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Teacher Unions Fight Teacher Testing 
 
Do teachers in Pennsylvania’s public schools have a solid command of the basic skills that 
constitute the minimum qualifications for instructors? Parents and taxpayers have a right to know.  
Apparently, the state’s teacher unions would rather they not know, and in fact would instead favor 
a proposal of the Keystone Research Center (KRC) that would abandon rigorous testing 
altogether.   
 
The current program for assessing teachers came about as a result of a political agreement 
between the Ridge administration and the state’s teachers’ unions back in May of 2001.  The 
unions agreed to teacher testing in exchange for being included in a 25 percent pension increase 
for state employees. The exams, known as the Professional Development Assistance Program 
(PDAP), focus on reading and math skills. Educational Testing Services developed the tests. The 
exams were subjected to review by numerous parties, including "representatives of the 
Department of Education, classroom teachers, and college professors", and conform to accepted 
scholarly standards as acknowledged by the KRC, which is now attacking the tests.  
 
Resistance to the PDAP exams began as early as November of last year when computerized 
exams began in western Pennsylvania.  Consider the comments by John Tarka, executive director 
of the Pennsylvania Federation of Teachers. On November 2nd, Tarka was quoted in a local 
newspaper as saying that because the exams were computerized, "there are a lot of teachers who 
won’t be able to [take the exams]" and that "you could have a very skilled teacher taking a test on 
a machine that he is not familiar with." 
 
Five days later, the exams arrived at the Pittsburgh Public School District in paper and pencil 
form.  The head of the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers, Al Fondy, instructed principals to send 
the exams back unopened.  Amazingly, Mr. Tarka told a reporter that the paper and pencil tests 
created a "tremendous problem in terms of security and confidence on the part of our teachers."  
Is there an exam format Mr. Tarka would approve?   
 
Now we are being told that the PDAP exams are inappropriate because, in the words of the KRC, 
"the tests do not measure teachers’ command of what they actually teach or how well they 
actually teach."  The KRC favors replacing the PDAP with a "Teacher Effectiveness Initiative" 
that focuses on mentoring new teachers "early in their career" and creates "opportunities to reflect 
together with other teachers regarding classroom practice."  In other words, let’s forget the tests 
and thanks for the pension increase.   
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The KRC has set up a straw man in its analysis of the PDAP tests. These tests were designed to 
measure how much teachers know, not how they perform in the classroom. Their criticism begs 
the question, “How can a teacher who is not in command of basic math and proficient in reading 
skills possibly produce high levels of achievement in their students?”  It might be true that some 
teachers are superbly equipped in terms of knowledge but for whatever reason cannot produce 
high levels of student achievement. But to expect excellent instruction from teachers who are not 
proficient in the subject matter is ludicrous. If the PDAP tests find that all or most of 
Pennsylvania’s teachers are adequately knowledgeable, then the initiative can move to the 
question of why so many school districts are performing at such a low level.    
 
Is there any chance the KRC and the teachers' unions would favor tying teacher performance 
evaluations and pay directly to student achievement?  To say the least, it is extremely doubtful 
they will ever agree to such a direct means of evaluation and reward.  Sounds too much like merit 
pay for them to ever accept. What this means, of course, is that their straw man objection to the 
PDAP tests is just another red herring designed to obfuscate and delay the implementation of any 
quality controls on teacher performance.   
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Note:  Listen to the Allegheny Institute Report airing on 1410 KQV this Monday, February 4th at 
7:00 pm.    

 
If you know of someone who would like to receive our Policy Briefs, please feel free to forward. 
Or if you rather, send us their information and we will add them to the list of subscribers.   
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