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9/30/08                               Highly Qualified  = Highly Effective?

In 2001 the No Child Left Behind act was passed by congress, which caused great distress among the participants in the American educational system.  Long standing doubts about how American’s were faring in the world wide education pool were the building blocks for several other legislations before NCLB, but the NCLB act posed bigger and more challenging issues than any other legislation before it.  Schools were now being put under the lens, students were to be stressed with newer and more rigorous testing, and supposedly better funding was to be available to schools that proved their needs.  Though all of this daunting, another concept/challenge/question arose from the new act, over “accountability,” and the new need for the “highly qualified” teachers in every classroom of America.  The questions circling around the issue are varied and anxiety provoking, like “What does it mean to be ‘highly qualified’?”  “How can teachers meet the requirements set by NCLB?” “What are the NCLB requirements for ‘highly qualified’ teachers?”  To a teacher who stepped into the classroom before NCLB act came to be, what are the implications for them?  Thankfully there is a plethora of information on the matter, but still there is a question raised in my mind, do ‘highly qualified’ teachers make better teachers?

“Surely you jest!” some may proclaim, but the honest fact of the matter is, is that extended education over “scientifically-based teaching strategies” and testing on subject matter do not a better teacher make.  Teaching is a skill, an innate ability if you will, it requires a kind of patience and enthusiasm that many people would consider unhealthy, and there are those who simply do not have it.  Teaching is one of the most difficult and thought provoking of the professions, and while I do not argue that requiring the best out of our teachers coming into the workforce or currently in it is a bad thing, I do not believe that extending their stays in Universities nation wide will lend a more helpful experience to someone who does not have the internal teaching ability.  This is merely my opinion of course, but it does seem to hold true that those with extensive degrees on subject matter are not always good teachers; some Professors in Universities seem to be the best evidence for this.

As a pre-service teacher, you may be wondering what the new challenges are that you may face when stepping into the classroom of the future, naturally the requirements for NCLB are foremost in your mind, but aside from legislation, new challenges are arising in the classroom that were never there before.  Safety for our students is becoming a bigger and bigger concern, with the recent rise in teacher misconduct; the pressure is on new teachers to be on constant guard to avoid accusations (cnn.com).  Technology is becoming more and more prevalent in our society and most certainly in our classrooms, and the need to be able to use it is growing with every passing year.  Students who do not speak English are increasing in classrooms all over the United stated, there was a 65% increase in ELL (English language learner) students from the 1993-94 school year to the 2003-04 school year (Samway, McKeon).  Low income families are becoming more prevalent unfortunately as well, and with the economy crisis at our door step, will the number only continue to increase.  The last estimation of children in U.S. schools that are classified as low income was 40% (ed.gov).  All of these factors impact how you will have to teach and act in your classroom, and only experience can prepare you for dealing with them properly.  No amount of extra education is going to insure that you will be able to handle your classroom effectively, either you will rise to the occasion or fall behind.  Will being “highly qualified” help you?


According to the No Child Left Behind act, there are 3 requirements to meeting the ‘highly-qualified’ standard.  You must have a bachelors degree, you must be certified to teach in the state of which you are hired, and you also must demonstrate competence in all subject matter that you teach (cde.ca..gov).  The subject matter areas for Elementary Educators includes English, mathematics, science, reading/language arts, foreign languages, civics/government, economics, arts, history, and geography, these are called the core classes (Birman et al.).  For the pre-service teacher who has yet to step into the classroom, demonstrating competence is simple because you will do so as part of new University requirements, but for the current teachers in the field, what implications does this requirement entail?  One of the ways that this can be done is through a state provide proficiency test, like the one used in California, the CCTC (cde.ca.gov).  Also, the NCLB acts Title II, Part A, states that funds can and will be allocated in order to provide help to teachers who have not yet met the requirements of “highly qualified.”(Le Floch et al.)  Similarly, the NCLB act in Title I Part A states that it will help keep up continual professional development for teachers as well (Birmen et al) “In regards to professional development, the law defines it to include activities that are ‘high –quality, sustained, intensive, and classroom focused…and are not 1day or short term workshops or conferences’  also ‘encourages build teacher’s subject matter knowledge and strategies grounded in scientifically based research and giving teachers the knowledge to help students meet challenging standards.’” (Birmen, et al)  I think that I should note before moving on that, according to Congressman Mike Honda a Democrat from California, due to the new standards of NCLB, highly effective teachers were placed into other classrooms because their certifications did not quite meet what the act called “highly qualified” (Spelling interview).

On the bright side, teachers alone are not expected to handle the brunt of the economic force from NCLB though, LEA’s (Local Educational Agencies) are given most of the responsibility to make sure that teachers are becoming or are already ‘highly qualified’ (cde.ca.gov).  These LEA’s are in charge of reforming or making new plans for getting all teachers “highly qualified”, and also for making sure that incoming teachers meet the NCLB requirement standards (cde.ca.gov).  After mentioning this, it’s poignant to point out that according to NCLB, all teachers in all classrooms were to be considered “highly qualified”, by July 1, 2005-06 (Smith, Emma).  The act was passed in 2001, and its goal to have all teachers meet requirements by 2006 seems to me lofty at best.  Though NCLB states specific allocation percentages of funds towards these goals, the fund are not always there, the federal government support to education is very minimal, because declared by the Constitution, education is a priority of the state government (PowerPoint, Dean).  Also, there are an enormous amount of rural and inner city schools that have difficult times both attracting and keeping the “highly qualified” teacher, and thus districts are more likely to accept below the NCLB standard out of necessity.  Therefore it would seem impractical to believe that every teacher in the U.S. would be considered “highly qualified” and if this is true, how exactly to go about collecting that kind of data?

So still the question lingers, does all of this extra work, and time and effort to train and re-train teachers makes them better at teaching?  Re-training entails more and more expenses for the districts, and according to the NCLB, if schools do not make AYP (annual yearly progress) then funds will be withheld until the standard is met, which causes more problems then it solves (ed.gov)  Where is the evidence to support the claims that “highly qualified” is better?  According to a data collection chart of the schools in our very own state of Illinois, the correlation between HQT’s (highly qualified Teachers) is minimal (ed.gov, il.doc).  The data appearing in the chart shows what schools are in an SI or School Improvement stage, (for not meeting AYP) and also what percentage of classes are not taught by HQT’s.  Just one example is school district 13, in which 58.9% of their classes are not taught by HQT’s and yet they do not have any schools in the district that have not yet met AYP.  Another example is in District 3, 46% of classes are not taught by so called HQT’s and still they are no schools in the SI stage.  In a reverse case, in the Chicago area schools where there are over 500 schools all together, over 300 over them are in the SI stage, and there are only 11.2% of classrooms in the entirety of the district not HQT instructed (ed.gov, il.doc).  These numbers should not be overlooked when NCLB comes to review, asking for highly qualified teachers is one thing, but expecting better teacher capability is another thing all together.  Teaching is a skill, some have it, and some don’t.

Of course I could go on, there are still so many things that I could cover on the subject, and others have indeed filled books full of matter pertaining to this thought provoking subject.  In an effort to stay concise in my thought process, I end my piece here with still so many questions.  I come back to my first question though, the question that this paper was centered around, “Does highly qualified mean better?”  The answer that I have come to is no, this answer is grounded in numbers, and personal experiences, and of course personal biases, which guide all of our thoughts.  The numbers do not satisfactorily prove to me that higher standards make for better teaching, I still stress that teaching is an innate skill and either you are blessed with it or you are not.  Again I quote what Congressman Honda said in his questionnaire with the Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings, he said that “the best teachers are being forced to change position, because they are not exactly what the NCLB act requires.”  We are moving out effective teachers for teachers who are “highly qualified” and may not have the same ability to teach.  Why do you toss aside what is working?  If what the NCLB act is trying to do is make sure that our children are getting a good education then why do they brush aside those who are giving them one?  The “highly qualified” teacher and the “good teacher” are not synonymous terms, the can only be used to describe two different types of teachers. 
