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Adequacy, Equity,
And Accountability

Modernizing a System

Of Public Education
Designed For
the 20th Century

By Ted Hershberg, lan Rosenblum,

& Virginia Adams Simon

t is time to transform our system of
public education. The current sys-
tem, unchanged in fundamental
respects for a century, was designed
to accomplish three essential tasks:
to provide universal basic literacy; to
socialize a diverse population to the
demands of a factory system; and,
through IQ-type tests and the bell-shaped
curve, to identify and sort out the top fifth
of students who would go on to college.
The rest easily found jobs in a manufac-
turing economy that required little in the
way of high skills or advanced education,
but paid middle-class-sustaining wages.
By succeeding so well at these tasks, our
schools were a key element in America’s
emergence as an industrial superpower.
As the global economy underwent
dramatic changes in the last quarter-
century, schools adopted numerous
reforms to increase student achieve-
ment. Although the schools did not
worsen during these years, results are
still disappointing. Recent scores from
the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress, for example, indicate
that only between 24 percent and 31
percent of our students perform at
“proficient” or higher levels in reading,
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now required of them.

In our system, individual educators
would be held accountable for student-
learning results. To do this fairly requires
an alternative to absolute test scores,
which are highly correlated with family
income. Instead, we need a way to sepa-
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rate the independent contributions made
to learning by the student from the qual-
ity of instruction and academic programs.
We use the “value added” assessment sys-
tem developed more than a decade ago by
William Sanders for the state of
Tennessee and in use in over 150 other
school systems nationwide. Even though
conceptually and computationally more
complex, the concept behind value-added
is to use individual students’ past
academic performance to estimate
expected scores, and then compare them
with actual scores.

Because value-added can be thought

of as the difference between the actual
and the expected, the mix of students
entering on, above, or below grade level
does not matter; as a result, value-
added creates a level playing field. It

The evidence makes
clear that the current
structure of public
education cannot help
all students become
effective citizens or
productive workers in
the new economy.

lets us divide classrooms, schools, and
districts into three categories: those
whose students are making one year’s
worth of academic progress in a given
school year, those who are stretching
their students beyond the progress that
we would expect, and those whose stu-
dents are losing ground.

Half of a teacher’s evaluation would be
based on value-added, using three-year
running averages so that no one was
penalized for an aberrant year. The
other half would rely on high-quality
observation protocols developed by the
Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, covering
planning and preparation, classroom
environment, instruction, and pro-
fessional responsibilities. Administrators
would be evaluated similarly: half on
their schools’ value-added results and
federal No Child Left Behind Act goals,
and half on a nationally recognized sys-
tem that measured their instructional
and community leadership.

This 50-50 split for teachers and
administrators reflects a central princi-
ple of accountability: Educators should
be evaluated based on their own knowl-
edge and skills and on the learning gains
of their students.

Since evaluations would be based in
part on test results, the quality of the
assessment vitally
important. If the tests are aligned with
high state standards, measure higher-
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order thinking skills, and appear
annually in fresh and non-redundant
forms, we can avoid becoming mired in
old arguments about “teaching to the
test.” Indeed, the only way students
would do well is if educators taught
the entire curriculum and stressed the
problem-solving skills that the tests
would measure.

n place of the traditional salary

schedule, we propose a career lad-

der that teachers and administra-

tors would ascend based on their

evaluations. Such a system is dra-
matically different from merit pay: It
does not pit teachers against one
another and does not pay bonuses for
high student test scores. Yet it suc-
ceeds in correcting two major flaws
of the current system: It aligns the
incentives so that educators are rec-
ognized and rewarded with higher
salaries for demonstrating consis-
tent, high-quality instruction, rather
than for hours toward an advanced
degree, and it would mandate remedi-
ation for teachers who received an
unsatisfactory value-added assess-
ment or ASCD rating.

Changes in assessment, evaluation,
and compensation, while crucial, will not
alone succeed in helping the nation’s
students. Our system therefore would
place significant emphasis on continu-
ous professional development and
school capacity-building.

To give students the skills they
need, educators must master a prob-
lem-solving pedagogy within a stand-
ards-driven curriculum. Teachers need
to understand that all children are
capable of achieving at high levels, and
must therefore be able to differentiate
their instruction based on students’
learning needs and develop teaching
strategies through data-driven decision-
making., New investment must under-
write the cost of this training.

We also call for a new category of
teacher coaches, whose responsibility
would be to work with their colleagues
to improve their craft. Coaches, men-
tors, and members of technical-assis-
tance teams to help struggling schools
would be drawn from the top ranks of
the career ladder and would help new
teachers and low-performing teachers
undergoing remediation.



