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The New Teacher Project 

(TNTP) is a national 

nonprofit dedicated to 

closing the achievement 

gap by ensuring that poor 

and minority students get 

outstanding teachers. 

• Founded by teachers in 1997

• Partners with school districts, state 
education agencies, and charter schools

• Targets acute teacher quality challenges 

• Investigates the impact of current policies 
and practices on teacher quality and makes 
practical, data-driven recommendations for 
reform

• Past and present policy sites include:

Districts: Chicago, Denver, Milwaukee, 
New York, Portland, San Francisco

States: Arkansas, Illinois, Ohio, Washington
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Akron Public Schools Profile:  2008-09

23,850 
students

1,729
teachers

58 schools

* AYP = Adequate Yearly Progress, as defined by the federal No Child Left Behind Act; data from 2007-2008
**Graduation rate from 2007-2008
Source: Akron Public Schools website and 2007-2008 Ohio state report card

70%
Free/Reduced 

Lunch

18% 
Special 

Education

28 of 58 
Schools Not 

Meeting AYP*

58% 
Students of 

Color

76%** 
Graduation 

Rate
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Widget Effect: A single, flawed assumption has fostered an education 
system that is generally indifferent to teacher effectiveness.

“When it comes to measuring instructional performance, current 

policies and systems overlook significant differences between 

teachers. There is little or no differentiation of excellent teaching 

from good, good from fair, or fair from poor. This is the Widget 

Effect: a tendency to treat all teachers as roughly interchangeable, 

even when their teaching is quite variable. Consequently, teachers 

are not developed as professionals with individual strengths and 

capabilities, and poor performance is rarely identified or 

addressed.”

The New Teacher Project, 2009
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Characteristics of the Widget Effect

• Performance evaluations are perfunctory and infrequent

• Primary use of evaluations is to identify incompetence

• Teachers expect to receive the highest possible rating, even 
during their first years in the classroom

• Evaluations do not yield meaningful feedback for teachers, and 
professional development is not aligned to evaluations

• Administrators are poorly trained to evaluate and districts do 
not prioritize the process

• Teachers who receive feedback for improvement during the 
evaluation process tend to feel singled out, often unfairly

Systematic de-professionalization of teachers
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Study Scope

In Fall 2008 through Spring 2009, TNTP partnered with 12 school districts in four 
states to analyze each district’s evaluation, tenure, remediation and dismissal policies 
and practices as well as each state’s teacher performance management policies.

Over 50 district and state 
officials and 25 teachers’ 
union representatives 
actively informed the study 
through advisory panels in 
each state.

Panel members provided 
ongoing feedback and 
perspective and were 
invited to submit unedited 
written responses to the 
study’s findings and 
recommendations.

Arkansas Colorado Illinois Ohio
• El Dorado 

Public 
Schools

• Pueblo City 
Schools

• Chicago 
Public 
Schools

• Akron Public 
Schools

• Jonesboro
Public 
Schools

• Denver 
Public
Schools

• District U-46 
(Elgin)

• Cincinnati 
Public 
Schools

• Little Rock 
Public 
Schools

• Rockford 
Public
Schools

• Toledo 
Public 
Schools

• Springdale 
Public 
Schools
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The Widget Effect in Teacher Evaluation: Summary of Findings

Treating teachers as interchangeable parts

All teachers are rated 
“good” or “great.” 

Although teachers and principals report that poor performance is 
common, less than 1 percent of teachers are identified as 
“unsatisfactory” on performance evaluations. 

Excellence goes 
unrecognized.

When excellent ratings are the norm, truly exceptional teachers 
cannot be formally identified. Nor can they be compensated, 
promoted or retained. 

Professional 
development is 
inadequate.  

Almost 3 in 4 teachers did not receive any specific feedback on 
improving their performance in their last evaluation. 

Novice teachers are 
neglected.

Low expectations for beginning teachers translate into benign neglect 
in the classroom and a toothless tenure process. 

Poor performance 
goes unaddressed.  

Half of the 12 districts studied have not dismissed a single non-
probationary teacher for poor performance in the past five years. None 
dismisses more than a few each year.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Our recommendations are a call to action for school districts to 
move beyond treating teachers like widgets.

ADOPT a comprehensive performance evaluation system that 
fairly, accurately and credibly differentiates teachers based on their 
effectiveness in promoting student achievement and provides 
targeted professional development to help them improve.

TRAIN administrators and other evaluators in the teacher 
performance evaluation system and hold them accountable for 
using it effectively.

INTEGRATE the performance evaluation system with critical 
human capital policies and functions such as teacher assignment, 
professional development, compensation, retention and dismissal.

ADDRESS consistently ineffective teaching through dismissal 
policies that provide lower-stakes options for ineffective teachers to 
exit the district and a system of due process that is fair but efficient.

1

2

3

4
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The Widget Effect earned high-level support from policymakers and 
teachers unions.

• Arne Duncan, U.S. Secretary of Education 
“Effective teachers who are fairly compensated are 
vital ingredients in the reforms our schools need. 
Schools need to have evaluation systems that fairly 
and accurately identify effective teachers.”

• U.S. Rep. George Miller (D-CA), Chair, House 
Education and Labor Committee
“If we expect every child to receive a world-class 
education, we must provide teachers with… a 
thorough and meaningful evaluation process.”

• Phil Bredesen, Governor of Tennessee
“This report clearly shows that states must revisit 
their evaluation of educators - just as we have 
revisited assessments for students - to ensure great 
results.”

• Bill Ritter, Governor of Colorado
“This report underscores the challenge all states 
face to ensure that teacher evaluations are 
meaningful, fair, constructive, and help develop 
exceptional classroom teachers.”

“The report points the way to 
a credible, fair, accurate and 
effective teacher evaluation 
system that would improve 
teaching and learning.”

Randi Weingarten, 
President, AFT

“It is time that we made the 
social, political and financial 
commitments to develop 
comprehensive assessment, 
evaluation and professional 
development systems.”

Dennis Van Roekel, 
President, NEA
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Secretary of Education Arne Duncan addressed the Widget Effect in a 
major policy speech to the National Education Association in July 2009.

“I believe that teacher unions are at a 
crossroads. These policies were created over the 
past century to protect the rights of teachers but 
they have produced an industrial factory model of 
education that treats all teachers like 
interchangeable widgets.

“A recent report from The New Teacher Project 
found that almost all teachers are rated the 
same. Who in their right mind really believes 
that? We need to work together to change this….

“It’s time we all admit that just as our testing 
system is deeply flawed – so is our teacher 
evaluation system – and the losers are not just the 
children. When great teachers are unrecognized 
and unrewarded – when struggling teachers are 
unsupported -- and when failing teachers are 
unaddressed – the teaching profession is damaged.”
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Summary of findings in Akron Public Schools

APS’ outdated evaluation process lacks credibility among teachers and 
principals, who report that assigned evaluation ratings give a 
dramatically inflated view of teacher performance.

In this culture of inflation, teachers’ individual development needs are 
overlooked and true excellence is obscured.

Highly restrictive evaluation, non-renewal, and dismissal policies limit 
principals’ ability to manage teacher performance and increase teacher 
effectiveness in their schools.

Principals and teachers encounter poor performers in their schools, in 
many cases at a level warranting dismissal, yet poor instructional 
performance is never identified or addressed through formal means.
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Akron Public Schools (APS) has a highly restrictive teacher 
evaluation policy and an outdated evaluation tool.

Source:  APS teacher evaluation instrument and APS/AEA collective bargaining agreement (2007-2009)

25 percent: 
Planning the 

Lesson

25 percent: 
Conducting the 

Lesson

10 percent: 
Personal 
Qualities

25 percent: 
Student 

Management

Teacher 
Evaluation 
Domains

15 percent: 
Professional 

QualitiesThese domains must 
be rated on a formal 
observation, defined 
as any classroom visit 
of 15 minutes or more.  
A principal may not 
observe a teacher (for 
longer than 15 
minutes) more than 
four times without 
written explanation.  

These domains 
include criteria 
such as 
“Grooming is neat 
and appropriate” 
and “Proper 
grammar is used.”

The evaluation tool was 
last revised in 1990.

! Instruction comprises only 50 percent of 
a teacher’s evaluation (Conducting the 
Lesson and Planning the Lesson).
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The evaluation process lacks credibility among teachers and 
principals.

1. Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009

39%
32%

48%

34%

67%

16%

Akron Public 
Schools

Cincinnati Public 
Schools

Toledo Public 
Schools

Teachers
Principals

“The evaluation process allows evaluators to accurately assess 
teachers’ instructional performance.”1

Other districts, such as Cincinnati and Toledo, that have made a significant 
investment in improving teacher evaluation nevertheless encounter similar 
skepticism among teachers and principals.
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More than 90% of continuing contract teachers received one of the 
top two evaluation ratings over the last three years.

Evaluation ratings assigned to continuing contract 
teachers (2005-2008)

Source:  Manually collected APS continuing contract teacher evaluation records, 2005-2008.  Evaluation records for limited contract 
teachers were not collected.

Very good 
(31%)

Outstanding 
(60%)

Improvement 
Needed (1%)Unsatisfactory 

(0%)

Satisfactory 
(8%)

The district evaluation 
tool notes that “The 
majority of teachers may 
be expected to perform at 
(the satisfactory) level.”
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Teachers at the lowest-performing schools received the highest 
evaluation ratings in 2007-08.

Green 
Above average 
student growth

Yellow
Average 

student growth

Red 
Below average 
student growth

Outstanding

Outstanding

Outstanding

Very good

Very good

Very good

Satisfactory

Satisfactory

Satisfactory

Improvement Needed

Improvement Needed

Improvement Needed

Teacher evaluation ratings by school value-added designation (2007-08)

Unsatisfactory

Unsatisfactory

Unsatisfactory

Source:  School value-added designations from the Ohio Department of Education web site and manually collected APS 
continuing contract teacher evaluation records, 2007-2008.  Evaluation records for limited contract teachers were not collected.
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Principals reveal that teacher performance falls far short of assigned 
evaluation ratings.

60%

31%

8%

1% 0%

26%
31% 29%

9%
4%

Outstanding Very 
good

Satisfactory UnsatisfactoryImprovement 
needed

Average of principal responses to “What 
percentage of continuing contract teachers 
in your school this year are performing at 
each of the following levels?”

Percentage of continuing 
contract teachers receiving each 
evaluation rating, 2005-08

Actual evaluation rating distribution vs. principals’ 
aggregate assessment of teacher performance

Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009 and manually collected APS continuing contract teacher 
evaluation records, 2005-2008.  Evaluation records for limited contract teachers were not collected.
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There is a wide disparity between principal opinions’ of teacher 
performance and the evaluation ratings they assign.

47%
Almost half of principals admit to assigning a higher 
evaluation rating to a continuing contract teacher than 
that warranted by that teacher’s performance.

32%
Teachers are aware of this phenomenon, as almost one 
third believe that principals assign higher evaluation 
ratings than those warranted by teacher performance.

Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009



22© The New Teacher Project 2009

Rating inflation is attributable to flaws in the evaluation process, and 
cultural and structural factors that create upward pressure on ratings.

“Which of the following have contributed to your decision to assign a 
higher rating to a continuing contract teacher than the teacher’s 

instructional performance warranted?”

57%

50%

43%

“I was unable to collect sufficient documentation to assign 
a lower rating.”

“The process for implementing a Plan of Assistance is too 
resource intensive.”

“I did not want a low rating to discourage the teacher and 
negatively impact his/her effort.”

Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009
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In uniformly granting high evaluation ratings, APS fails to hold all 
teachers to a high standard for performance, a trend seen in other 
Ohio districts.

“My district enforces a high standard of instructional 
performance for all teachers.”1

1. Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009; 1,287 Cincinnati Public Schools (CPS)
teachers and 70 CPS principals and assistant principals in February 2009; and 773 Toledo Public Schools (TPS) teachers and 80 TPS 
principals in December 2008 – January 2009
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excellence and prevents 
rewards for the district’s top 

performers.
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Principals believe that 
26 percent of teachers 

perform at the 
“Outstanding” level,

yet 60 percent of 
teachers were rated 

“Outstanding” in the 
evaluation process.

26%

Although principals point to teachers performing at the top levels, 
these teachers disappear in the larger group who receive the 
highest rating.

Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009 and manually collected APS continuing contract teacher 
evaluation records, 2005-2008.  Evaluation records for limited contract teachers were not collected.
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Without accurate data to differentiate the best performers, the 
district is unable to leverage and retain these valuable teachers.

“APS is doing enough to identify, recognize, compensate, 
promote and retain the most effective teachers, as 
measured by their impact on student learning.”

Principals Teachers

APS teachers discuss the district’s failure to recognize excellence
“In the past, I have seen zero from APS in recognizing and/or compensating teachers who 
went way beyond everyday performance.”

“I personally do not feel that APS looks at individual teachers much at all. I, and others, 
work hard because we have a conscience, but I don't think APS sees us as any different 
than the lower performing teachers.”

“I've worked with some superb teachers that moved on because APS would not recognize 
their strengths.”

“I am a highly effective teacher and probably will be laid off due to lack of seniority, while 
many other ineffective teachers with more years of service will remain. APS needs to 
reconsider ways to retain effective teachers and keep them in the classroom.”

22% 39%

Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009
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teacher effectiveness by giving 
teachers an unrealistic view of 

their own performance and 
limiting constructive feedback.
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A culture of inflation leads all teachers to believe that they are at or 
near the top of their profession.

90 percent of APS teachers rate their own 
instructional performance an 8 or above 
on a scale of 1 to 10, including 78 percent
of teachers whose most recent evaluation 
rating was “Satisfactory”, “Improvement 
Needed”, or “Unsatisfactory”.

Source: TNTP survey of 1,010 APS teachers conducted in March 2009

90%
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Teachers expect the highest evaluation ratings, even in their first few 
years on the job, and in fact, they receive the highest ratings.

96 percent of APS teachers, including 86 
percent of those in their first three years, 
believe they should have received one of 
the top two ratings on their most recent 
evaluation. 

In fact, 91 percent of continuing contract 
teachers and 86 percent of limited 
contract1 teachers were rated 
“Outstanding” or “Very good.”

1. Limited contract teacher evaluation ratings self-reported by survey respondents
Source:  TNTP survey of 1,010 APS principals conducted in March 2009 and manually collected APS continuing contract teacher 
evaluation records, 2005-2008.  Evaluation records for limited contract teachers were not collected.

96%
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Under the expectation of high ratings, teachers who receive lower 
ratings see critical feedback as unfair.

73%

40%

“On my most recent evaluation, I was evaluated fairly.”1

Rated 
“Outstanding” 
or “Very Good”

Rated “Satisfactory,” 
“Improvement 
Needed,” or 

“Unsatisfactory”

1. Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source: TNTP survey of 1,010 APS teachers conducted in March 2009
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Development is stifled in this culture, as teachers receive very little 
feedback on aspects of their performance that should improve.

38%

Just 25 percent of teachers, including 
43 percent of those in their first three 

years, had any area of their 
performance rated below 

“satisfactory” on their most recent 
evaluation.

1. Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009

25%

Only 38 percent of teachers 
and 25 percent of principals 
believe evaluation helps 
teachers improve their 
instructional performance.1

Only 49 percent of teachers 
with development areas 

identified received useful 
support to improve.1

AND
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Principals are also reluctant to give critical feedback through 
informal means, even though teachers consider it helpful.

Just 36 percent of teachers had an informal 
conversation with their evaluator this year about 
aspects of their instruction that could be 
improved.

When informal feedback is given, it has a positive 
impact, as 84 percent of those who received 
constructive feedback said that it helped improve their 
instruction.

Source: TNTP survey of 1,010 APS teachers conducted in March 2009
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to differentiate strong and weak 
novice teachers by excluding 

performance from consideration 
in granting continuing contracts.
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By granting continuing contracts without consideration of performance, 
APS misses an opportunity to maximize teacher effectiveness.

Ohio State Law APS Policy

Teachers with at least three years of experience who hold a professional teaching 
license are eligible for a continuing contract. 

Prior to this point, a teacher has a limited contract.
Many districts designate the limited 
contract period as a time to assess a 

novice teacher's effectiveness before 
awarding a continuing contract, and 

principals have the authority to 
recommend denial of a continuing 

contract for substandard performance.*

Performance is specifically excluded 
as a consideration in awarding continuing 

contracts, and principals have no 
authority to recommend denial of

continuing contracts.

A district can non-renew the contract of a 
teacher on a limited contract for any 

reason, while a teacher with a continuing 
contract can only be dismissed for specific 

reasons.

Identical to the process to dismiss a 
continuing contract teacher, a limited 

contract teacher must be given a Plan of 
Assistance in the fall, a December progress 

report warning of possible non-renewal, 
and a recommendation for non-renewal in 
March.  The final decision to non-renew 

rests with Human Resources.
* Note: In practice, most districts do not maximize this authority.
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Completion of the three-year limited contract period for new 
teachers does not adequately equip teachers to excel in APS.

41%

18%

21%

41 percent of principals have had a limited contract 
teacher whose performance they considered 
unsatisfactory receive a continuing contract.

Only 18 percent of principals and 54 percent of teachers 
believe the three-year limited contract period provides 
adequate time for teachers to develop the skills and 
knowledge they need to be successful in the classroom.1

Only 21 percent of principals and 43 percent of teachers 
believe the three-year limited contract period provides 
adequate support for teachers to develop the skills and 
knowledge they need to be successful in the classroom.1

54%

43%

1. Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009
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Principals desire increased authority to non-renew limited contract 
teachers for poor performance.

Only 39 percent of principals say they have 
sufficient discretion to non-renew limited contract 
teachers before they earn continuing contracts.1

1. Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009

Principal thoughts on continuing contract status

“The process for dismissal does not even coincide with the process for tenure. A 
teacher can obtain tenure in APS without any recommendation or evaluation from 
the principal. As long as the teacher has completed three years of service they 
automatically receive tenure.”

“I believe that continuing contracts are just issued after three years. There isn't 
any formal process where teachers have to do anything extra to show they are 
prepared to be effective lifelong educators.”

“The real problem is that almost anyone with three years of experience is 
automatically given tenure regardless of their capabilities.” 

39%
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Teachers

Teachers and principals report that there are poor performers in their 
schools, in many cases at a level warranting dismissal.

“There are continuing contract 
teachers at my school who 
deliver poor instruction.” 

“There are continuing contract teachers at 
my school who should be dismissed for 

poor instructional performance.” 

Akron 
Public Schools

Cincinnati 
Public Schools

Toledo 
Public Schools

1.  Respondents answering “Strongly agree” or “Agree”
Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009 and TNTP surveys of principals and teachers 
in CPS and TPS conducted in 2008 and 2009

Akron
Public Schools

Principals

Failure to address poor performance is a common problem, even in districts 
that use peer evaluation and remediation, such as Cincinnati and Toledo.
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However, poor performance is never identified or addressed through 
the formal evaluation and dismissal process.

1. Limited contract evaluation ratings self-reported by survey respondents
Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009; APS dismissal data; and manually collected APS continuing 
contract teacher evaluation records, 2005-2008. 
Note:  Dismissal and non-renewal figures do not include instances in which APS and the AEA may have advised a poorly 
performing teacher to resign or retire.

5% vs. 0%
On average, APS teachers say five 

percent of their continuing contract 
colleagues deliver poor instruction, yet 

zero percent of 1,062 evaluations of 
continuing contract teachers resulted in 
a  rating of  “Unsatisfactory” in the last 

three years.  

2% vs. 0%
On average, APS principals say two 

percent of continuing contract teachers 
should be dismissed for poor 

instructional performance, yet zero 
continuing contract teachers have been 

actually been dismissed for performance 
concerns in the last five years.  

Poor performance is also not formally identified or addressed among new teachers. 

Zero percent of limited contract teachers are rated “Unsatisfactory”1

Only one limited contract teacher has been non-renewed for poor 
performance in the last five years.
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Principals’ ability to address poor instructional performance among 
novice or veteran teachers is limited.

APS DISMISSAL/NON-RENEWAL POLICY:
• To pursue dismissal of a continuing contract teacher or non-renewal of a limited 

contract teacher, a principal must give that teacher a Plan of Assistance in the fall 
and a December progress report notifying the teacher that s/he is in danger of 
dismissal or non-renewal.

• If the teacher does not improve sufficiently by March, the principal can only 
recommend termination to Human Resources. Human Resources holds the final 
decision to pursue the dismissal/non-renewal process for both continuing and 
limited contract teachers.

“The evaluation of continuing contract teachers seems to be an exercise of 
futility. (They) know that they are going to be evaluated every three years and 
they go through the motions because they know we have restrictions about 
asking about lesson plans, discussing their instruction beyond what was 
observed on that given day of the evaluation, and they know that not much is 
done to teachers who have tenure.” 

- APS principal

Source:  TNTP survey of  1,010 APS teachers and 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009 and APS/AEA collective bargaining 
agreement (2007-2009)
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Teachers value the importance of dismissal and believe principals 
should have the authority and responsibility to carry it out.

“(T)he principals do not have enough authority. It is important to have safeguards 
in place to make sure there is not a personality conflict, however. . . that is a rarity, 
and more often, teachers with poor performance are not held accountable.”

- APS teacher
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Unsure that the risk of pursuing dismissal will pay off, APS principals 
do not initiate the process.

61% 
of principals are 

not confident that 
Human Resources 

would 
support a 

recommendation 
for dismissal.1

30% 
of principals 

would be 
reluctant to 
recommend 

dismissal for a 
continuing 

contract teacher in 
the future.2 This 

rate is the highest 
of any district 
studied for The 
Widget Effect.3

70% 
of principals do not 

pursue dismissal 
when warranted 

because it is unlikely 
to be successful; 

because the Plan of 
Assistance is too 

resource intensive; 
and because they 

have not been 
supported by HR in 

recommending 
dismissal.

1. Respondents answering “Somewhat unconfident”, “Unconfident”, or “Very unconfident”
2. Respondents answering “Not sure” or “No” when asked “Based on your knowledge of the formal dismissal process in APS, would you 

be willing to recommend formal dismissal for a continuing contract teacher due to poor instructional performance in the future?”
3. The second highest rate was 27 percent in District U-46 (IL) and the third highest rate was 21 percent in Chicago Public Schools
Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009
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Poor performers are also rarely exited through informal means.

In the last five years, only 21 percent of 
principals have persuaded even a single 
continuing contract teacher to resign or retire by 
making them aware of poor instructional 
performance.

In total, survey respondents report just nine
continuing contract teachers being counseled out 
for poor performance in the last five years.

Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009
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Indirect and anecdotal evidence suggests that despite a 
contractual provision prohibiting the practice, poor performers are 
transferred from school to school rather than exited from the district.

“Poor teachers are just moved from school to 
school. When moved, the Plan of Assistance or 
issues that the person had at the previous 
school are not formally shared with the next 
principal.”

-APS principal

“I believe that teachers with poor performance 
are usually moved from school to school and 
not removed.”

-Current APS teacher

“In my experience, teachers who were not good 
teachers were transferred instead being offered 
a plan of assistance.”

- Former APS teacher

Percent of teachers who transferred in 
their evaluation year (2005-2008)

“Satisfactory” or 
“Improvement Needed”

“Outstanding” or 
“Very Good”

Source:  TNTP survey of 36 APS principals conducted in March 2009; APS transfer data; and manually collected APS continuing 
contract teacher evaluation records, 2005-2008.  Evaluation records for limited contract teachers were not collected.

Survey comments refer to the 
use of transfers for poor 
performers:

Teachers rated “Satisfactory” or 
“Improvement Needed” are more 
than twice as likely as their top-
rated colleagues to transfer in 
their evaluation year:
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Revise the APS evaluation tool and incorporate student performance 
data into teacher evaluation.

Update the evaluation tool to reflect modern standards of teaching.  An 
effective instrument should include the following elements.

• Measures of inputs (e.g., lesson plans, instructional goals) as well as 
outputs (e.g., student work, behaviors)—both of which should be directly 
linked to student learning outcomes;

• Criteria are precisely worded; and
• Criteria define excellence, rather than express the bare minimum.

Assign ratings to differentiate performance levels, with the explicit 
expectation that the top rating is given only for true excellence.

Make student performance data one element of teacher evaluations.  Because 
of the limited range of subject areas and grades that are tested in the OAT and 
since OAT scores are not available until months after instruction occurs, 
principals should be trained to use student work, school-generated tests, and 
district assessments for this purpose.

Recommendations (by the end of SY 2009-10)
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Norm evaluation ratings to ensure fair and accurate implementation 
across the district.

Create a team of centrally-based peer evaluators who conduct unannounced, 
spot evaluations of randomly selected teachers, including both lesson observations 
and review of student work. These peer evaluators should also evaluate any 
teacher in the district who receives the highest or lowest evaluation rating.

Use evaluations to measure the principal’s rating for that teacher against district 
performance standards, not for the teacher’s formal evaluation.

Empower school-level norming teams to conduct cross-evaluation of teachers by 
their peers, followed by a comparison of those evaluations against the principal’s 
ratings.

Recommendations (SY 2009-10)Recommendations (by the end of SY 2009-10)
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Eliminate unnecessary and burdensome restrictions related to the 
teacher evaluation process.

Remove the contractual limitation on the number of observations that an 
evaluator may conduct in a given period.

Remove the requirement that any classroom visit by a principal of more than 15 
minutes must be followed by a written formal observation form.  

• Instead, foster the expectation that informal observations should be followed 
by a conversation between principal and teacher about how the teacher 
demonstrated district teaching standards and where their instructional 
performance fell short, and the targeted support the teacher will be provided 
to help him/her improve. 

Recommendations (by the end of SY 2009-10)
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Track teacher evaluation data electronically and use the data to 
provide targeted support and professional development.

Implement a basic electronic tracking system to record teacher evaluation data.  

• The district’s evaluation database should include teachers’ overall evaluation 
ratings, as well as their ratings on sub-domains.

• It should also include school- and district-level reports that produce snapshots 
of teacher ratings at a single point in time, as well as longitudinal reports 
showing trends over time.

Align professional development offerings with district teaching standards.

Use evaluation data to direct professional development resources, identify areas 
where new interventions should be developed, and assess the relative 
effectiveness of individual interventions.

Recommendations (by the end of SY 2009-10)
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Train and empower principals to directly manage instructional quality 
in their schools, and hold them rigorously accountable for doing so.

Abolish the practice of using transfers to address performance issues.  Hold principals and 
HR accountable for this change by requiring historical evaluation data for a teacher to 
accompany all transfer documentation.

Invest in high-quality, ongoing training for all principals in conducting effective teacher 
evaluations and in implementing appropriate interventions for individual teachers which are 
tied to those teachers’ identified development areas.

Reintroduce performance as a consideration in the awarding of continuing contracts, so that 
a principal must positively affirm that a teacher’s skills meet the district’s standard before that 
teacher can earn a continuing contract.

Empower principals and their supervisors as instructional leaders to pursue dismissal for 
poor performance and remove HR from its decision-making role in the dismissal process.  
Instead, define HR’s role to ensure that principals have the support they need to properly and 
efficiently address poor performance.

Make effective teacher performance management a primary component of principal 
evaluation.  Principals’ supervisors should closely review each schools’ evaluation data every 
semester to ensure ratings are not inflated and consistent with school-level student growth 
data.  In addition, teachers should be surveyed annually and asked if they  have received the 
feedback and targeted professional development they need, and this data should be included 
in the principal’s evaluation.

Recommendations (by the end of SY 2009-10)
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Use teacher evaluation data to inform key human capital decisions.

Base critical human capital decisions on teacher evaluation data, including the 
following:

• Comparing the effectiveness of applicant pipelines and recruitment strategies;

• Making decisions about school staffing and teacher assignments;

• Engaging strong teachers as mentors and coaches;

• Targeting teachers for teacher leader positions;

• Assessing the effectiveness of professional development offerings and 
interventions;

• Increasing compensation for the most effective teachers and limiting 
compensation for ineffective teachers; and

• Protecting the most effective teachers during staff reductions and layoffs.

Recommendations (SY 2010-11)
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Adopt dismissal policies and practices that provide lower-stakes 
options for ineffective teachers to exit the district.

For teachers who have been given a fair opportunity to improve and are still not 
performing satisfactorily, offer the teacher an opportunity to resign or retire with 
dignity.

Offer struggling teachers the option of a multi-year unpaid sabbatical (without job 
guarantees upon return) to refresh, recharge or fill skill gaps without distraction.

Enact salary freezes for teachers who receive the second-lowest or lowest 
evaluation rating, and offer financial buy-outs to teachers in these ratings in 
exchange for irrevocable resignation.

Engage in a one-day expedited hearing with a third-party arbitrator to determine 
if the performance evaluation and development process were followed and that the 
judgments of school administrator were made in good faith. If so, the teacher 
should be dismissed that day with no further obligation from the district or union.

Respect the teacher’s desire to seek a teaching position in another district—as 
long as they are not a threat to children—by not signaling to other districts the 
teacher’s performance challenges through license revocation or discrediting their 
professional reputation.

Recommendations (SY 2010-11)
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Implement an advanced technology platform to support best 
practices in teacher performance management*.

Recommendations (SY 2011-12)
Invest in development of a technology platform that includes the following 
functions:

• Longitudinal tracking of performance over time, including views of individual 
teacher development, school and district wide rating distributions, and 
comparisons of specific teacher subgroups;

• Mechanisms to facilitate accountability for principals, including a required 
electronic signature for a principal to recommend conferral of a continuing 
contract to a teacher, and built-in checks on assigned evaluation ratings to 
prevent systemic rating inflation;

• Integration of student performance data; and

• Linkages to professional development offerings and human resources data 
systems.

* Note: APS is currently in the process of acquiring a new technology platform for Human Resources which may include the elements 
identified here.
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Most recommendations can be directly implemented through APS 
district policy and practice.

Update the district’s evaluation tool to reflect modern teaching standards, using 
student performance data as the predominant factor, and norm evaluation 
ratings district wide and within each school.  Align professional development 
offerings with district teaching standards and use evaluation data to identify 
individual development needs.

Train principals to manage instructional performance in their schools and hold 
them accountable for doing so through norming of evaluation ratings and 
quality control procedures.

Require demonstrated teacher effectiveness for awarding continuing contracts.

Abolish the historic practice of using transfers to address poor performance and 
empower principals and their supervisors, instead of Human Resources, as the 
decision-making authority in teacher dismissal cases.  Allow administrators to 
offer buyouts and low-stakes dismissal alternatives to teachers with patterns of 
ineffective teaching.

Adopt technology solutions for improved teacher performance management.

Base critical human capital decisions on teacher evaluation data.

Recommendations:  APS district policy and practice



56© The New Teacher Project 2009

However, some recommendations will require modifications to the 
current collective bargaining agreement.

Remove the requirement that a school administrator must provide written 
justification in order to observe a teacher more than four times.

Remove the requirement that any classroom visit of more than 15 minutes 
must be followed by a formal observation form. 

Enact a compensation system to reward highly effective teachers and limit 
salary increases for ineffective teachers.

Exempt teachers who receive the district’s highest evaluation rating from 
seniority based layoffs.

Enact multi-year, unpaid sabbaticals for teachers with a pattern of ineffective 
teaching over time.

Replace the current dismissal hearing with a one-day expedited hearing to 
determine if evaluation and development processes were followed in good 
faith.

Recommendations:  APS/AEA collective bargaining agreement



57© The New Teacher Project 2009

Methodology

The data presented in this report were gathered from four sources:

1) Teacher evaluation records, as manually collected by TNTP staff; and transfer and 
dismissal data, as provided by the department of Human Resources. 

2) An online survey of current district teachers, distributed electronically via 
Surveymonkey.com during the period of March 2 to March 20, 2009.  The teacher 
survey response rate was 58 percent (1,010 of 1,730).

3) An online survey of district principals, distributed electronically via 
Surveymonkey.com during the period of March 2 to March 20, 2009. The principal 
survey response rate was 65 percent (36 of 55).

4) An online survey of former district teachers, distributed through a paper mailing 
which directed teachers to complete the survey online on Surveymonkey.com, 
during the period of March 22 to April 14, 2009. The former teacher response rate 
was 10 percent (41 out of 423) and the completion rate was 100 percent (41 out of 
41).
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