
SMART, SKILLED 
AND STRIVING: 
TRANSFORMING AND 
ELEVATING THE TEACHING 
PROFESSION

In fall 2015, NIET joined nearly 50 education 
organizations to launch a national Teach Strong 
initiative to elevate and transform the teaching 
profession. The goals of Teach Strong are to 
ensure that there is a highly skilled, competitively 
compensated, unequivocally proud teacher in front  
of every classroom, and that schools are organized  
to support high levels of educator effectiveness.  
This report describes key actions required to make  
this a reality in communities across the country.

By Carmel Martin, Lisette Partelow and  
Catherine Brown of the Center for American Progress



Lanier’s words, written in 1997, were prescient. 
Today, a decade and a half into the 21st century, 
this transformation is well underway, even if her 
vision has yet to be fully realized. The professional 
expectations for today’s teachers are undoubtedly 
high. They must work to prepare students for 
new economic realities, use new and innovative 
pedagogical techniques and technologies, adapt 
their instruction to meet students’ increasingly 
diverse needs, and adjust to recent policy reforms 
that directly affect their practice. These changes 
have reshaped teaching, making it a more difficult 
and demanding profession. At the same time, 
however, research is demonstrating the powerful 
effect that teachers can have on student learning 
and illuminating the ways in which great teaching 
is more important than ever before.

Unfortunately, the ways in which schools and 
school days are organized — and the ways in 
which school systems have been designed to train, 
support and develop teachers — have not kept 
pace with the tectonic shifts in teachers’ daily 
realities, making it difficult for teachers to succeed 
in their profession. The public’s perception of 
teaching is equally out of date, preventing the 
full realization of Lanier’s vision to elevate the 
profession’s standing in American culture.

Systemic change is critical for the future of the 
U.S. teacher workforce and the nation’s students. 
No simple policy fix will be enough to move the 
system as a whole, especially since so many of 
the institutions responsible for educating, training 
and setting policy for teachers operate in isolated 
silos that are often disconnected from teachers 
themselves. Rather, the nation must take a 
comprehensive approach to improve all parts of a 
teacher’s career, beginning with the selection of a 
college major and continuing through retirement.

This far-reaching agenda will affect not just how 
teachers are recruited and trained, but also the 
fundamental ways in which schools are organized. 
These changes can set in motion a virtuous cycle 
by which better training and working conditions 
enhance the experience of being a teacher, attract 
more people into the profession, and elevate the 
status of teachers overall, thereby improving the 
profession. It is a transformation that begins  
with recruitment and selection into teacher 
preparation programs and continues on to 
new teacher training and support, professional 
development, compensation and opportunities  
for career advancement.
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FIGURE 1
The virtuous cycle: Attracting and retaining great teachers

“Imagine a school where teaching is considered to be a profession rather 
than a trade. The role of teachers in a child’s education — and in American 
culture — has fundamentally changed. Teaching differs from the old ‘show-
and-tell’ practices as much as modern medical techniques differ from 
practices such as applying leeches and bloodletting.” 

– Judith Taack Lanier, former Dean, College of Education, Michigan State University



•	 Ensure that teacher preparation programs 
select teacher candidates carefully and 
purposefully. In order to cultivate the 
best teacher workforce possible, teacher 
preparation programs must address the lack 
of selectivity fueling the false perception that 
teaching is not a career that will challenge 
and reward top students. This change must 
be made in conjunction with efforts to recruit 
excellent teaching candidates from diverse 
backgrounds.

•	 Require teacher preparation programs 
to improve coursework and offer higher-
quality clinical training experiences. Once 
admitted into a teacher preparation program, 
prospective teachers should receive a rigorous 
and comprehensive education that prepares 
them for the challenges they will face in the 
classroom, including through high-quality 
clinical experiences. In addition, states should 
be required to collect and publish data on 
the effectiveness of their teacher preparation 
programs, which would then allow states to 
develop a system for shutting down programs 
that are not adequately preparing students for 
the challenges of the classroom.

•	 Improve licensure exams to make them 
a more meaningful bar for entry into the 
teaching profession. Licensure exams must be 
improved and refined to ensure that they are 
rigorous and rooted in the kind of skills and 
knowledge that teachers need to succeed in 
the classroom.

•	 Raise teacher compensation to professional 
levels and differentiate pay according to 
effectiveness and leadership responsibilities. In 
order to recruit excellent prospective teachers 
into the field, teachers’ salary trajectories 
must be brought in line with those of other 
professionals, which means higher starting 
salaries; faster salary increases, especially for 
high-performing teachers; and the opportunity 
to earn more by taking on additional 
responsibilities.

•	 Invest in new teachers by supporting their 
professional growth early on. To improve the 
working conditions for beginning teachers, 
states should require districts to provide a 
more gradual on-ramp to a full-time teaching 
experience by offering high-quality induction 
programs, intensive coaching and mentoring, 
co-teaching models and experiences, teacher 
residency programs, and/or a reduced course 
load for beginning teachers.

•	 Redesign school schedules to support 
improvements in teacher practice. Following 
the models of high-performing nations, U.S. 
school districts should thoughtfully increase 
the amount of time teachers have available 
to improve their practice — time that could 
be spent observing highly effective teachers, 
collaborating and planning with colleagues, 
coaching, mentoring, and engaging in other 
forms of professional learning.

•	 Improve professional development by aligning 
it to the needs of students and teachers. 

Each of the following changes is integral to this shift toward a respected, modernized and 
elevated teacher workforce:



To ensure teachers are getting the kind of 
professional development opportunities 
they deserve, districts should be required 
to demonstrate how they are shifting their 
professional development dollars toward 
models that are designed to meet teachers’ 
personalized improvement needs, are aligned 
to high-quality evaluation systems, and 
are aimed at improving student learning 
outcomes.

•	 Provide more opportunities for teachers 
to assume leadership roles. Career ladders 
and compensation structures that reward 
effective teachers who take on additional 
responsibilities within their schools with 
higher pay would bring teaching in line with 
other careers where high performers can 
expect increases in salary and responsibility. 
Leadership roles could include mentoring new 
or struggling teachers, planning or facilitating 
professional development, observing teachers 
and giving feedback, or working with school 
leaders to hire new teachers or make decisions 
related to curriculum, instruction or resource 
allocation.

•	 Reform tenure by setting a high bar for 
attaining it and streamlining due process. In 
order to bring the tenure process in line with 
the needs of the ever-changing teaching 
profession, due process protections must 

be streamlined and the bar for achieving 
tenure must be raised by linking it to teacher 
performance and extending the timeline for 
attaining tenure status.

•	 Ensure that school leaders receive training in 
how to support teachers. Motivating teachers, 
driving instructional improvement schoolwide, 
providing objective and meaningful feedback, 
making thoughtful hiring decisions, creating 
a positive school culture focused on student 
learning, and supporting the development 
and advancement of their best teachers are 
all crucial aspects of school leaders’ jobs. 
Principals and other administrators must 
receive training and support in how to carry 
out these roles effectively.

This report envisions a modernized teacher 
workforce made up of professionals who must 
compete for a spot in their preparation programs, 
work relentlessly to finish their clinical experiences 
with high marks, study late into the night to pass 
their licensure exams, and dedicate themselves 
fully to their craft so they can earn greater 
responsibilities, higher compensation and tenured 
status. These changes, if brought to fruition, will 
establish a modernized and elevated teacher 
workforce. What’s more, these changes have the 
potential to transform the profession’s reputation 
and improve teaching and learning for millions of 
students across the U.S.  

Carmel Martin, Lisette Partelow, Catherine Brown, The Center for American Progress. 

This excerpt is republished with permission from the Center for American Progress. The full report can be found online.


