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Research demonstrates that most variation in student test scores is among students within the same
school rather than between schools. For student score gains, an even higher percentage of the variation
is within school than between schools. It is not surprising that overall, teacher value-added scores
change very little regardless of how the school effect is accounted for in the model. However, individual
teacher value-added rankings, particularly among the top and the bottom teachers, may be quite
sensitive to how the school effect is modeled. Therefore, the issue of whether and how to account for
school contributions to student learning in estimating teacher performance remains a key policy issue
for states and districts to consider.
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Teachers’ individual contributions to student learning and schools’ contributions are typically
intertwined, for several reasons. First, students and teachers are not randomly sorted into schools.
Better schools often attract better teachers and better students. Second, factors that make a school
better also may improve the performance of teachers already in the school; at the same time, strong
individual teacher performance contributes to overall school quality. How to create a value-added model
to account for school and teacher contributions to student learning is a decision that can affect teachers’
level of efforts as well as how teachers work with one another and, therefore, has important consequences.
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Key Points
The authors make the following conclusions:
¡¡ Differences in teacher value-added scores between schools are generally small in comparison to
within-school differences.
¡¡ Ignoring between-school differences (estimating a model without this component) attributes whatever
between-school differences do exist to individual teachers.
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¡¡ A different solution is to estimate between-school differences and then consider what part of those
differences should be attributed to teachers. As noted, teachers both are made better by the schools
they are in and contribute to the betterment of their schools.
¡¡ A decision about how much of between-school differences (school component) to include in a teacher
score has an important effect on the rankings of the teachers.
¡¡ Whether and how between-school differences are attributed to teachers depends on the intended use
of value-added scores and the comparisons among teachers that policymakers wish to make.
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