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Broad motivation of paper

This paper makes the case that teacher value-added (VA) is really a

composite parameter that should be allowed to vary by environment

Not terribly surprising, but this paper really beats it home!

Context of study: The introduction of a federal accountability

system (NCLB)



Research questions

The authors assume the overall impact of teachers is the sum of:

• 'Teacher ability': Teacher e�ects that are invariant to

incentives

• 'Teacher e�ort': Teacher e�ects that depend on incentives

The authors then ask two questions

1 What are the contemporenous e�ects of teacher ability versus

teacher e�ort?

2 What are the persistent e�ects of teacher ability versus e�ort?

To investigate these questions, they compare teachers who teach

• classrooms with many vs. few marginal students

• before and after the NCLB reform.



What is the level of the policy variation?

The policy variation is really at the school level

NCLB provides incentives for schools to direct resources to students

who are close to certain cuto�s in the test score distribution.

So a natural way to look at it would be to assess how test scores

change with NLCB across the distribution.

• This is basically Figure 1 � which is really interesting!

But, as written, this paper is about teachers, not schools.



From schools to teachers

What is the value of moving the unit of analysis (in question 1)

from the school level to the teacher level?

My guesses:

1) Making the point that VA estimates depend on incentive

environment?

• If so, something like Figure 1 should be enough

2) Estimate what fraction of teacher VA that is due to teacher

e�ort vs ability?

• But the pre-NCLB estimates of VA come from an environment

that already has accountability (ABCs)

• So what you are really identifying is the marginal response to

additional incentives
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From schools to teachers (con't)

Still guessing....

3) Perhaps the point is to argue that the mechanism of the NCLB

impact is coming from teachers improving

• But if the school makes other changes that target the marginal

students, and those students happen to be in certain classes,

then it will show up as changes in teacher VA.

More generally, why are you measuring e�ects on teacher VA when

a teacher's incentive in this context isn't directly based on VA?

Can we use your estimates to credibly make predictions about how

an incentive scheme based on VA would a�ect teacher e�ort?
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Filling in the story

The paper is quick to take an incentive scheme and analyze it

simply in terms of teacher e�ects

But the speci�cs of NCLB make it curious to reduce it to teacher

e�ects

It's an incentive scheme where di�erent teachers have

heterogeneous contributions to meeting the goal

• but the bene�ts are shared by all at the school.



Filling in the story (con't)

We tend to see school-level incentives have di�erent and often

smaller e�ect than targeted incentives

(Imberman and Lovenheim, RESTAT 2015).

Your paper could bene�t from showing us how much an individual

teacher can actually shift the probability of meeting NCLB.

And if it's small, what is the hypothesized mechanism?

Do teachers with many marginal students face risk of discipline

from the principal?



Filling in the story (con't)

Beyond that, for a school-level incentive, it would seem weird that

the only change is that some teachers exert more e�ort.

Do we see class size go down for classes with higher numbers of

marginal students?

Also, the paper treats good teachers re-sorting to marginal students

as a potential confounder and mostly rules it out.

• Wouldn't reassignment of teachers be a natural way for the

school to near its target?

The paper might bene�t from thinking of this as an alternate

policy, at least in the cost-bene�t section.



Technology, e�ort, and ability

The authors specify a production function with

i) Additive separability between teacher e�ort and teacher ability

ii) E�ort being distinct from technology:

• I think i) is key for the entire paper, implying that payo� to a

unit of e�ort does not depend on teacher ability

• I think ii) is important only for some parts of the paper



Technology and e�ort

i) seems unavoidable but ii) might be possible to relax

One could think of re-de�ning e�ort as the composite of technology

and teachers trying harder

Would still measure the policy impact of changes in incentives.

But ii) matters in the structural part for identifying the e�ect of

NCLB on ABCs incentives when done at the student level

• Same term enters the eq. for all students at a given school

ii) also matters in the cost-bene�t analysis, where test score gains

all �cost� the same amount regardless of which part of the

distribution they come from.



Identi�cation

The model talks at length about identi�cation but a formal

argument with assumptions and proof might be easier to follow

For example, the model in the paper makes it clear that the epsilon

error term has a lot embedded in it.

Might be useful to make clear the conditions under which the

various components fof epsilon are orthogonal to the regressors

Is the assumption that teachers are randomly assigned with respect

to quality of the students they had last year, the amount of e�ort

prior teachers made, and student innate ability?



Identi�cation (con't)

Perhaps the authors are appealing to the long VA literature

But your paper really highlights dynamics, making identi�cation

even more challenging

For example, consider two fourth-grade teachers with identical

student third-grade score distributions

• but one teacher's students have higher innate ability and had a

worse teacher last year

• while another teacher's students have lower innate ability and

had a better teacher last year

Don't you need to control for this given that innate ability and

teacher e�ects might persist at di�erent rates (a point this paper

nicely makes)



Final thoughts

Recently, a lot of interest in e�ects of teachers and VA models

As written, this paper follows closely this literature, as opposed to

analyzing things at the level at which the policy variation exists

Focusing on teachers could very well be a good way to sell the

paper....

But I think it muddies the water, both when it comes to modelling

and identi�cation

Ultimately, it is hard to credibly answer the questions about teacher

e�ort vs incentive given the data and policy variation


