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Introduction
There are dramatic changes underway in the educational landscape of Tennessee, from pre-
kindergarten through college.  Tennessee has the extraordinary opportunity through its First 
to the Top initiatives to transform educational opportunities for all children.  United Ways 
throughout Tennessee want to support these efforts.
 
While there are many factors that influence student achievement, it is hardly surprising that the 
effectiveness of the classroom teacher is one of the most critical.  Tennessee’s First to the Top 
initiatives align the human capital resources with the technology and professional development 
every teacher in Tennessee needs to be highly effective in raising levels of student achieve-
ment.
 
As First to the Top was beginning to evolve, United Way Worldwide awarded United Ways of 
Tennessee a grant on teacher effectiveness, with the goal of building public will to promote 
policies that improve teacher effectiveness.  In addition, grants were given to the United 
Ways of Greater Chattanooga, Greater Knoxville, Metropolitan Nashville, and the Mid-
South.  To ensure efforts are truly statewide, each of these four “hubs” works not only in its 
metropolitan area, but also throughout its region in partnership with other United Ways and 
their community partners.  As a forum for community conversations, our statewide United 
Way system conducted listening sessions throughout Tennessee, giving a broad range of 
stakeholders the opportunity to share their opinions about what constitutes effective teaching 
and what reforms would improve student outcomes.  This role of United Way as a neutral 
convener and catalyst for action comes naturally, as we have a long history of both knowing our 
communities and building diverse collaborations to work toward common solutions.
         
Who we listened to
We held 61 listening sessions with over 700 individuals from rural, suburban, and urban 
communities throughout the state.  These sessions included teachers, administrators, parents, 
middle and high school students, and community members without any direct connection 
to public schools.  We intentionally sought out people whose voice might not necessarily be 
heard, such as non-English speaking parents, students in GED programs, and parents who are 
home-schooling their children.  We also talked to teachers working in traditional classrooms, 
parents in PTA meetings, and high school students in leadership positions.  This was not 
intended to be a statically accurate sampling of opinions, but rather a snapshot of current 
opinions from inside and outside the schoolhouse at a time when many statewide educational 
reforms are being implemented.
 
It is our hope that the voices of these Tennesseans can inform the many critical conversations 
and policy decisions being made on a state and local level that will positively impact teacher 
effectiveness and student achievement.
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What we learned from listening to teachers
We met with hundreds of teachers from a variety of rural and urban school districts who teach 
every grade from pre-kindergarten through high school.  The listening sessions included the 
greenest of teachers to those near retirement.  Our United Way team found that the vast 
majority of teachers were passionate about what they do and were strong advocates for the 
students they teach.
 
Teachers need additional resources to be effective
Teachers identified a variety of resources that would help them be more effective in their jobs.

• Teachers need parental and community support to address the non-academic needs of 
children that interfere with learning.  They want social service agencies and community 
health organizations to take an active role in helping all children come to school ready to 
learn. 

 
• Elementary school teachers want parents and community volunteers to help.  Several 

stated that differentiated instruction in the classroom requires extra hands and eyes 
to be successful.  Teachers were also passionate about the need for engaged and 
concerned parents.  

 
• Time is a valuable resource.  Teachers expressed continuing frustration with the never-

ending paperwork and time-consuming record keeping that diverts their attention from 
actual teaching time.

 
• Younger teachers, in particular, were critical that schools are not keeping pace with 

changing technological advancements.  Teachers in rural schools commented often 
about the “technology gap” that hampered their efficacy in the classroom.

 
 
Teachers know that school culture matters
Teachers do not want to work in isolation, and the creation of a school culture that sets high 
expectations for students and teachers was a frequent topic.

• Teachers identified as a critical factor for success the creation of a school-wide culture 
of high expectations for students.  Particularly in middle school, with its special 
challenges of dealing with young adolescents, there is a strong perception that high 
academic expectations drop.

 
• Teachers want principals who are effective leaders and who listen to teachers’ ideas and 

suggestions for improvement.  They want administrators to respect their professional 
judgment.

 
• A number of teachers stated that they have little voice in decisions within a school 

district that move them from one teaching position to another.  Several teachers felt 
pressured to take an assignment that they were unprepared or unqualified to teach.
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Teachers want effective professional development
Teachers had strong opinions about professional development. Required workshops and 
training sessions were frequently described as irrelevant to their actual work.  Teachers asked 
for professional development that:
 

• Relates directly to their teaching activities 
• Provides sustained support rather than one day workshops
• Includes peer observations, consults, and mentoring embedded within their school 

environment
• Contains collaborative emphasis

 
Many novice teachers, including those in alternative preparation programs, described 
themselves as unprepared to handle classroom management.  Teachers frequently stated 
that their college coursework did not prepare them well for the profession.  They noted that 
apprenticeships, mentorships and other support services would help beginning teachers to be 
more successful. 

 
 
Teachers want a better evaluation process
Not surprisingly, there were many comments about the upcoming changes in the teacher 
evaluation process and the uncertainty of how it would impact individual teachers.  Many 
teachers were uninformed about the ongoing work of the Teacher Evaluation Advisory 
Committee (TEAC) and the policies it is developing.   They were uneasy about potential 
changes.  Their key messages about evaluation were:
 

• Teachers are not afraid of being evaluated professionally, but they want a more 
comprehensive system. They want evaluations that 
are robust and multi-dimensional, reflecting all that 
a school system values in a teacher.  This should 
include, but not be limited to, student achievement 
data. 
 

• Teachers expressed concerns about value-added 
scores and their appropriate use.  They raised the 
issue of using previous years’ test scores to assess a 
teacher’s effectiveness.  This was especially concerning for teachers who had two very 
disparate teaching environments from one year to the next.

 
 

• Principals often recognize great teachers by giving them the most challenging students.  
These students are likely to test poorly, and consequently reflect poorly on the teacher’s 

 
“I’d give up my tenure if I thought I 
was being evaluated fairly.  I want 

to be a professional.  Ineffective 
teachers give me a bad name.”
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evaluation.

 
• Teachers feel that frequent observations are critical to a fair evaluation. A few teachers 

complained that principals rarely, if ever, visited their classrooms for observations. 
 

• Many teachers felt that the emphasis on academic gains in the evaluation process 
ignored the critically important development of students’ abilities to work in groups 
and communicate effectively with others. This component of child development was 
especially important for primary grade teachers (pre-kindergarten through second).  
They were concerned that the new evaluation process will not reflect this portion of 
their teaching responsibilities. 

 
• These concerns were echoed by teachers of students with disabilities who were 

frustrated that there were not adequate ways to credit a teacher who succeeds with 
helping a student master critical non-academic skills.

 
• Similarly, teachers of refugee students learning 

English as a Second Language know that cultural 
competencies matter for the success of their 
students, but do not feel that achievement tests 
capture this part of their work. 

 
• School librarians are worried that they will be held 

accountable for teaching skills to students when they may not actually have class time 
working with them.  In many schools, library access for students is at the discretion of 
the classroom teacher. As one librarian stated, “Evaluate the part of my job that I can 
control.”

 
• Teachers want the evaluation process linked to professional resources and mentoring 

experiences that will help them increase 
their effectiveness.  Many teachers stated 
that they did not know how to improve.  
There is a need for a profound cultural 
change within schools so that teachers can 
self-advocate for additional professional 
help without worrying that it will effect 
their evaluation.

 
 

What we learned from listening to parents
We spoke with hundreds of parents from one end of the state to the other.  Their children 

“What’s effective may differ based on 
content areas.  ... I’ve had students 
in my class who showed tremendous 
growth but the tests don’t necessarily 
illustrate that.”

 

 

“... can a teacher who is ineffective go 
to a principal and admit… ‘I’m horrible, 
but I want to become an effective 
teacher.’ … How do you create that 
environment for teachers to go to a 
principal?”
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ranged from pre-kindergartners to high school seniors.   In addition to hearing from suburban 
parents, we intentionally sought out parents who might not always be heard in conversations 
about teacher effectiveness.  This included families who lived in high poverty neighborhoods, 
whose children had disabilities, or who were English language learners. 
 
Perspective of parents:  What makes a teacher effective? 
In our conversations with hundreds of parents, these attributes were repeatedly highlighted:

• Sees students as individuals who are more than just a test score
• Has high expectations for student achievement
• Motivates students to learn
• Links lessons to the real world
• Focuses on the learning needs of individual students
• Exudes a passion about teaching
• Communicates effectively with parents – without being judgmental
• Understands the social and emotional needs of students and models positive 

communication skills 
• Demonstrates a deep understanding of their subject matter
• Maintains an organized environment
• Creates exciting and engaging lessons
• Provides multiple ways to teach
• Sees the strength and potential in every student

 
 
Parents know that school culture matters

• Parents were virtually unanimous in voicing their opinion that effective teaching is 
central to quality education.

 
• Parents talked about the imperative in setting high academic expectations for students.  

In reflecting on their own positive experiences in 
public school, parents recognized and valued teachers 
who set high expectations for learning.   The critical 
role of the principal in creating a culture of 
achievement was repeatedly mentioned. Parents 
want their children to be fully prepared academically 
to move to the next grade level.

 
• Especially in urban settings, a number of parents 

recalled with pride their own experience in schools as a time when “teachers taught 
order, discipline, and following directions in a way that students and parents both 
respected them.”

 
• Parents valued teachers who demonstrated a personal interest in their child.  We heard 

many positive stories of teachers who had made an 

“My 10th grade English teacher 
was a blessing.  She never let 

me turn in half done work – she 
always corrected my papers 

and made sure I used the right 
grammar.  She helped me get a 

scholarship to attend college.”
 

“I was able to call each teacher 
on the phone when there was 
a problem.  The staff was not 
just there to get a paycheck, 

they made sure if there was a 
problem they helped to resolve 

it.” 
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extra effort to address the individual needs of students 
as well as their families, often maintaining an interest in 
the student long after he or she had advanced to the 
next grade level.

 
 
 
Parents want additional resources and opportunities for their children

• Parents want more access to out-of-school programs (including before, after, and 
summer sessions) and additional opportunities for students to get help directly from 
teachers during after-school hours.  Parents of middle school students were especially 
vocal in wanting high quality out-of-school programs that addressed the physical, social, 
and emotional needs of their children as well as the academic.

 
• Parents of children with disabilities were concerned that important social skills could 

not developed because of time constraints during the school day and wanted increased 
opportunities for their children to be engaged in clubs, athletic activities and other out- 
of-school programming.

 
• Parents favored more service learning activities embedded in the curriculum as well as 

school to career activities as ways to connect students with the rest of the community.

• Parents were also critical of a narrowed focus in the curriculum and “teaching to the 
test.”   There were worries that history, 
civics, and geography were being short-
changed because of the emphasis on 
standardized tests. 

 
 
Parents want teachers to acquire additional skills and knowledge

• Parents believe that middle and high school teachers need more training in psychology 
and a stronger understanding of the social and emotional needs of their students in 
order to be more effective.  

 
• Parents of children with disabilities felt that many teachers in general education were 

not prepared to teach an inclusive classroom that combines special education students 
with their typically developing peers.  They recommended that teacher preparation 
programs embed ideas for modifications needed for special education students within 
all parts of their college curriculum.   In addition, they felt many teachers would benefit 
from opportunities to observe their fellow teachers who were skilled in differentiated 
instruction and able to modify their instruction in a way to provide challenging lessons 
for all students. 

 

“Now they are just teaching for the test.... My 
kids don’t know anything about Europe.  I 

knew about Marco Polo.   School should take 
you places you have never been before or 

may never get a chance to visit.”

 



8

 
• Parents of English Language Learners expressed frustration in dealing with teachers who 

mistook their children’s deficits in mastering English as an indication of an intellectual 
disability. 

 
• Parents want teachers to have a better understanding of the cultural backgrounds of 

the students they teach.  There were numerous stories of cultural miss-cues occurring 
between school personnel and families from diverse backgrounds.

 
• Parents of English Language Learners resented when their children were used to serve 

as translators for others.  They felt that translation was an adult responsibility.
 

 
Parents want increased communication and more effective interaction 
between schools and home
• Many parents acknowledged that they share responsibility for being proactive with 

their child’s education and that teachers cannot be the only “teacher” responsible for a 
child’s academic success.

 
• Parents want more personal contact with teachers, and they want that contact to be 

established before there is a problem with their child. Parents feel increasingly engaged 
when they believe that teachers and other school personnel have made an effort to get 
to know the parents as individuals.

 
• There were many different personal anecdotes about 

disconnects in communication between parents and 
teachers in which parents believed that teachers should 
have initiated conversations with families.  One woman in 
particular felt that she and the teacher had been in 
constant communication with each other during the year, 
but felt blindsided when her child was retained in the 
spring. 

 
• A number of parents stated that the expectations for parents to assist their children 

with homework were unreasonable and did not take into account the severe time 
constraints of parents working multiple jobs or taking college courses.  Furthermore, 
many parents feel inadequately prepared to explain math concepts to their children that 
they never fully mastered themselves.

 
• Parents talked frequently about the need to reinvigorate and update the ways that 

schools communicate with parents to take advantage of social media (e.g. twitter) and 
to rely less on newsletters going home in backpacks. 
 

• Parents were also critical of inflexible schedules for parent-teacher conferences that did 

“[There is] a lack of 
communication between teacher 

and parent; teachers wait until 
parent teacher conferences 

to address an issue; when a 
teacher feels the child is lacking 
they should contact the parent.”
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not accommodate parental work schedules or transportation barriers.

 
• Parents want to help in schools, but don’t always know how to do so.  There were also 

a few parents who complained that their efforts to volunteer were rebuffed by the 
teacher or principal.

 
• Parents are confused and feel that the “rules” are rapidly changing.  Parents are often in 

a haze about value-added scores and how to reconcile achievement scores with student 
growth scores.  There was surprisingly little conversation recorded in the listening 
sessions about the new and much more stringent academic standards that Tennessee 
has adopted and its potential impact on their children.

 
• As families gain new opportunities to make choices about what is best for their children, 

such as magnet schools, charter schools, high school academies and career paths, 
they are overwhelmed by the options.  Families in some immigrant communities 
expect school systems to make pathway decisions for their children and, therefore, are 
confused about the roles and obligations that parents in Tennessee have in charting 
their children’s academic future.  In particular the role of parent as “advocate” for a 
child is something new and different in some cultures.
 

What we learned from listening to students
Our conversations with middle and high school students ranged from students in leadership 
programs to adolescents who have dropped out or chosen to enroll in alternative schools.  They 
included English Language Learners and students with disabilities.  Most students felt that they 
had a clear idea of the characteristics of effective teachers and felt confident that they can 
identify the “good” teachers.
 
Perspective of students:  What makes a teacher effective? 
Students had clear opinions about the qualities they valued in teachers:

• Caring about their students 
• Having high expectations for student achievement
• Motivating students to stay engaged by involving them 
• Incorporating more hands-on activities & less lecturing
• Connecting lessons to the real world
• Focusing on the learning needs of individual students
• Respecting student opinions
• Feeling passionate about teaching
• Sharing a deep understanding of their subject matter
• Assigning meaningful work
• Managing the classroom fairly and setting clear expectations
• Asking students for feedback on how to improve the learning experience
• Understanding that there were things going on their lives beyond the school day
• Knowing whether students are confused without having to ask
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• Willing to give extra help outside of class time
• Admitting when they make a mistake

 
Students want their classes to be relevant and challenging

• Students want teachers who challenge them to think and who don’t fall back on “busy-
work” and sheaves of worksheets.  They are impatient with teachers who rely heavily on
 a lecture format.  Students valued teachers who provided 
project-based learning in which students could discover 
information on their own.

 
• Students want classes to be related to real-world 

experiences and want more information on how to make 
the transition from school to career.

 
• Students want to be active participants in their own 

learning, and they want their class time to be well spent.  Boredom is a larger issue than 
students not understanding the curriculum. 

 
 

Students want teachers to be responsive to their academic needs
• Students value on-going feedback from teachers on their work rather than an end of 

semester assessment, and see the potential for enhanced use of technology in the 
classroom to accelerate assessments and feedback.   

 
• Students appreciate teachers who give them multiple opportunities to provide feedback 

on what is working for them in the classroom so that the teacher can make adjustments 
in teaching the curriculum. For example, one student reported that his class asked the 
teacher to include materials from previous chapters in their chapter review tests so that 
it would be easier to pass a cumulative end-of-course exam without cramming.

 
• Students want teachers to provide alternative methods of presenting information when 

they are confused.  They are frustrated when a teachers moves ahead to “cover the 
material” without being sure that students understand.

 
 

 
 
 
 

“We know not everything 
is the teacher’s fault, 

but sometimes they get 
blamed for everything.  At 
some point, I realize that I 
have to step up and take 

responsibility.”
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Students identify teachers with varying effectiveness

• High school students want their opinions about teacher effectiveness to count.  They 
feel they know which teachers are good – “those are the classes you don’t want to 
skip.”  They want to have their perspectives taken into account.   

 
• Several students stated that they were surprised that inexperienced teachers weren’t 

given more help to get better and felt there should be more opportunities for the novice 
teachers to learn from the best teachers in the school.

 
• Many students stated that weak teachers would benefit from more teaching 

collaboration with “the good teachers.”
 
 

What we learned from listening to community organizations
In talking with a variety of community organizations that advocate and work directly with 
families, we heard frequently that schools do not work closely enough with such organizations 
in helping families.    At the same time, from our conversations with teachers, we often heard 
teachers felt overwhelmed by the need to address the non-academic needs of students and 
their families.  
 
Key messages from community organizations were:

• Schools and community organizations need to ramp up their level of collaboration and 
cooperation in health and human services delivery as well as academic support services. 
 

• Schools need to show increased cultural sensitivity and competency to maximize their 
effectiveness with parents and students.  In some cultures, for example, parents are 
more likely to find information credible if they already have a personal connection to 
the individual providing it.  Therefore, announcements sent home in a backpack are not 
as effective as messages conveyed in face-to-face meetings.

 
• Community organizations in urban centers felt that schools often set low expectations 

for at-risk students in the urban core.
 

• Community organizations believe that greater collaboration could increase timely 
referrals and case-management services for mental health issues and social service 
needs.

 
• Advocates for students with disabilities urged increased crossover among general 

education and special education teachers and an end to separate professional 
development activities for these teachers.
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Conclusion
As anticipated, the listening sessions that United Ways of Tennessee conducted across the 
state revealed a wide spectrum of opinions about ways to enhance effective teaching.  We 
encourage all stakeholders to continue these conversations in order to promote educational 
reforms that meet the needs and aspirations of students in our communities.


