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Thank you, Randi, for inviting me here to speak. I want to also thank you and the AFT members 

for supporting historic reforms in public education. You all have surprised a lot of people lately 

by launching reforms with a long list of unexpected partners.  

 

Melinda and I are proud to have our names on that list.  

 

We have made public schools our top priority in the United States, because we believe -- as you 

do – that nothing is more important for America’s youth, and nothing means more for the future 

of the country.  

 

As everyone here knows, Randi opened this year by unveiling a model for teacher development 

and evaluation that surprised some critics with its commitment to reform.  

 

Since then, we have seen a year of exciting change.  

 

In school districts and legislatures across the country, you in the AFT have been using your voice 

to get teachers the feedback and training they need to make a difference for students. Critics 

who’ve long complained that teachers unions don’t care about student outcomes have been 

forced to reconsider. In Washington, D.C., New York, New Haven, Tampa, Pittsburgh, Colorado 

– you have taken historic steps to bury old arguments and improve student achievement.  

 

I believe these reforms can make a huge difference for students – as long as you keep pushing – 

and bring all America’s teachers along with you.  

 

[pause] 

It would be easy for someone to mock new enthusiasm for school reform. The United States has 

been struggling for decades to improve our public schools. We have tried reform after reform. 

We’ve poured in new investments. Since 1973, we have doubled per-pupil spending. We’ve 

moved from one adult for every 14 students to one adult for every eight students.  

Despite these efforts, our high school scores in math and reading are flat. Our graduation rates 

have plunged from 2
nd

 in the world to 16th. And our 15-year-olds now rank behind 22 countries 

in science and behind 31 countries in math.  

There is no denying it – these are dismal results in student achievement.  

Yet, I believe the conditions are ripe for dramatic improvements in our schools.  
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There are a growing number of public schools – including charter schools – that smash old 

prejudices about what low-income and minority students can achieve. They give us models to 

study, understand, and spread.  

There is a new understanding that school reform must include teacher partnership. If reforms 

aren’t shaped by teachers’ knowledge and experience, they’re not going to succeed.  

Most important, I believe the field of school reform is finally focused on the right strategic lever.  

There is an expanding body of evidence that says the single most decisive factor in student 

achievement is excellent teaching.  

You’ve known this for a long time. We’re all learning it now.  

The research shows that when each of the variables under a school’s control is correlated with 

student achievement, the teacher is the one that makes the biggest difference – and that 

difference can be dramatic.  

This point shouldn’t be misconstrued. The pivotal impact of the teacher does not mean that 

parents, principals, and administrators have fewer obligations. It means they have greater 

obligations – to support better teaching. We have to make sure that teachers get the evaluations, 

training, standards, curriculum, assessments, and the student data they need to improve their 

practice. And teachers deserve our support and respect as they do this.  

[pause].  

Great teaching is the centerpiece of a strong education; everything else revolves around it. This is 

the main finding of our foundation’s work in education over the past ten years.  

I have to admit – that is not where we started. Our work in schools began with a focus on making 

high schools smaller, in the hope of improving relationships to drive down dropout rates and 

increase student achievement. Many of the schools we worked with made strong gains, but 

others were disappointing. The schools that made the biggest gains in achievement did more than 

make structural changes; they also improved teaching. 

If great teaching is the most powerful point of leverage – how are we going to help more teachers 

become great?  

That question is the focus of our foundation’s projects in public schools and our work with the 

AFT.  

I’m excited about what you are doing right now to back new agreements, write new contracts, 

and support new laws to reward and expand great teaching.  
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The truly impressive reforms share the same strategic core – they all include fair and reliable 

measures of teacher effectiveness that are tied to gains in student achievement. Public schools 

have never had this before. It’s a huge change – the kind of change that could match the scale of 

the problem.  

Of course, this is controversial. Some teachers are concerned it could be capricious. Some 

believe it would come with high overhead. So those of you who are backing these new measures 

are taking a big risk.  

 

Why would you do it?  

 

In 2008 and 2009, our foundation partnered with Scholastic on a national survey to learn the 

views of 40,000 teachers on crucial questions facing your profession.  

 

Teachers said in huge numbers that they don’t get enough feedback. They’re not told how they 

can improve. They’re not given training that can address their weaknesses or help them share 

their strengths with others. 

  

This has helped spark the movement for change. Teachers want to help set the expectations that 

they will be held accountable for. You want to be rewarded for results. You want better 

evaluations. You’re tired of subjective, infrequent evaluations by administrators who don’t know 

how to improve instruction – the people who come into your class and write ―Yes‖ or ―No‖ for 

things like: ―arrives on time‖ and ―maintains professional appearance.‖  

 

But even fair and insightful teacher evaluations are not enough to improve student gains; they 

have to be tied to great professional development that is customized for each teacher. After all, 

the goal of evaluation is not to sort teachers into groups; it’s to help every teacher get better.  

 

This is the heart of the challenge – how do you set up a system that helps every teacher get 

better?  

 

 Teaching is difficult. It’s hugely complex. You have to be able to make a subject clear – and 

also make it interesting. You have to calm the disruptive kids, challenge the advanced kids, 

humor the bored kids, and reach the kids who learn at a different pace. And you’ve got to do it 

with 30 students in the classroom – some of whom might be tough kids who want to see you fail.  

 

A lot of people – and I’m sure this must drive you crazy – but a lot of people who’ve never been 

in front of a classroom think they could just walk in one day and teach a course.  

 

That’s nonsense. I’ve had one brief, informal experience in teaching that was rather humbling. I 

tried to teach science to two kids at the same time. I couldn't do it. So I taught them one at a time. 

I guess that's the ultimate in class size reduction. I could make that change because they were my 

own children, and I was trying to supplement their regular courses.  

I enjoyed it. My students did their homework. They didn't disrupt class. Parent-teacher contact 

was high. In other words, conditions were pretty optimal -- and still it was hard. If you told me I 
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had to teach 30 students, I don’t know how I’d do it. I have watched great teachers keep thirty 

students riveted for an hour. That takes dazzling skill.  

But what amazes me about most great teachers, is that in most cases nobody taught them how to 

be great. They figured it out on their own. That takes a spark of genius. But there’s a problem 

with that method. If we leave teachers to learn it on their own, we will never make the most of 

their talent. If we don’t develop the talent of our teachers, we’re going to waste the talent of our 

students.  

We can’t afford that. We need to make sure that every teacher can learn from the best – and keep 

learning every year for their entire career. That’s what drives a profession forward.  

When I was working in software, many times I would look at the computer code someone wrote 

and I’d say: "Oh, wow, this guy is good. That’s better than what I would have written. What 

process did he go through? How did he model it?‖ Whenever I found someone great, I would 

study how they worked. I looked at every factor that made that person successful.  

This happens in a lot of fields. 

Some of you may have read a book by Steven Jay Gould about baseball. Gould explains that in 

the 1920s and ’30s, there was a big gap between the highest and lowest batting averages. But 

over time, people learned from each other, the gap narrowed – and the average hitter today is 

much closer to the best hitter.  

That’s an important mark of a profession: the difference between the average and the great 

becomes smaller – because everyone is eager to get better, and they’re doing everything they can 

to learn from the best. That trend improves the entire profession. But it requires a process: you 

have to identify the skills of the best and transfer them to everyone else.  

That hasn’t been happening enough in teaching. And that give us a big opportunity.  

If we analyze the teachers whose students are making big gains, if we identify what they do, and 

if we find out how to transfer those skills to others – then every teacher can move closer to the 

top. It will elevate the whole profession. Teachers will experience the same thrill of getting better 

that they make possible for their students.  

This is the work our foundation is trying to foster in Pittsburgh, Hillsborough County, and other 

communities that have agreed to be part of two projects we’re funding: the Measures of Effective 

Teaching project, and our Intensive Partnerships for Effective Teaching.  

 

Measure of Effective Teaching and Intensive Partnerships 

The first of these projects addresses a big gap in our knowledge: There has been a lot of research 

done about the impact of effective teaching, but little research has been done on what makes 

teaching effective.  

That’s the research we’re doing now with nearly 3,000 teachers in six school districts who have 

volunteered to open their classrooms to visitors, to video cameras, to new assessments, to 
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watching themselves teach and talking about their practice. Many of these teachers are members 

of the AFT. I want to thank those of you who are here today for being part of this project. 

The chief goal is to work with teachers – using technology, data and research – to develop a 

system of evaluation that teachers believe is fair and will help them improve.  

Project teams record student gains on two assessments – one a state multiple choice test, the 

other a more open-ended, problem-solving test to make sure the test scores reflect real 

knowledge and not just test-taking skill.  

They assess the learning atmosphere in the classroom – asking students if they agree with 

statements such as: ―If you don’t understand something, my teacher explains it another way.‖ 

The teams will watch more than 13,000 videos of classes this year and 13,000 more again next 

year. They’ll put special focus on classes that showed big student gains and try to map it 

backwards to identify the most effective teaching practices. They’ll also look for what doesn’t 

work. If a struggling new teacher comes to a veteran colleague and asks: ―What am I doing 

wrong?‖ he should get an evidence-based answer.  

The project is also launching ideas for how to use video technology to help identify and transfer 

best practices. Some years ago, if you wanted to watch a great teacher, you had to find one who 

was teaching in your building during the hour you had free. But today, every teacher should be 

able to watch great teachers – to see how a master in classroom management handles a disruptive 

student, or how a great geometry teacher makes a proof interesting. Even just watching your own 

class can offer huge insight. One teacher in Hillsborough County said: ―It’s amazing how much 

you can learn when you just sit and watch yourself teach.‖  

Technology can also offer students on-line self-assessments that help them quickly see what they 

understand and what they don’t. The clarity can be very motivating for students. If the 

assessments are free, easy to find, and connected to the curriculum, they can be an awesome tool 

for teachers and students.  

 

When research scientists discover something new and useful, they publish it so everyone in the 

field can study it and build on it. Technology can help us do the same with the art and science of 

teaching.  

 

The sites in our second project – the Intensive Partnerships– will draw on the teacher-designed 

evaluations in our first project to make teacher effectiveness the center of the whole system. 

Measures of excellent teaching will guide the way they recruit, evaluate, develop, assign, 

compensate and promote teachers.  

 

Two of the four Intensive Partnership sites – in Pittsburgh and Hillsborough County – are 

represented by AFT, and it was the enthusiasm of John Tarka and Jean Clements and their 

supporters that made these sites so attractive to us. I want to thank them for their work.  
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Hillsborough made its new evaluation and development system public this May. It offers 

teachers a chance to have side-by-side coaching with master teachers.  

 

In Pittsburgh, they’re creating incentives for highly effective teachers to go into low-performing 

schools. In certain schools, if students have better-than-expected gains in learning, their teachers 

earn additional pay. In another program, teachers will work as a team with a group of incoming 

ninth graders and stay with those kids for two years. If at the end of 10
th

 grade the kids are on 

track for college, the whole team will get a bonus.  

Great teachers shouldn’t have to leave the classroom to advance their careers.  

One veteran teacher – a member of the union’s executive board in Pittsburgh – was speaking to a 

large group of teachers before the vote last month to ratify the new contract. She said that she 

had been telling her college-age daughter: ―I’m not sure I want you to be a teacher.‖ But after 

she saw the career opportunities included in the contract, she told the audience: ―I would be 

proud to have my daughter become a teacher - right here in Pittsburgh.‖  

These are the kinds of changes that can renew the profession of teaching. Your commitment to 

this bold work is already having an impact. By partnering with school districts in key states, you 

bolstered the states’ applications for the federal Race to the Top program. This collaboration will 

bring crucial new funding for schools that teach some of the nation’s most underserved students. 

The Challenge 

The work underway today is impressive. But this is only the beginning. The aim is not just to 

create a few more strong schools – it’s to make every school strong.  

It might seem like an unrealistic hope, but it’s not. You are part of a large national network of 

professionals who meet, talk, and share what you know. If, over the next two to four years, you 

teachers who are involved find that you’re getting better outcomes, you should spread the word 

that this method works, it helps the students, and taking the risk is worth it.  

If you do this, you will help good teachers become great teachers. But there is another way you 

can make a big difference. Many teachers say they know someone who—even after getting the 

support needed to improve—simply doesn’t deserve to get tenure. You owe it to your profession 

and your students to make sure that tenure reflects more than the number of years spent in the 

classroom. It should reflect the quality of the work you do in the classroom—and that means 

student achievement should be a factor in decisions about tenure.  

[brief pause] 

 

In the past, the AFT has served the vital purpose of protecting teachers from low wages, poor 

working conditions, political interference, and the arbitrary judgments of administrators. It gave 

voice and visibility to people who have very little power in the system.  
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This work is important. But if you’re fighting only for wages, hours and working conditions, 

then it’s just teachers fighting for teachers. If you’re also fighting for evaluations tied to student 

gains and training that makes an impact in the classroom, then it’s teachers fighting for students.  

 

This is not a new idea -- not for the AFT.  

 

Twenty-five years ago, Al Shanker gave a talk at the New York State United Teachers 

Convention, at Niagara Falls. He told a story of the time when collective bargaining for teachers 

was just beginning. He would go to lunch meetings and after-school meetings and make lists of 

all the things that teachers wanted. Some of the items were salary increases and related issues, 

but many of them were things that the teachers wanted that would help kids learn.  

  

And he was amazed by what happened next. He thought that the Boards of Education would 

resist salary increases, but would be open to teachers’ ideas about ways to benefit both teachers 

and students.  

 

But it was just the opposite. The Boards said – we’ll talk to you about anything to do with 

salaries or working conditions; but we won’t talk to you about anything that’s good for children, 

because you’re not elected to represent the children. You’re not their collective bargaining 

agents.  

  

So Al Shanker told members of this union 25 years ago that teachers should fight to get a voice 

in matters that affect students. Decisions about what works and what doesn’t work should 

include the people who do the work.  

   

Today, in states and districts across the country, you are helping shape new systems that create 

more accountability for teachers – but you’re also insisting on better teacher development, more 

ways to grow, and a partner’s role in designing the system.  

 

You’re gaining the voice Al Shanker was arguing for 25 years ago. Don’t give it back. Take the 

risk – and keep speaking up.  

 

Conclusion 

No one can choose a world without change. We choose only whether we drive change or react to 

it.  

 

You in the AFT said it well. You said: ―We do not want others to drive the decisions that affect 

the future of our profession.‖ So now, you are driving the decisions to improve teaching. You are 

driving the changes that will accelerate student gains. No other union is doing what you are to 

make this happen. But there is more risk and hard work ahead. Not every teacher is eager for 

change. Not every local wants reform.  

 

If you want teachers unions to lead a revolution in American education, please remember: 

sometimes the most difficult act of leadership is not fighting the enemy; it’s telling your friends 

it’s time to change.  
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[brief pause]  

 

We already have the key ingredient. There are many great teachers in America. Now we need to 

understand what makes them great, and help all teachers learn from them. This is worth our best 

combined efforts – because of all the factors that affect our future, schools are the most 

important. And of all the work that goes on in our schools, teaching matters most.  

 

 Thank you.  

 

 


