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Thesis Statement

! For thirty years, education reformers have demanded that the public education 

system be held responsible for student performance. This concept, known as 

“accountability,” has been at the center of recent efforts to reform and improve America’s 

public schools. Initially, reformers focused on holding schools and school districts 

accountable, and their efforts peaked with the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act in 

2002. Today’s reformers, however, are determined to take accountability one-step further 

– to individual teachers. This, the reformers insist, is the key to solving the crisis that 

plagues American public education. Not surprisingly, those defending the teachers’ 

interests see the reformers’ policy goals as an attack on teachers’ hard-won protections 

and their financial security. 

Much of the current heated debate about how to reform the American education 

system occurs in a historical and policy vacuum. This thesis places the controversy in its 

wider context by explaining the former status quo, the origins of the accountability 

movement, and how “teacher accountability” came to dominate this country’s education 

reform discussion. It explains how a perfect storm of factors – an economic crisis and 

strained school budgets; the growth of new and powerful advocacy organizations to 

counter the traditional education interest groups; and the election of a reform-minded 

Democratic President – gave the reform movement historic momentum that resulted in 

sweeping change across the country. The thesis then documents the inevitable backlash 

against this change and the resulting policy paralysis demonstrated by the failure of the 
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112th Congress to pass a long overdue reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act.

The paper concludes that, although the reformers have identified real problems in 

how schools evaluate and pay teachers, their solutions are unlikely to be enough to 

achieve significant improvements in student outcomes. It argues for a broader and more 

pragmatic debate over how to improve the nation’s schools.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In January 2002, President George Bush signed into law arguably his most 

important domestic achievement, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). “We're never 

going to give up on a school that's performing poorly,” Bush promised at the signing 

ceremony.1 Not surprisingly, the Republican Chairman of the House Education and the 

Workforce Committee and the Republican Ranking Member of the Senate Health, 

Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee (HELP), Representative John Boehner and 

Senator Judd Gregg, both attended the bill signing. But so did Bush’s unlikely allies, the 

Democratic leaders on education policy. The Chairman of the Senate HELP Committee, 

the late liberal lion, Senator Ted Kennedy, and Ranking Member George Miller, an old 

school liberal from California, both stood next to Bush as he put pen to paper.2 

Their presence highlighted a surprising truth about the No Child Left Behind Act, 

the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) – it 

represented a true bipartisan compromise and it reflected, perhaps imperfectly, the 

consensus views of the education community. A conservative Republican president and 

his congressional allies supported increased education funding and an expanded federal 

role in education. In exchange, Congressional Democrats agreed to attach greater 

accountability to federal education spending and an inspirational but unrealistic 

requirement that all students perform at grade level by 2014.3 In Congress, the law 

3

1 Quoted in “Promise of No Child Left Behind Falls Short,” USA Today, January 7, 2011, http://
www.usatoday.com/news/education/story/2012-01-07/no-child-left-behind-anniversary/52430722/1.

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/story/2012-01-07/no-child-left-behind-anniversary/52430722/1
http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/story/2012-01-07/no-child-left-behind-anniversary/52430722/1
http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/story/2012-01-07/no-child-left-behind-anniversary/52430722/1
http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/story/2012-01-07/no-child-left-behind-anniversary/52430722/1


received overwhelming bipartisan support, earning 381 votes in the House and 87 votes 

in the Senate.4

The No Child Left Behind Act represented the culmination of an almost two-

decade long push for education reform that largely began with the seminal 1983 report, A 

Nation at Risk, which warned that the nation faced an education crisis because its 

education foundations were “being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens 

our very future as a Nation and a people.” Risk offered a multifaceted program of reform, 

but its policy suggestions included a call for standardized “tests of achievement” to 

“certify the student’s credentials.”5 

This concept – “accountability” – became the central tenet of the reform 

movement that Risk helped launch and standardized tests became the preferred tool for 

measuring student performance. The No Child Left Behind Act represented the peak of 

this effort. The law tied federal education funding to states’ willingness to implement 

multiple grade standards-based assessments in reading, math, and science in all public 

schools and school districts. Schools and districts were then required to make their results 

public and to achieve increasingly high performance benchmarks known as Adequate 

Yearly Progress. Failure resulted in prescribed corrective action and a potential loss in 

4

4 Fawn Johnson, “Report Card,” National Journal, December 8, 2011, http://
www.nationaljournal.com/magazine/grading-no-child-left-behind-20111208. 

5 The National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk: The Imperative of 
Education Reform (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1983), 17.  

http://www.nationaljournal.com/magazine/grading-no-child-left-behind-20111208
http://www.nationaljournal.com/magazine/grading-no-child-left-behind-20111208
http://www.nationaljournal.com/magazine/grading-no-child-left-behind-20111208
http://www.nationaljournal.com/magazine/grading-no-child-left-behind-20111208


funding.6 Bush explained the bill’s logic this way: “We need to know whether or not 

children have got the basic education. No longer is it acceptable to hide performance.”7

However, the consensus that drove No Child Left Behind’s passage quickly 

collapsed and the law became a political punching bag, despised by both educators and 

politicians. Randi Weingarten, the President of the American Federation of Teachers and 

its 1.5 million members, admitted that she initially had high hopes for the law but that 

reality dissuaded her. “[A]fter years of living with and working under the law, the simple 

truth is that it has not achieved its stated objectives, its flaws outweigh its goals.”8 

Senator Michael Bennet, a Democrat from Colorado and the former superintendent of 

Denver’s public school system, said, “If you called a rally to keep No Child Left Behind 

as it is, not a single person would show up.”9

But if everyone agreed that the No Child Left Behind Act needed to be reformed, 

little consensus existed on what that reform should look like. Many argued that NCLB 

failed to advance accountability far enough. Since research demonstrates that teacher 

quality is the “most important schooling factor influencing student achievement,” today’s 

reformers insist that accountability must be expanded to individual teachers.10 In October 

5

6 Rebecca R. Skinner, The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as Amended by the No Child 
Left Behind Act: A Primer, CRS Report RL33960 (Washington, DC: Library of Congress, Congressional 
Research Service, January 5, 2010,) 1. 

7 George W. Bush, “President Signs Landmark No Child Left Behind Education Bill,” The White 
House, January 8, 2002, http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/. 

8 Randi Weingarten, “AFT's Weingarten: No Child Left Behind Was Doomed By Its Flaws,” US 
News and World Report, January 12, 2010, http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2010/01/12/afts-
weingarten-no-child-left-behind-was-doomed-by-its-flaws.

9 Quoted in “Promise of No Child Left Behind Falls Short.”

10 Dan Goldhaber, Teacher Pay Reforms: The Political Implications of Recent Research 
(Washington, DC: The Center for American Progress, May 2009), 4, http://www.americanprogress.org. 

http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020108-1.html
http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020108-1.html
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2010/01/12/afts-weingarten-no-child-left-behind-was-doomed-by-its-flaws
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2010/01/12/afts-weingarten-no-child-left-behind-was-doomed-by-its-flaws
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2010/01/12/afts-weingarten-no-child-left-behind-was-doomed-by-its-flaws
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2010/01/12/afts-weingarten-no-child-left-behind-was-doomed-by-its-flaws
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2006/12/pdf/teacher_pay_report.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2006/12/pdf/teacher_pay_report.pdf


2010, two leaders of the reform movement, Joel Klein, the former Chancellor of the New 

York City Department of Education, and Michelle Rhee, the then Chancellor of the 

District of Columbia Public Schools, joined several other educators and education 

officials to publish “a manifesto.” The current education system, they argued, fails to 

“establish a performance-driven culture in every American school.” According to Klein 

and Rhee and other reformers, “everything we use in assessing teachers must be linked to 

their effectiveness in the classroom and focused on increasing student achievement.”11

Rhee and Klein spoke for an influential cadre of education reformers and pro-

accountability activists. They are joined by organizations like the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation, the Broad Foundation, and the Walton Foundation; think tanks like the 

Center for American Progress, Education Trust, and the New Teacher Project; education 

reform advocacy organizations like Democrats for Education Reform and Rhee’s 

StudentsFirst; and most importantly, the administration of President Barack Obama. 

These reformers hope to create more powerful accountability systems to measure the 

impact of individual teachers on student growth.  

This push for teacher accountability has become the central focus of the education 

reform community, pitting them against the organized teachers’ movement, represented 

by the National Education Association (NEA) and the American Federation of Teachers 

and their allies. Across the country, the two sides are engaged in a bitter struggle, battling 

in individual school districts, in statehouses, and in the United States Congress. For 

example, Kevin Carey, the director of the education policy program at the New America 

6

11 Joel Klein et al., “How to Fix Our Schools: A Manifesto By Joel Klein, Michelle Rhee and 
Other Education Leaders,” The Washington Post, October 10, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2010/10/07.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/07/AR2010100705078.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/07/AR2010100705078.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/07/AR2010100705078.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/07/AR2010100705078.html


Foundation, spoke for many reformers when he complained that the traditional education 

interest groups like the teacher unions objected “to all federal education policy (excluding 

money) on the grounds that they would rather not have federal policymakers judge them 

or tell them what to do in exchange for money.”12 Meanwhile, Richard Rothstein, an 

economist with the Economic Policy Institute and reform-skeptic, called the Rhee and 

Klein “manifesto,” “more an example of scapegoating teachers than a reflection of 

serious commitment to the futures of our children.” 13 In July 2011, Randi Weingarten of 

the AFT called for community and teacher-backed reform rather than reform pushed by 

“those who blame teachers for everything.”14 The current debate on education, she 

complained, “has been hijacked by a group of self-styled reformers” who “wouldn’t last 

10 minutes in a classroom.”15 

This thesis attempts to bring some measure of clarity to this increasingly caustic 

and difficult debate. After a literature review in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 examines the belief 

that the nation’s public education system faces a crisis that threatens America’s economic 

future. It concludes that, although student performance can and must be improved, the 

narrative that our schools represent an existential crisis is likely overstated. This chapter 

also provides a short history of the “accountability movement” that has largely dominated 

education policymaking for the past thirty years. The Elementary and Secondary 

7

12 Kevin Carey, “Harkin-Enzi ESEA Bill Now Officially Bad,” The Quick & The Ed (blog), 
October 17, 2011, http://www.quickanded.com/2011/10.

13 Rich Rothstein, How to Fix Our Schools (Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute, October 
14, 2010), http://www.epi.org/publication/ib286/. 

14 Quoted in Alan Schwarz, “Union Chief Faults School Reform From ‘On High,’” The New York 
Times, July 11, 2011, A11, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/12/us/12aft.html. 

15 Ibid. 

http://www.quickanded.com/2011/10/harkin-enzi-esea-bill-now-officially-bad.html
http://www.quickanded.com/2011/10/harkin-enzi-esea-bill-now-officially-bad.html
http://www.epi.org/publication/ib286/
http://www.epi.org/publication/ib286/
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/12/us/12aft.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/12/us/12aft.html


Education Act, the primary vehicle for providing federal aid to public schools, focused on 

addressing perceived inequities in educational outcomes. With a A Nation at Risk, 

policymakers shifted their attention to addressing the failure of schools to adequately 

perform. Throughout the later-part of the 20th century, they began to stress the need to 

hold schools accountable for student performance. This belief was embraced by both 

Democrats and Republicans and eventually lead to President Bush’s No Child Left 

Behind Act. 

Chapter 4 explains why the present-day education reformers are so focused on 

“teacher accountability.” Teachers, research demonstrates, represent the most important 

in-school factor in determining student outcomes, but policy rarely reflects this 

importance. Too often, teacher evaluations are perfunctory and meaningless and teachers 

are granted robust protections virtually automatically. In addition, teacher pay has no 

connection to teacher performance. Instead, schools reward teachers for their length of 

service and their education level - two factors with little correlation to improving student 

outcomes. As a result, the reformers insist that the key to improving public education lies 

in creating robust teacher accountability systems.

Chapter 4 then turns to the reformers’ preferred method for evaluating teachers, 

value added models (VAM), which seek to isolate an individual teacher’s contribution to 

student performance. These systems, though promising, face significant challenges that 

suggest that policymakers should be cautions and deliberate in expanding their 

implementation. In addition, the chapter considers the evidence from pay-for-
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performance plans for teachers and finds little evidence to suggest that these plans will 

lead to improved student outcomes.

Chapter 5 discusses the opposition to today’s reformers. Opponents believe that 

the obsession with teacher accountability is unlikely to significantly improve public 

education. The opposition argues that the reformers are ignoring the debilitating impact 

poverty has on our nation’s schools and the children these schools serve. The opposition 

also sees the teacher accountability movement as a continuation of the policies of the No 

Child Left Behind Act, which created an unhealthy obsession with standardized tests, 

failed to significantly improve student outcomes, encouraged educators to narrow the 

curriculum, and led to a string cheating scandals. 

Chapter 6 shifts to the politics of teacher accountability. Traditionally, the teacher 

unions are considered prohibitively powerful and capable of thwarting reform. However, 

in recent years, the teacher accountability movement developed its own political 

infrastructure to counter the influence of the unions. This infrastructure helped contribute 

to a perfect storm that allowed the reformers make significant policy advances across the 

country. In this, they received historic support from their powerful allies - the 

administration of President Barack Obama. 

Chapter 7 discusses President Barack Obama’s creative and determined reform 

efforts, which include the extremely successful Race to the Top program that encouraged 

states to reform their treatment of teachers. It also considers the inevitable backlash to the 

reformers’ success from the teachers unions and the growing divide between the unions 

and a traditional ally, a Democratic administration. 

9



This fight carried over into Congress’s consideration of a long-overdue 

reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary Education Act during the 112th Congress 

and dominated the last two years of President Obama’s first term. Chapter 8 discusses 

how the controversy over “teacher accountability,” the rise of the Tea Party Republicans 

hostile to any federal involvement in public education, and an unexpected alliance 

between the unions and these Republicans contributed to an unproductive stalemate in the 

Congress. The Obama Administration used this stalemate to justify significant executive 

actions, but Congress’s failure left a cloud of uncertainty hanging over the nation’s 

schools. 

Chapter 9 concludes the thesis by suggesting that there should be a way forward 

for both the reformers and opposition to find common ground. It argues that the 

reformers have identified real problems with the treatment of teachers, but that their 

solutions are not enough to improve student outcomes. There are real opportunities to 

improve public education and the country deserves a broader, more realistic, and less 

partisan discussion on how to fix the nations’ schools. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The literature on education reform and "teacher accountability" is voluminous and 

varied.  Sources used in this paper include works that address several interconnected 

issues: the overall success or failure of the American education system; the decades long 

effort to reform that system and their positive and negative effects; the effort of current 

reformers to achieve accountability, both for schools and teachers; the opposition of 

politically powerful traditional education groups, specifically the teachers' unions; the 

political power of today’s education reform movement; and the ambitious education 

agenda of the Obama administration and its legislative fate.  In the research for this 

project, an effort was made to examine the best known, most respected, and most widely 

read and cited sources on the recent history of education reform.  Similar criteria were 

used to examine both sides of what has become the chief controversy in American 

education, the issue of teacher accountability.

 Any consideration of these issues inevitably begins with two vitally important 

historical documents. The first is a 1966 report entitled the Equality of Educational 

Opportunity, but known as the “Coleman Report,” that sough to assess the educational 

opportunities of America’s children.16 The second, a 1983 report called A Nation at Risk: 

The Imperative of Education Reform, warned that America’s schools were failing and 

would continue to fail without significant changes.17 The latter launched a wave of school 

11

! 16 Coleman, James S., and Ernest Q. Campbell, Carol J. Hobson, James McPartland, Alexander M. 
Mood, Frederic D. Weinfeld, and Rober L. York, Equality of Educational Opportunity, (Washington, DC: 
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Government Printing Office, 1966).

! 17 The National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk. 



reform known as the “accountability movement,” while the former speaks to the limits of 

school as the solution to social problems. 

 Linda Darling-Hammond’s book, The Flat World and Education: How America’s 

Commitment to Equity will Determine Our Future, provides a useful overview of 

American students’ academic performance.18 The professor of education at Stanford 

University also serves as key figure in this paper’s narrative. A 2009 report, The 

Economic Impact of the Achievement Gap in America’s Schools, by McKinsey & 

Company comprehensively discusses the economic implications of the persistent 

achievement gap between white and minority students and poor and better off ones.19 

 The federal government’s role in education and the history and development of 

the accountability movement is explained exceptionally well by Gail Sunderman’s The 

Evolving Federal Role in Education: From the Reagan to the Obama Administration, 

which was published by the Annenberg Institute for School Reform and by the book 

edited by Paul Peterson and Martin West, No Child Left Behind? The Politics and 

Practice of School Accountability.20 Kathryn McDermott’s High-Stakes Reform: The 

Educational Accountability; and the Rand Corporation’s 2008 report, Standards-Based 

12

 18  Linda Darling-Hammond, The Flat World and Education: How America’s Commitment to 
Equity will Determine Our Future (New York: Teachers College, 2010)

! 19 The Economic Impact of the Achievement Gap in America’s Schools (McKinsey & Company, 
Social Sector Office, April 2009), http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/
achievement_gap_report.pdf. 

! 20 Gail Sunderman, The Evolving Federal Role in Education: From the Reagan to the Obama 
Administration (Providence, RI: Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University, Summer 
2009), http://www.annenberginstitute.org/VUE/wp-content/pdf/VUE24.pdf; and Paul Peterson and Martin 
West, No Child Left Behind? The Politics and Practice of School Accountability (Washington, DC: 
Brookings Institution Press, 2003), Kindle Edition.  

http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/achievement_gap_report.pdf
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/achievement_gap_report.pdf
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/achievement_gap_report.pdf
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/achievement_gap_report.pdf
http://www.annenberginstitute.org/VUE/wp-content/pdf/VUE24.pdf
http://www.annenberginstitute.org/VUE/wp-content/pdf/VUE24.pdf


Reform in the United States: History, Research, and Future Directions also provide good 

overviews on this topic.21 

 Steven Brill’s deeply reported Class Warfare: Inside the Fight to Fix America’s 

School provides an excellent and sympathetic ground-level view of today’s reformers.22 

However, the intellectual underpinnings of the teacher accountability movement largely 

depend upon the work of the many economists, professors, and researchers who have 

spent more than a decade trying to quantify the impact of individual teachers. This paper 

discusses and relies heavily on the research and efforts of Eric Hanushek, Steven Rivkin, 

Robot Gordan, Thomas Kane, Douglas Staiger, Raj Chetty, John Friedman, and Jonah 

Rockoff. The New Teacher Project’s The Widget Effect: Our National Failure to 

Acknowledge and Act on Differences in Teacher Effectiveness provides the definitive look 

at the limitations and problems with how teachers are currently evaluated.23 

 Richard Rothstein and the Economic Policy Institute consistently offer the most 

substantive and convincing critique of the education reformers’ focus on teachers.  

Former reformer Diane Ravitch has turned herself into the movement’s most vocal and 

frequent critic and her book, The Death and Life of the Great American School System: 

How Testing and Choice are Undermining Education, provides the most robust 

13

! 21 Kathryn McDermott, High-Stakes Reform: The Politics of Educational Accountability 
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2011), Kindle Edition; and Laura Hamilton, Brian 
Stecher, and Kim Yuan, Standards-Based Reform in the United States: History, Research, and Future 
Directions (Washington, DC: RAND Corporation, December 2008), http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/
pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf. 

! 22 Steven Brill, Class Warfare: Inside the Fight to Fix America’s School (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2011), Apple iBook Edition. 

! 23 Daniel Weisberg, Susan Sexton, Jennifer Mulhern, and David Keeling, The Widget Effect: Our 
National Failure to Acknowledge and Act on Differences in Teacher Effectiveness (The New Teacher 
Project, 2009), http://widgeteffect.org/downloads/TheWidgetEffect.pdf. 

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf
http://widgeteffect.org/downloads/TheWidgetEffect.pdf
http://widgeteffect.org/downloads/TheWidgetEffect.pdf


intellectual defense of the opposition.24 David Berliner’s Poverty and Potential: Out-of-

School Factors and School Success documents how crushing poverty, violence, and 

health issues impact student achievement.25 Though it is about much more than just 

poverty, author Paul Tough’s How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden 

Power of Character brilliantly describes what exactly we ask our schools to overcome.26 

The USA Today has done important work examining a wave of school cheating scandals 

motivated by the No Child Left Behind Act’s accountability requirements, while Fawn 

Johnson writing in the National Journal provides the best overview of the law’s 

successes and failures in her 2011 article “Report Card.”27

 Terry Moe, a longtime skeptic of the teachers’ unions, offers a thorough 

examination of their political power and influence in Special Interest: Teachers Unions 

and America’s Public School.28 Less has been written about the political strength of 

today’s reform movement. Patrick McGuinn’s article, “Fight Club” in EducationNext, is 

required reading for anyone who wants to understand how this movement functions and 

14

! 24 Diane Ravitch, The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and 
Choice are Undermining Education (New York: Basic Books, 2010). 

! 25 David Berliner, Poverty and Potential: Out-of-School Factors and School Success (Boulder and 
Temple: Education and the Public Interest Center & Education Policy Research Unit, March 2009), http://
nepc.colorado.edu/files/PB-Berliner-NON-SCHOOL.pdf. 

! 26 Paul Tough, How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012), Kindle Edition.  

! 27 Greg Toppo, Denise Amos, Jack Gillium, and Jodi Upton, “When Test Scores Seem Too Good 
to Believe,” USA Today, March 17, 2011, http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2011-03-06-
school-testing_N.htm; and Johnson, “Report Card.” 

! 28 Terry Moe, Special Interest: Teachers Unions and America’s Public Schools (Washington, DC: 
Brookings Institution Press, 2011), Kindle Edition.  

http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/PB-Berliner-NON-SCHOOL.pdf
http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/PB-Berliner-NON-SCHOOL.pdf
http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/PB-Berliner-NON-SCHOOL.pdf
http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/PB-Berliner-NON-SCHOOL.pdf
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2011-03-06-school-testing_N.htm
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2011-03-06-school-testing_N.htm
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2011-03-06-school-testing_N.htm
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2011-03-06-school-testing_N.htm


succeeds.29 Stephen Sawchuk’s 2012 series of articles on this topic for Education Week 

also provides vital context and explanation.30 

An important aspect of this study charts the role the “Big Three” philanthropies – 

the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation, and the 

Walton Family Foundation – play in the teacher accountability movement. Joanne Barkan 

offers a polemical and useful take in Dissent Magazine called  “Got Dough? How 

Billionaires Rule Our Schools.”31 Sam Dillon in The New York Times gives the best and 

deepest overview of the Gates Foundation’s tremendous influence on education 

policymaking at all levels.32 

To document the many, many political fights that accompanied the reform push 

during President Obama’s first term, the paper relies heavily on the day-to-day reporting 

of some of today’s best news outlets. Education Week, and specifically the work of 

Allyson Klein, must be read by anyone who wants to follow education policymaking in 

the United States. However, The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Associated 

Press, and Reuters have all also done admirable work covering and making sense of the 

latest reform push. Finally, whenever possible, this paper relies on and uses the words of 

15

! 29 Patrick McGuinn, “Fight Club,” EducationNext 12, no. 3(Summer 2012), http://
educationnext.org/fight-club/. 

! 30 Stephen Sawchuk, “Foundation Cash Boosts Education, Advocacy Groups,” Education Week, 
May 14, 2012, http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31; Stephen Sawchuk, “Relationship 
Between Advocacy Groups, Unions Uneasy,” Education Week, May 21, 2012, http://www.edweek.org/ew/
articles/2012/05/23/32adv-union_ep.h31.html; and Stephen Sawchuk and Sean Cavanagh, “New K-12 
Advocacy Groups Wield State-Level Clout,” Education Week, May 14, 2012, http://www.edweek.org/ew/
articles/2012/05/16/31adv-state.h31.html.

! 31 Joanne Barkan, “Got Dough? How Billionaires Rule Our Schools,” Dissent Magazine, Winter 
2011, http://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/got-dough-how-billionaires-rule-our-schools.

! 32 Sam Dillon, “Behind Glass-Roots School Advocacy, Bill Gates,” The New York Times, May 21, 
2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/22/education/22gates.html. 

http://educationnext.org/fight-club/
http://educationnext.org/fight-club/
http://educationnext.org/fight-club/
http://educationnext.org/fight-club/
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31adv-foundations.h31.html?tkn=RYPFhMJxMGs%2F5aC%2F4474eee9k0XSnLsDIpEe&print=1
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31adv-foundations.h31.html?tkn=RYPFhMJxMGs%2F5aC%2F4474eee9k0XSnLsDIpEe&print=1
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/23/32adv-union_ep.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/23/32adv-union_ep.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/23/32adv-union_ep.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/23/32adv-union_ep.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31adv-state.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31adv-state.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31adv-state.h31.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/05/16/31adv-state.h31.html
http://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/got-dough-how-billionaires-rule-our-schools
http://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/got-dough-how-billionaires-rule-our-schools
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/22/education/22gates.html?_r=2&pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/22/education/22gates.html?_r=2&pagewanted=all


the people engaged directly in education policymaking including President Barack 

Obama, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, Senators Tom Harkin, Lamar Alexander, 

Mike Enzi, Representatives John Kline and George Miller, former school superintendents 

Joel Klein and Michelle Rhee, and the leaders of the nation’s two teachers unions, Randi 

Weingarten and Dennis Van Roekel. 

The thesis now turns to a fundamentally important question about America’s 

public education system: how well is it performing? For the reformers, the answer is 

clearly that this system is in crisis and must be reformed to hold schools and teachers 

“accountable.” Though no movement has a firm starting point, the accountability hawks 

owe much of their beginning to a renegade Secretary of Education and a report he 

spearheaded, A Nation at Risk.  
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Chapter 3: The Education Crisis and the Accountability 
Movement

 During the 1980 presidential campaign, President Ronald Reagan offered an 

extremely conservative and reactionary education agenda. He called for school vouchers, 

the return of prayer in schools, and the abolition of the Department of Education.33 But he 

made a curious decision. He chose a moderate Republican, Terrel H. Bell, to head a 

department he had targeted for elimination. Bell, a former public school administrator, 

did not share Reagan’s passion for prayer in schools or vouchers. Nor did he seem 

particularly anxious to dismantle the Department of Education and put himself out of a 

job.34 In 1981, Bell formed the National Commission on Excellence in Education and 

tasked it with examining America’s education system. This proved to be both a 

subversive and historic action.35 

 In 1983, the commission completed its work and released A Nation at Risk: The 

Imperative for Education Reform, which education historian Diane Ravitch called an “all-

time blockbuster”36 Its findings were nearly apocalyptic in tone.  “Our once unchallenged 

preeminence in commerce, industry, science and technological innovation is being 

overtaken by competitors throughout the world.” Why? Because the nation’s education 

system suffered from “a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a 

Nation and a people.” The report fretted that American students had fallen behind their 
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international competitors and that their performance on standardized tests had declined 

for decades. “If an unfriendly power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre 

performance that exists today, we might have viewed it as an act of war.” With this 

report, the authors said, they hoped “to renew the Nation’s commitment to schools.”37 

 Though the language of A Nation at Risk seemed alarming, its warnings struck a 

chord with the American people and became standard rhetoric in the subsequent decades. 

Almost twenty years after its publication, President George W. Bush held a press 

conference to explain his education reform agenda. “We must address the low standing of 

American test scores amongst industrialized nations in math and science, the very 

subjects most likely to affect our future competitiveness,” the President said.38 Nine years 

later, while touting his education agenda before the National Urban League, President 

Barack Obama insisted that, “education is a prerequisite for prosperity. And yet, we’ve 

tolerated a status where America lags behind other nations.”39 In October 2011, 

Bloomberg Businessweek published an article, “How to Fix the Education Crisis,” that 

read like it could have been lifted directly from A Nation at Risk: “Economic success 

begins in the classroom – which does not bode well for the future of the U.S. economy,” 

the article worried.40 Bill Gates, whose Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation plays an 
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increasingly large role in setting education policy in America, said that, “Education has 

always been the gateway to a better life in this country.”41 Unfortunately, America’s 

middling education system undermined that promise. “[S]tudent achievement has 

remained virtually flat. Meanwhile, other countries have raced ahead.”42 Randi 

Weingarten with the AFT, despite pursuing a largely different policy agenda than Gates 

and other like-minded reformers, still sounded very much like them when she said, 

“Public schools that uniformly provide students with an excellent education are essential 

for preparing our children for full and productive lives and for our country's 

competitiveness.”43

In America, this is the great cliché of education policy: in a global and 

competitive economy, America’s future depends on the quality of its citizens’ education 

but the American education system faces a crisis. It delivers mediocre or poor education 

to too many students. Plenty of data supports this narrative. Linda Darling-Hammond, a 

professor of education at Stanford University, reported that three-quarters of the fastest 

growing occupations require post-secondary education. Unfortunately, the United States’ 

college participation rate has fallen from 1st in the world to 16th.44 Our high school 

graduation rate, which peaked at 77 percent in 1969, has since fallen to about 70 
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percent.45 American students’ performance on international tests measuring competency 

in math, reading, and science is lackluster. On the 2009 Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA), the United States finished 17th in reading, 23rd in science, and 31st in 

math.46 

In addition, other countries’ education systems seem to be improving at a faster 

rate. A study released by Harvard University’s Program on Education Policy and 

Governance measuring student achievement growth in math, reading, and science found 

that America was making “middling, not stellar” progress. America ranked 25th out of 49 

countries in test score gains from 1995 to 2009.47 A McKinsey & Company report found 

that the United States had “among the smallest proportion of 15-years old performing at 

proficiency in math” and that some high-performing countries had “at least five times the 

proportion of top performers than in the United States.”48   

Compared to many other multi-ethnic industrialized countries, the achievement 

gap in the United States between white students and minority students and low-income 

and upper-income students is especially pronounced. On average, black and Latino 

students are two to three years behind white students of the same age. On the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, often called the nation’s report card, 48 percent of 
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blacks and 43 percent of Latinos scored “below basic” in 4th and 8th grade reading and 

math. For white students, the number was only 17 percent.49 The gap grows the longer 

children are in school. For example, from the 8th to 12th grade, the gap in math 

achievement compared to white students grew 41 percent for Hispanic students and 22 

percent for African American students. In 2005, an average black or Latino 12th grader 

read at the level of the average white 8th grader.50 Inevitably, this achievement gap means 

that fewer black and Latino students graduate from college. Thirty-four percent of white 

Americans between the ages of 25 through 29 are college graduates, while only 17 

percent of African American and 11 percent of Hispanic Americans in this age bracket 

have finished college.51

Low-income students also struggle academically. On average, poor students are 

two years behind the average better-off student of the same age.52 In addition, compared 

to other countries participating in the PISA, the United States is among the countries 

where student performance varies most by socioeconomic background. On this measure, 

the U.S. ranked 45th out of 55 countries.53 This poverty gap “appears early and persists 

over the lifetime of a student.”54 Only one in ten low-income kindergartners graduate 
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from college and only nine percent of freshmen attending America’s top colleges come 

from the bottom half of the income distribution.55 

By almost any measure, these achievements gaps present a real drag on America’s 

economy and competitiveness. McKinsey & Company reported that if America’s student 

achievement matched those of high-performing countries, its gross domestic product 

(GDP) could be $1.3 trillion to $2.3 trillion higher. Meanwhile, closing the achievement 

gap between white students and minority students could mean increasing GDP by $310 

billion to $525 billion, with potential benefits that will only increase as America becomes 

less white. Addressing the gap presented by low-income students could mean a $400 

billion to $670 billion increase in GDP.56 High-school dropouts cost the American 

economy $200 billion a year in lost wages and taxes and increased social and crime 

services costs.57 From 2001 to 2006, a 21-year old, black high-school dropout had a less 

than a one-in-four chance of being employed and a similarly situated white American had 

only a 45 percent chance.58 

To education reformers, this litany of troubling statistics represents an existential 

threat. The reform-minded Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, called America’s results 

on the PISA “an absolute wake-up call for America” because “[w]e live in a globally 
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competitive knowledge based economy, and our children today are at a competitive 

disadvantage with children from other countries.”59 

However, there are many who embrace a far less pessimistic narrative regarding 

the performance of America’s schools. “Our public schools educate 90 percent of the 

population, and we should give the public schools some of the credit for our nation’s 

accomplishments as the largest economy and the greatest engine of technological 

innovation in the world,” said historian Diane Ravitch. She noted that America’s schools 

never performed well in international tests and that these tests provide little predictive 

value in determining economic success. In 1964, on the first international measure of 

student performance, the United States finished 11th out of the 12 participating nations. 

This poor performance continued for the next fifty years, as the United States regularly 

scored in the bottom quartile. Yet, the United States remains the world’s economic power. 

“Clearly, the international scores do not predict our future as we are the dominant 

economy in the world despite the scores,” Ravitch explained.60

Richard Rothstein, an economist with the progressive Economic Policy Institute, 

also questions the assumption expressed by Gates and many other reformers, that student 

achievement growth remains flat. “The only longitudinal measure of student achievement 

that is available” is the “National Assessment of Education Progress,” Rothstein said. On 

these exams, “American students have improved substantially, in some cases 

phenomenally.” From 1978 to 2008, math scores on the NAEP for black 4th and 8th 
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graders improved by 32 points, while 12th graders gained 19 points. However, a 

substantial achievement gap between black and white students remained because white 

students also improved their performance. In math, white students gained 26 points in 4th 

grade, 18 points in 8th grade, and 8 points in 12th grade. A similar dynamic occurs in 

reading scores, though the gains are not as strong. From 1980 to 2008, black 4th and 8th 

graders improved by 14 points and 12th graders improved by 23 points. White students 

gains were more modest, improving by 7 points, 4, points, and 2 points respectively.61

Neither Ravtich nor Rothstein suggest that our public schools are without 

problems, nor are they satisfied with student performance. However, they reject the crisis 

mentality that grips so many of the reformers and the cherry picking of data that informs 

this mentality. “Education is complex, and the relationship between education and the 

economy even more so,” Rothstein cautioned. “Our ability to grapple with the challenges 

these present is not enhanced by factually inaccurate and hyperventilated appeals from 

those who should know better.”62 

 Both Rothstein and Ravitch continue to face an uphill climb. Risk’s basic narrative 

that the American public education system is in crisis remains the conventional wisdom. 

A Nation at Risk, however, also marked a turning point in how the American public and 

policy-makers thought and talked about the nation’s schools. It shifted the education 
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conversation from a focus on equity to one o excellence and helped launch the 

“accountability movement.” 63 

 By the time the report was issued, there was a nearly two-decade history of direct 

federal support for elementary and secondary education through the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, but little obvious improvement in student achievement. To 

address this failure, Risk offered a multifaceted program of reform including a call for 

standardized “tests of achievement” tied to higher academic standards to “certify the 

student’s credentials.”64 As Herbert Walberg, a professor at the University of Chicago, 

said, the “focus on student achievement as the main barometer of quality laid the 

intellectual groundwork for the rigorous curricula and tests envisioned by the promoters 

of standards-based and “systemic” reform in the late 1980s and early 1990s.”65 Its 

publication also foreshadowed and helped launch the current educational reform 

movement

During this period, governors and business leaders embraced education 

accountability. The Chamber of Commerce had already released a report that, like A 

Nation at Risk, framed education as an economic issue. Meanwhile, governors, especially 

in the south, found the politics of education reform to be especially beneficial. Increased 

education funding appealed to African Americans whose children often attended poor 

performing and poorly resourced schools, while the stringent accountability requirements 
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they sought to tie to this funding appealed to a business community that needed an 

educated workforce. Governors who embraced this agenda often found themselves 

elevated to the national stage.66 

In 1985, Tennessee Governor’s Lamar Alexander assumed the chair of the 

National Governors’ Association (NGA). Alexander, an “education governor,” had 

already pioneered annual school testing in Tennessee and focused the NGA’s efforts on 

education reform. 67 The organization became a major clearinghouse and distributor of 

ideas and policy proposals related to accountability. In 1989, the NGA wrote to the newly 

inaugurated President George H.W. Bush to request a meeting between the governors and 

the President to discuss education reform. The NGA hoped that a meeting would result in 

clear education “goals and targets.”68 

In September 1989, the governors and the president met in Charlottesville, 

Virginia for an education summit. Governor Bill Clinton, one of the summit’s major 

players, insisted that, “federal funding is not the major issue.” Instead, the most important 

issue was “accountability to taxpayers on how education money is spent.” The summit 

produced a communique that called for the establishment of national education 

performance goals along with annual progress reports.69 Later, President Bush and his 

Secretary of Education, Lamar Alexander, released a plan that reflected the summit’s 

agreement called America 2000. This plan called for voluntary “world-class standards” 
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and voluntary national tests. Though it never passed the Congress, America 2000 heavily 

influenced President Clinton’s efforts during his administration.70    

While campaigning for President, Governor Clinton promised to pursue national 

standards and assessments. In 1994, his administration worked with the Congress to pass 

Goals 2000, which provided grants for developing state-level content standards.71 Later 

that year, the Congress, with Clinton’s support, passed the Improving America’s Schools 

Act (IASA) to require states to develop and implement standards for all students. The law 

also called for the testing of students once in elementary, middle, and high school to 

demonstrate that they were making sufficient progress.72 However, the law allowed states 

to set their own standards and provided them with tremendous flexibility in determining 

how to reach their performance goals and Clinton’s Department of Education did little to 

enforce the law. By 2001, only sixteen states were in compliance with IASA.73 Still, 

IASA demonstrated that education accountability enjoyed bipartisan support.74 

The accountability movement took another major step forward with the passage 

of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 - President George W. Bush’s signature domestic 

achievement. That act firmly installed “accountability” at the school level into federal 

education policy by requiring all schools to annually test their students in reading and 

math and then report on their students’ progress broken out by demographic subgroups. 
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Underperforming schools were required to take prescribed corrective actions and, without 

sufficient improvement, could be forced to eventually close. Though the impact of the 

law on the nation’s education system has been hotly contested, due to NCLB, school and 

districts have grown accustomed to giving their students standardized tests. In addition, 

the reporting requirements successfully provided policymakers with a more coherent 

picture of student achievement.75  

But the logic that motivated reformers to insist that schools be judged based on 

their students’ performance could be – and was – taken one obvious step further: to 

teachers.  By the end of the new century’s first decade, a cadre of education reformers, 

perhaps disappointed at the limited progress achieved by NCLB, changed their focus. As 

John Chubb, the CEO of the education research organization Education Sector, said, 

“Accountability came first to America’s schools. Now it is coming to America’s 

teachers.”76

If the country pursued accountability systems for schools, why not for teachers as 

well?  And, if schools faced punishment for failing to measure up, why shouldn’t 

teachers? Excellent teachers could receive increased pay, while those who failed to 

prepare their students adequately could be identified and receive further professional 

development or be removed from the classroom.  What the system needed, many 

reformers declared, was an overhaul that measured and addressed teacher effectiveness.                                                                                 

28

75 Johnson, “Report Card.”

76 John Chubb, The Best Teachers in the World: Why We Don’t Have Them and How We Could 
(Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 2012), Kindle Edition, Location 1414.



Evaluating and rewarding exceptional teaching is certainly not a new idea.  

Tucked in among the many recommendations of A Nation at Risk was the following 

statement:

Salaries for the teaching profession should be increased and should be 
professionally competitive, market-sensitive, and performance-based. Salary, 
promotion, tenure, and retention decisions should be tied to an effective 
evaluation system that includes peer review so that superior teachers can be 
rewarded, average ones encouraged, and poor ones either improved or 
terminated.77

Today’s education reformers strike a similar chord. The 2010 “manifesto” 

published by Joel Klein, Michelle Rhee, and several other educators complained that the 

public education system depended on “practices that have long favored adults, not 

children.” This system ignores the “basic economic principles of supply and demand” and 

fails to “establish a performance-driven culture in every American school.” The solution, 

according to Klein and Rhee and the other reformers, was ensuring that “everything we 

use in assessing teachers must be linked to their effectiveness in the classroom and 

focused on increasing student achievement.”78
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Chapter 4: The Teacher Accountability Movement

 The October 2010 “manifesto” argued that "the single most important factor 

determining whether students succeed in school is not the color of their skin or their ZIP 

code or even their parents' income -- it is the quality of their teacher.”79 As noted, this has 

increasingly become the rallying cry of many of the most vocal education reformers 

The intellectual underpinnings of this belief can largely be traced back to the work 

of William Sanders, a Professor at the University of Tennessee. Tennessee was one of the 

first states to test students every year in reading and math and to track which teachers 

taught which students. Sanders and his team of researchers used this data to determine the 

impact of teachers, schools, families, and other factors on student performance. Sanders 

sought to calculate the “value added” of individual teachers and found that quality varied 

greatly and that teachers had a significant impact on student achievement. Students 

working with a top quartile teacher learned two to four times more than one working with 

a poor teacher and the effects multiplied each year a student spent with a high- or low-

performing teacher. A low-achieving student could become a high-achieving one if he or 

she worked with a top teacher for three years, while a high-achieving student taught 

consistently by poor teachers for multiple years could struggle.80

Additional research has since confirmed that teachers play an important factor in 

every child’s education. According to Dan Goldhaber, a professor at the University of 

Washington and the Center for Education Data & Research, studies indicates that a “very 
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good teacher as opposed to a very bad one can make as much as a full year’s difference in 

learning growth for students.”81 A 2007 study published in the Journal of Labor 

Economics found that having a teacher “one deviation above average” resulted in math 

gains in student achievement that were “educationally important.” The article also found 

an even more pronounced impact among low-performing students.82 A 2006 Brookings 

Institute report by Robert Gordon, Thomas Kane, and Douglas O. Staiger argued that 

having a top-quartile teacher four years in a row could close the black-white test score 

achievement gap, which then stood at a daunting 34 percentile points.83 Professors Eric 

Hanushek and Steven Rivkin of Stanford University showed similar results in a 2003 

paper: 

[H]aving five years of good teachers in a row (one standard deviation above 
average, or at the 85th quality percentile) could overcome the average 7th grade 
mathematics achievement gap between lower income kids (those on free or 
reduced price lunch) and those from higher income families. In other words, high 
quality teachers can make up for the typical deficits that we see in the preparation 
of kids from disadvantaged backgrounds.84

In addition, later research by Hanushek and Rivikin indicated that improvement in 

teacher quality had a far greater impact than other in-school improvements such as 

reductions in class size.85 
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 A 2011 paper by three economists - Raj Chetty and John Friedman of Harvard and 

Jonah Rockoff of Columbia – investigated the long-term impact of teachers who helped 

raise their students’ standardized-test scores. The study, which analyzed school-district 

data for 2.5 million children, found that students assigned to high performing teachers 

“are more likely to attend college, attend higher-quality colleges, earn more, live in 

higher socioeconomic status neighborhoods, and save more for retirement. They are also 

less likely to have children during their teenage years.”86 The study estimated that 

replacing a poor-performing teacher with an average one would raise a single classroom’s 

lifetime earnings by $266,000. “If you leave a low value-added teacher in your school for 

10 years, rather than replacing him with an average teacher, you are hypothetically 

talking about $2.5 million in lost income,” Professor Friedman warned.87 In short, 

teachers matter.

 To the accountability hawks, public policy does not reflect the importance of 

teachers and their wide variation in quality. Rather, as the education reform organization 

the New Teacher Project argued, teachers are treated like “widgets.” School districts 

assume that classroom effectiveness is the same from teacher to teacher and then treat 

teachers as “interchangeable parts,” gambling “with the lives of students.”88 This is a 

problem because research also demonstrated that the effectiveness of individual teachers 

varies widely and the quality of teachers in the low-income and worst performing schools 
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especially tend to be below average. 89 According to a report from the Center for 

American Progress, “High-poverty schools have greater proportions of inexperienced 

teachers, teachers with a history of failing licensure exams, and graduates of non-

selective institutions of higher education.”90 

 Reformers point to two factors that undergird the “widget effect” – pay and 

evaluations. The current pay system dates back to the early 20th century labor movement. 

As journalists Dana Goldstein and Justin Snider explained: 

Prior to collective bargaining, elementary school teachers (most of whom were 
women) were paid a lot less than high school teachers (who were mostly male). 
Female teachers could be forced to quit if they became pregnant. Teachers could 
be forced out without due process by vindictive principals. But, as teachers began 
to unionize, they had no labor organization representing professionals to mimic—
so they modeled themselves on the factory-floor organizations that emerged 
during industrialization. One characteristic of industrial unions is that all members 
must be treated equally, which historically has meant that teachers’ performance, 
specialized knowledge and skills cannot be taken into account when determining 
their pay and duties.91 

To address huge gaps in pay along gender and racial lines, activists pushed for what came 

to be known as the single salary schedule where teachers with the same experience and 

education level received the same pay. By 2000, this system operated in 96 percent of 

schools.92 The single salary pay schedule provides teachers with an undeniable certainty 
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regarding their pay future, but it also ensures that their individual effort and performance 

remain largely irrelevant to their compensation. A high-performing teacher in her third 

year who achieves terrific results will not be paid more than a third-year teacher who is 

failing his students, let alone a senior mediocre teacher.93 

 The reliance on education and experience to determine pay is troubling for 

another reason - there is very little evidence that either impacts classroom effectiveness. 

For example, Rivkin and Hanushek found that “similar to most past research, we find 

absolutely no evidence that having a master’s degree improves teacher skills.” In 

addition, they argued that after the first few years, when young teachers learn their craft, 

there is little evidence that increased experience impacts student achievement.94

 Also, teacher evaluation systems often provide a less than robust analysis of 

teacher quality. As Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said ruefully, “Today in our 

country, 99 percent of our teachers are above average.”95 Duncan’s quote referred to a 

study completed by the New Teacher Project examining evaluation systems in 12 districts 

across four states. In districts that use a binary system – rating teachers as “satisfactory” 

or “unsatisfactory” – 99 percent of teachers received the higher rating. In districts that 

used multiple measures, 94 percent of teachers received one of the two top ratings.96 

These unbelievable numbers, in part, reflect the perfunctory nature of most teacher 
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evaluations. Most teacher evaluations are based on two or fewer classroom observations 

totaling 76 minutes or less and many school districts fail to invest in evaluation training 

for school administrators.97 Thomas Toch in Educational Leadership describes the typical 

teacher evaluation as “a single, fleeting classroom visit by a principal or other building 

administrator untrained in evaluation who wields a checklist of classroom conditions and 

teacher behaviors that often do not focus directly on the quality of instruction.”98   

As a result, these systems provide little if any feedback to educators and school 

officials. They do nothing to highlight the truly exceptional teachers, nor do they 

recognize struggling teachers who need assistance. According to the New Teacher 

Project, 73 percent of teachers surveyed said that their most recent evaluation failed to 

identify any areas that need development and only 45 percent of teachers who did have 

development needs identified reported receiving productive support to address these 

needs.99 Forty-seven percent of teachers report that they did not have a single 

conversation with their administrator about their performance in the classroom in the past  

year.100 These failures prevent schools from allocating resources wisely: 

Excellent teachers cannot be recognized or rewarded, chronically low-performing 
teachers languish, and the wide majority of teachers performing at moderate 
levels do not get the differentiated support and development they need to improve 
as professionals.”101 
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 The failure to robustly evaluate teachers effects teacher tenure and dismissal 

decisions. Like the single pay schedule, tenure is a product of the early 20th century. It 

developed to protect teachers from arbitrary, unfair, and discriminatory dismissal.102 

Generally, before receiving tenure, teachers must complete a short probationary period 

determined by state law, usually between two and five years. During this time, a teacher 

is employed under a one-year contact and can be dismissed.103 Unfortunately, school 

districts often do little to evaluate or develop teachers during their probationary period 

and very few teachers end up “non-renewed.” In fact, for many novice teachers, 

achieving tenure seems inevitable.104 Reformers believe that this represents a missed 

opportunity. Given the wide variety in teacher effectiveness, school districts are 

inevitably awarding tenure, and with it the protection tenure entails, to ineffective 

teachers. “Schools could substantially increase student achievement by denying tenure to 

the less effective teachers,” one report concluded.105 Professor Friedman was even more 

blunt. “The message is to fire people sooner rather than later,” he said.106

After receiving tenure, teachers can only be removed through a lengthy and 

difficult multi-step process laid out by state tenure laws and local collective bargaining 

agreements. This process can be so prohibitively expensive and difficult for school 
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districts that many rarely attempt to dismiss teachers.107 In fact, “litigating a dismissal 

case can cost a school district more than $100,000 in legal fees.”108 In addition, most state 

tenure laws require teachers to receive compensation both during the dismissal process 

and after being removed.109 According to a 2007-2008 survey conducted by the 

Department of Education, school districts dismiss or decline to renew only 2.1 percent of 

teachers for poor performance each year.110 Sometimes, rather than removing ineffective 

teachers, principals and administrators try to weed them out by transferring them to 

different schools – a process know as the “dance of the lemons.”111 

The absurdity of this situation is perhaps best illustrated by the New York City 

school system’s infamous “rubber rooms,” which pro-reform journalist Steve Brill 

documented for the The New Yorker in 2009. These rooms, properly known as Temporary  

Reassignment Centers, house teachers who have “been accused of misconduct, such as 

hitting or molesting a student, or, in some cases, of incompetence.” The teachers wait an 

average of three years for their exhausting arbitration proceedings to finish, during which 

they continue to draw their salaries and accrue their pensions. When Brill visited one 
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such room, he found four of the teachers were fast asleep, some were enjoying a board 

game, and two were arguing over one of the room’s folding chairs.112 

None of these adults were in any way assisting in the task of educating the city’s 

children, but the district had determined that it was better to pay them to do nothing than 

to have them anywhere near students.  Other urban school districts with strict and 

unworkable tenure policies faced similar challenges. Brill reported that Los Angeles and 

San Francisco paid suspended teachers to answer phones, while Chicago used them for 

clerical work.113 

Reformers also chafe at “last-hired, first-fired” policies that nearly 75 percent of 

large districts rely on to determine teacher terminations. These policies, also known as 

“last in, first out” (LIFO), work exactly as the names imply. School districts ignore 

teacher effectiveness when determining teacher layoffs and instead rely solely on 

seniority.114 In 14 states, it is actually illegal for schools to consider any factor outside of 

length of service when conducting layoffs.  The New Teacher Project complained that 

these quality-blind policies force school districts to needlessly eliminate talented teachers 

and actually result in more laid off teachers since younger teachers generally make much 

less money under the single- salary schedule.115   
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Accountability hawks find this entire system maddening. To them, there is no 

competitive pressure for teachers to perform better because they cannot possibly earn 

more money for exceptional work. In addition, little effort is made to determine which 

teachers are actually effective. Even if that bridge could be crossed, it would be 

extremely difficult to remove ineffective teachers. When Klein and Rhee complain about 

a system that protects adults rather then children, this is what they mean. “You cannot run 

a school system that way,” Klein said. “The three principles that govern our system are 

lockstep compensation, seniority, and tenure. All three are not right for our children.”116

Until recently, national federal education policy also reflected the three principles 

that so troubled Klein. The No Child Left Behind Act was mostly silent on teacher 

evaluations and pay and instead included a requirement that teachers be highly qualified. 

However, this term, like the single salary schedule, depended on credentials.117 The first 

Congressional action to reform teacher pay occurred in 2006 when Congress created a 

relatively limited Teacher Incentive Fund to test alternative methods for paying 

teachers.118 

The reformers believe that public policy must go much further and that the 

solution is simple – create robust evaluation systems for teachers and then tie pay and 

teacher employment to these systems. Already, the accountability movement’s success in 

the past few decades has forced every state to create data systems that track student 

achievement on standardized tests. This systems could serve as the backbone of teacher 
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accountability systems, though most needed to be improved to link individual teachers to 

their students.119 Once that occurs, reformers hope that school districts and states will 

embrace the use of value added models.  These models attempt to:

[M]easure teacher quality by estimating the impact of teachers on student 
achievement, holding constant other factors that affect current student 
performance, including contemporaneous student ability and effort, family inputs, 
peer influences and school quality as well as the prior contributions of family, 
peer, teacher and school inputs.120 

The concept is powerful. These systems, if they work, could isolate the individual impact 

of teachers, giving administrators a potent tool for making pay and employment 

decisions. In addition, reformers hope that the value-added model will counter some of 

the teachers’ concerns about tying compensation to student test scores. Hopefully, such 

analysis will demonstrate the individual impact of teachers, rather than simply rewarding 

teachers who instruct high-achieving students or teach in affluent school districts.121

 Although, some researchers believe that value-added models may serve as a 

useful tool in education policy, others cautioned against tying them to high-stakes 

decisions like teacher pay and teacher dismissals.122 Generally, it is assumed that a 
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teacher’s quality remains relatively constant over the years, but studies of VAMs found 

wide fluctuations in individual teachers’ ratings.  For example, one study found that “if 

bonuses were allotted to teachers ranked in the top 20 percent based solely on value 

added, at most a third would get bonuses two years in a row and about one in ten who 

received a bonus one year would be ranked in the bottom 20 percent of teachers the next 

year.”123 Another study of a VAM system discovered such a wide error margin in the 

model’s ratings that it provided almost no useful feedback to principals and 

administrators. “The promise that value-added systems can provide such a precise, 

meaningful, and comprehensive picture is not supported by the data,” the study 

concluded.124 Teacher ratings also vary significantly if different statistical methods are 

used125 or if different tests are used.126

 Even though VAM seeks to control for demographic variables and previous 

student achievement, studies have found that these factors still impact teachers’ ratings. 

According to a brief from the American Educational Research Association and the 

National Academy of Education: 

 Several studies have shown this by conducting test that look at a teacher’s 
 “effects” on the students in grade levels before or after the grade level in which he 
 or she teaches them. Logically, for example, 5th grade teachers cannot influence 
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 their teachers’ 3rd grade test scores. So a VAM that identifies teachers’ true effects 
 should show no effect of 5th grade teachers on their students’ 3rd grade test scores 
 two years earlier. But studies that have looked at this have shown large “effects” - 
 a phenomenon suggesting that other factors associated with students have at least 
 as much bearing on the value-added measures as the teachers who actually teach 
 them in a given year.127

 This, the two organizations warn, could actually reinforce some of the inequities 

in our school system by encouraging teachers to avoid challenging students. Finally, it is 

probably impossible to fully separate the impact of other teachers, since no teacher fully 

accounts for all of a student’s learning. For example, both a student’s English teacher and 

his history teacher will likely impact a student’s writing skills, but determining where the 

influence of one teacher begins and where the influence of another ends is extremely 

difficult.  

 Undoubtedly, the most controversial use of VAM thus far occurred in Los Angles, 

when, in August 2010, the Los Angeles Times published a study and database that used 

VAM to measure the effectiveness of the city’s 6,000 teachers. The Times, after collecting 

seven years of data and employing the RAND Corporation to analyze the data, “decided 

to make the ratings available because they bear on the performance of public employees 

who provide an important service, and in the belief that parents and the public have a 

right to the information.”128 In response, hundreds of members of United Teachers Los 

Angeles protested in front of the Time’s building. "Teachers," said the union’s local 
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President A.J. Duffy, "are more than a test score."129 The NEA also responded forcefully 

calling the Times a “once-respected paper” and saying that its database relied on “junk 

science.”130 

 The instability of these models poses a serious challenge to reformers. If teachers 

are to accept VAM as a reliable evaluation tool, they must be able to trust that the model’s 

findings are accurate and truly reflective of the teacher’s performance. So far, as the Los 

Angeles incident demonstrates, the unions refuse to bite. The Economic Policy Institute 

(EPI), which opposes using them to make high-stakes decisions regarding teachers, 

pointed out that the use of VAM and test scores to evaluate teachers’ may exacerbate 

some of the very problems reformers hope to address. EPI warned that “[A]ny school 

district that bases a teacher’s dismissal on her students’ test scores is likely to face the 

prospect of drawn-out and expensive arbitration and/or litigation in which experts will be 

called to testify, making the district unlikely to prevail.”131 

In January 2013, this debate was advanced by the release of the Measure of 

Effective Teaching (MET) study, a three-year, $45 million project supported by the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation. The MET study examined the impact 3,000 teachers on 

student achievement and found that state test scores, through the use of VAM, could be a 

valid indicator of teacher performance. However, teacher evaluation systems were more 
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reliable and consistent if the systems also included other performance measures including 

student input and robust classroom observation by principals and teaching peers.132 Used 

alone, each of these measurement tools could be volatile. As Stephanie Simon 

summarized for Reuters, “Judging teachers primarily be student performance on state 

tests, for instance, turned out to be highly unreliable, with little consistency from year to 

year.” Randi Weingarten said that the studies’ findings “should be a very big red flag to 

all those policy makers who think they can have test-based accountability be half or more 

of a teacher’s evaluation.”133

Another problem for reformers is the decidedly mixed evidence that paying 

teachers based on performance improves achievement. One expansive study found that 

student performance increased when teachers were given financial incentives to do a 

better job, but that these incentives were not a “silver bullet.”134 However, a study of 300 

teachers in Nashville’s public schools completed by the National Center on Performance 

Incentives found that offering teachers a bonus of up to $15,000 did not improve student 

outcomes.135 In addition, a report on the Chicago Public School’s Teacher Advancement 

Program, which offered performance bonuses based on VAM and observance evaluations, 
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found “no evidence that the program raised student test scores.”136 Economist Roland 

Fryer investigated the teacher incentive plan instituted in New York City Public Schools 

and actually discovered that, “If anything, achievement may have declined as a result of 

the experiment.”137 

The lack of empirical evidence for the reformer’s preferred solutions has not 

caused them to temper their push for reform in how this country evaluates and pays 

teachers. In this, they have been opposed by many who believe that they have 

misdiagnosed the problems with the public education system.
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Chapter 5: The Opposition

To describe the opposition to the current trends in educational reform, it is useful 

to briefly return to the Klein and Rhee “manifesto” and the piece’s main point – that "the 

single most important factor determining whether students succeed in school is not the 

color of their skin or their ZIP code or even their parents' income -- it is the quality of 

their teacher.”138 The research presented in the previous section demonstrates the 

importance of teachers – that good ones help students to achieve more and are more 

important than other in-school factors, like smaller class-sizes. But saying that having a 

high quality teacher in the classroom is important is different from claiming that it is “the 

single most important factor.” 

 The economist Richard Rothstein warned that Rhee and Klein are caricaturing the 

research to mount a campaign to “make improving teacher quality, and removing teachers 

whose students’ test scores are lower, the centerpiece of national efforts to improve the 

life chances of disadvantaged students.” Rothstein argued that decades of research 

indicate that differences in the quality of schools explain only about one-third of the 

variation in student achievement. The other two-thirds is attributable to non-school 

factors.139 

 What are these non-school factors? In the 1960s, the sociologist James Coleman 

led a survey project to assess the education opportunities of children. His report, the 

“Equality of Educational Opportunity Study” found that schools’ impact on students 
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accounted for only 5 to 35 percent of the variation in academic achievement and that “the 

inequalities imposed on children by their home, neighborhood and peer environment are 

carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end of 

school.”140 

Later research largely confirmed Coleman’s findings. Matthew Di Carlo of the 

Albert Shanker Institute said that research indicates that: 

[R]oughly 60 percent of achievement outcomes is explained by student and 
family background characteristics (most are unobserved, but likely pertain to 
income/poverty). Observable and unobservable schooling factors explain roughly 
20 percent, most of this (10-15 percent) being teacher effects. The rest of the 
variation (about 20 percent) is unexplained (error). In other words, though precise 
estimates vary, the preponderance of evidence shows that achievement differences 
between students are overwhelmingly attributable to factors outside of schools 
and classrooms.141

That outside factors impact student achievement more than in-school factors can 

partly be explained by how much time students spend outside of school. Davis Berliner, a 

professor at Arizona State, reported that U.S. students spend an average of 1,150 waking 

hours a year in school compared to 4,700 more waking hours per year with their families 

or in their neighborhoods. Inevitably, this time away from the classroom impacts student 

achievement and in Berliner’s mind can actually be determinative. “[E]ven near-perfect 

schools can show disappointing results” because “school effects have limits,” Berliner 

insisted.142 
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Diane Ravitch, a vocal opponent of the “reformers,” argues that the problem with 

American education isn’t teachers – it’s poverty: “An objective observer would conclude 

that the problem in this society has to do with our shamefully high rates of child poverty, 

the highest in the developed world. At least 20 percent of U.S. children live in 

poverty.”143

American schools with little poverty actually do better than our international 

competitors. Student test scores at schools where the student population is less than 10 

percent poor are better than 56 out of 58 of America’s competitors. In schools where that 

number is under 25 percent, students outperform all but four of these countries. However, 

high-poverty schools fare far worse.144 For comparison, in Finland, which consistently 

scores at the top of international comparisons, the child poverty rate is only five 

percent.145

Nor is poverty equally spread throughout our society. Thirty-five percent of 

African American children and 44 percent of Hispanic children live in poverty. For white 

and Asian children those numbers are about 18 percent and 14 percent respectively.146 

America’s schools are also highly segregated. According to a report by the Civil Rights 

Project at the University of California, Los Angeles, 43 percent of Latinos and 38 percent 

of blacks attend school where fewer than 10 percent of their classmates are white. The 
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report also found that “the typical black or Latino students attends a school where almost 

two out of every three classmates come from low-income families.”147

Reform skeptics look at these numbers and see an immediate connection to 

America’s troubled education system and insist that reformers are minimizing the impact 

of poverty on our schools and student achievement. Yes, teachers and schools matter, but 

so does “the violence of the streets, a missing father, crowded housing, an incarcerated 

parent or sibling,” said journalist Alex Kotlowitz.148 

How do poverty, violence, and other societal breakdowns impact student 

achievement? Research demonstrates that poor health hurts academic performance, while 

possessing health insurance improves academic achievement. 149 Unfortunately in 2010, 

7.3 million American children went without health insurance and 15.4 percent of children 

living in poverty lacked insurance.150 These children are both more likely to be absent 

from school and to be suffering from an illness that hinders their ability to perform or 

concentrate in school. 
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Hunger also hurts student achievement and more than 17 million American 

children faced food insecurity in 2011.151 According to Harvard School of Public Health 

researchers:   

When children attend school inadequately nourished, their bodies conserve the 
limited food energy that is available. Energy is first reserved for critical organ 
functions. If sufficient energy remains, it then is allocated for growth. The last 
priority is for social activity and learning. As a result, undernourished children 
become more apathetic and have impaired cognitive capacity. Letting 
schoolchildren go hungry means that the nation’s investments in public education 
are jeopardized by childhood malnutrition.152  

 What about violence in the streets? Children exposed to violence often display 

social and emotional problems. They shower higher rates of aggressive behavior, are 

more likely to be depressed or suffer from anxiety, and have decreased social 

competence. This suffering bleeds into student’s academic performance and impacts the 

performance of the students who attend school with them. According to Professor 

Berliner, classes that include a child from a family known to have a history of domestic 

violence perform worse on math and reading tests – often because these children are 

more likely to act out and disrupt the class.153        

 Paul Tough, in his book How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden 

Power of Character, documented how the stress of growing up poor or in troubled family 
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environments hurts children’s development and makes it much more difficult for them to 

excel at school and in life:

The part of the brain most affected by early stress is the prefrontal cortex, which 
is critical in self-regulatory activities of all kinds, both emotional and cognitive. 
As a result, children who grow up in stressful environments generally find it 
harder to concentrate, harder to sit still, harder to rebound from disappointments 
and harder to follow directions. And that has a direct effect on their performance 
in school. When you’re overwhelmed by uncontrollable impulses and distracted 
by negative feelings, it’s hard to learn the alphabet.”154

  Again, to the opposition, reformers singular focus on teachers is misguided and at 

best nibbling around the edges of the problem. Fixing America’s schools is not as simple 

as firing a few teachers or implementing more market-driven teacher pay programs. 

Instead, it means addressing the rot in American society that allows millions of families 

to live in abject poverty. “[B]ecause we know, without a doubt, that family poverty exerts 

a crushing influence over children’s lives, it is no small thing when standards-and-

accountability education reformers repeat, ad nauseam, that poverty can be totally 

‘overcome’ by dedicated teachers,” said journalist Dana Goldstein.155

Generally, the opposition offers solutions that match the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act’s original goal - addressing inequity in education opportunities. 

Linda Darling-Hammond laid out what such an agenda would look like in a 2010 piece in 

The Nation: 

We need to take the education of poor children as seriously as we take the 
 education of the rich, and we need to create systems that routinely guarantee all 
 the elements of educational investment to all children... it would require strong 
 investments in children's welfare—adequate healthcare, housing and food 
 security, so that children can come to school each day ready to learn; high-quality 
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 preschool to close achievement gaps that already exist when children enter 
 kindergarten; equitably funded schools that provide quality educators and learning 
 materials, which are the central resources for learning...schools organized for in-

depth student and teacher learning and equipped to address children's social 
 needs.156

Addressing children’s “social needs,” however, requires substantial investments 

that many schools are simply unable to make. This, in part, is caused by the manner in 

which the United States funds public education. Currently, more than 90 percent of 

school funding comes not from the federal government, but from state and local sources. 

School districts primarily rely on property taxes, which inevitably means that richer 

communities have better resourced schools than poorer ones.157 In Illinois, for example, 

high-poverty districts spend about a third-less per pupil than low-poverty ones.158 In most 

states, the highest-spending districts pays twice as much per pupil than lower spending 

districts. In addition, states provide varying levels of support for public education. For 

example, Utah spends $6,454 per student, while New York spends $18,167.159 

Reformers often argue that education funding disparities are not the cause of the 

achievement gap, but the opposition remains skeptical. Professor Bruce Baker, in a policy 

paper summarizing the relevant research, argued that on “average, aggregate measures of 

per-pupil spending are positively associated with improved or higher student 
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outcomes.”160 This, in part, explains why the opposition so desperately wants to turn back 

today’s education conversation from a discussion on “accountability” to one on “equity.”  

Furthermore, to the opposition, the proposed reforms to address teacher quality 

are, at best, misguided and, at worst,  destructive – destructive because they are a 

continuation an accountability movement that they believe has failed to improve student 

achievement. First, the teacher accountability systems the reformers imagine inevitably 

measure teacher performance using student achievement on standardized tests. The 

opponents point to research that demonstrates that an excessive focus on basic math and 

reading scores and standardized testing results in a narrowed and oversimplified 

curriculum that ignores vital subjects like science, history, and foreign languages. The 

National Center for Fair & Open Testing complained that, as a result of the No Child Left 

Behind Act, “Many schools, particularly those serving low-income students, have 

become little more than test preparation programs.”161 This focus on testing also 

encourages some schools and school districts to engage in questionable practices and 

outright cheating. 162  

In March 2011, USA Today reported that it identified “1,610 examples of 

anomalies in which public school classes . . . boasted what analysts regard as statistically 
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rare, perhaps suspect, gains on state tests.”163 Cheating scandals in Atlanta, in Los 

Angeles, and Washington, D.C. also rocked the education community and in each case, 

the scandals resulted from the pressure to succeed on standardized tests. Michelle Rhee 

has long struggled to explain both what happened in Washington and what she knew 

about possible cheating during her tenure as superintendent. Between 2008 and 2010, 

USA Today reported that the test-erasure rate surpassed the district average at 103 

schools. In fact, eight of the ten schools that Rhee had awarded TEAM awards to 

recognize “high-performing educators” had been flagged for high “wrong-to-right 

erasures.”164 

In addition, some states actually lowered their standards to cynically create the 

appearance that student performance was improving.165 “When laws incentivize bad 

behavior, it's a good time to reconsider public policy, not to double down on it,” said 

Dana Goldstein.166 Tying teachers to evaluations based on standardized tests, the 

opposition believes, represents the ultimate double down. 

It is also worth asking what exactly standardized tests prove. Opponents of high-

stakes testing argue that they fail to measure the entirety of what students know. They 

cannot measure students’ communication skills, knowledge base, and critical thinking 
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skills.167 Nor, has the focus on test-based accountability clearly produced growth in 

student achievement. According to professors Thomas Dee and Brian Jacobs, while the 

accountability provisions of the No Child Left Behind Act produced “large and broad 

gains in the math achievement of 4th graders and somewhat smaller gains for 8th graders. 

It had no impact on reading achievement for either group.”168

The focus on test-based accountability seems to impact teacher morale negatively 

and, perversely, to drive quality teachers from low-performing schools. A 2010 Urban 

Institute Study found that teacher attrition was higher in schools facing increased 

accountability pressure and that higher quality teachers were more likely to depart.169 

Though both major education unions have tepidly voiced support for changing 

teacher evaluation systems, both have fought tying teacher pay to systems that depend 

heavily on students’ test scores. Basing evaluations on test-scores, American Federation 

of Teachers (AFT) President Weingarten said, is nothing more than a “quick fix.”170 The 

National Education Association (NEA) in its white paper on teacher assessment and 

evaluation strenuously objected to the idea that teaching or student learning could be 

reduced to  “a single test score.”171 Both the AFT and NEA also generally oppose pay for 
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performance plans. The NEA argues that these systems force teachers to compete, rather 

then cooperate and that the single salary schedule is “the fairest, best understood and 

most widely used approach to teacher compensation.” It also suggested that the proposed 

systems will be difficult and expensive for school districts, which already face tight 

budgets, to administer.172 NEA President Dennis Van Roekel called these plans “a little 

naïve and short-sighted.”173

 Despite the accountability movement’s mixed legacy of success and firm 

opposition from the nation’s teacher unions, the reformers have enjoyed a remarkable 

period of success this past few years. This reflects, in part, the growing power of the 

reform movement, which has determinedly built its own infrastructure to challenge the 

opposition.  
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Chapter 6: The Political Power of the Reform Movement

According to Joel Klein, reform does not come easy. The pro-reform forces 

remain “scattered and weak,” while “those defending the status quo . . . are well 

organized and well financed.” The most powerful of these status quo forces, Klein 

believes, are the two national teacher unions, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) 

and the National Education Association (NEA). Together these two unions represent 

almost 5 million teachers, providing them with impressive political clout. “Teachers 

unions consistently rank among the top spenders on politics,” Klein noted. “Moreover, 

millions of union members turn out when summoned, going door-to-door, staffing phone 

banks, attending rallies, and the like.” As a result, politicians “generally do what the 

unions want.”174 

What troubles the reformers is what they believe teachers want. “The purpose of 

the teachers’ union is to protect the privileges, priorities, and pay of their members,” said 

Rhee. “And they’re doing a great job of that.”175 Klein summed up his opinion of the 

unions by quoting the late Albert Shanker, the former head of the AFT: “When 

schoolchildren start paying union dues, that’s when I’ll start representing the interests of 

schoolchildren.”176 Journalist and union-critic Jonathan Alter called the unions “a menace 

and an impediment to reform.”177
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Both Klein and Rhee experienced the political power of the unions first hand. 

During his eight-year tenure, Joel Klein brawled with New York City’s teacher unions on 

virtually everything – performance pay, benefits, tenure, the rubber rooms, accountability, 

closing schools, and charter schools. For most of that time, his major union foil was 

Randi Weingarten, who spent ten years as the leader of New York City’s United 

Federation of Teachers before becoming AFT’s president. When Weingarten heard that 

Klein proposed using student performance on standardized tests to help make tenure 

decisions, she reacted in horror. The move would be “one of the worst decisions of my 

professional life.”178 Klein at least left the job on his own terms.179 Michelle Rhee was 

essentially removed from her job by Washington’s teacher unions. 

During her three contentious years, Rhee became a superstar in the education 

reform movement by battling the Washington Teachers’ Union. She forced the union to 

agree to a contract that included a rigorous evaluation system and allowed Rhee to fire 

low-performing teachers. However, these victories came at cost. During the city’s 2010 

Democratic primary, the AFT spent $1 million on an “unprecedented” political operation 

to successfully unseat Rhee’s champion, Mayor Adrian Fenty. This money supported

unlimited and unregulated communication with union members, intense outreach 
to the union's more than 2,000 members in the district and to the between 30,000 
and 40,000 AFL-CIO members in Washington, D.C. Each group received three 
mailings and several live calls; the union also did its own polling on the race.180
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The result? A smashing victory for Fenty’s challenger Vincent Gray. “Without AFT this 

race might have been a coin flip,” said one political consultant. Shortly after Fenty’s loss, 

Rhee made the “heartbreaking” decision to resign, a decision praised by the WTU’s 

leader. “I think leaving sooner is better than later, so there will not be all this speculation. 

Making a decision will relieve the tension,” said union leader George Parker.181 The 

AFT’s president, Randi Weingarten, suggested that the results demonstrated that 

“collaboration is the right way to do reform. That’s who Vincent Gray is, that’s why our 

members supported him.”182

For her part, Rhee suggested that Fenty’s defeat represented a loss for the 

district’s children but that reform was too important to halt. The election results were

devastating – devastating. Not for me, because I’ll be fine. And not even for 
Fenty, because he’ll be fine, too. It was devastating for the children of 
Washington, D.C. The biggest tragedy that could come from [the] election results 
is if the lesson that people take from this is that we should pull back . . . That is 
not the right lesson for this reform movement. We cannot retreat now. If anything, 
what the reform community needs to take out of yesterday’s election is: Now is 
the time to lean forward, be more aggressive, and be more adamant about what 
we’re doing.183

The teacher unions are, of course, powerful political forces and do much to shape 

how our schools function. Terry Moe in his book Special Interest: Teachers Unions and 

America’s Public Schools, argues that the unions “have more influence on the public 

schools than any other group in American society.” How? “They shape the schools from 

the bottom up, through collective bargaining activities so broad in scope that virtually 
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every aspect of school organization bears the distinctive imprint of union design.” And, 

“They have astounding sums of money coming in regularly, every year, for campaign 

contributions and lobbying.”184 During the 2007-2008 election-cycle, for example, the 

NEA spent the most of any organization at $56.3 million – more than $12 million more 

than the second-place group. The AFT was also a heavy political spender, ranking 25th. 

This funding allows both unions to have a broad reach, influencing politics and policy at 

every level.185 

The reformers opposing the unions are, in the words of Steve Brill, a collection of 

“teachers, policy wonks, idealistic Ivy Leaguers, billionaire philanthropists and hedge-

fund operators, a new breed of Democratic politicians… and an old breed of 

Republicans.”186 Though these reformers often present the unions’ political strength as 

virtually unchallengeable, they themselves posses a tremendous political punch. 

At the top of reform movement’s power structure sit the “billionaire 

philanthropists.” Though hundreds of private philanthropies together spend $4 billion 

annually on education efforts, three private philanthropies – the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, the Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation, and the Walton Family Foundation – 

serve as the "big three."187 In the past decade, these organizations spent more than $4 

billion combined to support education reform.188 In 2009, Gates spent $373 million, 
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Broad $134 million, and Walton almost $40 million. For comparison's sake, the 

Department of Education could experiment with only $20 million in 2009, since the vast 

majority of its funding is tied to specific and defined funding streams.189 These 

investments have helped these foundations to drive the education reform debate for the 

past decade.190 

In the next five or six years, the Gates Foundation plans to spend $3.5 billion on 

education. This funding makes it difficult to underestimate Gates’ role in our nation’s 

debate over education policy. “It’s easier to name which groups Gates doesn’t support 

than to list all of those they do, because it’s just so overwhelming,” said one researcher. 

As The New York Times said:

In some cases, Mr. Gates is creating entirely new advocacy groups. The 
foundation is also paying Harvard-trained data specialists to work inside school 
districts, not only to crunch numbers but also to change practices. It is bankrolling 
many of the Washington analysts who interpret education issues for journalists 
and giving grants to some media organizations.191

The Gates Foundation also provided money directly to school districts to test 

systems that reward and penalize teachers based on student performance. It invested $290 

million over seven years in the Tampa, Memphis, and Pittsburgh school districts and in a 

consortium of Los Angeles charter schools to support teacher accountability systems with 

the hope that they would serve as models for the rest of the country. The superintendent 

of the Tampa Hillsborough County School district – the 8th largest in the United States – 
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said, “We anticipate there will be teachers who are no longer in the profession in 

Hillsborough County. They will be told, ‘This is not the place for you.’”192 

Both the Walton and Broad Foundations supported similar efforts. By 2011, the 

Walton Foundation increased its spending on education to more than $159 million, 

largely focusing on the expansion of charter schools and school vouchers. However, the 

Walton Foundation also spent heavily on educator effectiveness policies.193 Meanwhile, 

the Broad Foundation supports two training projects, the Broad Superintendents 

Academy and the Broad Residency program, that seek to develop a school superintendent 

pipeline and trained professionals for other managerial positions in school districts.194 A 

March 2012 Broad Foundation memo boasted that graduates of their academy had

filled more superintendent positions than any other national training 
 program . . . We have over 30 sitting superintendents in large urban systems, as 
 well as state superintendents in four of the most reform-oriented states (Delaware, 
 Rhode Island, Louisiana, and New Jersey). Broad graduates are in the number one 
 or number two seats in the three largest districts in the country (New York City, 
 Los Angeles, and Chicago), and lead the newest turnaround systems in Michigan 
 and Tennessee.195 

That memo, however, also described plans to “accelerate” the pace of “disruptive” 

and “transformational” change in public education by creating a “go to group” of 

education reformers and leaders capable of pushing Broad’s agenda. These plans included 

reorienting the preparation for Broad-trained superintendents to include a significantly 
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greater focus on achieving reform priorities like “educator effectiveness” and 

“accountability” and less time learning the basics of how schools function. Broad hopes 

to create both effective education leaders and political advocates capable of moving their 

education agenda forward. “The combination of seeking more candidates from outside 

the field of education and increasing the policy and political focus of the Academy’s 

curriculum likely means future graduates would be even less familiar with school and 

classroom realities, and more ideologically aligned with Broad’s priorities,” warned Ken 

Libby and Stan Karp in The Washington Post.196  

Together, the Walton and Broad Foundations supported Michelle Rhee’s attempts 

to reform the Washington, DC school system. After a grueling battle, Rhee convinced the 

city’s teacher unions to accept a new teacher evaluation system, IMPACT, to be used to 

provide teachers with bonus payments for high performance and to eliminate low-

performers. In exchange, the teachers received a raise. The new contact, however, would 

not have been possible without a $64.5 million grant from Walton and Broad.197

The Big Three also play a major role in setting the terms of America’s education 

debate. During the 2008 presidential campaign, Gates teamed up with Eli Broad to launch 

the “Strong American Schools” campaign to make education reform part of the political 

agenda. Together, the two billionaires spent almost $24 million in total and $10 million 

on advertisements in battleground states. The Broad Foundation reported that 4,000 news 
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articles referenced the education campaign and both candidates endorsed key pillars of 

the “Strong Americans Schools” policy platform.198 

By early 2011, the Gates Foundation had spent $50 million on media and media 

programs that encouraged news organizations and journalists to pursue stories related to 

the foundation’s agenda, including education reform. For example, the Gates Foundation 

provided the Brooking Institution with a $500,000 grant to “re-engineer media coverage 

of secondary and postsecondary education” and gave the preeminent education policy 

publication, Education Week, $4.5 million to support their work.199

Both the Gates and Broad Foundation sponsored and promoted the heavily-hyped 

2010 pro-education reform and anti-union documentary Waiting for Superman, 200 which 

actually featured Gates as a central character.201 Gates’ foundation delivered a $2 million 

grant to Participant Media, the film’s production company, to launch a “social action 

campaign” to market the film.202 The movie dominated education policy discussions for a 

period. In early October 2010, The Washington Post reported that the movie “attained 

major buzz,” and helped the education reform conversation “to take a life of its own” by 
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“dovetailing so seamlessly with the political and social zeitgeist.”203 The chatter 

generated by the movie peaked when President Obama visited with the five students 

profiled in the movie.204 All this for a movie that made only a little more than $6 million 

at the box office.205 

The Gates and Broad Foundations also provide significant financial support to 

NBC News’ “Education Nation” reporting project.206 In 2010, NBC news held an 

education “summit” featuring ten governors, former President Bill Clinton, former First 

Lady Laura Bush, and a steady stream of pro-reform voices, including Michelle Rhee and 

Joel Klein. Stories from the project also appeared on various NBC outlets, including 

“NBC Nightly News,” the “Today Show,” MSNBC and Telemundo. The projects goal 

was to “put a very bright spotlight” on America’s education challenges. The stories 

pushed, in the words of Washington Post reporter Paul Farhi, “initiatives favored by self-

styled education reformers.”207 

For example, “Education Nation” focused on the Gates Foundation’s “Measures 

of Effective Teaching” initiative to build and test measures of teacher effectiveness. The 

reporter responsible for the story, Tom Brokaw, expressed effusive praise for the Gates 

Foundation’s work in this area. “So what Bill and Melinda have done, and it's a great 
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credit to them, and it's a great gift to this country, is that they have taken the kind of 

episodic values that we know about teaching and they've put them together in a way that 

everyone can learn from them. So that's a big, big step,” he insisted. 208 

Brokaw’s tone was hardly unique for Education Nation. NBC reporter Andrea 

Mitchell praised Michelle Rhee for going “through so much” and remaining “so 

plainspoken.” Reporter David Gregory complained to the Secretary of Education Arne 

Duncan that, “President Bush isn’t often given credit for driving accountability because 

No Child Left Behind became unpopular, and yet, indeed, that accountability is what the 

Obama administration has built on.”209 This reporting, like most coverage of education 

issues, accepted as gospel that America’s education system faced a crisis and that the 

reformers owned the answers for fixing it.  

Critics of the Gates Foundation have suggested that its power and money limits 

debate in a way that drives conversation around education policy toward the reformers’ 

preferred solutions. Bruce Feller, a professor at the University of California, complained, 

“It’s Orwellian in the sense that through this vast funding they start to control even how 

we tacitly think about the problems facing public education.”210 Robert Fortner at the 

Columbia Journalism Review worried “its influence in the media is growing so vast there 

is reason to worry about the media’s ability to do its job.”211 
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Frederick Hess, an oft-quoted education expert at the conservative American 

Enterprise Institute (AEI), received $500,000 from the Gates Foundation to "influence the 

nation's education debates." Inevitably, this sort of funding shapes Hess's commentary. 

"As researchers, we have a reasonable self-preservation instinct," he told The New York 

Times. "There can be an exquisite carefulness about how we're going to say anything that 

could reflect badly on a foundation. Everyone's implicated."212 Professor Mark Crispin 

Miller warned, “Even if we were to satisfy ourselves that the Gates Foundation were 

utterly benign, it would still be worrisome that they wield such enormous propaganda 

power.”213 Valerie Strauss, an anti-reform education reporter at the Washington Post, 

argued that the media failed to accurately cover the education debate. “The mainstream 

media has failed to due diligence [on the school reform agenda] for over a decade,” she 

complained. “We’ve taken as truth whatever Bill Gates says.”214

The Big Three are also working to create the necessary political space for reform 

by engaging in expansive advocacy efforts. The Gates Foundation, for example, plans to 

devote up to 15 percent of its education funding to advocacy organizations and it spent 

millions of dollars to create advocacy organizations tasked with supporting and defending 

the Tampa, Memphis, Pittsburgh, and Los Angeles reform efforts. These groups 

mobilized local advocates, courted journalists, and, when necessary, confronted the 

teachers' unions. “We’ve learned that school-level investments aren’t enough to drive 
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systemic changes,” said Allan C. Golston, the president of the foundation’s United States 

program. “The importance of advocacy has gotten clearer and clearer.”215

Indiana provides another example of how Gates money can influence the 

education reform debate. The Gates-backed organization Teach Plus supplied teachers to 

testify in support of legislation eliminating “Last In, First Out” policies. The educators 

insisted that they were simply concerned local educators, causing one state representative 

to remark, “They seemed like genuine, real people versus the teachers’ union lobbyists.” 

The legislation became law.216  

Together, the Big Three serve as the major benefactors of an increasingly large 

number of education reform advocacy organizations (ERAOs) pushing for change in state 

capitals across the country. 217 The three most influential and powerful ERAOs are 

StudentsFirst, Democrats for Education Reform (DFER), and Stand for Children.218 Each 

organization received significant support from at least one of the powerful foundations. 

For example, the Gates Foundation donated $5.2 million to the ERAO Stand for 

Children, which included $3.5 million to support the organization’s teacher-quality work. 

The Broad Foundation gave Michelle Rhee’s StudentsFirst $500,000 in startup funding 

and provided Education Reform Now, an arm of DFER, with $2 million since 2008. 

Meanwhile, the Walton Foundation spent almost $6 million supporting these three 
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organizations since 2010.219 Kevin Welner, a professor at the University of Colorado at 

Boulder, said that the substantial amount of money available to these groups allows them 

“to speak very, very, very loudly,” while Patrick McGuinn, a professor at Drew 

University, said they are “reshaping the politics of school reform in the United States in 

important ways.” 220

Though the various ERAOs share a similar education agenda, including a focus 

on teacher accountability, and similar funding sources, they are not a coordinated 

movement. However, their decentralized nature allows them to vary their tactics and 

goals based on geography and political realities.221 It also creates the impression that that 

their push for reform has popular support. “[B]ecause of the sheer number of aligned and 

interlocking groups, they form a strong network and echo chamber,” said Welner.222

Typically, these groups rely on the data generated by NCLB’s accountability 

reforms to create a sense of urgency in communities to tackle education reform. From 

there, they organize town hall meetings, phone banks, rallies, and petitions and build 

relationships with political heavyweights, legislators, and journalists. Joe Williams, the 

executive director of Democrats for Education Reform (DFER) explained the strategy by 

saying “There was recognition over time that good ideas alone weren’t enough and 

weren’t going to get us across the finish line in terms of systemic reform. There needed to 
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be a significant investment of time and resources in advocating for political changes that 

would enable and protect reform.”223  

The ERAOs are increasingly effective political actors. In fact, these organizations 

engage in the same “hardball political organizing and lobbying . . . long been employed 

by the unions to defeat school reform legislation.”224 Rhee’s StudentsFirst, for example, 

“has its own political action committee (PAC), its own SuperPAC, and a staff of 75, 

including a cadre of seasoned lobbyists Rhee sends from state to state as political battles 

heat up.” The organization flooded the airwaves with television and radio ads in a half 

dozen states to support teacher accountability measures and other items on the pro-reform 

agenda.225 During the 2012 election, StudentsFirst “poured money into state-level 

campaigns nationwide, winning 86 of 105 races and flipping a net 33 seats to advocates 

of so-called school reform.”226 

 Rhee’s group may be the most politically active, but the other ERAOs have won 

their own victories. The New York Times called the hedge-funded backed and New York-

based Democrats for Education Reform the “first significant political counterweight to 

the powerful teachers unions.” In 2010, the group fought to convince New York’s 

legislature to adopt school reform measures to secure federal Race to the Top funding. 

Their multi-million dollar war chest allowed them to contribute heavily to lawmakers and 
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bought them television and radio advertisements, phone banks, and canvassers used to 

pressure lawmakers.227 In a December 2010 UFT publication, the teachers union 

complained that DFER had “$17 million into political and grassroots advocacy for its 

version of education reform.”228 DFER now deploys chapters in ten different states, 

seeking to replicate its success in New York.229

Stand for Children, the oldest of these organizations, dates back to 1996. 

Originally, it worked to raise money for schools, but it has since changed its focus. Now 

it aggressively enters into state politics to push for changes in laws related to teacher 

quality issues. One teacher union representative in Massachusetts, where Stand fought to 

connect decisions related to tenure and layoffs to teacher evaluations, complained that 

“We used to work collaboratively when they were talking about improving resources for 

schools and supporting schools, but . . . now, they're coming in with their own set of 

recommendations and are trying to impose it.”230 In fact, Stand pushed bill revamping 

teacher evaluations in each of the ten states it is active in and in multiple states had 

representatives on the “panels charged with writing regulations or legislation governing 

teacher evaluations.”231 

Jesse Ruiz, a former Illinois board of education chairman, said that Stand served 

as “an instigator, a catalyst” for change. Illinois was one of the first states to tie tenure 
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decisions to teacher’s impact on student performance and Stand was a key supporter of 

that effort. In one hundred days, it raised $3.5 million and donated hundreds of thousands 

of dollars to state politicians.232 The organization currently employs a 120 people, enjoys 

an annual budget of $15 million233 and can call on 240,000 volunteers.234  

Despite Joel Klein’s complaints, the pro-reform forces are far from "scattered and 

weak." Instead, as communications director for StudentsFirst Hari Sevugen, said, “what 

we’ve lacked and what those fighting for the status quo had was an organized effort that 

decision makers had in the back of their mind as they put together education policy. That 

equation was highly imbalanced, but is now changing.”235 

The reformers also posses powerful political allies  – the Secretary of Education 

and the President of the United States. President Barack Obama and Secretary of 

Education Arne Duncan pushed forward an expansive education reform agenda that, in 

the words of one reformer, “created urgency” and “a pressure to change” in states across 

the country. This effort generated an education reform feedback loop. The advocacy 

organizations provided the Obama administration with political cover, while the 

administration legitimized the reformers’ efforts. Together, they would drive real change 

in American’s schools and in the treatment of teachers.236  
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Chapter 7: The Obama Administration and the Backlash

In June 2005, Senator Barack Obama traveled to New York for a series of 

fundraisers to get a head start on building a war chest for his presumed 2010 senate 

reelection bid. While there he attended a fundraising event for an upstart education 

reform group still working to get off the ground, Democrats for Education Reform. He 

stood on a chair in the crowded room and made common cause with the reformers. “If 

someone can tell me where the Democratic Party stands on education reform, please let 

me know,” Obama said. “Because I can’t figure it out. Our party has got to wake up on 

this!”237

This was not a one-off performance for the young senator. He had a history of 

talking and acting like an education reformer. During Congress’s failed consideration of 

an ESEA reauthorization in 2007, Obama introduced the Innovation Districts for School 

Improvement Act to authorize $1.5 billion per year to help 20 districts build systems to 

track student progress that would be used to “evaluate and reward teacher effectiveness.” 

The NEA quickly announced its opposition and it was the only bill introduced by a 

Democrat that the union said it was opposed to including in the reauthorization.238 

Two days into his historic run for the White House, candidate Obama called for 

increased teacher pay tied to “accountability,” saying that individual student performance 

had “to be in the mix.” 239 Later that year, Obama was the only Democratic candidate for 
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President who told the 9,000 attendees at the NEA’s annual convention that he supported 

merit pay. “I do think that there should be a way for us to work with the NEA, with 

teachers’ unions, to think about are there ways of measuring success that help determine 

how teachers are compensated?” Obama asked.240 

His campaign then offered a plan to reward teachers based on student 

performance that, in the words of ABC News, offered him an “opportunity to buttress his 

argument that he is the Democrat best positioned to bring people together for purposes of 

challenging the status quo.”241 Meanwhile, Obama’s chief rival for the Democratic 

nomination, Senator Hillary Clinton, called merit pay for individual teachers “demeaning 

and discouraging.”242 The AFT eventually endorsed Clinton during their bruising primary 

fight and both unions gave more money to her than the eventual party standard-bearer 

and president. 243 One Obama campaign aide argued that the union’s muted opposition to 

Senator Obama “liberated” the candidate. “Obama’s record was clear to anyone who 

looked at it,” the aide said. “So we couldn’t have tailored our positions even if we wanted 

to. And all of the Republicans were far more absolutely hostile to the unions than we 

were, so we thought we’d be okay with the unions in the fall, if we got there.”244
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Though Obama owned a history of promoting himself as a reformer, he was still 

running for president as a Democrat and the teacher unions remained important 

constituencies. For the most part, with two wars and an economic collapse, education 

reform remained in the background during the 2008 general election. Generally, during 

the fall campaign against Republican Senator John McCain, Obama tried to carefully 

navigate and minimize the conflict between the reformers and the unions. “Obama was 

careful during the campaign to assure both sides he was with them, with a wink, wink and 

a nod, nod,” said Micahel Petrilli, the vice president of the education think tank the 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute.245

However, during one of the presidential debates, Obama and McCain seemingly 

competed to see who could ally themselves more with D.C. superintendent Michelle 

Rhee. Obama called Rhee a “wonderful new superintendent.”246 Rhee was less confident 

about Obama, saying that her decision to vote for the President “was a very hard 

decision.” She fretted, “I’m somewhat terrified of what the Democrats are going to do on 

education.”247 

Rhee was perhaps more pessimistic than most reformers, but many worried that 

Obama would eventually go soft on reform. The reformers’ angst turned to a full on panic 

when Obama chose Linda Darling-Hammond to lead his education transition team, 
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generating chatter that Hammond was in line to head the Department of Education. 

Hammond was a favorite of the teacher unions and, the reformers believed, a champion 

of the failing status quo. One union leader exalted, “It’s such a clear change from what 

we’ve had. Someone who’s friendly to labor. Someone who wants to work with 

teachers.”248 Petrilli, speaking for many reformers, complained that, “The ideas 

associated with Darling-Hammond are ones that educators love because they’re warm 

and fuzzy. They’re not tough, not admitting that sometimes adults aren’t doing their 

jobs.”249 The reformers hoped to see one of their own – preferably Rhee or Klein – 

assume the leadership of the Department of Education.250

Instead, Obama picked an old friend and basketball buddy, Arne Duncan, the 

Chicago schools superintendent. Duncan represented a compromise selection for the two 

warring sides. During the campaign, Duncan signed a document partly authored by 

Hammond arguing that schools alone could not address the achievement gap and that the 

government should invest in social programs to assist poor children. But he also signed a 

competing agenda of a group led by Joel Klein that called for tough accountability for 

schools and teachers. He was the only big-city superintendent to sign both.251
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During his tenure in Chicago, Duncan focused on shutting down low-performing 

schools, expanding access to charter schools, and improving teacher quality. In testimony 

before the Senate in 2008, Duncan endorsed the No Child Left Behind Act’s goal of 

holding schools accountable for student performance.252 As a result, Democrats for 

Education Reform sent the Obama transition team a memo endorsing Duncan for the 

job.253 But the unions and the reform-skeptics also embraced Duncan because he had a 

history of reaching out to them. Hammond called him a “very thoughtful and 

collaborative reformer,” while the leadership of Illinois NEA affiliate said, “In our 

experience, Arne Duncan is committed to working with others, including the unions, to 

promote excellence and equity in public education.”254 

His reception on Capitol Hill was just as warm. During his Senate confirmation 

hearing, Duncan successfully charmed both liberals and conservatives without firmly 

detailing his policy preferences. Alyson Klein, a reporter with Education Week, called the 

confirmation hearing a “love fest.” Everyone “went out of their way to say that Duncan 

was extremely qualified and would be a great Secretary of Education. In the hearing, they  

praised everything from Duncan's record in Chicago to his jump shot to his children's 

good behavior.” 255 He easily sailed through the confirmation process and entered the 

Department of Education with tremendous goodwill and extremely high expectations. 
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Duncan enjoyed the backing of a newly elected President flush with political 

capital. Of course, that President also faced an economy in free fall, which perversely 

benefitted Duncan by creating a sense of urgency in the White House and in Washington. 

“You never want a serious crisis to go to waste,” explained Rahm Emanuel, Obama’s new 

chief of staff, in late November 2008. “Things that we had postponed for too long, that 

were long-term, are now immediate and must be dealt with. This crisis provides the 

opportunity for us to do things that you could not do before.”256 Duncan and other pro-

reform voices on the president’s team ensured that this moment did not pass without 

achieving significant education reform. 

The Great Recession threatened to wreak havoc with the nation’s schools. As the 

Center for Budget and Policy Priorities said in 2010, “The recession has driven down 

state revenues by record proportions. Education makes up the largest single item in state 

budgets, and spending cuts there have been deep and widespread.”257 In early 2009, the 

President and Congressional Democrats were racing to complete a massive $800 billion 

economic recovery bill, eventually known as the American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act, to pull the country back from the brink of an economic collapse. Representative 

David Obey, the Chairman of the House Appropriations Committee and the bill’s chief 
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legislative author, asked Obama’s team how it would spend $100 billion on education – a 

sum that would have been unthinkable during the 2008 presidential campaign.258 

A little more than a week after his inauguration, the President met with his chief 

political adviser, David Axelrod, Emanuel, Duncan, and Jon Schnur, one of his top 

education advisors, and others to discuss how to spend the education recovery dollars. 

Schnur had drafted a three-page memo proposing to spend $15 billion in a novel way. 

States would compete to win this pot of money by submitting education reform plans to 

Duncan. These plans would be judged, in part, on whether they used “data and student-

testing systems to evaluate teachers based on student improvement” and whether they 

proposed to create “compensation and tenure systems for principals and teachers that 

would be based on their effectiveness in boosting their students’ proficiency.” Schnur 

wanted a real competition where only those states with the most far-reaching reform 

plans received awards. He named his proposal “Race to the Top.”259

Axelrod and Obama’s legislative team cautioned the new president that this 

proposal could prove controversial. Schur’s criteria would enrage the teacher unions and 

quite possibly their powerful allies on Capitol Hill. In addition, members of Congress 

might balk that its competitive nature gave too much authority to Secretary Duncan since 

most aid programs were traditionally distributed through formulas. Race to the Top, 

Axelrod said, could endanger the passage of the entire economic recovery bill. Obama 
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was undeterred. “Yes, let’s do it,” he said. “I always say this is supposed to be about the 

kids, not the adults.”260 

The proposal met with immediate resistance among some Democrats, including 

Obey and Senator Harkin. Both wanted to act quickly to prevent hundreds of thousands 

of teacher layoffs and argued that the traditional education formulas provided the best 

mechanism for doing so. The White House and George Miller, the Chairman of the 

House Education and Labor Committee, pushed back and the reformers and the 

traditionalists settled on a lower number for Race to the Top - $4.35 billion.261 That 

smaller number still made Race to the Top the largest competitive education program in 

history and it was designed to correct some of the No Child Left Behind Act’s design 

flaws. Rather than dictating coercive federal mandates, it offered carrots to states and 

school districts and switched federal education policy from a focus on “means” to one on 

“ends.”262

Though Race to the Top became the Administration’s signature education reform 

initiative, it fought to secure additional support for its education agenda in the Recovery 

Act. The Recovery Act included $650 million for the competitive Investing in Innovation 

(I3) grant program to reward “innovative proposal that focus on teacher effectiveness, 

low-performing schools, standards and assessments, and data systems.”263 It also 

80

260 Quoted in Ibid., 22-23. 

261 Alter, The Promise, 91. 

! 262 Patrick McGuinn, “Stimulating Reform: Race to the Top, Competitive Grants and the Obama 
Education Agenda,” Educational Policy 26 (1), February 28, 2012, 136-159. 

263 Michele McNeil, “Coveted ‘i3’ Cash Prompts Application Gold Rush,” Education Week, July 1, 
2010, http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2010/07/02/36. 

http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2010/07/02/36stim-i3.h29.html?qs=Investing+in+Innovation
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2010/07/02/36stim-i3.h29.html?qs=Investing+in+Innovation


provided $3.5 billion for School Improvement Grants to support transformations of 

America’s worst performing-schools.264 In addition, the White House secured $200 

million in funding for the Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF), the relatively new program 

designed to actively seek out promising teacher pay reforms.265 

Like Race to the Top, each of these programs relied on competitive grants and 

they all remained funding priorities for the Administration throughout the President’s first  

term. For example, the President’s Fiscal Year 2013 budget request included $850 million 

in new funding for Race to the Top, $150 million for the I3 program, and $400 million for 

a new Teacher and Leaders Innovation Fund to replace TIF.266 Together, these programs 

represented a remarkable and successful effort to encourage states to adjust their 

evaluation and pay systems. 

 Joe Williams with the Democrats for Education Reform argued that Race to the 

Top “produced more simultaneous fissures in the dam than we’ve ever seen. Cash-

strapped state legislatures, hoping to win a chunk of nearly $5 billion in federal prizes, 

passed more education reform legislation in eight months than they had in the previous 

eight years.”267 During Race to the Top’s three initial rounds, 46 states and the District of 

Columbia competed to secure funding by offering reform plans that matched the 

Administration’s preferred solutions, including on teacher accountability. To compete 

dozens of states altered existing laws that barred or made it difficult for districts to tie 
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teacher salaries, tenure, and staffing decisions to student performance. 268  An analysis 

completed by the Education Commission of the States found that all 36 Race to the Top 

applicants in the competition’s second round included some form of pay for performance 

– whether these were state-led efforts, pilot programs, or permission for local education 

agencies to engage in the practice.269 A 2012 report from the National Council on Teacher 

Quality found that, since 2009, 36 states and the District of Columbia made changes to 

their policies on teacher evaluation. Thirty states now required teacher evaluations to 

include an objective measure of student learning, up from 15 in 2009. In addition, 20 of 

those required that student achievement data be used as the “most significant” or as a 

“significant” factor in determining teacher performance.270 An American Enterprise 

Institute report found a similar sea change in policies at the state level: “Over the past 

three years, more than twenty US states have passed legislation establishing new teacher 

evaluation requirements and systems.”271 

The look of these efforts varied by state. For example, New York, which won 

$700 million in Race to the Top funding, passed legislation that called for 40 percent of a 

teacher’s evaluation to be based on student performance. Hawaii planned to pilot a 
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teacher evaluation program in a group of academically struggling schools, while Florida 

invited districts in its state to create assessments for traditional non-tested subjects like 

the arts and physical education.272 By December 2011, the Department of Education had 

awarded Race to the Top funding to 22 states and these states served 65 percent of the 

nation’s children.273 But in Duncan’s mind, even those states that failed to win funding 

benefited from the program. In many cases, he explained to New York Times columnist 

Thomas Friedman, he saw just as much reform in states “who did not get a nickel as 

those who got $100 million.”274

The Administration’s other reform initiatives echoed Race to the Top’s focus on 

teachers and accountability. For example, in September 2010, the Department of 

Education awarded $442 million in TIF funding to 62 school districts in 27 states to 

reform teacher compensation systems.275 The Investing in Innovation program has been 

used to support a variety of reforms, but increasingly the Obama Administration focused 

this grant program on building effective educators. In 2012, Duncan’s Department of 

Education directed $47 million toward teachers and principals, compared to about $23 

million in 2011.276 The School Improvement Grant program allowed the Department of 
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Education to support 1,200 “turnaround” efforts in some of America’s lowest performing 

schools. These efforts required schools to develop new teacher evaluation systems and, in 

some cases, resulted in significant teacher terminations.277

 The Obama Administration’s reform efforts washed away many of the barriers to 

change. Journalist Michael Grunwald, who wrote the early definitive exploration of the 

Obama Administration’s Recovery Act, called Race to the Top “the biggest education 

program in decades.”278 Tom Friedman enthused that it “set off a nationwide wave of 

school reform.”279 For his part, the President Obama said “Race to the Top is the most 

meaningful reform of our public schools in a generation.  For less than 1 percent of what 

we spend on education each year, it has led over 40 states to raise their standards for 

teaching and learning.”280 Secretary Duncan was equally proud of Race to the Top’s 

accomplishments. “Race to the Top has been a pivotal program that has generated more 

progress in improving our nation’s education system over the last three years than we’ve 

seen over the last decade,” he bragged.281 

But not everyone agreed with the Administration’s rosy assessment of their 

education initiatives and the pushback came quickly and fiercely. “This is not the change 
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I hoped for,” exclaimed NEA president Dennis Van Roekel at the union’s 2010 summer 

convention. “Today our members face the most anti-educator, anti-union, anti-student 

environment I have ever experienced.”282 His frustration was clearly shared by his rank-

and-file. Both the NEA and the AFT had made the unusual decision not to invite federal 

officials to their conventions that year because, according to The New York Times, they 

“feared that administration speakers would face heckling.” These fears were well found. 

Multiple speakers at the NEA’s convention demanded Duncan’s resignation.283 At the 

2010 AFT convention, Randi Weingarten largely followed Van Roekel’s lead in attacking 

the Administration. “Never before have I seen so few attack so many, so harshly, for 

doing so much, often with so little,” she said.284

These attacks reflected eighteen months of frustration for the unions. Initially, the 

Administration and the unions enjoyed something of a honeymoon.  The Recovery Act, 

after all, had saved thousands of teachers’ jobs by throwing struggling schools a fiscal 

lifeline. In the spring of 2009, both Van Roekal and Weingarten offered praise for the 

Administration’s efforts. “Over all, I just really support Obama’s vision to strengthen 

public education,” said the NEA president. “They’ve have been consistent,” Weingarten 

offered. “They’re trying to do reform with teachers, not to them.”285 But as the Obama 

Administration worked to flesh out the implementation of the Race to the Top, the unions 
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became alarmed. “We find this top-down approach disturbing; we have been down that 

road before with the failures of No Child Left Behind,” the NEA said. “[W]e cannot 

support yet another layer of federal mandates that have little or no research base of 

success and that usurp state and local government's responsibilities for public 

education.”286 At their 2010 convention, the NEA passed a measure expressing “no 

confidence” in Race to the Top’s guidelines. The measures’ author, a president of a New 

York affiliate, insisted that Race to the Top exacerbates policies that “brutalize our 

students with standardized tests, which in my opinion is like giving someone blood tests 

until they die.”287 

Weingarten’s and the AFT’s tone toward Race to the Top was much less militant 

than the NEA’s, though they shared many of the NEA’s concerns. In September 2009, just  

as Race to the Top was officially launching, she expressed worry. “The administration 

doesn’t want to be ‘Bush Three,’ but some of the things that are coming out . . . that’s 

what the previous administration pushed.”288 Weingarten also complained that, through 

Race to the Top, Duncan’s Department of Education was “effectively creating and 

implementing education policy outside of the legislative process.”289 
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Weingarten could feel that the winds were shifting on education reform and 

determined that her union could not simply shout “no.” Instead, she balanced her 

criticism of the Administration’s agenda with promises to work constructively with the 

reformers. At her 2010 convention speech Weingarten promised that the AFT would “lead 

and propose, not wait and oppose.”  She told her members that the AFT must constantly 

be “searching for solutions we believe will work, even if those solutions force us to think 

outside the box or make us feel uncomfortable.”290

Weingarten’s solutions included AFT’s own proposal on overhauling teacher 

evaluation designed to “inform tenure, employment decisions and due process 

proceedings.” In announcing the proposal, Weingarten and the AFT adopted much of the 

reformers’ language. Comprehensive and robust teacher evaluation systems were 

necessary for developing “high-quality” teachers but the current systems were 

“perfunctory.” These systems needed “good and meaningful data” and “fair, transparent 

and expedient processes to remove ineffective teachers from the classroom.” They should 

include standards for assessing teachers that were based on “multiple measures, including 

student test scores based on valid and reliable assessments that show students’ real 

growth while in the classroom.” Still, Weingarten sought to refocus the conversation 

away from the “supposed silver bullet of doing away with ‘bad teachers’” and on more 

systematic reforms.291 
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This proposal did come with significant caveats. As The Washington Post 

summarized, Weingarten argued that

teachers should not be evaluated on results that compare their current classes with 
the previous year's classes, which is the system states typically use under the No 
Child Left Behind law. That would appear to disqualify much, perhaps most, of 
the currently available state testing data from use in evaluation.292

Secretary Duncan praised Weingarten for the proposal. “Randi is really showing courage 

by raising these issues.”293 To some reformers, the speech was simply a reflection of the 

changing climate on education policy. “I can’t imagine that this speech would have 

happened right now if it weren’t for Race to the Top,” said Andy Smarick with the 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute. This was “the AFT’s attempt to get into that ballgame.”294 

For its part, the NEA praised Weingarten’s speech announcing the proposal, expressed 

support for “experimentation,” but reaffirmed its “formal position of opposition against 

using state standardized test scores for teacher evaluations.”295 

 After her speech, Weingarten played a constructive role in helping local affiliates 

reach contracts that experimented with evaluation and pay in New Haven, Philadelphia, 

Pittsburgh, and Washington, D.C.296 Weingarten’s flexibility was in some ways driven by 

the structure of her union. As The Hechinger Report, an education news service, 
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explained, “In part, this is because the AFT is a more top-down organization, in which the 

national parent union can lead local affiliates to new ideas.”297 Meanwhile, the NEA’s 

policies choices are more driven by its local affiliates and these affiliates expressed 

greater suspicion of the Obama Administration’s reform efforts. This dynamic does not 

perfectly explain or predict the two union’s position on teacher evaluation. Some AFT 

affiliates resisted reform, while some NEA affiliates embraced it. And, Weingarten could 

play hardball just like the NEA, as demonstrated by the AFT’s determined effort to defeat 

Mayor Adrian Fenty and superintendent Michelle Rhee in the nation’s capitol. Still, Van 

Roekel had far less room to maneuver than Weingarten. 298 

Both President Obama and Secretary Duncan consistently and vocally defended 

their education reform efforts in the face of union and other opposition. “The whole 

premise of Race to the Top is that teachers are the single most important factor in a 

child’s education from the moment they step into the classroom,” the President said 

during a speech to the Urban League. “[A]nyone who wants to use Race to the Top to 

blame or punish teachers -- you’re missing the point. Our goal isn’t to fire or admonish 

teachers; our goal is accountability.”299 Secretary Duncan explained the Administration’s 

reasoning, “If we know how much students are gaining each year, if we know how much 
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they're improving, we will know which teachers and principals are succeeding, which 

ones need more support and help and which ones simply are not getting the job done.”300  

The Obama Administration also consistently made it clear that it wanted to build 

on its reform efforts. In addition, to make its reforms sustainable, the Administration 

knew that it had to address NCLB. In March 2010, the Obama Administration laid down 

its marker for reauthorizing ESEA by releasing its “Blueprint for Reform.” The New York 

Times reported that the plan, which largely echoed Race to the Top, “strikes a careful 

balance, retaining some key features of the Bush-era law, including its requirement for 

annual reading and math tests, while proposing far-reaching changes.” President Obama 

said that under his plan “schools that achieve excellence or show real progress will be 

rewarded and local districts will be encouraged to commit to change in schools that are 

clearly letting their students down.”301 The Blueprint also supported more robust 

evaluation of teachers. It called for “states and districts to develop and implement 

systems of teacher and principal evaluation . . . on the basis of student growth and other 

factors.” 302

The NEA’s response to the Blueprint was especially harsh. Van Roekel accused it 

of being guilty of “too much top-down scapegoating of teachers and not enough 
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collaboration.” The NEA could not “support the Administration’s plan at this time.”303 

Weingarten expressed “disappointment” but not outright opposition. “For a law affecting 

millions of schoolchildren and their teachers, it just doesn’t make sense to have teachers – 

and teachers alone – bear the responsibility for school and student success,” she said.304

Inevitably, the conflict over the President’s agenda spilled over into Congress. As 

the Recovery Act funding that prevented mass teacher layoffs dried up in 2010, the 

Congress began working on further stimulus funding to cushion the recession’s impact on 

the nation’s schools. “We absolutely see this as an emergency,” said Duncan, arguing that 

Congress must act to prevent an “education catastrophe.”305 By this point, however, the 

Congress’s appetite for deficit spending had significantly decreased, forcing the 

Chairman of the House Appropriations Committee, David Obey, to search for potential 

offsets for the $10 billion bill. Some of the offsets Obey picked caused an uproar among 

the reformers and the Obama Administration. Obey proposed cutting Race to the Top by 

$500 million and the Teacher Incentive Fund by $200 million. “We think it’s a big 

mistake. These are the wrong offsets,” said Secretary Duncan’s spokesman.306 Despite the 
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oncoming “education catastrophe,” the Administration threatened to veto Obey’s bill. 

“You can’t put jobs against reform,” Duncan complained.307 

Obey, who had already announced his impending retirement, was unapologetic. 

“When a ship is sinking, you don’t worry about redesigning a room, you worry about 

keeping it afloat.”308 He attacked Race to the Top, calling it “walking-around money,” “a 

luxury,” and a “slush fund.”309 Weingarten was equally incredulous that the Obama 

Administration threatened to veto a bill that would keep thousands of teachers on the job. 

“It's deeply disappointing that a Democratic administration would threaten to veto a jobs 

bill because paying for it would require a negligible cut from its new pet programs,” she 

said.310 

The Congress eventually dropped the cuts to Obama’s education reform agenda 

and the President signed a bill in August 2010.311 Still, the brawl instigated by Obey’s 

offsets proved telling. The remarkable free-hand that the Obama Administration had 

enjoyed during it’s first two years was coming to an end. Despite the Administration’s 

pleas, the Democratic Congress ignored Obama and Duncan’s insistence that it pass an 

ESEA Reauthorization based on the Blueprint by the end of 2010. In fact, the funding to 
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prevent teacher layoffs ended up being the last major K-12 education legislation to pass 

the Congress during Obama’s first term. 
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Chapter 8: The 112th Congress

During President Barack Obama’s 2011 State of the Union Address, the president 

repeatedly stressed the importance of education to the nation’s economic future. “When a 

child walks into a classroom, it should be a place of high expectations and high 

performance,” the President said. “But too many schools don't meet this test.” He called 

on Congress to act “this year” to replace the No Child Left Behind Act “with a law that's 

more flexible and focused on what's best for our kids.”312 

It had now been almost a decade since the Congress, on an overwhelmingly 

bipartisan basis, last addressed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act by passing 

NCLB. Congress was now four years late in completing a reauthorization and that 

lateness threatened to significantly undermine public education. NCLB called for all 

students to achieve proficiency in math and reading by 2014. The authors included this 

completely unrealistic goal because it served as a useful talking point and because they 

assumed that Congress would return to the law before that date. But now that Congress 

had failed to act, thousands of schools across the country faced the prospect of being 

labeled “failing.” Secretary Duncan warned the Congress that, “Four out of five schools 

in America may not meet their goals under NCLB by next year. The consequences under 

the current law are very clear: States and districts all across America may have to 

intervene in more and more schools each year, implementing the exact same interventions 
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regardless of schools' individual needs.” Reforming NCLB, the Administration insisted, 

must be a priority.313 

But that law had been a fashioned during a far different political moment. During 

the 2010 midterm elections, Obama’s party had been slaughtered at the polls, losing 

control of the House of Representatives and nearly the Senate as well. The new 112th 

Congress proved to be the most polarized since Reconstruction, in part because of the 

arrival of a “Tea Party” class of freshmen.314 The vast majority of these new members 

rejected President Bush’s legacy of supporting federally-imposed accountability. Instead, 

many returned to Ronald Reagan’s position championing the elimination of the 

Department of Education and vocally questioning the value of public education.315 Rand 

Paul, the “Tea Party” freshman superstar from Kentucky who served on the Senate 

Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, captured the mood of these freshmen 

in the NEA questionnaire he filled out during the 2010 campaign. “I am against any 

federal funding or control of education,” Paul said. “Historically, education was funded 

and controlled locally. Even now, most funding is local. You can’t have it both ways. 

Most teachers despise No Child Left Behind. If you want to be rid of it, you must also 

oppose federal funds!”316 
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Senator Lamar Alexander’s position on ESEA was arguably more telling. The 

former Secretary of Education and Governor of Tennessee who previously championed 

education reform had become an ardent defender of state and local control.317 Alexander 

insisted that he was now focusing on fixing NCLB’s flaws, while leaving “decisions that 

divide Washington” to the states and district superintendents. That was code for rolling 

back NCLB’s various mandates including the accountability requirements.318 Kevin 

Carey, the policy director at the think tank Education Sector, marveled that “Alexander 

has largely abandoned his lifetime of education reform work in the face of the new anti-

federal mood.”319

During a January conference call to discuss ESEA Reauthorization, Alexander 

sheepishly admitted that he had, at some point, “taken every possible position on the 

federal role in education.” Alexander’s confession reflected the new scattered nature of 

education politics. In July 2011, one year after voting no confidence in Race to the Top 

and openly shunning his education secretary, the NEA endorsed Barack Obama’s 

reelection campaign despite, in the words of The Wall Street Journal, “widespread 

unhappiness with his education policies.”320 The AFT also endorsed the President early in 
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2012 but admitted that they had “not agreed with every decision President Obama has 

made.”321 

In part, these endorsements reflected the unions’ long-standing alliance with the 

Democratic Party and their support for the Obama Administration’s efforts to protect 

schools from the worst of the recession. But in many ways the unions now had larger 

problems than the President’s embrace of education reform. The Republican wave that 

flipped control of the House also resulted in new Republican governors and Republican-

dominated legislatures that targeted public sector unions. As Carey put it, 

For years, teachers’ unions have claimed that education reformers are mounting a 
“war on teachers.” Now, in the Midwest and Republican-dominated states across 
the country, we are witnessing what a war on teachers really looks like. Wisconsin 
Governor Scott Walker’s nuclear assault on public employees’ collective 
bargaining and New Jersey Governor Chris Christie’s overheated claims that 
teacher pensions are bankrupting the state reveal a Republican Party bent on using 
its current electoral advantage to permanently cripple unions nationwide.322

Many of the same Republican governors, with the support of organizations like Michelle 

Rhee’s StudentsFirst, were slashing state support for public education while also pursuing 

education reforms loathed by the unions like performance pay, weaker tenure protections, 

and more robust teacher evaluations.323 Yet, despite the target Republicans had placed on 

their back at the state-level, the teacher unions – and especially the NEA – agreed with 

the Republicans that federal involvement in public education should be rolled back.324 

97

321 “Obama is Only Candidate Who will Fight to Preserve and Expand the Middle Class, Fight for 
Economic Opportunity for All American,” The American Federation of Teachers, February 7, 2012, http://
aft.org/newspubs/press/2012/020712.cfm.

322 Carey, “Toxic Combination.” 

323 Seyward Darby, “Rheeconsideration,” The New Republic, February 10, 2011, https://
www.newrepublic.com/article/politics/magazine83163.

324 Carey, “Toxic Combination.” 

http://aft.org/newspubs/press/2012/020712.cfm
http://aft.org/newspubs/press/2012/020712.cfm
http://aft.org/newspubs/press/2012/020712.cfm
http://aft.org/newspubs/press/2012/020712.cfm
https://www.newrepublic.com/article/politics/magazine83163/Rhee-Education-Reform-Christie
https://www.newrepublic.com/article/politics/magazine83163/Rhee-Education-Reform-Christie
https://www.newrepublic.com/article/politics/magazine83163/Rhee-Education-Reform-Christie
https://www.newrepublic.com/article/politics/magazine83163/Rhee-Education-Reform-Christie


These were the strange dynamics that the Obama Administration’s ESEA reform effort 

had to navigate. 

A few days after the 2011 State of the Union, the “Big Eight” arrived at the White 

House for a visit with President Obama to discuss their efforts to reauthorize the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act. In the Senate, the “Big Eight” consisted of the 

Chairman and the Ranking Member of the Senate HELP Committee, Harkin and Enzi 

respectively; and Senators Jeff Bingaman and Lamar Alexander. Bingaman served as the 

Chairman of the Subcommittee responsible for elementary and secondary education, 

while Alexander served as the subcommittee’s Ranking Member. The four senators were 

joined by the Chairman of the House Education and Workforce Committee, John Kline; 

his Ranking Member, Democratic Representative George Miller; and the Chair and 

Ranking Member of the House Early Childhood, Elementary, and Secondary Education 

Subcommittee, Republican Duncan Hunter and Democrat Dale Kildee.325  

 For Harkin, the Chairmanship of the HELP Committee amounted to a dream job. 

He claimed the top spot after the death of Senator Ted Kennedy in September 2009 and a 

quarter century of service in the Senate. To ascend to the top of HELP, he relinquished his 

chairmanship of the Senate Agriculture Committee, no easy decision for a senator from 

Iowa. However, throughout his career, his major accomplishments always dealt with 

education and health policy. He also already served as the Chairman of the 

Appropriation’s Committee’s Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education 
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Subcommittee. Now, he had unmatched authority over these issues.326 Harkin brought an 

“old-fashioned liberalism” to these positions. As one of labor’s top allies, he consistently 

scored 100 percent on the AFL-CIO’ annual scorecard.  A loyal Democrat and ally of 

President Obama, Harkin voted with the President 95 percent of the time in 2010.327

 Despite his initial skepticism of the Race to the Top program, Harkin often 

sounded like something of a reformer. He called the administration’s “Blueprint” for 

reauthorizing ESEA “bold” and said that it could “fix the problems with the No Child 

Left Behind Act.”328 At an April 2010 hearing entitled “Teacher and Leaders,” Harkin 

insisted that “when it comes to learning, a good teacher matters the most.”  He argued 

that, “The only way to know for sure whether students have effective teachers and 

principals is by having in place a reliable evaluation system that takes into account 

student achievement, along with other important measures of success.” Still, he admitted 

that this was a difficult goal to achieve and suggested that simply relying on test scores 

wasn’t enough.329 At a later hearing that month on standards and assessments, Harkin 

outlined his broad goals for the ESEA reauthorization. He insisted that NCLB’s adoption 

of state standards was “no small achievement,” but that “serious improvements were 

needed” and promised to push for an authorization that included standards that “translate 
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into success whether students chose to go to college or enter a career.”330 Harkin didn’t 

want to retreat on accountability. Instead, he wanted to make it smarter, more flexible and 

better targeted.  

 The Ranking Member of the Committee, Michael Enzi, expressed a somewhat 

different set of goals. The conservative senator from Wyoming indicated that the 

Committee’s work on reauthorization “must be done carefully and deliberately” and that 

the goal should be to “assist States, not require or coerce them.”331 Enzi was a loyal 

Republican, whose party unity score never fell below 94. However, Enzi styled himself 

as something of a dealmaker. He had enjoyed working with Senator Ted Kennedy on 

legislation related to health care and Enzi found himself invited to the 2009 bipartisan 

Gang of Six negotiations to reform the nation’s health care system. He legislated by the 

“80 percent rule,” meaning he tried to focus on the places where the two parties 

agreed.332 Regarding teachers, Enzi agreed that it was important to measure their 

“effectiveness” but warned, “This should not be a top-down directive solely from 

Washington far removed from local school districts, teachers, and students.”333

 Senator Harkin’s chief deputy on the ESEA reauthorization was Senator Jeff 

Bingaman, a low-key New Mexico moderate who voted for NCLB in 2001 and planned 

to retire at the end of the 112th Congress. Bingaman owned a history of working with 
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Republicans, traditionally on energy issues.334 Enzi’s second in command was the 

conflicted reformer, Lamar Alexander. This group made consensus seem reachable. Early 

in January 2011, Harkin, Enzi, and Alexander all promised to move quickly and 

collaboratively. Harkin said he hoped to mark up his bill by the Easter recess and have it 

on the floor by the end of the summer.335

There was less reason for optimism on the other side of the Capitol. Thanks to the 

Republican wave, the House Education and the Workforce Committee now had a new 

chairman, John Kline, who shared little in common with his Ranking Member, George 

Miller. Kline, a 25-year Marine Corps veteran, belonged to the conservative Republican 

Study Committee and built his career advocating for lower taxes, a smaller government, 

and a strong military. He had little history of working constructively with Congressional 

Democrats.336 Though he was a fan of teacher accountability and performance pay, he 

still expressed concern that the Obama Administration’s education efforts gave 

Washington too much power. Regarding Race to the Top, Kline complained, “This is the 

U.S. Department, putting [out its] view of what needs to be done. It’s not the states 

deciding. It’s not local control.”337 Kline also expressed his distaste for the No Child Left 

101

334 Dan Friedman, “Senator Jeff Bingaman Will Retire,” The National Journal, February 18, 2011, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/02/sen-jeff-bingaman-will-retire/71459/.

335 Klein, “Duncan, Key Senators Sing Off Same Page on ESEA Renewal.”

336 Bicknell and Meyers, Politics in America 2012, 527-528.

337 Quoted in Alyson Klein, “Top House Republican on Education Talks ESEA, Race to Top,” 
Education Week, September 15, 2010, http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/2010/09. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/02/sen-jeff-bingaman-will-retire/71459/
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/02/sen-jeff-bingaman-will-retire/71459/
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/2010/09/top_education_repubican_in_us.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/2010/09/top_education_repubican_in_us.html


Behind Act, which he called, “the largest intrusion of the federal government in public 

education, ever.”338

 The committee’s ranking member, George Miller, was one of the major authors of 

the No Child Left Behind Act, an ally of Secretary Duncan and the Obama 

Administration, and an accountability hawk. Though he was a friend of the unions, he 

had long expressed interest and support for ideas that made the teacher unions 

uncomfortable. In 2007, his unsuccessful draft ESEA reauthorization included pay for 

performance for teachers, which the unions had vocally blasted.339 Miller supported Race 

to the Top, saying in August 2010, “You see people doing things that a year ago they said 

they would never, ever agree to.”340 He was also effusive in his praise for the 

administration’s Blueprint calling it a “bold vision” that “lays the right markers to help us 

reset the bar for our students and the nation.”341

 The makeup of Kline and Miller’s committee also suggested that finding common 

ground would be difficult. Twelve of the 23 Republican Members on the House 

Education and the Workforce Committee were freshmen and many of them proposed 

eliminating the Department of Education during their 2010 campaigns. 342 In addition, 
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when Duncan insisted that an ESEA bill be finished by the start of the 2011 school year, 

Kline essentially shrugged. His committee moved slowly and he promised to move in a 

piecemeal fashion rather than writing one comprehensive bill.343

Fearing Congressional gridlock, Duncan decided to move on his own. In 

September 2011, the Obama Administration announced that it planned to offer states 

waivers from the No Child Left Behind Act’s more onerous requirements. Like Race to 

the Top, earning a waiver required the states to implement the Administration’s education 

agenda, including setting “basic guidelines for teacher and principal evaluation and 

support systems.”344 By July 2012, the Administration provided relief from central 

provisions of NCLB to more than half the schools in the country.345 Though they 

stretched the Department of Education’s authority to the limit, the waivers were a clever 

way around Congress that provided real relief to school districts and allowed the 

Administration to achieve further progress on its reform agenda. However, it also took 

significant pressure off of Congress to finish its work on the ESEA Reauthorization.

Senator Harkin’s initial reaction to the administration’s waivers was muted. He 

pointed out that he had worked for two years on bipartisan basis to reauthorize ESEA and 

that “the best way to fix problems in existing law is to pass a new one.  I am concerned 

that waivers provide a patchwork approach rather than a national solution.” That said, he 

admitted that legislating in this particular Congress was “very difficult” and schools were 
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“crying out for relief from the most onerous provisions of No Child Left Behind.”346 To 

Enzi, waivers amounted to a slap in the face to Congress. He complained that the waivers 

politicize education policy and that the Administration was undermining Congress’s 

authority to set policy.347 Kline sounded a similar note, arguing that “temporary measures 

instituted by the department, such as conditional waivers, could undermine” efforts by 

Congress to address ESEA.348 

Harkin failed to meet his goal of marking up a bill by Easter 2011. Nor did the 

Senate HELP Committee consider a bill before Memorial Day or Independence Day. 

Instead, the months slipped away with seemingly endless negotiating sessions between 

Harkin, Bingaman, Enzi, and Alexander. Initially, the “Big Four” met twice a week to 

have “real, substantive discussions about reauthorization.”349 But after Labor Day, and 

just after the administration’s waiver announcement, the talks seemed to stall as the 

Senators fought over the federal government’s role in fixing the nation’s schools. Senator 

Alexander, along with HELP Republican Committee Members Richard Burr, Johnny 

Isakson and Mark Kirk, decided to go their own way. They introduced a series of bills to 

reflect the Republican vision for reauthorizing ESEA.350
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Their four bills largely sought to limit the federal government’s role in K-12 

education and rejected key aspects of the Obama Administration’s approach to education 

reform. Together, they largely rolled back the accountability requirements included in 

NCLB, eliminated dozens of federal education programs while providing states and 

school districts greater flexibility in how they spent federal money, directed states to 

come up with their own teacher evaluation systems, “clarified” the Department of 

Education’s waiver authority, targeted teacher unions’ ability to engage in collective 

bargaining; and supported the expansion of charter schools.351 Alexander insisted that the 

bills’ introduction did not mean that Senate Republicans were giving up on negotiations 

with Harkin. “We're moving ahead on two tracks,” he said.352  

No matter how Alexander meant it, this represented a clear warning to Harkin that 

it would be difficult to please Senate Republicans. Then, amazingly, Alexander received a 

boost from the NEA. In early October, the NEA sent a letter to Alexander praising his 

work on ESEA Reauthorization, saying the former Education Secretary’s proposal 

reflected “many positive steps” that addressed the current “unworkable accountability 

system.” The NEA also credited Alexander’s teacher evaluation proposal, which left such 

decisions in the hands of the states. It treated Alexander’s attack on their collective 

bargaining rights as an afterthought and indicated that it still looked forward to working 

with Alexander in the coming months.353 The NEA was clearly using Alexander to push 
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Harkin, while assuming that the chairman would protect their collective bargaining rights. 

It was a cynical if effective ploy. 

At least initially, Harkin refused to be cowed. On October 11, after Bingaman and 

he had chased Enzi and Alexander for almost a year, Harkin finally acted. He introduced 

his own ESEA bill that largely reflected the Obama Administration’s Blueprint. The 

proposed bill required states to set college-and-career readiness standards, and required 

states to develop new teacher evaluation systems. It targeted the lowest performing 

schools for intervention. However, it failed to follow the administration’s proposal 

regarding student achievement targets. Harkin sold this as a concession to secure 

Republican support.354 

Nonetheless, Secretary Duncan quickly endorsed the bill. “A bipartisan bill will 

not have everything that everyone wants, but it must build on our common interests: high 

standards, flexibility for states, school districts and schools, and a more focused federal 

role that promotes equity, accountability and reform,” he said in a statement. “This bill is 

a very positive step toward a reauthorization that will provide our students and teachers 

with the support they need, and I salute Senators Harkin and Enzi for their good work and 

their bipartisan approach.”355 There was just one problem with Duncan’s statement. The 

bill was not yet bipartisan. Neither Enzi nor Alexander had signed off on Harkin’s 

approach and Enzi instead insisted that he needed further concessions. 356 Then, the NEA 
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and four organizations representing principals, school administrators, and school boards 

handed Enzi and Alexander a hammer. 

On October 15, the NEA, the American Association of School Administrators, the 

National Association of Elementary School Principals, the National School Board 

Association, and the NASSP sent Harkin and Enzi a letter discussing Harkin’s bill. The 

letter objected to Harkin’s proposal for evaluating teachers, stressing the need to “prevent 

the mandating of evaluations that overemphasize standardized test scores at the expense 

of other important indicators of teacher and principal effectiveness.” The letter also 

attacked Harkin’s broader accountability system and its provisions for turning around 

failing schools.357 

The letter cut Harkin’s legs out from under him. The Republicans now had the 

backing they needed to demand further changes and Harkin faced an impossible task 

moving his bill out of committee with only Democratic votes. So he was left with a 

choice – either fail to produce a bill or fold. He folded. Two days later Harkin and Enzi 

announced compromise legislation that responded to each of the education organization’s 

concerns and moved dramatically in Alexander’s direction. On teacher evaluations, the 

new bill represented a total retreat. Instead of mandating teacher evaluation systems tied 

to student outcomes, the bill only required districts participating in the voluntary Teacher 

Incentive Fund to have such systems.358 Anne Hyslop with Education Sector, a pro-
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reform education think tank, complained that the bill was just “basically the Senate 

Republican proposal.”359 Harkin called the effort a “compromise that demonstrates that 

congressional Democrats and Republicans can overcome partisan differences.”360

With Enzi’s supported lined up, Harkin decided to mark up his bill. The HELP 

Committee, four years after the authorization for NCLB expired, finally began to debate 

actual legislation. During that debate, Senator Michael Bennet, the former superintendent 

of Denver’s schools, offered an amendment to allow states to model their accountability 

systems after the administration’s waiver plan. Harkin said he “supported the basic idea 

behind the amendment” and expressed regret that he could not come to an agreement 

with Senator Enzi on this issue.361 Both Alexander and Enzi objected, with Enzi insisting 

that, “We don’t want to create a national school board.” Bennet was forced to withdraw 

the amendment.362

Senator Alexander offered an amendment to further chip away at the school 

intervention measures by giving states still greater flexibility. He insisted that when he 

was the Governor of Tennessee, “I never thought Washington was ahead of me.”363 

Bennet strenuously objected, “We are talking about the bottom 5 percent of schools. 

None of us send our children to those schools. None of us has grandchildren in those 
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schools.”364 He fretted that Alexander’s amendment left too many children in low-

performing schools but the amendment was accepted mostly due to unanimous 

Republican support. After the vote, a Republican aide gave Mary Kusler with the NEA a 

congratulatory hug.365 

After two days of work, the Senate HELP committee finally approved Harkin 

ESEA reauthorization, 15 to 7. It was the first time that any congressional committee had 

reported out education reform legislation since NCLB’s expiration. Despite Harkin’s 

determined effort to attract Republican support, only three Republicans voted with the 12 

Democrats – Enzi, Alexander, and Mark Kirk, a moderate Illinois Republican.366 And 

Enzi and Alexander quickly suggested that their support in the Senate HELP Committee 

did not guarantee that they would agree to the bill on the Senate floor. “It is important to 

note that I do not support 100 percent of the bill we reported out,” Enzi said. “I would 

have supported a much smaller federal role and far fewer federal programs. To that end, I 

will continue to support a lessened federal role in schools, fewer federal programs, and 

greater transparency to parents through reporting on their child’s performance.”367 

Alexander explained that the bill reported out of the committee “is not yet legislation I 

could vote to send to the president.” He insisted that his efforts stopped “the legislation 
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from creating a national school board,” a complete exaggeration of the President’s 

proposal and Harkin’s initial bill.368

Though he supported the bill in committee, Bennet was incredulous at the entire 

process and at the Republican’s continued opposition. “This is the biggest federal retreat 

that I think we’ve had in domestic policy that I can remember,” he complained.369 Still 

smarting from Harkin’s decision to water down the accountability provisions, Secretary 

Duncan and the Department of Education said nothing to mark the bill’s passage out of 

the Senate HELP Committee. Harkin, however, tried to put a brave face on the effort: “I 

refuse to let the perfect to be the enemy of the good and for my own views to take 

precedent over the needs for bipartisan legislation.”370 When pressed by reporters on the 

Administration’s quiet opposition, Harkin snapped, “The administration can say those 

things. They never had to negotiate with anyone to get those waivers.” However, he 

expressed hope that the 112th Congress could complete its work on education reform 

insisting that the House of Representatives also had to act.371 “Without a bipartisan bill 

coming out of the House, I believe it would be difficult to find a path forward that will 
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draw the support we need from both sides of the aisle to be able to send a final bill to the 

President,” Harkin said on the Senate floor.372

Representative John Kline and his “Tea Party” dominated committee ignored 

Harkin’s pleas and belatedly advanced partisan legislation that eviscerated the federal 

role in education. Kline’s committee didn’t finish its work until February 2012 and the 

result, according to Education Week, was a “a 180-degree pivot from the current version 

of the law.” Not surprisingly, it passed on a party-line vote of 23-16, with ranking 

member Miller decrying Kline and the House Republicans for turning their “back on the 

civil rights promises of this nation: that every child deserves a fair shot at success, no 

matter what their background.” During debate, a freshmen Republican offered an 

amendment to allow states to opt out of federal education funding and Kline was forced 

to accept an amendment that required the Department of Education to significantly 

downsize.373 

Ironically and strangely, Kline did include a provision to require states and 

districts to create new teacher evaluation systems. This was the only place that Kline’s 

effort increased the role of the federal government in public education. But the provision 

failed to tie these new evaluation systems to improved teacher development, causing 

Jeremy Ayers, a Senior Education Policy Analyst at the Center for American Progress 
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Action Fund to wonder if this was just “an attempt to make it easier to fire teachers, or 

worse, simply putting a finger in the eye of teachers’ unions.”374

Kline’s actions made it clear that successfully completing an ESEA 

Reauthorization by the end of the President’s first term was likely impossible.375 And 

Harkin had plenty of additional reasons to avoid the Senate floor – it would likely have 

been unfriendly territory for his bill. To move a bill out of his committee, Harkin bent-

over backwards to meet Republican demands and for that effort he received only three 

reluctant Republican votes and two of those were already backtracking on their support. 

“The more people look at this, the more they realize [what] Tom Harkin gave up to pass 

this bill out of committee,” said Charles Barone with the Democrats for Education 

Reform.376 The Republican price for Senate passage would have likely been too steep for 

too many Democrats and the Obama Administration.  

Nor did Harkin possess any real leverage over Senate Republicans. For years, 

schools across the country demanded relief from NCLB’s requirements. Now, four years 

after NCLB’s expiration date, the consequence of not acting would result in eighty 

percent of the schools in the country receiving failing grades. This would have made a 

mockery of NCLB and put significant pressure on Congress to act. But the 

Administration’s waiver plan neatly released that pressure while allowing it to pursue its 
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reform agenda. It was clear that the Obama Administration preferred its waivers to what 

it saw as a bad reauthorization bill. But the failure to reauthorize the major federal 

education law also meant that its reform agenda – including its push for stronger teacher 

evaluation systems – was vulnerable to a change in administrations. More than a decade 

later, the image of Senators Kennedy and Gregg and Representatives Boehner and Miller 

joining President Bush to make the No Child Left Behind Act law seemed a distant 

memory. The future of American education policy – and the legacy of the education 

reform push – remained very much in doubt. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion

Journalist James Traub, writing in 2000 – before the No Child Left Behind Act 

and Race to the Top – warned that, “The idea that school, by itself, cannot cure poverty is 

hardly astonishing, but it is amazing how much of our political discourse is implicitly 

predicted on the notion that it can.”377 This belief is not new. In 1965, President Lyndon 

Johnson traveled to the one-room school in Texas where he began his schooling to sign 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. “As a son of a tenant farmer, I know that 

education is the only valid passport from poverty,” the President insisted.378 This belief 

that schools and teachers hold transformative powers is deeply imbedded in the nation’s 

psyche. Popular culture is rife with stories of the inspiring teachers and principals who 

overcome the odds to ensure that their students learn. Hard-nosed superintendents and 

reformers who insist there are “no excuses” earn laudatory coverage and end up on the 

covers of magazines.379

 There is no doubt that American schools currently fail too many children. Though 

the achievement gap between black and Latino students and white students has narrowed 

over the past several decades, it still remains far too high. The same is true of the gap 

between low-income students and better-off ones. Considering the nature of today’s 

competitive economy, America’s subpar performance on international tests remains 
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troubling, though it is not likely an existential threat. Improving the nation’s schools and 

student performance would, of course, represent both a tremendous economic and moral 

victory. The question is not whether the United States must act, but how? 

As author Paul Tough has said, today’s most vocal and powerful education 

reformers “prefer to locate the main obstacles to success within the school system, and 

they take it as an article of faith that the solutions to those obstacles can be found in the 

classroom as well.”380 In part, this reflects the fact that there are no obvious answers to 

abject poverty, to the missing father, to the violence, so instead the reformers focus on 

something they believe they can control – what goes on in the nation’s schools. Since 

teachers largely drive what happens in these schools, the reform movement has 

determined that teacher accountability is the greatest need. 

This focus on teachers is not without merit. The research on teacher quality 

clearly indicates that teachers matter and that they matter a lot. This is hardly a surprise to 

anyone who has spent time in or around schools or someone who has benefitted from a 

truly exceptional teacher. Unfortunately, the teacher pay and tenure system built in the 

early 20th century really does protect teachers rather than children. Further, it seems 

instinctively wrong that teachers’ pay is no way dependent on their performance and that 

districts remove so few teachers for failing to properly educate their students. Finally, it is 

undoubtedly wrong that the children with the greatest need are so often stuck with the 

least-prepared teachers.
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More robust evaluation systems and saner teacher pay and tenure policies would 

be an unqualified good, but skeptics are correct to argue that reform must be both 

thoughtful and deliberate. If nothing else, the No Child Left Behind Act demonstrated 

that accountability systems must be carefully crafted to create the right incentives. The 

narrowing of curriculum, teaching to the test, and the rampant gaming of both standards 

and testing results have done nothing to better educate America’s children.

In addition, as the problems with Value Added Modeling and pay-for-performance 

show, it’s not clear that policymakers know how to successfully achieve these objectives. 

Still, the reformers have moved as fast as possible without waiting for the evidence to 

come in because the need is so great. This could be dangerous. As Sara Mead, Andrew 

Rotherham and Rachel Brown said in a September 2012 report on teacher accountability: 

[H]eadlong rushes inevitably produce unintended consequences – something akin 
 to policy hangover as ideas move from conception to implementation . . . If we 
 are not careful, new teacher evaluation systems will become another Ice Nine-like 
 element in education, freezing in place what they touch and ultimately becoming 
 just as much of an impediment to progress as the old, inadequate systems have 
 displaced.381

Getting reform right is just as important as achieving it. 

The Obama Administration’s Race to the Top program represents something of a 

Rorschach test for people on both sides of the education reform divide. As the initiative 

was being launched, reform-skeptic Diane Ravitch complained that “what is 

extraordinary about these regulations is that they have no credible basis in research. They 
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just happen to be the programs and approaches favored by the people in power.”382 

Meanwhile, James Kohlmoos, the president of the Knowledge Alliance, which represents 

research organizations, waved away these concerns. “There isn’t a whole lot of 

conclusive findings about different strategies for reform, so policymakers have to look at 

what is the best available evidence, even though the evidence might not be rigorous or 

powerful.”383

President Obama and Secretary Duncan are understandably proud of their 

education achievements. Race to the Top and the nascent nationwide web of education 

reform activists and groups successfully launched a wave of change that will allow the 

reformers to test their preferred solutions and the potential of stronger teacher 

accountability. That alone, however, doesn’t make it “the most meaningful reform of our 

public schools in a generation.” Results matter. So does what comes next.

So far, many states have struggled to meet the Department of Education’s waiver 

requirements related to teacher accountability because they require them to work through 

a series of complicated questions without policy clarity. How should states evaluate 

teachers in non-tested subjects? How much should student growth matter and how should 

it be measured? What personnel decisions should these evaluation systems be used for? 

These are difficult questions without clear answers.384 As a result, in June 2013 Secretary 

Duncan announced that states could apply for more time before implementing these 
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systems.385 This development underlines the opposition’s concerns with the precipitous 

move toward teacher accountability. As this systems are deployed, policymakers must 

carefully consider the evidence to determine what reforms actually work, which need 

further refining, and which should completely be discarded. This may not solve every 

problem with the nation’s schools, but it could make for better schools. 

Teacher accountability alone, however, is not enough to ensure that all children 

succeed. When Steve Brill insists that “poverty, broken families, race discrimination are 

huge obstacles, but they are not excuses for allowing kids to fail,” he is of course right.386 

But that statement reflects the narrowness of how reformers see the world. Again, 

research suggests that out-of-school factors explain about two-thirds of student-

performance. Yes, it is useful to know that, theoretically, “five years of good teachers in a 

row” could overcome the achievement gap. But again, that information is purely 

theoretical. No school in the country has actually achieved this lofty goal, in part, because 

of practical limitations. Mark Roosevelt, the former superintendent of Pittsburgh’s public 

schools, said that it would take the school district ten years to use teacher evaluations and 

other means to refortify just a third of its workforce. Replacing just the bottom five 

percent of the nation’s three million educators represents a monumental task.387 

There are also likely real limitations to what teachers on their own can achieve. 

Brill’s pro-reform book, Class Warfare, followed a young, motivated and impressive 
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teacher at a Harlem charter school who achieved amazing results with her students. 

However, at the end of the book, the teacher unexpectedly quits because she is both burnt 

out and overworked.388 Teachers are not miracle workers and successful reform must 

depend on more than just the superhuman efforts of teachers. 

Unfortunately, the legacy of No Child Left Behind and the constant fighting over 

teacher accountability has made the politics surrounding education reform increasingly 

nasty and counterproductive. Too often both sides argue that they – and only they – are 

protecting the best interests of children. Reformers insists that the teachers unions are a 

“menace,” while the opposition embraces fantasies that America’s frustration with its 

public education system is a conspiracy driven solely by “corporate” reformers and 

hedge-fund managers. The two sides are shouting past one another about one narrow 

issue without ever bothering to talk to each other about anything else.389  

Nothing better illustrates this dynamic than the collapse of Senator Tom Harkin’s 

ESEA Reauthorization. Though the new majority in the House of Representatives made 

the reauthorization push a long shot, the National Education Association’s bizarre and 

cynical alliance with Senate Republicans delivered the final deathblow. By agreeing to 

work with the administration’s opponents, the NEA sent the message that reforming the 

flawed No Child Left Behind Act was less important than rolling back accountability and 

preventing increased scrutiny of teachers. As a result, education policy at the federal level 

is now essentially being set by Secretary Arne Duncan through his use of waivers with 
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minimal Congressional oversight and input. This represents an incredible failure of 

policymaking.

At the same time, the reformers have done little to endear themselves to the 

teacher unions and those suspicious of their motivations. “I’m not big on the 

collaborative, warm and fuzzy approach,” said Michelle Rhee, speaking for herself and 

many of the other reformers. But this view is terribly shortsighted. It is impossible and 

dangerous to attempt to reform America’s education system without collaborating with 

the nation’s teachers, especially when the proposed reforms depend upon them.390

In the end, this is where the debate over teacher pay, teacher evaluation, and 

education reform stands. One side lacks the humility to admit it does not have all the 

answers, while the other has no interest in even asking the questions. The two sides must 

stop the incessant fighting and instead be partners in achieving a broader education 

reform agenda - an agenda to expand access to early education; to ensure that all schools 

are properly resourced and have access to vital social services; and to reform the failed 

teacher pay and evaluation systems of yesterday. Without such an agenda, the United 

States will remain a nation at risk. 
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