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The Puzzle
States have dramatically revamped their teacher evaluation systems 
over the last six years, driven by incentives in Race to the Top (RTTT) 
and No Child Left Behind (NCLB) waivers.  As part of RTTT and the 
NCLB, the Obama Administration required states to create teacher 
evaluation systems including student achievement as a “significant” 
factor.  There has been substantial variation in the weight that states 
have given student achievement. 

State of the States: Connect the Dots – October 2013
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n Student growth as significant criterion in teacher evaluations. 
 In 2009, only four states were using student achievement as an important criterion in how teacher performance 

was assessed. In 2013, 16 states require student achievement to significantly inform teacher evaluations. Another 
19 states and DCPS have gone even further and require student growth and/or achievement to be the most 
significant factor in judging teacher performance. 

n Tying teacher performance to tenure and other personnel policies. 
 In 2009, not a single state in the nation awarded tenure based on any evidence of teacher effectiveness; in 2013, 

18 states and DCPS require that student performance be factored into the decision to award teachers tenure.

There is little doubt that the landscape is changing rapidly. In just the last year (between Fall 2012 and Fall 2013) 
about a third of all states adopted evaluation policies requiring teacher evaluations to include objective measures 
of student achievement as a significant or preponderant criterion. 

Figure 3. Teacher evaluation trends 2009-2013
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Figure 4. State requirements for including student  
achievement in teacher evaluations
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The Conventional Explanation
The conventional wisdom attributes this variation to the opposition of 
strong teachers’ unions, who oppose accountability-oriented reform 
policies and are deeply embedded in the policymaking apparatus 
(Peterson et al. 2014, Moe 2011).  Yet the research on teachers’ 
unions’ impact on state education reform policymaking is far from 
certain.  Moreover, in my own efforts to find a relationship between 
teachers’ union strength and the degree of student outcomes in 
evaluations, I have failed to find a relationship.  This is the case for 
other education reforms as well.
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Teachers' Union Strength and Education Reform

Another explanation: Education Reform Groups
It may be that teachers’ unions are up against strong opponents whose presence as 
advocates and penetration of the bureaucracy and the legislature rival their own.  
Using mixed-methods, I find that education reform groups are key to the passage of 
outcome-oriented evaluations by opening up the “iron triangle” of teachers’ union 
influence.

The Mechanism
My fieldwork indicates that education advocacy groups lead to policy 
change via two paths, one sparked by the presence of business reform 
groups and the other by citizen reform groups.  The existence of 
business or citizen reform groups determines whether reformer power 
runs through the bureaucracy or the legislature. In both cases, reform 
groups encourage to the involvement of national organizations, who 
support their bureaucratic (citizen groups) or legislative (business 
groups) efforts. The resulting law might be equally strong, but will vary 
in the degree to which the policy is spelled out in statute or delegates 
responsibility to the bureaucracy, respectively.

Bottom line
Reform groups matter as much or more than teachers’ unions to the 
passage of education reform and may pursue different policymaking 
strategies based on the type of group.  This has implications for our 
understandings of who is influential in education policymaking and how 
interest groups manage to achieve their agenda even in the context of 
existing entrenched interests.
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Ordered Logit DV = Evaluation strength
(1)
2010

(2)
2011

(3)
2012

(1)
2010

(2)
2011

(3)
2012

Number of  PIE Groups 15.33* 8.924* 10.67** 10.60* 8.611* 10.28*  
(6.226) (4.271) (3.918) (5.186) (4.282) (4.035)   

Performance Pay 2.890** 1.731** 0.919 2.093* 1.617* 0.690   
(1.090) (0.663) (0.674) (0.843) (0.666) (0.684)   

Teachers’ Union Campaign -0.121 0.447 -0.167 -0.0804 0.560 0.149   
Spending (0.539) (0.394) (0.345) (0.518) (0.403) (0.343)   

ALEC Choice Score -0.279 2.129 2.780* 0.705 2.540+ 3.831** 
(1.893) (1.312) (1.233) (1.678) (1.406) (1.413)   

NAEP '09 -0.179* -0.0563 -0.130**
(0.0798) (0.0428) (0.0433)

Graduation Rate -0.0320 -0.0625 -0.167** 
(0.0527) (0.0471) (0.0516)   

Percent Urban 0.0426 0.0369 0.0232 0.0284 0.0261 -0.00789   
(0.0381) (0.0273) (0.0227) (0.0362) (0.0275) (0.0230)   
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Table 1: Case Selection

Kentucky West Virginia Minnesota Wisconsin
Potential Confounders Achievement low low high high

Graduation Rates low low high high
Urbanization low low medium medium
Legislative Control Year of Eval Law Split D R R
Teachers’ Unions Ranking* (out of 50) 30 23 16 15

Predicted Probability of Evals with Significant Student Growth** .105 .133 .0004e-5 .0005e-3
50-State Median Predicted Probability = .0003

Explanatory Variable Reform Group? yes no yes no
Dependent Variable Significant growth in evaluations yes no yes no

*Ranking calculated from principal component analysis combining data on right to work law, collective bargaining law, the number of teachers’ union lobbyists per state legislator, teachers’ union
campaign contributions to state races, teachers’ union revenue, state spending per student, the median pupil-teacher ratio, and the ratio of employer to employee pension contributions.
**From logistic regression that regressed student achievement as at least a significant factor in teacher evaluations in 2010, according to NCTQ’s ranking, on the size of the metropolitan population
in that state in 2000, the number of books acquired in the school system in 2007 to 2008, the party of the governor in 2010, the percentage of students proficient in math in 2007, if at least 5% of
districts or a large metropolitan district has performance pay (as a simple measure of openness to innovation in education policy), and the percentage of the population that is white.

I next undertook comparative case study fieldwork in West Virginia, Kentucky, Minnesota, and Wis-

consin. I used my regression results to choose two pairs of states with similar probabilities of establishing

outcome-oriented evaluation reform according to my regressions’ predicted values and similar values on

potential confounders. The first pair had a predicted probability of passing growth-heavy reform that was

above the median predicted probability for all states. These “most likely” states (West Virginia and Ken-

tucky) had a low-achieving population, low graduation rates, low urbanization rates, and Democratic or split

legislature. My “least likely” states, the pair whose predicted probability was below the median (Minnesota

and Wisconsin), had a high-achieving population, high graduation rates, medium urbanization rates, and

Republican legislatures. In all four states, the teachers’ unions were relatively strong: in Minnesota and

Wisconsin, they were among the strongest and in Kentucky and West Virginia, they were in the middle of

the pack. Within each pairing, only one state had a reform group and subsequently passed reform. My plan

was to analyze these cases by comparing the states within each pair and by examining the process of teacher

evaluation policymaking within each state individually. I use process-tracing to do the latter; this entails

testing the observable implications of my theory against those of rival theories using data gathered from

interviews and documents.

I have already carried out three of my four case studies. I spent the first half of 2015 in Kentucky,

West Virginia, and Minnesota. I spent about one month in each location and interviewed state education

commissioners, state teachers’ union leaders, other professional association leaders, reform group activists,

business group lobbyists, directors of foundations, members of state boards of education, governors, state

department of education staff, state policymakers, state legislature staff, local superintendents, local union
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Case Studies
To further test this finding and determine the mechanism, I undertook comparative case study fieldwork in West 
Virginia, Kentucky, Minnesota, and Wisconsin. I used my regression results to choose two pairs of states with similar 
probabilities of establishing outcome-oriented evaluation reform according to my regressions’ predicted values and 
similar values on potential confounders.


