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C
ONVENTIONAL wisdom holds
that student achievement will
improve if we develop curric
ulum standards, give students
more tests, and make teachers

accountable for test scores. Among the
fallacies underlying thatwisdom is the as
sumption that accountability will enable
teachers to apply new curriculum stan
dards and teaching methods even if they
are inconsistent with the teachers' previ
ous training, with contemporary school
practice, and with the accountability meas
ures themselves. We have always tended
to underestimate the gap between devel
oping curriculum standards and imple
menting them in the classroom.

In the past decade, several education or

ganizations have tried to address this prob
lem by developing programs that would
make teacher education and certification
more consistent with the new standards.
One of these. the National Board for Pro
fessional Teaching Standards, sets stan
dards for teachers and certifies those who
meet the standards. The National Board
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offer recommendationsfor assessing the impact ofsuch certification
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was highlighted in President Clinton's 1997
State of the Union address, which described
its role this way:

[T]o have the best schools, we must
have the best teachers. .. . For years.
many of our educators, led by North
Carolina's Governor Jim Hunt and the
National Board for Professional Teach
ing Standards. have worked very hard
to establish nationally accepted creden
ials for excellence in teaching.... We
should reward and recognize our best
teachers.'

In this article we present the findings of
one of the first studies of teachers who have

participated in the certification process, and
we offer recommendations for assessing
the impact of National Board certification
and formaking it a more effective and more
widely used part of the education system.

Background
The National Board for Professional

Teaching Standards was established in 1987
on the recommendation of the Carnegie
Task Force on Teaching as a Profession.2

The mission of the National.Board 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 learn
ing in American schools." It is govemed
by a board of 64 directors, the majority of
whom are classroom teachers. A related
goal of the National Board is to collabo
rate with other reform efforts to improve
schools by increasing the supply of high
ly qualified teachers (with special empha
sis on teachers from racial and ethnic mi-
1ority groups) and by improving teacher
:raining and professional development.

To achieve these goals, the certifica
tion process requires a substantial com
mitment on the part of applicants.' In the
first part of the assessment, teachers seek
ing certification submit portfolios based
on student work, videotapes, and other
examples of their teaching. The second
part, conducted at an assessment center.
equires teachers to perform a set of exer
·ises, including evaluation of texts and
eaching materials. analysis of teaching sit
uations., and assessment of student learn
ing based on knowledge of subject mat
ter, teaching methods. and student needs.'

Under a grant funded by the Pew Char
itable Trusts, George Washington Univer
sity and Norfolk State University worked
with teachers who were seeking certifica
tion from the National Board. The findings
reported below are based on telephone in
terviews conducted in 1997 with 28 of the
38 teachers who had been supported by
the Pew grant project team over the pre
vious three years. The teachers were inter
viewed to determine their views about the
incentives to go through the certification
process, the contribution of the process to
their teaching skills, and the consistency
between National Board standards and cur
rent teaching practices.

Policy and Research Issues:
Benefits and Challenges

The case study findings show both the
potential benefits of National Board cer
tification and the challenges posed by at
tempting to expand participation national
ly. Most of the teachers interviewed found
that preparing for National Board cerifi
cation provided a strong professional de
velopment experience. They described the
process this way:

·"The most meaningful self-evalua
tion."

• 'The most dramatic and transform
ing experience."

• 'The most concentrated profession
al development."

• "One of the best professional devel
opment experiences- it gave me lots of
self-confidence."

• 'The certification process was a real
eye-opener. I realized I've done an awful
lot- the process helps document your
accomplishments."

• "It was like the final stages of a ma
jor graduate course or a cumulative com
prehensive exam or thesis."

• 'The certification process far exceeds
everything I've ever done, including my
M.A."

• 'The certification process was more
focused than a master's program and more
valuable because it was what I was real
ly doing in the classroom."

Although most teachers responded fa
vorably to the certification process as a

professional development activity, a mi
nority found it less useful in certain re
spects:

• 'The process was an add-on there
were extra things I had to do that detract
ed from my classroom teaching."

• "Going through the process was more
strenuous and lots of extra work."

• "I'm used to a one-day workshop
where you get information. I didn't get
much out of it. We weren't taught infor
mation."

Teachers were also asked about what
changes, if any, they perceived in their
teaching since completing the cerifica
tion process. Most teachers reported pos
itive changes:·" reflect more on what I am teach
ing and how it affects the kids."

• "I am much more aware of standards."
• "I've increased collaboration with oh

er teachers."
·"I think more about why Im doing

something. I think more of the objectives
what I want to cover and why."
• "I have changed- definitely. It has

made me a more insightful and aware
teacher. I evaluate my teaching tech
nique."

A few of the teachers interviewed did
not perceive changes in their teaching as
a result of having gone through the process.
One teacher stated that the process did not
teach her how to teach differently because
no one gave her information on ways to im
prove instruction. Another perceived neg
ative changes in her teaching and stopped
because she felt the process was taking
her in the wrong direction. A third teacher
noted that, "even though the theory be
hind the process is good, you don't need
to go through the National Board certifi
cation process to gain reflective skills."

The case study findings are supported
by anecdotal evidence from teachers na
tionally. A large proportion of those who
go through the certification process find
it a powerful learning experience.6

Despite the generally positive reviews,
participation and success rates national
ly are low. Between 1993 and 1997, 911
teachers nationwide achieved National
Board certification. The average success
rate in the first three years of the assess
ment was about 35%; in the last year the
rate increased to 45%. Without major gains
in teacher participation, National Board
certification is unlikely to have a signifi
cant impact on the quality of education.
although it may be valuable for the rela
tively few teachers who participate.

In short, the process ofNational Board
certification has recognized a small num
ber of expert teachers rather than leading
to the sort ofbroad participation that could
contribute to general improvements in teach-

FEBRUARY 1998 463



•

: The case study
: findings show
•
• the potential•
• benefits of
•
• National Board•
• certification and•

: the challenges
• •

1t poses.
•

ing. Several factors limit the program's po
tential to expand to the point of having a
significant impact on the quality of edu
cation across the nation.

Many educators are either unfamiliar
with the certification process or give it
lowpriority. Successful completion ofthe
process requires expertise in applying the
standards, strong analytic skills, and a sig
nificant time commitment. The case study
shows that most teachers had little prior
information about either the skill or the
time requirements ofNational Board cer
tification. An additional impediment was
the lack of support from colleagues. While
some teachers reported that principals and
peers were supportive by providing help
with videotaping, granting leave time, or
setting a positive tone, others felt that they
received little or no support. Some teachers
believed that their principals were simply
unaware of the process; others noted that
principals, while aware of the process, did
not consider National Board Certification
a priority. As one principal put it, "I have
too many other priorities. National Board
certification goes to the bottom of the pile."
A teacher commented, "My peers thought
I was crazy." Thus National Board Certi
fication is rarely one of the primary op
tions considered when teachers and ad
ministrators seek opportunities for pro
fessional development.

Only limited incentives exist to encour
age teachers to take part. Relatively few
teachers nationally receive salary incen
tives that would induce them to partici
pate in National Board certification, al
though recently eight states and 25 school
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districts have provided some support. The
following states offer salary increases to
teachers who achieve Board certification.
Georgia offers a one-time 5% increase in
salary, and South Carolina offers a one
time bonus. The other six states offer a
salary supplement each year for the life of
the certificate: Delaware, $1,500 for a max
imum of 30 teachers; Kentucky, an aver
age of about $2,000; Mississippi, $3,000;
North Carolina, 12% of the state-paid sal
ary; Ohio., $2.500: and Oklahoma, $5,000.
In addition, some states and school dis
tricts provide other types of incentives -
fee supports, licensure renewal, continu
ing education credits, and license porta
bility.'

There were no financial incentives for
candidates in the case study except for
payment of the fee for taking the assess
ment Teachers who chose to participate
cited other factors- oppommities for pro
fessional development, the prospect of in
creasing the professionalization of teach
ers, and the importance of national stan
dards- as their main incentives. It is ques
tionable whether these incentives are suffi
cient to attract a much larger set of teach
ers nationally.

There also are disincentives to partic
ipation- the process is long and diffi
cult, and many candidates do not achieve
National Board certification. It is not sur
prising, therefore, that the number of par
ticipating teachers remains a small pro
portion ofthe total eligible teaching force.

Many teachers do not have access to
support services. Review materials (such
as those routinely provided to students
studying for law, business, or medical
boards) are not yet available to teachers
seeking National Board certification. In
deed, there are few support services ofany
kind available to teachers nationwide, al
though universities and school systems in
some regions have begun to sponsor work
shops, and efforts are also under way to
develop training manuals to assist teach
ers preparing for the certification process.

Teachers participating in the case study,
who had received support services from
the Pew grant project team, reported that
services were essential in a number of dif
ferent areas for example, learning the
standards; reviewing subject matter, teach
ing methods, and developmental theory;
studying assessment strategies for differ
ent learning styles; practicing writing and
videotaping skills: and understanding the
complexities of the assessment format and

the criteria by which the assessment is
scored. Teachers also expressed interest
in having access to examples of success
ful portfolios. The current lack of support
services and training materials national
ly further reduces teachers' incentives to
participate and diminishes the likelihood
of success .

Boardstandards are often inconsistent
with teachers' educational experience and
contemporary school practice. Wide dis
crepancies exist between the standards
and current practice in many colleges of
education, professional development pro
grams, and school districts.' And, in some
cases, discrepancies exist between the Na
tional Board standards and the standards
and assessments currently being imple
mented by states and school districts in
developing accountability measures. Thus
many teachers have not had the prior train
ing and experience needed to meet the re
quirements for National Board certifica
tion. Beginning teachers lack the prepa
ration for the assessment. and they often
do not gain that experience as part of their
teaching responsibilities or in subsequent
professional development programs.

While most teachers in the case study
felt that the National Board standards were
consistent with their own teaching prac
tices, some reported inconsistencies be
tween the standards and the practices with
in their schools. These discrepancies arose
either because of differences in education
al philosophy or simply because the reali
ties of the school environment for ex
ample, large class sizes- made the stan
dards difficult to implement. Further, one
teacher raised a concern about the poten
tial lack of congruity between the Nation
al Board standards and the new standards
for learning scheduled to be implement
ed in Virginia in 1997-98. If. indeed, there
is to be consistency between the two, the
overlap would need to be more specifical
ly delineated if it is to be helpful to teach
ers and administrators.

It is not surprising that to date less than
half of the teachers who have completed
the process have actually obtained certi
fication. That proportion may increase,
however, as the National Board institutes
its new "banking" policy, which permits
teachers who do not achieve certification
to retake only those sections of the as
sessment for which they did not meet the
standards. The banking policy, however,
does not address the basic problem: the
discrepancy between National Board stan-



dards and teachers' other experiences.
Research information is not yet avail

able about the impact of the certification
process on the quality of teaching. While
most of the teachers who participated in
the case study were positive about the

process as a professional development ex

perience, no research evidence exists about
its impact on the quality of teaching either
for individual teachers or for schools that
have a critical mass of teachers taking part
in the process. If research showed a posi
tive impact, teachers would have a strong
er incentive to go through the process, and
states and school districts would have the
data to justify allocating resources to en
courage the participation of large num
bers of teachers.

Implications
While evidence from the case study

suggests that the process of participating
in National Board certification provides a

potentially powerful learning experience,
current constraints severely limit teacher
participation and, in turn, our ability to
assess the impact on school quality of a
national certification program. We do not
have the critical mass of teachers needed
to document the effect of the program even
on the standard of education in an indi
vidual school district, much less on the
quality of education in school districts and
states nationwide.

The point is that National Board certi
fication can have little impact on the qual
iy of education nationwide without sub
stantial increases in participation and suc
cess rates. These rates, in turn, can increase

significantly only with major increases in
incentives, greater consistency between
National Board standards and contempo
rary school practice, and a wider avail
ability of support services. Thus it would
be useful to provide the research evidence
that school systems and universities need
in order to assess the merits of allocating
substantial resources for this purpose.

The following interrelated activities are

designed to increase participation of teach
ers in National Board certification. Such
an increase would, in turn, make it possi
ble to acquire the research data needed to
demonstrate the impact of the National
Board standards on school improvement.

1. Develop and disseminate materials
that will assist schools of education in

incorporating the standardsfor National
Board certification into their course of-

ferings. While some schools of education
have begun to incorporate the National
Board standards into their course offer
ings, it would be useful to assist a larger
number of schools in accomplishing this

goal and to assess the impact on the qual
ity of teacher education. Any effort along
these lines could be designed to address
one ofthe basic impediments to large-scale
participation in National Board certifica
tion: the lack of prior training needed to
meet certification requirements. The work
would be consistent with current policies
of the National Council for Accreditation
of Teacher Education, which has aligned
its standards with those of the National
Board.

2. Develop and disseminate informa
tion thar will assist school systems in align
ing their professional development pro
grams wth National Board standards. The
lack of congruence between teacher edu
cation programs and National Board stan
dards is often observed when teachers en
ter the work force and take part in pro
fessional development programs. Many of
these programs do not focus on the skills
that are assessed by the National Board
certification process. While review mate
rials designed specifically to support teach
ers preparing for national certification can
be helpful, they are not a substitute for
professional development programs that
reach a wide range of teachers throughout
their careers. Some school systems have
begun to incorporate the standards forNa
tional Board certification into their pro
fessional development activities. We might
draw on this experience to help school
systems align their professional develop
ment activities with the standards.

3. Design professional development ma
terials that support teachers preparing for
National Board certification. This work
could build on the two activities described
above to develop courses for teachers pre
paring for National Board certification.

4. Conduct research to assess the con
tribution of the certification process to
teachers' professional development and
to the quality ofeducational programs in
schools with large proportions ofBoard
certified teachers. The purpose.would be
to assess the contribution of the certifica
tion process both to the expertise of indi
vidual teachers and to overall school qual
ity.

With so few teachers currently partic
ipating in National Board certification,
schools do not have the critical mass of

nationally certified teachers needed to
make a difference in the overall education
program. The program now functions as
if it were based on a "master" or "lead"
teacher concept rather than on the type of
broad-based certification that exists, for
example, in the legal. medical. or finan
cial communities.

The few Board-certified teachers can
have little catalytic effect on the school
environment. Previous experience shows
that an individual teacher (no matter how
expert) is unlikely to have a significant
impact on overall school quality unless
specific steps are taken to incorporate the
teacher's skills into the general education
al environment. In a recent study of inno
vative educational models. for example,
teachers and administrators recommend
ed that "training should be widespread-
available to all staff. not just a few. Teach
ers leveled strong criticisms at teams that
provided training to only a narrow set of
teachers . . . which use lead-teacher or
train-the-trainer models.""

Thus it is important to assess the im
pact of the certification process on schools
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that have very little effect on practice,
rather than more effective approaches
that are linked to concrete problems of
practice and built into teacher's ongo-
ing work with colleagues. These work
shops tend to offer ideas for classroom
management or teaching that are not
tied to specific subject areas or prob
lems of practice, that do not offer fol
low-up help for implementation, and
that are replaced at the next-workshop
with another idea- the new "flavor of
the month" offering little continuity
in building practice.... As one New
York teacher commented of his frus
tration with his district's top-down ap
proach to managing staff development
"They're offering me stress reduction
workshops when I need to learn how to
help students meet these new standards.

My stress comes from not having the
tools to help my students succeed!"o

The objective of National Board certi-
fication is to help provide the tools that a
teacher needs. It can become an integral
part of the U.S. education system only if
substantial numbers of teachers have both
the incentives to participate and the ex
pertise to succeed.

the certification process and take the early
childhood/generalist or the middle child
hood/generalist assessment. Teacher par
ticipation would be voluntary, of course,
but only schools with a large enough pro
portion of teachers interested in partici
pating would be selected for study. Teach
ers could receive strong incentives to go
through the process in the form of course
credits and bonuses.

5. Disseminate the findings to states
and school districts. The research find
ings could be used by school systems to
weigh the costs and benefits of allocating
resources to the National Board certifica
tion process. School systems currently have
little research evidence on whether the pro
fessional development opportunities offered
by National Board certification lead to sig
nificant improvements in the quality of ed
ucation.

Funds now used for professional devel
opment offer a potential revenue source.
Toe report of the National Commission on
Teaching and America's Future describes
the status of current professional devel
opment programs this way:

District staff development is still
characterized by one-shot workshops
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• Teachers could•

.• recerve strong•
• incentives to
•

go through the•
•

process in the•
• form of course•
• credits and•
• bonuses.•
•
with large proportions of teachers who have

completed the process. It could be help
ful to develop a pilot project and assess
the contribution of Board-certified teach
ers to the quality of education in selected
schools. Such a project would need to have
a critical mass of Board-certified teach
ers in the project schools (and in selected
certification areas within these schools).
For example, all or most of the teachers
in an elementary school might undergo
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