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Abstract

The notion of ‘teacher quality’ is a concept that has dominated education research and policy
for decades. While the terminology is widely accepted and used in the literature, it lacks a
clear and consistent understanding and application in the field. Furthermore, the
underpinning factors relating to ‘teacher’ and ‘teaching’ quality are regularly used
interchangeably and often unintentionally. As a result, while the concept of ‘teacher quality’
is widely used and forms the basis of critical policy reform in Australia and internationally,
its foundations are compromised due to this lack of clear definition and common intent.
Moreover, with such disparate understandings and applications of ‘teacher quality’, assessing
the viability and impact of policy and performance and comparing systemic outcomes in this
area, in schooling systems, is increasingly difficult. Within this context, this study seeks to
draw out, from a critical analysis of the literature, what is meant when the term ‘teacher
quality’ is used in research and policy. A deliberate emphasis was placed on the Australian
context with the intention of situating the findings in this setting. To achieve this, a
Systematic, Quantitative Literature Review (hereafter SQLR) was conducted, adopting the
formal methodology of Pickering and Byrne (2013). The SQLR produced 215 articles after
exclusion protocols were applied. Forty-four themes emanating from these papers revealed
that ‘teacher quality’ as a concept is invariably interconnected with notions of ‘teaching
quality’, but the underlying constructs lack consistency and definition, despite an assumption
that there is a shared understanding of the meaning. The findings suggest that the lack of
clarity around this construct has allowed policy to drive a prevailing narrative, most recently
characterised by a measurement and accountability agenda. As a result, professional expertise
as well as interpersonal and psychosocial factors shown to impact the quality of teachers and
their practice have been marginalised. It appears that what actually matters, in terms of impact
in schools and performance of educators, is in the union of these concepts; ‘who’ teachers
are and ‘what’ they do.
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In the past 20 years, public discourse relating to school education has been dominated
by a focus on the quality of teachers (Berkovich & Benoliel, 2018; Churchward & Willis,
2019; Fraser, 2017; Hartong & Nikolai, 2017; Mockler, 2018; Nordin & Wahlstrém, 2019;
Scholes et al., 2017; Simmie et al., 2019; Skourdoumbis, 2019). The term ‘teacher quality’
has emerged as a prevailing concept that permeates media and policy portrayals as a key
factor impacting the core business of schools and student learning outcomes (Barnes & Cross,
2018; Nordin & Wahlstrom, 2019).

The work of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
and its Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) has set the trend internationally
by ranking the performance of respective nations school students’ scores on standardised
tests. As nations have sought to improve their position on the league tables that are used to
report their performance, education policy has increasingly focussed on demonstrating
quality — particularly teacher quality. In the Australian setting, this focus on the quality of
teaching “manifests in the development of standardised national professional standards for
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teachers, a national focus on teacher performance, and school improvement templates that
foreground teacher expertise” (Scholes et al., 2017).

Where student achievement is in focus, teacher quality is regularly characterised as
both the problem and the solution in the media (Baroutsis, 2016; Mockler, 2018) and there
appears to be a disproportionate connection drawn between teacher performance and student
achievement. Skourdoumbis (2017a), for example, highlights the extent to which policy has
come to draw direct, ‘linear’ inferences between cause and effect when it comes to teachers
and student outcomes.

The idea that ‘better’ teachers lead directly to better test scores in PISA has resulted
in a range of policy actions aimed at lifting the performance of teachers, thus throwing the
concept of ‘teacher quality’ into the limelight (Berkovich & Benoliel, 2018; Churchward &
Willis, 2019; Martinez et al., 2016). The relentless fascination with this agenda, portrayed
mostly through the media, detracts from the attractiveness of teaching and challenges notions
of professionalism (Mockler, 2018).

Establishing a Definition

Despite its common and wide use in the literature and in the field, there is no consistent
definition or understanding of the term ‘teacher quality’ (Barnes & Cross, 2018; Scholes et
al., 2017). The definition of teacher quality is rarely stated — it is assumed that there is a
shared understanding. However, as already noted, the concept is often muddled and used
interchangeably with ‘teaching quality’, a concept more aligned to the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of
practice rather than the ‘who’. Recent trends also point to a disconnect between the defining
characteristics of teacher and teaching quality, and associated policy solutions enacted
globally (Fraser, 2017; Fullan et al., 2015; Nordin & Wahlstrom, 2019; Skourdoumbis,
2017b; Tsai & Ku, 2020).

The literature reveals there is tension in application and definition of ‘teacher quality’,
and there seems to be an incongruence in the various understandings of ‘quality’ that are
present. Fransson et al. (2018) describe it as a ‘mega-narrative’, and while it appears widely
in the literature and is used variably in research, the concept is rarely applied with consistent
interpretation (Tsai & Ku, 2020). Further, there is a disconnect between two commonly held
interpretations of the phraseology — is this considering the quality of ‘teachers’ or ‘teaching’
practice? (Churchward & Willis, 2019; Gitomer, 2019)

The research points to a recent trend in applying the concept to notions of professional
practice and accountability. That is to say, ‘teacher quality’ regularly appears against
frameworks, standards and rubrics which seek to unpack the skills and capabilities of
practitioners to provide a road map to expertise and performance (Fransson et al., 2018). This
is held to be a largely reductionist interpretation of ‘teacher quality’, encouraging a discourse
which sees the complex nature to teaching and learning reduced to lists of behaviours, many
of which don’t allow for variance of context, cultures, learners, environment or practitioner
(Fransson et al., 2018; Gitomer, 2019; Reid, 2019; Sinnema et al., 2017; Spillman, 2017).
This is a concern as it would appear that there is no single or complete measure for quality.
Gitomer (2019) further claims that in reality, the pursuit of this is foolish, it’s a better
understanding of the interrelated factors and subtle nuances of teaching quality that should
have our attention. With a push for greater professional accountability for teachers and in the
absence of clarity around the concept of ‘teacher quality’, there is a tendency to measure that
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which is readily accessible, not always the most insightful or useful to teachers themselves
(Mockler & Stacey, 2021, p. 185).

Exploring Teacher Quality

La Velle and Flores (2018) sought to unpack the nature of a teacher's work, reviewing the
research pertaining to the knowledge and practices associated with teaching. They found that
the role of a teacher and the knowledge required for practice spanned a broader range of skills
than most training courses can handle. They do need to master the technical dimension of
teaching, but their profession involves more than that. Issues such as reflection, emotions,
beliefs, dispositions, agency, professional values, etc. are key in developing as a teacher
along with robust knowledge (La Velle & Flores, 2018, p. 524).

In reference to the elements which underpin teacher quality, Nordin and Wahlstrém
(2019) found that curriculum and pedagogy are prominent. These aspects highlight the
challenges with establishing an agreed definition for quality, where one is invariably
concerned with what is taught and the other how it is taught. Gore (2021) refers to the
challenges of this ‘slippage’ where the solutions in research and policy often seek to ‘fix’
teachers, when the effort may be better aligned to looking at their practice or a combination
of person and practice. Stolz (2018) provides a genealogical analysis of the concept of ‘good’
as it is applied to teaching, noting repeated characterisation of ‘good’ as a construct relating
to either applied science or practice and a vocational calling. The idea that teaching comprises
two distinct subsets is supported regularly through the research, with many noting that the
publicly held notion of ‘quality’ often manifests in this sort of separation.

While the focus is on the type of teacher, their quality and effectiveness, more
pressing issues from within education that work towards actively engaging with the
complexities of the twenty-first century are given insufficient attention (Skourdoumbis,
2017b, p. 56). Scholes et al. (2017) offer a different perspective in addressing the apparent
separation between ‘teacher’ and ‘teaching quality’. Specifically, they note that ‘decoupling’
these terms is largely counterintuitive, given both have a direct effect on students and their
learning. Therefore, their contention is that the construct ought to be a clear marriage of the
underlying elements of both the individual and their practice.

The informing literature points to a separation between the markers of teacher and
teaching quality, potential policy solutions and the policy enacted globally. The evidence
suggests that while there are numerous factors which underpin ‘quality’ regarding teachers
and/or teaching, policy solutions, espousing to be concerned with ‘teacher quality’, are
almost exclusively found in measurement, evaluation, and accountability domains. In part,
this focus has been attributed to the growing influence of agencies such as the OECD and
high stakes testing which ranks countries by student test performance (Araujo et al., 2017).

By exploring the context for this study, it is evident that reaching a shared
understanding of teacher quality as it impacts the student experience is important work.
Hence, this paper reports a study exploring the concept of ‘teacher quality’ as it is applied to
the context of education research and policy. The study explores the term in the literature and
in policy statements in Australia and internationally, and then addresses the absence of a clear
and consistent definition of the term, noting the challenges this presents given the
significance of the notion in the work and lives of teachers. Finally, a case is made for the
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need to rethink interpretation and application of ‘teacher quality’ discourses in research and
policy agendas.

Method

This study employed a SQLR using the approach outlined in Pickering and Byrne
(2013). The method applies a systematised approach to the search, requiring an unbiased
assessment of content against clearly established criteria relevant to the field. This means that
while the subject of teachers, their practice and definitions or interpretations of quality are
discussed widely in the literature, only those contributions that meet the timing and inclusion
parameters of the SQLR can be included for analysis. In this instance, the SQLR sought to
capture research in relation to teacher quality, particularly as it pertains to policy and the
Australian context.

The disciplined approach of a SQLR means that researchers cannot discriminate in
the selection of literature but must instead provide a comprehensive account of the literature
that meets the inclusion criteria. SQLR papers are growing in prominence across a number
of fields, including education, with the benefits of a robust and comprehensive review method
attracting researchers to the approach. For example, Ronksley-Pavia et al. (2019) explored
empirical studies with an interest in multi-age education in small school settings, with a
specific focus on curriculum and pedagogy. The SQLR method outlined by Pickering and
Byrne (2013) utilised in these studies, is characterised by its rigour, comprehensiveness and
reproducibility. A review conducted with this method involves establishing clear
inclusion/exclusion parameters before searches are conducted. This ensures objective data
capture and therefore, means that any findings would be replicable by another researcher
conducting the same SQLR.

The method is best applied in concert with a Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analysis — PRISMA statement (Moher et al., 2009) which summarises
the search categorisation as the literature is captured and filtered for inclusion. The SQLR
(Pickering & Byrne, 2013) involves the following steps:

Keyword searching — establishing clear and consistent search protocol for use
across all databases.

= Databases — confirming the databases for inclusion in the review.

= PRISMA Statement — maintaining detailed record keeping, including a
PRISMA statement as a summary output.

» (Criteria for inclusion/exclusion — confirming parameters for the search,
outlining the factors that will lead to inclusions or exclusion of a paper.

= (ategories/subcategories — list of organising concepts for classification of
broader findings.

= Data Analysis/Issues Examined — conducting an objective analysis of findings
arising from the data and justification as to areas of note or emphasis.

As this study is concerned with research, public policy and teacher quality, the review
only considered journals published in the past five years. A comprehensive search of the
following online databases formed the basis of the review: Griffith University Library
Catalogue, A+ Education (via Informit), Education Database, Emerald Fulltext, ERIC (via
ProQuest), Sage Journals Online, SpringerLink and Taylor and Francis Journals. Papers
which appeared in the search dealing with the terms ‘teachers AND teaching’ in combination



62 WHAT IS MEANT BY 'TEACHER QUALITY' IN RESEARCH AND POLICY ...

with ‘quality’, ‘good’, ‘excellent’, OR ‘performance’ AND ‘policy’ OR ‘education policy’
were included. Duplicates were recorded but factored only once in the final count. Studies
were screened to ensure alignment to the focus of this review. The results are provided at
Figure 1.

Figure 1
Summary of Review, applying Moher et al. (2009)
Records identified through Additional records identified
database searching through other sources
(n=18882) (n=18)

Records after duplicates removed
(n=18892)

.

Records screened by title Records excluded
and abstract > (n = 18677)
(n=18892)
.
Full-text articles assessed Full-text articles excluded,
for eligibility > with reasons
(n=215) (n=113)
Studies included in Studies included in
qualitative synthesis quantitative synthesis
(n=61) (meta-analysis)
(n=102)

Table 1 provides a list of inclusion and exclusion categories. Papers with a focus on
teacher or teaching quality in the Higher Education or Early Childhood contexts were not
considered in this review. Only peer reviewed journals were considered for this search, and
editorials, book chapters or other publications were discounted. Given the broad nature of
the research field, initial scanning captured more than 18,000 records. Before full text
analysis, the number was refined down further against the above criteria, but also articles
with highly specialised sub-set focus in the area of study were discounted (for example —
‘professional learning’ in general terms as relating to teacher quality was considered, but
‘building quality online modules for teachers’ would be discounted due to its narrow focus).
Further, research which exhibited significant limitations, particularly by sample size or focus
of the study was off topic or provided little to no evidence to support claims (editorialised),
were discounted. Australia was retained as a focus in searching, which netted results that
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came from Australia but also allowed for international studies which held relevance to the

national context to be included or comparative analysis to be considered.
Table 1

Inclusions/Exclusions Summary

Inclusions Exclusions

‘Teacher Quality’, including where aligned
to searches of:

‘quality’, ‘good’, ‘excellent’, OR
‘performance’ AND ‘policy’ OR
‘education policy’

Teacher Quality in Higher Education or
Early Childhood contexts

‘Teaching Quality’, including where
aligned to searches of:

‘quality’, ‘good’, ‘excellent’, OR
‘performance’ AND ‘policy’ OR
‘education policy’

Teaching Quality in Higher Education or
Early Childhood contexts

Peer Reviewed

Not Peer-Reviewed

Published Papers/Journals

Editorials, Conference Presentations, Book
Chapters or ‘other’ publications

Highly correlated concepts, such as:

- Professional Learning/Development
- Professional Capital/Identity
- Performance Appraisal and Assessment

Loosely correlated concepts, such as:

- Specific models for teacher development
or training

- Teaching and learning impact in non-
educational settings

Robust research method, as a function of:

- Theories/methods are explained and
reasoned

- large sample size

- traverses multiple communities,
geographic or jurisdictional contexts

- builds on previous study or longitudinal
work

Inadequate research method, as a function
of:

- Limited or no reference to theoretical
frame or method

- Insufficient sample size

- Narrow contextual relevance

- One off study in a contained
environment

Past 5 years only

Older than 5 years

Australian or relates to Australia

Focus is not Australian or relevant to the
Australian context
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Results

The review was concerned with depictions of quality as related to teachers and
teaching providing clarification or definition to the concept of ‘teacher quality’, but also as
it is applied in education policy. In this regard, the systematic approach required a detailed
cataloguing of the key topics and themes that emerged throughout the literature.

Table 2 presents the 44 themes that emerged from the SQLR. These 44 themes have
been further categorised into two broader organisers: (i) those studies dealing with the

‘markers of quality’ and (i1) those dealing with how policy has come to define quality.

Table 2
Themes and Emphasis in Studies Reviewed
Count Definition Capabilities = Measurement  Policy
Markers of Quality
Teacher Quality 22 17 15 8 13
Identity/Agency 13 10 10 8
Professional Learning 7 5 7 2 3
Disposition 5 5 5 1 3
Leadership 5 2 3 1 2
Professional Capital 5 3 5 1 3
Self-Efficacy and 5 4 4 2 4
Wellbeing
Autonomy 4 2 2 1 4
Action Research 3 2 1
Teacher Knowledge 3 3 3 2
Coaching/Mentoring 2 1 2
Collaboration 2 | 2 1
Interpersonal Capabilities 2 1 1 1
Resilience 2 2 2
Confidence 1 1 1
Learning Design 1 1 1 1
Professional Expertise 1 1 1
Situated Learning 1 1 1
Teaching Context 1 1 1 1
Count Definition Capabilities = Measurement  Policy

Quality in Policy
Policy 36 13 19 24 35
Initial Teacher Education 14 11 12 6 12
OECD/PISA 11 5 10 11
Globalisation 9 1 3 8 9
Measurement 8 4 4 6 5
Performance 8 6 4 7 7
Standards 8 6 6 4 8
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Count Definition Capabilities = Measurement  Policy

Accountability 7 3 4 6 4
Evaluation 7 4 4 7 7
Attrition 6 4 3 1 5
Recruitment 6 1 4 1 5
Early Career Teachers 4 1 4
Evidence 4 1 2 3 4
Classroom Ready 2 2 2 2 2
Impact 2 2 2
Implementation 2 2 2
Induction 2 2
Media 2 2 2 1 2
Registration 2 1 2
Organisational Structures 2 2 1 2
Activism 1 2
Administrative Workload 1 1 1
Assessment 1 1 1 1
Disengagement 1 1 1

Mandated Curriculum 1 1 1 1 1

The context for the 44 themes was also noted as a function of five factors: the
frequency count; definition; capabilities; measurement; and policy. An explanation of these
five factors is presented in Table 3.

Table 3
Thematic Emphasis — Treatment of Concepts in the Literature
Emphasis Detail
‘Count’ how often the theme is cited in the
literature
‘Definition’ how often the theme is considered in the

context of providing definitional
interpretation to ‘teacher’ and/or
‘teaching’ quality

‘Capabilities’ how often the theme specifically cites
traits or capabilities of quality teaching
or teachers

‘Measurement’ how often the theme is used in concert
with discussions around measurement

‘Policy’ how often the theme is tied to policy
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The findings reveal the broad range of concepts associated with ‘teacher quality’.
There was a trend toward attempts to clarify and define the concept in much of the literature
considered, with most items linking directly to capabilities or definition. The large number
of themes (44) reflects the complexity of the concept. What follows is an analysis of the
frequency and emphasis of these factors.

In addition to observing these themes as a function of research and policy literature
classifications, three broader thematic trends were observed. The SQLR revealed that all
publications that met the inclusion criteria, and the 44 themes identified, dealt with the
concept of ‘teacher quality’ in one of or a combination of the following ways:

= as an imprecise combination of teacher and teaching constructs (Teacher and
Teaching Quality);

» as a construct defined by the measurable and observable aspects of teachers
and their work (Measurement, Accountability and Professional Agency);
and/or

= as construct derived by global policy makers and policy influencers, reflecting
the degree to which policy serves to both respond and also drive the ‘teacher
quality’ agenda (Policy as Defining Quality).

Each of these broader thematic trends will now be considered in turn.

Teacher and Teaching Quality

When exploring notions of ‘teacher quality’, the literature is quite disparate in dealing with
the human factors which underpin performance and the pedagogical traits linked to student
outcomes. Of the themes identified by the SQLR, the ‘quality’ discourse appeared in the
findings mostly through the research and policy attempting to define the term and usually
between analysis of teachers and their practice.

More specifically, there is an unresolved tension not only in the definitions, but in the
research as to which has the greatest impact on students and their learning: who the teachers
are or what they do. This furthers adds to the confusion in determining what policy ought to
be concerned with in relation to ‘quality’. Across the studies considered, this separation
factors prominently; however, they are often unintentionally used interchangeably. Whether
they even ought to be considered independently or as a unified construct remains unresolved.

As the focus of this study was on teachers, associated concepts typically aligned to
‘teaching quality’ usually surfaced in the context of the practitioner’s capability to deploy
curriculum and pedagogy for impact. The research suggests that where there is an attempt to
link performance to outcomes, particularly where the outcomes relate to students as the core
business of schooling, it is difficult and potentially unnecessary to separate the traits (Scholes
etal., 2017) . As Reid (2019) states,

Curriculum and assessment can be controlled—but the pedagogy and practice that is

essential if curriculum goals are to be realised must be enacted, in situated, and always

changing, contexts: produced in the relationship of teacher and students. (Reid, 2019,

p. 724)

Mostly, the findings indicate that where a teacher is performing, their curriculum and
pedagogical choices will be sound and where there are sound curriculum and pedagogical
choices, there will be a performing teacher. However, quality is not limited to the practice of
the teacher.
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Measurement, Accountability and Professional Agency

The literature meeting the inclusion criteria for this SQLR regularly questioned the emphasis
of the connection between teacher quality and student test results. The findings of the SQLR
showed that research and policy which addressed measurement and accountability was often
linked with attempts to establish deeper understandings of teacher quality. There was a
concurrent theme that also suggested that the presence of this link may be largely a result of
policy makers and government preferencing that which is more easily measured. This raises
the question of:

...whether we are measuring what we value about education, that is whether we seek

to establish whether education is indeed doing what we hope and expect from it or

whether we have created or are creating a situation in which we have come to value

what is being measured” (Biesta, 2015, p. 351).

This also sets up a challenging outlook for the education sector, where the emphasis
is on improving outcomes from students, and teachers are mostly held accountable for how
well those students perform on high stakes international tests (Biesta, 2015; Cloonan et al.,
2019). Schleicher (2016), as a representative of the OECD, reflected this challenge in
reference to PISA: “... educational success is no longer mainly about reproducing content
knowledge, but about extrapolating from what we know and applying that knowledge in
novel situations” (Schleicher, 2016, p. 2).

Research which has considered the development and application of performance
standards and frameworks internationally shows there are challenges with consistently
measuring and evaluating teaching practice in reliable and comparable ways. Fransson et al.
(2018) note that the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers — APST (Australian
Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011) support one particular interpretation of
teaching as an evidence-based undertaking where success is defined by observable and
measurable outcomes. This evidence-based/evidence-informed framing of practice is found
regularly in the literature. Teachers are positioned as expert users of data, who deploy
sophisticated measurement techniques and apply findings in highly customised ways to
maximise outcomes for their students (Brown & Greany, 2018). The extent to which this
occurs, and that teachers are equipped to operate in this way or that it has a meaningful,
lasting impact on students is debated throughout the literature, despite its disproportionately
high prevalence as a discourse in policy; particularly where it is connected to high
performance and teacher quality (Wachen et al., 2018).

The personal capabilities and attributes that are evident in quality teachers is also
broadly characterised in the literature. The socio-emotional traits of the high performing
teacher consistently surfaced along with concepts of emotional intelligence, adaptability and
flexibility, professional judgement and expertise and self-efficacy (Buttner et al., 2016;
Durksen & Klassen, 2018; McNally & Slutsky, 2018).

It is notable that while this study highlights a range of factors which impact quality
of teachers and teaching, particularly in relation to professional agency elements such as
emotional intelligence, adaptability and flexibility, professional judgement, expertise and
self-efficacy, policy is dominated by a measurement and accountability agenda.
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Policy as Defining Quality

Regarding the policy literature examined in the SQLR, the findings showed that policy
regularly sought to respond to but also drive the very definition of ‘teacher quality’. Where
‘quality’ constructs are considered in respect to public policy debate and directions, there is
a tendency to preference the elements of the concept that are more easily identifiable and
measurable. This manifests regularly in respect to ‘teaching quality’ where the pedagogical
decisions of educators can be more readily observed and critiqued. Moreover, the ‘what” and
‘how’ of teaching forms the centre point of much of the international agenda with respect to
policy. The more complex aspects of teaching and learning, typically the human factors, are
either deprioritised or marginalised in considerations of ‘teacher quality’. What remains is a
distinct trend in international policy whereby the focus is on what can be readily seen and
measured (Sinnema et al., 2017; Skourdoumbis, 2017b; Stolz, 2018; Tsai & Ku, 2020). There
are obvious implications for further research in this area, specifically in better understanding
what can be done with the myriad of factors the research tells us make a difference to ‘quality’
that have yet to be taken up in education policy agendas.

The SQLR shows an emphasis, through education policy, on teachers and their
practice. The concepts of improving, enhancing, supporting or driving performance of
teachers in schools is a common policy focus for many countries across the globe (Akkari &
Lauwerier, 2015; Biesta, 2015; Lingard & Lewis, 2017; Lubienski, 2018; Nordin &
Wabhlstrom, 2019; Skourdoumbis, 2017b; Steiner-Khamsi, 2016). International agencies such
as the OECD are instrumental in both garnering support for and providing guidance toward
responses in relation to teacher and teaching quality. Moreover, the OECD and associated
processes such as PISA, Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and/or
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) assessments are identified
as holding prominence in the direction of education policy across the globe (Akkari &
Lauwerier, 2015; Biesta, 2015; Fraser, 2017; Lingard & Lewis, 2017; Murgatroyd &
Sahlberg, 2016).

Berkovich and Benoliel (2018) found that the OECD use discourses of fear to frame
teachers as the problem, to promote reliance on systems and organisations and to encourage
greater regulation and accountability in the name of improvement. Certainly, this is a view
that is supported in the literature, which often questions the reliability of OECD data and
reporting, its influence in driving the global policy agenda and the degree to which nations
have come to rely on its work as the basis for policy making (Berkovich & Benoliel, 2018)

Whether globally or locally driven, there’s a tendency for education policy platforms
to be driven by student outcomes, and more specifically, student results on comparable
assessment instruments (Barnes & Cross, 2018). Skourdoumbis's (2017a) work highlights
the ‘misappropriation’ that ties teacher quality and performance so directly to student
outcomes of this kind. The evidence suggests that while teachers and their performance have
an impact on student outcomes, school performance, particularly student results on
standardised tests, is impacted by a myriad of factors, many of which are outside of the direct
influence of the classroom practitioner (Lee, 2018; Skourdoumbis, 2017a, p. 205)
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Discussion

This SQLR set out to apply a ground-up approach to understand what is meant when
the term ‘teacher quality’ is used in research and policy. Through this analysis of the literature
the study reveals that while ‘teacher quality’ and ‘teaching quality’ are related, there are
distinct differences in the underlying elements which apply to a definition of each. The
interconnection between these concepts to the life and work of teachers is apparent in the
literature, whether through public perception, media or in government policy that seeks to
direct. While this study sought to establish a clear and consistent definition of ‘teacher
quality’, it is apparent that the answer lies in a combination of factors that broadens the field
to not only issues relating to ‘who’, but also the ‘what’ and ‘how’. That is, if student outcomes
not only on test scores but on a range of measures is the goal, then research and policy ought
to be concerned with who is teaching, what they are teaching and how they are teaching. In
this regard, a union of constructs between ‘teacher’ and ‘teaching’ quality appears the more
appropriate path. Of the 44 themes elicited from the SQLR, a number are notable as a function
of frequency or as areas for further exploration, important in the context of defining quality
and advancing policy.

The Nature of Professional Expertise

There are multiple understandings/perspectives of ‘quality teaching' in the studies considered,
many emphasising specialist content or pedagogical expertise as central to the quality
conversation. These range from those which discuss an evident pedagogical hierarchy in
teaching (e.g. senior teachers are better/know more) and highlight low ethical trust in teachers
(particularly from parents and between teaching colleagues) (Simmie et al., 2019).

Simmie et al. (2019) found that our understandings of quality are becoming a
'scientificity’, where "[t]he concept of ‘good teaching’ is reconfigured within a new
‘scientificity’ as a clinical practice of standardised knowledge, and prescriptive knower
dispositions, based on a self-steering entrepreneurial audit culture " (Simmie et al., 2019, p.
55). This sees content knowledge privileged in teaching practice, the human aspects of the
role largely marginalised (Fransson et al., 2018).

The relationship between strength of content knowledge and instructional
performance appears to be strong. Studies have found that students report enhanced quality
when their teacher displays strong content and general pedagogical knowledge and teachers
themselves report increased confidence in their capabilities where they have particular grasp
of content areas to be delivered (K6nig & Pflanzl, 2016).

Costello and Costello (2016) make particular note of the impact prescribed
curriculum has on a teacher’s sense of self-efficacy and professional identity. In instances of
tightly mandated curriculum, they found that the expert status of the practitioner is
compromised and the mindset of the teacher shifts from that of a professional to one of
accountability (Costello & Costello, 2016, p. 852).

The research suggests that quality practitioners exhibit inherent professional qualities
that sit largely outside of prescribed standards and frameworks (Sinnema et al., 2017; Stolz,
2018). Moreover, the evidence suggests that quality is present where the teacher is able to
apply professional judgement and adapt action and practice to suit the needs of learner and
context.
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Significance of relationships, interpersonal and psychosocial factors

Building effective learning relationships with students is considered central to quality
teaching and learning. The teacher’s ability to forge meaningful relationships and to move
beyond prescribed standards and frameworks to connect with their students is held to be of
critical importance to performance (McNally & Slutsky, 2018; Stolz, 2018). Buttner et al.
(2016) suggest that traits such as agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness to
experience had a direct impact on teacher quality, particularly when working with difficult
students.

Notions of professional capital as the foundation to teacher status, professionalism
and thus performance is evident across the shared work of Fullan et al. (2015). In a global
policy environment that is typified by calls for greater accountability, the authors make a
consistent argument for accountability as an internal rather than external construct. Where
this occurs, teachers develop self-efficacy and work with a greater sense of professionalism
leading to targeted and more reflective practice which can have considerable impact on
student and school performance. This model calls for the development of the professional
capacity of the teaching profession and for renewed emphasis on the profession’s shared
responsibility for continuous improvement in the pursuit of student outcomes (Zeichner &
Hollar, 2016).

Prevalence of Measurement, Accountability and Testing Systems

The literature heavily references the more recent proliferation of teacher performance
assessment tools and resources (Gitomer, 2019; Paugh et al., 2018; Steinberg & Kraft, 2017).
As the policy push continues toward measurement and accountability, the invariable next
step is the development of reliable instruments through which to understand impact. As has
been addressed previously, there is an overstated and often misrepresented causality between
teacher performance and student outcomes (Gitomer, 2019; Skourdoumbis, 2017a).
Moreover, it is important to consider the range of variables that will affect outcomes in like
classrooms. A measurement, using the same method or instrument, may net different results
in different classrooms but not always because of the quality of the classroom teacher
(Gitomer, 2019, p. 69).

The research literature also highlights that in many instances, that testing instruments
can be less significant as a vehicle for change when set against the context through which the
results are applied. Steinberg and Kraft (2017) revisited the research of the ‘Measures for
Effective Teaching’ (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2013) data to show how different
the interpretations and outcomes can be when weightings are adjusted to cater further for
context or emphasis. Moreover, the data will provide a very different reading depending on
where the emphasis is placed by the policy maker (Martinez et al., 2016).

In the Australian policy context, the Commonwealth Government’s ‘Action Now:
Classroom Ready Teachers’ (Australian Government, 2015) platform established a ‘reform’
narrative in relation to the Australian system and its teachers; specifically identifying teachers
and teacher education as ‘problems’ in need of resolution (Churchward & Willis, 2019; Rowe
& Skourdoumbis, 2019) . As Rowe and Skourdoumbis (2019) suggest, despite attempts to
depict the changes as progressive and growth oriented “...the reforms are ideologically,
politically and epistemologically rooted within a framework of teacher deficiency” (Rowe &
Skourdoumbis, 2019, p. 55). Further, the reforms reinforce a view of teacher quality, in a
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policy sense, that is based almost entirely on student outcomes as a function of international
test scores (Barnes & Cross, 2018). In real terms, the reforms have brought greater
accountability and standardisation to registration and accreditation requirements and initial
teacher education offerings in Australia.

Teacher education in Australia is characterised, particularly in recent policy, as failing.
Several studies suggest that this conclusion is baseless and elicits a call to action that may
not be necessary.

...while many agree that teacher quality must be maintained, there are well founded

fears around the popularizing of a myth that University Education courses are letting

just anyone into their programs, or are graduating sub-standard teachers. (Scholes et

al., 2017, p. 29)

In pursuit of greater accountability and with a view to better articulating the work and
performative stages of educators, professional standards have formed the basis of much of
the international policy agenda in Education. Professional standards exist in some form or
another in many countries, with some used as guidance, some used as a compliance
mechanism to monitor and manage the standard of those in classrooms and admitted to
practice, and others used in idea only.

Professional standards are also characterised as guiding or defining the markers of
quality practice, both from the policymaker’s and teacher’s perspective. However, it has been
noted regularly in the literature that this attempt to catalogue the aspects of performance
evident in teacher practice is incredibly limiting. By design, standards will always struggle
for relevance across all teaching and learning contexts and will subconsciously preference
particular views of ‘quality’, as addressed previously (Scholes et al., 2017). In the Australian
cases cited through this study, the authors found that teachers mostly use the APST to meet
their accreditation requirements, in presentations and research and almost never to inform or
refine practice (Bourke et al., 2018, p. 91).

Conclusion

This SQLR reveals there 1s not a consistent definition or understanding of what is
meant when the term ‘teacher quality’ is used in the literature, and while there is tacit
acceptance of the concept, particularly as it is applied to policy, it is functionally interchanged
throughout subsequent studies with varying degrees of fidelity.

This creates a problem, which is exacerbated when the concept is tested in the broader
context, manifesting in public and policy discourses. The use of ‘teacher quality’ as a concept
found across the literature and particularly as applied in policy, often lacks ‘precision’,
“...offering limited purchase on what quality actually entails...” (Scholes et al., 2017, p. 19).

Further, despite these tensions, there is a predominance, evidenced in policy, to focus
on those aspects of teaching that are most readily observable and measured. Interpretations
of the concept reside mostly in that which is easily explained and rationalised, resulting in a
compromised application. If measurement and analysis of teaching and learning interactions
is reduced to a scientific problem, the more complex facets of the profession will continue to
be marginalised in discussions about quality (Skourdoumbis, 2017b, p. 44). This presents an
opportunity for further research into interpretations of quality and how these are applied to
inform policy decisions.
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This study generated 44 themes from the literature with regards to teacher and
teaching quality, with guidance as to the underlying concepts which positively affect
performance on each facet. From the literature reviewed, it appears that policy makers
preference measurement and accountability-based solutions with a limited focus on the
human and professional factors associated with teachers and their practice. Surprisingly,
policy solutions which build professional identity through fostering self-efficacy and agency
and empowering the individual are limited. Equally, policy which identifies and supports the
interpersonal capabilities shown to impact teaching and learning are largely absent. There is
an opportunity to refine the standards of quality we apply to teachers and their practice and
to establish an understanding of what is meant when the term ‘teacher quality’ is used in the
literature.
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