
mance, but the act of scoring is itself also educative. As is true for teachers 
of elementary and secondary school students, there is great power in look-
ing closely at student work, evaluating whether and how it meets challenging 
standards, and deliberating collectively about how to improve curriculum and 
teaching to ensure greater success.29 Professional development for personnel 
in schools hosting aspiring teachers, as in colleges of education, can benefit 
greatly from this kind of organizing focus and energy.

Faculty, supervisors, cooperating teachers, and other educators who score 
these portfolios use standardized rubrics in moderated sessions following 
training with an audit procedure to calibrate standards. These participants 
describe a range of benefits for teacher preparation from the scoring processes. 
Here are some examples:

This [scoring] experience…has forced me to revisit the question of what really 
matters in the assessment of teachers, which—in turn—means revisiting the ques-
tion of what really matters in the preparation of teachers.

— A teacher education faculty member

 [The scoring process] forces you to be clear about “good teaching;” what it looks 
like, sounds like. It enables you to look at your own practice critically, with new eyes.

— A cooperating teacher

As an induction program coordinator, I have a much clearer picture of what creden-
tial holders will bring to us and of what they’ll be required to do. We can build on this.

— An induction program coordinator

One of the more powerful things about a performance assessment of this kind is that 
it requires teacher candidates to pull together all the many things they are supposed 
to be learning in courses and clinical experiences—how to diagnose student learn-
ing, plan in response to standards, manage and revise instruction, and evaluate the 
outcomes for student understanding—into a single coherent teaching event. It may 
be the first and only time in a program that candidates and their instructors can see 
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whether they indeed understand and can apply what they are supposed to be learn-
ing. Many programs have to make major changes to accomplish this, by integrating 
areas of knowledge, reducing fragmentation among courses and clinical experiences, 
increasing applications to practice, and paying more attention to areas that have tra-
ditionally been underdeveloped in teachers’ repertoires.

In California, for example, most programs found that their candidates scored 
least well on the assessment dimension and on the academic language dimen-
sion, which is a set of criteria evaluating how well teachers both develop Eng-
lish language proficiency for their students and help them acquire and use 
academic language in the discipline. To evaluate their candidates’ abilities, 
some large programs draw a random sample of candidates for a joint mock scoring 
session. This allows faculty to look at common evidence of teaching together and 
discuss it. As one program leader noted, seeing the candidates’ plans, videotapes 
of teaching, and commentary is often an eye-opening experience for faculty, often 
leading to serious curriculum changes:

The persuasive piece was once they saw the student work. I mean, where a few 
people kind of went, ‘Whoa.’ I teach this in my class and I’m not seeing it… 
looking at the student work from the mock scoring there was that ‘ah hah’ 
moment where [it was clear that] our candidates didn’t know much about (aca-
demic language)…[One professor] changed her entire series of assignments…
to better reflect what the holes in the data [showed]—also to incorporate more 
clearly the notion of academic language and mathematics. She literally rewrote 
everything related to that assignment because it was so compelling to her, the 
data…and seeing the student work.30

In this very large program, analysis of the PACT data led to more comprehensive 
and collaborative approaches across the program. Another faculty member noted:

Frankly, that course [on language acquisition] has been marginalized for a long 
time. It’s sort of a stand-alone course. Other faculty members don’t really pay 
much attention to language acquisition in their methods courses. …So, I think 
everybody recognized we have to do more across courses. 31

This problem was subsequently addressed through new assessments in the 
program, as well as a professional development series in each of the department 
meetings and at the faculty retreats. Analyses of PACT scores and actual portfolios 
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were used as a prelude to curriculum conversations. Faculty attributed subsequent 
improvements in PACT scores to these changes.

Another program described a similar process of involving school- and university-
based faculty in examining the PACT portfolios as a way to evaluate what aspects 
of the program were producing the desired outcomes. A faculty leader observed:

I think there are two domains that are problematic for everybody, and that’s 
assessment and academic language. So we have tackled both of them throughout 
this process, with great attention. I think we’ve been improving a lot in both…
In the area of assessment it seems like [candidates] are better at kind of looking 
at assessment as PACT measured it in the planning, which is basically kind of a 
diagnostic assessment. They’re less effective at doing this kind of loop, where you 
think “what progress is made in student learning over time, and what can you get 
from it?” So we’ve been working on that and, in fact, using our inquiry projects 
as the instructional intervention for us to enhance that [skill].32

As the program director at yet another program noted, the PACT data stimu-
lated much more change than other accountability policies. According to the 
program director:

…(W)hen you have these ‘standards’, these documents—it’s very easy to say, 
‘We do that; we do that. Here, here’s my syllabus. Here are the activities I do. We 
address this. We prepare them for that.’ And it’s very easy to do that…to write 
to those kinds of documents…It’s a very different thing when you have your stu-
dents engaging in an assessment, and then you’re seeing the results of that assess-
ment. It starts to challenge in particular ways what you do. So it wasn’t until we 
were really working with the (PACT) data that we felt more threatened…The 
value comes in when they’re sitting down during the scoring process. If you’re 
sitting down together in a room with folks looking at evidence of teaching, it’s a 
very powerful way of understanding teaching practice and helping you look at 
your own practice.”33

The process in this program resulted in more shared knowledge and competence 
among teacher educators, since “in preparing (candidates to do PACT) and in 
scoring their work, every scorer and every person preparing them has to have 
some understanding of how you support students with special needs or how you 
ensure that academic language is addressed and that children for whom English 
is a second language are supported throughout their teaching.” The integration of 
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knowledge that teachers have to do in practice was now required of teacher educa-
tors as well. As the program director observed:

“[Previously], most people knew their own practice. They knew what they would do 
when they were supervising their students. They would know what the candidates 
were doing within their own courses. And that was the extent of it…[But now] in 
part because people have learned more about teaching practice on a number of dif-
ferent levels, outside their area of specialty, because they have learned more about 
the program as a whole, we have far more people who are able to participate and 
think about the ways in which we improve our program.”34

The upshot: When assessments both predict teacher effectiveness and sup-
port individual and institutional learning, they can help to create an engine for 
stimulating greater teacher effectiveness in the system as a whole.

To be sure, though, the adoption of this kind of performance assessment system 
is complex, and it will likely require a greater allocation of resources to teacher 
preparation from both institutions and government funders than is currently allo-
cated in many states’ systems. Many California colleges, universities, and alterna-
tive programs have been making greater investments in their teacher education 
efforts to meet the higher standards posted by the performance assessments for 
well-guided clinical training and coursework in previously neglected areas, such as 
assessment and the teaching of English learners.

Much work needs to be done to build opportunities to learn into the curricu-
lum, to prepare school- and university-based teacher educators and teacher can-
didates to understand and implement the assessments, and to motivate teacher 
educators to spend the time needed to examine and respond to the assessment 
data on their students.35

California institutions have estimated that the cost of implementing and scoring 
the performance assessment and maintaining procedures for reliability and valid-
ity checks could cost on average about $400 per candidate. Ideally, states would 
organize support for this implementation and scoring process, and would seek to 
assume some of the costs that might otherwise be charged to candidates in fees. 
Yet many states are cutting support for higher education, including teacher educa-
tion programs, during the current economic recession. Ultimately, securing fund-
ing and programmatic supports for this work will require both state and federal 
initiatives—for example, through Title II of the Higher Education Act, which cov-
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ers teacher education accountability and program initiatives—along with coor-
dinated efforts on the part of program providers to support an implementation 
process that allows programs to learn from one another rather than reinventing 
the wheel in each locale.
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Policy recommendations  
and conclusion

Teacher Performance Assessments for initial and professional licensing can sup-
port more rigorous evaluation and more purposeful development across a variety of 
routes into teaching, and can increase the consistency with which teacher licensure 
decisions are made across states. The assessments will provide information that 
states can use, not only to issue more meaningful teacher licenses, but also to inform 
teacher quality initiatives, make accreditation decisions, and plan teacher induction 
and in-service development. Used in conjunction with other measures, such as tests 
of teachers’ subject matter knowledge, the assessments can support teacher quality 
improvements in several ways:

States can use Teacher Performance Assessments to improve the consistency and 
quality of data on beginning teacher effectiveness and anchor a continuum of per-
formance assessments throughout the teaching career.

•	Teacher education programs can use TPA data to flag program needs, guide 
improvements, and track progress.

•	 States, school districts, schools, and teacher development programs can use the 
assessments to provide an evidence-based methodology for making systematic 
decisions about recruitment, employment, professional development, and 
career development, as well as an outcome database that can be used by school 
districts to manage, analyze, and report data about teacher outcomes, and to 
track performance across the continuum of teachers’ careers.

•	 States and accreditors can use TPA outcome data as information for the accredi-
tation process to leverage significant improvements in preparation programs, 
especially if accreditors adopt an expectation that programs must show a specific 
level of performance, for example, 70 percent of candidates passing the perfor-
mance assessment, in order to maintain approval.
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•	 Induction programs can use the assessments to guide more effective mentoring 
for beginning teachers, providing information to mentors as candidates enter 
teaching, and guiding the mentoring process toward the assessment used at the 
end of the probationary period as well.

•	 States and the federal government can use nationally available teacher perfor-
mance assessments, along with National Board Certification, to create a por-
table license that will facilitate teacher mobility across states. High scorers on 
these performance assessments could be granted a National Teacher License 
that would allow them mobility across states, and might make them eligible for 
incentives to attract effective teachers to high-need schools.

•	A system of nationally available teacher performance assessments would allow 
states, school districts, and preparation programs to share a common frame-
work for defining and measuring a set of core teaching skills that form a valid 
and robust vision of teacher effectiveness, reflecting both teacher practices and 
student learning. The current state consortium initiative that is creating such 
a system, supported by the Council of Chief State School Officers and the 
American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, will team with one 
or more testing companies to support common systems of administering the 
assessments across the states.

As states use such assessments to inform teacher licensure, recruitment, induction, 
retention, and recognition, they will move toward a national standard of practice 
that advances student learning. The assessments can support efforts to evaluate 
and strengthen the connection between teacher performance and student out-
comes with valid and reliable data that can also be used to guide pre-service and 
in-service training.

The hope is that the kind of assessments described in this report can contribute to 
the development of a more coherent and comprehensive national policy environ-
ment for teacher licensure, recruitment, and in-service evaluation, and ultimately 
to a more effective national agenda for improvement of teacher quality.
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