
Seizing Opportunity at the Top 

How the U.S. Can Reach Every Student 

With an Excellent Teacher 



Definition:  

ωA profession providing 
opportunities for 
achievement, impact, and 
rewards that are 
significant and 
proportional to each 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ 
effectiveness at work 

Our goals:  

ωReach every child with an 
excellent teacher 

ωBuild an Opportunity 
Culture that attracts, 
leverages, and retains 
excellent teachers 
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Seizing Opportunity at the Top 

This presentation is drawn from Seizing Opportunity at the Top (Public Impact, 2011) and produced 
with support from The Joyce Foundation.  See that report for full acknowledgements and citations. 
 

What is an “Opportunity Culture”? 



The top 25 percent of U.S. teachersτmore than 800,000 of 
themτalready achieve results that would enable all of our 

children to meet and exceed standards  

Excellent teachers (the top 20ς25 percent) help students make 
approximately three times (3X) the progress of students who 

are assigned to teachers in the bottom 20ς25 percent 

¢ƘŜǎŜ άо·έ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀōƻǳǘ мΦр ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ 
student learning growth annually  
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Today’s Excellent Teachers  



{ǘŀǊǘ м ȅŜŀǊ ōŜƘƛƴŘΧ 
Catch up after 2 years of 

excellent teachers 
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Consistent Excellence Makes the Difference 

{ǘŀǊǘ н ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘΧ 
Catch up after 4 years of 

excellent teachers 

{ǘŀǊǘ ƻƴ ƎǊŀŘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΧ 
[ŜŀǇ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƭƛƪŜ άƎƛŦǘŜŘέ ǇŜŜǊǎΣ 

with excellent teachers 

Catch up from 
ōŜƘƛƴŘΧ 

[ŜŀǇ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƭƛƪŜ άƎƛŦǘŜŘέ ǇŜŜǊǎΣ 
with excellent teachers 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻΧ  



In contrast, when children have solid teachers 
ǿƘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǇŜǊ ȅŜŀǊΧ 
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Impact of “Solid” vs. “Excellent” Teachers 

aƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ōŜƘƛƴŘΧ Stay behind 

aƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘǊŀŎƪΧ  Stay in middle 

aƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ŀƘŜŀŘΧ  Stay ahead  

Overall, U.S. students end up pretty much where they    
started out in life—the antithesis of the American Dream. 
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Impact of “Solid” vs. “Excellent” Teachers 
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4 years of an excellent 
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Still 2 grade levels behind after 
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We lose too many of the best: Some 64,000 top teachers 
leave teaching every year 

ωResult:  1 million students lose out each following year. 

We fail to leverage their talent: Only 600 students have an 
excellent elementary teacher even if she stays for 30 years  

ωResult: The best teachers reach no more children than the worst. 
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Where We Fall Short 

While an estimated 12.5 million children 
ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻǇ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ three 
times that many do not. 
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The Potential of New Strategies 

Recruiting more 
high performers 

Dismissing more of 
the least effective 

teachers 

Extending excellent 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƻ 

more children 

Retaining proven 
top-quartile 

teachers 
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How could these strategies work together to create an Opportunity Culture? 
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The Potential of New Strategies 

ÅGreatly improved recruitment 
of excellent teachers and 
dismissal of low performers 
would put excellent teachers in 
only 40 percent of classes. 

Å/ƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ άǊŜŀŎƘ 
ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
excellent teachers could put 
excellent teachers in more than 
80 percent of classes.  
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Current Strategies: Not Fiscally Sustainable 

What if we 
boosted the 

percentage of 
excellent 

teachers from 
ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 25% to 

40%? 

What if we did 
that in part by 

paying excellent 
teachers more ς 
$20,000 more, 
on average? 

The price 
tag: More 
than $25 
billion 

annually 

Å²ƛǘƘ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ 
such a price tag.  
ÅBut if the 40 percent of excellent teachers reached 
ƳƻǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊ-pupil funds 
could pay the tabτwithin current budgets.  



Opportunity Culture 
for Teachers 

Superior Learning 
for Children 

Financially 
Sustainable 

Excellence for 
Schools 

Excellent Teachers Reach More Children 
(via job redesign, digital instruction  

and time-saving tools) 

Excellent Teachers Have  
Opportunities for Career 

Advancement and Higher Pay 

Schools Retain More Excellent Teachers 

More Excellent Teachers Enter 

Others, Not Just Top Teachers, 
Contribute to Excellence in New Roles 

Worst Teachers Replaced   
(through new entrants  
and reach extension) 
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  Opportunity Culture Virtuous Cycle 



9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻΧ 

ωReach more students with excellent teaching 

ωEarn more pay for their contributions 

ωFocus time on aspects of instruction in which they excel 

ωIŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻǾŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
standards of excellence, and cultural attitudes 

{ƻƭƛŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻΧ  

ωFocus on their strengths 

ωLearn from and work with excellent peers 

ωHone their craft to become excellent 
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Teachers in an Opportunity Culture 

As the best teachers reach larger numbers of students, the need for the lowest 
contributors will decline. Dismissing these teachers will raise the profile of the profession 
and reduce the extra work better teachers do to make up for their low-performing peers. 
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Reach Extension: The Golden Key 

Extending the reach of excellent teachers is the 
only way to give top teachers unlimited career 
opportunities and pay them substantially more, 
within budget. 

So, how can 
schools put an 
excellent teacher 
in charge of each 
child’s learning? 
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ωChanges instructional roles and how schools are 
organized to leverage limited numbers of excellent 
teachers, keeping the best in classrooms  

In-Person Reach 
Extension 

ωUses technology that lets excellent teachers engage 
directly (though not in person) with students in 
locations that lack enough excellent teachers 

Remote Reach 
Extension 

ωUses video of excellent teachers or software that 
mimics their practices to reach a potentially 
unlimited number of students 

Boundless Reach 
Extension 

ωCombines reach extension methods to deliver 
excellent instruction and make better use of top 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ 

Combinations 

Opportunity Culture Reforms 



Changes instructional roles and how schools are 
organized to leverage limited numbers of excellent 
teachers, keeping the best in classrooms  

For example: 

ωAllow excellent elementary teachers to specialize and reach 2 to 4 
times as many children 

ωChoose excellent teachers with managerial skills to lead multiple 
classrooms in which other teachers use their methods and standards 

ωAllow top teachers to shift more children into their classrooms so 
they reach more students, while peers have smaller classes 

ω9ƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƻǇ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ noninstructional duties so they can reach 
more children with the time they save 
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Reach Extension: In-Person 



Uses technology to enable excellent teachers to 
engage directly (though not in person) with 
students, bringing excellent teaching even to places 
where excellent teachers are in very short supply  

For example: 

ωOffer some classes provided by faraway teachers using video-
conferencing and other two-way interactive technologies 

ωAllow pods of teaching specialists to  work together in 
desirable living locations to teach children in areas that lack 
sufficient local talent 
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Reach Extension: Remote 



Uses video of excellent teachers or software that 
uses their instructional practices to reach a 
potentially unlimited number of students with 
excellent teaching  

For example: 

ωUse video recordings, possibly holograms, of teachers who 
are content masters and engaging performers 

ωCreate smart software designed to mimic the way excellent 
ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǎŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭ 
and knowledge 
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Reach Extension: Boundless 



Combines reach extension methods to deliver 
excellent instruction and make better use of 
ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ 

For example: 

ωTime-technology swaps: Use digital instruction to replace a 
portion of excellent, in-ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƛƳŜτ
such as whole-group instruction and lecturesτenabling fewer, 
better in-person teachers to reach more students with 
personalized and enriched instruction 

ωAt elementary level, combine subject-specialization with 
ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƻǇ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ noninstructional time 
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Reach Extension: Combinations 



Fall 2011 19 

The Goal: Excellent Teachers For All 

ÅAll models have one aim: Putting an excellent 
teacherτone who produces high-growth 
learningτƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ 

ÅAt the same time, most models create new, 
focused roles for solid teachers in which they 
can contribute to excellence while developing 
their own capacity. 

 



New policies and management practices are 
essential to create an Opportunity Culture 
in Kς12 education  

ωMany schools could implement the simplest forms of 
reach extension without major changes in school 
management or policies 

ωBut sustainable, universal reach extension will require 
more change at the school, district, and state level 
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Management & Policy Changes 
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Management Practices in an Opportunity Culture 

Identify excellent teachers  

Redesign organizations and jobs for reach   

Pay excellent teachers more  

Proactively retain excellent teachers 

Offer diverse career advancement options 

Build instructional and data systems 
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Management Practices in an Opportunity Culture 

Identify excellent teachers  

ω¢ƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ о·κŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀŎƘΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
teachers are. They also need to get smart about predicting excellent 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŜŀŎƘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǊƻƭŜǎΦ  

ωCompetenciesτhabitual patterns of thinking and actionτenable 
educators to distinguish the best performers, and to design reach 
ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ 

Redesign organizations and jobs for reach  

ω{ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳ ƻƴŜ-teacher-one-
classroom model to various setups based on the effectiveness of 
individual staff members and student needs.  

ωStudent and teacher schedules will need to shift, and staff roles will need 
to be designed to reach larger numbers of students with the best teachers 
and technology.  
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Management Practices in an Opportunity Culture 

Pay excellent teachers more  

ωLŦ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊ-pupil funding 
ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ 
effectively available to pay teachers who reach more students.  

ω{ŎƘƻƻƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ 
ǊŜŀŎƘ ōȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ Ǉŀȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
budget.  

Proactively retain excellent teachers  

ωhŦŦŜǊ ƴŜǿΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦ 

ωEnable high performers to work together in new school designs. 

ωOffer development opportunities for those entering new roles. 

ωTake intensive, tailored steps to keep any excellent teacher who considers 
leavingτe.g., reduced-time jobs enabled by reach extension. 
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Management Practices in an Opportunity Culture 

Offer diverse career advancement options 
ωCareer paths should provide numerous opportunities for 

excellent teachers to reach more children, as well as clear roles 
for solid teachers and other staff. 

Build instructional and data systems 

ω5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǎŀǾŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜΣ 
for example, by monitoring student progress. 

ωOnline courses and remote instruction can make it possible for 
students to learn from excellent teachers, wherever they are. 

ωProviding access to both of these types of tools will be critical to 
enable excellent teachers to reach more students.  
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Policy Options for an Opportunity Culture 

Identify excellent teachers  

Clear barriers that keep excellent 
teachers from reaching more students 

Create the will to give every child 
excellent teachers 
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Opportunity Culture: Identifying 3X Teachers 

Require districts to identify their top-25 percent teachers 

ωRequire districts to use multiple measures, including student learning growth 
as the main element, and alternative growth measures in untested grades and 
subjects.  

Invest state funds to identify alternative measures of 
performance 

ωAlternative measuresτsuch as behavioral competenciesτshould correlate 
ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ǊƻƭŜǎΦ 

ωThese measures will help identify excellent teachers, pinpoint appropriate 
promotions into reach-extended roles, and support the development of all 
teachers. 
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Opportunity Culture: Clearing Barriers 

¢ƻ ǊŜŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻōǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀŎƘΥ 

ωProvide state funding for schools as fungible lump sums, including funding for teacher pay. 

ωEliminate class-size limits for excellent teachers. 

ω9ƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜ ƻǊ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ άǎŜŀǘ ǘƛƳŜέ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜŘ ǎǘŀŦŦΦ 

ωRevise licensure rules to make excellent out-of-state teachers automatically eligible to teach. 

To pay excellent teachers more: 

ωEliminate statewide salary scales. 

ωImplement state-level incentives for schools and districts that both reach more students with 
excellent teaching and share rewards with those teachers. 

To proactively retain top teachers and offer career advancement: 

ωGrant absolute protection to excellent teachers during layoffs.  

ωGive schools and districts full flexibility to establish (and pay for) advanced roles. 

ωMake tenure meaningful by offering it only to consistent top performers. 

To build instructional and data systems: 

ωInvest in universal wireless broadband access for all school-age children. 

ωInvest in systems to monitor student progress and customize instruction. 



Other nations limit who can teach to top high school 
and college graduates, and develop their skills 

In the U.S.: Create dramatic social and economic 
change, American-ǎǘȅƭŜΣ ōȅΧ 

ωProviding readily available financial rewards for success 

ωGiving power to the people in the form of rights 
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Opportunity Culture: Creating the Will 

How can federal and state policymakers create the 
will to reach every child with excellent teachers? 



Declare a new civil right: Access to excellent teachers 

ωCreate a new federal civil right for all students to excellent teachers; or 

ωEnforce existing civil rights laws with an excellent-teacher remedy 

Triggers: 

ωFailure to make grade level in a subject in the previous school year; 

ωCŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ȅŜŀǊΤ ƻǊ  

ωLack of access to an excellent teacher during the prior 2 school years 

Remedy: 

ωAccess to an excellent teacher who is fully accountable for the 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ 

Fall 2011 29 

Opportunity Culture: Creating the Will 



wŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǿŀǊŘ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜŀŎƘ 

ωRequire reporting of the number of children in different 
categories reached by teachers of differing prior 
effectiveness 

ωPay more per pupil for achieving student growth at least 
ŀǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǘƻǇ-25% teachers 
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Opportunity Culture: Creating the Will 

Teacher 
Success 

Effectiveness 
# of Children 

Reached 

The new formula:  
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