
beauty gap. The most surprising result,
however, was that “beautiful people per-
form better even in telephone conversa-
tions, where their beauty isn’t obvious,”
says Mobius. The oral stereotype, by which
the conversational skills of attractive
workers suggest capability sight unseen,
accounted for the entire remaining 40
percent of the beauty premium. “There
hasn’t been any hard evidence on the last
two channels before,” Mobius notes.

But the policy implications of these
findings are less clear. Moving to “blind”
phone interviews, for instance, would
block the face-to-face channel for visual
stereotyping (40 percent), but leave open
the channels for confidence and oral
stereotyping (20 and 40 percent), Mobius
points out. Employers could eliminate in-
terviews entirely and hire only via print
résumés (without pictures), but that, he
believes, would be “too extreme.” Al-
though such a policy would eradicate
most of the beauty premium, the losses
would outweigh the gains.

“The tradeo≠ is: ‘How important is it to
reduce discrimination against not-so-
beautiful people,’ [compared with] ‘How
important is it to allocate people e∞ciently
in the labor market?’” Mobius says. “Eradi-
cating it completely by going to typed CVs
without any human interaction wouldn’t
be worth it. The productivity loss of as-
signing applicants wrongly would be
much higher than the reduction in dis-
crimination against the less beautiful.”

The right policy conclusion for “Why
Beauty Matters” may be to do nothing,
Mobius concludes. But he also imagines a
follow-up experiment with an additional
“consciousness-raising” component. “We
could use a training manual for a second
group of employers, giving them evidence
on what sort of factors tend to matter. If
we show them pictures of four di≠erent
employees and [report] that their pro-
ductivity was the same, then perhaps the
employers would be less likely to fall vic-
tim to these stereotypes.” If so, perhaps
the labor market would function accord-
ing to another famous adage: “Handsome
is as handsome does.”                     

�harbour fraser hodder

markus mobius e-mail address:
mobius@fas.harvard.edu
mazes used in experiment:
http://games.yahoo.com/games/kidsmz.-
html

E ducation researchers and
policymakers, like the rest of us,
have long known that a good
teacher can make all the di≠er-

ence to a child’s education. The federal
No Child Left Behind law requires that
school districts hire only “highly qual-
ified” teachers—those with a bachelor’s
degree, full state certification, and
demonstrated competence in the subjects
they teach (i.e. a college major or equiva-
lent course credits, passage of a state ex-
amination, or a graduate degree). But do
these credentials actually add up to
e∞cacy in the classroom? 

Thomas Kane, professor of education
and economics at Harvard Graduate
School of Education, has sought to mea-
sure the e≠ectiveness of teachers based on

their accreditation status. In a New York
City study conducted with Douglas
Staiger of Dartmouth College and Colum-
bia Business School professor Jonah
Rocko≠, Ph.D. ’04, Kane looked at stu-
dents’ test scores in grades four through
eight to estimate the value added by their
teachers, whom the researchers divided
into three groups: traditionally certified,
alternatively certified (by the New York
City Teaching Fellows Program or Teach
for America), and uncertified at the time
of hire. The researchers controlled for
students’ prior-year test scores, and for
classroom, school, and grade-related fac-
tors, as well as for the teachers’ experi-
ence levels. 

They found only small di≠erences
among the three groups, but large di≠er-
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ences in ability among individual teachers.
“To put it simply,” the study authors con-
clude, “teachers vary considerably in the
extent to which they promote student
learning, but whether a teacher is certified
or not is largely irrelevant to predicting
their e≠ectiveness.” Other academic cre-
dentials, such as selectivity of undergradu-
ate institution or grade-point average, also
proved to be poor predictors of a teacher’s
classroom impact. (The study is available
at www.nber.org/papers/w12155.)

As a result, Kane argues that school dis-
tricts would do better to use performance
on the job, rather than pre-hire criteria, as
the basis for long-term teacher selection.
“The traditional approach has been to cre-
ate a bunch of hurdles, like certifications
and test scores, on the front end. But then
once people are hired, there’s little subse-
quent selection,” he says. Fewer than 2
percent of teachers who left their jobs
during the first three years of teaching re-
ported having been involuntarily dis-
missed or transferred, according to a 2004
survey. After three years on the job, even
the lowest-performing teachers are pro-
tected by tenure under a system that 

“rewards longevity rather than results.”
Kane and his coauthors found that

schools can gain a fairly clear picture of a
teacher’s e≠ectiveness in the first two or
three years. Beyond that point, the re-
turns on experience—as teachers im-
prove with practice—begin to diminish.
“You’d expect the distribution of teacher

e≠ectiveness to get tighter as the years
pass,” Kane says. “But we see the oppo-
site. There’s a tendency for the more
e≠ective teachers to get better faster,
while the weaker teachers don’t catch
up.” In order to hire the highest-quality
teachers, he argues, school districts need
to open the doors to a wide pool of candi-
dates, certified or not, and then assess
each teacher’s value over a three-year trial
period—using not only student test

scores, but also classroom observations,
reviews of student work, and parent eval-
uations. “If we’re going to be selective,”
Kane asks, “why don’t we be selective at
the point where we actually have some
information?”

Kane and Staiger also present their case
in a second 2006 policy paper, written for

the Brookings Institution’s Hamilton Pro-
ject, that was coauthored with Robert
Gordon ’93, a senior fellow at the Center
for American Progress, another Washing-
ton, D.C., think tank. Drawing on student
achievement data they collected from a
sample of Los Angeles teachers observed
during their first, second, and third years
of teaching, the researchers ranked teach-
ers according to their levels of e≠ectiveness
and quantified their estimated impact on
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student learning. They found that an aver-
age student with a bottom quartile teacher
lost 5 percentile points relative to compa-
rable students in terms of baseline test
scores and demographics, while the aver-
age student assigned to a top quartile
teacher gained an average of 5 percentile
points. This 10-point spread suggests that
the e≠ects of having a top-quartile teacher
for four years in a row would be enough to
close the national black/white test score
gap, now estimated at 34 percentile points. 

Based on these findings, the authors
propose awarding significant pay bonuses
to highly e≠ective teachers who are will-
ing to teach in high-poverty schools. Cur-
rent data from Los Angeles reveal that
students in the poorest schools (where at

least 90 percent of families qualify for free
or reduced-cost lunch) are more than two
and a half times as likely to have bottom-
quartile teachers than are students in the
wealthiest schools. The existing system—
uniform pay based on experience and ed-
ucational attainment—promotes an in-
equitable distribution of teachers, be-
cause principals in low-achieving, low-in-
come schools have no way to compensate
teachers for the additional challenges of
working in often-blighted schools,
whereas wealthier schools o≠ering better
conditions tend to attract better teachers.
The authors argue that targeting salary
increases to high-performing teachers in
underserved schools could help counter
these e≠ects and even, potentially, bring

more talent to the teaching profession. 
Under Kane’s proposal, performance-

based measures would apply only to in-
coming teachers and would not a≠ect ex-
isting teacher contracts. Nor would this
two-tiered approach hinder the plan’s im-
pact, because a majority of baby-boomer
teachers (who entered the profession in
the late 1960s) are approaching retire-
ment. Schools are expected to face a se-
vere teacher shortage in the coming years.
A policy that minimizes traditional barri-
ers to entry, while implementing more
e≠ective quality controls, could prove ex-
tremely timely. �ashley pettus

thomas kane e-mail address:
kaneto@gse.harvard.edu

R I G H T  N O W

T hese days, prescription drug
ads bombard the consumer at
every turn. Even so, the $4 bil-
lion spent annually on direct-

to-consumer advertising—enabled by
federal legislation in 1997—pales by com-
parison to what drug companies spend on
marketing to doctors. According to the
Amundsen Group, a pharmaceutical-in-
dustry consulting firm, drug manufactur-
ers spend more than $12 billion a year on
salespeople’s salaries and benefits. That
also includes managers’ salaries—but not
the other costs associated with the sales
pitches, such as drug sam-
ples and the free meals
provided to doctors.

It’s hard to compete
with numbers like that,
but physician Jerry Avorn
is trying. A professor at
Harvard Medical School,
Avorn pioneered what he
calls the “ unsales” ap-
proach: o≠ering doctors
solid science to augment,
and in some cases refute,
what the drug salespeople
present. Avorn’s Alosa

Foundation—named after a genus of fish
that swim upstream—prepares literature
and trains representatives to make un-
sales pitches. The drug industry calls
their reps’ o∞ce visits “detailing,” so
Avorn calls his reps’ visits “academic de-
tailing.” He aims to bridge the gap be-
tween doctors and research scientists
who seem, he says, “to have a good handle
on the evidence,” but aren’t very good
communicators.

Avorn heads the divisions of pharmaco-
epidemiology and pharmaco-economics
at Brigham and Women’s Hospital and

has written Powerful Medicines, a book
about the high-stakes world of drug pro-
motions. His unsales approach takes a
page from the drug companies’ playbook:
“We go where [the doctors] are,” he says.
To increase academic detailing’s appeal,
Avorn and his colleagues had the content
certified for continuing-education credits
through Harvard Medical School, so doc-
tors who listen and pass a subsequent
quiz can earn credit that counts in many
states toward their license renewal.

Avorn emphasizes that the campaigns
aren’t anti-pharmaceutical. The goal is not
to get doctors to stop prescribing the
drugs altogether—it’s to get them to pre-
scribe a drug only when appropriate. 

The approach appears to work. Doctors
who received unsales visits and “unadver-
tisements” by mail reduced their prescrip-
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“Unsales” Pitches

Professor of medicine 
Jerry Avorn dispenses 
independent information
about prescription drugs.
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