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Abstract
Teacher evaluation systems are associated with teacher quality, accountability, performance observations,

and support. These systems are typically comprised of multiple measures including at least observations of
teaching and student performance data reflecting teacher impact. Many criticisms of these systems have emerged
not necessarily from the measures themselves but from how they are used and the consistency with which the
larger system is implemented. Concerns like evaluator training, reliability of results, distinctions between teacher
quality and teaching quality, and repercussions of an ambiguous system for individual teachers, just to name a
few, are recurring themes in the literature. In all, these systems are purported to foster teacher professional growth;
however, ensuring clarity of purpose, sound accountability measures, and formative utility of results is a crucial
milestone before the validity of these systems can be recognized.
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Introduction
Since public schools are public institutions, the primary purpose of teacher evaluation systems is to hold

educators accountable to the public, which funds their profession (Danielson, 2011). Teacher evaluation systems
serve to assess teacher quality and to promote school improvement through professional development (Toch,
2008). They also yield and identify variations in observed teacher qualities in order to identify individuals whose
practice could benefit from feedback and professional development opportunities (Hill & Grossman, 2013).
However, teacher evaluation systems that differentiate among teachers and teacher qualities need to have valid
and reliable results (Danielson, 2011; Shakman et al., 2012).

To consistently and accurately assess and ensure teacher quality through teacher evaluation systems, there
must first be a shared definition of good teaching among all stakeholders (Danielson, 2011). An effective teacher
evaluation system measuring teacher quality goes beyond a generic rubric or checklist and includes classroom
observations, student and parent surveys, and student achievement scores (Hill & Grossman, 2013; Toch, 2008).
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (2013a) emphasized that having an accurate teacher evaluation system

ultimately depends on the evaluation method’s recognition of the multifaceted components of teaching.

Research Issues in Contemporary Education, v5, nl 42



There has been a significant emphasis on incentivizing teacher quality through teacher evaluations systems
since teacher quality was identified as the most important factor affecting student achievement (Looney, 2011;
Muijs et al., 2014; Papay, 2012). Dating back more than a decade, teacher evaluation systems have become a
method of holding teachers accountable to their school leaders, district supervisors, and state governing bodies
(Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). Additionally, teacher evaluation systems have become teacher accountability
systems that emphasize improving standardized test scores in order to raise student achievement (Ahn, 2013).
Teacher evaluation systems most commonly include the value-added models and standards-based classroom
observations, which are both evaluation systems adopted to promote student achievement by focusing on teacher
effectiveness (Papay, 2012).

Marshall (2005) argued that these teacher evaluation systems are inefficient and ineffective in achieving
their purpose of improving teaching and student learning. This leads to systems that lack credibility with
superficial and inconsistent teacher evaluations (Toch, 2008). Ultimately, in order to produce widespread,
effective teacher evaluation systems, there must be efforts to understand the results of these measures so that

teachers understand the systems’ implications and how to impact student learning positively (Papay, 2012).

Teacher Evaluation Relevant to Teacher Quality
Danielson (2011) defined teacher quality as professional credibility that is identified by an evaluation

system. Prior to 2001, teacher quality was predominately identified and measured by teacher experience,
certification, and education levels. However, since then, several studies have shown few correlations between
these factors and teacher effectiveness, new teacher evaluation methods have been adopted that observe and
measure teacher performance (Harris et al., 2014; Hinchey, 2010; Stumbo & McWalters, 2011). These new
teacher evaluation methods define teacher quality as teaching practices and characteristics that raise student
achievement and performance. These evaluation methods attempt to measure teacher effectiveness based on this
definition (Kupermintz, 2003).

Ultimately, it is essential that evaluators have a shared understanding of the definition of high-quality
teaching and the profession’s multifaceted components in order to assess teacher performance accurately
(Danielson, 2011). Darling-Hammond (2012) reported that evaluators need to distinguish between teacher quality
and teaching quality. Darling-Hammond further specified that teacher quality is the encompassed personal traits
and skills that an individual brings to teaching. On the other hand, teaching quality refers to strong instructional
practices that enable a range of students to learn. Therefore, teaching quality plays an important role in teacher
quality. Looney (2011), on the other hand, argued that there is no widespread, accepted definition of teacher
quality; however, Looney did specify that teacher quality can be assessed through sets of measurable standards.

Nevertheless, Harris et al. (2014) warned that the choice of evaluation tool guides and affects a teacher’s

Research Issues in Contemporary Education, v5, nl 43



demonstration of professional skills and qualities that are evaluated with the tool in question. Therefore, it is
important to choose an evaluation system with consistent and clear standards that yields reliable results.
Additionally, the focus of evaluation systems should be teacher performance qualities that promote student
achievement (Wayne & Young, 2003). Ultimately, teachers will become more successful in raising student
achievement when evaluation systems accurately focus on teacher performance and effective characteristics
(Hinchey, 2010). However, a consistent need of evaluations is that the evaluation systems must encourage
effective teaching methods while retaining highly effective teachers and their practices (Darling-Hammond &

Ball, 1998).

Evaluation Systems as Accountability Measures
Over the past two decades, federal legislation has incentivized states nationwide to raise student

achievement through rigorous academic standards, increased student expectations, and assessment-based school
accountability programs (Gordon, Kane, & Staiger, 2006; Muijs et. al, 2014; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005).
Several states have adopted new, more rigorous curricula and evaluation methods that determine teacher
effectiveness. These new teacher evaluation methods have been adopted, though, based on studies that show few
correlations between teacher effectiveness and teacher experience, certification, and education levels, which was
previously the baseline for determining teacher retention and effectiveness (Harris et al., 2014; Stumbo &
McWalters, 2011). New teacher evaluation systems focus on student achievement scores as a determination of
teacher effectiveness and as a way for holding teachers accountable to student performance standards. These
summative evaluations are preferred for their quality assurance and accountability measures (Danielson &
McGreal, 2000). For educators, the results of these accountability measures establish and determine teacher
promotion, tenure, dismissal, and compensation (Harris et al., 2014).

As a result of the 2009 Race to the Top (RTTT) program, accountability systems use teacher evaluation
methods to influence individual teachers using a short-term reward system (Ahn, 2013; Harris et al., 2014). Ahn
(2013) noted that these incentives and accountability policies implemented at the school level by principals may
improve performance level and efforts of existing teachers. Ahn argued further that when pay is associated with
performance, schools usually see an improvement in student achievement scores. On the other hand, Harris et al.
(2014) found that these accountability measures may influence who chooses to enter the teaching profession or
deter some altogether from the profession. Nevertheless, high-stakes accountability measures only exacerbate the
teachers’ stress levels (Danielson, 2007). There is a particular concern for novice teachers who are unfamiliar
with the stresses of teaching and who may feel pressure dealing with the new accountability systems (Roberson
& Roberson, 2009). Like Harris et al. (2014) and Danielson (2007), others raise questions concerning the
feasibility and desirability of teacher accountability systems (Sartain et al., 2011).
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Sartain et al. (2011) investigated individual teacher responsibilities to annual student learning gains in
response to newly implemented accountability systems. Sartain et al. identified that teaching is a collective, rather
than solely individual, pursuit and that any policies involving teacher accountability as a reflection of individual
student achievement or growth needs to reflect this fact. Since schools are relying more heavily on collaborative
teaching, correlating one student’s performance to a single teacher is becoming more difficult even though that
approach is central to contemporary evaluation systems, thus questioning the accuracy of linking individual
student performance scores to individual teachers as well as the equality of these systems. It is inferred that
evaluators should apply accountability system’s results to the school instead of individual teachers (Danielson &
McGreal, 2000).

The equality of accountability systems is further questioned when evaluation systems require evaluators
to make judgments on teaching practices (Danielson & McGreal, 2000). A common concern with performance
evaluations is when novice teachers are compared and measured to the same level of effectiveness by evaluators
as veteran teachers. In situations such as this, novice teachers struggle to adjust their teaching practices to align
with expectations that may have been established based on effective practices of veteran teachers whose practices
had been refined after years of successful teaching (Roberson & Roberson, 2009). Additionally, Ahn’s (2013)
research found that accountability systems impact educators of all levels and experiences, whether it guides their
teaching methods during observations or encourages them to teach the test. These accountability measures
influence the characteristics of teachers, which further impact the learning environment, student experiences, and

student performance, both in the short- and long-term (Harris et al., 2014).

Teacher Observations as Evaluation Measures
Observations were a method used by administrators and supervisors to survey the classroom environment

and teacher-child interactions (Reinking, 2015). Historically, teacher performance has been assessed by
observation checklists with relatively little concern or association to student achievement and teacher quality (Hill
& Grossman, 2013). These forms or surveys included items focused on direct and verbal forms of teaching
practices from a set list (Danielson & McGreal, 2000). States have adopted improved instruments to evaluate
teacher performance through observations that align with specific guidelines in the federally funded RTTT
program in addition to other sources (Reinking, 2015). These new instruments, like Charlotte Danielson’s
Framework for Teaching, yield evaluations conducted by expert evaluators to assess teacher performance and
behaviors relative to specific expectations (Stumbo & McWalters, 2011). The new standards-based teacher
observations have been found to provide more instructional guidance to teachers and encourage best practices

that increase student achievement (Papay, 2012; Stumbo & McWalters, 2011).
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Observation tools of the past were implemented as a formative evaluation experience that required an
observer to collect descriptive data on predetermined skills and characteristics of a teacher’s performance in the
classroom (Danielson & McGreal, 2000). Therefore, the tools must primarily have clearly defined skills and
characteristics that specify levels of performance (Papay, 2012). However, Danielson and McGreal (2000) argued
that the forms associated with these evaluation systems do not define the systems. It is the structure of the
evaluation process and the professional conversations surrounding the observation that make an effective teacher
observation evaluation system. Effective standards-based teacher observation evaluation systems must extend
beyond the forms used and include three essential elements: (a) a clear definition of the domain of teaching,
incorporating the standards for proficiency in teacher performance; (b) specific methods and procedures assessing
aspects of teaching; and (c) trained evaluators who make consistent judgments on observed performances.

Several advantages of standards-based teacher evaluation systems have been documented over the
traditional checklist classroom observations. Within these systems, new observation evaluations require the
evaluator to cite clear evidence of teaching practices during the observation, allowing for a much richer view of
a teacher’s instructional practice (Papay, 2012). When teachers demonstrate strong teaching methods measured
by classroom observations, their students tend to show higher academic growth regardless of previous
performance scores and socioeconomic status (Daley & Kim, 2010; Sartain et al., 2011). In a similar study,
students who learned from the most effectively rated teachers from these observation evaluations were found to
outperform their peers by as much as one grade level from those who learned from the least effective teachers
(Looney, 2011). Furthermore, the teaching standards on which standards-based observation evaluations are based
have research-driven data, which links them with student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2012).

However, since the implementation of the teacher observation evaluations, teachers have argued this
evaluation is subjective and bias-ridden (Papay, 2012). One of the most prominent concerns among teachers is
that evaluators’ scores may be influenced by prejudices against the teacher, especially since many of the
evaluators are immediate supervisors of the teachers being evaluated (Hill & Grossman, 2013; Papay, 2012).
According to Hill and Grossman (2013), any form of inaccuracy in the observation evaluations compromises the
diagnostic function of the observations. This will further hinder any opportunities to improve instructional
practices and meaningful feedback that is central to teacher observation evaluation systems. Nevertheless, having
highly-qualified and well-trained evaluators who have a clear and precise understanding of the standards on the
observation evaluation rubric as well as a clear understanding of instructional proficiency eliminates much of the
subjective bias (Papay, 2012).

Ho and Kane (2013), who conducted a study on fair and reliable observation systems administered by

school personnel with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in the Measures for Effective Teaching Project,
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found observers rarely used the highest and lowest ratings, which identified teachers as exemplary or
unsatisfactory, respectively. Most observers scored teachers in the middle of any given observation tool’s rating
range. Likewise, participating administrators’ scores differentiated more among teachers, with administrators
scoring their own personnel .1 point higher than leaders from other schools. Ho and Kane also found that an
observer’s first impression of a teacher tended to linger and impact other observation evaluations of that same
teacher. Based on these findings, it was concluded that having more than one observer raises the reliability of the
observation evaluation scores. Further, there was a 60% increase in reliability of an observation evaluation when
the observation was conducted in single 15-minute instances instead of observing the full hour. Ultimately,
findings suggested a district could monitor the reliability of classroom observations in order to ensure a fair and
reliable system for teachers.

Conclusion
The nationwide shift to teacher accountability has led to widespread adoption of standards-based,

observation-driven evaluation systems. These systems are based on teaching practices and characteristics that are
associated with teacher effectiveness. During these evaluations, teachers receive scores and feedback from school
leaders that highlight areas of strength and areas where performance improvement is needed.

Although these systems are purported to yield formative and constructive evaluations that foster teacher
performance improvement, educators have criticized these systems for subjectivity and implementations
contradictory with improving teacher performance. How the tools and the implementation processes yield
accurate assessments of teacher quality remain questioned. These standards-based observation evaluations are
praised for having individualized teacher feedback, which leads to reflective discussions and teacher personal
growth; however, these systems are, ultimately, accountability tools. Thus, having a genuine discussion on
professional growth is difficult when teachers feel this criticism or feedback comes with negative repercussions
of accountability. In all, the result is often deemed punitive rather than formative and constructive.

Although the tools used to evaluate teacher performance are, mostly, rubrics with performance criteria
and indicators stated, evaluators’ interpretations of those criteria and assumptions or preconceptions of a lesson’s
quality and rigor impact the ratings awarded. These factors have led to questioning the validity and reliability of
the standards-based observation results, which are imperative given the accountability outcomes for teachers.

Current standards-based evaluation tools do identify teacher strengths and areas for improvement as well
as provide baselines for professional reflection, and such reflection should help improve teacher quality and
highlight professional development needs. The value this evaluation process offers reinforces its effectiveness;

however, the accountability component that accompanies an evaluation tool distracts from the professional
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development and reflection process. Therefore, it is imperative to maintain this process with an emphasis that it
is a tool for educators’ professional growth and development.

Since marrying accountability with a tool intended to promote professional growth has led to divisiveness,
policymakers should reevaluate the purpose and components of teacher evaluation systems. First, clarity in these
systems’ purpose is needed. Are these systems used to judge performance, foster professional growth, or both?
Second, if the intention of these systems is to hold educators accountable, a more well-rounded system comprised
of evaluation and accountability components that reflect the multifaceted components of effective teaching is
warranted. This would address concerns of fairness, accuracy, and credibility. Finally, to demonstrate that results
are used formatively rather than punitively, systems should include reflect the use accountability results through
fair evaluation measures to foster teacher quality through professional growth that emphasizes both teaching
quality and teacher quality. If the ultimate goal is to have successful teachers and students in all classrooms,

teacher evaluation systems must demonstrate not only the capacity to measure success but also to support it.
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