
 

Rev. February 12, 2009 

 

Samir Bolar (Haas MBA õ09) and Erik Brown (Haas MBA õ09) of University of California  ð Berkeleyõs Haas School of Business 

prepared this case under the supervision of Professor Jane Wei-Skillern.  It is intended as the basis for the 2009 Education 

Leadership Case Competition rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation.  

Copyright © 2009 by Unive rsity of California at Berkeley ð Haas School of Business. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may 

be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, used in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means ðð electronic, mechanical, 

photocopying, recording, or otherwise ðð without the permission of the Haas School of Business. 

 

 

DC Public Schoolsõ Plan for Teaching Excellence 

In a November 2008 interview in The Atlantic, Michelle Rhee, the Chancellor of DC Public 

Schools, acknowledged the influence of poverty and violence on a childõs development, but she 

dismissed the idea that these factors created a ceiling for student achievement.  

òAs a teacher in this system, you have to be willing to take personal responsibility for ensuring 

your children are successful despite obstacles,ó she said. òYou canõt say, ôMy students didnõt get 

any breakfast today,õ or ôNo one put them to bed last night,õ or ôTheir electricity got cut off in 

the house, so they couldnõt do their homework.õó1 

Jason Kamras, the Chancellorõs new Director of Human Capital Strategy for Teachers, 

understood Rheeõs sentiment . Kamras, the 2005 National Teacher of the Year, always put 

achievement first and took full responsibility for his studentsõ academic performance. He joined 

DCPS to attract more teachers who demonstrated this commitment, and ultimately, to improve 

teacher quality across all DC schools.  

Building a pipeline of high performing teachers would not be easy. To date, 147 teachers were 

on improvement plans and several others were cited for poor performance. The Washington 

Teachersõ Union contract was in limbo, and the Chancellorõs new incentive compensation plan 

fiercely divided teachers and union leadership. If the district planned on attracting top talent in 

the coming school year, Jason Kamras and his team would have to re-evaluate their current 

teacher recruitment strategy.  The Chancellor looked forward to hearing their ideas.  
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HISTORY OF  THE DC SCHOOLING SYSTEM  

Founded in 1790, Washington, DC became the nationõs capital in 1800 when the federal 

government moved from Philadelphia. The cityõs first school, with then President Thomas 

Jefferson serving as the president of the schoolõs board of trustees, opened in 1804.2 The school 

system educated only white students until 1862, when a separate school system for blacks was 

established.3 The school systems remained separate until the landmark Bolling vs. Sharpe 

decision in 1954.4 While the ruling ended official segregation and united the two school 

systems, it also accelerated the òwhite flightó demographic shifts that started in the 1940õs. The 

white student p opulation shrank from its peak of about 62,000 students in 1940 to the current 

level of roughly 4,000 students by 1980.5 

Integration brought an increasing focus on the poor quality of educational outcomes for black 

students. In 1967, The Passow Report by the Columbia Teachers College concluded that 

òeducation in the District is in deep and probably worsening troubleó and that the òschools are 

not adequate to the task of providing quality education for the Districtõs children.ó6 

The late 1960õs also saw a change in school governance when the school board changed from an 

appointed t o an elected body. At the time it was the cityõs only elected body; the mayor and city 

council remained appointed by the federal government until the reversion to home rule in 

1973.7 The newly elected school boardõs selection of Hugh Scott as DCPSõ new superintendent 

in 1970 began a revolving door of superintendents who entered with grand plans, but exited 

with little progress to show  after an average tenure of just over three years. 

 

RECENT REFORM EFFORTS 

In the ten years before Michelle Rhee became the head of the DCPS, the school system had 

undergone a series of governance and leadership changes. With the entire city government in a 

fiscal crisis in 1995, the mayor, city council and school boardõs powers were usurped by a 

financial control board (Control Board) appointed by Congress. 8 The Control Board released the 

Children in Crisis report the following year, stating that òthe system has failed to provide our 
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children with a quality  education and safe environment in which to learnó and òfor each 

additional year that students stay in DCPS, the less likely they are to succeed.ó The report 

placed most of the blame on mismanagement and a lack of leadership, and the Superintendent 

even conceded his lack of control over numerous fundamental operations of the system, 

including not even having an accurate estimate of the number of people employed by his 

organization or the number of students they serve.9 

In response, the Control Board replaced Superintendent Franklin Smith with Julius Becton, Jr., a 

retired Army Lieutenant General who previously served as the heads of both Prairie View 

A&M University and FEMA. He entered with high hopes, believing that a command and 

control approach would righ t the ship in òa minimum of five years, but that could be off by a 

bit.ó10 Just 16 months later, after failing to gain an accurate count of students or to open schools 

on time, he resigned. òI consider it the most difficult job I ever had," said Becton, a veteran of 

three wars and recipient of two Purple Heart medals. 11 

Several different superintendents followed Becton with similar strateg ies and outcomes.  

Superintendents Ackerman (1998-2000), Vance (2000-2003), Massie (2003-2004), and Janey (2004-

2007) each began their tenures with detailed strategic plans. Each started by shaping up the 

central office operations and firing ineffective personnel . Each resigned two or three years later 

without reaching their intended outcomes . 

Among the many factors attribute d to an inability to right the ship, a common thread was the 

complicated and unstable governance structure. The school board had lost its authority when 

the Control Board took over in 1996, and reemerged in 2001 under a new structure. The old 

system of eleven elected members was replaced with a system of five elected members and four 

members appointed by the mayor. Budgeting and governance complications arose because the 

school board, city council, the U.S. President and Congress all had a hand in budget decisions. 

 

STATE OF DCPS IN 2007 

The years of reform efforts did little to improve the performance of  DC students. DCPS ranked 

last on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) relative to both states and 

comparable urban districts.   
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NAEP 2007 Results ð Comparison of Urban Districts 12 

 

DCPS also had a dismal record of high school and college graduation rates. A 2006 Bridgespan 

study found that only 43% of 9 th graders graduated from high school within five years, and only 

9% obtained a postsecondary degree. Over a quarter of students dropped out prior to 

completing 9 th grade.13 

 

ENROLLMENT DECLINE & CHARTER SCHOOL GROWTH  

One symptom of DCPSõs poor academic performance was rapidly declining district enrollment. 

While DCPSõ reduced enrollment prior to 1996 can be attributed to demographic shifts, (DCPS 

enrollment declined from a peak of about 150,000 in the 1960õs to its present level of almost 

80,000 students by 199014), recent reductions are largely due to the growth in charter schools. 

Congress established the DC Public Charter School Board in 1995, and the first charter school 

opened in 1996. Thanks to a rapid growth in charter schools, DC now has the second highest 

charter school market share of any major city except New Orleans. 
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DC Public School Enrollment Trends:  

Comparison of DCPS & Charter Schools 15,16 

 

 

 

MAYORAL TAKEOVER & THE APPOINTMENT OF MICHELLE RHEE  

Mayor Adrian Fenty was inaugurated on January 2, 2 007 after a historic victory in the mayoral 

race. Fenty won all 142 city precincts in the Democratic primary, an unprecedented sweep 

demonstrating his strong support throughout DC. 17 Fenty became DCõs sixth mayor since the 

establishment of home rule in 1973, not to mention at age 36, its youngest. Having run under a 

campaign focused on reformin g the school system, Mayor Fenty sought mayoral control over  

D.C. Public Schools.  The Parthenon Group, a management consulting firm, conducted a study 

of the school system performance and governance and also recommended mayor control. The 

study and a press release from the Mayor were issued two days after Fenty took office. The DC 

Council approved mayoral control on April 23 rd 2007, and the mayor received official  control of 

schools on June 11th. The next morning , Fenty appointed Mi chelle Rhee as the head of DCPS.  

Fenty selected Rhee because she was a òchange agentó, and renamed the superintendent 

position to chancellor as one signal of his desire for change. The school board was reduced to a 

largely ceremonial role as overseer of state education standards.   

Michelle Rhee was a surprise pick for the head of DCPS. Chancellor Rhee, a 37 year old Korean-

American from Ohio, was the first non -African -American superintendent since 1970. In 
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addition, while she had experience working with s chool districts, she had never been a 

principal, worked in school district administration or served as a superintendent. She started 

her career as a Teach For America teacher in Baltimore before founding and running The New 

Teacher Project (TNTP), a nonprofit teacher recruiting organization.  

Her ten years at TNTP were focused on alleviating the problems of teacher shortages and 

teacher quality. TNTP helps districts find teachers for hard -to-fill positions by recruiting career 

switchers through alternative c ertification mechanisms. Through her work at TNTP, Chancellor 

Rhee gained insight into the challenges faced by districts in building their teacher workforce.  

She also expanded TNTPõs focus to include a policy and research division, which produced 

several reports showing how union and district policies and practices restrict districtsõ abilities 

to recruit and retain high -quality teachers. 

MICHELLE RHEEõS FIRST YEAR AT DCPS 

Michelle Rhee stepped into the Chancellor position with much media attention, and sh e wasted 

little time before taking action. Her administration focused on accountability and change, and 

she took several decisive steps in her first year. Cleaning house was a recurring theme: Rhee 

fired 100 central office employees (10%), 36 principals (25%), 22 assistant principals, 250 

uncertified teachers and 500 uncertified teachersõ aides, and secured buyouts for 350 certified 

teachers. She also closed 23 schools (15%) due to under-enrollment, restructured another 27 

schools and instituted a centralized budgeting process.18 

Her quick and decisive moves aroused criticism from several stakeholders. Union leadership 

questioned the firings and complained of a lack of due process. Parents and parent groups tied 

to affected schools reacted negatively to the news of their neighborhood school closing. The DC 

Council pressed for more transparency and community input. Most of the criticisms were about 

the process, rather than the actual changes, and the most frequent criticism accused Chancellor 

Rhee and her administration of being unresponsive to, or uninterested in, community input.   

The criticism did not  faze Chancellor Rhee.  Today, she remains focused on changing the DCPS 

culture to one of accountability. Her decisive actions are matched by her direct words wh en 

addressing criticism. In an interview, she agreed with her portrayal as a dictator, stating òif by 

dictator, you mean somebody who, at the end of the day, is fully comforta ble being held 

accountable for the results and is going to be incredibly decisive about the direction  that we're 

heading in.ó19  She admitted that "if there is one thing I have learned over the last 15 months it's 

that cooperation, collaboration and consensus-building are way overrated .ó20 She believes she 

knows what needs to be done and will not let the òpriorities of adults take precedence over 
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what is in the best interests of students.ó21 In the end, she plans to overcome this initial 

resistance and win over the community through the persuasiveness of improved student 

achievement.22 

HUMA N CAPITAL AT DCPS  

For most of Year Zero, induction year reforms focused on creating a foundation for success by 

eliminating bureaucratic waste and underutilized resources, i.e. cleaning out the cobwebs. Year 

One brought even higher expectations for improv ing student achievement and teacher quality. 

To assist her in this Herculean effort, Rhee hired her close friend and colleague Kaya 

Henderson, former VP of Strategic Partnerships at The New Teacher Project (TNTP), to serve as 

Deputy Chancellor and oversee organizational strategy, human capital and external relations. 

While at TNTP, Henderson worked in supporting districts with teacher recruitment, selection 

and alternative certification. Her experience aligned with Chancellor Rheeõs goal of employing 

the highest performing educators in the country.  

Together, Rhee and Henderson recognized the need for a comprehensive human capital 

strategy that aligned all human resource functions around improving teacher quality. Their 

human capital initiative was largely i nfluenced by recent reports by The New Teacher Project, 

the Annenberg Institute for School Reform and the Strategic Management of Human Capital. 

The Strategic Management of Human Capital, a 35-member national task force, was formed in 

2008 by the Consortium for Policy Research in Education to help the nationõs 100-largest 

districts figure out how to attract the most promising teachers and principals, and how to 

manage them effectively. Most of the sentiment coming out of these reports focused on the need 

for strategic collaboration: 

òWhen youõre in a school district, you realize that people donõt fundamentally acknowledge 

that things like recruiting, hiring, placement, and training have got to be connected,ó said David 

Sigler, a principal associate at the Annenberg Institute for School Reform in Providence, R.I. 

òItõs not that there havenõt been lots of efforts, itõs just that most of them have been 

uncoordinated.ó23 

Research by TNTP suggests the approach to teacher management by most urban school districts 

is scattershot. [Exhibit 1]  DCPS was no different. Multiple departments across the district 

divided up the responsibility for sourcing, hiring, evaluating and training teachers. Human 

Resources focused on filling principal and teacher vacancies. The Teacher and Learning 

department provided periodic professional development for teachers finishing their credentials. 
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The Data and Accountability office tracked school standardized test performance at the 

minimum NCLB requirement without drilling down to the teache r/student level. Each of these 

departments worked independently with no formal protocol for strategic alignment, 

collaboration or information sharing.  

A new Human Capital department at DCPS would raise the bar for district excellence and 

deliver a unified  strategy for teaching excellence. Rhee and Henderson felt strongly about what 

this should look like. HR would hire new teachers based on highly selective criteria, place them 

in high impact (i.e. grossly underperforming) schools, and compensate them for exceptional 

performance. Teaching and Learning would provide site based professional development that 

addressed teacher skill gaps and poor student performance. Data and Accountability would 

develop a more robust assessment system to evaluate teachers and track the achievement 

growth of all students over time. Finally, the Human Capital team would develop str ategic 

interdependencies across each department and drive collaboration and alignment, e.g. using 

student performance data to inform professional develo pment services.  

THE DIRECTOR OF HUMAN CAPITAL  STRATEGY FOR TEACHERS  

With a Human Capital vision in sight, Rhee and Henderson needed a director to develop ñand 

implementñthe strategy. If their goal was to employ the highest performing educators in the 

country, then they had to start at the top. Rhee hired Jason Kamras, 10-year veteran teacher and 

the 2005 National Teacher of the Year, to serve as the districtõs first Director of Human Capital 

Strategy for Teachers. Jason made his way into teaching through the same alternative 

certification process that employed over 40% of the districtõs annual new hires. He graduated 

from Princeton with a degree in public policy, and his only experience as an educator included 

volunteer tutoring and youth counseling. In 1996 , he applied to Teach for America, the national 

teacher corps that serves low income schools, and taught sixth grade math at John Philip Sousa 

Middle School in Washington, D.C.  Kamras briefly left Sousa to earn his Masterõs in Education 

at Harvard  then returned to Sousa Middle School in 2000 to teach for another five years. In 

2005, a committee of 14 national education organizations and the Council of Chief State School 

Officers named Jason Kamras the National Teacher of the Year. As part of his selection 

commitment, Kamras began a yearlong tour as an international spokesperson for educational 

equity.  

Once the tour concluded, Kamras felt it was time to put his vision of teacher excellence and 

educational equity to the test. òKaya often said this was our ôput up or shut up momentõ,ó said 

Kamras. òI had been traveling around the country telling audiences large and small that the key 

to turning around urban public education was human capital. Then, suddenly, I was given the 

chance to put my ideas into action. While I deeply missed working with my students, I just 

couldnõt pass up on the opportunity to help transform the larger system for thousands of 

children.óAs the Director of Human Capital  Strategy for Teachers, Jason Kamras would develop 

the strategy for im proving teacher quality and drive alignment across critical distric t functions.   
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THE HUMAN CAPITAL VALUE CHAIN  

Kamras shared Chancellor Rheeõs fundamental belief that student achievement must guide 

every decision the district and its employees make. He believed great teachers would play the 

largest role in improving a studentõs academic performance ð a belief many reformers 

supported.  

Kati Haycock, President of the Education Trust -West ed-policy think tank, was quoted in the  

2004 Teaching Commission report as saying: òA decade ago . . . we believed that what students 

learned was largely a factor of their family income or parental education, not of what schools 

did. But recent research has turned these assumptions upside down. What schools do matters 

enormously, and what matters most is good teaching.ó24 

In Kamrasõs view, òexcellent teachers have 5 things in common. First, they believe 

unequivocally in the inherent capacity of every child ñregardless of background or 

circumstanceñto achieve at the highest levels. Second, they operationalize that belief by 

maintaining very high expectations for all of their students. Third, they understand that 

relationships matter. Students invariably excel when they know that their teachers care about 

them and want them to excel. Fourth, they are constant learners. They know that they can 

always improve their practice and they develop routines to ensure that they do just that. And 

last, they produce results ð that is, their students make significant academic gains.ó 

Creating such a high performing workforce would require improvement across the entire the 

teacher quality value chain: budgeting, sourcing, selection, evaluation, training and 

compensation. [Exhibit 1]  Kamrasõ diagnosis of the districtõs current workforce management 

system revealed several challenging realities. 

BUDGETING 

The Budget Office determines human capital allocations based on recorded enrollment and 

official vacancy filings. Even if a principal knows a teacher is leaving or expects an increase in 

enrollment, the Budget Office cannot allocate the dollars to fill the vacancy unless the teacher 

officially quits or an enrollment increase is officially recorded. HR will not source the teacher 

until the dollars are allocated.  

Prior to FY08, HR contracted The New Teacher Project to manage the recruitment and selection 

of all new teacher hires for $2M per year. The contract expired this year, and DCPS HR 

currently manages new teacher recruitment and selection with a $300,000 budget. In the 

summer of FY08, the district had 456 teacher vacancies. The district sourced 64% of the new 
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teacher hires on their own, and paid $2,000 to $5,000 per teacher ($495K total) to external human 

capital organizations to source the rest.  

SOURCING 

Teachers at DCPS typically arrive at the district through two distinct paths ð the standard 

certification route and the alternative certification route. The No Child Left Behind Act requires 

that all students are taught by a highly qualified teacher. In D.C., òhighly qualifiedó means (1) 

having a bachelorõs degree, (2) completing a state licensing program and (3) passing the Praxis 

subject matter competency tests. If you meet all three requirements (the standard certification 

route), you receive a renewable Standard License that lasts for 5 years. This year, 64% of new 

teacher hires in DCPS held a Standard Teacher License or better. The district typically sources 

Standard License teachers from neighboring school districts or Masters and PhD schools of 

Education.  

New teachers that arrive at DCPS through an alternative route to education receive a 

Provisional License. òAlt-certó teachers typically have no formal training in education. They are 

allowed to teach as long as they pass competency exams, majored in the subject area they plan 

to teach and enroll in a state licensure program while teaching. DCPS sources all of its 

alternatively certified teachers through two nonprofit organizations: DC Teaching Fellows and 

Teach for America. For the 2008/09 school year, 36% of the districtõs 456 new teachers came 

from these two alternative certification programs. The Provisional License expires after 3 years 

and is non-renewable, but it is replaced with a Standard License once teachers complete their 

licensure program. [Exhibit 2]  

Both the DC Teaching Fellows (DCTF), an affiliate of The New Teacher Project, and Teach for 

America (TFA) are nationally recognized nonprofits which specialize in recruiting socially 

minded, high achievers to teach in poor performing, low income schools. DCTF focuses on 

recruiting mid -career professionals while TFA primarily recruits fresh college graduates, but 

both recruit with a call for social justice and educational equity. Both programs handle all 

recruitment and selection services, run their own 1-month summer training institute,  and place 

their teachers in Title I schools (meaning +40% of students come from low income families).  

Because of their strict recruitment and training cycle, they only provide teachers at the start of 

the school year and rarely fill mid -year vacancies.  

DCTF and TFA differ in two distinct areas: district exclusivity and program commitment. TFAõs 

DC teacher allotment feeds many partners and is largely determined by the organizationõs 

national growth strategy. Scaling up without strong district commitment e xposes TFA to a great 

deal of liability. The organization commits to employing all of its accepted teachers, so if DCPS 

suddenly needed to scale back its teacher request, TFA would have to find another charter or 

district to employ the excess supply. In 2008, TFA placed 55 teachers in DCPS and an additional 

110 teachers in other DC area districts and charter schools. By 2012, TFA plans to place 80 

teachers in DCPS and 235 teachers total in the DC area. The program is highly selective with 
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about a 12% acceptance rate. Undergraduates accepted to TFA commit to teach two years in 

their school placement, during which time the organization provides professional development, 

coaching and credentialing services. Although program support lasts only two years, 60% 

percent of TFA teachers stay in teaching past their two year commitment. [Exhibit 5] 

DC Teaching Fellows is a direct agent of DCPS human resources and does not place teachers in 

neighboring districts or charter schools. The district determines the amount of òalt-certó 

teachers it wants to employ, and DCTF recruits and selects that approximate number. With an 

acceptance rate of 17%, DC Teaching Fellows sourced 107 new teachers for DCPS this year and 

74 teachers in 2007. The program recruits fellows to be lifetime educators, but does not require a 

minimum year of service commitment. In terms of retention, 86% of teachers from 2007 started 

a second year, and 78% of 2006 teachers started a third year. [Exhibit 5 ] While the district looks 

favorably on both TFA and D CTF, it has intentionally capped the amount of alt -cert teachers to 

40% of all new hires, annually. 

SELECTION 

DCPS handles selection for all non-TFA, DC Teaching Fellow teacher applicants. Prior to Rheeõs 

appointment, central office staff conducted 30 minu te interviews with competency tests, 

including sample instruction, role -play, and discussion of teaching philosophy. Once applicants 

passed the district pre-screen, they began one-on-one interviews with principals. Due to limited 

time and resources, the district pre-screen has gone online. Teachers first apply online with a 

writing sample, a resume and proof of licensing requirements. Once applicants pass this 

minimum requirement, principals make the final decision for employment by conducting in -

person interviews, which do not require any particular selection rubric.   

PLACEMENT 

The current selection process does not overtly guide the most promising new teachers or high 

performing transfers to the lowest performing schools. Teachers have full control of whe re they 

interview.  

Each summer, the district holds a hiring fair that brings together all new teacher applicants and 

school administrators. Each school has their own table, and teachers line up with the schools 

they would like to interview. Most teachers know which schools are high performing and 

which ones have notorious reputations. School administrators conduct interviews at the fair, 

and if the teacher is exceptional or teaches a high-need subject like math or science, the 

administrator will often make  an offer on the spot. District staffing specialists look for the 

remaining unwanted teachers and usher them to schools still struggling to fill their vacancies.  

Perpetually rejected teachers remain on a standby list until they find employment in the dist rict 

or elsewhere.  
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Similar to most urban school districts, union seniority policies affect school hiring and re -

assignment decisions. The current seniority policy guarantees senior, tenured teachers jobs. If 

there are more teachers than job openings, which often happens when a school closes or 

enrollment declines, the most senior teachers are placed first. When there are more vacancies 

than teachers, however, principals can hire whomever they want, regardless of seniority. 

Enrollment numbers are often fina lized as late as October, and if the district finds itself with a 

teacher surplus, new teachers may be removed from the classroom to accommodate an 

unplaced senior teacher.  

Firing an underperforming tenured teacher requires a lengthy evaluation period, an d most 

principals resort to excessing the teacher, i.e. requesting a teacher re-assignment. Once the 

school year ends, the district HR system is often flooded with requests for teacher re-

assignments. On average, 240 teachers are re-assigned each year. The process by which 

principals shuffle poor performing, most often tenured teachers is widely referred to as the 

òdance of the lemons.ó In some extreme cases, when teacher supply exceeds demand, principals 

will hide vacancies until after the first day of sch ool to ensure all the re-assignments are 

absorbed and a new teacher can be chosen without the influence of seniority. The district 

started the 2008 school year with several vacancies, and while these positions were filled within 

a few months, inaccurate vacancy reporting contributed to the delay.  

EVALUATION  

DCPS has approximately 4,000 teachers. Of the 191 schools classified during the 2006-2007 

school year, 32 schools made Adequate Yearly Progress (i.e. 44% of students scored proficient 

on average) in reading and mathematics on the DC-CAS state standardized tests. Fifty schools 

scored less than 20% proficient. Despite these results, just one teacher was dismissed that year 

for poor performance. Student test scores may not reflect a teacherõs level of effort or 

engagement, but the Chancellorõs staff strongly believes that state scores are among the key 

measures for teacher effectiveness. In her first year, the Chancellor raised expectations of 

accountability at the top by swiftly dismissing 100 central offic e employees, 35 principals, and 

22 assistant principals for their inability to demonstrate effectiveness in their roles. (Principals 

have always worked on single year contracts. Rhee received approval from the DC Council to 

re-classify central office staff as at-will employees.)   

Removing poor performing teachers has proven far more challenging an endeavor than 

expected. To date, the district does not have a set definition for teacher effectiveness, but hopes 

to set a baseline by the end of the year using student test scores and observational data. Under 

the current Professional Performance Evaluation Process (PPEP), school administrators observe 

a teacher on a pre-determined date, complete the Standards of Performance checklist and 

indicate the teacherõs proficiency level, which ranges from Exceeds Expectations to 

Unsatisfactory. [Exhibit 10]  Teachers who receive Unsatisfactory on 6 or more indicators are 

placed on a 90-day improvement plan and assigned a "helping teacher." Within three months, 
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administrat ors must execute a strict observation and consultation period prior to making a final 

dismissal. If the evaluation phase is not completed within strict deadlines, the process starts 

over. Historically, the outcomes of these evaluations have not been closely monitored, and, as of 

today, the district does not know which teachers are performing better than others.  

The PPEP is the only union-approved process for evaluating and dismissing teachers, and is 

rarely used by administrators. òOne of most fundamental challenges is how we norm this 

district to a certain set of quality standards,ó says Chancellor Rhee, citing the low dismissal rate.   

The districtõs ability to remove poor performing teachers relies heavily on a principalõs 

systematic evaluation of teacher performance and his or her diligent execution of the PPEP 

system. The district dismissed 22 principals last year and hired or transferred 80 new principals 

to improve school leadership and evaluation.  After pouring significant resources into helping 

prin cipals effectively execute the PPEP process, the district has placed 147 teachers on a 90-day 

improvement plan  this year.  

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

The new administration has made efforts to manage professional development (PD) quality and 

drive PD down to  the school site level for real-time support. In the past, professional 

development workshops could be posted by any central office department on the PD calendar. 

The central office defined the scope of PD content, and teachers signed up for the closest fit in 

order to fulfill the 90 hours of PD credentialing requirement. Most PD occurred offsite during 

the school day, resulting in weeks of lost instructional time over a school year.  

Today, all PD opportunities must pass through the PD Office in the Depart ment of Teaching 

and Learning. The PD Office has consolidated all PD through an online monitoring system, 

which tracks evaluation, completion and attendance. The PD has cut 60% of offsite PD offerings. 

The PD budget has been redirected to school site PD specialists. According to the district, ò118 

literacy and 57 math PD specialists were hired to provide job embedded PD to teachers with the 

goal of improving math and literacy proficiency.ó PD specialists work full time at the school site 

observing teacher instruction, talking through student challenges and consulting teachers on 

skill development. They communicate up to the central office twice a month to inform PD 

planning.  

According to Cheryl Krehbiel, Director of Professional Development, the PD speciali st program 

is a work in progress. òWe need to change the understanding of professional development,ó she 

says. òMany teachers rarely reflect on their studentsõ performance, and they fear having 

someone in the room watching and evaluating them. When a PD specialist sits down with a 

teacher, analyzes student assessment data, investigates student work samples, and creates an 

action plan for improving student learning ð thatõs professional development.ó To date, the 

quality of PD specialists and the access to student achievement data is inconsistent. Specialists 

are not required to follow any specific framework, and they do not have a teacher quality rubric 
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that matches the administrator evaluation criteria. The Teaching and Learning Department runs 

the PD Office and collaborates with the Human Capital Department extensively.  

COMPENSATION 

Teachers are compensated according to a salary scale that increases with years of experience 

and education. [Exhibit 6] Salary increases down the scale with academic credentials, and across 

the scale with years of teaching service.  Teachers can receive additional compensation by 

improving their credential ( i.e. National Board  Certification ). The FY08 top salary for a teacher 

with a Ph.D. and 21 years of service is $87,584. A first-year teacher with a bachelorõs degree 

earns $42,370, whereas one with a PhD and 60 hours of professional development earns $49,431. 

The districtõs median teacher salary is $68,396.  

The union contract does not allow teachers to be paid for the quality of their performance in the 

classroom, such as when receiving an Exceeds Expectations evaluation. Furthermore, DCPS 

cannot provide incentive compensation for improving student performance, such as by 

increasing college acceptance, raising test scores, lowering the drop -out rate, etc. Although 

schools may receive performance incentives for improving standardized test scores, these 

awards may not be used to supplement teachersõ salaries.25 

DATA SYSTEMS 

òQuestions related to data on people? Weõve got nothing,ó says DCPS Deputy Chancellor Kaya 

Henderson. Prior to FY07, the district could not accurately report student attendance, student 

graduation requirements, a teacherõs school and subject matter assignment, teacher retention, 

teacher credentials, teacher evaluations, etc. Districts in New York, Chicago, Denver, and 

Oakland have already made large investments in IT/HR transformations to improve data 

management and operational performance. The Chancellor has taken deliberate steps to instill a 

data-based, decision-making culture at DCPS in her meetings with staff and school 

administrators, but the lack of clean data systems has made execution difficult.   

Improvements have been foundational, resulting in many òfirsts.ó For the first time in DCPS 

history, the distr ict converted all HR records from paper to digital. The central office verified 

school location, subjects taught, and certification status of all teachers. The Data and 

Accountability Office is currently developing a value -added assessment model which will  

measure a teacherõs effectiveness in improving student achievement. The plan is to link this 

value-added model to a performance based compensation system, but if the proposed union 

contract is rejected, the model will still be used to support teacher development. The consulting 

firm Accenture audited all high school transcripts pro bono and found one -third of all students 

were in jeopardy of not graduating. The Chancellor and Mayor Fenty established an IT 
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Schools. Oct 2004 : Sept 2007. 
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Investment Board to assure the proper and efficient use of IT investments. The rebuilding of 

DCPSõs IT infrastructure is ongoing, and accurately measuring student performance, teacher 

effectiveness and retention are a few of many uncharted next steps. 

THE PLAN FOR TEACHING EXCELLENCE  

While the Chancellor has laid out a series of strategic initiatives for all three talent populations - 

central office employees, principals, and teachers - a majority of these initiatives feed into 

improving teacher quality. Kamras and the Human Capital team  are working toward a goal of 

ensuring that every DCPS classroom is lead by an effective teacher no later than 2012. 

The Human Capital  team hopes to fulfill this vision by executing five strategic initiatives: 

[Exhibit 11] 

1. Develop an evaluation system that measures effectiven ess using student achievement 

data, observation -based data, and other key metrics.  

2. Utilize the new evaluation system to financially reward high -performing educators, 

provide differentiated support to striving educators, and transition out chronically 

low -performing educators.  

3. Create non-monetary rewards for effective educators, including a career ladder, 

opportunities for participation in senior level decision -making, and public 

recognition.  

4. Design and implement an aggressive recruitment and selection model  to identify the 

best talent for DCPS classrooms.  

5. Renegotiate the current teacherõs contract to enable many of the initiatives above. 

 

The interdependence of each Human Capital initiative underscores the importance of 

prioritization, timing and coordinatio n of limited resources. Many DCPS employees have 

described their strategy execution as òbuilding the ship as it sails.ó   

RESTRUCTURING THE TEACHERS UNION CONTRACT 

The Human Capital team was prepared to work towards  its strategic initiatives under current 

labor agreements, but they also recognized that re-negotiating the existing Washington 

Teacherõs Union contract was critical to expediting  the Chancellorõs reform efforts. The old 

contract, which expired in October 2007, remains in effect until a new contract is approved.  

DC Municipal Regulations, Section 1307.6, provides tenure to teachers who complete a 2 year 

probationary period. Tenure protects teachers from termination without thorough evaluation 

and support services outlined in the PPEP. The WTU contract provides tenured teachers job 

protection through seniority rights, which obligates the district to employ its most senior 

teachers first if teacher supply exceeds employment demand. The contract also states that any 

performance based compensation is subject to collective bargaining.  
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When the WTU contract expired, the Chancellor laid out several new proposals and spent 

months trying to reach an agreement with the Washington Teacherõs Union (WTU). The latest 

proposal offered a two tiered system for comp ensating teachers. Current teachers who chose the 

red tier would keep tenure and receive salary increases based on years of education and 

experience. Teachers who chose the green tier would lose tenure but could earn up to $20,000 

yearly in bonuses based on student academic growth. The bonuses could push teachers with as 

few as six years of experience past the $100,000 mark. All new teachers would be hired under 

the green tier. The union and district  would  work together in setting the criteria for 

performan ce incentives, but the Chancellor insists student test scores should play a central role. 

The proposed contract would also remove seniority as a requirement for hiring and re -assigning 

teachers, giving a principal more freedom to hire teachers for his or her school.26 

òMoney isnõt everything,ó says Kamras. òPeople decide to become teachers because they care 

passionately about children. But we believe that, to radically increase the quality and quantity 

of the teacher applicant pool, and to help retain the very best educators we have, we need to 

fundamentally change compensation. In short, we believe that high -performing teachers 

serving in high -poverty schools should be rich. Period.ó 

NEW DEVELOPMENTS IN TEACHER CERTIFICATION  

In August, 2008, Deborah A. Gist, State Superintendent of Education for the District of 

Columbia, proposed an amendment to the current regulations for teacher certification. First, 

alternative certification teachers would be able to teach any subject regardless of their 

undergraduate major. A history major could teach math and receive a license as long as they 

pass competency exams and enroll in a licensure program.   

Secondly, all Standard and Provisional licenses would be reclassified. These new licenses would 

be called Regular I and Regular II licenses, which expire two and four years from the date of 

issuance, respectively. Both licenses would be non-renewable. A Regular I credential is 

upgraded to Regular II once completing a state approved teacher preparation program. Once 

the Regular II license expires, a teacher would have to apply for an Advanced Teaching 

Credential. The new Advanced Teaching Credential would require a teacher to demonstrate 

effectiveness in the classroom to continue teaching in a DCPS school. Until the effectiveness 

regulation is finalized, teachers will be able to renew their Regular II License by completing 6 

hours of coursework and/or 90 hours of professional development. 27 

The proposed amendments, which would go into effect next year, would make the D.C. school 

system one of the few in the country to link the licensing of teachers to their classroom 

performance rather than their academic credentials. Poor performing teachers could lose their 
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license after 4 years and new teachers could be brought in regardless of their previous work 

experience and undergraduate major. Gist has been working on the revisions through the state 

rulemaking process, which does not require review by the D.C. Council or the D.C. State Board 

of Education. 

UNION NEGOTIATIONS STALL  

More than 15 months have passed since the original union contract expired, and the WTU has 

yet to revisit the negotiating table. George Parker, president of the WTU, has resisted bringing 

the districtõs latest proposal to vote among the unionõs fiercely divided membership. Many 

veterans fear that changes to seniority rules and tenure òcould lead to mass terminations,ó 

while a significant number of teachers welcome the opportunity to earn higher pay for work 

they already do and successes that often go unrecognized.28 

George Parker genuinely supports the need for greater accountability and compensation, but he 

has been unable to unify union membership and uproot his membershipõs fear and mistrust of 

district leadership. òOn a scale of one to ten [ten being the highest level of mistrust], teacher 

mistrust of DCPS leadership has historically been around a 4. Today, I would say it is around an 

8 or 9,ó said Parker.  

He says the Chancellorõs approach is partly to blame.  

òWe do not get called and asked about our position on things before they are implemented. The 

Chancellorõs style does not lend itself to frequent collaborations. She prefers more unilateral 

decision-making than group decision -making. ó said the union President.  

When asked about the districtõs aggressive approach to removing poor performing teachers, 

Parker said, òI think the reality is that you canõt fire your way to a good school system. There 

just arenõt enough stars out there. Most of these teachers need a strong mentor program. We 

end up with a lot of our younger teachers getting frustrated and leaving. You have to develop a 

system of outstanding teachers and there is impatience in terms of the development processéat 

least that is our perception.ó  

THE NEXT STAGE: RECRUITMENT  

With a strategy in place and a clear understanding of the challenges they were up against, Jason 

Kamras and his team have begun to execute. òWe have seen reports on human capital with a 

laundry list of things you can do on all fronts, but Kaya has challenged us to prioritize the key 

levers we can pull today.ó In the last year, Kaya Henderson has focused on re-negotiating the 

teacherõs union contract, which includes a compensation plan and removing poor performing 

teachers.  Once DCPS dismisses poor performers and receives permission to compensate 
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teachers for performance, Kamras realizes that òenhancing external teacher recruitment and 

developing a homegrown teacher pipelineó will become a top priority.  

DCPS currently spends $300K recruiting new teachers on its own. The district pays an 

additional $495K per year to The New Teacher Project and Teach for America to recruit, select 

and train alternatively certified teachers, 90% of which are young professionals who have no 

formal training or prior teaching experience.  

The district does not have a comprehensive strategy for recruiting experienced, achievement 

driven  teachers ð teachers who have 2-4 years+ teaching experience and whose students have 

demonstrated significant academic gains. This is a different profile from the teachers TFA and 

DC Teaching Fellows typically attract .  

As charter schools continue to grow and neighboring school districts expand their recruitment 

efforts, Kamras knows bringing performance driven, battle tested teachers to DCPS will become 

incredibly difficult. Last y ear, HR spent $20K on online advertising, career builder posts and 

other online job boards. When Kamras visits the district teacher application site at 

www.teachdc.org , he receives the same error message for every button he clicks, ò404 ð File or 

Directory not found.ó The district normally has a table at university career fairs, but there is no 

direct outreach. Surveys of new hires indicate that òreferrals from friendsó is the number 1 

recruitment tool. The current ef fort minimally differentiates for recruiting high need, hard to 

find math and science teachers. Shortages in math and science teachers limit available course 

offerings, and incidentally, one third of DCPS high school students did not meet course 

requirements for graduating in 2008.  

At the end of February, Jason Kamras will sit down with his Human Capital team to define a 

recruitment strategy to bring high performing teachers to D.C., raise the level of student 

achievement, and ultimately transform the live s of D.C. students. With so many questions left 

unanswered regarding the human capital value chain, the teacherõs union contract and teacher 

certification, how should his team  approach this monumental task? 

http://www.teachdc.org/


DC tǳōƭƛŎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ tƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ 9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜ 

 

19 

Exhibit 1 . The Teacher Quality Value Chain 

 

Source: The New Teacher Project
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Exhibit 2 . DC Teacher Certification Requirements 

 

Source: DC Office of the State Superintendent of Education, www.osse.dc.gov

http://www.osse.dc.gov/
http://www.osse.dc.gov/
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Exhibit 3 . DCPS Teacher Demographics 
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Source: DCPS Internal Data


