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The Boston Teachers Union’s opposition to placing Teach for America recruits in Boston classrooms is the latest evidence of just how far down improving student achievement is on the education establishment’s priority list.

From the moment students enter a school, President Barack Obama said in his first major education address, the most important factor in their success is not the color of their skin or the income of their parents; it’s the person standing at the front of the classroom.

Research shows that he’s right, and that the teacher characteristics most closely linked to improving student performance are knowledge of the subject they teach and verbal ability.

Teach for America recruits offer both. They generally hold degrees in their subjects rather than in education; Harvard, Yale, Brown and Michigan are among the schools that send the most graduates to the program.

It should come as no surprise then that a new Urban Institute study of North Carolina high schools points to the strong academic credentials of Teach for America recruits as a reason they were more effective than traditional teachers at boosting student achievement.

According to 2008 data from the College Board, students intending to pursue undergraduate education majors have lower SAT scores than those in all but one field generally associated with four-year degrees. It doesn’t get any better in graduate school. The lowest scores come from undergraduate education majors.

A system that provides few incentives for excellence - not the teachers in it - is to blame.

Teaching trades relatively low pay for job and retirement security. Wages are usually based on seniority and degrees earned, not improving student achievement. This disconnect between performance and compensation is hardly a magnet for the young, ambitious and talented.

In fact, the surprise is how many teachers still excel. About half of all new teachers - including a disproportionate number of top performers - leave the field within five years.

Obama said it’s time to reward teachers who improve student achievement with higher pay and to stop making excuses for bad ones. Student assessment data now enables us to objectively link compensation to performance by following a cohort of students for several years and comparing their achievement gains under different teachers.

Some claim pay for performance would result in friction among teachers, not better teaching. But there can be no surer recipe for friction than treating the many teachers who provide extra help after school and spend hours carefully grading student work the same way as the few who race their students out the door.

State certification rules that impose a host of hurdles unrelated to improving student performance are another disincentive for quality candidates. Overly prescriptive education requirements benefit education schools at the expense of students, school districts and the potential teachers they discourage.

Making a college degree and passage of a high-quality subject-matter test the only requirements for prospective teachers would also make it easier for the profession to attract talented career changers.

Teacher quality is the single most important issue we face in public education and the prescription for improving it sounds a lot like Teach for America. Boston students deserve a chance to benefit from all the organization has to offer.
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