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'She’s going to tell me
everything | did wrong.’

“Look, here’s what you're
doing that's great, and here’s where
We can Improve.

— Teacher, Elmont, N.Y., on her school’s
comprehensive approach to evaluation
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In schools across America, teachers know who among their peers is
doing the best work and who is not. Yet our evaluation systems tend to
foster the notion that all teachers perform the same way, with the same
results for students. Indeed, in an attempt at equality — uniform treat-
ment for everyone — current evaluation systems often end up being fair

to no one.

Ideally, performance evaluations should serve to help teachers identify
strengths and areas for development, as they work to improve their prac-
tice. Systems that work have the goal of lifting quality across the profes-
sion, aiding all teachers to become good and prompting good teachers

to become great.

This paper highlights key elements of evaluations that live up to these
aspirations. Quality evaluation systems include regular classroom obser-
vations by trained evaluators with clear standards. They also include
measurements that consider the contribution each teacher makes to
student learning over a year’s time, taking into account the achievement

level and remediation needs students bring to the classroom.

Ultimately, everyone stands to gain when teacher evaluation systems are
designed to gauge teacher performance fairly, clearly, and comprehen-
sively, with an eye to the kind of professional growth that fuels

student learning. We hope this paper demystifies some of the newer
approaches to evaluation for districts and states that might be consider-
ing them. Our aim is to illustrate why these new systems are better for

teachers and students.
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Fair to Everyone:

Building the Balanced Teacher Evaluations
that Educators and Students Deserve

BY SARAH ALMY

Melissa is an excellent teacher. She demands a lot from
her seventh-grade students, 90 percent of whom come
from high-poverty backgrounds, and supports them
when they struggle. She plans and delivers engaging
lessons involving rigorous assignments tightly aligned
with state standards. She analyzes and reanalyzes
student data, constantly identifying which students are
making gains, and which need more attention.

And most important, she gets results. Year after year,
her students make one-and-one-half to two years of
gains between the beginning and the end of the year.

Down the hall is another teacher doing little of what
makes Melissa’s class, and her students, so successful.
This teacher arrives to school with no clear plan for
what he wants to teach and what he wants students

to learn, instead making up lessons on the fly. When
unimpressive achievement results arrive each year, he
blames “these students.” Unlike Melissa, he rarely ana-
lyzes the data. But if he did, he would see that over the
course of a year in his class, many students make less
than a year’s worth of academic progress.

Melissa and her colleague’s practice and impact
couldn’t be more different. Yet you wouldn’t know it
by examining their respective evaluations. For each of
the last four years, both teachers received “satisfactory”
ratings in their summative evaluations. Even more frus-
trating for Melissa, she did not receive a single item of
feedback from her principal as part of the evaluation.
The evaluation doesn’t help her to become a better
teacher, and it doesn't distinguish between her and her
colleague. To Melissa, it is a meaningless exercise. For
both teachers it is a squandered opportunity.

Nothing about this scenario seems fair in any way.
Unfortunately, this is the reality of nearly all teacher
performance evaluation systems in our country today.
While teachers in most schools have a sense of who
is doing good work and who is not, our evaluation
systems promote the fiction that all teachers perform
identically.

We all know some of the reasons for this. In most
evaluation systems across the United States, we judge
teachers based on a small number of fleeting class-
room observations. These evaluations do little to help
teachers understand the impact they have upon the
learning of their students. Moreover, because so many
evaluations lack detail and clarity, they provide teach-
ers little information about what to improve or how to
get better.

What began as an effort to treat everyone in the profes-
sion as equals has calcified into a system that is any-
thing but fair to teachers. Teachers who are committed
to their students’ achievement are forced to make up
the ground students didn't cover with previous teach-
ers who are less committed — for the same amount

of pay and little recognition. Teachers who want to

get better and to develop their professional craft are
provided little personalized guidance.

And these evaluation systems, designed decades ago

to ensure teachers are treated as professionals, have
accomplished exactly the opposite. Not only is this
unfair to teachers — it is profoundly unfair to stu-
dents. Our failure to distinguish among teachers allows
us to avoid confronting the fundamental fallacy of
suggesting that one teacher is as good as the next. This
particularly shortchanges the low-income students and
students of color who, year after year, are saddled with
less qualified and less effective teachers.

Teachers have the power to change a student’s life
trajectory; the work they do matters that much. A series
of strong teachers can eliminate the achievement gap
between white students and students of color, leveling
the playing field for all students.

But current performance evaluation systems hinder
the profession’s ability to maximize its impact. Teach-
ers don't have good ways of knowing whether they

are narrowing or widening their students’ learning

Sarah Almy is the Director of Teacher Quality at The Education Trust.

2 THE EDUCATION TRUST | FAIR TO EVERYONE: BUILDING THE BALANCED TEACHER EVALUATIONS THAT EDUCATORS AND STUDENTS DESERVE | SEPTEMBER 2011



gaps. School leaders don't have good information that
would enable smart decision making about how best
to support and tap the talents of the teachers in their
building. And students pay the price, because noth-
ing about current systems is focused on creating better
learning or ensuring stronger student outcomes.

We talk about the importance of holding our students
to high expectations and recognizing the different
needs of different students, yet we tolerate evaluation
systems that have no real expectations for teachers and
treat them all the same. These systems are failing both
teachers and the students they teach.

Performance evaluation is first and foremost a develop-
ment tool for all teachers. It should have as its primary
purpose identifying strengths and areas for growth in
order to improve practice, whether a teacher is in her
first year or her 14th. Evaluation systems work best
when they seek to enhance the skills of every practitio-
ner. Systems that solely aim to identify the highest and
lowest performing teachers will never effectively move
the needle on student achievement. These systems
must be designed with the chief goals of helping all
teachers to become good, and of pushing good teach-
ers to become great.

That said, using evalua-
tion systems to address
teachers at both the
top and bottom of

the quality spectrum

is important, too. By
finally identifying
the true high-
flyers, evaluations
can spotlight those
teachers from whom others can and should learn. They
can facilitate long overdue recognition of our strongest
teachers, those who consistently achieve great things
with their students, while also helping us to single out
proven best practices. As well, evaluations provide a
fair way to distribute incentives designed to keep top
teachers where they are — or to encourage them to
move where they are most needed.

Only 43 percent of teachers agree that current
evaluation helps teachers improve.

Just as identifying our best teachers can help the entire
profession, so can isolating that small percentage of
teachers who fail our kids. Identifying and addressing
these consistently poor performers will make things
more fair for students who will no longer be held
back by weak teachers, and for hard-working, effective

of teachers
say theil‘
district is not
doing enough
to identify,

promote, and
retain the

most effective
teachers, 2

teachers who will no longer have to pick up the slack
for colleagues unwilling or unable to meet the expecta-
tions of their jobs.

Improved performance evaluation systems will not
look identical across districts or states, and they
shouldn’t. Yet good systems will share certain criti-
cal features: classroom observations and measures of
teacher impact on student learning.

Observations:

A Window into the Classroom

Most current evaluations rely exclusively on a short obser-
vation, in which administrators sit in on individual
lessons caught out of context. Too often, observations
are stressful experiences for teachers, feared “gotcha”
moments when people who almost never see what
routinely happens in their classrooms suddenly make
sweeping judgments about their abilities. And in many
places, observations are based on a set of vague criteria
not clearly connected to student learning. In addition,
though observations offer an excellent opportunity for
follow-up feedback that can help teachers improve,
most current systems place no priority on this. Teach-
ers see observations as a checklist, an isolated exercise
in process rather than any opportunity for meaningful
feedback or professional growth.

So why would improved observations, under new
evaluation systems, be better for all teachers?

Instead of a once-a-year pop-in, the new observations
would form one part of a regular cycle of feedback.
They would be conducted by well-trained observers
who take their roles as evaluators seriously. An obser-
vation tool or rubric that is detailed and outlines clear
performance standards would help establish a com-
mon language for instructional practice across schools
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and districts. This tool could either be one that is
developed by a district or state, or an existing high-
quality tool that the district or state chooses to adopt.
The important thing is that, by bringing specificity and
clarity to the observation experience, a rigorous rubric
keeps observations from feeling arbitrary or wildly
inconsistent in the eyes of the teacher being observed.
Perspectives of multiple observers — an administrator
as well as someone else trained to conduct observa-
tions — and multiple observations ensure that one
poorly executed lesson doesn’t depict a whole year

of work. Finally, observations lead to useful feedback
about instruction and classroom management that
result in clear, measurable goals for the teacher.

Observations can be the very best window that school
leaders and others have into the teacher’s mastery

of her craft — her ability to manage her classroom,
engage her students, deliver rigorous and accurate
instruction, and gauge student understanding. More
important, ongoing observations provide a teacher
with thoughtful, constructive feedback that drives a
cycle of learning and growth. Students deserve class-
room teachers who are aware of their own strengths
and weaknesses so that they can continue to improve
their instruction. Real observation as part of a strong
evaluation system provides this for teachers and for
their students.

Measures of Student Learning:

The Core of What Teachers Do

Observations provide important insight about observ-
able practices, but they can’t measure the effective-
ness of those practices in terms of student outcomes.
Measuring a teacher’s impact on student learning lets
a teacher and her supervisor know whether what she is
doing in her classroom day to day is working.

Until recently, the idea of including a measure of
student learning as part of a teacher’s evaluation was
uncommon in most places. And yet, fostering stu-
dent learning is the essence of what teachers do. The
overarching goal for a teacher — no matter what grade,
subject area, or group of kids — is to ensure that the
kids learn more than they came into the class know-
ing. To commend a teacher year after year for colorful
bulletin boards and creative lessons while none of
her students make meaningful progress over the year
isn't fair — to her students, to her colleagues, or to the
teacher herself who consequently misses an opportu-
nity to improve what matters most.

Even though student achievement isn’t widely
included as part of existing evaluation systems, there
are, of course, some principals and district leaders who
look at year-end test data and make judgments about
which teachers are high performers and which aren’t.
But making judgments based on simple achievement
data — whether students made AYP or how many met
the ‘proficiency’ standard — only tells part of the story.
In most places, the data on student achievement takes
neither student growth nor students’ past performance
into account. Teachers who spend the year doing reme-
diation with students who entered the year already
behind get no credit for the progress they make. And
teachers who inherit classrooms of students already
ahead look good regardless of what they do in their
classrooms. Using these simple achievement results to
make decisions about teachers’ impact strikes many as
simply unfair.

It is a good thing that no credible advocate for improv-
ing evaluation is proposing this.

Instead, advocates and policymakers have urged con-
sidering the achievement level of a class of students
at the start of the school year and then measuring
the contribution individual teachers make to student
learning during that year.

When people talk about gauging a teacher’s impact on
student learning, it is most commonly referred to as a
value-added measurement. Educational jargon aside,
value-added is a way of measuring a student against
himself and against his student peers. The calculation
looks at a student in a teacher’s class and then looks at
how similar students — those with comparable perfor-
mance histories and background characteristics — have
performed in the past. Based on this information, the
model predicts how the student should perform on

an assessment, and then compares the predicted result
with the actual result.

With this kind of data, teachers aren’t punished for
students who come into their classroom far below
grade level, as long as the students make progress
consistent with what they and other similar students
have demonstrated that they have been able to do in
the past. Also in this way, growth made by the initially
high-achieving children of well-educated parents in
one teacher’s classroom is compared with the growth
of other initially high achievers — not with the growth
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Andrew teaches fifth-

grade reading in a

school district that recently

incorporated a value-added

measure as part of the teacher evaluation
process.

In Andrew’s fifth-grade classroom this year, 90 percent
of students qualify for free and reduced-price lunch,
15 percent have an IEP, and 30 percent are identified
as Limited English Proficient. At the beginning of the
school year, a diagnostic assessment shows Andrew
that the majority of his students read at the second-
grade level.

Andrew works tirelessly over the course of the school
year to change his students’ academic trajectory. Many
of his students make tremendous progress, and he
hopes that this is reflected when they take the state
assessment at the end of April.

To calculate Andrew’s value-added results for the
current school year, the district uses multiple years of
test score data for his students — in addition to other
school and student factors — and figures out how
much growth is typical on the fifth-grade state stan-
dardized reading exam for a group of students with
similar characteristics. Using this process, the district
determines that typical growth is eight points.

The district then looks at the average growth of
Andrew’s class. Although not all of his students have
reached proficiency on the state exam, their average
growth is 15 points — seven points higher than the
typical growth for a group of students with similar
characteristics.

Andrew’s students have outpaced their predicted
growth, and the amount by which they outpaced their
growth is Andrew’s value-added score. This informa-
tion is combined with other evaluation measures as
part of his overall evaluation and Andrew is identified
as an effective teacher.

of children in a high-poverty school who may start off
at much lower levels.

The basic concept resembles a growth chart at a pedia-
trician’s office — every child does not grow at exactly
the same rate, but the doctors always want to make
sure that a child is progressing along the growth chart
relative to her past growth, and to how other children
similar in size have progressed.

Value-added analysis is a complex concept and the
equations used to determine teachers’ value-added
scores are difficult for many to understand. Yet this
complexity also makes it a robust and fair way to accu-

Most teachers think that “how
much your students are learning
compared with students in other
schools” is a good indication of
success as a teacher.?

72%

rately isolate a teacher’s impact on a student, some-
thing previous measures have failed to do.

But what if the assessments taken by students measure
low-level skills, as far too many current assessments
unfortunately do? Teachers worry that these assess-
ments, and the resulting value-added measures, will
fail to capture the higher order skills that they impart
to their students, and will drive teachers to teach at low
levels to raise their value-added scores. However, some
promising research suggests otherwise. A study of the
Measures of Effective Teaching Project (MET), which
spans several states and school districts, indicates that
teachers with high value-added results on their stu-
dents’ state tests generally had high value-added scores
when students were tested on higher order concepts
and skills as well.*

Moreover, research from the same study found that
teachers whose students report spending a lot of time
practicing for the state test rarely show the highest
value-added on state tests. The bottom line: Good
teaching will shine through, whether the test is consid-
ered to be one of high quality or not.
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Value-added measures are not perfect; no single per-
formance measure ever is. However, it is essential to
include some measure of whether teachers are meeting
their most basic responsibility of developing student
learning as part of their performance evaluation. And
right now, value-added measures are by far the most
equitable option we have.

Despite the lively national discussion about value-
added measurement and its use in evaluation systems,
the reality is that in most places, these measures will
only be available immediately for about one-third of
teachers, at best. For those who aren’t teaching subjects
and grades assessed by state tests, a statewide mea-
sure of value-added results does not yet exist. But it's
important that these teachers also have information
about their impact on student learning, and that this
information contributes to their performance evalu-
ation. In non-tested grades and subjects, states and
districts can use such tools as nationally recognized
assessments or district-wide, end-of-course exams and
performance tasks. While these may be less statistically
complex than the value-added measures used for
tested grades, their focus on growth will ensure that

THE STUDENT PERSPECTIVE

LA

h

The TRIPOD survey, administered by Cambridge
Education, is an instrument that asks students to
give feedback on specific aspects of a teacher’s prac-
tice. This student perspective can provide teachers
with invaluable information about how to improve
their use of class time, their pedagogical practices,
and their interactions with students. Surveys are
customized for different age groups, but they all ask
students to agree or disagree with detailed state-
ments about their teachers’ practices. Sample state-
ments from the survey include:

Only 42% of
teachers agree that
current evaluation
allows accurate
assessment of
performance.

TEACHEKS /
CURREN]

F‘,

they are appropriate measures of teacher impact on
student learning.

Just as we wouldn't assign a semester grade for a
student based on one assignment, we don’t want one
measure of student learning to carry the weight of the
teacher’s entire impact on student growth. For this rea-
son, most new evaluation systems will require at least
two measures of student learning as part of the evalu-
ation. If a value-added calculation is one measure, the
other could be a national, state or district-level assess-
ment or performance task. Teachers in non-tested sub-

“Our class stays busy and doesn't
waste time.”

“My teacher doesn't let people give up
when the work gets hard.”

“Students in this class treat the
teacher with respect.”

The Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) Project
examines the correlations between the TRIPOD
survey and teachers’ impact on student learning.

To address potential concerns that students who
respond favorably on the survey may do so because
they are high-achieving in the teacher’s class, the
researchers sought responses from one class of stu-
dents taught by a teacher, but looked at the achieve-
ment gains of another group of students taught by
the same teacher. The findings so far indicate that
student perceptions are related to achievement gains.
In other words, students can identify effective — and
less effective — teaching when they experience it.°

6 THE EDUCATION TRUST | FAIR TO EVERYONE: BUILDING THE BALANCED TEACHER EVALUATIONS THAT EDUCATORS AND STUDENTS DESERVE | SEPTEMBER 2011



ject areas will also have multiple measures of student
learning reflected in their evaluations.

In the coming years, some states and districts will move
toward robust assessments in a wider range of subject
areas. But in the interim, we can’t ignore the impact scores
of teachers have on students. New evaluation systems will
find a way to measure the impact on student learning for
all teachers, even if that approach does not look identical
across all grades and subject areas.

A RICHER PICTURE

Classroom observations and measures of student learning
are the most critical components of a good evaluation
system. Most new evaluation systems will also include
measures beyond these two in order to paint a richer
picture of a teacher’s performance, and to provide
opportunities to highlight a teacher’s strengths and areas
for growth. For example, some recently implemented
evaluation systems base a portion of the evaluation

on teachers’ contributions to the school community,

acknowledging the myriad responsibilities assumed by
most teachers that exceed their classroom responsibilities.
Some also include a schoolwide value-added measure

to encourage teachers to see student improvement as a
collaborative effort rather than an individual one. Other
districts are looking into parent and student surveys,
which can provide an intriguing perspective from which
to measure a teacher’s impact (see sidebar on page 6).

These additional measures are important in three ways.
First, they provide even more context for a teacher’s per-
formance, improving the chances that a teacher’s evalua-
tion is a fair and rich representation of her ability. Sec-
ond, they offer a lens that might be especially helpful for
those grades and subjects that don't yet have clear tools
to measure a teacher’s impact on student learning. Third,
and perhaps most significantly, many of these measures,
such as student or parent surveys, can provide teachers
with immediate, useful feedback about their use of time,
pedagogical practices, classroom management, and inter-
actions with students and parents.
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Better teacher evaluations will not solve all the chal-
lenges confronting education today. There are big
and real concerns about how to build a more selec-
tive pipeline into the profession, and how to create
conditions that keep great teachers in the schools and
classrooms that most need them, among other issues.
We should not pretend that improving evaluation sys-
tems will magically fix everything else. However, given
the limitations created by current, broken systems

of performance evaluation, fixing them is the most
important step toward enabling us to address other
problems strategically.

Melissa, the teacher highlighted at the beginning of
this report, and all teachers like her deserve more than
our current evaluation systems offer. They deserve a
system centered on helping them to become even bet-
ter teachers. They deserve a system that sets clear stan-
dards and expectations, and that gives them credit for
the tremendous learning gains they make with their
students. And they deserve a system that does not treat
them as interchangeable parts but as professionals.
Most important, as people who have dedicated their
careers to helping students learn, they deserve to know
that they are working in a system that is driven by
what's best for students. And what's best for students
is that teachers perform at the top of their game. Better
evaluation systems are the best tool we can start with
to help teachers get and stay there.
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