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Public Policy 201 • Fall 2015 
Systematic Thinking About Problems of the Day 

MODULE 1 • September 10–29, 2015 
 

Teacher Quality: What It Is, Why it Matters, and How to Improve It 
 

 
Professor Deborah Loewenberg Ball 

1110 School of Education 
734.972.4793 (cell) 

dball@uich.edu (email) 
 
Module Focus and Learning Goals 
 
The purpose of this module is to investigate a central problem of schooling in the United States, something 
most often referred to as “teacher quality.” This is an ideal problem for this course, because of our aim across 
the semester to learn to think systematically about policy problems. 
 
This problem starts from another, more central, one: Students’ learning in school and the enormous gaps in 
what different groups of young people learn.  
 
Teachers are the focus of many who seek to improve U.S. schools, but untangling the issues involved is far 
from simple. Consider this: If we think that teaching is learned primarily through experience, and that being 
successful academically is necessary for effective instruction, then policies that control the selection, 
evaluation, rewards, and dismissal of teachers would be primary. If, instead, we think that teaching is a 
complex skill that can be taught, policies that center on training and licensure would be important. If the lack 
of a common school curriculum is seen as a principal gap, then efforts to develop shared goals, materials, 
and assessments would provide the crucial foundation for improved practice. 
 
Moreover, these issues are situated within the larger context of educational inequality. Some would argue 
that, in a society as unequal as the U.S., there are severe limits on what teachers and schools can do to 
improve achievement for disadvantaged learners, to enhance social mobility, to reduce racism, or to do 
anything else that runs across the grain of social structure. They question whether policies about teachers 
and teaching can have any effect on student outcomes.  
 
The issues which we will investigate are timely. U.S. educators have, for almost three decades, been working 
in an unprecedented period of school reform. The persistent pressure for reform is premised on the notion 
that schools could and should be much more effective. Never before have teachers and teaching been so 
central to the discourse about educational improvement. 
 
In addition to these specific substantive goals, the module is designed to help you continue to cultivate 
practices and stances important for systematic and disciplined thinking. These include how you listen, 
analyze, argue, and write, how you keep track of your ideas as well as others’ and ours, and how you use 
texts, discussions, interactions, people, and experiences, to help yourself develop.  
 
Because education—and teaching—are so familiar, each of you comes to this module with different 
experiences, interests, perspectives, and expertise. The opportunity to have your ideas questioned and 
challenged is crucial to doing good work. Who we are and what we bring to the class can be resources for 
the course, if we learn to make use of them, and of one another. 
 
The module itself is also a case of teaching and learning which can become one more resource for our work. 
Collectively, we can examine and analyze what each of us—as teachers and students—does as we 
construct the curriculum, discourse, relations, and culture of this class. Doing that requires attention to 
practices of teaching and learning of PubPol201, and making that attention part of our work.  
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Classes and Readings 
Readings are due for the day they are listed. All readings are posted on CTools or are available online as 
indicated. 
 

DATE CENTRAL QUESTION  READING 
Thursday, Sept. 10 What is the problem of “teacher 

quality”? What does it mean and why 
is it important? What do we need to 
know? 
 

Nicholas Kristof, “Students over unions,” New 
York Times, Sept. 13, 2012 

Watch: Pedro Noguera https://goo.gl/2f151d 

 
Tuesday, Sept. 15 How did this problem arise? What are 

some contexts that shape (or have 
shaped) teaching and its quality, and 
how do they affect the problem? What 
do we need to know? 

Dan Lortie, “The hand of history,” 
Schoolteacher: A sociological study 
(1975), read pp. 10–19 ONLY. 

David Cohen, (2011). Learning to teach 
nothing in particular. A uniquely American 
dilemma. American Educator, 44–46, 54. 

 
 
Thursday, Sept. 17 
(Professor Ball will 
not be in class.) 

Discussion of teacher quality at the 
college level with Professor Courant 
 

“Are college lectures unfair?” NY Times, A. 
Paul, 9/13/15: http://goo.gl/98Nd9y 

   
Tuesday, Sept. 22 Improving student learning by 

focusing on “teacher quality” #1:  
 
• Increasing selectivity 
• Evaluating teachers’ performance 
 

What are the arguments, and the 
evidence? What do we need to know? 
What could be untoward effects or 
unanticipated problems? 
 
What is meant by “teacher quality” 
with strategies focused on improving 
the people? 
 

Auguste, B., Kihn, P., & Miller, M. (2010). 
Closing the talent gap: Attracting and 
retaining top-third graduates to careers in 
teaching. New York, NY: McKinsey & Co. 
http://goo.gl/4ZULo6 (Read Executive 
Summary ONLY and skim other parts of 
report as you are interested in the details.) 

Brian Gill and Duncan Chaplin, “Evaluating 
teachers 2.0,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 
(October 21, 2012). http://goo.gl/zHJ69g 

Douglas Harris, Clear away the smoke and 
mirrors of value-added. Kappan (2010); 
pp. 66–69. 

 

Thursday, Sept. 24 Improving student learning by 
focusing on “teacher quality” #2:   
 
• Improving teachers’ training and 

requirements for licensure 
 
What are the arguments, and the 
evidence? What do we need to know? 
What could be untoward effects or 
unanticipated problems? 
 
What is meant by “teacher quality” 
with strategies focused on improving 
the practice? 
 

1. Exercises in knowledge for teaching (on 
CTools). 
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Tuesday, Sept. 29 Debate: Which policy proposal is most 
likely to be effective? 
 

Pam Grossman, “We need experienced 
teachers,” Huffington Post (April 23, 2012) 
http://goo.gl/cnpBJG 

Motoko Rich, “At Charter Schools, Short 
Careers by Choice” (Aug. 26, 2013) 
http://goo.gl/jGF6dQ 

American RadioWorks documentary (August, 
2015). http://goo.gl/QpP4ry 

 
Instructions for preparing for the debate will be 
posted by 9/22/15 

Thursday, October 1 Module 1 quiz  
 


