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Joel Klein, chancellor of the New York City public school system, and Michelle Rhee, who resigned October 13 
as Washington, D.C. chancellor, published a “manifesto” in the Washington Post claiming that the diffi  culty of 
removing incompetent teachers “has left our school districts impotent and, worse, has robbed millions of children 

     of a real future.” Th e solution, they say, is to end the “glacial process for removing an incompetent teacher” and give 
superintendents like themselves the authority to pay higher salaries to teachers whose students do well academically. 
Otherwise, children will remain “stuck in failing schools” across the country.1 
 Klein, Rhee, and the 14 other school superintendents who co-signed their statement base this call on a claim that, 
“as President Obama has emphasized, 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.”
 It is true that the president has sometimes said something like this. But in his more careful moments, he properly 
insists that teacher quality is not the most important factor determining student success; it is the most important 
in-school factor. Indeed, Mr. Obama has gone further, saying, “I always have to remind people that the biggest ingredient 
in school performance is the teacher. Th at’s the biggest ingredient within a school. But the single biggest ingredient is 
the parent.”2 
 Th ere is a world of diff erence between claiming, as the Klein-Rhee statement does, that the single biggest factor in 
student success is teacher quality and claiming, as Barack Obama does in his more careful moments, that the single 
biggest school factor is teacher quality. Decades of social science research have demonstrated that diff erences in the quality 
of schools can explain about one-third of the variation in student achievement. But the other two-thirds is attributable 
to non-school factors.3 
 When the president says that the single most important factor is parents, he does not mean the parents’ zip code or 
income or skin color, as though zip codes or income or skin color themselves infl uence a child’s achievement. Joel Klein 
and Michelle Rhee’s caricature of the research in this way prevents a careful consideration of policies that could truly 
raise the achievement of America’s children. What President Obama means is that if a child’s parents are poorly educated 
themselves and don’t read frequently to their young children, or don’t use complex language in speaking to their chil-
dren, or are under such great economic stress that they can’t provide a stable and secure home environment or proper 
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preventive health care to their children, or are in poor health themselves and can’t properly nurture their children, or are 
unable to travel with their children or take them to museums and zoos and expose them to other cultural experiences 
that stimulate the motivation to learn, or indeed live in a zip code where there are no educated adult role models and 
where other adults can’t share in the supervision of neighborhood youth, then children of such parents will be impeded 
in their ability to take advantage of teaching, no matter how high quality that teaching may be. 
 President Obama put it this way: “It’s not just making sure your kids are doing their homework, it’s also instilling a 
thirst for knowledge and excellence….And the community can help the parents. Listen, I love basketball. But the smartest 
kid in the school…should be getting as much attention as the basketball star. Th at’s a change that we’ve got to initiate in 
our community.”
 Of course, there are exceptions. Just as not all children fl ourish with high-quality teachers, not all children fail to 
fl ourish just because their parents can’t help with homework or because they live in communities where athletes are the 
most prominent role models. Under any set of circumstances, there will be a distribution of outcomes — that’s human 
nature. And on average, disadvantaged children who have high-quality teachers will do better than similar children 
whose teachers are less adequate. But good teachers alone, for most children, cannot fully compensate for the disadvantages 
many children bring to school. As we noted, diff erences in the quality of in-school experiences can explain about one-
third of the diff erences in achievement.
 Even the president’s more careful statement — that teacher quality is the most important in-school factor — is 
actually without solid foundation in research. It is true that some studies have found that variation in teacher quality 
has more of an infl uence on test scores than do the size of classes or average district-wide per pupil spending. In other 
words, you are better off  having a good teacher in a larger class than a poor teacher in a smaller class. But that’s it. It is 
on this thin reed that Joel Klein and Michelle Rhee are mounting a campaign to make improving teacher quality, and 
removing teachers whose students’ test scores are lower, the centerpiece of national eff orts to improve the life chances of 
disadvantaged students.
 Th ere are plausibly many other in-school factors, not quantifi ed in research, that could have as much if not more of 
an infl uence on student test scores than teacher quality. Take the quality of school leadership. Would an inspired school 
principal get better student achievement from a corps of average-quality teachers than a mediocre principal could get 
from high-quality teachers? Studies of organizations would suggest the answer is yes, but there have been no such studies 
of school leadership. Take the quality of the curriculum. Would average teachers given a well-designed curriculum get 
better achievement from their students than would high-quality teachers with a poor curriculum? A very few research 
studies in this fi eld suggest the answer might be yes as well.
 Or take another in-school factor, teacher collaboration. Even when elementary school students sit in a single class-
room for most of the day, several teachers infl uence their achievement. Teachers can meet to compare lesson plans that 
worked well and those that didn’t. Teachers in lower grades can successfully align their instruction with what will be 
most helpful for learning in the next grade. Teachers of the arts can reinforce the writing curriculum, and vice-versa. Will 
average-quality teachers who work well together as a team with the common purpose of raising student achievement 
get better results than higher-quality teachers working in isolation? Plausibly, the answer is yes. Will promising to pay 
individual teachers more if their students get higher test scores than the students of another teacher reduce the incentives 
for teachers to collaborate? Again, a plausible answer is yes.
 Of course, schools should try to recruit better-quality teachers and should remove those who are ineff ective. After all, 
the quality of teachers is an important part of the one-third share of the achievement gap that can be traced to the quality 
of schools. But before making teacher quality the focus of a national campaign, school systems will have to develop better 
ways of identifying good and bad teachers. Using students’ test scores as the chief marker of teacher quality is terribly 
dangerous, for a variety of reasons: it encourages a narrowing of the curriculum because only test scores in one or two 
subjects (math and reading) can be used for this purpose, and teachers who will be evaluated mainly by these test scores 
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will have incentives to minimize attention to other subjects; it creates pressure to “teach to the test,” that is, emphasizing 
topics likely to appear on our existing low-quality standardized tests rather than other equally important but untested 
topics; and it is likely to misidentify teachers — labeling many good teachers as poor and many poor teachers as good 
— because test scores can be infl uenced by so many other factors besides good teaching.4 
 Th e necessary task of identifying good teachers and removing those who are inadequate requires more than student 
test score data. It requires a holistic approach, in which qualifi ed experts observe teachers’ lessons, evaluate the quality of 
their instruction, and examine a wide range of their students’ work and how teachers respond to it. Th is requires a bigger 
investment of qualifi ed supervisory time than most schools are prepared to make. Using student test scores as a shortcut 
will do great harm to American education. 
 Making teacher quality the only centerpiece of a reform campaign distracts our attention from other equally and 
perhaps more important school areas needing improvement, areas such as leadership, curriculum, and practices of 
collaboration, mentioned above. Blaming teachers is easy. Th ese other areas are more diffi  cult to improve.
 But most important, making teacher quality the focus distracts us from the biggest threat to student achievement 
in the current age: our unprecedented economic catastrophe and its eff ect on parents and their children’s ability to gain 
from higher-quality schools. 
 Consider the implications of this catastrophe for our aspirations to close the black–white achievement gap. Th e 
national unemployment rate remains close to an unacceptably high 10%. But 15% of all black children now have an 
unemployed parent compared to 8.5% of white children. If we also include children whose parents have become so 
discouraged that they have given up looking for work, and children whose parents are working part-time because they 
can’t fi nd full-time work, we fi nd that 37% of black children have an unemployed or underemployed parent compared to 
23% of white children. Over half of all black children have a parent who has either been unemployed or underemployed 
during the past year.5 Th irty-six percent of black children now live in poverty.6 
 Th e consequences of this social disaster for schools are apparent, and include:
 Greater geographic disruption: Families become more mobile because they can no longer aff ord to keep up with 
rent or mortgage payments. Th ey are in overcrowded housing; they often have to double up with relatives in apartments 
that were already too small. Children have no quiet place to study or do homework. Th ey switch schools more often, 
fall behind in the curriculum, and lose the connection with teachers who know them well enough to adapt instruction 
to their individual strengths and weaknesses. Inner-city schools themselves are thrown into turmoil because classes must 
frequently be reconstituted as enrollment rises and falls with family mobility. Even the highest-quality teachers cannot 
fully insulate their students from the eff ects of this disruption.7 
 Greater hunger and malnutrition: When more parents lose employment, their income plummets and food 
insecurity grows. More children come to school hungry and/or inadequately nourished and are less able to focus on 
schoolwork. Attentive teachers realize that one of the best predictors of how their students will perform is what they had 
for breakfast, if anything at all.8 
 Greater stress: Families where parents are unemployed are under greater psychological stress. Such parents, no matter 
how well-intentioned, often become more arbitrary in their discipline and less supportive of their children. Children 
from families in such stress are more likely to act out in school and are less able to progress academically. Th e ability 
to comfort and support such students may be a more important indicator of a teacher’s quality than her students’ test 
scores, which may still be lower than the scores of students coming from stable and secure homes.
 Poorer health: Families where parents lose employment are also more likely to lose health insurance.9 Th eir children 
are less likely to get routine and preventive health care and more likely to miss school days because of illness. Th ey are 
less likely to get symptomatic treatment for illnesses like asthma, the most common cause of chronic school absenteeism. 
Children with asthma, even when they attend school, are more likely to come to school irritable, having been up at night 
with breathing diffi  culty.10 
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 All these consequences of unacceptably high unemployment rates for disadvantaged parents contribute to depressing 
student achievement for their children. It is obtuse to expect to narrow the achievement gap in such circumstances. It 
is fanciful for national policy makers to pick this moment to raise their expectations for academic achievement from 
children of families in such stress and to single out teacher quality as the culprit most deserving of their public attention.
 It would inappropriately undermine the credibility of public education if, in such an economic climate, educators 
were blamed for their failure to raise student achievement of disadvantaged children. Indeed, educators should get great 
credit if they prevent the achievement of disadvantaged children from falling further during this economic crisis.
 Meanwhile, our political system is paralyzed, unable to take meaningful steps to reduce unemployment. Corporate 
profi ts are healthy, but an unjustifi ed fear of short-term defi cits prevents public spending from putting low-income 
parents back to work. Joel Klein, Michelle Rhee, and the other superintendents who signed their manifesto are infl uential 
in states whose national and state leaders contribute to this paralysis. Th ese school leaders should raise their voices in 
protest against economic policies that doom children to failure.
 Of course, the superintendents should continue attempts to improve teacher quality. Th ey should work on 
developing ways to identify better and worse teachers without relying heavily on the corrupting infl uence of high-
stakes test scores.11 In addition to teacher quality, they should pay attention to school leadership, curriculum improvement, 
and school organization. Th ey should consider what initiatives they can take, either themselves or in partnership with 
other community organizations, to improve children’s opportunities to come to school in good health and with enriched 
experiences in early childhood and out-of-school time.12 But they will have to embed all of this work in an insistence on 
broader eff orts of economic and social reform if they hope their school improvements to make any diff erence. 
 Otherwise, their manifesto might appear to be more an example of scapegoating teachers than a refl ection of serious 
commitment to the futures of our children.
 

—Richard Rothstein (RRothstein@epi.org) is a research associate at the Economic Policy Institute. 
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