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TOO POORLY EDUCATED TO SERVE
Our military needs better-educated recruits, and Tennessee is 
showing America how effective teaching can achieve that

SUMMARY

The more than 450 retired admirals and generals who are 
members of Mission: Readiness are deeply concerned that 
more than 70 percent of young Americans cannot serve in 
our military. 

In our report Too Fat to Fight, we highlighted the fact that 
one in four young Americans  cannot join because they are 
too overweight. An equally pressing problem, however, is 
America’s inability to provide enough well-educated recruits 
to staff today’s advanced military. For example, today’s 
military accepts very few recruits without a high school 
diploma. Yet 20 percent of students nationwide and 13 
percent of students in Tennessee do not graduate from high 
school on time. And, of graduates who attempt to join the 
Army, 23 percent nationwide and 25 percent in Tennessee 
cannot score highly enough on the military’s entrance exam 
to qualify.

In years past, Tennessee had low graduation rates and test 
scores. Now, Tennessee and Washington, D.C. have far 
outpaced any other state on the Nation’s Report Card, a 
national assessment of student progress.

How did this happen? Research shows that children with 
higher-quality teachers surge ahead of others, and both 
Tennessee and D.C. were early adopters of teaching 
effectiveness reform. Schools of education in Tennessee are 
better-preparing the next generation of teachers while school 
districts are evaluating teachers more fairly, identifying 
teachers who need help and providing them with the 
necessary supports for improvement. 

As a result, Tennessee children are well on their way to 
being able to live more successful lives, fi ll the jobs of the 
future and serve in the military if they choose to do so. That 
is good news for all Americans and our national security. 

WHY IS EFFECTIVE TEACHING SO 
IMPORTANT?

Nationwide, nearly two-thirds of eighth graders are not 
profi cient in math or reading, according to the U.S. 
Department of Education. While teachers are helping 
students make rapid progress in Tennessee, 67 percent of 
our state’s eighth graders are still not profi cient in reading 
and 72 percent are not profi cient in math.1 Many of these 
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students are not acquiring the academic skills 
needed to graduate from college, succeed in the 
workforce or pass the military’s entrance exam, 
should they wish to serve. 

Research shows that teachers have a huge effect on a 
child’s success in school—impacting their students’ 
academic achievement more than class size, the 
curriculum or even the school a child attends.2 One 
study found that an average student with three highly 
effective teachers scored in the top 10 percent of 
students after three years, while a similar student 
dropped into the bottom 40 percent after three years 
of ineffective teaching.3

The effects of a great teacher can last a lifetime. 
A study of 2.5 million students by Harvard and 
Columbia economists showed that having a great 
teacher in grades four through eight increased lifetime 
earnings by approximately $25,000 compared to 
students with an average teacher in those grades.4

Tennessee: Leading the way in 
preparing, evaluating and supporting 
teachers

TEACHER PREPARATION

No service member can enter the battlefi eld without 
extensive training, and while schools are not combat 
zones, no teacher should enter the classroom 
without a great education. Yet many teacher 
education programs are not adequately preparing the 
next generation of graduates for success. 

The United States has some of the best—and 
worst—teacher preparation programs in the world. 
Unfortunately, the weak programs are training a 
substantial portion of our future teacher workforce.5 
For example, one study by the National Council 
on Teacher Quality estimated that four out of fi ve 
teacher preparation programs across the U.S. are 
weak or failing. Tennessee was one of three states 
with the most top-ranking programs.6 

WHAT GETS MEASURED GETS DONE

 There are many ways to improve teacher preparation. 
Reform in Tennessee began in 2007 when the state 
legislature called for the creation of a report card 

to compare all state-approved teacher preparation 
programs. Funding from a Race to the Top grant in 
2010 enabled Tennessee to improve the reliability of 
data in the report card and publicly communicate 
the fi ndings. Now, the state uses information from 
the report card when approving teacher preparation 
programs. The report card also allows administrators 
of teacher preparation program to see where they rank 
and learn from the best while enabling school districts 
to see the quality of programs they draw teachers from 
when hiring.7 

Western Governor’s University

Lipscomb University (Tennessee) 

Fort Hays State University

College of William and Mary

TIE: Furman University, Henderson State 
University and Miami University of Ohio 

Source: National Council on Teacher Quality

#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

Top 5 Ranked Teacher Prep Programs 
in the U.S. (High School Education)



3

TEACHER EVALUATION

While no one form of evaluation can paint a full 
picture of teachers’ influence on students, there is 
a growing consensus that using multiple sources 
of feedback can give teachers a better idea of their 
strengths and weaknesses, help them improve their 
practice and ultimately contribute to greater student 
success.

The Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) project 
tested common features of evaluations, including 
teacher content knowledge, classroom observations, 
student surveys and test scores. Memphis City 
Schools was one of seven districts that participated in 
the MET project studies.8 The researchers found that 
the best approaches involved: 

1 CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS – 
Observations several times a year can 
provide actionable steps for teachers to 
improve their performance and are most 
accurate when relying on an evidence-based 
rubric and multiple, well-trained observers 
(including at least one impartial observer 
from outside the school). 

2 STUDENT FEEDBACK – Students surveys 
provide insight about how well a teacher 
presents lessons and how engaged and 
supported students feel. Well-designed 
student surveys such as the Tripod survey 
can also successfully identify differences 
between teachers. 

3 STUDENT GROWTH – Test score gains 
or “value-added” data capture how much 
students have improved over the course 
of the school year while controlling for 
student differences. That helps make sure 
teachers with lower-performing students are 
on equal footing in evaluations. While it 
should not be used on its own, value-added 
data is a better predictor of teachers’ future 
performance than either observations or 
student surveys alone and can successfully 
identify differences between teachers. 

A combination of all three assessments provided 
the most accurate and reliable assessment of 

teachers’ future impacts on students.9 Another recent 
study by the Brookings Institution confirmed that 
“meaningful evaluation systems can be designed 
and implemented by individual districts,” when 
they include certain components, such as using 
trained and independent observers in classroom 
observations and collecting teacher-specific student 
growth data.10 

Schools across the nation are implementing 
evaluation reform and testing new ways to help 
teachers improve. In 2013, 35 states required 
student achievement as a significant component 
of teacher evaluations, up from only four states in 
2009.11 Tennessee was an early adopter of teacher 
evaluation reform. In 2011, the state launched a new 
evaluation system that uses many of these evidence-
based components, including student growth data 
and classroom observations. In addition, 19 districts 
in Tennessee (representing nearly a quarter of 
teachers) have started to use student survey data in 
evaluations, up from only one district in 2011. The 
majority of these districts are using the evidence-
based Tripod survey to gather student feedback.12 

Student growth data is collected and reported 
through the Tennessee Value-Added Assessment 
System (TVAAS), one of the first and most rigorous 
value-added models in the nation. While the state 
is trying to increase the proportion of teachers who 
receive individual rather than building-wide growth 
scores, studies show that TVAAS effectively controls 
for incoming students’ performance, putting teachers 
on more equal footing in evaluations.13 

Tennessee also extensively trains all classroom 
observers statewide, which is important for accuracy 
and consistency in observations. Training for 
observers spans four days and all observers are 
required “to pass an inter-rater reliability exam, in 
which they viewed video recordings of teachers 
delivering lessons and rated them to ensure they 
understood the distinction between differing levels of 
performance.”14  

States and cities at the forefront of teacher evaluation 
reform are making measurable progress. Tennessee 
and Washington D.C.—also an early adopter of 
teacher effectiveness reform—far outpaced any 
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other state on the Nation’s Report Card, a national 
assessment of student progress. They made 
improvements on reading and math tests at a rate 
four times faster than the national average.15 

In addition, a recent study by the National Bureau 
of Economic Research found that adding student 
growth data to evaluations helped to improve the 
performance of high-performing teachers, while the 
majority of low-scoring teachers either recommitted 
themselves to doing better and improved their 
performance or voluntarily left the teaching 
profession.16

Evaluation reform in Memphis also had a measurable 
impact on student outcomes: since 2010, student 
progress has accelerated on state tests. In fact, 2012-
13 was the fi rst school year in which Memphis 

teachers helped the city’s students surpass the state’s 
goal for improvement in every subject.17 

SUPPORT FOR TEACHERS

Results from evaluations should be used to guide 
professional development and provide opportunities 
for growth. The right support can help teachers 
improve their practice. 

However, in most school districts across the country, 
professional development is characterized by 
school- or district-wide workshops that focus on 
increasing teachers’ knowledge of their own subject 
matter—which research has shown has little effect 
on improving student outcomes.18 

Fortunately, districts are testing new professional 
development strategies with some success. One 
approach is individualized coaching with a focus on 
improving teachers’ interactions with students. For 
example, the MyTeachingPartner (MTP) intervention 
has teachers record videos of their lessons and 
receive feedback from a professional coach on how 
to improve their interactions with students. Teachers 
also attend a course on effectively interacting with 
students and can access an online video library to 
observe how other teachers effectively interact with 
students.19 A randomized trial found that teachers 
who participated in MTP improved their students’ 
test scores enough to move them, on average, from 
the 50th to the 59th percentile a year after receiving 
the support.20 Forty teachers in Memphis are 
currently participating in another study of MTP.21 
In addition, Tennessee is piloting the use of video 
technology in professional development in more 
than 150 schools statewide.22 

Other districts are experimenting with employing 
full-time teacher coaches. One large-scale 
randomized trial found that having well-trained, 
experienced teachers coach younger teachers helped 
to improve student achievement enough to move the 
average student from the 50th to the 54th percentile 
in reading and from the 50th to the 58th percentile in 
math. The coaches were required to have a minimum 
of fi ve years teaching experience, be recognized as 
an exemplary teacher and have experience providing 
mentoring to other teachers. 
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Shelby County Schools in Tennessee recently 
adopted a similar coaching model. Nearly 230 
schools in the district employ “Master Teachers” and 
“Learning Coaches” selected from a pool of teachers 
with “a record of high performance, demonstrated 
leadership capability, and a desire to coach their 
peers.” Their full-time job is to coach new or 
struggling teachers, using data from the classroom 
observation section of a teacher’s evaluation to 
personalize support.23 

CONCLUSION

The more than 450 retired admirals and generals of 
Mission: Readiness understand that teachers have a 
bigger impact on children’s academic success than 
any other element of schools, and we fully support 
efforts to improve teaching effectiveness. 

While Tennessee schools are making immense 
progress, continued progress is needed. More than 
two-thirds of our state’s eighth grade students are not 
proficient in basic subjects and one in eight students 
are not graduating on time from high school. This 
impacts our state’s workforce and the military. Aside 
from the young people who are essentially barred 
from service because they do not have a high school 
diploma, another one in four young Tennesseans 
who graduate from high school and try to join the 
Army lack the academic skills required to do well 
enough on the military’s entrance exam to qualify. 

When we prepare teachers well, evaluate teachers 
fairly and provide the necessary supports for 
improvement, our teachers become better teachers 
and we strengthen not just our children’s education, 
but also our national security.
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