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Chairman Weatherford, Vice Chair Coley, Ranking Member Heller, and all of the distinguished 

Committee Members – thank you for inviting me to testify on this important issue. 

 

I am Arthur Rothkopf, Senior Vice President for the United States Chamber of Commerce, 

located in Washington, DC.  My role at the Chamber is to represent the Chamber’s members—

which includes more than 3 million businesses and 3,000 state and local chambers of 

commerce—on issues relating to education and our nation’s workforce.  As part of my role at 

the Chamber, I also oversee the Institute for a Competitive Workforce, the 501(c)3 affiliate of 

the Chamber that handles education and workforce policy.  

 

The United States used to be considered the preeminent nation in the world in education.  We 

had higher proportion of high school and college graduates than any other nation.  We were 

leaders in science, technology, engineering and mathematics, also known as the “STEM” fields.  

It was once a given that our children would attain a higher educational level than their parents.  

Yet we took these things for granted, and allowed our K-12 system to erode over time, all while 

watching other nations take serious steps to close the gap.   

 

Make no mistake – education reform is equivalent to economic development. This is because 

educational achievement dictates whether or not a nation or a state is capable of producing the 

kinds of innovations that made American great in the first place.  Education achievement 

directly correlates to one’s probability of finding employment, evidenced monthly by the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics job reports showing 15% of those without a high school diploma are 



unemployed, compared to only 5% of college graduates.  More than 30% of our children drop 

out of high school, and too many of those that graduate are underprepared for college, as 

evidenced by consistently high remediation rates.  At least 40% of high school graduates going 

to college require remedial courses, and typically, these students never complete their college 

degree. The impact of education echoes through nearly every aspect of American life, bearing 

with it grave implications for what will happen to Florida, the United States, and our citizens if 

we do not continue to work for courageous reforms that improve our educational quality as we 

compete with others around the globe.    

All of the evidence before us shows that future generations of Americans may not be up to the 

task of keeping our nation competitive.  Our nation built its economic power upon an education 

system that had no peer in the world.  Today, American 15-year-olds rank 15th out of 29 OECD 

countries in reading literacy; they rank 24th out of 29 countries in math.  In a study conducted 

by the American Institutes for Research, Florida students lagged Singapore students (number 1 

in study) by 46 percent points in math and 34 percent points in science.  

 

According to the recently released 2009 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 

Florida’s students are essentially a reflection of our nation, with scores closely mirroring 

national averages in reading and mathematics for 8th grade students.  Among Florida’s eighth-

grade students, only 31% achieved proficiency or above in reading and just 29% reached 

proficiency in mathematics.  Significant work must also be done to eliminate persistent 

achievement gaps among our students.  Here in Florida, African-American eighth-grade 

students achieve proficiency in mathematics at one-third the rate of white students, with a 

paltry 14% scoring above proficient.  Hispanic eight-graders in Florida fared a little better, but 

still lagged behind white students by 12% in the same category.   

 

This is an urgent civil rights issue, something acknowledged by such diverse public figures as 

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, Reverend Al Sharpton and Newt Gingrich, as minority 

and low-income Americans continue to achieve at significantly lower rates than others.  While 

the achievement gap is very slowly shrinking, there is much to be done if we are to close this 



gap, once and for all.    Put simply, we cannot afford to continue the status quo and expect to 

remain competitive in the global economy—and putting effective teachers in every classroom is 

the surest strategy in achieving the kind of progress we need. 

 

In 2007, the Chamber and the Center for American Progress, a progressive think tank, headed 

by John Podesta, President Clinton’s Chief of Staff, issued a Joint Platform for Education Reform, 

which outlined the two organizations’ areas of agreement on what needs to be done to 

improve America’s public education system.  Our very first principle stated that, “States and 

districts must ensure that teachers are effective.”  This was chosen as the first principle in our 

platform out of recognition for how important quality teachers are in driving student 

achievement. They must be the focus of any effort to improve schools.  In particular, two of the 

action items urged for state and local leaders were: 1) “reward teachers whose performance 

contributes to substantial growth in student achievement” and 2) “fairly and efficiently remove 

ineffective educators.”   

 

In a July 2009 speech before the National Education Association, Secretary Arne Duncan said in 

describing the current, flawed teacher evaluation system, “When great teachers are 

unrecognized and unrewarded, when struggling teachers are unsupported, and when failing 

teachers are unaddressed the teaching profession is damaged.” 

 

Here in Florida, it is clear that great teachers are systematically going unrewarded and failing 

teachers are going completely unnoticed.  This is plainly evidenced by the fact that I understand 

99.7% of all teachers in Florida received a “satisfactory” evaluation in 2009.  Meanwhile, 60% of 

Florida’s high school students, 40% of its middle school students, and 30% of its elementary 

school students could not read at grade level.  These numbers simply do not add up.  It cannot 

and should not be acceptable or “satisfactory” to have 60% of your high school students unable 

to read at grade level. HB 7189 will end this charade, by properly evaluating teachers according 

to their performance, allowing excellent teachers to be recognized for their work and 

ineffective teachers to be left behind. 



 

Florida is not alone in this regard, which is why President Obama and Secretary Duncan made 

modernizing teacher evaluation and compensation a priority in their blueprint for the 

reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  Supported through the 

Teacher and Leader Incentive Fund, the administration proposes grants for states and school 

districts to take on ambitious reforms that reward teachers who are effective in raising student 

achievement.  This program encourages linking student assessments to teacher evaluations, 

and HB 7189 would clearly position Florida well to take part in this program.  Florida already 

possesses the means to link student achievement to teacher evaluation, having developed one 

of the most comprehensive data collection systems in the nation.  This bill will leverage those 

investments in data quality and allow the system to fulfill its significant potential.   

 

The Obama administration also made the practice of linking teacher evaluations in part to 

student achievement a core criterion for scoring Race to the Top applications.  Whereas Florida 

finished fourth in the competition behind Tennessee and Delaware–the only two recipients of 

phase one Race to the Top funding—this bill would clearly improve Florida’s chances at 

obtaining a Race to the Top grant in phase two.  Both Tennessee and Delaware have strong 

laws linking teacher compensation to improved student learning. 

 

HB 7189 brings a teacher compensation system to the State of Florida that takes into account 

the value that teachers add to the students in their classroom, their willingness to take on 

difficult assignments, or their ability to teach in high demand, low teacher supply subject areas.  

Providing additional pay to teachers who take difficult jobs is a far better, and fairer way to 

draw effective teachers into the classroom than it is to force these assignments on them.  This 

bill will also help alleviate teacher shortages in the STEM fields by offering these teachers a 

competitive salary as compared to what they might find utilizing their expertise elsewhere.  

This aligns with yet another primary focus of the Obama administration, which seeks to make 

STEM education a priority for our nation. 

 



Removing ineffective teachers from the classroom is perhaps the most important aspect of any 

initiative to strengthen our schools.  Our bottom line is that good teachers should be rewarded 

and ineffective teachers should be fairly and efficiently removed from the classroom.  This is a 

belief shared by President Obama, who said in a March 2009 speech, “If a teacher is given a 

chance or two chances or three chances but still does not improve, there's no excuse for that 

person to continue teaching. I reject a system that rewards failure and protects a person from 

its consequences.”  

 

According to a 2007-2008 survey on school staffing conducted by the U.S. Department of 

Education, 77% of Florida’s principals stated that tenure was a barrier to removing ineffective 

teachers from the classroom, and it was listed as the single biggest barrier of the 10 factors 

listed in the survey.  Based in part on responses by principals to this survey, the U.S. Chamber 

and the Center for American Progress gave Florida an “F” for removing ineffective teachers in 

its latest report in the Leaders and Laggards series, one of only 10 states to receive such a 

grade in this category.  HR 7189 takes a bold step towards enabling principals to make 

necessary personnel changes while still protecting a teacher’s right to fair treatment and due 

process.   

 

Finally, we must continue to find new ways to bring more qualified and dedicated people into 

the teaching profession.  Modernizing teacher compensation is one strategy, but teacher 

shortages, particularly in STEM fields, are so critical that they must be addressed through 

multiple approaches. Alternative pathways to teacher certification are vital to making sure that 

professionals from other walks of life are warmly welcomed into teaching instead of having 

their enthusiasm denied by needless bureaucracy.  This bill embraces initiatives like IBM’s 

Transition to Teaching program, which actively encourages their employees to pursue a second 

career in teaching once they leave the company.  Many of these former IBM employees would 

likely serve in schools as science or mathematics teachers, and would be a boon to any child 

with an inclination of pursuing a science or math career.  This bill greatly facilitates the 

transition that these professionals would have in making teaching their second career. 



 

Another successful alternative pathway to teaching includes Teach for America (TFA).  TFA is a 

non-profit organization which recruits high-performing recent college graduates from all career 

interests. Training and ongoing support are provided to these teachers as they are placed in 

low-income and traditionally low-performing schools in the United States. This bill will remove 

unnecessary barriers that often discourage TFA alums from staying in the classroom if they 

choose to do so. 

 

The IBM and TFA programs are but two examples of the many alternative pathways for people 

from all walks of life to enter the teaching profession.  These are programs that are supported 

by the Obama administration’s blueprint for ESEA reauthorization through a new competitive 

grant program, and this bill recognizes the potential of these alternative pathways to teaching 

by giving the best and the brightest Americans viable opportunities to become teachers.   

 

In the words of Max DePree, an American author and former CEO of Herman Miller, “We 

cannot become what we need to be by remaining what we are.”  Florida, and the United States, 

needs to become a world leader in education once again.  We need to ensure that each and 

every child receives the education he or she deserves – an education that will ensure that they 

are ready for college and their careers.  We need to give our businesses every opportunity to 

compete in a flat world by securing a workforce that is talented, agile, and capable of meeting 

modern demands.   

 

We cannot achieve this without taking bold steps to improve our public education system like 

the ones proposed in this bill.  HR 7189 is squarely aligned with mainstream education reform 

efforts and is consistent with President Obama’s principles for strengthening our education 

system.  I applaud the efforts of the Florida legislature for its willingness to take on this difficult 

issue and do what is necessary to keep our children, our businesses, and our nation moving 

forward.  With your commitment to excellence in education, we can indeed keep Florida and 



America competitive in a global economy.  I thank the committee for the opportunity to testify 

on this important issue and I remain available to answer any questions. 
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