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Today’s challenge to our educational system centers on the need to provide students with the skills 

required in a global, knowledge-based economy. That’s why the recent agreement about the 2010 state 

law establishing teacher evaluations is a positive result for New York. It answers the national call for 

reform, called Race to the Top, which provides grants to those states that lead the way in creating 

achievable plans for implementing comprehensive reforms. It also opens the door for New York to 

receive $700 million in federal funds. 

No one doubted the need for better-prepared students. The State Department of Education estimates that 

two-thirds of new jobs require some form of post-secondary education, and seven out of 10 of the 

growing occupations require a post-secondary degree. Unfortunately, many high school graduates are 

not prepared for college or the job market, and they need costly remedial work. 

Achieving an agreement over complex issues is significant in the context of a national political climate 

which is anti-government, anti-public employee and craves simplistic solutions. Teachers have been 

blamed for the failures of the nation’s educational system, and their unions portrayed as the defenders of 

the status quo. Around the country, lawmakers have been using this narrative to dismantle collective 

bargaining rights and enact one-sided education reforms that focus on testing and the removal of 

teachers whose students score poorly. 

Get beyond the headlines, however, and we see the extent to which teachers and their unions, aware of 

the challenges our schools face, have worked to create substantive reform over many years. The New 

York State United Teachers union recognized that the traditional evaluation process was flawed and 

needed updating. In 2010, with union support, New York passed a law establishing a new process for 

teacher evaluations. Teachers would be evaluated annually against rigorous state standards and highly 

specific performance measures. 

The law called for continued improvement of all teachers and required a detailed Teacher Improvement 

Plan for those who are ineffective or developing. Teachers who receive low ratings for two consecutive 

years and do not improve are subject to dismissal. Specifically, evaluations are to be comprised of 20 

percent from student growth on state tests, 20 percent on student achievement on other locally selected 

measures and 60 percent on principal observations and other evidence of teacher effectiveness. 

After the law passed, however, the Education Department decreed that only a single state standardized 

test could be used to measure student progress. NYSUT and the Supreme Court disagreed. That brought 

us to the recent, down-to-the-wire negotiations brokered by the governor and which resulted in the 

ultimate agreement. 

http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/
http://www.nysed.gov/
http://www.nysut.org/
http://www.nysut.org/


NYSUT has argued that student learning is at the heart of the teaching profession and must be included 

in any credible teacher evaluation. While standardized testing may be in vogue politically, there are 

many reasons to suggest that it will neither improve schools nor increase student learning. In fact, it may 

undermine quality instruction. The union’s research revealed that gains in student achievement are 

closely related to teacher evaluation systems that focus on teacher effectiveness as well as student 

learning. Where teachers have received professional development, student achievement has grown. 

NYSUT pushed for a new evaluation system that relies on multiple measures of student growth and 

teacher effectiveness because they know that a child is more than a test score. 

Breaking the logjam over evaluations ought to shift the discussion to the way we fund education and, 

more generally, about the investments we make in our local communities. We are grateful to NYSUT 

for its diligence in this process and its commitment to the next generation. 

 


