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iEvaluating and Supporting Effective Teaching

Executive Summary

irtually everyone agrees that teacher evaluation in the United States needs an overhaul. 
Existing systems rarely help teachers improve or clearly distinguish those who are suc-
ceeding from those who are struggling. The tools that are used do not always represent the 
important features of good teaching. Criteria and methods for evaluating teachers vary 

substantially across districts and at key career milestones—when teachers complete pre-service 
teacher education, become initially licensed, are considered for tenure, and receive a profes-
sional license. 

 A comprehensive system should address these purposes in a coherent way and provide support 
for supervision and professional learning, identify teachers who need additional assistance 
and—in some cases—a change of career, and recognize expert teachers who can contribute to 
the learning of their peers.

This report outlines an integrated approach that connects these goals to a teaching-career con-
tinuum and a professional development system that supports effectiveness for all teachers at 
every stage of their careers. 

The Distinction between Teacher Quality and Teaching Quality

In the context of the current interest in measuring teacher effectiveness, it is important to dis-
tinguish between teacher quality and teaching quality. Teacher quality might be thought of as the 
bundle of personal traits, skills, and understandings an individual brings to teaching, including 
dispositions to behave in certain ways. Teaching quality refers to strong instruction that enables 
a wide range of students to learn. Teaching quality is in part a function of teacher quality—
teachers’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions—but it is also strongly influenced by the context 
of instruction: the curriculum and assessment system; the “fit” between teachers’ qualifications 
and what they are asked to teach; and teaching conditions, such as time, class size, facilities, 
and materials. If teaching is to be effective, policymakers must address the teaching and learn-
ing environment as well as the capacity of individual teachers. 

Elements of a Teaching and Learning System 

A high-quality system should create a coherent, well-grounded approach to developing teaching, 
crafted collectively by state and district leaders with teachers and their representatives. In addi-
tion to clear standards for student learning, accompanied by high-quality curriculum materials 
and assessments, this system should include five key elements: 

1. Common statewide standards for teaching that are related to meaningful student learn-
ing and are shared across the profession: Standards for student learning can focus teachers’ 
work and learning. They also permit aligned standards for teaching, like those created by 
the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS), for accomplished veteran 
teachers, and the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC), 
for beginning teachers. These should guide preparation, licensing, on-the-job evaluation, 
and ongoing professional learning.

V
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2. Performance assessments, based on statewide standards, guiding state functions such as 
teacher preparation, licensure, and advanced certification: Well-designed performance-based 
assessments, like those created by NBPTS and states like Connecticut and California, have 
been found both to predict and develop greater effectiveness. Such assessments—which look 
directly at teachers’ abilities to plan, teach, and assess learning—should be used to make 
key decisions regarding entry into the profession, readiness to be professionally licensed, 
and recognition of expertise. In a tiered system, these kinds of assessments can create a 
career continuum that fosters career development from early preparation to instructional 
leadership. 

3. Local evaluation systems aligned to the same standards, which assess on-the-job teaching 
based on multiple measures of teaching practice and student learning: Such local evaluation 
systems should have three components, considered in relation to one another, in an inte-
grated fashion:

Standards-based evaluations of practice based on observations, curriculum 
plans, assignments, and assessments revealing teachers’ classroom practice.

Evidence of teachers’ contributions to the work of their colleagues and 
the school as a whole. Since student learning gains are a function of teach-
ers’ collective efforts, these valuable contributions should be part of the 
evaluation process.

Evidence of teacher’s contributions to student learning based on multiple 
sources of information reflecting classroom work and other assessments 
that are appropriate and valid for the curriculum and for the students being 
taught. 

4. Support structures to ensure trained evaluators, mentoring for teachers who need addition-
al assistance, and fair decisions about personnel actions. These structures should include, at 
minimum:

trained, skilled evaluators with deep knowledge of teaching and learning
supports, including mentoring, for teachers needing assistance
governance structures that enable sound personnel decisions
resources to sustain and monitor the system

5. Aligned professional learning opportunities that support the improvement of teachers and 
teaching quality: These should link both formal professional development and job-embed-
ded learning opportunities to the evaluation system. Evaluations should trigger continuous 
goal-setting for areas teachers want to work on, high-quality professional development sup-
ports and coaching, and opportunities to share expertise. 

To transform systems, incentives should be structured to promote collaboration and knowledge 
sharing, rather than competition, across organizations. Knowledge-sharing is needed to develop 
not only learning organizations but a learning-oriented system of education in which ongoing 
evaluation and inquiry into practice are stimulated within and across classrooms, across schools 
partnered within regions, and within the system as a whole.
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Measuring Student Learning

 There is agreement that new teacher evaluation systems should look at teaching in light of 
student learning. One currently popular approach is to incorporate teacher ratings from 
value-added models (VAM) that use statistical methods to examine changes in student test 
scores over time. Unfortunately, researchers have found that: 

1. Value-Added Models of Teacher Effectiveness Are Highly Unstable: 
Teachers’ ratings differ substantially from class to class and from year to year, 
as well as from one test to the next.

2. Teachers’ Value-Added Ratings Are Significantly Affected by Differences 
in the Students Assigned to Them: Even when models try to control for 
prior achievement and student demographic variables, teachers are ad-
vantaged or disadvantaged based on the students they teach. In particular, 
teachers with large numbers of new English learners and students with 
special needs have been found to show lower gains than the same teachers 
when they are teaching other students. Students who teach low-income stu-
dents are disadvantaged by the summer learning loss their children experi-
ence between spring-to-spring tests.

3. Value-Added Ratings Cannot Disentangle the Many Influences on 
Student Progress: –––Many other home, school, and student factors in-
fluence student learning gains, and these matter more than the individual 
teacher in explaining changes in scores.

The limitations of value-added analysis do not mean that districts cannot include evidence of 
student learning in the evaluation process. Some districts use a variety of other measures of 
student learning in evaluations of teaching, such as evidence drawn from classroom assessments 
and documentation like the Developmental Reading Assessment; pre- and post-test measures 
of student learning in specific courses or curriculum areas (developed by individual teachers, 
departments, school faculty, or district faculty or staff); evidence of student accomplishments 
in relation to teaching activities, such as student science investigations, research papers, or art 
projects. Some districts use evidence from teachers’ careful documentation of the learning of a 
set of diverse students over time, like that included in NBPTS portfolios. 

The key is that the assessments be appropriate for the curriculum and the students being 
taught. This may mean the use of tailored assessments for certain students—such as English 
language proficiency tests for gauging the progress of new English learners—and the consider-
ation of learning evidence in light of the teaching context. 

Criteria for an Effective Teacher Evaluation System 

In conclusion, research on successful approaches to teacher evaluation suggests that: 

1. Teacher evaluation should be based on professional teaching standards 
and should be sophisticated enough to assess teaching quality across the con-
tinuum of development from novice to expert teacher.
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2. Evaluations should include multi-faceted evidence of teacher practice, 
student learning, and professional contributions that are considered in 
an integrated fashion, in relation to one another and to the teaching context. 
Any assessments used to make judgments about students’ progress should be 
appropriate for the specific curriculum and students the teacher teaches. 

3. Evaluators should be knowledgeable about instruction and well trained 
in the evaluation system, including the process of how to give productive 
feedback and how to support ongoing learning for teachers. As often as pos-
sible, and always at critical decision-making junctures (e.g., tenure or renew-
al), the evaluation team should include experts in the specific teaching field. 

4. Evaluation should be accompanied by useful feedback, and connected to 
professional development opportunities that are relevant to teachers’ goals 
and needs, including both formal learning opportunities and peer collabora-
tion, observation, and coaching.

5. The evaluation system should value and encourage teacher collabora-
tion, both in the standards and criteria that are used to assess teachers’ work, 
and in the way results are used to shape professional learning opportunities. 

6. Expert teachers should be part of the assistance and review process for 
new teachers and for teachers needing extra assistance. They can provide the 
additional subject-specific expertise and person-power needed to ensure that 
intensive and effective assistance is offered and that decisions about tenure 
and continuation are well grounded. 

7. Panels of teachers and administrators should oversee the evaluation 
process to ensure that it is thorough and of high quality, as well as fair and 
reliable. Such panels have been shown to facilitate more timely and well-
grounded personnel decisions that avoid grievances and litigation. Teachers 
and school leaders should be involved in developing, implementing, and 
monitoring the system to ensure that it reflects good teaching well, that it 
operates effectively, that it is tied to useful learning opportunities for teachers, 
and that it produces valid results. 

 Initiatives to measure and improve teaching effectiveness will have the greatest payoff if they 
stimulate practices known to support student learning and are embedded in systems that also 
develop greater teaching competence. In this way, policies that create increasingly valid measures 
of teaching effectiveness—and that create innovative systems for recognizing, developing and 
utilizing expert teachers—can ultimately help to create a more effective teaching profession.
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Creating a Comprehensive System for Evaluating 
and Supporting Effective Teaching

Introduction

I have had administrators who never came into my classroom for formal observations or  
asked me for anything more than the initial planning/goal sheet. I have had administrators  
observe a formal lesson and put the feedback sheet in my box without ever having spoken  
to me about the lesson, and I have had years where I am just asked to sign the end-of-the  
year evaluation sheet [without being observed]. 

  —Jane Fung, National Board Certified teacher and Milken Award Winner 1 

irtually everyone agrees that teacher evaluation in the United States needs an 
overhaul. Existing systems rarely help teachers improve or clearly distinguish those 
who are succeeding from those who are struggling. The tools that are used do not 

always represent the important features of good teaching. It is nearly impossible for prin-
cipals, especially in large schools, to have sufficient time or content expertise to evaluate 
all of the teachers they supervise, much less to address the needs of some teachers for 
intense instructional support. And many principals have not had access to the profes-
sional development and support they need to become expert instructional leaders and 
evaluators of teaching. Thus, evaluation in its current form often contributes little either 
to teacher learning or to accurate, timely information for personnel decisions. 

 Furthermore, criteria and methods for evaluating teachers vary substantially across 
schools and districts, and these are typically disconnected from the ways teachers are 
evaluated at key career milestones—when they complete pre-service teacher education, 
when they become initially licensed, and when they are tenured and receive a longer 
term professional license. Over the course of their careers, most teachers experience 
a cacophony of standards and directives—both in terms of what they are expected 
to teach and how they are expected to do so. In short, many states have no coherent 
system for evaluating and improving teaching, which makes it difficult to come up with 
effective solutions to the problems of teaching practice we face.

Today, much attention is focused on identifying and removing poor teachers. But what 
we really need is a conception of teacher evaluation as part of a teaching and learning 

V
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system that supports continuous improvement, both for individual teachers and for the 
profession as a whole. Such a system should enhance teacher learning and skill, while 
at the same time ensuring that teachers who are retained and tenured can effectively 
support student learning throughout their careers. 

A highly skilled teaching force results from developing well-prepared teachers from 
recruitment through preparation through ongoing professional development. Support 
for teacher learning and evaluation need to be part of an integrated whole that promotes 
effectiveness during every stage of a teacher’s career. Such a system must ensure that 
teacher evaluation is connected to—not isolated from—preparation and induction 
programs, daily professional practice, and a productive instructional context. 

At the center of such a system are professional teaching standards that are linked to 
student learning standards, curriculum, and assessment, creating a seamless rela-
tionship between what teachers do in the classroom and how they are prepared and 
assessed. A productive evaluation system should consider teachers’ practice in the 
context of curriculum goals and students’ needs, as well as multi-faceted evidence of 
teachers’ contributions to student learning and to the school as a whole. 

Finally, a comprehensive system should address a variety of purposes: licensing, hiring, 
and granting tenure; support for supervision and professional learning; identification of 
teachers who need additional assistance and—in some cases—a change of career; and 
recognition of expert teachers who can contribute to the learning of their peers, both 
informally and as mentors, coaches, and teacher leaders. Some policymakers are also 
interested in tying compensation to judgments about teacher effectiveness, either by dif-
ferentiating wages or by linking such judgments to additional responsibilities that carry 
additional stipends or salary. 

This report outlines an integrated approach that connects these goals to both a teach-
ing-career continuum and a professional development system that supports effective-
ness for all teachers at every stage of their careers. 

Understanding Teacher Quality and Teaching Quality

n the context of the current interest in measuring teacher effectiveness, it is 
important to distinguish between teacher quality and teaching quality. Teacher 
quality might be thought of as the bundle of personal traits, skills, and under-

standings an individual brings to teaching, including dispositions to behave in certain 
ways. Research on teacher effectiveness, based on teacher ratings and student achieve-
ment gains, has found the following qualities to be important: 

skill in implementing productive instructional and assessment practices; 

I
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support students who have learning differences or difficulties, and how 
to support the learning of language and content for those who are not 
already proficient in the language of instruction;

think diagnostically; and

is likely to work in a given context in response to students’ needs.2 

Most educators, parents, and policymakers would also include important dispositions in 
this list, such as the willingness to:
 

-
vidual students and the school as a whole. 

These qualities, supported by research on teaching, are embodied in the standards 
adopted by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards and, at the 
beginning teacher level, by the states involved in the Interstate New Teacher Assess-
ment and Support Consortium (INTASC), operating under the aegis of the Council 
of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO). This consortium of states has taken a leading 
role in developing beginning teacher standards and assessments that define a common 
knowledge base for teaching, based on research on development, learning, curriculum, 
and teaching. 

As these standards have been built into licensing and preparation requirements in more 
than 40 states over the last decade, they have provided a means to develop a stronger 
foundation for effective teaching. Evidence from several studies suggests that teacher 
certification has become a stronger predictor of teacher effectiveness in states that have 
raised their standards.3 

Teaching quality refers to strong instruction that enables a wide range of students to 
learn. Such instruction meets the demands of the discipline, the goals of instruction, 
and the needs of students in a particular context. Teaching quality is in part a function 
of teacher quality—teachers’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions—but it is also strongly 
influenced by the context of instruction. Key to considerations of context are the cur-
riculum and assessment systems that support teachers’ work, the “fit” between teachers’ 
qualifications and what they are asked to teach, and teaching conditions. An excellent 
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teacher may not be able to offer high-quality instruction in a context where she is asked 
to teach a flawed curriculum unsupported by appropriate materials or assessments. 
Similarly, a well-prepared teacher may perform poorly when asked to teach outside the 
field of his or her preparation or under poor teaching conditions—for example, without 
adequate teaching materials, in substandard space, with too little time, or to classes that 
are far too large. 

Strong teacher quality may heighten the probability of effective teaching, but does not 
guarantee it. Initiatives to develop teaching quality and effectiveness must consider 
not only how to identify, reward, and use teachers’ skills and abilities, but also how to 
develop teaching contexts that enable good practice. Thus, if teaching is to be effective, 
the policies that construct the learning environment and the teaching context must be 
addressed along with the qualities of individual teachers. 

A Systemic Approach to Teacher Evaluation  
and the Support of Effective Teaching

here is a growing realization that we need a more systemic approach to building 
teacher effectiveness. For example, in Gearing Up: Creating a Systemic Approach to 
Teacher Effectiveness, a recent task force of the National Association of State Boards 
of Education emphasized the importance of creating a more aligned system, 

beginning with recruitment and preparation and continuing through evaluation and 
career development.4 

A high-quality teacher evaluation system should create a coherent, well-grounded 
approach to developing teaching, crafted collectively by state and district leaders with 
teachers and their representatives. In addition to clear standards for student learning, 
accompanied by high-quality curriculum materials and assessments, this system should 
include five key elements: 

1)  Common statewide standards for teaching that are related to mean-
ingful student learning and are shared across the profession 

2) Performance assessments, based on these standards, guiding 
state functions such as teacher preparation, licensure, and advanced 
certification 

3)  Local evaluation systems aligned to the same standards, for evalu-
ating on-the-job teaching based on multiple measures of teaching 
practice and student learning 

4) Support structures to ensure trained evaluators, mentoring for 
teachers who need additional assistance, and fair decisions about 
personnel actions

T
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5)  Aligned professional learning opportunities that support the im-
provement of teachers and teaching quality 

 Based on research and evidence of best practices, this paper outlines how each of these 
five elements should operate. 

1. Start with Standards

 “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will take you there,” observed the 
Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland. So it is in education. Without a clear understand-
ing of what students should learn and how teaching can support them, it is easy to 
wander aimlessly. Developing a shared vision of educational goals and supportive in-
struction is essential to a building a system that can support effective teaching. 

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which most states have recently adopted, 
are one effort to achieve a more common vision of educational purpose. The CCSS seek 
to provide “fewer, clearer, and higher” expectations for learning across the grade levels 
in English language arts and mathematics. These standards are intended to provide 
guidance for understanding how students learn in a progressive fashion along skill 
strands, as well as what should be taught to enable them to be both college- and career-
ready by the end of high school. 

States that have not adopted the Common Core standards can accomplish these goals 
in state-level standards. The key is to establish a clear conception of the learning ob-
jectives and kinds of instruction that will support disciplinary (and interdisciplinary) 
understandings within and across content areas. Such conceptions need to be supported 
by thoughtful curriculum frameworks and materials, as well as assessments that mean-
ingfully evaluate what students know and can do across the full scope of the standards. 
 
The recently adopted CCSS and similar state standards in the United States are very 
similar to the core curriculum expectations articulated in countries like Finland, Japan, 
Singapore, and South Korea. These countries have produced a set of standards, curricu-
lum supports, and associated assessments that provide an essential context for teacher 
development and evaluation. A major part of teachers’ ongoing professional learning 
takes place as they develop, in collaboration with their colleagues, the specific lessons 
and assessment tools they will use in the classroom. These collaborative learning oppor-
tunities become very analytic and intensive with the use of strategies like Lesson Study, 
action research about practice, or Learning Circles. 

Agreement about learning goals for students allows teaching standards to be aligned. 
The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards has created benchmarks for 
how accomplished veteran teachers can enact the kind of learning envisioned by 
student learning standards. Similarly, the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and 
Support Consortium (INTASC) has revised its model licensing standards for beginning 
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teachers, which have been adopted by over 40 states, to reflect the kind of teacher 
knowledge, skills, and understandings needed to implement the CCSS and other 
standards for student learning.

These efforts to align learning standards with teaching standards are expressed in 
performance terms: what teachers should know and be able to do to support student 
learning, rather than merely how many hours they should sit in classes or workshops to 
gain credits. Such efforts have begun to focus teacher preparation and development on 
effective practice. 

However, there has been remarkably little effort to connect these standards to districts’ 
on-the-job evaluations of teachers. Local teacher evaluations vary widely across 
districts, and are often based on checklists of teacher behaviors that are not associated 
with effectiveness. Thus, teachers encounter a wide variety of disjointed signals over 
the course of a career, and opportunities to develop high-quality practice are missed at 
every turn. A comprehensive approach to teacher evaluation would create more useful 
assessments for state licensure and advanced certification, and would use these as a 
framework for more meaningful local evaluations that occur on the job. 

2. Create Performance-Based Assessments 
 
Well-designed performance-based assessments have been found to measure aspects 
of teaching that are related to effectiveness, as measured by student achievement 
gains. These include standardized teacher performance assessments like those used for 
National Board Certification and for beginning teacher licensure in states like Con-
necticut and California, as well as standards-based teacher evaluation systems used in 
some local districts (discussed in section 3). The value of such assessments is that they 
can both document and help teachers develop greater effectiveness, as participation in 
these assessments supports learning both for teachers, who are being evaluated, and for 
educators who are trained to serve as evaluators. 
 
Ideally, states would create a tiered licensure system that licenses new teachers and rec-
ognizes accomplished teachers based on their demonstrated performance. The system 
would frame a career continuum for professional learning and advancement to which 
local evaluations are aligned. State performance assessments of teaching would be used 
at Tier 1 for the initial teaching license that grants permission to practice (usually called 
the preliminary or probationary license), and again at Tier 2, as an indication that the 
induction period has been successfully completed and the teacher has reached a profes-
sional level of competence associated with the granting of the professional license. This 
generally happens before local districts take up the issue of granting tenure, and can 
inform the tenure decision. 

Some states have a third tier of recognition that certifies accomplished practice and 
allows teachers to take on more extended professional roles, such as mentor or master 
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teacher, and may carry additional compensation. This designation is sometimes tied to 
National Board Certification, and other times to state-specific assessments. In between 
these junctures, local evaluations of job performance would be based on the same 
standards, so that teacher development is coherent and consistent across the career. 

New Mexico is an example of a state that has created such a system of both state perfor-
mance assessments for licensure purposes and locally aligned evaluations for personnel 
purposes, with the help of teacher associations, teacher educators, and researchers. (See 
sidebar, pages 8–9.)

 License Teachers Based on Performance. To leverage stronger preparation and teacher 
quality, states should make initial licensing decisions based on greater evidence of teacher 

TIER	
  1

-­‐

TIER	
  2

-­‐

TIER	
  3

-­‐
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New Mexico’s Standards-Based Teacher  
Evaluation System

and	
  based	
  on	
  an	
  independent	
  review	
  process	
  for	
  teachers.	
  Teachers	
  must	
  demonstrate	
  
increased	
  levels	
  of	
  competence	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  progress	
  from	
  Provisional	
  Teacher	
  (Level	
  I,	
  

-­‐

public	
  schools	
  will	
  be	
  unable	
  to	
  recruit	
  and	
  retain	
  the	
  highest	
  quality	
  
teachers	
  in	
  the	
  teaching	
  profession	
  in	
  New	
  Mexico.	
  
	
  

To	
  advance	
  from	
  one	
  licensure	
  level	
  to	
  the	
  next,	
  teachers	
  complete	
  a	
  Professional	
  Devel-­‐
-­‐

reviewers	
  are	
  master	
  teachers	
  from	
  across	
  the	
  state	
  who	
  are	
  trained	
  to	
  meet	
  a	
  scoring	
  
-­‐

infrastructure	
  for	
  professional	
  development	
  to	
  improve	
  student	
  achievement.	
  Thus,	
  the	
  

reinforcing.	
  
	
  
The	
  performance	
  indicators	
  at	
  each	
  licensure	
  level	
  include	
  nine	
  competencies	
  that	
  span	
  

curriculum.

	
  each	
  area	
  taught.
3.	
   The	
  teacher	
  communicates	
  with	
  and	
  obtains	
  feedback	
  from	
  students	
  in	
  a	
  manner	
  	
  

	
  that	
  enhances	
  student	
  learning	
  and	
  understanding.
4.	
   The	
  teacher	
  comprehends	
  the	
  principles	
  of	
  student	
  growth,	
  development,	
  and	
  	
  

learning,	
  and	
  applies	
  them	
  appropriately.

I
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student	
  	
  behavior	
  and	
  a	
  safe	
  and	
  healthy	
  environment.
7.	
   The	
  teacher	
  recognizes	
  student	
  diversity	
  and	
  creates	
  an	
  atmosphere	
  conducive	
  to	
  

8.	
   The	
  teacher	
  demonstrates	
  a	
  willingness	
  to	
  examine	
  and	
  implement	
  change	
  as	
  ap-­‐
propriate.

-­‐
bers.

-­‐
tors	
  become	
  more	
  challenging	
  at	
  higher	
  levels.	
  	
  The	
  decision	
  to	
  advance	
  a	
  teacher	
  from	
  
one	
  licensure	
  level	
  to	
  another	
  is	
  based	
  upon	
  both	
  the	
  dossier	
  assessment	
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competence than merely completing a set of courses or surviving a certain length of time 
in the classroom. Since the 1980s, the desire for greater confidence in licensing decisions 
has led to the introduction of teacher licensing tests in nearly all states. However, these 
tests—generally multiple-choice tests of basic skills and subject matter—are not strongly 
predictive of teachers’ abilities to effectively teach children. Furthermore, in many cases, 
these tests evaluate teacher knowledge before they enter or complete teacher education, 
and hence are an inadequate tool for teacher education accountability. 

Since the 1990s, several states have incorporated performance assessments in the licens-
ing process. These measures of performance—which can provide data to inform the ac-
creditation process—have been found to be strong levers for improving preparation and 
mentoring, as well as determining teachers’ competence. For example, the Performance 
Assessment for California Teachers (PACT) requires teachers to document their plans 
for a unit of instruction linked to the state standards, adapt them for special education 
students and English language learners, videotape and critique lessons, and collect and 
evaluate evidence of student learning. It is scored by school-based and university-based 
teacher educators, who are trained to produce reliable scores that are calibrated and 
audited. The Connecticut Beginning Educator Support and Training (BEST) assessment 
used a similar portfolio for granting the professional license for beginning teachers (year 2 
or 3 in the profession). 

Like the National Board assessments, beginning teachers’ ratings on the PACT and the 
BEST assessments have been found to predict their students’ achievement gains on state 
tests.5 This form of predictive validity has not been established for traditional teacher 
tests, but is essential to making the claim that an assessment measures the right things on 
which to focus teachers’ attention and learning. 

Currently, more than 25 states have joined together in a Teacher Performance Assess-
ment Consortium6 to create a common version of an initial licensing assessment, based 
on the work done in these states, which could be used nationwide to make preparation 
and licensing performance-based and grounded in teachers’ abilities to support student 
learning. This assessment, currently being piloted, is based on teaching standards that are 
linked to the CCSS, and will ultimately be embedded in states’ curriculum frameworks. 
The assessment ensures that teachers-in-training can plan, teach, and evaluate student 
learning effectively. (See sidebar on Teacher Performance Assessment, page 11.)

A more advanced version of the assessment could also be used at the point of the profes-
sional license (at the end of the probationary period), and to guide the mentoring process 
during the induction period. More than 40 states currently require some form of induc-
tion for beginning teachers, but these programs are rarely guided by a clear vision of what 
teachers should be able to do by the end of that period. Since the professional license is 
generally granted just before tenure decisions are made by local districts, this assessment 
could inform those decisions as well. States and districts that have adopted performance 
assessments to guide induction and decisions about licensing and tenure have supported 
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Task 5: Academic Language in Literacy (evidence is gathered across tasks as noted)

Task 4: Analyzing Teaching

-­‐

TEACHER PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT
  ELEMENTARY LITERACY PORTFOLIO

Assessment Components Evidence Submitted

Task 2: Instructing and Engaging Students in Learning

Task 1: Planning Instruction and Assessment

Task 3: Assessing Student Learning
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much more purposeful and focused mentoring, with greater attention to a shared vision of 
good practice.

In states that have already used them, performance assessments of beginning teachers 
have been found not only to measure features of teaching associated with effectiveness, 
but actually to help develop effectiveness at the same time—both for the participants 
and for the programs that prepare them. Candidates report that they have learned more 
about teaching from completing the assessment. As one noted: 

 For me, the most valuable thing was the sequencing of the lessons: teach-
ing the lesson, and evaluating what the kids were getting, what they weren’t 
getting, and  having that be reflected in my next lesson … the “teach-assess-
teach-assess-teach-assess” process. You’re constantly changing: You may have 
a plan or a framework, but you know that that has to be flexible, based on 
what the children learn that day. 

University and school faculty score these portfolios using standardized rubrics in 
moderated sessions following training, with an audit procedure to calibrate standards 
and ensure reliability. Faculties then use the PACT results to revise their curriculum. 
The scoring participants describe how this process creates a shared understanding of 
good teaching, focuses them on how to improve preparation, and creates a foundation 
for planning teacher induction and professional development.

 This [scoring] experience … has forced me to revisit the question of what re-
ally matters in the assessment of teachers, which—in turn—means revisiting 
the question of what really matters in the preparation of teachers.
    —A teacher education faculty member

 [The scoring process] forces you to be clear about “good teaching”; what it 
looks  like, sounds like. It enables you to look at your own practice critically, 
with new eyes.
    —A cooperating teacher

 As an induction program coordinator, I have a much clearer picture of what 
credential holders will bring to us and of what they’ll be required to do. We 
can build on this.
    —An induction program coordinator

 Teacher education programs receive detailed, aggregated data on all of their candidates 
by program area and dimensions of teaching, and use the data to improve their curricu-
lum, instruction, and program designs. Using these aggregated data for accreditation will 
ultimately provide a solid basis for deciding which program models should be approved 
and expanded, and which should be closed if they cannot improve enough to enable most 
of their candidates to demonstrate that they can teach. With the addition of the incen-
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tives for National Board Certification, these assessments would provide a continuum of 
measures that both identify and help stimulate increasing effectiveness across the career. 

Use National Board Certification to Recognize Accomplished Practice. A standards-
based approach to assessing teachers was initially developed through the work of the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, which developed standards for 
accomplished teaching in more than 30 teaching areas defined by subject matter and 
developmental level of students. The Board then developed assessments that assemble 
evidence of teachers’ practice and performance into a portfolio that includes video-
tapes of teaching, accompanied by commentary, lesson plans, and evidence of student 
learning. These pieces of evidence are scored by trained raters who are expert in the 
same teaching field, using rubrics that define critical dimensions of teaching, such 
as planning based on knowledge of students’ learning; instruction that uses effective 
strategies responsive to students’ needs; and assessment and feedback that inform future 
plans and allow students to improve their work. Designed to identify experienced, ac-
complished teachers, National Board Certification has been implemented by a number 
of states as the basis for salary bonuses and other forms of teacher recognition, such as 
selection as a mentor or lead teacher. 

 A number of studies have found that the National Board Certification assessment 
process distinguishes teachers who are more effective in raising student achievement 
from others who do not achieve certification.7 

 Equally important, many studies have found that teachers’ participation in the National 
Board process supports their professional learning and stimulates changes in their 
practice. Teachers note that the process of analyzing their own and their students’ work 
in light of standards enables them to better assess student learning. It also helps them 
to evaluate the effects of their own actions and change them when necessary. Finally, 
teachers often develop new practices that are called for in the standards and assess-
ments.8 Teachers report significant improvements in their performance in each area 
assessed—planning, designing, and delivering instruction; managing the classroom; di-
agnosing and evaluating student learning; using subject matter knowledge; and partici-
pating in a learning community—and observational studies have documented that these 
changes do indeed occur.9 

 Furthermore, school-wide participation in National Board Certification can help 
teachers build their collective effectiveness. For example, the turnaround strategy at 
once-failing and now-much improved Mitchell Elementary School in Phoenix was to 
increase teacher expertise using the National Board certification process, supported by 
ESEA Title II funding. In this low-income Latino community, where most students are 
English language learners, more than 60% of the teachers—most of whom are from the 
community and reflect their student population—are either National Board Certified 
or in the process of earning certification. Mitchell teachers claim the National Board 
process transformed the school, as they have worked collectively to better understand 
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their teaching. Not only has the school’s achievement dramatically improved, but 
teacher turnover is no longer a problem.10 As the district’s associate superintendent, 
Suzanne Zentner, noted, “We believe in the National Board Certification process as an 
approach to … closing the achievement gap.”11 Other schools across the country have 
experienced similar successes using this strategy in recent years.12 

 Create a Continuum of Teacher Effectiveness Throughout the Career. If teachers are 
better supported and selected for tenure in the early years of the career, the prospects 
for developing a highly effective teacher corps will be much enhanced. Using tools like 
those described above, states could create a tiered system of recognition and compensa-
tion using performance assessments at each of three junctures: entry into the profession 
(initial licensure), movement to professional licensure or tenure status, and the recogni-
tion of accomplished teaching that signals teachers who might also be tapped for leader-
ship roles in the profession. 

 Progress has been made in creating career development systems that can recognize 
excellent teaching, reward it, and tap the expertise of such teachers on behalf of 
broader school improvements. Performance-based evaluation and career development 
systems have been created at the local level in districts ranging from Cincinnati, Ohio, 
to Denver, Colorado, to Rochester, New York. These initiatives generally have several 
features in common: 

their initial license, through a period as a novice or resident teacher under 
the supervision of a mentor, to designation as a professional teacher after 
successfully passing an assessment of teaching skills. 

Tenure, which grants due process rights is a major step that either ac-
companies or follows the achievement of professional teaching status 
and is tied to a serious decision after rigorous evaluation of perfor-
mance in the first several years of teaching, incorporating administrator 
and peer review by expert colleagues. 

 Lead teacher status—which triggers additional compensation and ac-
cess to differentiated roles—may be determined by advanced certifica-
tion from the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards and/
or other evidence of performance through standards-based evaluation 
systems. Such systems both encourage and measure effective teaching, 
and can be combined with other evidence of desirable teacher practices 
and student learning to identify accomplished teachers. 

 Where such systems have been put in place, evaluation systems have been carefully 
designed to provide a comprehensive picture of what teachers do, along with the results 
of those practices.
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3. Build a Standards-Based System of Local Evaluation
If local school districts’ teacher evaluation systems were grounded in the same standards 
as state licensing and certification systems, they could jointly reinforce teacher learning 
and development. This strategy has guided the work in New Mexico described earlier. 
Such local evaluation systems should have three components:

1. Standards-based evaluations of practice. These evaluations should be 
based not only on observations or videotapes of classroom practice, but 
also an understanding of teachers’ curriculum plans, assignments, and as-
sessments in relation to the content they teach and the students they serve. 

2. Evidence of teachers’ contributions to the work of their colleagues 
and the school as a whole. Since education is a team sport and student 
learning gains are a function of teachers’ collective efforts, these contri-
butions are valuable and should be part of the evaluation process.

3. Evidence of teachers’ contributions to student learning. Such evidence 
should be evaluated using multiple sources of information from both class-
room documentation and other assessments, where these are appropri-
ate and valid for the curriculum and for the students being taught. 

 These data should be considered in relation to one another, in an integrated fashion, as 
suggested by the Teacher and Administrator Evaluation Framework developed by the 
Massachusetts Teachers Association (below).13 The three factors should not be sepa-
rately weighted, as they are interdependent and must be considered in relation to the 
teaching context.

OBSERVATION	
  OF	
  PRACTICE	
  &	
  

EXAMINATION	
  OF	
  ARTIFACTS

EVIDENCE	
  OF	
  PROFESSIONAL	
  

CONTRIBUTIONS

MEASURES	
  OF	
  STUDENT	
  

LEARNING	
  &	
  OUTCOMES

TRIANGULATED

EVALUATION	
  FRAMEWORK
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Standards-Based Evaluations of Practice 

Standards-based evaluations of practice used by some districts have been found to be 
significantly related to student achievement gains and to help teachers improve their 
practice and effectiveness.14 Like the teacher performance assessments described above, 
these systems for observing teachers’ classroom practice are based on professional 
teaching standards grounded in research on teaching and learning. They use systematic 
observation protocols, administered by trained evaluators, to examine teaching along 
a number of dimensions, such as classroom organization and management, planning 
a well-organized curriculum, making subject matter accessible to students, assessing 
student learning, and differentiating instruction to meet student needs. 
 
These protocols generally provide indicators of teaching effectiveness associated with 
a set of professional standards that are concrete enough to guide observations and 
feedback to teachers—the standards describe practices shown by research to be associ-
ated with student learning. These protocols differ from open-ended forms that allow 
evaluators to determine, idiosyncratically, what is important in the classroom, and from 
old-style behaviorist approaches that list discrete teaching behaviors that may or may 
not support learning (bulletin boards are neat, teacher keeps a brisk pace of instruction, 
objectives are on the board). (See the example in the sidebar, page 17.)

In a study of three districts using standards-based evaluation systems, researchers found 
significant positive correlations between teachers’ ratings and their students’ gains in 
standardized test scores.15 In the schools and districts studied, formative and summative 
assessments of teachers were based on well-articulated standards of practice assessed 
through observations of teaching, pre- and post-observation interviews, and, sometimes, 
artifacts such as lesson plans, assignments, and samples of student work.

Critical to the success of such systems is that they include multiple classroom observa-
tions by expert evaluators across the year. These systems look at multiple sources of 
data that reflect a teacher’s instructional practice, and they provide timely and mean-
ingful feedback to the teacher. In larger schools, where there may be as many as 100 
teachers, it is impossible for such intensive evaluations to be conducted for every 
teacher every year by a lone school principal. (In business settings, for example, the 
appropriate span of control is generally considered to be 1 supervisor to 7 employees.) 
Districts that have successfully resolved the tension between the need for high-quality 
evaluation and principal time have typically included assistant principals, department 
chairs, and, sometimes, other master teachers as evaluators, or have created a cycle 
of more intensive evaluations in periodic years (for example, once every two or three 
years) for teachers who have been well rated. 

The set of studies on standards-based teacher evaluation suggest that the more teachers’ 
classroom activities and behaviors reflect professional standards of practice, the more 
effective they are in supporting student learning.16 These kinds of results led one re-
searcher to conclude that tying teachers’ advancement and compensation to their 
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knowledge and skills—and then using evaluation systems that help develop those 
skills—may ultimately produce more positive change in practice than evaluating 
teachers based primarily on student test scores.17 This prediction has proved accurate: 
Several recent major studies have demonstrated that student achievement does not 
increase when teachers are evaluated and rewarded based only on whether their 
students’ scores increase.18 

Teachers’ performance on standards-based evaluations can be supplemented by other 
measures, also considered in the context of the content and students being taught, 
including: 

contributions to school-wide goals, including work with colleagues, 
parents, and students; contributions to curriculum development and 
alignment; school improvement initiatives; and engagement in broader 
professional learning; and 

contributions to growth in student learning (from classroom assess-
ments and documentation, student work samples, and school, district, 
or state standardized tests, when valid and appropriate). 

Contributions to School-wide Goals 

It is important to remember that education is a team sport, and that successful schools 
raise achievement because they assemble the right mix of skills and abilities and enable 
people to work collaboratively.

Over 90% of the nation’s teachers report that their colleagues contribute to their 
teaching effectiveness.19 In one recent study, economists were able to quantify the 
student learning gains generated by the collective expertise of teams of teachers. They 
found that most value-added gains are attributable to teachers who are more experi-
enced and better qualified, and who stay together as teams within their schools. The re-
searchers found that peer learning among small groups of teachers seems to be the most 
powerful predictor of improved student achievement over time.20 Another recent study 
found that students achieve more in mathematics and reading when they attend schools 
characterized by higher levels of teacher collaboration for school improvement.21 

Thus, it is important for any evaluation system to document and recognize not only 
aspects of teachers’ knowledge and skills but also their contributions to the work of 
the school as a whole. These contributions can include specific kinds of knowledge and 
skills, engagement in shared instructional practices or specific student supports, and 
support for collegial learning and school improvement. 

Knowledge and skills: Schools need a mix of knowledge, skills, and abilities among 
their faculties to inform curriculum decisions and to meet the needs of their students. 
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Aside from the knowledge of content and pedagogy that teachers generally acquire in 
their certification area, specialized knowledge about the teaching of English language 
learners or the teaching of special education students may be highly desirable in many 
school contexts. Knowledge of the home languages students speak is also essential for 
communicating with parents as well as students, and is especially useful when it allows 
teachers to engage children and families and help their colleagues do so. Proficiency in 
using specific educational techniques, such as Reading Recovery, may be important in 
certain contexts, as it supports both students and colleagues in expanding their success. 

This approach stands in contrast to efforts to evaluate and compensate teachers based 
directly on students’ test scores, which can create a number of unintended dysfunction-
al consequences, as we describe in the next section. Odden and colleagues note: 

Knowledge- and skills-based compensation systems provide a mechanism 
to link pay to the knowledge and skills (and by extension, performance) 
desired of teachers….The concept of knowledge- and skills-based pay in 
education was adapted from the private sector, where it was developed to 
encourage workers to acquire new, more complex, or employer-specific 
skills. Knowledge- and skills-based pay was also intended to reinforce an 
organizational culture that values employee growth and development and 
to create a clear career path linked to increasing professional competence.22

Odden and colleagues offer several examples of knowledge- and skills-based evaluation 
and compensation plans.23 For example, Coventry, Rhode Island, provides stipends for 
National Board Certification and for teachers to develop skills in authentic pedagogy, 
self-reflection, differentiated instruction, and family and community involvement—all 
strategies that have been linked through research to student achievement. Douglas 
County, Colorado offers compensation for completing blocks of courses associated 
with district goals, such as student assessment or teaching diverse learners. Vaughan 
Learning Center, a charter school in Los Angeles, California, offers compensation for 
relevant degrees and certification, as well as for specific knowledge and skills relevant to 
the school’s mission, such as literacy training, training for teaching English as a second 
language, training for the inclusion of special education students, and technology. 
 
Shared instructional practices: As schools seek to offer a more coherent approach to 
instruction, they need to encourage teachers to share practices, especially those which 
have a positive impact on student achievement. For example, the use of formative as-
sessment to provide feedback to students and opportunities for them to revise their 
work have been found in many dozens of studies to have large effect sizes on student 
learning gains.24 Teachers who teach students specific meta-cognitive strategies for 
reading, writing, and mathematical problem solving have been found to produce 
increased student learning of complex skills.25 And so on. 

In some systems, teachers receive recognition for demonstrating that they have imple-
mented particular new practices associated with school-wide or district-wide goals, 
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such as the use of common literacy practices across classrooms, the use of formative 
assessments in planning and modifying instruction, or the implementation of a new 
system of writing instruction. Where possible, these practices are documented, along 
with evidence of how the changes have affected student participation and learning. In 
addition to specific teaching practices, a teacher might document how she increased 
student attendance or homework completion through regular parent conferences and 
calls home. She might show evidence of changes in these student outcomes, as well as 
improved grades, graduation, and college-going. The rationale for using these measures 
of effective teaching practices is that they support teacher development and improve the 
conditions for student learning.

Contributions to the work of colleagues and the school as a whole: Finally, the ways 
in which teachers may support their colleagues and the work of the school as a whole 
should be recognized in an evaluation system, as is done in nations like Singapore 
and many leading districts in the U.S. These contributions could include developing 
and sharing curriculum; supporting colleagues through peer observations, mentoring, 
or coaching; taking leadership roles in school-improvement initiatives; engaging in 
outreach to parents; and a variety of other activities that enable the school team to 
become more effective. In Singapore, these collegial activities are weighted heavily in 
the evaluation, and are taken as a sign of leadership that can place a teacher on one of 
several paths on the career ladder.26 

Evidence of Student Learning 

If student learning is the primary goal of teaching, it appears straightforward that it 
ought to be taken into account in determining a teacher’s competence. One prominent 
proposal is to use value-added student achievement test scores from state or district stan-
dardized tests as a key measure of teachers’ effectiveness. 

Issues with value-added achievement measures: However, researchers have offered 
many cautions about the problems of basing individual teacher evaluations on annual 
student test scores. Some issues are technical and may ultimately be addressed by changes 
in testing systems: For example, “vertically scaled,” curriculum-specific tests that measure 
student growth along the entire achievement continuum (rather than just measuring 
standards within a single grade level) are not available in most states and teaching areas. 

Furthermore, the narrowness of current tests, which focus on basic skills and use 
primarily multiple-choice questions, raises concerns about teaching to tests at the 
expense of other kinds of learning, such as writing, inquiry, and complex problem-
solving. And indeed, studies have found that teachers’ measured effectiveness differs 
significantly depending on the tests that are used.27 Teachers who are rated highly on 
VAM estimates of achievement on basic skills tests are often not rated highly when more 
conceptually oriented tests are used. 
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Other concerns are more fundamental to the realities of teaching and schooling: There are 
difficulties in attributing student gains to specific teachers, and challenges in disentangling 
teacher effects from those of school and home conditions, as well as from other student 
factors. Among these influences on learning are multiple teachers, parents, tutors and out-
of-school learning supports, and a variety of school factors.28 As Henry Braun of the Edu-
cational Testing Service concluded in his summary of the research on value-added models: 

It is always possible to produce estimates of what the model designates as 
teacher effects. These estimates, however, capture the contributions of a 
number of factors, those due to teachers being only one of them. So treat-
ing estimated teacher effects as accurate indicators of teacher effective-
ness is problematic.29 

 Indeed, the most optimistic estimates conclude that only about 7% to 10% of the overall 
variation in student achievement can be attributed to a student’s individual teachers.30 
The largest influences, typically accounting for about 60% of the variance, are socio-
economic factors associated with individual students and the collective composition of 
the classroom and school. The remaining variation is either a function of school factors 
other than the teacher—for example, the influences of specific curricula, the availabil-
ity of useful learning materials, the time teachers have with students, class sizes, and 
the availability of instructional specialists—or is unexplained. In addition, on spring-
to-spring measures of achievement like those offered by most state tests, the summer 
learning loss that substantially affects the scores of lower-income students also reduces 
their measured learning gains and is misattributed to their next year’s teacher.31

 
Because of the many influences on student learning, studies have found that ratings 
of teacher effectiveness are highly unstable. One study of five large urban districts, for 
example, found that among top-ranked teachers (the highest 20%) in one year, only 
25% to 35% were similarly ranked a year later, while a comparable proportion had 
moved to the bottom rankings. And among the lowest rated, only about 20% to 30% 
were similarly ranked a year later, while 25% to 45% moved to the upper tier of the 
rankings over the course of a year.32 (See Figure 1, page 22.) 

If value-added ratings were really measuring a teacher’s basic competence or effective-
ness, such wild swings would not occur. In fact, research has found that the test-score 
gains associated with teachers are affected by differences in the students who are 
assigned to them, even if those differences are supposed to be “controlled” in the statis-
tical model. The same teacher appears more effective when he is teaching more advan-
taged students than when he is teaching students who experience educational chal-
lenges of various kinds, especially those who have special education needs or who are 
English language learners.33 

Such distortions result in misestimates of teaching effectiveness and therefore create 
disincentives for teachers to teach those students who have the greatest needs. Such 
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disincentives could inadvertently reinforce historical practices of disproportionately 
assigning inexperienced teachers to the neediest students. They also exacerbate incen-
tives for schools to push out high-need students. 

 To get a glimpse of how these factors operate, consider the results of a California 
study, which found that teachers’ value-added ratings were significantly related to their 
students’ race/ethnicity, income, language background, and parent education, despite 
the fact that these variables were “controlled” in the statistical models. In one example, 
the rating for an experienced English teacher jumped from the very lowest decile in one 
year to the very highest decile the next year. Between these two years, the proportion 
of English learners in her classroom dropped from nearly 60% to under 5%, and the 
proportions of Hispanic and low-income students also decreased while parent education 
levels increased. (See Figure 2, page 23.) 

 Similarly, in a study in Houston, Texas, where teachers are evaluated for dismissal 
and merit pay using a value-added system called EVAAS, teachers generally receive 
lower EVAAS ratings when they are teaching larger numbers of mainstreamed English 
learners. Some highly respected teachers with strong supervisory ratings have been 
dismissed after taking on such classes in the fourth grade, where students are first tran-
sitioned into mainstream classes. One of those dismissed had previously had exemplary 
ratings every year and was voted Teacher of the Year. As two teachers commented to 
researchers conducting the study:

FIGURE 1: CHANGES IN VA SCORES FROM 2001 TO 2002 
FOR LOW-RANKING TEACHERS
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I went to a transition classroom, and now there’s a red flag next to my 
name. I guess now I’m an ineffective teacher? I keep getting letters from 
the district, saying “You’ve been recognized as an outstanding teacher” 
… this, this, and that. But now because I teach English-language learners 
who “transition in,” my scores drop, and I get a flag next to my name.
 
I’m scared to teach in the fourth grade. I’m scared I might lose my job if I 
teach in an [ELL] transition grade level, because I’m scared my scores are 
going to drop, and I’m going to get fired because there’s probably going to 
be no growth.

 Similar problems occur for teachers working with large numbers of special education 
students and with teachers working in gifted and talented programs, where students 
have already topped out on the test.34 

These and other concerns have caused leading research organizations to warn that 
value-added modeling (VAM) is not appropriate for making decisions about individual 
teachers. A major report by the RAND Corporation concluded:

The research base is currently insufficient to support the use of VAM for 
high-stakes decisions about individual teachers or schools.35 

FIGURE 2: STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS IN YEARS 1 AND 2 
FOR A TEACHER WHOSE RANKINGS CHANGED 
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Similarly, Henry Braun stated in his review of research:

VAM results should not serve as the sole or principal basis for making 
consequential decisions about teachers. There are many pitfalls to mak-
ing causal attributions of teacher effectiveness on the basis of the kinds of 
data available from typical school districts. We still lack sufficient under-
standing of how seriously the different technical problems threaten the 
validity of such interpretations.36

And the National Research Council’s Board on Testing and Assessment concluded that:

 VAM estimates of teacher effectiveness ... should not be used to make 
operational  decisions because such estimates are far too unstable to be 
considered fair or reliable.37

Good systems must be designed so that teachers are not penalized for teaching the 
students who have the greatest educational needs. Rather, they should explicitly seek 
to provide incentives that recognize and reward teachers who work with challenging 
students. 

Thus, to understand how teachers influence student learning, more information about 
teachers’ practices and context are needed than value-added measures can provide. 
Student learning evidence needs to be multi-faceted and accompanied by an analysis of 
the teacher’s students and teaching context. It must be integrated with evidence about 
teachers’ practice, and its use should be focused on improving teaching. 

 Using other evidence of student learning: The shortcomings of value-added analysis 
do not mean that districts cannot recognize and reward teachers for producing strong 
student learning, or create incentives for them to help other teachers and serve the 
neediest students. It is possible to use other measures of student learning in evaluations 
of teaching, such as pre- and post-tests of learning conducted by districts or schools, or 
even learning evidence assembled by teachers themselves. 

Such evidence can be drawn from classroom assessments and documentation, using 
instruments like the Developmental Reading Assessment, or pre- and post-test measures 
of student learning in specific courses or curriculum areas (developed by individual 
teachers, departments, school faculty, or district faculty or staff). Other possibili-
ties include evidence of student accomplishments in relation to teaching activities, 
such as student science investigations, research papers, or art projects. Some districts 
use evidence from teachers’ careful documentation of the learning of a set of diverse 
students over time, like that included in National Board Certification portfolios.

Analysis of standardized test results could be included, where appropriate, with 
attention to the relationship of the tests to the curriculum and their appropriateness for 
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the students being taught. Different assessments may be needed for different students—
for example, English language proficiency tests for new English learners and IEP-related 
measures or alternative assessments for some special education students. 

The evidence can be assembled by the teacher in a teaching portfolio, demonstrating 
and explaining the progress of students on a wide range of learning outcomes in ways 
that take students’ starting points and characteristics into account. In some schools, 
teachers use their own fall and spring classroom assessments as a way of gauging 
student progress, including measures tailored to the learning goals of specific students 
(for example, special education students or English language learners). Some schools 
and districts have common assessments that are used in particular grades and courses. 
As part of a portfolio of evidence, such measures can document teaching effectiveness in 
achieving specific curriculum goals. 

Measures of student learning in specific subject areas may include scored writing 
samples (including first to last drafts) or reading samples, mathematics assessments, 
assessments of science or history knowledge, or even musical performances. These 
measures typically provide better indications of student learning in a specific course or 
subject area because they are curriculum-specific. They are also more likely to capture 
the effects of a particular teacher’s instruction and be available for most or all students. 
A teacher might even document the Westinghouse science competition awards she 
helped students win, or specific breakthroughs achieved by her students, with evidence 
of her role in supporting these accomplishments.

Some innovative teacher evaluation programs (in Rochester, New York and Denver, 
Colorado, for example, as well as selected districts in Arizona) have found valid ways to 
include various types of evidence of student learning. In Rochester’s career ladder, for 
example, evidence of student learning, determined by the teacher, is assembled in the 
teacher’s portfolio. In Denver’s Procomp system,38 teachers set two goals annually in col-
laboration with the principal, and document student progress toward these goals using 
district, school, or teacher-made assessments to show growth. 

In award-winning Long Beach, California, a predominantly minority district widely rec-
ognized for its achievement gains, teachers are evaluated, through observations, on their 
performance in relation to the California Standards for the Teaching Profession. (See 
sidebar on San Mateo, California, page 17, for a list of these standards.) In addition, 
teachers and administrators together set goals for student progress and improvements in 
practice at the school level, as teams within departments or grade levels, and as indi-
viduals. Progress toward these goals is taken into account in both self-evaluations and 
supervisory evaluations. The evaluatee proposes how achievement of his or her objec-
tives can be assessed, using evidence such as:
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post-testing

39 

The district creates explicit and ongoing opportunities for schools, departments, 
and grade level teams to review student work and test score data of various kinds, to 
evaluate progress within and across classrooms, to discuss curriculum and teaching 
strategies, to problem solve around the needs of individuals and groups of students, and 
to plan for improvements. 

Data analysis practices in Long Beach reflect what National Board Certified teacher 
Renee Moore suggests when she argues: 

 I would suggest that one important component of new student assess-
ments is that the  results be given not just to the individual teachers of 
those students, but that teachers be  involved in the interpretation and 
discussion of test data together, in various configurations.... This type of 
data interpretation would be, in fact, a form of de facto peer evaluation.40 

One outcome of these problem-solving processes in Long Beach is that the most expert 
teachers are encouraged to take on the highest-need students. Because gifted veterans 
can often move such students forward furthest, the students gain much more than they 
otherwise would. Meanwhile, other teachers who have easier classes can experience 
greater success, and everyone wins. Superintendent Chris Steinhauser believes that the 
use of state test scores in individual teacher evaluations would undermine the district’s 
successful practices by penalizing teachers for taking on the toughest assignments and 
by undermining teacher collaboration. Instead, in Long Beach, the teacher evaluation 
system supports a culture of collective improvement. 

Teachers’ goal-setting to guide the collection of learning evidence plays a major role in 
Arizona’s career ladder program, which has, for more than two decades, required the use 
of student learning data to ascertain teaching effectiveness in participating districts. (See 
sidebar, page 27.) In all of the systems created by local districts, evidence of student 
learning is combined with other evidence from standards-based teaching evaluations 
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conducted through classroom observation, and evidence of teachers’ skills or practices 
as described earlier.

One study of the Arizona career-ladder programs found that, over time, participating 
teachers demonstrated an increased ability to create tools to assess student learning 
gains in their classrooms; to develop and evaluate pre- and post-tests; to define measur-
able outcomes in “hard-to-quantify” areas like art, music, and physical education; and 
to monitor student learning growth in relation to their action plans. They also showed a 
greater awareness of the importance of sound curriculum development; more alignment 
of curriculum with district objectives; and increased focus on higher quality content, 
skills, and instructional strategies.41 Thus, the development and use of student learning 
evidence was associated with improvements in practice. 

Some states are seeking to build similar systems. For example, in Massachusetts’s 
new teacher evaluation system, collaboratively developed by the State Department of 
Education and the Massachusetts Teachers Association, along with other key experts 
and stakeholders, a multiple measures system incorporates all of these kinds of 
evidence. (See sidebar, page 29.)

4. Create Structures to Support High-Quality, Fair, 
and Effective Evaluation

 One serious shortcoming of teacher evaluation reforms is that they have often focused 
on designing instruments for observing teachers, without developing the structural 
elements of a sound evaluation system. These elements should include, at minimum:

Strong evaluation systems need principals and other evaluators with deep knowledge of 
teaching and learning, as well as an understanding of how to evaluate teaching, how to 
give useful feedback, and how to plan professional development that supports teacher 
learning. The lack of such knowledge and training has been a major problem for the 
validity, fairness, and utility of many teacher evaluation systems. The answers to these 
needs are severalfold: 

Stronger principal preparation coupled with the use of performance-
based licensure for principals. Connecticut’s approach is a good exam-
ple: Principal preparation is focused on instructional leadership, teacher 
supervision, and professional development. Performance-based licens-
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ing assessments require principals to demonstrate that they can evaluate 
videotapes of teaching accurately and then plan appropriate feedback 
and professional supports. 

Specific, intensive training in evaluation and supervision. Training for 
evaluators is conducted in states like Connecticut and in programs like 
the Teacher Advancement Program, which offers several days of train-
ing for principals in the use of the standards-based evaluation tools and 
strategies for providing useful feedback and follow-up. 

Involvement of lead teachers with content expertise in some aspects of 
supervision and evaluation. For example, some districts involve depart-
ment chairpersons or other lead teachers matched to teachers’ content 
areas. 

Also important are the provision of supports for teachers who need additional assis-
tance—something few principals have time to provide—and the creation of decision-
making procedures and structures that allow personnel decisions to be made fairly and 
efficiently. 

Rochester, New York has undertaken innovative approaches to provide greater content 
expertise in the evaluation process and to encourage teachers to work as - and be 
evaluated as - teams. There, teachers have the option to be observed and evaluated by 
a trained Lead Teacher/Peer Evaluator, if they so request, in addition to their admin-
istrative supervisor. Lead Teachers are selected by the Rochester Career In Teaching 
(CIT) Governing Panel, made up of six administrators appointed by the district and six 
teachers appointed by the teachers’ union.

Teachers can also choose the Performance Appraisal Review for Teachers (PART). 
PART, negotiated in Rochester in 1987, represents a collegial approach to evaluation of 
teachers. Self-selected groups of teachers, in the same school or across schools, design 
an annual or multi-year project related to improved teaching and learning, set goals 
for themselves and are then evaluated, not just as individual practitioners but also as 
members of a teaching team. This promotes teacher collaboration and contextualizes 
teacher assessment within the reality of teachers’ day-to-day actual work. PART has also 
promoted innovation, inter-disciplinary approaches, project-based learning and perfor-
mance-based assessments, moving the collective practice of teaching forward.

Of course, an evaluation system based on standards of professional practice must also 
be able to remove individuals from the profession when they do not, after receiving as-
sistance, meet professional standards. The most long-standing evaluation systems that 
have successfully supported evaluation and personnel actions for both beginning and 
veteran teachers are those that have used Peer Assistance and Review programs that 
rely on highly expert mentor teachers to conduct some aspects of the evaluation and 
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provide assistance to teachers who need it. The systems in Cincinnati, Columbus, and 
Toledo, Ohio; Rochester, New York; Poway and San Juan, California; Seattle, Washing-
ton have all been studied and found successful in identifying teachers for continuation 
and tenure as well as those needing intensive assistance and personnel action. These 
systems—collaborations between unions and school boards, which build in due process 
and assistance for teachers placed in intervention—have proven more effective than tra-
ditional evaluation systems at both improving and efficiently dismissing teachers while 
avoiding union grievances.

Key features of these systems thus include not only the instruments used for evalua-
tion, but also the expertise of the consulting teachers or mentors—skilled teachers in 
the same subject areas and school levels, who have released time to serve as mentors to 
support their fellow teachers—and a system of due process and review that involves a 
panel of both teachers and administrators who make recommendations about personnel 
decisions based on evidence from the evaluations. This joint committee oversees the 
work of the mentor teachers who support both beginning teachers prior to tenure and 
veteran teachers who are struggling. Based on reports from both the mentor teachers 
and the principals, the committee decides which teachers will receive tenure, which will 
have another year to improve, and which will be dismissed. Similarly, the committee 
decides, before the school year is over, which teachers in the intervention program have 
improved sufficiently to be continued in the district.

In such systems, beginning teachers have been found to stay in teaching at higher 
rates because of the mentoring they receive, and those who leave are usually those the 
district has chosen not to continue rather than those who have quit. Among veteran 
teachers identified for assistance and review, many improve sufficiently to be removed 
from intervention status, and one third to one half leave by choice or by district request. 
Because teacher associations collaborate in creating and administering the programs, 
which are designed to ensure due process, there are no procedural grievances when a 
teacher is dismissed. 

5. Create Aligned Professional Learning Opportunities

Finally, it is important to link both formal professional development and job-embedded 
learning opportunities to the evaluation system. Evaluations should trigger continu-
ous goal-setting for areas teachers want to work on, specific professional development 
supports and coaching, and opportunities to share expertise, as part of recognizing 
teachers’ strengths and needs. 

Furthermore, professional learning opportunities must be of high quality. Rather than 
the drive-by, spray-and-pray, flavor-of-the-month afterschool workshops that predomi-
nate in the United States, teachers should have access to the kind of sustained, focused 
learning that has been shown to improve practice. For example, a review of experi-
mental studies found that, while professional development offerings of less than 14 
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hours per year on a given topic had no effect on student learning, high-quality profes-
sional development programs of about 50 hours over a 6-to-12 month period increased 
student achievement by 21 percentile points on average.49 

These high-quality opportunities are typically 

communities,

instruction, and assessment.

Such opportunities may include intensive institutes focused on particular strategies 
or on the teaching of specific curriculum, interspersed with opportunities for teachers 
to try things in the classroom, receive coaching, reflect together on their experiences, 
revise and revamp their approaches, and develop increasingly polished skills in an 
iterative cycle of practice, reflection, and fine-tuning. They may include collective op-
portunities to analyze observations or videos of teaching and/or samples of student 
work, study groups, action research projects, peer observations, and collaborative 
planning and evaluation in grade-level or departmental teams.50

Opportunities to study and learn specific strategies that are central to individual 
practice are important, and may be pursued through specific coursework or participa-
tion in subject-matter networks or conferences. It is also important to organize profes-
sional learning that creates collective capacity and curriculum coherence among the 
staff members in a school. The best systems create time for teachers to work and learn 
together during the school day, as is common in high-achieving nations in Europe and 
Asia, where teachers typically have 15-25 hours a week to plan and work together.51 
Over time, this collective investment reaps greater gains for student learning than the 
efforts of any one teacher alone. 

Professional learning opportunities should also be conceptualized as part of a career 
continuum that encourages teachers to gain and share expertise and creates avenues for 
such sharing to occur, as teachers take on roles as mentor and master teachers, as cur-
riculum and assessment specialists, and as leaders of school-improvement activities. 

In addition, schools and districts must develop conditions that provide teachers and 
principals with sufficient organizational and instructional support to carry out a 
system of teacher evaluation that enables continuous learning. For example, teachers 
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and principals need the time and guidance to develop a shared understanding of 
effective teaching, to examine artifacts of practice for evidence of learning, to explore 
one another’s assumptions about how learning occurs and what counts as evidence of 
learning, to promote reflection, and to learn how to provide effective feedback. Without 
these sorts of school-based conditions, the ability for a teacher-evaluation program to 
stimulate ongoing professional learning is severely handicapped.

 The challenge of getting to scale with good educational practice52 is in developing wide-
spread educational leadership and expert teaching on the one hand, and encouraging 
the design of effective organizations on a system-wide scale on the other. The work of 
improving practice must therefore be conceptualized as collective rather than individual. 

To transform systems, incentives must be structured to promote collaboration and 
knowledge sharing, rather than competition, across organizations. Knowledge-sharing 
is needed to develop not only learning organizations but a learning oriented system of 
education. This has been the primary strategy for improvement in Finland, for example, 
where ongoing evaluation and inquiry into practice are stimulated within and across 
classrooms, across schools partnered within regions, and within the system as a whole.53 

Also key to developing such a system is the creation of networks that allow teachers, 
leaders, schools, and districts to learn from one another. Andy Hargreaves describes 
an initiative in England in which 300 schools that were declining in performance 
were networked with one another, provided with technical assistance and support 
from mentor schools, and given a small discretionary budget to support their efforts. 
Schools were also given a practitioner-generated list of strategies that had produced 
improvements in other schools. More than two-thirds of these “exceptionally energized” 
schools experienced gains over the next two years at rates double the national average, 
“without,” the researchers noted, “the characteristic mandates and prescriptions that 
had characterized English reforms before this point.”54 An initiative in Ontario, Canada 
used similar school-to-school networking strategies and leveraged them further by iden-
tifying positive exemplars that schools could visit to see successful reforms in action. As 
these examples indicate, when schools learn to create better conditions for teaching and 
learning, individual and collective teaching practice can improve. 
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Endnotes
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Conclusion

n summary, teacher evaluation systems need to be considered not only in terms of 
evaluation instruments or procedures, but also in terms of the policy systems in 
which they operate and the school-based conditions that are needed to stimulate 

continuous learning and improvement. These conditions include:

-
going decision-making processes;

school success and clear criteria for accomplishment that all eligible 
teachers can achieve, rather than a quota system that pits teachers 
against each other;

including

º evaluation of practice based on multiple classroom observations 
and examination of other classroom evidence (e.g., lesson plans, 
student assignments and work samples) using a standards-based 
evaluation instrument that incorporates evidence of planning, 
instruction, the learning environment, and student assessment; 

º evidence of learning by the teacher’s students on a range of 
valid assessments that appropriately evaluate the curriculum the 
teacher teaches; 

º evaluation of teachers’ contributions to colleagues and to the 
school as a whole; 

and appropriate assessment of teaching and learning for all students, 
including students with special learning needs and new English lan-
guage learners;

-
able teachers to meet the standards.

 Many initiatives to measure and improve teaching effectiveness have emerged as pressures 
for improved student achievement have intensified. Such initiatives will have the greatest 
payoff if they stimulate practices known to support student learning and are embedded 
in systems that also develop greater teaching competence. Such systems will be based on 
professional teaching standards and the teaching of well-defined curriculum content. They 
will make intense use of coaching and offer extensive opportunities for teachers to help their 
colleagues and their schools improve. Policies that create increasingly valid measures of 
teaching effectiveness—and that create innovative systems for recognizing, developing and 
utilizing expert teachers—can ultimately help to create a more effective teaching profession.
 

I
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