
Teachers have a clear and important impact on student learning.1 We have long known that 
teachers impact student achievement.2 Thus, considerable policy attention, time, and effort have 
focused on teacher evaluation. Our recommendations for teacher evaluation include placing more 
emphasis upon improving teaching rather than stratifying teachers in terms of their 
effectiveness.
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CURRENT LANDSCAPE
We all believe that our students should be taught by effective teachers, and a focus on evaluation 
is one way to achieve this end. But unfortunately, most believe that teacher evaluation is 
ineffective because all teachers are rated the same (as good) and more and less effective teachers 
are not identified.3 Recent efforts to improve teacher evaluation have been costly (for example, 
Race to the Top (RTTT) alone cost 4 billion dollars) and remain ineffective as massive reforms 
intended to improve practice were unsuccessful.4 Further, research by educational psychologists, 
and other social scientists on these new reforms has identified many unintended and harmful 
effects upon teachers and the teaching profession.5,6 

In today’s schools, two practices dominate evaluation models as prescribed by local and national 
policies:

Both are problematic and have not improved student achievement 7, particularly when 
used in high-stakes teacher evaluations, in part because they fail to recognize the complexity of 
teaching or how to measure it. 

2

Observation of 
Teachers: 

Using supervisors’ (usually 
principals’) ratings of teachers 

on rubrics to identify good 
teachers (i.e., what good 

teachers do in classrooms).

Statistical Approaches: 
Using standardized test scores in 
sophisticated statistical models 
such as value-added modeling 
(VAM) to identify good teachers 
(i.e., those who obtain more 
student achievement than other 
teachers teaching similar students 
under similar circumstances).
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WHAT RESEARCH INDICATES
Sufficient evidence of the limitations of VAM has led some professional associations to raise caution 
about its use. Further, VAM scores have been challenged in court.8 In short, research indicates that:

1. Statistical approaches are flawed. Notable deficiencies include: 

a. VAM scores do not adequately compare teachers. VAM scores are unable to account 
for teachers’ disparate contexts and all of the factors that explain student achievement 
outcomes.9

b. A teacher’s effectiveness often varies.10 Thus, it is difficult to achieve 
appropriate reliability to justify its use in high-stakes teacher evaluation. Even if 
abundant data were available (e.g., 10 years), decisions based upon student achievement 
would be wrong 12% of the time.11

c. Many teachers do not have VAM scores. Typically, nearly a third of teachers do not 
have VAM scores. Thus, assigning a VAM score to these teachers based upon the average 
score of other teachers (a school-level value-added score) is unfair.12

d. VAM scores do not help teachers improve their instruction.13 This is, in part, 
because teachers’ VAM scores are weakly—and sometimes not at all—related to what 
teachers actually do in classrooms (e.g., observational data). Furthermore, VAM scores do 
not identify for teachers areas in need of improvement (e.g., concepts that were particularly 
difficult, student misconceptions).

e. The use of individual value-added scores discourages collegial exchange and the 
sharing of ideas and resources across the school.14 

2. Current observation systems are problematic for high-stakes evaluation. Research 
indicates that: 

a. Classroom teaching is complex, dynamic, and contextual.15 No single observation 
system measures all aspects of good teaching. One ramification of the selectivity of 
observation systems is that they measure only how the teacher interacts with the class as a 
whole and ignore how teachers interact with individual students. This can be a serious 
omission as research shows that in some classrooms the frequency and quality that some 
students share with their teacher is much more favorable than the pattern other students 
enjoy. 16, 17

b. Observing and providing teachers with feedback receives too little time.18 It is 
often secondary to principals’ more immediate, urgent, and unpredictable tasks.

c. Principals have not been prepared well to observe or provide useful feedback 
to teachers. This may be in part because this aspect of the job has traditionally accounted 
for a small proportion of how principals spend their time in schools. 

d. Teacher practice varies, and often should.19 Good teaching does not mean that 
teachers should necessarily teach similarly from lesson to lesson and day to day. On any 
given day, a teacher may need to adjust the lesson (e.g., student absences, lawnmower roars 
outside the window). The common practice of three formal observations/year/teacher does 
not adequately account for these fluctuations and, therefore, appropriate reliability cannot 
be achieved to justify the use of observational measures for high-stakes teacher evaluation. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY

Instead, policy should reflect an approach to teacher evaluation that prioritizes teachers--their 
expertise and their growth and development, such as:

• Eliminate high-stakes teacher evaluations based only on student achievement 
data and limited observation. Teaching is complex and difficult. Accordingly, the 
evaluation of teaching requires many observations and multiple data sources. Observation 
data should primarily be used in combination with other sources of data to inform 
reflective conversations among teachers or among teachers and supervisors. 

• Provide opportunities for teachers to be heard (e.g., provide input on what is 
measured and how). Key stakeholders should be engaged in initial conversations regarding 
any new teacher evaluation policies and models and from development through 
implementation, as well as post-implementation evaluations. Teacher evaluation models 
that reflect collective values will likely have greater success. 

• Acknowledge and act upon the potential for improving the system in 
fundamental ways using technology, collaboration, and other innovations to transform 
extant practice. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE20

Likewise, practice should reflect an approach to teacher evaluation that prioritizes teachers’ 
professional growth and development, such as:

• Emphasize formative feedback. Teachers benefit most from and have more 
opportunities to act upon information that is provided at the beginning and middle of the 
year than feedback that is provided at summative end-of-year evaluations.

• Consider if and how additional observers—beyond the principal—can be 
leveraged. Most principals do not have sufficient time to collect enough evidence to 
have meaningful discussions about practice and its improvement.21 However, subject- or 
grade-specific peers and coaches (who are well grounded in findings from research on 
teaching) may be equally if not more helpful in providing feedback that improves 
teaching.

• Encourage principals, knowledgeable peers, and coaches to provide feedback 
to improve teaching and learning—feedback that: emphasizes practices that are 
consistently associated with student achievement, promotes teacher self-reflection and 
action, and aligns with professional development. Focus on the day-to-day and weekly 
gains that teachers achieve not just end-of-year summative scores. 

• Promote observation measures that reflect the context and complexity of 
teaching as well as teacher needs—measures may be sensitive to the student 
population or content area or are flexible enough to attend to, address, measure, and 
support feedback on specific teacher concerns (e.g., depth of knowledge questioning, 
quality of student-teacher talk). 

• Encourage more valid observations of teachers.22 Knowing that teaching 
practices vary, evaluation procedures might include observing an entire unit or range of a 
teacher’s classes (e.g., remedial, advanced), lessons (e.g., student-directed, problem-
based, especially difficult concepts, newly developed lesson), and content areas.

• Encourage teacher engagement in opportunities that have the potential to 
improve their efficacy and effectiveness (e.g., lesson study, peer observation and 
coaching, Professional Learning Communities, high-quality professional development).

• Approach accountability as an opportunity for growth. Districts can use the 
increased emphasis on holding teachers accountable as required by policymakers as an 
opportunity to revise their teacher evaluation models to respond to the challenges 
summarized here and to enact the belief that improving instruction should be at 
least as important as evaluating instruction. 
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