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Introduction

Since the turn of the century, considerable attention has been 
devoted to using teacher evaluation to strengthen schooling. The 
question at hand is: is teacher evaluation up to the task, at least 
in terms of enhancing student learning? We answer that question 
below by examining the available evidence, both direct and indi-
rect. We deepen the empirical narrative that emerges there by 
foregrounding workplace norms and conditions of work in 
schools.

Before we begin that analysis, however, we provide a few 
words to explain why teacher evaluation has been given a star-
ring role in the current school improvement play. To begin with, 
over the last two decades, considerable evidence has accumulated 
about the cardinal position of teachers and teaching in the school 
improvement equation (Lewis, 2008; Louis, Dretzke, & 
Wahlstrom, 2010), findings that are even more robust for stu-
dents placed at risk by society and its institutions (Clotfelter, 
Ladd, & Vigdor, 2005). Not surprisingly, efforts to strengthen 
teaching have been on the rise. A good portion of that energy is 
being devoted to teacher evaluation.

A second explanation is found in the new era of accountabil-
ity in education that began to take root in the 1990s. The press 
for responsibility has been ratcheted up considerably. That press 
has been accompanied by a sea change in focus as well, from 
attention to inputs and processes to concern for organizational 
outcomes, especially student learning results (Darling-
Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2012). 
More specifically, in this new era of accountability a series of 
optimistic conclusions concerning the strength of teacher effects 
on student learning (e.g., Sanders, Ashton, & Wright, 2005; 
Sanders & Rivers, 1996; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997) has 
led policy makers to conclude that individual teachers can and 

should be held accountable for year-to-year gains in their stu-
dents’ achievement. Consequently, a new generation of teacher 
evaluation models is emerging, one that incorporates measures 
of growth in student achievement as a criterion of teacher  
effectiveness (e.g., Danielson, 2007; Gates Foundation, 2013; 
Kimball, White, Milanowski, & Borman, 2004; Milanowski, 
2004).1

The third explanation focuses on shifts in the context in 
which teacher evaluation plays out. Historically, teacher unions 
have been able to buffer teachers from outside forces, especially 
as regards the core technology of the profession. As we have 
moved toward a market-oriented phase of our development, that 
influence is wearing thin (Murphy, 2012). Concurrently, the 
context is shifting in ways that privilege ideology and tools from 
the corporate HR culture.

One last introductory assignment remains: providing a bit of 
understanding about the construct, teacher evaluation, in play. 
Our definition is the classic one crafted by Castetter (1976): 
assessments by a supervisor of a subordinate to draw conclusions 
about the performance of the subordinate to improve performance 
and to make decisions about terms of employment. Teacher evalua-
tion is thus one dimension of the hierarchical architecture of 
schooling, with principals filling the role of supervisor and 
teachers occupying the role of subordinates. In recognition of 
the “professional nature” of teaching, considerable effort has 
been devoted over the years to “soften” the bureaucratic language 
of teacher evaluation—in the practice, development, and aca-
demic wings of the profession if not in the policy arena. But it is 
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important to remember that the core of teacher evaluation is 
what it is, a system of performance management that is scaf-
folded on hierarchical authority and control over labor (Lipham, 
1964; Thompson, 1961).

The Direct Evidence on the Effectiveness of 
Teacher Evaluation

Principals have been evaluating teachers for over a century. Not 
surprisingly, a good deal of descriptive data and prescriptive 
opinion has accumulated in this domain. More recently, there 
has been a sharp increase in research to map the domains of qual-
ity teaching and to evaluate their effects on student learning 
(Seidel & Shavelson, 2007). Evaluation objects range from 
teachers’ preparation and credentials to their attributes, cogni-
tive strategies, instructional skills, and behavior, whereas data are 
as diverse as observations and videos of teaching performance, 
student and teacher surveys, “value-added” estimates of teaching 
effectiveness, and various combinations.

During the past decade, value-added models (VAM) of 
teacher evaluation, which focus on estimating teachers’ contri-
bution to achievement gains after statistically removing extrane-
ous sources of influence (e.g., student background, classroom 
composition), and direct classroom observations have become 
primary means of evaluating teachers’ instructional effectiveness. 
Although each approach has produced evidence suggesting that 
some teachers contribute more to student learning than others 
over time (e.g., McCaffrey, Sass, Lockwood, & Mihaly, 2009; 
Milanowski, 2004; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005; Rockoff 
& Speroni, 2010; Taylor & Tyler, 2011), they have also raised 
questions regarding the validity, accuracy, and equity of value-
added scores assigned to individual teachers (Darling-Hammond 
et al., 2012), the consistency of ratings across individuals respon-
sible for making evaluations (Rockoff & Speroni, 2010), as well 
as the optimal mix of instructional strategies, skills, and behavior 
that might account for differences in student learning (Seidel & 
Shavelson, 2007), given broad variation in student characteris-
tics and the purpose, focus, and technical details of each specific 
evaluation model. It remains unclear how well individual studies 
can be integrated and what the implications of their findings are 
for designing new evaluation systems (McCaffrey et al., 2009).
Previous evaluation research has also raised concern about 
the challenges of achieving sufficient implementation fidelity 
regarding who can and should be involved in observing teach-
ers (e.g., administrators, resource teachers, outside evaluators) 
or the potential costs to train evaluators to achieve a reasonable 
inter-rater reliability threshold. Where evaluators may differ in 
content area expertise and rating agreement, or where the evalua-
tions do not adequately reflect teachers’ classroom skills or dem-
onstrate stability with respect to student achievement, Kimball 
and Milanowski (2009) conclude that teachers can receive evalu-
ations that are not defensible:

We had hoped that we could identify evaluator practices 
associated with higher validity, which districts could then use to 
train evaluators to follow. Although disappointing, our failure to 
find such practices is important because it shows the complexity 
in identifying and assuring the use of good evaluation practice.  

. . . If policy makers and program designers want evaluation 
scores to be more highly related to some criterion such as student 
achievement, it will take more than specific rubrics and basic 
training of evaluators in the process to achieve a strong 
relationship. (p. 65)

When data on staff performance are to be used in making 
personnel decisions that have important consequences, it is 
incumbent upon system designers and evaluators to demonstrate 
the instruments and methods yield results that meet widely 
accepted standards of validity. Particularly prominent is the 
“evaluation of any adverse consequences for individuals and 
groups that are associated with bias in test scoring and interpre-
tation or with unfairness in test use” (Messick, 1994, p. 21). To 
date, evidence from standards-based teacher/VAM evaluation 
systems has yet to meet this necessary standard for making accu-
rate and equitable high stakes personnel decisions for individual 
teachers. Notably, our conclusion concerns:

•• the stability of VAM teacher estimates across subjects, 
grade levels, and time;

•• the present capacity of school administrators to produce 
valid evaluations when employing these new tools with-
out extensive training; and

•• the efficacy of teacher evaluation to yield improvements 
in teaching practice.

Indirect Evidence on the Effectiveness of 
Teacher Evaluation

So here is what we know so far. Teacher evaluation for most of 
the twentieth century had very little influence on much of any-
thing of substance. It provided little more than a patina of sym-
bolism, a layer of organizational legitimacy to buffer the core 
technology of education (Weis, 1990). The newer, more sub-
stantive teacher evaluation systems of the last 15 years have not 
been shown to power school improvement, as defined in terms 
of student learning either, although given the limited number of 
studies the question is hardly settled.

In cases such as this, it seems appropriate to expand the search 
for evidence on possible linkages between teacher evaluation and 
school improvement to the indirect evidence. We believe that 
this indirect evidence is most likely to be lurking in studies of 
school improvement, that is, in analyses of schools that help all 
children and youngsters reach ambitious targets of performance. 
When we conducted this deep assessment, however, we found 
that teacher evaluation as an explanatory or ancillary variable of 
interest in studies of each of the following broad domains of 
school improvement was conspicuous by its absence: effective 
schools and school improvement (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000); 
instructional leadership (Bossert, Dwyer, Rowan, & Lee, 1982); 
leadership in general (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & 
Anderson, 2010); transformational leadership (Leithwood & 
Jantzi, 2005); restructuring schools (Murphy, 1991); compre-
hensive school reform (Herman & Stringfield, 1997); effective 
use of data (Supovitz & Klein, 2003); sustainability, scaling up, 
and implementation (Borman, 2005); special populations 
(Reyes, Scribner, & Scribner, 1999); achievement gaps/at-risk 
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students (Murphy, 2010); turnaround schools (Leithwood, 
Harris, & Strauss, 2010); and teacher effects (Hattie, 2009).

Evidence From the Nature of Schooling

It seems to us that an investigation of the issue at hand would be 
more complete, and more satisfactory, if we also factored in some 
analysis of the organizational dynamics of schooling, what soci-
ologists refer to as the occupational norms and workplace condi-
tions of schools (Hamilton, Stecher, Russell, Marsh, & Miles, 
2008; Lortie, 1975). One aspect of this context is the difficulty 
at the heart of the supervision function, the tension between 
managerial efforts to deepen performance evaluation and strive 
to engage in the development of professionally oriented work 
(Curry, 2008; Goldstein, 2004). Second, while it is beyond our 
ability to treat them in detail here, it is reasonable to expect that 
there are costs associated with managerial systems such as teacher 
evaluation (e.g., reduced organizational commitment, a decline 
in professionalism). These costs receive almost no treatment in 
the current literature (Weis, 1990).

It merits notice too that throughout time school leaders have 
rarely been found to have the skills to operate the teacher evalu-
ation machinery well, that is, deeply and meaningfully. Efforts 
over the last 30 years, since the start of the school reform revolu-
tion, to change that organizational reality have been largely 
unsuccessful (Blase & Kirby, 2009). What this means is this. 
Teachers are influenced by those they perceive as credible sources 
of knowledge on instructional issues (Friedkin & Slater, 1994), 
especially those with content-based knowledge (Printy, 2008; 
Supovitz, 2008). School leaders rarely fall into this category. For 
a variety of substantive reasons, leaders are poorly positioned to 
make teacher evaluation work well.

Additionally, even if the tool could work and leaders had 
abundant knowhow about its use, there are reasons why admin-
istrators are unlikely to use teacher evaluation in the service of 
school improvement. To begin with, there are powerful organi-
zational explanations why principals have not and do not exer-
cise tight control over teachers, especially in the domain of 
instruction (Meyer & Rowan, 1975). Principals require the sup-
port of teachers to ensure that the school “runs” well and that 
conflict is corralled inside classrooms, or at least inside the school 
(Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010). They 
know that a powerful way to garner that support is to provide 
teachers with autonomy over their individual classrooms (Blase 
& Kirby, 2009). Additionally, teachers have willingly partici-
pated in this exchange, trading influence over school-level activi-
ties for freedom in those classrooms. This exchange norm is 
woven deeply into the fabric of the schooling tapestry (Meyer & 
Rowan, 1975; Powell, 1991). It is not subject to alteration by 
appeals or demands from the policy world. As Hamilton and 
colleagues (2008) help us see, workplace conditions need to 
change before claims about linkages between teacher evaluation 
and school improvement can even be considered.

Second, even if the teacher evaluation machinery was func-
tional and managers had the skills to operate the system, it  
is nearly impossible to believe that they have the time to under-
take the work (Crum & Sherman, 2008). Spans of control in 
schools, i.e., organizational conditions, make anything beyond 

compliance checking and ritual problematic (Weis, 1990). Here 
is a “normal” situation in schools. Recent studies reveal that the 
average principal spends around 18 percent of his or her time in 
the area of instruction and curriculum (May & Supovitz, 2011), 
and around 3 percent of total time on teacher evaluation, num-
bers largely unchanged after 30 years of concentrated efforts to 
increase them (see Murphy, 1987, for a review of early time 
analyses in this area). The average elementary school has 475 
students, 20 students per teacher, one principal (and no assistant 
principal), and a small cadre of other professional educators and 
staff that require the principal’s attention. Let us assume a nine-
hour day (2700 minutes per week). This means that the average 
principal spends about 80 minutes a week on teacher evaluation, 
about 3 minutes per teacher per week.

In summary, we are left with some realities that make the 
odds on this wager long. First, managers, by and large, are not 
qualified to do this work. They are not “head teachers.” Nor are 
they “managing partners.” We have proceeded down this path 
before, only to end up with narrow, decontextualized perspec-
tives of learning and teaching. Second, managers have no appe-
tite to do this work. In the well-choreographed play called 
“schooling,” leaders avoid interfering with the work of teachers, 
especially inside classrooms. It is a production they know is not 
wise to change in any substantive way. Third, when we run the 
analyses, we find that even if points one and two were to be 
altered, there is little time to do this work. The resources to do 
this well cannot be mandated or wished into existence. And dis-
cussions of providing assistance for principals to undertake this 
work overlook the existing evidence on the willingness of the 
public to increase administrative costs in education.

Conclusion

We return to the central question of the article. Is teacher evalu-
ation a good candidate to power school improvement? The evi-
dence that we reviewed from multiple perspectives leads us to 
suggest caution in this area. Relatedly, it merits notice that 
teacher evaluation has been reinvented numerous times across 
the last century. During that time, we have witnessed a major 
shift from traits and characteristics of teachers to goals. We have 
seen the evolution from high inference judgments to objective-
driven evaluations. Additionally, one does not need to be too old 
to remember how clinical approaches to supervision and evalua-
tion were to sweep the old understanding of teacher evaluation 
aside in favor of revolutionary new perspectives that would cre-
ate more effective schools. Our investigations tell us that we 
should be cautious in accepting claims about the ability of 
teacher evaluation to power significant school improvement sim-
ply because it is equipped with a fourth (“new” views of effective 
teaching) or fifth (student test scores) generation engine.

Finally, let us put aside our concerns and entertain the possi-
bility of a world in which teacher evaluation is transformed into 
a muscled tool of school improvement, leadership is linked to 
the core technology, and close administrative control over teach-
ing moves from negatively to positively yoked to student learn-
ing. Surely, it would be appropriate to follow this approach. 
Perhaps, but perhaps not. Throughout the analyses and debates 
on teacher evaluation over the last decade, we have uncovered 
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very little discussion about what this tool actually is: an instru-
ment of industrial-era management, of well-informed managers 
directing the work of the laboring class toward greater efficiency. 
There is, of course, nothing wrong with this per se, although few 
talk about teacher assessment in this manner because it is indeli-
cate and off-putting. The real problem here is that it privileges 
organizational architecture (bureaucracy, hierarchy, and institu-
tionalism) under a very thin veneer of professionalism, a frame-
work with limited linkages to school improvement. There is a 
new world taking shape in education, but it is not one in which 
the pillars of industrial management fit particularly well (Grubb 
& Flessa, 2006; Wenger, 2000).

Equally important, there is a robust body of empirical work 
that informs us that if school improvement is the goal, school 
leaders would be advised to spend their time and energy in areas 
other than teacher evaluation. Many leader initiatives can posi-
tively impact student achievement even if instructional quality 
remains unchanged, i.e., through actions that substitute for and/
or enhance teaching (Supovitz, Sirinides, & May, 2009; Witziers, 
Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Work here includes establishing a 
powerful sense of vision, with strong academic mission and chal-
lenging organizational goals and expectations (Leithwood & 
Jantzi, 2005); enhancing student opportunity to learn (Harris & 
Herrington, 2006); developing and using data systems to inform 
and monitor decisions (Lachat & Smith, 2005); creating personal-
ized learning environments in which all youngsters are cared for, 
participate in, and have ownership of the school (Crosnoe, 2011); 
developing a school culture conducive to learning (Sebastian & 
Allensworth, 2012); and providing alignment and cohesiveness to 
all school actions (Bryk, Sebring, & Allensworth, 2010).

Studies also tell us that school administrators will be more 
likely to positively impact instructional quality if they allocate 
their direct efforts with teachers into facilitative channels. Studies 
highlight four bundles of actions in particular: providing action-
able feedback to teachers (Hattie, 2009); developing communi-
ties of practice in which teachers share goals, work, and 
responsibility for student outcomes (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008); 
offering abundant support for the work of teachers (Leithwood 
& Jantzi, 2005); and creating systems in which teachers have the 
opportunity to routinely develop and refine their skills (Bryk  
et al., 2010). A cardinal point here is the primacy of the facilita-
tive role of leaders, an approach with considerably more empiri-
cal linkage to learning outcomes than direct one-on-one teacher 
evaluation work (Crum & Sherman, 2008; Louis et al., 2010).

NoTE
1Our conclusions apply to the linkages between teacher evaluation 

and school improvement in general, regardless of the components or 
elements of the “system.” It is important to note, however, that we find 
the evidence for using VAM as a significant element in teacher evalua-
tion systems to be insufficient. We conclude that both the magnitude 
and sustainability of effects of teacher-related variables on student learn-
ing outcomes remain inconsistent, and at times overstated (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2012; Rothstein, 2009). This caution applies in 
particular to the value-added approach to measuring gains in student 
learning (see also Baker et al., 2010; McCaffrey et al., 2003; Darling-
Hammond et al., 2012).
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