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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

DO WE KNOW HOW TO HELP
TEACHERS GET BETTER?
It’s a critical question: By helping more teachers succeed in the classroom, we could put

THE MIRAGE

more students on the path to success.1 For decades, conventional wisdom has been that
if we could just get teachers the right type and right amount of support, educational
excellence would be right around the corner. Just how to support teachers has been the
preoccupation of school systems and organizations like ours, as well as the subject of
countless research studies, op-eds and books.
Most discussions about teacher development presume that we already know the answer.

Of course we know what good professional development looks like; we just haven’t been
able to do it at scale for all teachers, yet.2
We thought so, too. Two years ago, we embarked on an ambitious effort to identify what
works in fostering widespread teacher improvement. Our research spanned three large
public school districts and one midsize charter school network. We surveyed more than
10,000 teachers and 500 school leaders and interviewed more than 100 staff members
involved in teacher development.
Rather than test specific strategies to see if they produced results, we used multiple
measures of performance to identify teachers who improved substantially, then looked
for any experiences or attributes they had in common—from the kind and amount of
development activities in which they participated to the qualities of their schools and their
mindset about growth—that might distinguish them from teachers who did not improve.
We used a broad definition of “professional development” to include efforts carried out
by districts, schools and teachers themselves.
In the three districts we studied, which we believe are representative of large public
school systems nationwide, we expected to find concentrations of schools where teachers
were improving at every stage of their careers, or evidence that particular supports were
especially helpful in boosting teachers’ growth.
After an exhaustive search, we were disappointed not to find what we hoped we would.
Instead, what we found challenged our assumptions.
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FINDINGS
Districts are making a massive investment in teacher
improvement—far larger than most people realize.
We estimate that the districts we studied spend an average
of nearly $18,000 per teacher, per year on development
efforts.3 One district spends more on teacher development
than on transportation, food and security combined.4
At this rate, the largest 50 school districts in the U.S.

Even when teachers do improve, we were unable
to link their growth to any particular development
strategy. We looked at dozens of variables spanning the
development activities teachers experienced, how much
time they spent on them, what mindsets they brought
to them and even where they worked. Yet we found no
common threads that distinguished “improvers” from

devote at least $8 billion to teacher development
annually.5 Furthermore, the teachers we surveyed
reported spending approximately 19 full school days
a year—nearly 10 percent of a typical school year—
participating in development activities. After a little more
than a decade in the classroom, an average teacher will
have spent the equivalent of more than a full school
year on development.6 This represents an extraordinary
and generally unrecognized commitment to supporting
teachers’ professional growth as the primary strategy
for accelerating student learning.

other teachers. No type, amount or combination of
development activities appears more likely than any other
to help teachers improve substantially, including the
“job-embedded,” “differentiated” variety that we and
many others believed to be the most promising.10

Despite these efforts, most teachers do not appear
to improve substantially from year to year—even
though many have not yet mastered critical skills.
Across the districts we studied, the evaluation ratings
of nearly seven out of 10 teachers remained constant
or declined over the last two to three years.7 Substantial
improvement seems especially difficult to achieve after a
teacher’s first few years in the classroom; the difference in
performance between an average first-year teacher and
an average fifth-year teacher was more than nine times the
difference between an average fifth-year teacher and an
average twentieth-year teacher.8 More importantly, many
teachers’ professional growth plateaus while they still have
ample room to improve: As many as half of teachers in
their tenth year or beyond were rated below “effective” in
core instructional practices, such as developing students’
critical thinking skills.9

School systems are not helping teachers understand
how to improve—or even that they have room to
improve at all. Teachers need clear information about
their strengths and weaknesses to improve their instruction,
but many don’t seem to be getting that information. The
vast majority of teachers in the districts we studied are
rated Effective or Meeting Expectations or higher,11 even
as student outcomes in these districts fall far short of where
they need to be. Perhaps it is no surprise, then, that less
than half of teachers surveyed agreed they had weaknesses
in their instruction.12 Even the few teachers who did earn
low ratings seemed to reject them; more than 60 percent of
low-rated teachers still gave themselves high performance
ratings.13 Together, this suggests a pervasive culture of low
expectations for teacher development and performance.
These low expectations extended to teachers’ satisfaction
with the development they received. While two-thirds
reported feeling relatively satisfied with their development
experiences,14 only about 40 percent reported that most of
their professional development activities were a good use
of their time.15
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In short, we bombard teachers with help, but most of it is not helpful—to teachers as professionals
or to schools seeking better instruction. We are not the first to say this: In the last decade,
two federally funded experimental studies of sustained, content-focused and job-embedded
professional development have found that these interventions did not result in long-lasting,
significant changes in teacher practice or student outcomes.16 And while countless other
studies have been undertaken, researchers summarize the evidence base as weak and the
results mixed at best.17
In spite of this, the notion persists that we know how to
help teachers improve and could achieve our goal of great
teaching in far more classrooms if we just applied that

We say this with humility. In the course of our own
work over the last two decades, we have made the same
assumptions, missteps and miscalculations as the districts

knowledge more widely. It’s a hopeful and alluring vision,
but our findings force us to conclude that it is a mirage.
Like a mirage, it is not a hallucination but a refraction of
reality: Growth is possible, but our goal of widespread
teaching excellence is further out of reach than it seems.

we studied. It is this experience that drives us to do better
and urge others to do the same.

Great teaching is very real, as are teachers who improve
over time, sometimes dramatically so. Undoubtedly,
there are development experiences that support that
improvement. But we found no clear patterns in these
success stories and no evidence that they were the result of
deliberate, systemic efforts. Teacher development appears
to be a highly individualized process, one that has been
dramatically oversimplified. The absence of common
threads challenges us to confront the true nature of the
problem—that as much as we wish we knew how to help
all teachers improve, we do not.

We believe it’s time to take a step back in our pursuit of
teacher improvement and acknowledge just how far we
stand from the goal of great teaching in every classroom,
even as we recommit ourselves to reaching it. We have no
excuses—we cannot blame a lack of time, money or good
intentions. Instead, we must acknowledge that getting there
will take much more than tinkering with the types or amount
of professional development teachers receive, or further
scaling other aspects of our current approach. It will
require a new conversation about teacher development—
one that asks fundamentally different questions about
what better teaching means and how to achieve it.
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ENDNOTES
RECOMMENDATIONS
Some may argue that we should drop our investment
in teacher development in response to these findings.
We disagree. Instead, we believe districts should take a
radical step toward upending their approach to helping
teachers improve—from redefining what “helping teachers”
really means to taking stock of current development
efforts to rethinking broader systems for ensuring great
teaching for all students. While we found no set of specific
development strategies that would result in widespread
teacher improvement on its own, there are still clear next
steps school systems can take to more effectively help
their teachers. Much of this work involves creating the
conditions that foster growth, not finding quick-fix
professional development solutions. To do this, we
recommend that school systems:
REDEFINE what it means to help teachers improve
• Define “development” clearly, as observable,
		measurable progress toward an ambitious standard
		 for teaching and student learning.
• Give teachers a clear, deep understanding of their
		own performance and progress.
• Encourage improvement with meaningful rewards
		 and consequences.
REEVALUATE existing professional learning
supports and programs
• Inventory current development efforts.
• Start evaluating the effectiveness of all development
		 activities against the new definition of “development.”
• Explore and test alternative approaches to development.
• Reallocate funding for particular activities based on
		 their impact.
REINVENT how we support effective teaching at scale
• Balance investments in development with investments
		 in recruitment, compensation and smart retention.
• Reconstruct the teacher’s job.
• Redesign schools to extend the reach of great teachers.
• Reimagine how we train and certify teachers for the job.
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