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BRIEF 1: DIGITAL LEARNING AND ONLINE ASSESSMENT

BACKGROUND

Digital learning offers the opportunity to customize education for individual students, giving them control
over the time, place, path, and pace of their education. With an ever-growing array of devices to access the
Internet, students have the potential to learn anytime and anywhere. 

Interest and participation in digital learning is growing. A decade ago, only 40,000-50,000 students were
enrolled in K-12 online education.1 In the 2009-10 school year, approximately 1.8 million students in K-12
districts were enrolled in distance-education courses, almost all of which were online.1 An additional 200,000
students were enrolled in full-time online schools.3 Yet these students represent only a small fraction of the
total students in the United States. States need to evaluate their policies and funding structures to
prevent arbitrary barriers to digital learning opportunities for students and ensure districts and
schools have the flexibility to offer various options
for students.

There are three essential components for digital
learning: high-quality digital content, technology to
access the content, and effective educators to both
deliver the content and provide guidance for students.
Students can enroll full-time as digital learners,
supplement brick and mortar education with a few
online classes, or engage in blended learning that
combines the best of both worlds.

While research on the effects of digital learning is
limited, a 2010 meta-analysis conducted by the U.S.
Department of Education found that students in online
conditions performed modestly better than those
learning the same material through traditional face-to-
face instruction (the analysis included studies of 
K-12, postsecondary, and workforce training programs).4

When compared against their peers who received
face-to-face instruction, students in blended
models exhibited larger increases in learning than
students in strictly online courses.5

CONTEXT IN NORTH CAROLINA

North Carolina has been a leader in digital learning, since the State Board of Education’s 1983
adoption of Computer Competencies for All Educators in North Carolina Public Schools.6 In 2002,
the General Assembly formed the Business Education Technology Alliance to ensure that technology was

TYPES OF DIGITAL LEARNING
l Full-Time Online: Offers an educational
option for students who cannot, or do not
desire to, attend a brick-and-mortar school.
Students and teachers are not in the same
location.

l Part-Time Online: Provides students an
opportunity to enroll in individual online
courses to meet particular needs and
interests, such as AP or foreign language
courses that their schools may not offer.
Students and teachers are not in the same
location for the online course.

l Blended: Combines digital learning with
other modes of learning, such as instruction
facilitated by a teacher, group discussion,
project-based learning, or one-on-one
tutoring in a supervised setting. Students
and teachers are in the same location.
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effectively used in the North Carolina school system.7 As a result of this collaboration, the North Carolina
Virtual Public School (NCVPS) was established in 2006-07 to provide courses that students are unable to
take at their local schools. Since its inception, enrollment in NCVPS has grown each year: with just shy of
50,000 enrollments in the 2011-12 school year, NCVPS is now the second largest virtual public school
in the nation.8 Students from all 115 LEAs and approximately 30 charter schools utilize the NCVPS to take
a wide range of courses including core academic requirements, world languages, and advanced placement.

Many school districts within North Carolina have undertaken their own efforts to incorporate digital learning
into instructional practice. For example, more than 50 LEAs are implementing initiatives to provide universal
access to personal teaching and learning devices. Known as one-to-one initiatives, these efforts were studied
by the North Carolina Learning Technology Initiative (NCLTI) to generate a Framework for Implementation.
The Framework includes structures and tools to facilitate planning, communicating, implementing, providing
professional development, and evaluating the implementation of one-to-one efforts in schools and LEAs.9

North Carolina is also preparing for implementation of a new system of online assessments. As a
governing member of the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC), North Carolina is working in
partnership with 24 other states to develop a shared, next-generation assessment system that would not
be economically feasible to build individually. This system will use computer adaptive technology to customize
each assessment for the individual student, producing more detailed data on learning without requiring
additional questions. Assessment results will also be made available to teachers in a timelier manner.

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS 

In late 2012, the North Carolina General Assembly’s legislative research committee on Digital Learning
Environments in the Public Schools (Committee) studied the current status of digital learning 
in K-12 education and made a series of recommendations.10 The Committee’s findings and
recommendations are described below, including additional notes on related activity within the state:

• Establish teacher competency standards and licensure requirements for digital learning
High-quality, ongoing professional development and support are key factors in developing successful
digital learning environments. The Committee has recommended that the General Assembly enact
legislation directing the State Board of Education to develop digital competency standards that provide
a framework for schools of education, school administrators, and classroom teachers on the needed
skills to provide high-quality, integrated digital learning. The Committee also recommends that the
General Assembly enact legislation to include digital competencies as an integral component of licensure
requirements for all new and current teachers and school administrators by 2017.

Over the past five years, several organizations have released standards for online teaching.11 North Carolina
has adopted the International Society for Technology in Education’s standards, NETS. Additionally, the
North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards include the use of technology, noting that teachers should
integrate technology into their instruction and be prepared to choose appropriate methods and techniques
to meet unique student needs.12
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• Evaluate wireless access and bandwidth capacity of each NC public school and county
Since 1980, the Microelectronics Center of North Carolina (MCNC) has aided technology-based
economic development throughout the state. In 1994, MCNC drove the nation’s first statewide
effort to provide broadband services and support to K-12 school districts, higher education
campuses, and academic research institutions. This network is known as the North Carolina
Research and Education Network (NCREN). In 2010, MCNC was awarded Broadband Technologies
Opportunities Program funding to further expand high-speed connectivity through NCREN.

The School Connectivity Initiative (SCI), initially funded by the NC General Assembly in 2007, provides
for the connection of NC LEAs to NCREN and provides funding for high bandwidth connectivity for
all schools in NC. However, this funding does not address infrastructure within school buildings
or the classroom devices needed for taking full advantage of the educational potential of
information and communications technologies.13

Reliable Internet connectivity is an essential component of effective digital learning, both within and
outside of school. Many LEAs have reported unavailable or unreliable wireless access and limited
connectivity within their communities. 

The Committee recommends that the General Assembly direct the State Board of Education to
establish a standard for sufficient classroom wireless connectivity for a digital learning environment
and conduct an in-depth inventory of the wireless access and bandwidth capacity of each public
school in the State based on that standard. The Committee also recommends that the General
Assembly establish a survey of community connectivity and identify ways to assist in expansion of
readily accessible Internet in all North Carolina counties.

• Provide greater funding flexibility and support professional development
LEAs are using creative approaches to fund digital learning, such as repurposing current funding,
seeking private grants, requiring parental contributions, and drawing from local funding or tax
revenue. Several LEAs have requested more flexibility in the use of lottery funds that are currently
designated for school construction. Forty percent of net lottery proceeds are distributed to the Public
School Building Capital Fund for school construction. 

The Committee recommends the General Assembly provide LEAs and counties flexibility for three
years to use these lottery funds for digital learning needs such as school connectivity, digital textbooks
and instructional resources, or digital devices. LEAs that choose to exercise this flexibility would be
required to use a portion of this funding to ensure high-quality, ongoing professional development
for teachers, such as the use of instructional technology facilitators at the school building level. After
the initial three years, the Committee recommends that the General Assembly require LEAs and
counties to earn continued funding flexibility by demonstrating consistent growth in student
outcomes, as determined by the State Board of Education.
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• Encourage the use of digital textbooks and other instructional resources
Digital textbooks and other instructional resources are becoming increasingly available, particularly as
widespread adoption of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) has established a multi-state market
for such tools. Digital content can be purchased using funding for textbooks, but this funding stream
has been dramatically reduced in recent years. In FY2009, $115 million was allocated to LEAs for textbook
purchases. In FY2013, this amount is reduced to $20 million.14 LEAs are taking a number of approaches
to acquire and provide digital learning resources, including diverting and restructuring current funding,
using private funds, asking for parental contributions, accessing local funding or local tax revenue, and
developing “bring-your-own-device” policies. 

The Committee recommends that the General Assembly establish its intent to transition from funding
for textbooks, both traditional and digital, to funding for digital materials, including textbooks and
instructional resources, to provide educational resources that remain current, aligned with curriculum,
and effective for all learners by 2017.

BRIEF 1: DIGITAL LEARNING AND ONLINE ASSESSMENT
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT IN NC

Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) education has received a lot of attention in recent
years, and for good reason. There are approximately 400,000 STEM-related jobs in North Carolina, and this
sector of jobs is projected to grow by a rate of 1.6 percent over the next few decades (compared to 1.3
percent for all other jobs).15 Not only are STEM-related jobs in North Carolina growing at a faster rate, but
they are also paying 64 percent more than the average job. Even when STEM majors take employment
outside of non-STEM areas, their earnings still tend to be higher.16 This is an economic signal that STEM
education develops analytical abilities and habits of mind that are valued among employers in many sectors.  

An array of studies over the past
several years have encouraged
educators to provide richer
experiences in science for young
children and engage all students
in hands-on, applied learning.
In 2007, the National Research
Council warned that standards and
many widely used curriculum
materials were failing to reflect the
cognitive capabilities of younger
children. These early elementary
school years have proven to be a
critical component of the STEM
pipeline. In a Scientific American
survey designed to better understand
the educational experiences of
science, math, and engineering students and professionals, it was found that those who pursue STEM degrees
tend to become interested in science in elementary school.17 It is also clear that hands-on and applied learning
are essential. In a study of learning experiences associated with higher student achievement, the National
Assessment Governing Board found that students who did hands-on activities at least once a week scored higher
on a national science assessment than their peers who did hands-on activities less frequently.18

According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), an assessment given to samples of
students across the country, North Carolina students have improved over time in both math and science.
NAEP questions also revealed that 65 percent of North Carolina’s students are experiencing hands-on science
activities at least once a week.19 Yet North Carolina’s average scores on the NAEP Science Assessment are
below the national average, indicating that further improvement is needed.6

BRIEF 2: STEM EDUCATION
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From March to November 2011, North Carolina took stock of current educational efforts underway in STEM
and developed a strategic plan to address shortcomings. The resulting NC Science, Technology, Engineering,
and Mathematics (STEM) Education Strategic Plan called for a focus on three areas of improvement: student
achievement, community understanding and support, and leveraging/increasing STEM resources.

NOTABLE EFFORTS UNDERWAY

From higher standards to more effective use of the resources that are available for science instruction,
activities in North Carolina are underway that work toward the goals laid out in the NC STEM Education
Strategic Plan. A few of these include:

• Raising and Clarifying Expectations for Students
In 2008, the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction undertook an effort to raise academic
standards in all subject areas, including Essential Standards developed within the state and standards
developed in partnership with other states. For English language arts and mathematics, North Carolina
chose the Common Core State Standards. The Standards, adopted by 49 states and territories, provide
grade-by-grade learning progressions that define the knowledge and skills students need to be ready
for success in entry-level, credit-bearing college coursework or workforce training programs. North
Carolina is now participating in the development of Next Generation Science Standards, which are
expected to be complete in Spring 2013, and will bring similar rigor and clarity to science education
as the Common Core State Standards have brought to English language arts and mathematics.

BRIEF 2: STEM EDUCATION
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• Developing Models for Instruction and Professional Development
The State Board of Education recently adopted Attributes for STEM Schools to serve as a standard
measure of quality STEM programs in the state. This checklist was developed using local, state, and
national research plus public feedback from 125 practitioners, educators, and business leaders. Specific
tools have been designed to help elementary, middle, and high schools assess their own progress
building STEM programs that display hallmarks of quality.21

In August 2011, the Northeast Regional School of Biotechnology and Agriscience opened as the
state’s first model regional school, serving students in Washington, Tyrrell, Pitt, Martin and Beaufort
counties. These districts are working with NC New Schools, NC State University’s College of
Agriculture, and the State Board of Education to integrate STEM learning across all content areas for
up to 500 students in grades 7-13. Students will have the opportunity to earn two years of college
credit along with their high school diploma. The regional school model was made possible per 2011
legislation passed by the NC General Assembly. It is designed to meet workforce and economic
development needs of the area and to draw upon resources within higher education and the private
sector. The model also includes an intensive professional development component that provides
residencies in the region’s schools.

• Growing the Ranks of Effective STEM Teachers
In 2010, the National Research Council concluded a three-year study of teacher preparation programs,
with a disappointing conclusion that not enough is known about quality preparation to articulate
the components. The following year, 18 funding entities banded together to launch the 100Kin10
initiative, which aims to increase the number and effectiveness of STEM teachers so that all students
have access to first-rate STEM learning. An array of partners around the country are contributing to
the initiative in unique ways, including North Carolina’s own NC New Schools, Kenan Fellows
Program, and Public Impact. Researchers from the University of Chicago will ensure 100Kin10 efforts
are carefully studied to build the knowledge base about the most effective ways to recruit, prepare,
and retain STEM teachers.   

Four UNC campuses are now completing a multi-year effort to pilot a new model of recruiting and
training STEM majors to become K-12 educators. Supported by Burroughs Wellcome Fund, the
program was designed to build on lessons learned from the nationally-recognized model UTeach,
developed at the University of Texas at Austin. In their junior and senior years, participating
undergraduate STEM majors enter a program that allows them to complete their bachelor’s
degree in science or mathematics while earning teacher certification.  This intensive program is
designed through close collaboration between schools of education and schools of arts and sciences.
Participating students receive a $6500 scholarship their junior and senior years, plus an annual $5000
stipend during their first five years of serving as a STEM teacher in North Carolina. Initial analyses
have shown increased production of licensed teachers in high school math and science on three of
the participating campuses. Further evaluation of the effectiveness of program candidates will be
conducted in the future.22

BRIEF 2: STEM EDUCATION
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• Providing Online Access to Rigorous Coursework and Learning Experiences
The North Carolina School of Science and Math (NCSSM) offers tuition-free high school courses
to North Carolina students via interactive videoconference. These courses give students across the
state greater access to honors or advanced placement (AP) courses. For the 2011-12 school year,
NCSSM received more than 800 student requests for the 16 courses, which included AP calculus,
statistics, forensic science and genetics, and biotechnology. NCSSM also offers online STEM Enrichment
Sessions designed to help elementary and middle school teachers address concepts that are difficult
to teach. NCSSM allows teachers to schedule live interactive sessions led by NCSSM staff, or to choose
from do-it-yourself lessons that provide guidance, teaching materials, and videos for teachers to
incorporate into their classrooms.

North Carolina’s schools also have access to the Grassroots Science Museums Collaborative, a
network of more than 30 institutions that offer learning experiences for students and professional
development opportunities for their teachers. For example, every school in North Carolina is virtually
connected to the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences, which provides student programs
aligned to state content standards, broadcasts educational programming that connects students to
scientists all over the world, and allows students to submit questions to scientists in the field. 

BRIEF 2: STEM EDUCATION
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Teacher effectiveness is the most influential school-based factor for improving student learning. On average,
the most effective teachers produce one-and-a-half grade levels of growth each year, a level sufficient
to close the achievement gap for low-income students.23 Given this influence, it is essential for state
education leaders to ensure that new educators are well-prepared to tackle the challenges of today’s
classrooms and current educators are supported in a manner that gives all students access to the most
effective teachers possible.

It is clear that more is being expected of teachers than ever before. Today, teachers are charged with
ensuring that every student is career- and college- ready upon graduation from high school. This
commitment to equity has profound implications for the profession.  When current disparities in student
achievement are considered, the enormity of the task becomes evident. In 2009 and 2011, the National
Center for Education Statistics found African-American and Hispanic students to be lagging behind their
white peers by roughly two grade levels on the National Assessment for Education Progress’s math and
reading assessments in fourth and eighth grades.24

Teachers are taking on this challenge as standards are being raised, assessment and data systems are being
redesigned to generate more detailed information about student activity, and teacher evaluation systems
are being updated to include evidence of student growth. Amidst these intersecting policy changes, teachers
must adjust their practice to integrate technology, customize instruction to meet individual student needs,
and provide students with hands-on, applied learning experiences. These changes have very real implications
for what goes on in classrooms across the state.

CONTEXT IN NORTH CAROLINA
As noted previously, North Carolina is implementing new, higher K-12 standards in all subject areas. The
new standards will require a significant shift in instruction for most teachers and school leaders, both in
terms of content coverage and strategies used. Teachers might need to acquire additional knowledge in
these subject areas, especially elementary math teachers who could be required to teach different content
than previously taught in their grade levels. 

North Carolina is also engaged in efforts to improve assessment and data systems, which will give teachers
better decision-making tools to customize instruction for individual student needs. North Carolina is
participating in the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, a multi-state effort to develop online
assessment systems that provide richer, timelier information about student learning in math and English
language arts. However, teacher training programs generally have not addressed data skills and data-
informed decision-making processes, and many teachers will need coaching as they become skilled at
interpreting test and other student data for instructional decision-making.

While adapting to changes in North Carolina’s standards, assessments, and data systems, teachers are also
working to realize the potential of digital learning strategies in their classrooms. Digital learning requires
pedagogical skills that aren’t often taught in traditional teacher preparation programs. Teachers need

BRIEF 3: TEACHERS FOR TODAY’S CLASSROOM
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support to make this shift. A survey of North Carolina teachers, conducted by researchers at the Friday
Institute, found that just 12 percent of respondents had fully integrated digital tools and resources in a
manner that emphasizes student activity and higher-level thinking.25

NOTABLE EFFORTS UNDERWAY

Within North Carolina and other states, education
leaders are engaged in new efforts to prepare teacher
candidates and train existing teachers to meet the
challenges of today’s classrooms. 

• Preparing teachers to implement the CCSS 
As states, including North Carolina, begin to
accelerate the implementation of the CCSS, one
area of focus is ensuring that all teachers are
adequately prepared. North Carolina teachers
have participated in both state level and district
level professional development and have access to
an Instructional Toolkit to help them implement
the CCSS in their classrooms in the 2012-13 school
year.26 In addition, the new instructional support
system, Home Base, will connect teachers with
professional development modules based on their
personal interests, district goals, and state
standards.27 Home Base will become available to
educators, students, and parents in the 2013-14
school year.

At the district level, Triangle High Five, a
collaboration of Johnston County Schools, Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, Durham Public
Schools, Orange County Schools, and Wake County Public Schools, is developing and sustaining
professional learning communities within the Triangle region and across the state.28 As part of this
work, the collaborative has implemented significant professional development to support the
transition to the new standards and provided feedback to the NC Department of Public Instruction
during the development of model math courses aligned with the CCSS.

• Training teachers to use digital learning strategies
Online courses call for unique instructional approaches, and nearly all states require virtual instructors
to be state-certified. In North Carolina, LearnNC offers the Carolina Online Teachers program to help
teachers build their own capacity to create online learning environments, manage a virtual classroom,
and develop student-centered instruction using technology. This certification program consists of 

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX 

Some education reformers argue that the
current structure of schools and funding
actually prevents students from having access
to the most effective teachers. In Seizing
Opportunity at the Top, researchers Emily
Ayscue Hassel and Bryan Hassel argue that to
close the achievement gap, all students need
“3X teachers.”23 Such teachers, found in the
top 20-25 percent of teacher effectiveness
ratings, make approximately three times the
progress with their students than teachers in
the bottom 20-25 percent. Hassel and Hassel
argue that all students could have access to
3X teachers if we rethink the way schools are
structured and teachers are supported. They
offer several policy recommendations for
policymakers to consider, which address
funding structures, class size limits, and rules
for teacher licensure.

BRIEF 3: TEACHERS FOR TODAY’S CLASSROOM
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five core courses and two electives.29 To be eligible to teach online courses through the NC Virtual
Public School, educators are required to complete one designated course within the online certificate
program.30

As blended and technology-enhanced learning continues to grow within traditional classrooms, it is
clear that all teachers will need to be skilled in understanding technological tools, using online
instructional materials, and interacting with students online. Several states, such as Idaho and
Georgia have established online teaching endorsements as part of the licensure options offered by
the state education agency. Arizona State University, the largest undergraduate teacher preparation
program in the country, has redesigned its teacher preparation program curriculum to eliminate what
was formerly a stand-alone course on the use of technology in classrooms. Technology is now part
of all content methods courses within the iTeachAZ curriculum.31

The Mooresville Graded School District has been lauded nationally for learning outcomes that have
been achieved since the district implemented a digital conversion initiative in 2007. The district has
moved from the bottom quarter in student achievement to the 3rd ranked district in North Carolina.
While the technology upgrades and 1:1 laptop component provided the foundation for this work,
Superintendent Mark Edwards attributes the district’s success to a heavy focus on preparing
teachers and school leaders to make what has been a significant culture shift.32 Ongoing,
embedded professional development has guided teachers in how to use technology to personalize
student learning, use digital assessments to generate timely feedback, and analyze data for
instructional decision making.33

• Improving feedback about new teacher preparation and readiness
For many years, policymakers and education leaders have called for a licensing exam for teachers
that is comparable to the licensing exams in professions such as medicine or law. Researchers
from Stanford University developed edTPA in response, a performance assessment tool for prospective
teachers that requires candidates to demonstrate the ability to help all students learn within actual
classroom settings. edTPA is designed to complement existing entry-level teacher screening tools that
evaluate basic skills or subject-matter knowledge. edTPA assessment results will also provide feedback
that is essential to improving teacher preparation programs. In 2012, edTPA was field tested in 21
states, including North Carolina. North Carolina is also among 26 states that are planning to
implement the assessment in 2012-13.34

BRIEF 3: TEACHERS FOR TODAY’S CLASSROOM
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BACKGROUND

The traditional teacher pay system uses a series of “steps
and lanes” to reward teachers for every year in the
classroom and typically offers pay increases as teachers
earn advanced degrees and certifications. Proponents of
alternative compensation plans suggest that other
models may more effectively recruit and retain strong
teacher candidates and reward educators for strides they
make in improving student performance.35

About 90 sites across the country have received federal
money through the Teacher Incentive Fund to experiment
with performance-based pay. Many of these efforts have
been undertaken at the school district level. However, in
recent years interest in state-designed teacher
compensation models has grown. From 2009 to 2011,
the number of states that support some sort of
performance pay increased from 19 to 24. Florida,
Indiana, and Michigan have adopted policies requiring
teacher performance to be factored into the salary
schedules for all teachers.35

New policy resources are now being culled from the
various efforts of states and districts across the country.
The Center for Educator Compensation Reform (CECR)
is a research organization funded by the US Department
of Education that studies strategies for teacher pay
reform. It has provided technical assistance to a number
of districts that received federal Teacher Incentive Fund
grants, including Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools. CECR
has identified four major lessons learned from the work of these programs:36

• Communications: Designers of pay-for-performance programs need a strategic communications
plan that clearly communicates the structure and intent of the program. The objectives should be
clearly defined so that the public understands why the plan is being implemented.

• Buy-In: It is important to obtain the buy-in of stakeholder groups including parents, union leaders,
local school boards, and local business leaders when implementing a new pay system. The success of
the program will depend on whether educators believe it to be fair and likely to bring about a positive
impact on student achievement.

TYPES OF ALTERNATIVE
COMPENSATION MODELS
l Pay for skills and knowledge:
Teachers receive extra compensation
as they earn advanced degrees and
specialized certifications, such as
National Board Certification.

l Pay for hard-to-staff subjects or
schools: Often used as a recruitment
or retention tool to attract teachers in
high-demand fields or to struggling
schools where strong teachers are
needed.

l Pay for additional roles and
responsibilities: Teachers may receive
extra pay for taking on greater
workloads while serving in advanced
or “master” teaching roles.

l Pay-for-performance/Merit pay:
Additional pay is rewarded based on
student performance.

Source: Craig Jerald. (2009). Aligned by Design: How
Teacher Compensation Reform Can Support and
Reinforce Other Educational Reforms.
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• Sustainability: Many districts and states that have attempted to implement pay-for-performance
plans realized too late that they lacked adequate funding to sustain the program. States must consider
how the program will be sustained both financially and politically over time.

• Comprehensiveness: Experts agree that tests alone cannot offer a valid and reliable measure of
teacher effectiveness. Multiple forms of assessment are needed to obtain a full picture of teacher
performance (including test scores, evaluations, and other items like student surveys). Using only a
single measure may ignore other important aspects of a teacher’s practice and also prevents full buy-
in from teachers and principals.

CONTEXT IN NORTH CAROLINA

An improved system to evaluate teacher performance

The quality of a merit pay plan is directly related to the quality of the teacher evaluation system on which
it is based. Most states allow districts to develop their own teacher evaluation plans, resulting in an uneven
patchwork of measures that are difficult to use effectively. Five years ago, North Carolina moved to a
statewide teacher evaluation system that has served as a model for other states.

North Carolina has also been one of the leading states in establishing a more meaningful evaluation
system. Most teacher evaluation systems across the country have relied on a binary “satisfactory” or
“unsatisfactory” rating system that fails to provide detailed information about a teacher’s strengths and
weaknesses.  Such systems can also send a signal that there is little room for improvement. According to
The New Teacher Project’s report, The Widget Effect, more than 99 percent of teachers receive a satisfactory
rating under this type of binary evaluation system.  

North Carolina’s teacher evaluation system requires principals to rate each teacher as developing, proficient,
accomplished, or distinguished based on the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards. The evaluation
process includes a teacher self-assessment, a pre-observation meeting between the teacher and principal,
and classroom observations by the principal. As part of the state’s Race to the Top plan, the SBE now
requires that student achievement measures be included in teacher evaluations. Districts have had the
opportunity to include student data since the 2007-08 school year when the North Carolina Department of
Instruction (DPI) purchased EVAAS, a computer program owned by the Cary-based software corporation
SAS Institute. EVAAS tracks student data at the classroom level, making it a tool for instructional
improvements and evaluations.

States are now beginning to redesign teacher evaluation to incorporate measures that better reflect the
professional practice of teachers and academic outcomes of their students. These measures include student
achievement and growth, classroom observations, student perceptions of the classroom instructional
environment, and teacher perceptions of working conditions and the effectiveness of their peers. There is
not yet consensus on the best combination of measures to evaluate a teacher’s performance, but research
efforts are underway to better understand measures of teaching effectiveness. States such as North Carolina
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are engaged in this work. For example, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools is participating in the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation’s Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) study. This project connects
education researchers with school districts, principals, and teachers to develop objective and reliable measures
of a teacher’s impact on student achievement.

Recent legislative activity

The FY 2012-13 budget passed by the North Carolina General Assembly appropriated nearly $27 million for
a series of education reform initiatives. This appropriation includes funds for LEAs to develop plans for
bonuses or salary adjustments based on student performance.37 Local boards of education will submit
plans to the SBE by March 1, 2013, and the board will report on these plans by April 15, 2013.38

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS

It should be noted that current research is limited on whether merit pay leads to higher student achievement.
A 2010 study of a merit pay system in the Nashville Public Schools found that teacher bonus pay alone,
absent other supports, did not raise student achievement.39 Some studies have expressed concern that merit
pay plans can have negative consequences for teacher morale and collaboration and may lead teachers to
focus on a narrow set of objectives.40, 41

States and districts looking to implement merit pay confront the challenge of measuring teacher
contributions to student achievement in non-tested grades and subjects and of those who teach students
with disabilities. Research estimates that as many as 69 percent of teachers would not be able to be
accurately assessed with test-score based models.42 Some districts have preferred to use school-level
incentives rather than incentives for individual teachers, given the difficulty of measuring the contribution
of a single teacher.43

BRIEF 4: LESSONS LEARNED FROM MERIT PAY PILOTS
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BACKGROUND
Tenure laws were historically designed to protect teachers from arbitrary or discriminatory employment
actions based on their gender, nationality or political beliefs. Teacher tenure has traditionally been awarded
based on numbers of years served in the classroom. In 39 states the awarding of tenure is essentially
automatic.44 Some state leaders have come to view this system as outdated, particularly in light of research
that emphasizes the importance of effective teaching in student achievement. Yet proponents of tenure laws
have noted the importance of maintaining protections amidst the increasing demands that have been placed
on educators, particularly in the face of tight budgets and declining resources.

Interest in amending tenure processes has grown in conjunction with interest in tying teacher
evaluations to evidence of student learning. Until very recently, most states did not require that teacher
evaluations include measures of student learning. Since 2009, the number of states that include some sort
of student learning measure in their teacher evaluation systems has increased from 15 to 30.45

RECENT ACTIVITY OF NOTE

Though teacher tenure decisions are often made at the local level, it is an area of policy that states are
beginning to re-evaluate. Three states have eliminated tenure completely, and nine states now require
tenure decisions to be based on the performance of a teacher’s students.46 Officials in these states often
note that the changes are part of a larger effort to improve accountability and professional feedback for
educators.47

• Florida packaged changes to the state’s tenure policy with a new test-based evaluation system and
merit pay for teachers. The changes to the evaluation system and merit pay will not be fully
implemented until 2014; however, new teachers hired after July 1, 2011 are only offered one-year
contracts with no opportunity for tenure.48

• Michigan recently amended its tenure policy to allow sufficient time to evaluate teacher effectiveness
in the classroom. The state’s probationary period is now five years, and evidence of effectiveness has
been made the primary criterion in awarding tenure.49

• Colorado will implement teacher evaluation and tenure reform in 2014. Colorado’s reform effort was
led by state Sen. Mike Johnston, a former educator.  Annual teacher evaluations will be conducted and
student progress will constitute half of the teacher’s overall rating. To be considered for tenure, teachers
must earn three consecutive of positive evaluations. Tenured teachers who are rated “ineffective” for
two consecutive years will lose their tenure status. Those teachers deemed “ineffective” are eligible to
regain tenure after three consecutive years of positive evaluations.50

• Rhode Island is implementing changes to the state’s tenure policy in conjunction with new teacher
evaluation and professional development systems. Districts that signed onto the state’s Race to the
Top plan signaled that they will dismiss teachers who receive two consecutive years of “ineffective”
ratings. According to new regulations by the Board of Regents for Elementary and Secondary Education,
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teachers who receive five years of ineffective ratings – without a single rating of highly effective,
effective, or developing – will lose certification and will no longer be permitted to teach in Rhode
Island.51 A 2012 bill introduced by Senator Donna Nesselbush also attempted to tie the granting of
teacher tenure to the state’s new evaluation system, but it was determined in committee that the bill
should be held for further study.52

• Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton vetoed tenure reform legislation in May 2012, stating that tenure
decisions based on teacher evaluations should not be implemented until new evaluation systems are
fully developed. He encouraged lawmakers to revisit tenure reform once those changes are in place.53

CONTEXT IN NORTH CAROLINA

North Carolina’s Teacher Tenure Act (G.S.115C-325) was originally passed in 1971. Until 1997, tenure was
possible for teachers, principals, and supervisors. Tenure is now available only for teachers. Tenure is typically
awarded after a teacher has remained employed within an LEA for four consecutive years. Near the
end of the fourth year, the local school board votes on whether to award the teacher “career status,” or tenure.
Each year until tenure is granted, teachers undergo an annual appointment process. Once tenure is granted,
teachers are guaranteed a position each year unless a case is made for a change in employment status, such
as dismissal, demotion, or reduction to less than full-time status. Tenure can only be revoked upon resignation,
retirement, decision to move to a non-teaching position (such as an assistant principal), or through dismissal
procedures outlined in the law.54

Grounds for teacher dismissal include six categories: job performance, conduct or character, physical or mental
capacity, teacher’s license, citizenship, and justifiable force reduction.55 Grounds for dismissal within the area
of job performance include: inadequate performance, neglect of duty, failure to fulfill the statutory duties of
a teacher, insubordination, and failure to comply with the reasonable requirements of the board.56 G.S. 115C-
325 specifies that teachers must be notified of any performance inadequacies by way of an evaluation report.
Analysis of the three performance-based dismissal cases that have come before the NC appellate courts
indicates school systems have an obligation to inform teachers if and how their performance is found
to be inadequate and give them an opportunity to improve.57

According to the North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process adopted by the SBE in 2011, tenured teachers
must be evaluated on an annual basis.58 Until recently, a teacher’s job performance in North Carolina has
been measured according to five standards: how well they demonstrate leadership, how well they establish
a suitable classroom environment, content knowledge, learning facilitation and their reflections on practice.
In June 2012, the NC General Assembly passed a law that added student growth to this list of measures,
thereby adding student performance data to the factors considered in determining a teacher’s effectiveness.59
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