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ver the past five years, teacher evalu-

ation reform has swept the United

States. Almost every state in the nation
has revised its teacher evaluation policies,
leading to substantial changes in how teacher
evaluation is designed and implemented in
schools and districts. In many ways, principals
occupy the key position in these new evalua-
tion reforms and their actions play a signifi-
cant role in their success. What should school
leaders know in order to manage the demands
of new evaluation systems and leverage them
to improve teaching and learning in their
schools? This brief summarizes what is known
about the measures used in current teacher
evaluation initiatives and offers concrete steps
that principals can take to facilitate their
success.

Like all performance appraisal systems,
teacher evaluation can serve at least two pur-
poses. First, an evaluation system can provide
accountability through monitoring, ensuring
that teachers exert sufficient effort and follow
specific standards and practices. It can also
provide accountability by serving as a basis
for rewarding or sanctioning teachers based
on their performance. With better informa-
tion about teacher performance, administra-
tors can identify persistently low-performing
teachers and dismiss them or counsel them
to resign, and provide monetary or other re-
wards to high-performing teachers. Second, a
strong teacher evaluation system can support

teacher instructional development, offering
actionable feedback to teachers about their
practice and supporting them in improving
their skills. Most evaluation systems embody
these dual purposes. In this article, we exam-
ine how three widely used measures in today’s
evaluation systems support the dual purposes
of teacher evaluation: standards-based obser-
vations, value-added measures, and student
learning objectives.

Standards-Based Classroom
Observations

As of 2014, all states require that classroom
observations be part of teacher evaluation
ratings, making it the most commonly used
component of teacher evaluation systems
(Steinberg & Donaldson, in preparation).
Unlike in the past, observation today typically
involves assessing a teacher’s instructional
practices against an articulated set of perfor-
mance standards. Formal observations are
generally structured around an observation
instrument or protocol that helps evaluators
measure teachers’ performance by translating
observed practice on specific standards into
detailed descriptors within a rubric.

Most states and districts that have de-
veloped professional standards for teachers
typically adapt their standards and protocols
from existing models. Charlotte Danielson’s
Framework for Teaching is the most popular
model, but several other examples exist. Of
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these, the National Board for Professional Teaching
Standards (NBPTY) are also used regularly, while
some states and districts have sought to incorpo-
rate work from more specialized standards and
observational instruments for English language arts
(Protocol for Language Arts Teaching Observation),
mathematics (Mathematics Quality of Instruction),
and classroom interactions (the Classroom Assess-
ment Scoring System).

Existing research on these standards-based
protocols documents widespread variation in teacher
practice and shows that teachers who score higher
on these rubrics also have greater estimated con-
tributions to student test scores (i.e., value-added).
Although test scores and observations may measure
different dimensions of practice, examining their
relationship proves useful. Standards-based observa-
tion ratings actually predict student test performance
above and beyond that teacher’s value-added rating
(Kane et al., 2013).

As tools for developing a clear measure of
teacher productivity for accountability purposes,
standards-based evaluations face several tradeoffs.
First, for better or for worse, they rely on human
judgments of practice. This allows supervisors to
develop a broad-based understanding of a teacher’s
practice, thereby allowing them to make potentially
stronger inferences about a teacher’s true contribu-
tions to student learning than measures based on test
scores permit. However, standards-based evaluations

on evidence can help remove much of the subjective
bias in observation measures, separating the personal
from the professional can be difficult.

A second consideration is that standards-based
observations take substantial human resources to
complete. Time constraints often require evalua-
tors to make judgments based on a relatively limited
sample of instruction, which can limit their reliabil-
ity. Evaluators are typically school principals, who
have many other responsibilities and often struggle
to find sufficient time to do this work well. Although
building and maintaining reliability takes a substan-
tial investment, it is possible to achieve. Incorporat-
ing multiple observations into an evaluation helps
a great deal, particularly if the observations are
unannounced. Here, briefer walk-throughs might
be warranted, particularly if coupled with more
substantial observations at several points during the
year. And, training for evaluators can be invaluable.
For example, in Cincinnati, evaluators generally
observe at least four complete lessons before making
their final determinations, and all evaluators must
complete a rigorous training program, earn certifica-
tion as reliable observers, and participate in ongoing
training and professional development for evaluators
(Johnson et al., 2010). Research also suggests that
using multiple observers can resolve some of these
potential reliability challenges (Kane et al., 2013).
To resolve the cost implications of this decision,
some districts, like New Haven, CT, require multiple

are only as good as the assessments
that evaluators make. Evaluators report
that it is difficult to separate what they
know of the teacher, or the teacher’s
contributions outside of the classroom,
from their judgments of the teacher’s
instructional practice (Donaldson,
2013; Papay & Johnson, 2012). Ad-

Standards-based
evaluations are
only as good as the
assessments that
evaluators make.

evaluators only for teachers with very
high or very low ratings that could
result in rewards or sanctions (Don-
aldson & Papay, 2014).

For the purpose of teacher de-
velopment, standards-based observa-
tions have strong potential. They can

provide direct and specific feedback

ministrators consistently assign higher

evaluation ratings to teachers than do

external observers or than they do on informal effec-
tiveness ratings provided to researchers (Harris et al.,
2014). Although having clear standards, using highly

qualified and well-trained evaluators, and focusing

about a teacher’s instructional practice.
Observation reports and summa-
tive evaluations include detailed information about
teachers’ strengths and weaknesses and thus can be
meaningful to teachers and administrators. The per-
formance standards lay out overall expectations for
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performance and rubrics describe a continuum of in-

structional quality, thereby offering teachers a clearer

sense of the practices they need to adopt in order
to improve their practice. Outside

account for student characteristics and whether to

compare teachers in the same school or across the

district. These are, in effect, policy decisions with-
out clear answers. For example, if the

of evaluation, rubrics and standards

models account for the disadvantages

can also provide fodder for broader For the purpose of student poverty, they essentially
conversations between administra- of teacher hold the teachers of low-income stu-
tors and teachers and among teachers development, dents to different standards than those

about how to improve instruction
(Donaldson et al., 2014). In this way,
evaluation systems with standards-
based observations potentially enhance

standards-based
observations have

strong potential.

of higher-income students. However,
if they do not account for poverty, they
may not fully control for out-of-school
factors affecting students.

In the past decade, substantial

teachers’ skills, thereby serving the
evaluation’s development purpose.

Value-Added Measures
Opver the past decade, the federal government
has pushed states and districts to include student
achievement measures in teacher evaluation, and
states have responded: 80% of states implement-
ing new evaluation systems require that teachers be
evaluated at least in part on student achievement
(Steinberg & Donaldson, in preparation). Value-
added measures, which use test scores to estimate a
teacher’s contribution to student achievement, are a
popular but controversial option. In theory, supervi-
sors want information about teacher productivity,
and value-added methods can provide some evidence
in this regard. However, some researchers view
them as a cause for concern (e.g., Baker et al., 2010),
primarily because they may not account well enough
for differences in the types of students that teachers
teach and may not be sufficiently reliable to estimate
accurately a teacher’s contributions to student learn-
ing. In large part, this debate depends on how value-
added data will be used to hold teachers accountable.
The central idea behind the different types of
value-added models involves comparing the test
scores of a teacher’s students to the predicted scores
had the students had an “average” teacher. Models
that use student growth percentiles are quite similar
to value-added models as we discuss them here. Ana-
lysts make a variety of decisions in estimating these
predicted levels of achievement, such as whether to

research has examined value-added
models. By and large, research finds that, on aver-
age, students whose teachers had higher value-added
scores have better long-term outcomes (Chetty,
Friedman, & Rockoff, 2013). Importantly, though,
value-added estimates only capture one dimension
of a teacher’s performance: Jackson (2014) finds that
measures based on test scores alone understate the
total effect of teachers on students.

While these findings suggest that value-added
measures, on average, can identify meaningful
performance differences among teachers, estimates
for individual teachers can vary widely, for example,
across the specific statistical model or test used, or
over time. Two central issues emerge here. First, do
value-added models provide an unbiased estimate of
the student achievement gains caused by a teacher?
Second, are value-added estimates reliable enough
to provide sufficiently precise estimates of teacher
effectiveness?

In terms of bias, value-added models are based
on standardized tests, which are typically graded by
machine or by external scorers with no chance for
systematic favoritism towards certain teachers. But,
simply removing such favoritism does not mean that
value-added models are free of bias. Bias can arise if
the students assigned to some teachers are system-
atically different from those assigned to others. For
instance, if a school principal assigns several disrup-
tive children to a teacher she believes can best serve
these students, that teacher’s value-added might not
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reflect a fair comparison with other teachers in the
school. Researchers have examined whether value-
added models can fully account for differences in
student assignments across individual teachers, but
this debate has not been resolved (Kane et al., 2013;
Chetty et al., 2013; Rothstein, 2010).

A broader (and less studied) question is whether
value-added models can isolate an individual teach-
er’s causal impact on student performance (Reardon
& Raudenbush, 2009). For instance, attributing a
student’s mathematics test gains to her mathematics
teacher may not fully recognize the contribution that
a science teacher made to the student’s mathemati-
cal knowledge. And, it is often difficult to determine
which students should be attributed to which teach-
er, because of within-year student mobility, formal or
informal team teaching, and data system limitations.

The second main concern involves the precision
of these estimates. Value-added estimates necessar-
ily include some margin of error around a teacher’s
score, and in many cases, this error is sufficiently
large that only the very top and bottom performers
can be differentiated statistically from the average
teacher. As a result, researchers, even those who ad-
vocate the use of value-added approaches, often call
for using multiple years’ worth of data to construct
an estimate for an individual teacher (Glazerman et

al., 2010; Baker et al., 2010).

As a measure to inform teacher development,
value-added measures also have substantial limita-
tions. Teachers typically receive a summative score,
with no information about their performance on spe-
cific areas of instructional practice and no targeted
feedback about how to improve. Thus, value-added,
as currently conceived, is not well aligned with evalu-
ation as a tool for professional growth.

In addition, several practical limitations also
restrict the broad-based application of value-added
models regardless of the evaluation purpose. Of
greatest concern, given standardized testing prac-
tices in most states, only a minority of teachers
work in a grade or subject area that supports value-
added analysis (typically English language arts and
mathematics teachers in grades 4-8). Second, these
estimates are only as good as the tests on which they
are based. Because many state tests are designed to
measure whether students are proficient on a set
of standards, they may not be particularly good for
evaluating teachers. Student performance on tests
does not reflect the full range of learning that educa-
tors and parents care about. Finally, because value-
added estimates rely on the test data, principals need
to wait at least until test results are available during
the summer before assessing performance. And, any
efforts to include multiple years of data to have suf-
ficiently reliable estimates further limit their use for
annual teacher evaluation.

Student Learning Objectives (SLOs)
Some districts and states seeking an alternative to
value-added measures for incorporating student
achievement data in teacher evaluation have ad-
opted student learning objectives (SLOs). SLOs are
goals set by teachers and administrators for each
classroom based on existing assessments. Teachers
are then evaluated based on how well their students
meet these goals. The key, of course, is in how goals
are set. Importantly, the rigor of a teacher’s goals
depends both on the individual teacher and on his/
her interactions with the principal, not some external
standard.
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The use of SLOs to evaluate teachers is relative-
ly new. Denver, CO, became one of the first districts
to use SLOs in 1999 when it adopted them as a key
component of ProComp, its performance-based
pay system for teachers. SLOs have been adopted
as evaluation measures in 24 states (Steinberg &
Donaldson, in preparation). However, little research
has explored their use in teacher evaluation (Goe &
Holdheide, 2011). Two studies of Denver’s four-year
pilot program found that teachers who met their
goals had somewhat higher student growth scores
than teachers who did not (Goldhaber

other means of evaluating teachers are gaining some
currency in systems across the country. Research

on these measures and their potential to support
teacher accountability or development is limited.
Student surveys are being used in an increasing
number of districts (Hull, 2013). Research has found
that students are able to distinguish a teacher whom
they like from one who promotes their learning and
that student perceptions are correlated with teacher
performance (Kane et al., 2013). States such as New
York, Connecticut, and Utah and districts such as
Miami-Dade, FL, are also using parent

& Walch, 2012; Slotnik et al., 2004).
However, over time, teachers became
better able to meet the goals they had
set, with 98% of experienced teachers
meeting both their objectives during

Parent survey data
may contribute
to improving

surveys/feedback in teacher evaluation.
The little research that exists suggests
that parent survey data may contrib-
ute to improving measures of teacher
performance (Peterson et al., 2003).

measures
the final year. of teacher SoTne districts 1nclyde porFfohos,
Nonetheless, SLOs have several consisting of teachers’ instructional
performance.

strengths. First, unlike value-added

materials and student work, in teacher

measures, SLOs can apply to all
teachers and all specialists. Second,
goal-setting theory suggests that individuals are mo-
tivated by goals that they set for themselves (Locke
& Latham, 2002). This finding is most relevant

to SLOs’ use as a development tool, because they
may encourage teachers to build skills and improve
their instruction. Teachers in New Haven reported
that SLOs were the most positive aspect of their
new evaluation system and helped them focus their
instruction on student performance (Donaldson,
2013). Furthermore, teachers report that the adop-
tion of a new evaluation system incorporating SLOs
led them to spend more time analyzing student data
and assessing student progress than they had prior
to the new system (Donaldson et al., 2014). Third,
these measures, which are jointly constructed by
teachers and administrators, may increase teach-
ers’ buy-in and investment in their own evaluation
(Briggs, 2013).

Other Means of Evaluating Teachers
Although standards-based evaluations and test-
score measures have received the most attention,

evaluation. Secretary of Education
Arne Duncan has publicly recognized
"Tennessee’s Fine Arts Growth Measures System as a
model for how states can evaluate teachers of non-
tested subjects like art (Robelen, 2013).

Outcomes of Current Teacher

Evaluation Systems

Systems that incorporate standards-based observa-
tions, value-added measures, student learning objec-
tives, and other types of measures are relatively new,
and the effects of these evaluation systems have not
been widely studied. Nonetheless, a growing body of
high-quality research suggests that rigorous evalua-
tion systems have had important effects.

First, evaluation systems can spread out the dis-
tribution of ratings of teacher performance and lead
to more teachers being dismissed or counseled out of
the profession. Historically, a very small percentage
of teachers have received low evaluation ratings; the
great majority of teachers have received “satisfac-
tory” or better ratings. Even fewer teachers have
been dismissed due to poor performance. Evidence
suggests that new evaluation systems have increased
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these percentages. For example, in 2011-2012, after
evaluation reform in Washington, DC, 16% of the
city’s teachers received the highest rating and 15%
received a rating in one of the lowest two categories,
while departure rates of teachers with low ratings
were substantially higher than in earlier years (Dee
& Wyckoft, 2013).

More importantly, participating in a rigorous
evaluation system can improve teacher practice and
raise student test scores, helping to build teacher
skills in a lasting way. Taylor and Tyler (2012) found
that participating in Cincinnati’s standards-based
evaluation system improved the per-

can improve an individual teacher’s effectiveness
over time (e.g., Taylor & Tyler, 2012), suggesting
that the teacher evaluation development pathway is
likely a promising approach to improving teacher
performance at scale. States and districts recognize
this opportunity in rhetoric, but, to date, few have
made progress in designing new evaluation systems
to promote instructional improvement. Instead, this
burden often falls on principals, who are asked to
implement these new requirements and make them
work well for all teachers in their schools. This real-
ity leads to four main implications for principals as
they tackle this work.

formance of teachers not only during First, taking on the dual challenge
the year they were evaluated, but also Three studies of evaluating teachers and providing
in subsequent years. Research from suggest that actionable feedback for improvement
Chicago and Washington, DC, also teacher evaluation is understandably daunting for many
suggests that participating in evalu- can lead to principals. To be effective, evaluators
ation systems can improve teacher substantial need to be able to provide feedback
effectiveness (Steinberg & Sartain, , and design processes to help teach-

. and lasting . . .
forthcoming; Dee & Wyckoff, 2013). , ers use this feedback to improve their
Together, these three studies suggest improvements instruction. Doing all of this work
that teacher evaluation can lead to sub- in teacher effectively requires expertise that
stantial and lasting improvements in performance. tew principals have. One promising
teacher performance, both in districts strategy to address this challenge is to

that attach incentives to teacher evalu-
ation ratings (e.g., DC) and those that do not (e.g.,
Cincinnati).

Conclusion
Since 2008, changes to teacher evaluation have oc-
curred on an unprecedented scope and scale. The
challenge for principals comes in understanding what
the evaluation measures can—and cannot—tell us
about teacher effectiveness, and coupling account-
ability with support and opportunities for teachers
to learn. Teacher evaluation is a prime policy lever
as a conduit to combine accountability and support;
leaders can use the information embedded in these
systems to provide valuable feedback to teachers and
help structure individualized learning opportunities
for them.

Participating in a robust evaluation system, even
one without particularly high stakes for teachers,

leverage teacher expertise in providing
feedback. Cincinnati, OH, and Montgomery County,
MD, have been using expert teachers as peer evalu-
ators for more than a decade, with notable success
(Johnson et al., 2010; Papay & Johnson, 2012). Both
districts have robust teacher evaluation systems that,
as noted above, have produced impressive results.
More broadly, for evaluation to achieve its goals,
state and district leaders need to prioritize support
for principals, and principals need to ask for the sup-
port they need.

Second, principals can push district and state
leaders to improve the implementation of these eval-
uation systems to reflect on-the-ground realities. By
and large, policymakers are only beginning to tackle
the challenges of how to use evaluation to support
teacher development (Papay, 2012). Here, principals
can inform this work at the state and district level.
For example, efforts in some states to develop peer
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networks among principals to share best practices

seem promising. Local involvement can help poli-
cymakers recognize the challenges involved in this
work and the support necessary to do it well.

Third, principals need to work to understand the
measures on which evaluation is based. All measures
have important strengths and limitations. Knowing
what measures can say about a teacher’s practice,
and what they cannot, is critical to determining how
best to use evaluation data to inform instructional
improvement both for individual teachers and for the
faculty schoolwide.

Finally, principals can invest in the evaluation
process. As educators are well aware, policy reform
in education often happens in cycles, with reforms
moving in and out of favor quickly (Hess, 1999).
However, teacher evaluation is not merely a dis-
trict or state policy, but also a school-based strategy
necessary to improve teacher quality. Despite the
inherent growing pains that will occur with any new
system, a stronger evaluation system is a critical
element for enhancing the skills of educators in a
school. By investing in building a robust system of
teacher evaluation and development, school leaders
can bolster the culture of professional learning in
their school and, with time, students will reap the
benefits of improved instruction.

1 This article draws from a more extensive review of teacher
evaluation research and reforms in Donaldson, M.L. & Papay,
J. (forthcoming). Teacher evaluation for accountability and
development. In (Eds.) H.F. Ladd & M.Goertz, Handbook of
Research in Education Finance and Policy.
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