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Introduction

The purpose of this study is to explore the feasibility of using the teacher assessment and
certification process of the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS)
as the centerpiece of a comprehensive strategy to improve the professional culture and
quality of teaching in low-performing schools. Specifically, the study attempts to answer
two basic questions related to this exploration:

1. What are the particular challenges and concerns identified by National Board (NB)
candidates, certified teachers, school and district administrators, and support
providers who have been closely involved with the NB process in low-performing
schools?

2. What potential strategies and leverage points might be considered to increase the
likelihood of success in using the NB process in low-performing schools?

These two questions are of particular concern to WestEd, as it is currently launching a
pilot effort with two high-poverty schools in Northern California that will use the NB
assessment process as an organizing strategy for inquiry, reflection, and professional
growth. Additionally, several teacher professional development organizations are
attempting to tap the potential of the NB assessment process in their school development
efforts. This study should contribute insights that can inform and improve those efforts
currently underway or being planned.

Methodology

A brief questionnaire was developed and administered to a group of 25 NBPTS
California Support Network members on March 20, 2001. The two-page instrument
asked a series of brief questions, consisting of yes/no, Likert-scale, and open-response
items, and served to identify themes for exploration and to recruit support provider
informants. (See Appendices A through C for instrument, detailed analysis, and
summary of results). These findings, along with an analysis of WestEd’s proposed
intervention strategy, were used to generate structured interview protocols for six key
informant categories:

School level:

1. National Board Certified Teachers (NBCTs)
2. National Board Candidates (NBCs)
3. School administrators at low-performing schools that have NBCTs and/or NBCs

District level:

4. District administrators (professional development personnel)
5. Teacher union representatives
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Other:

6. NBPTS support providers (affiliated with institutions of higher education, districts,
county offices of education, or independent contractors)

Interview protocols were drafted, reviewed internally, revised, piloted, and finalized. (See
Appendix D for interview protocols.) Support providers were interviewed first, and were
asked to help identify potential NBCT and NBC informants who currently work or had
worked at low-performing schools across the state. The protocols were used by two
researchers to conduct hour-long, structured interviews with 27 informants between July
7 and October 24, 2001. Although a few interviews were conducted face-to-face, the
great majority were conducted by telephone. All telephone interviews were key-entered
during the interview, while face-to-face interviews were later transcribed. All interview
notes were reviewed and finalized shortly thereafter, and follow-up calls for clarification
were conducted when necessary.

Table 1 summarizes the distribution of interviews by informant type. It also lists the
target and actual number of interviews for each group. Of note is that fewer district
representatives and site administrators were interviewed than planned. In both instances,
it was difficult to find district and school administrators who were both knowledgeable
about the NB process and willing to be interviewed. Turnover did play a role in this. In
fact, the two school administrators who were interviewed had already left the low-
performing schools they were at in the 2000-01 school year (discussed below).
Nevertheless, given that some support providers were former school administrators or
current district employees, the research team believed that these informant perspectives
could be adequately represented.

Table 1. Distribution of Interviews and Questionnaires

Data Collection Method
Informant Type In-person Phone Question- Target:
Interview Interview | naire (n=25) Actual
NBPTS Support Provider v v v 8:7
District Representative v v n/a 3:1
S | NB Certified Teachers at
I({: Low-Performing Schools v v n/a 10:7
o | NB Candidates at LPSs v v n/a 10:9
O | Principals w/ NBCTs or
L | Candidates on site v n/a 4:2
Teacher Union Representative v n/a 2:1

All transcripts were re-read by both researchers and a research assistant, and key themes
emerging from the interviews were identified in two half-day debriefing sessions.
Interview transcripts were then coded by theme, and salient quotes were selected to
highlight the theme or issue identified.
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While such a small and opportunistic sample cannot be considered representative or
generalizable to the state, there was strong consistency and convergence around key
issues and themes both within and across informant groups. This lends confidence to our
conclusion that the findings discussed are meaningful and worthy of consideration.

Overview of National Board Certification

Since National Board (NB) certification is a central focus of this study, a brief review of
the Board’s origins, purpose, and certifications is worth providing here. The National
Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) is an independent, nonprofit,
nonpartisan organization created in 1987 in response to the 1983 President’s Commission
on Excellence in Education report, 4 Nation At Risk: The Imperative for Educational
Reform. The Board’s mission is to establish high and rigorous standards for what
accomplished teachers should know and be able to do, to develop and operate a national
voluntary system to assess and certify teachers who meet these standards, and to advance
related education reforms for the purpose of improving student learning. The Board’s
long-term plan calls for 33 certificates in 15 content areas distributed across six
developmental levels to be made available (see summary table in Appendix E).

The National Board is governed by a 63-member board of directors, the majority of
whom are classroom teachers. Others include school administrators, school board
members, governors and state legislators, higher education leaders, and representatives
from teacher unions and disciplinary organizations along with business and community
leaders.

Standards for each certificate are developed by a standards committee of teachers and
others in the profession representing a national cross-section from the discipline of the
certificate. Following adoption of the standards by the National Board, the general
contractor for NBPTS (ETS) develops and pilots an assessment based on the standards.
Currently there are 24 different certificates available for candidates in the 2001-2002
school year. The certificates available cover almost 90% of the eligible teaching
population.

The process of earning National Board certification is rigorous. It involves assembling a
portfolio of one’s teaching practice providing evidence to meet four portfolio entry
requirements. Evidence includes unedited videotapes of classroom teaching, student
work samples, and written commentaries analyzing how the evidence provided meets the
teaching standards for the certificate. Teachers must also attend an assessment center
where their subject-matter knowledge is probed in six 30-minute exercises. Entries and
exercises are scored by National Board Certified Teachers (NBCTs) or teachers who
qualify to become candidates for the certificate being scored.

Candidates have four to five months to complete the portfolio portion of the assessment

and are given a window of two to three weeks in which to take the assessment exercises.
Assessment centers are located nationally and internationally.
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Candidates have up to three years to achieve certification once they have submitted their
initial application. In year one, the portfolio entries need to be completed along with
attendance at the assessment center. If the overall score of the combined portfolio entries
and assessment center exercises does not reach the performance standard, the candidate
has the option of “banking” successful entries and/or exercises and retaking any part of
the assessment needed to raise their overall score. In the view of the National Board, the
retake of an entry or exercise provides candidates an opportunity to continue to look at
their teaching and grow professionally.

NB certification is voluntary. It is open to teachers pre-K—12 who have a baccalaureate
degree, have at least three years of teaching experience (public or private), and have a
state teaching license or teach in an accredited school. While state licensing is for the
entry-level teacher, NB certification is for experienced teachers who wish to demonstrate
their accomplished practice. A National Board certificate is valid for ten years and may
be renewed at the end of that time in a process asking NBCTs to provide evidence of how
they continue to meet the NBPTS standards for their certificate.

Teachers note that the process of earning certification is challenging, and many say it is
the best professional development they have experienced. Teachers routinely rate the
process as more powerful than that of advanced university coursework or short-term
trainings, citing the sustained analysis and reflection of their teaching practice required to
meet portfolio entry requirements.

Structure of Report Findings

The next two sections report on the circumstances, issues, and dynamics that make
pursuing NB certification at low-performing schools particularly challenging, as well as
the potential strategies and leverage points for making NB certification a viable means of
school improvement, as identified by informants. Both of these dimensions were
thoroughly explored in the interviews, and are presented below sequentially. The number
and range of challenges discussed may convey strong pessimism regarding the viability
of using NB certification at all in low-performing schools. However, none of the
informants from any group ruled out NB certification as a potent organizing framework
and method for improving both the culture and teaching quality of low-performing
schools. In fact, most explicitly voiced their belief in and support for these notions, and
virtually all were committed to using that NB system to serve teachers and students at
low-performing schools. While their reflections and analyses offer a very frank, clear-
eyed assessment of the challenges that must be engaged, their thoughtful strategies and
leverage points also indicate how to increase the likelihood of success.

Challenges and concerns in pursuing NB certification
in low-performing schools

Informants identified a number of circumstances, issues, and dynamics that make
pursuing the NB certification in low-performing schools particularly challenging. Some
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of these issues were considered unique to low-performing schools, while others were
considered to be common among all schools but of greater intensity for low-performing
ones.

Understanding the context of low-performing schools is critical.

Informants noted that the context of a low-performing school is particularly critical when
considering a strategy that uses National Board certification as a framework for
intervention and professional growth. Among the many issues they identified, the
following were most often cited.

Instability and unpredictability are more prevalent in low-performing schools.

A number of informants noted that low-performing schools — which are almost always
high-poverty schools — suffer much greater degrees of instability and unpredictability.
In particular, they mentioned the continual turnover of students, teaching staff, and
administrators as sources of much disruption. For example, many candidates noted that
students’ mobility and non-cognitive issues (e.g., physical and mental health, family
health and economics) often undermined their ability to showcase in their video entries
students making academic progress. ““You get students moving around quite a bit,”
explained one candidate. “I had a number of students I wanted to use for work samples
who weren’t there for the post-[test].” Some tracked and documented the work of several
students to hedge against these sudden disappearances, all of which increased the effort
required. Several other candidates noted proportionally more high-needs students in their
classrooms that would present behavioral problems during videotaping. The resulting
disruptions often required retaping entire videoed lessons since editing is not permitted
under Board rules. An NBCT recalled, “I had a girl with difficult behavioral problems.
Her mom was in and out of hospital; she’d suddenly go off, or get up and look out [the]
window, and I did not want to submit a video with that behavior in it. 1 did do a lot to try
to address behavioral issues, but I did not videotape [in that class].”

As one support provider related, “Those in low-performing schools are fighting a
different fight than those not in low-performing schools. This [candidate] was working
with minority kids, low SES kids; trying to make the school a safe place; trying to find
support for kids without family support; working on after-school programs to provide
needed physical, emotional, and academic support for the students.” This was also
emphasized by a large urban district official, who stated: “In low-performing schools, we
know the working environment can be a big issue: If people are worried about safety,
discipline, and crime, then good teaching won’t happen.”

Several candidates also cited teacher and administrator turnover as a significant pressure.
One candidate noted that a third of the teachers at her school were new to the school and
the profession, while another third had been teaching less than five years. As a more
veteran teacher, this generated significant mentoring demands for her even while she
pursued NB certification. Another candidate related that her school had had four
principals in four years. Such rapid leadership changes brought with them very different
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leadership visions, styles, and priorities for the staff (discussed below). “Staff are just
hanging by a thread without that leadership, trying to provide cohesion and alignment,”
she explained. “It doesn’t happen unless you have a strong leader. You get burned out.”
These rapid changes also increased the uncertainty of teaching assignments. As one
candidate said with irony a week before her year-round track began, “This is the
wonderful thing about being in a low-performing school: I don’t even know what grade
I’m teaching next year! We have many changes from year to year.”

NB candidates often play multiple, critical roles at their schools.

A clear message emerging from virtually all informant interviews, regardless of
informant type, was that teachers that choose to pursue NB certification very often also
play multiple roles that are of critical need to their schools. As a district administrator
noted, “Teachers who are NB candidates have high visibility at their school site as
leaders. The most daunting issue is taking time away from their school leadership
positions.” These multiple role demands are particularly pressing among NB candidates
at low-performing schools. One candidate described a typical experience:

“I’m a veteran teacher, and was required to lead and mentor my grade-
level team, both the bilingual and English-Only strands. I had two new
teachers in first grade, so there was a lot of work for me to bring them up
to speed, drive the curriculum, set the pace, explain things.... This was a
lot of extra planning outside of school hours — staying late after school,
meeting on weekends — for the tight teaming need to align the
curriculum. I did all that in addition [to] my [NB] application!”

Other candidates wrote grants, ran departments, and led program innovations while
pursuing certification. These roles — new teacher mentor and peer support provider,
instructional leader at a grade level (in elementary schools) or department (in secondary
schools), and lead implementer of school- or districtwide reforms — are often seen as
vital and non-negotiable by site administrators. As one stated, “With our district, so
much [reform activity] was rolling down, I could not have our teacher leaders [who were
candidates] do less; we would have suffered.” (Of note is that this principal also
expressed the belief that teachers pursuing NB certification should be given half-time
assignments as a kind of “semi-sabbatical.”)

While several candidates and NBCTs took on the NB assessment as an additional set of
tasks that impinged on personal time, for others, it generated tension at school as the
demands of pursuing NB certification pressed on candidates’ professional time and
attention. As one support provider reflected, “In some ways National Boards...could be
construed as a selfish thing to do.” Some NBCTs explicitly noted that during their
candidacy year(s), they had to cut back on their mentoring and participation in reform
efforts. Several expressed frustration and guilt at doing so, yet described it as an up-front
cost for a longer-term benefit to the school. Said one NBCT, “Having gone through the
NB process and having observed and looked at my teaching process critically, I can do
teacher support work more effectively.” Others saw pursuing certification in a more

NBC-L PS Feasibility Study 6 WestEd



positive light: “Pursuing Board certification presents a perfect opportunity to get
involved; in and of itself, going through Board process is contributing to school reform.”

More difficult was the sense, expressed by some, that the NB process impinged on their
time dedicated to preparing their classes. “The challenge was balancing completion of
the process and maintaining my commitment to students in my role as a teacher,” related
one candidate. “Many times I felt [ was neglecting the students and the appropriate
lessons I thought they should be receiving. Sometimes I haphazardly put a lesson
together which was different from my normal way of going about teaching. That was a
struggle for me.”

Virtually all candidates noted that the understanding and public support of the school site
administrators was critical in allowing them to pursue the NB assessment.

Many members of low-performing schools express concern in being able to
demonstrate excellence.

Emerging from these structured interviews was a cluster of themes related to the adverse
effects on staff and students of the stigmatizing “low-performing school” label. These
effects were reflected in several observations related to teachers’ expectations of students,
teachers’ sense of confidence and self-efficacy, students’ behaviors and beliefs, and
school morale. These are relevant because they can in turn fuel doubt and resistance to
the idea that schoolwide excellence is possible, and that NB certification is a viable
means to achieve it.

One support provider articulated the issue in this way:

“The biggest challenge for candidates in low-performing schools is the
mindset. People from these schools continually say, ‘My kids don’t
perform at the level that other school’s kids do.” It’s a constant struggle to
get them to understand it’s not about making their kids into something
they’re not; it’s about taking them from where they are and pushing them
as far as they can go....Teachers somehow think they have to show that
their kids are performing at the highest level....The thought is ‘I’m not
[NB] certifiable, because my kids aren’t in the 90" percentile.” The key is
how far we can move them, help them improve....This is the part we
haven’t done well yet.”

The fact that students are low performing led several candidates to note that quality NB
entries are harder to produce, though they still believed they could do so. One NBCT
recalled, “I did it to show that this could be done with the lowest-performing students.
My experience shows me that with highest-performing students, your portfolio scores
will naturally be better because these students are more articulate, and look better
performing; it’s easier to use their work to show what you’re trying to get. Teaching the
big concepts and connecting them over assignments is a lot less stressful [with high-
performing students] because they make you look good.”
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This teacher noted that students who are low performing can internalize these low
expectations, and this can in turn affect their willingness to participate. She described her
experience with high school students:

“Class discussion is extremely difficult to do with low-performing kids in
high school. They’ve been pounded by [the] system quite a bit by the time
they reach high school. Getting them to put forth their ideas in class is not
easy — they receive ridicule from peers. It doesn’t have to be that way,
but in high school, for the lowest-performing kids, they’ve learned ...to
keep their mouth shut and don’t show what they don’t know, so they’ll
pass through the system. A negative expectation is built for kids
bordering on failing in the system, so they’re less willing to come forth.”

In addition to the students, several informants noted that candidates, in producing video
entries, need to continually confront weaknesses in their own teaching and be willing to
reflect critically on their practices and have others do so also. Many candidates in low-
performing schools reported finding this particularly difficult and painful to do,
especially as many of them intentionally chose to teach at low-performing schools out of
a deep moral commitment to provide a quality education for these underserved students.
“At points it was very frustrating, and [ wondered if I was doing the right thing for my
students,” explained one candidate. “You’re not feeling like a fabulous teacher all the
time, because you’re reflecting on what you’re not doing well all the time.” Another
noted, “I began to wonder, ‘Have I been living up to these standards?’...I have never had
to evaluate myself this way.” This sense of increased doubt becomes compounded when
external performance indicator systems — which typically define low-performing status
— are the main focus of accountability and judging worth. (This issue is discussed below
under external factors.) As a support provider put it, “Low-performing schools [are]
where teachers feel the biggest strain. There’s always someone telling them they’re
doing a poor job. The school may be under performing, but that doesn’t mean you are.”

Interestingly, a number of informants noted the positive effects on morale of their fellow
staff and their students when candidates did become certified. One NBCT who works at
a school where several other peers have been certified commented: “[Our being certified]
has raised our self-esteem; we’re this dumpy ghetto school that has all these great
teachers. Maybe this is a way to raise a school’s self-esteem.” Several candidates and
NBCTs also noted that their students become more engaged and identified with the
candidate as a result of the process. As one NBCT described what happened to her high
school students, who had been identified by other teachers in the school as “rejects; low
performing”: “[National Boards] became important because the students really bought
into [teacher’s pursuing certification], and supported me in it. The students didn’t
understand what it all meant, but they still felt proud and validated that they had a teacher
that achieved certification. It gave them pride. They felt ownership because my
certification was connected to their performance.”
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Accessing and engaging parents is seen as more difficult.

Candidates at low-performing schools faced additional challenges with the NB
expectation of parental and community involvement. One support provider who had
been an NBCT at a low-performing school said, “Parent outreach at a low-performing
school is quite low. Normally, teachers can get great participation, but at a low-
performing school there’s a bigger challenge. My school had 1,100 students, but we
might have 10 parents come to a meeting. Thinking of my candidates, that happened to
all of them. It’s not that they didn’t make the effort; it’s that teachers had to do much
more to get these parents involved — more attempts, and stronger attempts.” Another
support provider and NBCT noted that economic factors affected parent participation:
“With the Board standard on family involvement, and outreach to community,” she
explained, “I had to help families to understand what [ was doing. That was a challenge
at a low-performing school, especially if parents must be working, and cannot take time
off from work to come to the classroom.” A third support provider contrasted this with
what she saw happening to candidates in high-performing schools: “In schools that are
high performing...you’re actually fighting parents off sometimes, and they cause you to
be looking over your shoulder.” She noted that these parents were seen as a much easier
resource to engage in support of the candidate’s efforts.

Interestingly, several teachers looked beyond family accessibility and cited teacher
turnover as a factor inhibiting the building of trust with families. Given that parents need
to sign consent forms for their children to be video-filmed for entries, this trust-building
is essential and needs to begin before candidacy. In addition, several noted that the NB
process motivated candidates to engage in more effective outreach to parents and
community. As one NBCT reflected on her experience, “I [now] do a lot of parent
contact. The NB process made me realize community and parent involvement is very
important in the learning process. With 150 students per year in secondary, you need to
reach that many parents. I now make a point to contact parents of students who don’t
come to class or don’t do the homework. And it’s working.”

Potential exists to create status distinctions between certified and non-certified
teachers.

Informants brought to light another challenge with implementing the NB process as the
centerpiece of a schoolwide change effort. As one support provider expressed it, “There
could be a lot of fallout for teachers that are successful versus those who aren’t in
pursuing certification. That would have to be dealt with well at the beginning, clarifying
that some teachers are more ready than others.” Another support provider echoed that
idea, commenting that a potential pitfall may be “setting up groups [of teachers in a
school] that are certified versus not certified.” She also noted “It can be painful opening
up [one’s] classroom practices...it’s very personal, and can be emotionally scarring if not
done sensitively.” Several informants suggested that a staged process be implemented so
that teachers could participate at several levels, from awareness to pre-candidacy through
candidacy and certification. (This is discussed in the subsequent section on strategies.)
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Procuring needed hardware and technical support is more challenging.

As a practical matter, candidates at low-performing schools often noted their difficulties
procuring the hardware and technical support necessary for the candidacy process,
including such items as video cameras, omni-directional microphones, and assistance
with videotaping and sound recording. One candidate voiced her frustration: “Five
teachers at our school were doing National Board and there was only one video camera. |
borrowed my brother’s camera. The school purchased two omni-directional mikes which
was a help. Also I had difficulty in getting someone to videotape. I was fortunate to
have a parent volunteer but I had to train her and explain what I was looking for.”
Another candidate expressed similar challenges: “It would have been nice to have a video
camera — | had to borrow my parents’. Our school’s cameras were not compatible with
the microphone we bought. And videoing was a nightmare. You can never anticipate
what would go wrong: the technology teacher would turn off the camera, which was
considered editing; the sound would drop off, and we’d have to tape again. Technical
things drove me crazy. I did a lot of tripod work in the end, which I don’t know if it will
hurt me.” When asked what other support would have helped, a number of candidates
mentioned access to color copy machines (which generated a significant cost for some)
and assistance transferring from tape from digital to VHS.

External pressures on low-performing schools are also significant.

In addition to the many internal challenges that confront candidates and NBCTs at low-
performing schools, informants described several external pressures and demands that
also affect these schools. Among these, the following were most often cited.

External demands on low-performing schools are perceived to be greater, and are
often seen as contradictory to the National Board’s teaching standards.

Several informants noted that working at a low-performing school, especially in the
current high-stakes accountability environment, has led to much greater scrutiny and
increased pressure to implement externally-imposed changes, and to demonstrate
improvement on performance indicator systems. This increased pressure transfers across
roles, with teachers reporting feeling pressure from their site administrators, site
administrators feeling pressure from district leaders, and district staff feeling pressure
from local stakeholders and state policymakers. The resulting dynamic affected
candidates in a number of key ways.

» Top-down reform initiatives requiring participation are more common.

Many informants talked about reform initiatives being required by the district, and the
impact this had on teachers. One high school principal described his view of the basic
contradiction between National Board tenets and his district’s implementation of a top-
down, outside-in reform approach:

“Teachers were not in agreement with the district’s reform movement;
there was an underlying rebellion against the district leadership style,
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which was ‘The firings will continue until morale improves.” National
Boards had much more credibility for them; it emphasized and reinforced
that teacher-initiated, collegially-based, student-centered approaches were
more effective than what [the] district was doing. National Board was a
way to escape from [the] madness they were required to engage in.... NB
was an inoculation from top-down heavy-handedness. It also had a
credibility with the teachers that the district reforms didn’t, because [in the
latter] there was no real dialog; you had to be blindly led.”

This principal expressed the desire — echoed by many informants — for more
systemwide alignment and coherence in a school reform approach. As he put it, “It’s
very possible that within National Boards there are many things that are compatible with
[our] district reform efforts...but you cannot bulldog people, you must motivate and
convince them.” But he warned against the potential negative effects of this
contradiction. “At the district level, I’'m at a loss: It seems like everyone is on the same
page about Board certification, but the district still spends millions on its own
professional development, while what’s really good is not picked up on. It becomes a
dual track, what [the] district is pursuing versus what you’re doing personally as a
teacher.” The potential strategy of better aligning district, site, and teacher visions is
discussed further in the strategies section below.

» Highly scripted curricula and instructional methods are more prevalent.

A number of NBCTs and candidates voiced concern about the trend in districtwide
reform efforts toward using highly scripted curricula and instructional methods. For
example, one candidate described the district’s impending introduction of just such a
curriculum in reading, noting that it was welcomed by novice teachers but disliked by
more veteran staff. This teacher pursued Board certification sooner than she had
expected due to foreseen conflicts with this district reform: “Hearing about other teachers
[in other districts] required to use Open Court prompted me to do National Boards earlier
rather than later, because our district is now introducing an early [highly scripted] literacy
manual...I didn’t want to do my literacy entries under that constraint.”

A support provider described her candidates’ difficulties in completing certification
entries with prescribed curricula: “Some say it’s more of a challenge because they have
to stay on the page, doing certain things at certain times. [The] literacy development
[entry] takes place in an eight-week timeframe. Most folks wanted to show variety —
poetry, non-fiction writing. With Open Court, it’s harder for them to pick the pieces to
show improvement. It’s not that they thought Open Court wasn’t going to work; they
didn’t feel that they could put themselves in the lesson. That was alarming to them.”

Another support provider noted that the introduction of this mandated curriculum
affected NB candidates “across the board.” As she explained, “Many of our candidates
asked, ‘How can I demonstrate accomplished, standards-based teaching within the
confines of this highly scripted curriculum?’” She and other support providers
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recommended that candidates document these constraints in the context section of the
application.

> High-stakes performance indicator systems based on standardized, norm-
referenced tests (NRTs) are the focus of principal attention and staff efforts.

Teachers and administrators expressed deep concern about the effect of California’s
Academic Performance Index' on the focus and quality of teaching, and on the perception
of the school as doing the right things over time. One candidate stated, “In a low-
performing school, all anybody cared about were the SAT-9 scores [and] making our 5%
[API] increase. There was no time to help teachers pursue other avenues like the
National Boards. It was not seen as a necessity; my pursuing National Board certification
was not important to the school. The SAT-9 was the new principal’s entire focus for the
year... | think a lot of teachers are consumed with [SAT-9] testing [and] the state
accountability system, which our district is really pushing.”

A support provider noted similar concerns in another candidate. “So much going on in
the school was toward improving test scores... That was the message from the principal
and how [the candidate’s colleagues] were talking. But this...wasn’t fully congruent
with what the [National] Board asks for, particularly with the teacher’s role in
implementing standards, focusing on students’ work, and individually diagnosing her
students. She was bobbing in a sea of people doing something different than she was.”

This sense of contradiction was voiced by many teachers. As another candidate related,
“It felt like [National Board] was in conflict with those [school reform] efforts, because
National Board standards are so holistic, and the test-prep skill set’s focus is so different.
It was so contradictory, it was hard on the soul. I know we need to prepare our kids
better for these tests, but there’s not enough time in the day to do all of it...I had to add
much more, beyond what my school required.”

One notable worry voiced by several teachers concerned the possible negative short-term
outcomes on such indicator systems that could occur from following NB-endorsed
practices. One NBCT observed, “If I'm teaching in a very comprehensive way, being
very thoughtful about how my students are responding, I’'m not sure whether it will show
on a standardized test...If I’'m doing portfolio assessment as a new teacher, but that
[standardized, norm-referenced] test comes along and I don’t know anything about it, my
kids may not do well.” Another candidate, who had been very enthusiastic about the
impact she was having on her students utilizing NB tenets, suddenly expressed doubt that
it would be adequately reflected in the state’s accountability system: “Forget about our
target list, and our reading benchmarks, which we are doing very well in. My worst fear
is that it won’t be reflected in the SAT-9. Maybe we should be reconstituted; maybe
we’re doing everything wrong, because that’s the measure that matters right now. It’s
scary.”

' A school-level index which is determined entirely by non-longitudinal student performance on the
Stanford-9 norm-referenced test.
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Strategies and Leverage Points

In the informant interviews, several questions were asked to elicit whether there were
strategies and points of leverage that might be used to increase the likelihood of success
in using the NB process as an organizing framework for improving low-performing
schools. Informants were quite clear and consistent in identifying these strategies and
leverage points, although they were also equally clear about the difficulty both in
implementing them on a schoolwide basis, and in sustaining them over time. In many
cases, these strategies speak directly to the challenges and issues discussed above. While
they may easily be read as recommendations, they are better understood as starting points
for a discussion on how to most effectively introduce the NB assessment process into a
given school and district context.

School site administrators need to understand and support the tenets and
certification process of the National Board.

Several informants across different roles emphasized the need for school site
administrators to understand what the NB process entails and aims to develop in teachers,
and to support teachers who are pursuing candidacy in a variety of ways. Supports
mentioned range from giving access to and help with technology, to freeing up
candidates’ time at critical junctures, providing moral encouragement, and urging parents
to participate in the candidates’ efforts. One support provider explained, “Principals must
understand that the teacher is going through a very rigorous process, and must
offer...support; most successful teachers have principals who do that extra little bit....
This is especially so for low-performing schools, because that’s where teachers feel the
biggest strain.” Another support provider elaborated: “There needs to be greater
education of the principal and assistant principal to understand that this is special, and
does need extra planning. They need to take things off their [candidates’] plates;
[Administrators] need to change to, ‘Tell me what you need.” These teachers are
spending all this extra time preparing lessons, analyzing student work. Administrators
need to get used to the idea that these people may have to say ‘no,” because they’re not
the typ