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April 7, 2010 

Representative Hasner, 

            For more than a decade, Florida has been the nation’s leader in education reform, 
pursuing far-reaching innovations—in school choice, accountability, virtual schooling, and 
more—while most other states have been content to stay inside the box.   Whenever I’m asked 
to point to one state as a shining example of genuine reform, I point to Florida.   

            HB 7189 continues this reformist tradition: calling for fundamental changes in teacher 
tenure, evaluation, and compensation that are designed to promote a higher quality workforce 
and give teachers stronger incentives to perform.  

            I understand that Diane Ravitch has written Florida lawmakers a letter denouncing HB 
7189 and providing arguments as to why it should be rejected.  I know Diane personally, having 
served for some ten years with her on Hoover’s Koret Task Force, and I have been asked to 
comment on Diane’s letter.  This is not such an easy thing to do, as I consider Diane a friend and 
do not want to create any personal animosity.  Still, she has been quite assertive in offering her 
views on Florida public policy, and some sort of measured response is called for.  

            (1)  Diane is no longer on Hoover’s Koret Task Force.  Over the past several years, her 
views on education reform have changed quite dramatically—which is what her book is about.  
She no longer holds views that are compatible with those of us on the Task Force.  And last 
year, recognizing as much, she quit our group.  I would say that her views are now highly 
consistent with the positions of the teachers unions and other established opponents of 
change.  I don’t say that pejoratively to denigrate Diane.  I think it is just a simple fact.  As for 
why she holds those views, that is a question I can’t answer.  But her contention in the book—
that it is driven by a new understanding of the facts—strikes me as rather surprising, as she 
seems to be the only person in the entire country who is shifting in that direction.  Everyone 
else, from President Obama and Arne Duncan on down, seems to moving in the direction of 
demanding serious reforms—of precisely the type that Florida is now contemplating.  

            (2)  Diane bemoans the fact that HB 7189 would end tenure, but never says why tenure 
is justified in the first place.  The fact is, with the protections now built into state laws and 
collective bargaining contracts, it takes (on average) 2 years, $200,000, and 15% of the 
principal’s total time to dismiss one bad teacher.  What kind of madness is this?  Who would 
design a system with such personnel rules if they were simply interested in doing what is right 
for kids?  Without tenure, teachers would still be legally protected (as all workers are) against 
arbitrary and discriminatory treatment.   Setting teachers apart as a special, insulated class of 



employee makes absolutely no sense, and simply guarantees that bad teachers will remain in 
the classroom and overall quality will suffer. 

            (3) When all is said and done, Diane does not think that teachers should be held 
accountable for teaching kids what they are supposed to know.  This, in my view, is simply an 
untenable position.  The public school system is not a jobs program in which teachers should 
have a right to get paid just for showing up.  Teachers are hired for one reason: to educate 
children.  And if we want to ensure that they do that as effectively as possible, we need to hold 
them accountable—meaning, we need to have standards of performance, we need to measure 
whether they are being met, and we need to have consequences when they aren’t.  No one 
who runs a large organization in the private sector would consider not holding their employees 
accountable for effective performance.  Accountability is essential for a quality workforce.  It is 
also essential if workers are to have the right on-the-job incentives.  The idea that education is 
somehow different—that teachers will perform at high levels just because they are 
“professionals”—is simply wrong-headed and out of touch with organizational realities. 

            (4)  In attacking accountability, Diane argues that there are all sorts of other factors, in 
addition to teachers, that affect student performance.  This is true (and obvious), but the 
question is: does this mean we shouldn’t try to hold teachers accountable for teaching kids 
what they are supposed to know?  The answer is clearly no.  Like all workers in all organizations, 
they need to be held accountable—in ways that make sense, of course, given the nature of 
their jobs.  Accountability is not about being unfair to teachers.  It is about finding reasonable 
ways of evaluating their performance in the classroom and attaching consequences—via 
compensation—to those evaluations.  The two ways that HB 7189 proposes to do these things 
are surely reasonable.  (a) Student gain scores (the differences in the level of a student’s 
achievement from the beginning of the year to the end) are widely regarded as the best way of 
measuring what students learn during the year; and unlike simple levels of student 
achievement, these differences in levels inherently tend to factor out and control for most (not 
all) of the “other influences” that Diane worries about.  (b) Teachers are also evaluated 
subjectively, by their superiors, on a number of different criteria, and these subjective 
evaluations provide independent measures that are largely free of these “other influences.”  It 
is true that no measurement system is perfect.  But Diane and other critics of accountability 
want to use any departure from perfection to make the case that there should be no 
accountability—and this extreme conclusion just doesn’t follow.   Our job is to make the 
schools as effective as they can possibly be, and we can’t do that by letting teachers and 
schools be totally unaccountable for what students learn.   

            (5)  Diane is against using tests to evaluate teachers.  Yet our best measures of how 
much students are learning are the gains in standardized test scores—which, despite the 
howling of critics, are actually quite sophisticated measures (or can be, if done right).  The idea 
that we should not use test scores at all—that we should ignore the best evidence we have 
about student learning—is hard to fathom, and makes little sense as a general proposition.  It 
would make more sense if she disagreed with specific ways of taking test scores into account; 
for there are various methods of doing it (involving various kinds of statistical controls, and so 



on), and there is no guarantee that any one method is right or best.  We need to put test-based 
systems of evaluation and compensation in place, get experience with them, and move toward 
better and better methods over time.  But we need to start—and get serious.  Diane really 
wants to argue against all methods of using student test scores.  And I see no basis for this.  It 
amounts to throwing away information, and is a rationalization for failing to hold teachers 
accountable at all.  This complete absence of accountability, I should emphasize, has been the 
tradition for decades: it is literally true that 99% of all teachers get satisfactory evaluations, that 
virtually no one gets fired for low performance, and that salaries have nothing to do with how 
good or bad a teacher someone is.  This is a formula for stagnation.  We obviously need to 
change all this and move toward a workable system of accountability. 

            (6) Pay for performance has had a rocky history in public education, and most 
experiments with it in the past have not worked out well.  Yet this is not because there is 
something inherently wrong with pay for performance.  For we can certainly arrive at reliable 
measures of teacher performance over time and use them as a basis for teacher pay.  And 
outside of education, almost everywhere, pay for performance is obviously the organizational 
norm.  The problem in public education is that pay for performance has met with strong 
opposition from most of the established players, particular the teachers unions, and they have 
used their power to undermine it—both in politics and on the ground.  The unions not only 
oppose pay for performance, they don’t even want teacher performance to be measured—and 
they have done everything they can over the years to undermine well-intentioned efforts to 
design and implement reasonable systems of evaluation and compensation.  They are 
dedicated to “proving” that these systems don’t work by (a) using their power to defuse and 
hobble them and then (b) using the hobbled programs as evidence that pay for performance 
doesn’t work.  The unions’ opposition is not going to stop.  It simply has to be overcome by 
policy makers who are truly dedicated to reform, and are unwilling to let the unions control 
public education.   

            Ok, I have gone on too long.  I hope these comments are helpful.  And I hope Florida 
continues to demonstrate its leadership in education reform by embracing HB 7189. 
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