September 2015

preparing
teachers
and leaders
Renewing the
Principal Pipeline
Great principals are essential to improve schools.
But what exactly do they do? And what can school districts do to better train
and support them?
Find out in these perspective publications, drawn from a decade of research
from the Wallace Foundation.
The School Principal as Leader: Guiding Schools to
Better Teaching and Learning
Five practices of effective school principals.

PERSPECTIVE

June 2012

THE MAKING OF THE
PRINCIPAL: FIVE LESSONS
IN LEADERSHIP TRAINING

The Making of the Principal: Five Lessons in
Leadership Training
Five lessons for better training.
Districts Matter: Cultivating the Principals Urban
Schools Need
how urban districts can play a major role in developing
instructional leaders.

Find these and other
free resources at
wallacefoundation.org

Remaking Teacher
Evaluation
Teacher Leaders
in Denver
Teacher Preparation
in West Virginia
Assessing Educator
Prep Programs in
Massachusetts

NASBE’s Annual Conference 2015:
States Charting a Course for Change
October 22–24, 2015, in Baltimore, Maryland
 Standards and assessment
 New accountability models
 College, career and civic readiness
 School leadership

 Education data use
 Early education
 Digital learning
... and much, much more!

JOIN US!
Register here: https://www.
greenmoonsolutions.com/
nasbe2015/

Keynote Speakers
Kevin Carey is a renowned education analyst and director of the
education policy program at The
New America Foundation. He is
the author of the new book
The End of College, a paradigm-shifting examination of
the rapidly changing world
of college that every parent,
student, educator, and investor needs to understand.
Demographics and poverty expert James
H. Johnson Jr.,
of the University
of North Carolina Kenan-Flagler
Business School has dedicated
his life’s work to social justice
issues. He is an accomplished
writer, and has published groundbreaking analysis of the
economic impact of North Carolina’s African American and
Hispanic populations.

Baltimore Patapsco High School
and Center for the Arts English
teacher Sean McComb is the
2014 National Teacher of the
Year. “My teaching is built on
the belief that relationships
and engagement can
turn challenges into
opportunities for
excellence for all
students,” said McComb.
Annie Murphy
Paul is the author
of the forthcoming book, Brilliant:
The New Science
of Smart that argues we can make ourselves, and
our children, smarter. The book
presents compelling evidence
that intelligence can be acquired—and highlights persuasive
examples from real-life schools and workplaces.
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he US education system was set up
as a garden where a thousand flowers
can bloom, and where many put their
hands to a trowel. State education policymakers viewing the school landscape may
at first see nothing but weeds and rocks, a
vista that calls for thoroughgoing redesign. But their first job is to make sure the
gardeners are well equipped.
What should become clear from even
a breezy reading of this edition of the
Standard—if it wasn’t already—is that
there are many ways to make sure those
who teach and lead our children are
better prepared and better supported to
do their jobs well. Perhaps as many ways
as there are US states and territories.
In West Virginia, buoyed by a directive
from the governor’s office, the state board
of education began the work of changing
requirements for teacher preparation and
certification. As its past president, Gayle
Manchin, can attest, such planning is best
started around a table big enough to fit a
lot of stakeholders. Massachusetts asked
all teacher preparation programs in the
state to show evidence they were filling
public school needs—and made clear
they were willing to shut down programs
that weren’t.
Six school districts around the country
are broadening and deepening their
pools of potential principals, according to researcher Brenda Turnbull, who
is leading evaluation of The Wallace
Foundation’s Principal Pipeline Initiative.
Those districts want to match topnotch leaders to schools where they can
succeed, and they have committed to
supporting them once they are placed.
And Denver teacher Lori Nazareno
details the sequence of events that led
Denver Public Schools to commit to
tapping teacher leaders in all its schools.

In the pilot schools, surveyed teachers
give the program high marks.
Equipping teachers and leaders does
not end with their first day of leading
a class, a group of teachers, or a whole
school. Evaluation can be a key tool
in continuing to build up education
leaders. Too often, says Rutgers
University’s Drew Gitomer, it’s just a
hammer. State policymakers should look
at evaluation systems with fresh eyes so
that these systems really become engines
of instructional improvement.
But they will quickly get lost if they
get too deep in the weeds of the innovative approaches their districts are
taking, writes Drew University’s Patrick
McGuinn. The varied approaches blossoming there require state education
agencies and state boards of education to
take a hard look at what tasks they can
take on—and which they can’t. McGuinn
goes on to offer up myriad ways state
policymakers can best support those who
truly can make US public schools a beautiful space. 
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News & Notes
In July, the Senate and House passed
bills (S. 1177 and H.R. 5) to reauthorize
the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA) and thereby set in motion a fall
conference committee, Schoolhouse Rock−
style, to reconcile the two into one bill to
be sent to the president. The two bills have
many things in common: Both continue
the requirement for annual assessment,
although they address accountability
differently. Neither defines what percentage of schools should be designated “lowest
performing,” whereas waiver states now
must identify the lowest performing 15
percent. The committee will begin to
hammer out differences in September
when Congress returns from recess.
Negotiations will continue throughout
the fall, likely until November. The biggest
battles on the road to creating a bill that the
full Congress will approve and President
Obama will sign will be over the formula
for Title I funding, the elimination of
programs, and levels of federal prescription
around accountability.

While ESEA reauthorization has taken
center stage, the Senate has also been
considering the Higher Education Act,

up for reauthorization since 2013. Health,
Education, Labor, and Pension Committee
Chairman Lamar Alexander (R-TN) has
said he hopes to submit a draft bill to
the HELP committee in September. The
chairman established four working groups
to develop ideas for the future of the law,
and, in a reprise of their successful ESEA
collaboration, he plans to work closely
with Senator Patty Murray (D-WA) to
develop a bipartisan bill. One issue on the
table is the stringency of teacher preparation programs. A recent US Government
Accountability Office report (15-598)
found that some states fail to report on
the quality of such programs, as current
law requires, and that the US Department
of Education has missed opportunities
to help states improve programs’ quality.
Also up for debate will be renewal of grant
programs such as Gaining Early Awareness
and Readiness for Undergraduate
Programs (GEAR UP), which helps highpoverty middle and high schools provide
college guidance and support.

A report NASBE released in July
urges state boards to view the surge in
parent requests to opt their children out
of standardized tests as an opportunity
to communicate how the tests benefit
students and schools. It also represents a

chance to clarify state policy and guidance
to local districts.



http://www.nasbe.org/wp-content/
uploads/Lorenzo-Opt-Out-final.pdf.


On September 17, the Senate Agriculture
Committee, led by Senator Pat Roberts
(R-KS) and Senator Debbie Stabenow
(D-MI), plans to consider legislation to
update the Child Nutrition Act, including
the School Lunch Program. The committee held hearings this summer on the
future of the act. The House Education
and the Workforce Committee, led by
Representative John Kline (R-MN) and
Representative Bobby Scott (D-VA), also
held hearings, but no time had been scheduled at this writing to consider legislation.

Twenty states have student representatives on their state boards of education.
Typically, there are one or two student
members, with powers ranging from purely
advisory to full voting rights (see map).
Because the students are still in classrooms,
they can bring an influential voice and
distinctive perspective to their boards.
—Reg Leichty, Jared Costanzo,
and Sarah-Jane Lorenzo contributed
to this section.

Student Membership on State Boards of Education
Ҝ

ҜҜ

one voting
two nonvoting
one nonvoting
other
no student representatives

Guam

CNMI

DC

ҜVermont has one voting and one nonvoting student member.
ҜҜIllinois has a separate Student Advisory Council.
www.nasbe.org
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Figure 1. Student Membership on State Boards of Education
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We, the Media

D

on’t you just love the start of a new
school year? When I was in school,
September wasn’t just about cracking
open a fresh notebook and donning new
outfits (and yes, I debated for days over
what to wear on the first day). A new
school year meant a fresh start: a chance
to learn something new, fall in love with
a new subject, and rediscover old ones.
Although I’ve been out of school for some
time, the notion of a restart in September
has stuck. The start of school now means
“everyone back to work” after a summertime lull. Because who is really going to
pay attention to important, news-making
education analyses when many readers
are poolside?
For state board of education members,
the start of a new school year presents
another opportunity: It provides a natural
news hook for communicating about key
education issues. One of the more accessible ways to do that is to write an op-ed
for your local paper. As respected public
officials, state board members are naturals
for this sort of writing. Here are three
angles you might use:
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1) What’s on Your Agenda? The start of
a new school year is a good reminder
to teachers, parents, community
leaders, policymakers, and others
that your state board is working hard
to ensure all students receive a highquality education. Share what items
will be on the board’s agenda in the
coming year—explain why—and invite
stakeholders to get involved. Nebraska’s
Rachel Wise wrote just such an article
this year for a local paper.



http://katcountryhub.com/tag/
rachel-wise/

2) Back-to-School Facts. In the education domain, misinformation spreads
like wildfire, and it’s not unusual for
someone to get it wrong. An article
on “Five Facts You Didn’t Know
about Education in [Your State],” or
“Three Myths about Education in

[Your State]” could help set the record
straight and provide context around
more controversial state board decisions. Earlier this year, Virginia’s Chris
Braunlich argued in an op-ed that the
Commonwealth’s education spending
has not kept pace with the growing
needs of students.



http://www.richmond.com/opinion/
their-opinion/guest-columnists/
article_aa7ae785-5271-5167-be39a36a8675d8c4.html

	He built his case with clear facts
about Virginia’s schools and state
board policies.
3)	 State Achievement. Does the public
know what decisions your state board
has made? Do they know how particular decisions have led to improved
student learning? West Virginia’s
Gayle Manchin last year showcased
her state’s progress as a pilot state for
the community eligibility provision
under the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids
Act, a program that gives all students
free school meals in qualifying schools,
regardless of income.



http://www.wvgazette.com/
article/20140524/ARTICLE/140529600

No matter what the topic, the key
to op-ed writing is timing. The most
memorable, impactful opinion pieces
take advantage of issues that are already
making headlines and provide a fresh
view of those issues. They might also
be forward thinking. Plot your “back to
school” op-ed this September. As state
board members pitching these pieces to
local editors, you have a certain advantage: The decisions you make may actually become headlines in your state. 

Renée Rybak Lang
Communications Director

NCOSEA Voice

T
Thomas Mayes
President of the National Council
of State Education Attorneys
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he Supreme Court’s 2014 term ended
June 29, 2015. In addition to highprofile Affordable Care Act and marriage
equality cases, the court issued 74 other
opinions; of these, the largest number,
20, involved criminal law and procedure.
While none involved education law, many
of these cases will be important to state
boards of education. While precisely how
this term will affect state boards is not
immediately clear, a couple of cases that
flew under the radar deserve the attention
of state boards and their legal counsel.
In Michigan v. EPA, the court considered an Environmental Protection Agency
regulation of power plant emissions. The
Clean Air Act authorized the EPA to
regulate to protect public health but also
required EPA to determine that the regulation was “appropriate and necessary”
to achieve that end. The EPA refused to
consider cost as part of this determination, and the Supreme Court has now
declared this refusal to be unreasonable.
The court concluded that the EPA must
consider the cost of emissions regulations before it can determine whether the
regulations are “appropriate.” Whenever a
proposed federal regulation may impose
costs on state boards and local school
districts, Michigan v. EPA is a reminder
to consult the statutory authority for
the regulation. If the statute contains
language that may require the issuing
agency to consider costs of compliance,
this case supports an argument that the
agency must do so before regulating.
The US Department of Education issues
many guidance documents, some of
which spell out changes in agency policy.
In Perez v. Mortgage Bankers Association,

the court rejected a requirement that
federal agencies engage in the notice-andcomment process before issuing a new
interpretation of regulations that “deviates significantly” from a previous one.
While the notice-and-comment process
does not apply to issuing or revising
guidance documents, state boards may
wish to review new guidance documents
to determine whether a policy change
is so drastic that it is, in effect, a new
rule, which must undergo a rule-making
process (requiring notice and comment),
a possibility Perez recognized.
In Walker v. Sons of Confederate
Veterans, the court upheld Texas’s refusal
to issue Confederate flag license plates.
It concluded that license plates were
“government speech,” which Texas was
free to control. This case serves as a
reminder that the First Amendment’s
free speech clause does not constrain
the policy positions state boards adopt:
In setting science standards that include
discussions of climate change, for
example, a state board need not offer
“equal time” in standards to climatechange deniers.
Finally, for state boards whose
membership is based on congressional
or other districts, two cases deserve note.
In Arizona State Legislature v. Arizona
Independent Redistricting Commission,
the court upheld the use of independent commissions to draw congressional districts. Alabama Legislative Black
Caucus v. Alabama held, in relevant part,
that the proper unit of analysis in claims
of racial gerrymandering in violation of
the equal protection clause is not the state
as a whole but individual districts. 
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Stock taking of states
reveals relatively little
focus on principal
development and
responsibilities split
among divisions of state
education agencies.

by Bobbi Newman and Robert Hull

NASBE Study Group Surveys State
Leadership Development Policy
State board members, working in
partnership with the Consortium for
Policy Research in Education (CPRE) at
the University of Pennsylvania, this year
conducted an in-depth study of states’
school leadership development policies
and practices. Later this fall, the study
group will release a report for NASBE
members on the current landscape of leadership development in the United States
and consequent policy considerations for
state boards of education.
The group embarked on an ambitious
work plan to inform their thinking about
school leadership development policies.
Its work has focused on four areas:
	current leadership development
research from the United States
and England;
	existing leadership development
frameworks;
	a State Level Policy Development Framework for state board members; and
	study of US states and territories’ school
leadership development policies.
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Bobbi Newman
is researcher at
the University of
Pennsylvania’s Consortium
for Policy Research in
Education, bnewma@gse.
upenn.edu. Robert Hull
is director of NASBE’s
College, Career, and Civic
Readiness Center, robert.
hull@nasbe.org.

A pivotal part of the study group’s work
is a comprehensive study of US states and
territories’ school leadership development
policies. To make informed policy decisions and see how practice is taking shape
across the country, state board members
should take stock of policy initiatives in
other states. These data will be a useful
resource as they evaluate and revise
leadership development policy in their
respective states.
CPRE interviewed state board members
and state education agencies about their
school leadership development policies
and practices, focusing on school leader
identification, recruitment, preparation, licensure, accreditation, support
and retention, evaluation, and data

monitoring. A comprehensive analysis
is being conducted, with findings to be
published in the final report.
These interviews have yielded initial
findings on 1) state-level oversight of the
school leadership development process,
2) state perceptions of principal shortages, 3) recruitment, 4) use of standards to
guide accreditation and licensure of school
leaders, and 5) evaluation and support
of school leaders. First, the study reveals
that state education agencies typically
house parts of the leadership development
oversight process in different divisions. In
most states, no one division is responsible
for the whole process. Someone calling
to ask about leadership accreditation, for
example, may be referred to a director
in the higher education division but to
another person for answers about principal licensure and evaluation.
Second, many state education officials
believe that their state has a shortage
of quality leaders but not a shortage
of licensed principals. Some states did
report shortages in rural areas. Third,
identification and recruitment of school
leaders in nearly all states are left up to
individual districts.
Fourth, the initial findings reveal that, of
the states that use leadership standards to
guide accreditation and licensure, several
use the current Interstate School Leaders
Licensure Consortium Standards as the
foundation for their leadership preparation
program and licensure system. A majority do not have licensure requirements for
teacher leaders, but they do have licensure
requirements for assistant principals.
Last, nearly all states reported an enormous focus on teacher evaluation and
support, but they also said there has been
a lack of focus on principal development,
especially in terms of evaluation
and support.

Data from this study are being analyzed to
determine ways that states can create systems
and structures for leadership development as
well as to facilitate identification,
preparation, licensure, and support of
individual leaders.
To guide state boards of education as they
consider state-level policy actions around
leadership development, study group members
in concert with CPRE developed a State Level
Policy Development Framework, a conceptual
way of thinking about the policy development
process. The framework can help state board
members identify levers and processes their
boards will need to consider. The study group
will present its final report, along with the policy
development framework, at NASBE’s annual
conference in October 2015. 

Related Resources
Brenda J. Turnbull, Derek L. Riley, Jaclyn R.
MacFarlane, Districts Taking Charge of the
Principal Pipeline, vol. 3. Districts Taking
Charge of the Principal Pipeline (Washington,
DC: The Wallace Foundation, January 2015),
www.wallacefoundation.org/view-latest-news/
PressRelease/Pages/New-Report-FindsSix-School-Districts-More-Intentional-inDeveloping-Strong-Principals.aspx.
George W. Bush Institute, Operating in

the Dark: Alliance to Reform Education
Leadership’s Principal Policy State Survey
(Dallas, February 2013), http://www.bushcenter.org/alliance-reform-education-leadership/
arel-state-policy-project.
Richard F. Elmore, Improving School Leadership:
Volume 2, Case Studies on System Leadership,
Beatriz Pont, Deborah Nusche, David Hopkins,
eds. (Paris: Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development, 2008), http://
www.oecd.org/edu/school/44375122.pdf.
Jonathan Supovitz, Building a Lattice for School
Leadership: The Top-to-Bottom Rethinking
of Leadership Development in England and
What It Might Mean for American Education
(Philadelphia: Consortium for Policy Research
in Education, 2014), http://www.cpre.org/
latticeforschoolleadership.
Linda Vogel and Spencer C. Weiler, “Aligning
Preparation and Practice: An Assessment
of Coherence in State Principal Preparation
and Licensure” (NASSP Bulletin, 2014), DOI:
0192636514561024.
The Wallace Foundation, Districts Matter:
Cultivating the Principals Urban Schools Need
(New York, February 2013), http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/district-policy-and-practice/documents/
districts-matter-cultivating-the-principalsurban-schools-need.pdf.

Each year the NASBE Board of Directors selects topics of importance for in-depth research, study, review, and
reporting by member-led study groups. NASBE Director of College, Career, and Civic Readiness Robert Hull and West
Virginia state board member Dr. William White led the study group, “Successful Leaders for Successful Schools: The
Changing Role of Education Leaders.” For six months in 2015, state board members studied states’ school leadership
development policies and practices. The group included state board members from Maryland, Virginia, Maine, Kansas,
Illinois, Nebraska, West Virginia, the District of Columbia, Wyoming, and Guam.
Working closely with CPRE co-director Jonathan Supovitz and researcher Bobbi Newman, study group members
analyzed current research, examined leadership development in the United States and England, and met with policyoriented partner organizations such as CCSSO, NGA, NCSL, NAESP, NASSP, and NSBA to hear their perspectives on
state-level policy actions around school leadership. Members also participated in webinars with leading experts and
heard presentations from three school districts about their processes and policies. These central learning opportunities
helped the group identify key issues, policy impact points, and recommendations for state board members to consider.
Study group members acknowledged that even where state boards do not have policy authority in this area, they have
the “power of the question” and the power to convene.

www.nasbe.org
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Six school districts are
taking up the challenge
of ensuring their schools
have a supply of effective
principals, and their
experiences can point
other district and state
leaders to how to do it.

by Brenda J. Turnbull

National Association of State Boards of Education• September 2015

8

Renewing the Principal Pipeline
The work principals do has always
mattered, but as the demands of the job
increase, it matters even more. Perhaps
once they could maintain safety and order
and call it a day, but no longer. Successful
principals today must also lead instruction and nurture a productive learning
community for students, teachers, and
staff. They set the tone for the school’s
academic focus and ever-improving
professional practice.1
State requirements shape the role of
principals. States set the standards for principal licensure and approve preparation
programs. They also set standards by which
school districts evaluate their principals.
Yet some principals still fall short, even
when individuals, institutions, and school
districts abide by these requirements.
Perhaps it’s because school districts have to
make hasty choices from the pool of available applicants, or they may simply hand
a new principal the keys to the building
and hope for the best. Or the best potential leaders may not be in the pool at all,
having failed to pursue leader credentials.
Or the preparation program that provided
applicants with their credentials may itself
be barely adequate.
Six school districts are taking on the
critical challenge of ensuring their schools
have a supply of effective principals, and
their experiences can point other district
and state leaders to how to do it. These
districts are managing their principal
pipelines intentionally: sending a consistent message about what they expect from
principals, putting opportunities
for advancement and learning in the
hands of promising aspirants, and
supporting novice principals on the job.
If their work is to take hold and succeed
more broadly, states will have to learn
from it and support similar initiatives in
their own backyards.

Urgency and Hope
With support from The Wallace
Foundation, the six districts have

participated since 2011 in the Principal
Pipeline Initiative. They agreed to adopt
and implement a shared set of approaches
to standards-based preparation, selection,
evaluation, and support for school leaders.
Each district agreed to move fast so that
many new principals could benefit within
just a few years of start-up. These are
the districts:
	Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools,
North Carolina
	Denver Public Schools, Colorado
	Gwinnett County Public Schools,
Georgia
 Hillsborough County Public Schools,
Florida
	New York City Department of
Education, New York
	Prince George’s County Public Schools,
Maryland
The foundation made a multiyear
commitment to the six, which it selected
in part because they had already launched
some policies and practices consistent
with the initiative design. The districts
were awarded grants of $7.5 million to
$12.5 million over six years, along with
technical assistance supported by the
foundation, to expand and improve on
their existing practices and to build strong,
sustainable policies and investments in
school leadership.
By giving financial and technical help
to districts that were already working
on school leadership, Wallace hoped to
support, study, and disseminate best practices in developing, selecting, and supporting school leaders.
The initiative reflects a comprehensive
strategy for advancing districts’ priorities
by strengthening school leadership in four
mutually reinforcing domains of policy
and practice:
	leader standards to which sites align
job descriptions, preparation, selection,
evaluation, and support;

www.nasbe.org
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	preservice preparation that includes selective
admissions to high-quality programs;
	selective hiring and placement based on a
match between the candidate and the school;
	on-the-job evaluation and support addressing
the capacity to improve teaching and learning,
with support focused on needs identified
by evaluation.

They had seen
novice principals
flounder, despite
having the right
qualifications
on paper.
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The six districts embarked on the Principal
Pipeline Initiative with a shared hope that they
could fill each opening with a principal who
would be the right match for that school and
would make a sure-footed start on the job. They
had seen novice principals flounder, despite
having the right qualifications on paper. They
were not confident that their “bench” of aspiring
leaders was a deep bench, adequate to fill the
vacancies that would open in the coming years.
Leaders in these districts recognized the
weakness of a traditional approach to human
capital. They wanted to impose greater—and
smarter—managerial control over the process by
which individuals attained jobs in school leadership. They wanted to manage career paths very
intentionally, and they saw their participation in
the pipeline initiative as a chance to move faster
in this direction.
As evaluators of the Principal Pipeline
Initiative, a team from Policy Studies Associates
has studied the districts’ work since 2011. The
evaluation is not finished: along with our evaluation partners at RAND, we will continue to
study it for the next several years; a final report
in 2018 will examine the initiative’s impact on
schools and student achievement. At this point,
we know that districts are excited about several
changes they are making, although the ultimate
results are not yet known.
The evaluation team uses data from onsite
interviews with administrators in district central
offices and partner organizations; surveys and
focus groups of novice principals and aspiring principals; and documents including the
districts’ proposals, work plans, and progress
reports. Three reports have presented the findings to date.2
Despite its interim stage, the initiative has
already produced ideas about reshaping school
leadership. To be sure, these districts are not
typical. They are large, and foundation support
has bolstered their already high capacity.

Nevertheless, there are ways for any district to
apply the lessons from these districts. In this
article, I highlight adaptations that would be
workable for small districts and at modest cost.
I also emphasize state policies and supports that
can help districts of all sizes and types in building stronger principal leadership.

Standards for School Leadership
Each district crafted statements about the
competencies school principals should have.
Because the districts actually used these leadership standards, they proved to be a powerful
policy instrument, shaping job descriptions,
curricula of preparation programs, and the
assessments and support systems for aspiring
and novice principals.
State standards for principals influenced the
districts and were incorporated. But in addition, the districts took steps to build awareness,
understanding, and credibility of the standards through broad-based discussion of the
competencies that could best define the job of
principal. “We want all of us to speak the same
language” about school leadership, a Gwinnett
County administrator said.
Hillsborough County, for example, engaged
a 20-member committee of principals and
assistant principals to develop and refine school
leader standards and competencies and then
asked all principals and assistant principals to
vet the competencies. In 2014, a Hillsborough
County administrator described the competencies this way:
The competencies drive everything
we do. Every training we have, you’re
going to see the competencies slide at
the beginning, what competencies are
we focusing on…. Every principal and
assistant principal has a learning plan,
where they sat down with their supervisor and created goals based on our
competencies. It’s the language that is
now being used across the district.3
As districts have used their standards and
competencies, they have kept refining them,
making the wording more specific and concise.
Hillsborough County, for example, compressed
the original 20 competencies into 8 and then 6.
What a district can do: A district or a
consortium of districts can bring groups

Preservice Leader Preparation
The Principal Pipeline Initiative design called
for a strong district role in the preservice preparation of aspiring leaders. The districts enlarged
their role by operating their own formal preparation programs and by seeking greater influence
over preparation programs in nearby universities or nonprofit organizations. In all cases, they
wanted to ensure that programs for aspiring
leaders would reflect their district standards and
offer robust opportunities to practice leadership
skills on the job with guidance from mentors.
By 2013, five of the six districts operated their
own programs for sitting assistant principals
who were promising candidates for the principalship. Top district leaders spent time with
the cohort of participants, and sitting principals
served as mentors. Denver and Prince George’s
County each added a new district-run program;
Gwinnett County, Hillsborough County,
and New York City sought to improve
existing programs.
All the districts also deepened working
relationships with nearby universities and
alternative programs that prepared school
leaders. Charlotte-Mecklenburg actively selected
participants for programs at nearby universities and collaborated to shape the curriculum.
Prince George’s County worked with each of
several nearby universities to start a specialized
preparation program.
www.nasbe.org

Partnerships with preparation programs
reportedly benefited from a structured approach
for program assessment called the Quality
Measures for Education Leadership Systems and
Programs. Designed by Education Development
Center with Wallace support, Quality Measures
addresses program components associated with
effective leader preparation: course content
and pedagogy, clinical practice, recruitment
and selection, and three components related to
graduate performance outcomes (knowledge,
skills, and competencies; responsiveness to
market demand; and impact on school, teacher,
and student performance).4
Leaders of programs in districts and partner
organizations gathered evidence on the extent
to which their programs met criteria in each of
the Quality Measures components. At each site,
program representatives then met with district
staff and Quality Measures facilitators to review
and rate evidence. This analysis revealed that
districts and providers needed better tracking systems to determine graduates’ employment status. Another discovery was that many
program leaders welcomed a collaborative look
at their preparation programs.
What a district can do: Whether or not a
district finds it feasible to operate a full-fledged
preparation program on its own, it can ensure
that professional learning for aspiring principals,
teacher leaders, instructional coaches, or assistant principals reflects established standards and
expectations. Further, it can ensure that nearby
universities have up-to-date district job descriptions and hiring criteria for principals and information about their graduates’ track records. If
there are preparation providers whose graduates
usually fail to qualify for principal jobs, a district
can alert the providers about this issue and then
inform its teachers.
What a state can do: States can officially
recognize preparation programs whose curricula
are well aligned with state leadership standards
and that ensure high-quality residencies, internships, or other forms of on-the-job learning.
They can encourage or require programs to
track graduates’ career progress and make that
information available to applicants. They can
also consider district-operated programs as
alternate paths to the principalship and publicize the measured strengths and weaknesses of
leader preparation programs.

States can officially
recognize preparation
programs whose
curricula are well
aligned with state
leadership standards.
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together to hammer out statements of expectations for principals. They can discuss the
meaning of the state standards and what it
would look like for principals to show skill in
meeting them. Districts can incorporate the
language of the standards into leaders’ job
descriptions, professional learning, and evaluation feedback.
What a state can do: States can examine the
current state standards for principals, adopt
or adapt the revised Interstate School Leaders
Licensure Consortium Standards, scheduled for
release in fall 2015, and ensure that the wording
reflects state priorities and will give actionable
guidance both to preparation programs and to
districts. States can also align principal licensure
requirements and evaluation criteria to the standards and encourage districts to elaborate on the
core state standards so as to serve local needs
and priorities effectively.

11

Principal Hiring and Placement
The six districts were not content to wait for good
applicants to show up when a vacancy arose but instead
cultivated promising future leaders and set up multiple
stages of leadership selection. Every district introduced
standards-based assessments for those seeking to qualify
as principals, and the assessments mattered, often opening
or closing the door to advancement. Assessment procedures in all districts as of 2014 included practical demonstrations, typically with simulated scenarios, carried out
over a day or more. Activities included the following:
	Role play. The candidate takes the role of principal in
a difficult semiscripted scenario, such as addressing an
angry parent or teacher.
	In-basket exercise. The candidate prioritizes and
addresses multiple tasks and messages that might arrive.

Box 1. Principal Support in Charlotte-Mecklenburg

	School data review. The candidate receives a package of
school data to analyze, discuss, and address in recommendations for data-informed improvement.

Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s sequence illustrates the
interplay of internal and external sources of
support for novice principals:

	Teacher observation and feedback. The candidate
observes a video of teacher instruction and then enacts
or describes feedback for the teacher.

 F irst- and second-year principals were matched

with a district staff member called a consultant
coach, who met with and advised principals in
small groups.
 S econd-year principals participated in the

National SAM Innovation Project, a program
in which coaches work with principals on time
management and instructional leadership.
National Association of State Boards of Education• September 2015
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 T hird-year principals participated in the Execu-

tive Leadership Institute at Queens University
of Charlotte, NC. A collaboration between the
university’s education and business schools, the
program trained principals on leadership styles
and organizational change.
 F ourth-year principals participated in the Innova-

tion Institute of the nonprofit McColl Center for
Art and Innovation, which focused on innovation
for leaders from a variety of backgrounds.
 A
 fifth-year capstone experience through a local

consulting firm, the Center for Intentional Leadership, rounded out the support sequence.

Every district assembled a pool of individuals who had
performed well on the assessments and could be considered for principal jobs. The process of creating talent
pools had two reported benefits, according to district
leaders: It streamlined the process of filling vacancies
by limiting the number of applications, and it produced
stronger applicants.
Succession planning for schools engaged top-level
district leaders. In Denver, for example, top leaders began
identifying and discussing anticipated vacancies in the
fall, and they actively encouraged districtwide identification of potential school leaders who should be encouraged
to seek promotions or further preparation.
For leaders in these large districts, knowing potential principals well presented a challenge. Therefore
the districts organized their human capital data into
individual longitudinal records to provide accessible
candidate profiles. These leader tracking systems capture
data on potential leaders’ experience, performance, and
assessed competencies.
Districts aspired to develop systems that let them use
many kinds of data in hiring and placement, including
applicants’ evaluation scores when they were teachers
and assistant principals, experience with particular types
of schools and students, language skills, performance on
selection and exit assessments in preparation programs,
and measured competencies related to instruction and
leadership. Thus, for example, district leaders might look

Principal Evaluation and Support
The six districts built capacity for leader
evaluation and support as they piloted, revised,
scaled, and refined new procedures. In 2014,
principal evaluation in each of the six included
measures of student performance and supervisor ratings related to standards-based criteria.
Refining a set of evaluation criteria aligned with
standards was not simple; it required multiple
rounds of clarification and supervisor preparation. Each district contracted with or employed
coaches or mentors for novice principals. More
than four of every five principals reported that
mentor support addressed their needs and
helped them develop action plans to meet goals,
according to a 2014 survey of all principals
in their first three years in the six districts.5
Charlotte-Mecklenburg organized its principal
support into a multiple-year sequence (see box).
In support, as in hiring, district leaders saw
the potential of the data in the leader tracking system. They said that individual leaders’
assessed competencies should, and eventually
could, drive the differentiation of support.
What a district can do: Districts that want to
change their principal evaluation can start with
a pilot phase that allows everyone to learn and
www.nasbe.org

fine-tune the system. Districts can find a knowledgeable mentor or coach for each new principal. If a district is large enough to have many
new principals, it can plan a structured program
of induction support, but with or without such
a program, it can help new principals find the
right professional learning opportunities.
What a state can do: States can align principal evaluation requirements with state standards
and then give districts time and support to learn
the system and make it work for them.
States can support statewide learning opportunities for new principals and facilitate crossdistrict principal mentoring for small districts.

Conclusion
As the Principal Pipeline Initiative and its
evaluation continue, the research will reveal
more about how districts can build thoughtful, effective systems to strengthen school
leadership. For now, the participating districts’
experiences suggest approaches worth exploring. According to district leaders, the changes
described here have helped them make betterinformed hiring decisions and have helped
aspiring and novice principals learn and practice
skills of instructional leadership. To scale up to
districts of all sizes, state leadership will be a
crucial source of support. 
1
Karen Seashore Louis, Kenneth Leithwood, Kyla L.
Wahlstrom, and S. E. Anderson, Learning from Leadership:
Investigating the Links to Improved Student Learning (Saint
Paul, MN: University of Minnesota, Center for Applied
Research and Educational Improvement, 2010); Anthony
S. Bryk, Penny Bender Sebring, Elaine Allensworth, Stuart
Luppescu, and John Q. Easton, Organizing Schools for
Improvement: Lessons from Chicago (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2010).
2
Brenda J. Turnbull, Derek L. Riley, and Jaclyn R.
MacFarlane, Building a Stronger Principalship, Vol. 3:
Districts Taking Charge of the Principal Pipeline (Washington,
DC: Policy Studies Associates, 2015); Brenda J. Turnbull,
Derek L. Riley, and Jaclyn R. MacFarlane, Building a Stronger
Principalship, Vol. 2: Cultivating Talent through a Principal
Pipeline (Washington, DC: Policy Studies Associates, 2013);
Brenda J. Turnbull, Derek L. Riley, Erikson R. Arcaira, Leslie
M. Anderson, and Jaclyn R. MacFarlane, Building a Stronger
Principalship, Vol. 1: Six Districts Begin the Principal Pipeline
Initiative (Washington, DC: Policy Studies Associates, 2013).
3
Interview with evaluation team, April 2104.
4
Quality Measures drew on the work of Linda DarlingHammond, Michelle LaPointe, Debra Meyerson, Margaret
Terry Orr, and Carol Cohen, Preparing School Leaders for
a Changing World: Lessons from Exemplary Leadership
Development Programs (Stanford, CA: Stanford University,
Stanford Educational Leadership Institute, 2007).
5
Turnbull et al., Districts Taking Charge of the
Principal Pipeline.

States can support
statewide learning
opportunities for
new principals and
facilitate crossdistrict principal
mentoring.

Brenda J. Turnbull, of
Policy Studies Associates in
Washington, DC, leads the
evaluation of the Principal
Pipeline Initiative, which was
commissioned by The Wallace
Foundation as part of its
mission to support and share
effective ideas and practices.
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for a candidate who had experience in particular grade levels or with English learners whose
competencies matched the needs of the school.
What a district can do: Districts can make
performance tasks part of the hiring process
and test capacity for future leadership by giving
potential leaders the chance to demonstrate
skills within their current schools. Districts also
can organize human capital data into individual,
longitudinal records, whether these records
are securely stored in sophisticated databases
or simple spreadsheets. They can determine
specific experiences and leadership strengths of
teachers or others who aspire to leadership.
What a state can do: States can support
districts with technical assistance in finding or
developing performance tasks for the hiring
process. If feasible, they also can organize
state-level educator data to permit tracking of
credentials and career experiences over time and
within and across districts, and they can make
data available as appropriate for identification
and selection of principals.

13
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Bold steps toward more
rigorous preparation
and certification of
teachers required input
from higher education
leaders and dovetailed
with new standards
set by the Council for
the Accreditation of
Education Preparation.

by Gayle Manchin

Retooling Teacher Preparation
in West Virginia
West Virginia’s public schools have
long struggled with student achievement levels in reading and math at levels
significantly below the national average
and with poverty-based achievement gaps
within the state. Perhaps nowhere has the
problem been as persistent as in reading,
in which the state failed to show gains
during the 20 years it has been measured
by the National Assessment of Educational
Progress.1 As a member of the West
Virginia Board of Education, serving
as president, I felt it was incumbent on

myself and the other board members to
address this issue.
Therefore, to respond to this challenge, West Virginia decided to focus first
on improving teacher preparation and
certification in reading. In 2013, West
Virginia Governor Earl Ray Tomblin
directed the state to “establish actionable and measurable evidence of teacher
preparation effectiveness with an emphasis
on reading instruction.” In response, the
West Virginia State Board of Education
created the West Virginia Higher

	admission to a nationally accredited educator
preparation program;
	varied and increasingly robust clinical
experiences;
	performance assessments in clinical practice
throughout educator preparation, including
challenging standards for candidate continuation or exit from programs of study;
	successful passage of a state certification
system that uses multiple assessments to
determine and measure a candidate’s knowledge, skills, dispositions, and ability to impact
student learning;
	demonstration of subject-matter competence
through extended content course requirements and a subject-matter degree where
relevant;
	professional development—supported by
institutions of higher education in collaboration with regional education service agencies,
local schools, and school districts—that leads
to regular certification and continuing certification, as well as national board certification;
	a rigorous, periodic evaluation system to
assess the practice of certified teachers based
on student performance, to offer incentives to
successful educators and assistance to struggling educators, and to lead to dismissal of
ineffective educators where warranted; and
	a statewide data system that tracks candidate
performance, education preparation provider
effectiveness, and educator effectiveness.2

Embracing Change
In instituting bold action on teacher preparation, the first obstacle to overcome was the
www.nasbe.org

perception of higher education leaders that the
state board and the state education agency were
doing something to them rather than with them
and for the benefit of West Virginia’s students.
It was critical to include representatives from
the state’s colleges and universities at the start.
In May 2013, the High Quality Educator
Committee convened a focus group with
representatives from the state board, the West
Virginia Department of Education, the WV
Higher Education Policy Commission, higher
education deans, a county superintendent, and
practitioners. A resulting document outlined
next steps for all constituencies.
The second obstacle the committee needed
to address was the potential financial impact on
colleges and universities. More rigorous preparation and certification of teachers posed the real
risk of declining enrollment in the state’s teacher
preparation programs, often considered a “cash
cow” of their colleges and universities.
State board member Lloyd Jackson, representatives from the education department, and I
met with the presidents of all private and public
institutions to discuss the impact of this reform
on their institutions. They had already heard
about the potential impacts of these reforms
from the deans and department chairs who
participated in the first stages of our collaboration, but it was important that they have an
opportunity to hear directly from the board and
the department. Once higher education institutions accepted this challenge—and realized
that both entities were committed to providing
support to help them make the changes—the
groundwork for collaboration was set.
Lastly, the state needed to consider policy
revisions aligned with the committee’s recommendations, including adoption of the new
accreditation standards set in 2013 by the
Council for the Accreditation of Education
Preparation (CAEP). Faculty and higher
education leadership have provided feedback
during all stages of the processes, including
policy revision.
In September 2013, the larger stakeholder
committee formed a steering committee to identify detailed recommendations and action items.
The resulting white paper, shared with the state
board in December 2013, also included metrics
and/or benchmarks, timelines for completion,
the person or entity responsible for each action,

More rigorous
preparation and
certification of teachers
posed the real risk of
declining enrollment
in the state’s teacher
preparation programs.
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Education—High Quality Educator Stakeholder
Committee. The committee comprised preK-12
practitioners and leaders, representatives of
educator preparation programs, members of the
West Virginia Board of Education, and representatives from the West Virginia Department
of Education.
The committee’s charge was to create a plan
with an aggressive timetable for carrying out the
governor’s directive. Governor Tomblin articulated a number of goals for educators that their
plan needed to address:
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and a fiscal note for each. The board approved
policy revisions incorporating these recommendations in October 2014.

Recommendations
The recommendations reflected the perspectives and analyses of a cross section of educators
and education policy leaders from a range of
experiences, professional knowledge bases, and
the full gamut of institutional backgrounds.3
They examined a range of ideas and professional
critiques from national organizations such
as the Council of Chief State School Officers,
CAEP, the National Council for Accreditation
of Teacher Education, the National Council on
Teacher Quality; and the National Governors’
Association. In addition, they examined models
used in states such as North Carolina, Maryland,
and Kentucky to enhance the quality of educators and the rigor of preparation programs.
Their recommendations included the following:
	Strengthen admission criteria. In alignment
with CAEP standards, West Virginia set the
GPA requirement to 3.0 or better and required
stepwise increases in performance on admissions tests between now and 2020.

National Association of State Boards of Education• September 2015
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	Establish and enforce high standards for
candidate program matriculation and
completion. These standards were to include
clearly articulated program phases and
benchmark criteria. Colleges had to develop
new structures for ongoing assessments of
teacher candidates, and the state board set
new requirements for a reading Praxis II exam
before all candidates’ first field experience.
 Establish strong partnerships between
preK-12 and higher education institutions.
These partnerships are crucial in identifying,
setting new requirements for, and rewarding
school-based clinical educators to work with
teacher candidates in collaborative settings.

Gayle Manchin was
appointed to the West
Virginia State Board of
Education in 2007 and
was board president
from 2013 to 2015.

	Use of employment and professional practice data to approve and improve educator
preparation programs. Action items include
instituting surveys of West Virginia graduates
who become practicing educators, rethinking
professional development models, and creating a database of aggregated graduate performance data.

Review, identify and enact state-level
supports. Such supports include funding
incentives for programs that meet and exceed
state standards and tuition credits and loans
for candidates in high-need programs that
subsequently teach in West Virginia.

Next Steps
The first phase of reform has been aggressive. Whereas under the National Council for
Accreditation of Teacher Education standards
only state public institutions were involved, all
West Virginia institutions of higher education
are transitioning to CAEP accreditation requirements. In order to meet these requirements,
most of the changes spelled out in the reform
recommendations must be in place by fall 2016.
Several of the changes, including those for new
reading and elementary content assessments,
are already in effect. In the early statewide
meetings that followed, the institutions focused
at first on the negative aspects of the change:
lower student enrollment in teacher preparation programs, more rigorous coursework, and
a more comprehensive teacher performance
assessment. However, the climate and culture
became more positive and open with the institution of a pilot program supported by national
assessment groups, the department, the state
board, and higher education institutions.
West Virginia’s higher education institutions
are implementing these new assessments in
spring 2015 and fall 2015. The state education
agency will make further recommendations to
the state board based on analysis of assessment
data, which is expected by fall 2016.
As mentioned earlier, West Virginia is also
piloting two teacher performance assessments
(TPA) in each of six institutions of higher
education through the end of 2015 to determine
whether either should be a requirement for
program completion or licensure. It is hoped
that a TPA—whether based on Pearson’s or
ETS’s—will provide a better measure of candidates’ performance and their impact on student
learning. Data from the pilot will be analyzed in
spring 2016.
This year, West Virginia education policymakers also began to focus on revising leadership
standards, which will have consequences for
leadership preparation programs as well. As we
continued on pg 39

Massachusetts Changes Its Approach
to Educator Preparation Programs
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Massachusetts—especially students who
need good teachers the most—have access
to effective teachers and leaders and the
driving belief that teacher preparation
programs can and should prepare teachers
to be effective on day one.

by Heather Peske, Liz Losee,
and Meagan Comb

Needs Assessment
Statutory and regulatory authority gives
ESE authority to review and approve
programs. During program review, ESE
required SOs to reassess the breadth of
their program offerings and demonstrate need for programs they wished to
continue.4 To better align districts’ needs
for a supply of educators with preparation program production and to ensure
quality, ESE issued policy guidance that
requires SOs to submit a needs assessment in two instances:
1.	Low Completion or Zero Completer
Programs. ESE requires that SOs assess
the breadth and depth of their program
offerings. ESE identifies programs
that have had zero completers or low
completion rates over the previous three
years. ESE determines the threshold for
low enrollment annually and takes into
account state-level completer data.
2. N
 ew Programs. SOs may propose new
programs during the formal or informal
program review cycle.
In both instances, an SO must demonstrate state-specific need for its program
as well as the ability to meet the demand.
Operating a high-quality program, as well
as reviewing it effectively, requires considerable resources from both SOs and ESE,
and investments ought to go where they
are most needed.5 Similarly, programs
that have been largely dormant for years
may lack the vitality necessary to produce
effective educators.
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One of the core priorities of the
Massachusetts Board of Elementary and
Secondary Education (BESE), articulated
in its most recent strategic plan, focuses
on educator capacity: “Massachusetts will
develop all of its educators by improving
educator preparation programs, setting
high standards for entry and persistence
in a diverse workforce, and promoting
a system of continuous improvement
and development.”1
In 2012, BESE passed new program
approval standards for educator preparation
programs across the state. The standards
ushered in new expectations for the 80
sponsoring organizations (SOs)—institutions of higher education, nonprofit organizations, and districts—that prepare educators in the state, including a new emphasis
on program outcomes. The new standards
also pushed harder for the Department
of Elementary and Secondary Education
(ESE) to hold the preparation programs
accountable for deep, robust partnerships
with K-12 schools and districts.
The new standards presented no small
challenge. ESE’s job is to review the quality
of programs and to support programs to
meet districts’ needs. In 2013, there were
1,719 initial licensure teacher programs
approved to operate in Massachusetts, and
just 46 percent of those programs were
active.2 On average, Massachusetts SOs
prepare about 6,500 educators annually, of
whom 65 percent (4,200) are employed in
the state’s public schools, through everything from baccalaureate, teacher residency to postbaccalaureate programs. These
4,200 educators affect an estimated 63,000
students each year.3
ESE’s task is critical. The inclusion of educator effectiveness as one
of the board and ESE’s core priorities reflects two imperatives: a moral
imperative to ensure that all children in

A new state policy pushes
schools and others that prepare
educators to demonstrate need
for their programs and to
provide evidence that they have
the capacity to run them.
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Demonstrating Need
SOs are responsible for demonstrating need
and providing evidence that they will be able to
meet demand. Because these organizations are
best positioned to identify areas of need, ESE
places no restrictions on which programs can
be put forth for review. But there are also no
automatic confirmations just because a program
is nationally or locally recognized as satisfying
an area of need. For example, most would agree
that STEM teachers are needed, but only 20 of
106 approved chemistry programs were “active”
in 2013: that is, they produced fewer than 30
combined chemistry teachers in 2013–14. This
example illustrates the point that the simple existence of a program does not guarantee a need will
be addressed. ESE wants to approve programs
that are going to actively recruit, enroll, and
produce educators for high-need areas.

Outcomes
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In the 2014–15 review year, nine SOs, representing a total of 393 programs, underwent
review. Collectively, this cohort opted to let 107
of these programs expire without attempting to
demonstrate need; 27 additional programs were
phased out because they could not demonstrate
sufficient need to continue operation. Thus, at
the point of the formal review process when
needs assessment was required, 34 percent of
the programs up for review expired. In addition, 12 out of 30 proposed new programs were
confirmed in ESE’s informal review cycle.
Another important outcome was the marker
that was laid down for future program reviews:
They would be evidence based.
Closing programs is a politically dicey
proposition for all states, and Massachusetts is
no different in this regard. However, the new
policy pushed SOs to demonstrate need for their
programs and to provide evidence that they had
the capacity to run them. ESE set expectations,
but the SOs themselves determined whether or
not they met them.
We believe the new standards were successful for a number of reasons. First, in passing the
standards, the board signaled a shift in emphasis from inputs to evidence. Second, the needs
assessment policy set clear expectations for SOs.
Third, ESE was willing to say no to SOs that
could not demonstrate need or capacity. Finally,

the standards helped SOs by providing them a
solid external rationale for closing down unsuccessful programs and for not starting new ones
without evidence of need and capacity.
Challenges remain. Other state boards of
education and state education agencies will
have to consider the following as they revamp
their education preparation program review, as
will ESE:
	Does Massachusetts risk not approving
programs that might fill high-need subjects,
even if for only a few program completers (i.e.,
if a sponsoring organization demonstrates
supply need, but no capacity)? Massachusetts
added the category of evidence of impact in
an effort to allow programs that are impactful
to exist even if they serve only a small number
of candidates.
	Will this policy stifle innovation, especially for
small programs or those that produce candidates in subjects other than high-need areas?
	The needs assessment asks for evidence
in four categories: high-need subject area,
district need, candidate interest, impact/effectiveness of completers. Should ESE weight
the evidence categories (e.g., strong impact
evidence SOs get preference in opening
new programs)? 
1
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education, Strategic Plan (Malden, MA, May 2015), http://
www.doe.mass.edu/research/delivery-plan.html.
2
For purposes of this analysis, we considered “active
programs” to be those for which there was at least one
completer in 2013–14.
3
Calculated as 4,200 educators times the average ratio
of 15:1.
4
See Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education, “Needs Assessment: 2015 Policy
Advisory, http://www.doe.mass.edu/edprep/toolkit/1415/
formal/NeedsAssessmentAdvisory.pdf.
5
For example, when ESE conducts program reviews, the
process includes an offsite and onsite component and
involves approximately three staff members from ESE and
two to three external reviewers. For more information about
Massachusetts’s program review criteria and process, please
see http://www.doe.mass.edu/edprep/pr.html.

In almost all states, education policy
focuses on teacher evaluation in a bid
to assess how well teachers are handling
the substantial demands placed upon
them. Teacher evaluations are intended to
improve instruction in the classroom, and
yet many state policies preclude the possibility that a teacher is both a productive
employee and in need of improvement. Yet
this situation characterizes most classrooms today. States that fail to address this
disconnect between policy and practice
www.nasbe.org

will also fail to mount any meaningful
improvement in instruction.
Teacher evaluation varies greatly from
state to state and subsumes a range of
policies, practices, and assumptions. To
understand how systems of evaluation
are changing and where they fall short, it
is essential to understand some common
drivers behind changes in the states’
systems of evaluation:
	National and international test results,
reports from employers and higher

by Drew H. Gitomer
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Supporting Effective
Teacher Evaluation

Most classroom practice
is remarkably similar.
Most classroom practice
needs improvement.
How can teacher
evaluations that target a
few top performers and
struggling teachers ever
move the needle?
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education institutions, and other research
and policy reports underscore the widespread
concern that US students are not doing as well
as they could or as well as they must in an
increasingly competitive world.1

are highly related to socioeconomic status) of
the students they teach. The models take into
account students’ prior test scores and attribute the changes in year-to-year performance
to a specific teacher.

	Research has identified teachers as the most
important school factor related to student
achievement.2 While research also finds that
factors outside the school are more important
in determining student outcomes, this distinction at times disappears altogether from
political rhetoric.

	There is a need to evaluate teachers’ contributions to student learning for those who teach
in grades and subjects that are not subject to
annual standardized testing.

	Parents and policymakers have expressed
deep frustration with the educational system’s
ability to identify and take action on poorly
performing teachers. The evaluation process
typically fails to make much differentiation
among teachers, leading to distrust of the
status quo.3
	New statistical methods known as valueadded modeling (VAM) purport to link
student learning outcomes as measured by
standardized tests to specific teachers.4 These
models are designed to overcome the problem
of crediting teachers as being more or less
effective based on achievement levels (which

	Education policymakers increasingly understand the need to include measures of teacher
practice, most often through classroom observation, as part of an evaluation system.

Components of Teacher Evaluation Systems
These forces have led to the redesign of state
teacher evaluation systems. Federal programs
such as Race to the Top, School Improvement
Grants, Teacher Incentive Fund, and the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act
have further incentivized changes in teacher
evaluation. Despite the variety across states and
often across districts within states, all systems
include a student growth and a teacher practice
component that are then combined to determine
an overall teacher evaluation score (figure 1).

Figure 1. Teacher Evaluation Scoring

Summative Evaluation
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Box 1. Student Growth Measures

In most states, different combinations of the following measures,
along with different aggregation schemes, are used to determine an overall student growth measure.
Standardized growth measures. Virtually all states include
a measure of student growth based on standardized achievement tests. However, some states use value-added modeling
(VAM), while others use student growth models (SGMs).a The
specifics of the VAM and SGM models also vary across states.
These growth measures are typically available for a minority of
teachers in the state as a result of state testing requirements
for specific grades and subjects.

School or gradewide measures. Some states also include
a school or gradewide growth measure to signal the collective
responsibility that teachers have to ensure student progress
within the school.
Proficiency measures. Some states also include a proficiency
measure for some group of students (e.g., average test scores for
the school) as part of the student growth measure. This is intended to recognize absolute academic performance in addition to the
idea of growth embedded in the other constituent measures.
a
Damian W. Betebenner, An Overview of Student Growth Percentiles (Dover, NH:
National Center for the Improvement of Educational Assessment, 2011), http://
www.state.nj.us/education/AchieveNJ/teacher/SGPDetailedGeneralOverview.pdf.
b
Many states have analogous measures but use different terms: New Jersey uses
student growth objective; North Carolina uses measures of student learning;
Massachusetts uses district-determined measures; and Washington, D.C., uses
teacher-assessed student achievement.
c
Kevin Crouse, Drew H. Gitomer, and Jeanette Joyce, “An Analysis of the Meaning
and Use of Student Learning Objectives,” in A. Amrein-Beardsley and K. Kappler
Hewitt, eds., Student Growth Measures: Where Policy Meets Practice (New York,
Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming).
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Student learning objectives (SLOs). Used by many states,
SLOs are locally determined measures of teacher effectiveness
in which measurable targets for student achievement are set
following an analysis of baseline data.b The extent to which
targets are met is then used to evaluate the teacher based on
the degree that her students attain the goals. Every SLO has
three primary components: the population of students it covers,
the target for student achievement through the year, and the
assessments that are used to evaluate the target.c Specific
features of the SLO process vary substantially, including the
extent to which targets are common across groups of teachers,
the nature of the assessments (e.g., commercially available,
developed to be used across groups of teachers, or unique to
particular teachers), and the extent to which some or all of a
teacher’s students are included.
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State policymakers have deployed a variety of
measures that fall within each component (see
boxes 1 and 2).

Relevant Distinctions for Practice

Box 2. Teacher Practice Measures

Teacher practice scores are combined in different ways across
states to achieve an overall teacher practice measure. While
classroom observation is ubiquitous, other constituent measures
are used in only some states.

National Association of State Boards of Education• September 2015

22

Observation protocols. District and school administrators
typically conduct classroom observations repeatedly throughout
the school year. An observation protocol guides procedures
and scores. In some states, a single observation protocol is
designed or adopted; in others, protocols vary by district.
Protocols are typically designed to be applicable across grades
and subject areas. Protocols provide guidance for scoring multiple dimensions of classroom interaction quality. These scores
are then combined to provide a lesson observation score that
is then aggregated over the multiple evaluations for an annual
classroom observation score. The number of required observations varies across states and may also vary as a function of
prior evaluation results—less experienced teachers and those
with lower evaluation scores are observed more frequently in
some state systems.
Student surveys. In some systems, students are given a
survey that asks them to make judgments about their perceptions of such things as the classroom climate, the intellectual
challenge they experience, and their sense of the degree to
which they experience respect and caring.
Parent/community engagement. In some cases, a principal
or other administrator will provide a score that reflects a judgment of the extent to which the teacher works with important
constituencies outside the classroom.
Professionalism. In some states, a principal or other administrator will provide a score that reflects a judgment of the extent
to which the teacher exhibits professionalism in carrying out her
job, including working with colleagues and administrators.

Describing the components of teacher evaluation provides only a superficial understanding of
the status of these systems and the promise they
have for improving education. To more fully
appreciate the potential of teacher evaluation,
state boards of education and state education
agencies must consider the policies, practices, assumptions, and lenses that define their
systems and influence their implementation,
quality, and potential outcomes.
The distinctions drawn here are not intended
to be exhaustive. Nor are they independent.
Decisions and actions taken for particular
aspects of the system have direct implications
for other aspects and at times can work at
cross-purposes.

Purposes and Policies
Most state evaluation systems have two
explicit goals. One is to evaluate teachers for
purposes of making employment-related decisions. On the basis of poor evaluations, teachers may be placed on probationary status or
terminated. Conversely, strong evaluations may
in some states lead to increased pay and reduced
demands in future evaluations. The second goal
is to improve classroom instruction. The key
question for state and local policymakers is how
these two goals can coexist productively.
The evaluative purpose is capturing most
educators’ attention, and many states’ and
districts’ use of evaluation for instructional
improvement has been quite limited.5 There
are many potential reasons for the lack of
emphasis on improving instruction—for one,
system capacity. But the biggest difficulty is the
overwhelming focus on evaluation to determine
employment status, which makes it hard to
address issues of instructional improvement.
Why is this so? To understand this disconnect, it is important to first note that recent
research, based on observations or other
measures and studies of classroom practice,
judges large numbers of classroom interactions
to be in need of improvement. Particularly on
dimensions associated with instructional rigor,
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practice if they are receiving scores that convey
high performance.
State boards of education should establish
policies that support the goals of evaluation and
instructional improvement. Forcing classifications
that corrupt the meaning and use of measures
designed to illuminate teaching will necessarily
compromise initiatives designed to provide meaningful feedback and improve practice.

Tenuous Link between Research
and Practice
A great deal of research has been used to
inform evaluation systems’ overall design and
the justification for them. Most prominent is the
Measures of Effective Teaching Project.7 One of
its most important findings (and those of related
studies) has been the identification of sources of
measurement error in order to ensure that judgments about teachers are as valid as possible.
First, classroom observation scores vary
because of who observes, when they observe,
and what kinds of lessons they observe. Any
single observation by a single rater is a relatively
unreliable measure. Thus research recommends that observers be highly trained, pass
certification tests, and continue to have their
performance checked and calibrated to ensure
that they maintain a clear understanding of how
to apply observation protocols. Further, it is
recommended that every teacher be observed
multiple times, by different observers, and
with reliability checks to evaluate the continuing quality of the observations. To the extent
possible, ratings should be a function of what is
observed, not who is observing.
In the cauldron of practice, though, controls
for measurement error are largely absent.
Observers receive minimal training, and though
they may have to pass a certification test, both
training and certification is far less rigorous
than that which observers experienced in these
research studies. Additional postcertification
calibration is rare, as is rating of a lesson by
more than one observer to check on the reliability of observers. In some cases, the number of
mandatory observations has been reduced. Thus,
quality controls to ensure the quality of scores
are in practice absent. Perhaps the most critical
distinction between measures used in research
and those used in practice is that in research,
observers and evaluators have no relationship

Many states’ and
districts’ use of
evaluation for
instructional
improvement has
been quite limited.
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the majority of classroom ratings fall somewhere below the midpoint on the measurement scales (e.g., a 2 on a 4-point scale).6 Such
scores are likely to be termed either “basic”
or “needing improvement,” depending on
the scale used. Thus the research message is
consistent: The majority of US students need to
improve performance, and the majority of US
classrooms need better instruction.
A reasonable person reading such findings
would conclude that the quality of teaching
across a broad proportion of classrooms should
be improved. However, many state policies
convey a very different message—that being
assigned a rating of “needs improvement” puts
someone on probationary status, potentially a
precursor to being fired. Where policies treat
“needs improvement” as an actionable status,
the likelihood of improving educational performance is utterly compromised.
If saying someone needs improvement carries
with it such dire disciplinary consequences,
administrators will justifiably designate as
needing improvement only those teachers
who they consider to be weak employees. In
such a system, “needs improvement” actually
is understood to mean that a teacher’s performance is unsatisfactory. Thus, while many state
policies preclude the possibility that a teacher
is both a productive employee and in need of
improvement, available research indicates that
this is exactly the sort of person who characterizes most of the profession. At the same time,
their supervisors are classifying most teachers as
proficient/effective or highly proficient/effective.
The feedback from measures of teacher practice is similarly compromised. Teachers receive
inflated observation scores that do not accurately describe the quality of their practice, making
it difficult to provide effective feedback. In the
majority of teachers’ classrooms, for example,
the quality of classroom discourse is limited (a
2 on a 4-point scale). Teachers still control most
of the classroom talk, and in many classrooms
opportunities for students to share and exchange
thinking are limited. Yet the vast majority of
teachers will receive scores of 3 or higher, which
are associated with a qualitative description in
various protocols as classrooms that are rich in
the exchange of ideas among and between teachers and students. It would be difficult to motivate teachers to change this aspect of teaching
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or knowledge of the people being observed and
thus the researchers’ decisions have no bearing
on the day-to-day and organizational impact of
any evaluative judgments.
Given all the constraints and pressures on
teachers and administrators, it is not possible
for education systems to replicate these research
efforts, but it might be possible to institute practices that provide meaningful information about
the quality of evaluations. One can imagine periodic audit processes that add external, independent judgments against which those inside the
system can calibrate their judgments and make
modifications as appropriate.

Policy Imperatives and the
Distortion of Measurement
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Sometimes policies make sound measurement difficult. For example, one policy imperative—student growth—has been included as a
central component of all teacher evaluations.
The VAM research outlined earlier supports this
policy. However, a relatively small proportion
of teachers instruct students in the grades and
subjects covered by annual standardized tests, so
value-added estimates cannot be made for most
teachers. For these teachers, policy requires that
student growth be measured though a variety of
locally determined processes, collectively known
as student learning objectives (SLOs).
My colleagues and I have argued elsewhere
that it is a mistake to construe SLOs as growth
measures.8 Their various forms make them
incomparable. When teachers and administrators treat SLOs as growth measures, they tend to
focus on the attainment of somewhat arbitrary
and problematic goals. For example, claiming
that students should increase their scores from
pre- to post-test by 20 percent is only meaningful if it is either clear how much most students
improve in a year or it is clear what 20 percent
means in terms of concepts or skills learned.
In most cases, SLOs do neither. The goals risk
being either trivial or so ambitious that they
are unrealistic. Simply calling them growth
measures does not make them so.
However, SLOs do have great potential if
properly construed and supported as measures
of teacher practice—how teachers establish
important learning goals, how they develop
assessments to measure that work, and how they

consider student performance. These are central
aspects of practice, and SLOs could be effective
ways of both measuring and informing teacher
practice. Indeed, there are successful models of
SLOs being used in this way.9

Individual Differences versus
Institutional Consistencies
The way researchers frame their questions
determines the results they find. In the case
of research on teaching quality, an individual
differences perspective has dominated it. Such
studies seek to determine where individuals
fall on a distribution of effectiveness and then
to highlight those distinctions. This leads us to
policies and practices that try to identify individuals at the tails of the distribution—particularly the tail inhabited by the weakest performers. But such a lens may preclude a grasp of the
larger picture. When one takes an individual
differences perspective, one inherently looks for
differences. But when looking for commonalities, one is struck by the relative sameness of
instruction within a school or across schools in
a district. While there are certainly outliers, by
and large classrooms do not differ very much on
observational measures.10 An institutional focus
would bring attention to the commonality of
practice and direct policymaking toward actions
that could improve instruction across the board:
modified curricula, perhaps, or coordinated
professional development.
An individual differences model alone would
be reasonable if the US educational system were
deemed high performing. In that case, an evaluation system that filtered out individuals who
did not meet the standards of a high-performing
system would make sense. However, in a system
that could benefit from broad improvement,
it makes more sense to focus on consistencies
and institutional factors that influence teaching
performance, while also taking action on the
relatively small proportion of teachers designated as poorly performing.

Implications for the Future
Teacher evaluation will remain an entrenched
feature of American schools. The challenge is
to make evaluations as effective as possible in
terms of improving instruction and student

	Do no harm. Make sure that new policies do
not subvert the intentions of the system one is
trying to improve. One important way to gain
insight into how the field is reacting to policy
is to conduct occasional research studies that
reveal what is working, or not working, as
intended.
	Recognize that evaluation processes are a
set of tools to support professional judgments rather than a rigorous measurement
process. Ultimately, the effectiveness of the
system will depend on the quality of evaluators’ judgments. Policies and processes should
be set to monitor and improve the quality of
those judgments.
	Supplement individual evaluations with
rigorous institutional evaluations. If evaluations are going to improve education, then
educators need to shift practice broadly and
not simply identify and take action on the
weakest. It is critical not to just compare individuals but to compare the status quo
with where we all want our education systems
to be. 
1
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outcomes. This brief review suggests a few
possible directions that state boards of education
and state education agencies can pursue:
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Local control of teacher
evaluation reform strains
the capacity of state
education agencies to
support their districts
and spurs some states to
streamline their efforts.

by Patrick McGuinn

National Association of State Boards of Education• September 2015

26

Remaking Teacher Evaluation:

A Heavy Lift for State Education Policymakers
In 2010, the Obama administration’s
Race to the Top competitive grant program
initiated a wave of teacher evaluation
reform, which scholars and policymakers
have long identified as critical to improving teacher quality and student performance.1 State boards of education (SBEs)
and state education agencies (SEAs) took
different approaches to these reforms,
based on the strength of their state’s
attachment to local control of schools and
varying views of the proper role of the
state in education. As a result, clear tension
has emerged between some states’ desires
to let districts select or adapt evaluation
instruments that are best suited to their
particular circumstances and their SEA’s
limited capacity to support the implementation of a wide array of instruments.
States that won Race to the Top grants
have struggled with their teacher evaluation reforms. Media coverage in 2015
noted that while many of these states have
made considerable progress in rolling out
their new evaluation systems, most grantees have asked to extend the timetables
for completing this work.2 In addition to
limited SEA capacity, another obstacle to
implementation stems from the traditional
focus of SEAs and SBEs on compliance
and accountability activities, which has
made local education agencies (LEAs)
hesitant to confess whether and how they
might be struggling to implement reform
and reluctant to seek assistance.
As US Education Secretary Arne
Duncan remarked, “Because teacher
evaluation systems are still a work in
progress, it is vital that school leaders and
administrators continue to solicit feedback, learn from their mistakes, and make
improvements.”3 In that spirit, I conducted comparative case studies on the implementation of teacher evaluation reforms
in six “early adopter” states: Colorado,
Delaware, New Jersey, Pennsylvania,
Rhode Island, and Tennessee.4 Their

experiences reveal some of the key challenges and adaptations in implementing
new teacher evaluation systems as well
as recommendations that can inform the
efforts of other states going forward.

Targeting SEA Resources
Given limited resources, state leaders
have to think about how to reallocate
existing SEA staff and budgets to focus on
new responsibilities, build capacity, and
eventually bring work that is funded by
external grants on-budget. As they do so,
they should consider comparative advantage and economies of scale—where the
state can provide something that districts
cannot. Providing technical assistance and
policy interpretation, creating networks for
information sharing, expanding assessment portfolios, and establishing online
training modules are several areas where
SEAs and SBEs could add real value.
States should reorganize their education
agencies (as Tennessee and New Jersey
have) around discrete functions rather
than funding streams. And they should
create human capital offices that can integrate the recruitment, training, evaluation,
and professional development of teachers.
Given the distance—literal and figurative—
between SEAs and LEAs, it is important
to create structures—such as New Jersey’s
county offices and regional achievement
centers and Pennsylvania’s intermediate units—to provide differentiated and
targeted support on a regional basis.

Providing Evaluator Training
and Certification
The Rhode Island Department of
Education has developed a promising approach to providing ongoing
evaluator training. Every summer it runs
institutes for all evaluators: a two-day
session for veteran principals and a
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Box 1. New Jersey Revamps Evaluation
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The New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE) developed an incremental plan for implementing the
state’s new teacher evaluation system and created mechanisms for practitioners to provide input and feedback. An Educator Effectiveness Task Force recommended a pilot in 10 school districts beginning in 2011–12.
Another 20 districts joined the pilot for 2012–13, during which all other districts were instructed to build
capacity for statewide implementation in 2013–14. Interested districts applied to participate in the pilot. For
the second year of the pilot, NJDOE received 49 applications, and 10 districts received grants totaling $1
million to support implementation.
A State Evaluation Advisory Committee (EPAC) and District Evaluation Advisory Committees (DEAC) solicited
feedback on pilot, and the DEACs met monthly to discuss challenges. Rutgers Graduate School of Education
conducted an independent evaluation of the year one pilot that included site visits and administrator surveys.
In summer 2011, NJDOE surveyed its 580 superintendents and found that almost three-quarters believed
the department did not play a role in improving student achievement. That same summer, new Education
Commissioner Chris Cerf initiated a radical redesign of the department to better support district reforms. He
reassigned staff around four areas—academics, performance, talent, and innovation—and all four offices
focus on service delivery. The state also created seven regional achievement centers (RACs), each with a
staff of 10 to 15, who connect the strands of school improvement work with teacher evaluation reform.
There are also implementation teams that provide support to districts, both those in the pilot and in the preparation phase.

Supporting Principals
States need to think long term about how to
produce a large and stable supply of SEA staff,
principals, and superintendents with the training, technical expertise, and field experience to
handle teacher evaluation reform. Partnering
with a state’s higher education system or
management consultants to devise training and
certification programs that reflect the required
skill sets is crucial. As the primary evaluators,
school principals will in large measure determine whether these new evaluation systems
succeed. However, it is a major challenge to find
time to do lengthier and more numerous evaluations, to talk with teachers about the results
of the observations, and to find ways to use the
observations to modify and improve instruction.
Some states have tried to redefine the role of
principals, reallocating some of their current
responsibilities or providing external capacity to help them. One such example is the
Pennsylvania Inspired Leadership Program, a
statewide, standards-based continuing professional education program for school and system
leaders that focuses more than traditional
programs on evaluation skills and using evaluation data to improving instruction. In Rhode
www.nasbe.org

Island, some districts have hired a central office
staffer to help with the evaluation work. Others
have created collective bargaining agreements
whereby teacher leaders can help with the
observations. Colorado has established a process
whereby a nonprincipal can be trained as an
approved evaluation provider.

Moving from Evaluation to Coaching
Once new evaluation systems are operational,
states need to ensure that the new information they provide drives personnel decisions
and instructional improvement. The principal
evaluation system must be aligned with the
new teacher evaluation system to ensure that
principals are rewarded for giving priority to
assessing and coaching teachers with rigor and
objectivity. Pennsylvania, for example, introduced the new Framework for Leadership a
year after it launched the new teacher evaluation system. Tennessee also redesigned its
principal evaluation system to better align with
teacher evaluation. For evaluations to inform
classroom instruction, teachers need differentiated, targeted professional development that
can accommodate the wide range of academic
disciplines, grade levels, student demographics,
and instructional specialists (i.e., for English as a
second language and special education).
Teachers and principals are being asked to use
data—from student assessments and their own
evaluations—to create targeted interventions
that can drive improvement in student achievement. But they often are not adequately trained
to accomplish this task. Creating professional
learning communities among groups of educators working in the same subject and/or grade
level can be very helpful, as can providing principals with professional development or coaches
to assist them in understanding how to analyze
and use the new data.

Centralizing Data Collection and Reporting
Data collection and reporting systems are a
crucial piece of infrastructure for the new evaluations. Districts and states need such systems
in order to gather, analyze, and disseminate
information about teacher performance: observations, student surveys, and student growth
scores. This is where scale is helpful, and statewide solutions will be more efficient and reliable
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more comprehensive four-day session for new
principals and those who are new to an evaluation role. It also offers “calibration sessions”
during the academic year in which a team from
the department works with a district’s leadership team. The sessions focus on setting student
learning objectives (SLOs), observing teachers, providing feedback, and scoring learning
objectives. Evaluators pass a certification test
and annual recertification tests—as they do in
Tennessee—to demonstrate their readiness to
conduct high-quality observations and ensure
interrater reliability.
In addition to training and certification for
evaluators on the front end, it is also important
for state boards, SEAs, and LEAs to monitor
results on the back end: Are evaluators achieving a meaningful distribution of observational
scores? How well do those scores align with
student achievement data? Tennessee’s SEA
analyzes the data to identify schools that have a
pattern of misalignment and offers them optional support in the form of a coach from the SEA.
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than each district reinventing the wheel. Rhode
Island, for example, used its Race to the Top
funds to develop the Educator Performance and
Support System (EPSS), a platform that helps
districts schedule evaluations and collect data
and provides evaluators data at individual and
aggregate levels. Colorado also built a management performance platform to help districts
manage data from their evaluations. Use of the
system is free but optional. As they build these
systems, however, states should at the same time
avoid creating student data privacy laws (such
as the one enacted in Louisiana) that preclude
policymakers and administrators from using the
student assessment and teacher evaluation data
as intended.5

Creating a Clearinghouse of
Student Learning Objectives
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Most teachers work in untested grades or
subjects. Figuring out how to measure student
achievement or growth in their classrooms
remains perhaps the biggest problem confronting the new teacher evaluation systems. SEAs
can play a productive role in identifying and
designing assessments that are aligned with state
learning standards. In Tennessee, for example,
the department of education developed alternative growth measures that are optional for
districts to use, including in world languages,
physical education, health, fine arts, special
education, and pre-K and kindergarten.
States vary widely in the extent to which they
have created SLOs and aligned measures and
in how centralized the assessment process is.
Pennsylvania piloted a voluntary SLO process
for districts in 2013–14 that was mandated in
2014–15. The Pennsylvania Department of
Education worked with an expert to design training, resources, and templates. Pennsylvania then
trained their trainers and piloted the system.
The state vetted the models that came from the
pilot and provided the exemplars and supporting
resources to districts free of charge in 2014–15.

Engaging Stakeholders
Educators have long complained about
the silos in their SEAs and district central
offices and their isolation from the field. These
concerns underscore the need for effective lines
of communication—horizontally and vertically.

Given the interconnectedness of teacher evaluations with standards, assessment, and curriculum, state boards of education and administrators in SEAs and LEAs must ensure that these
different areas are aligned.
SEAs also must be accessible to teachers and
principals and answer their technical questions promptly. SEAs need to actively engage
them in building, piloting, and refining the
new evaluation systems. Such engagement will
produce a better system and also give stakeholders ownership and buy-in in the system. New
Jersey’s Evaluation Pilot Advisory Committee
and the evaluation advisory committees in
each district appear to have been effective in
this regard. Operating as they do at the top of
the state education governance structure, SBEs
have an important role to play in communicating with parents and teachers about what the
teacher evaluation changes mean and why they
are necessary.

Aligning Teacher Evaluations with
New Assessments
Implementing new teacher evaluation systems
is a major undertaking in its own right, but most
states and districts are simultaneously rolling
out the new academic standards and aligned
assessments. This further strains SEA and LEA
capacity and emphasizes the need to think carefully about the sequencing of rollouts of new
evaluation systems with interconnected reforms.
There is a crucial role here for SBEs as they set
state policy; it is imperative that core education policies are well aligned and stable over
time. Teachers and administrators in the field
can become disillusioned when major policies
become disjointed or unexpectedly changed in
the middle of being implemented. Tennessee,
for example, announced that it would not
implement the PARCC assessments at the end
of the 2014–15 school year as planned but that
it would continue to implement the Common
Core State Standards. The state’s standards
and assessments are therefore misaligned, and
educators believe they cannot be fairly evaluated
on the new standards with old tests.6
In a Colorado program, 13 “integration
districts” assign teacher leaders as “integration
liaisons” to implement new evaluations using a
systems thinking approach that integrates new

Learning from Others’ Successes
and Struggles
While the design of new teacher evaluation systems varies considerably from state to
state, states can learn much from one another.
For this learning to happen, LEAs, SEAs, and
state boards must be forthcoming about what
is working and what is not. In reality, such
information sharing is scant. Balancing support
and compliance monitoring is a delicate balancing act for SEAs, but getting the balance—and
the communication—right will be crucial to
successful evaluation reform.

Conclusion
States are working hard to realign education
policies, institutions, and personnel in the wake
of No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top.7
Their efforts to reform teacher evaluation offer
excellent examples of how SEAs are adapting
to the new roles thrust upon them as well as
ways in which ongoing capacity gaps continue
to impede their work. SBEs have a vital role
to play in setting the broad policies that guide
this work and in helping SEAs develop the
necessary capacity to implement them successfully. Alignment, consistency, transparency,
and communication by SBEs will dramatically
increase the odds that these new evaluation
systems will improve teaching and learning.
Improving teacher quality has become the
centerpiece of the Obama administration’s
education agenda and of the contemporary
school reform movement. The past few years
have highlighted how difficult this work is
and how short timelines and limited staff and
funding complicate it further. In particular,
states are struggling with the incorporation of
student test scores into teacher ratings, how to
measure student growth for teachers in nontested grades and subjects, adapting professional
www.nasbe.org

development to the new evaluation process,
and achieving meaningful differentiation in
teacher ratings. It is important to recognize that
the early adopter states discussed here are not
a random or representative sample of states.
By choosing to apply for a Race to the Top
grant, they both self-selected into doing teacher
evaluation reform and (because they won)
demonstrated a greater initial ability to deliver
on it compared with other states. As a result,
states that subsequently undertake this work
may well struggle even more than these six. But
other states can benefit from a close study of the
challenges the early adopters encountered in
reforming teacher evaluations, and this analysis
can inform their efforts going forward. 
1
For more on Race to the Top, see Patrick McGuinn,
“Creating Cover and Constructing Capacity: Assessing
the Origins, Evolution, and Impact of Race to the Top,”
(Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute, 2010). For
more on the potential impact of teacher evaluation reform
on student achievement, see Robert Gordon, Thomas Kane,
and Douglas Staiger, “Identifying Effective Teachers Using
Performance on the Job,” (Washington, DC: Brookings
Institution, 2006).
2
See Michelle McNeil, “Race to Top Reports Detail Winners’
Progress, Challenges: Teacher Evaluation Puzzle Proving
Difficult to Crack,” Education Week, March 27, 2015.
3
Arne Duncan, “The Tennessee Story,” Huffington Post (July
23, 2012).
4
Patrick McGuinn, “The State of Evaluation Reform: State
Education Agency Capacity and the Implementation of New
Teacher Evaluation Systems,” (Washington, DC: Center for
American Progress, November 2012), https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/report/2012/11/13/44494/thestate-of-teacher-evaluation-reform/. This research consisted
of a review of the scholarly and think tank research on SEA
capacity and teacher evaluation systems; analysis of reports
and data from the SEA websites and from organizations
such as the Council of Chief State School Officers; a study of
media coverage of the reform efforts in the case study states;
and 28 semistructured interviews with national experts on
teacher evaluation reforms and SEA and LEA staff in each
state. See also “Evaluating Progress: State Education Agencies
and the Implementation of New Teacher Evaluation Systems,”
Center for American Progress, 2015.
5
Susan Dynarski, “When Guarding Student Data Endangers
Valuable Research,” New York Times, June 13, 2015.
6
Lauren Camera, “Tennessee Teachers Chafe at CommonCore Uncertainty: Mixed Signals Given after Years of
Training,” Education Week, December 10, 2014.
7
For more on state implementation of No Child Left Behind,
see David K. Cohen and Susan L. Moffitt, The Ordeal of
Equality: Did Federal Regulation Fix the Schools? (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2009); Paul Manna, Collision
Course: Federal Education Policy Meets State and Local
Realities (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2010); and Patrick
McGuinn, No Child Left Behind and the Transformation
of Federal Education Policy, 1965–2005 (Lawrence, KS:
University Press of Kansas, 2006).
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academic standards, assessment, and evaluations. With the help of their SEA, the district
leaders met at several professional development
gatherings during the year. By piloting the new
teacher evaluation systems in advance of “going
live” statewide, implementers have been able to
identify and resolve problems that emerged and
give teachers and principals time to adjust to the
new system and their roles within it.
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A sequence of changes
in Denver paved the
way for a program of
teacher leadership that
is expected to touch
every school in the
district by 2018.

by Lori Nazareno
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Teacher Leaders in
Denver Public Schools
Teachers are increasingly dissatisfied.
In one recent survey, 47 percent of teachers said they were not enthusiastic about
their jobs, and another showed a sharp
drop in teacher satisfaction since 2008,
from 62 to 39 percent.1 This dissatisfaction does not stem from what one might
think—stresses related to dealing with
students and families. Teachers instead cite
policy development by those outside of the
profession, lack of respect by elected officials, lack of autonomy, and lack of input
into decision making.
The teaching force is also becoming
less stable, with an increase in attrition rates and in the number of teachers
moving from one school or district to
another.2 This instability is particularly
apparent when one examines attrition
rates of teachers of color. The organizational conditions most strongly related to
minority teacher turnover are low levels
of collective faculty decision-making
influence, teachers’ perceived degree of
individual classroom autonomy, and the
level of collective faculty influence over
schoolwide decisions. These factors have
been found to be more significant than
salary, professional development, or classroom resources.3
These statistics point to a need for
teacher leadership, which requires
rethinking teachers’ autonomy and
authority to make decisions that affect
whole-school success. Teachers are ready
and eager to play a larger, more important
role in improving student learning—and
the public wants them to do so. A recent
survey found that more than 90 percent of
Americans think that teachers should have
a “great deal” or at least “some” authority
to tailor instruction to individual students
and that teachers should have a great
deal or some authority over curriculum
and choices of technology. The public
also expresses overwhelming support for

giving teachers the authority to select their
colleagues and even control their school’s
budget (80 percent and 72 percent, respectively).4 Policymakers can stimulate this
shift through policies and practices aimed
at developing, facilitating, and supporting
teacher leadership.
Teacher leadership has come to mean
different things to different people.
Some believe it means teachers will
lead initiatives that result from others’
decisions. However, Berry, Byrd, and
Weider describe a bolder brand of teacher
leadership in which teachers receive
time, space, and rewards for incubating
and executing their own solutions to the
most pressing challenges in education.5
Such leadership provides opportunities for teachers to engage in the types
of problem solving they are expected
to instill in students. It also presents a
means by which to leverage the skills of
districts’ most accomplished teachers.
Teacher collaboration is an important facet of creating teacher leaders.6
When teachers share their expertise
with peers, teaching practice improves,
as does student learning. When schools
actively involve teacher teams in decision
making, student achievement increases.7
Teachers are looking for these opportunities. According to the most recent MetLife
survey, 51 percent of US teachers are at
least somewhat interested and 23 percent
are very interested or extremely interested
in hybrid roles that allow them to continue
teaching part time while assuming other
roles in their schools or districts.8 In other
words, they want to lead without leaving
the classroom.

Denver Makes a Start
Few districts have begun to make the
systemic changes required to incorporate
teacher leadership in their schools. Denver
Public Schools (DPS) is one of them.

 Increased enrollment alongside increasing
needs. More students overall were enrolling in
DPS schools, and many of them were English
language learners and students who qualified
for free or reduced priced lunches. These are
students for whom an effective teacher is even
more important.
	Poor structures for teacher feedback and
growth. High-quality feedback improves
instructional practice, yet few structures were
in place for teachers to receive such feedback.
	Lack of formal means by which effective
teachers share expertise. Every school has
outstanding teachers, and most members
of the community know who they are.
Yet DPS was not leveraging the talents of
these teachers.
Teachers in the district began to express interest in an increasing role for teacher leaders in
addressing these challenges, with the support
of teacher leadership organizations outside the
district such as the Center for Teaching Quality.

The Evolution of Teacher Leadership
DPS has long been willing to do things differently. Their current efforts to rethink teaching
are rooted in work begun over a decade ago
with ProComp, the district’s groundbreaking
approach to teacher compensation. Its hallmark
was a move away from paying teachers solely for
years of service and degrees earned and toward
compensating teachers for taking on challenging assignments, fostering student learning, and
improving teaching practice.
In 2010, DPS changed its teacher evaluation
system from one in which the only possible
ratings were satisfactory or unsatisfactory and in
which it was virtually impossible to differentiate
developing teachers, good teachers, and great
teachers. The new system, Leading Effective
Academic Practice, or LEAP, made it possible to
more clearly identify effective and highly effective teachers.
The system was not without its challenges.
Improved precision in teacher evaluation
requires more time and deeper expertise.
In short, principals could not be the only
ones making teacher observations and
offering feedback.
www.nasbe.org

These challenges created an opportunity for
DPS to leverage the talent of effective teachers to improve instructional practice across
schools and the district. As DPS redesigned its
evaluation system, it also started the Teacher
Leadership Academy during the 2010–11
school year. This early phase of teacher leadership in DPS involved identifying teachers in
each school, paying them a $500 stipend, and
supporting them with additional professional
development. Teachers in these roles were
expected to conduct leadership activities on
top of their full-time teaching load. The principals selected teacher leaders in an “anoint and
appoint” approach.

Teacher Leadership in DPS Today
DPS has since expanded and evolved its
approach to teacher leadership. Its current vision
is to significantly improve student outcomes by
deploying teacher leaders in consistently defined
roles in all DPS schools by 2018. Its program has
these goals:
	Support teacher growth. Provide more
frequent and actionable feedback and coaching for teachers.
	Strengthen teams in schools. Increase opportunities for peer-to-peer knowledge sharing
by teacher teams led by teacher leaders.
	Attract and retain strong teachers.
Keep great teachers in the classroom and
the profession.
 Increase distributive leadership. Build
stronger leadership teams while growing and
developing potential assistant principals
and principals.
In the 2013–14 school year, DPS piloted
two hybrid roles for teachers in 14 schools. To
qualify for these roles, teachers had to be rated
effective or higher, a significant shift from how
teacher leaders were previously selected, under
a system that could not determine who was
effective but only who performed satisfactorily. Teacher leaders had as much as 50 percent
release time from regular teaching duties.
During this time, these teachers work with
teams of teachers on instructional improvement. All teachers in these roles observe, give
feedback, and contribute to the evaluation of the
teachers on their team. (This shift is represented
visually on the following page in figure 1.)
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Several factors persuaded DPS to develop a
teacher leadership strategy:
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Figure 1a. Traditional structures for observation, feedback, and evaluation
Principal
Asst. Principal
Teacher
Coach/Facilitator

Figure 1b. Future state of observation, feedback, and evaluation

Principal
Asst. Principal
Teacher
Grade Level/Content Coordinator
Team Lead
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Surveys of DPS’s teacher leaders show promising results (figure 2):
	They believe they are filling a critical leadership role and are increasing teacher voice in
decision making.
	They value both their continued teaching responsibilities and their coaching
contributions.
	They are growing in their profession and
stimulating student growth.
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 The pilot is helping to distribute leadership
and improve school culture.
Surveys of DPS teachers in the pilot schools also
show positive results (figure 3):
	Eighty-nine percent responded that they value
having leaders who are still in the classroom.
	Seventy-four percent are glad their school
is participating in the pilot. Most teachers
agree that the roles help distribute leadership,
increase teacher voice, and have a positive
impact on school culture overall.9

DPS completed year two of its pilot in
2014–15, increasing the number of participating schools from 14 to nearly 50. Early survey
results are also promising in terms of impact
on instructional practice, school climate, and
teachers’ sense of engagement and ownership.
There will be yet another ramp-up during the
2015–16 school year; it will be interesting to see
the results as this approach goes to scale.

Policy Recommendations
DPS had to retool policies to account for
teachers who both teach and lead. For example,
some teacher responsibilities are defined by
district policy and state statute. This is also true

for principals. Having teachers assume responsibilities that were historically within the principal’s realm (like evaluation) required changes in
policy. Specific policies vary from state to state
and by district. The bottom line is that blurring
the distinction between those who teach and
those who lead requires policy shifts at the state
and district levels.
As Denver schools and other districts and
states continue to reimagine the role of teachers
as leaders, policy barriers must be removed and
new policies put in place. Current policies tend
to emphasize individual performance and roles,
whereas teacher leadership requires a collaborative mind-set for both performance and roles
that policy must reflect. 

Figure 2. Excerpts of team lead perceptions of pilot
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Figure 3. Excerpts of team lead perceptions of pilot, year-long Excerpts
average ofofall
responses
Teacher
Perceptions of Pilot

Year-long average of all responses

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

I think Team Leads should continue to have classroom
teaching responsibilities

100%
89%

I am glad that my school is participating in the
Differentiated Roles pilot

74%

The Differentiated Roles pilot is improving the distribution
of leadership in my school

69%

I trust Team Leads to increase the voice the teachers have
in decisions made at my school

68%

The Differentiated roles pilot is having a positive impact
on my school's culture

67%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

*October Survey, n=150 teachers. February Survey, n=251 teachers. May Survey, n=106 teachers.

www.nasbe.org

September 2015 • National Association of State Boards of Education

*October 2013 Survey, n=31. February 2014 Survey, n=26. May 2014 Survey, n=31.
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What follows are recommendations for
guiding principles for new policies or removal
of old ones that create barriers to teacher
leadership.
Emphasize collaboration rather than
competition. Policies that pit teachers against
each other inhibit knowledge sharing and
hinder a sense of collective responsibility for
student success. Instead, state boards of education and local education agencies can consider
the following:
	Create policies that encourage teachers to
collaborate, share expertise, and support
their colleagues in continuous improvement.
Recognizing and rewarding teams of teachers for collaborating to improve practice and
student outcomes are more likely to create
systemic improvement. Incentives could be
put in place, for example, to allow teachers
in a team context to earn micro-credentials
for demonstrating mastery of specific skills.
Current policies, in contrast, tend to measure
professional development in terms of hours
spent attending lectures and seminars rather
than skill mastery, with license renewal contingent on meeting these seat-time requirements.
	Remove policies that create the conditions for
teachers to compete for limited resources or
incentives. Limiting resources or incentives
to x number of teachers or schools creates a
climate of competition.
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	Remove policies that assign student scores or
other measures of learning to individual teachers. Teachers understand that many teachers
and support specialists contribute to student
learning; it is not possible to attribute learning
to one individual. Yet many current evaluation
policies do just that. Removing these policies
will encourage collaboration and collective
responsibility for student outcomes.

Lori Nazareno is teacherin-residence at the Center
for Teaching Quality in
Carrboro, NC, and a national
board certified teacher
with 25 years of classroom
experience, lnazareno@
teachingquality.org.
Nazareno led efforts to
design a teacher-powered
school in Denver.

Emphasize autonomy rather than control.
Teachers are increasingly frustrated with being
held accountable for things over which they
have little or no control. Teachers willingly
accept responsibility for student outcomes when
they are also given the autonomy to address
students’ individual needs.
	Create policies that support teachers in
leading their own professional learning and
that of their colleagues. Nationally, $18 billion

is spent each year on professional development, and in formats that are not meeting
teachers’ needs because they have little voice
in their own learning, training is not connected to their core work of helping students
learn, and it is not led by practicing teachers.10
	Remove overly prescriptive policies about
how teacher leadership is to be implemented.
Alternatively, create policies that provide flexibility for schools and districts to design the
type of system that will meet their needs. For
example, proposed legislation in Iowa would
require that one in four teachers be tapped
for teacher leadership roles over the next two
years but provides districts flexibility to design
these roles.11 
1
American Federation of Teachers and Badass Teachers
Association, “Quality of Worklife Survey” (Washington, DC,
2015), http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/worklifesurveyresults2015.pdf.
2
R. Ingersoll, L. Merrill, and D. Stuckey, “Seven Trends:
The Transformation of the Teaching Force,” CPRE Research
Report #RR-80 (Philadelphia: Consortium for Policy
Research in Education, updated April 2014).
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R. M. Ingersoll and H. May, “Recruitment, Retention and
the Minority Teacher Shortage,” CPRE Research Report
RR-69 (Philadelphia: Consortium for Policy Research in
Education, 2011).
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Education Evolving, “Teacher-Powered Schools: Generating
Lasting Impact through Common Sense Innovation” (St.
Paul, MN, May 2014), http://www.teacherpowered.org/files/
Teacher-Powered-Schools-Whitepaper.pdf.
5
B. Berry, A. Byrd, and A. Weider, Teacherpreneurs:
Innovative Teachers Who Lead but Don’t Leave (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013).
6
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for Teachers” (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, School of
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K. Leithwood and B. Mascall, “Collective Leadership Effects
on Student Achievement,” Educational Administration
Quarterly 44, no. 4 (2008): 529−61.
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Challenges for School Leadership,” (New York, 2013), p. 50.
9
Denver Public Schools, “Differentiated Roles: Year One
Pilot Impact,” (2014).
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Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Teachers Know Best:
Teachers’ Views on Professional Development (Washington,
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11
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Teacher Leadership and Compensation System,” (Des Moines,
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Interview
Sarah Brown Wessling, an English teacher at Johnston High School in Johnston, Iowa,
was named National Teacher of the Year in 2010. Wessling earned a bachelor’s degree in
English education and a master’s in English literature from Iowa State University
and is a national board certified teacher in English language arts/adolescence and
young adulthood. Melinda George, president of the National Commission on Teaching and
America’s Future, interviewed Wessling on June 23, 2015.

Sarah Brown Wessling

National Teacher of the Year 2010

I started out as a broadcast journalism major. After a year, I realized I didn’t
actually like that writing very much, and I
didn’t think the camera liked me much, so
I changed to philosophy. I changed a third
time and went to the psychology department…. It was a moment of epiphany:
I was walking through campus at Iowa
State—I don’t know if the sun was shining
just right or something—but I realized
I wouldn’t have to give up all of these
things I loved if I went to a classroom. I
walked straight to the college of ed and
said, “I’m going to be a teacher.”
Tell me a little about how your students
would describe your classroom.
A place where we laugh. I think that
they would describe it as a place where
they have a voice. They would describe
it as a place of challenge, a place that
offers them an experience. One of my
goals is that they leave feeling they had
an experience grounded in literacy and
learning, one that taught them not only
about the purpose of language in their
lives but, more important, their role in a
larger world.
What does it mean for your students to be
ready for college, career, and citizenship?
www.nasbe.org

They need to be able to apply things
they’re learning to new situations. They
have to be flexible. They have to be able to
handle situations that are unpredictable
and do those things with communication skills: reading carefully and critically,
understanding how to listen.
How do or don’t the new content standards in your state support this deeper
student learning?
Standards are a wonderful compass….
At the heart of them is the idea that we
should teach students how to think. It’s
just as important to remember that it’s not
the standards that do the work. It’s almost
as though we envision them as a character
in this larger narrative—the standards are
the ones that are going to make the difference. We need make sure that we don’t
rely on that notion [but rather] we rely on
the understanding that it is how teachers and how school districts interpret
them; nothing replaces that interaction
between teacher and student or learner
and learner.
What does personalized learning mean
to you?
I’m at an advantage because I teach
writing, a very personal endeavor. Every
time I ask students to write, I’m personalizing their learning because they get to
choose what they write about. They’re
getting feedback that’s for them specifically.
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What do you see as your mission as a
teacher, and how did you get into this
journey?
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Can you describe experiential learning that you
feel made a difference for a student?
I had been getting fed up with traditional final
exams, so I decided to take a leap: I asked every
student to deliver a commencement address
that was not a cliché. We spent time looking at
poor commencement addresses [and] amazing
commencement addresses. Through that
process, they figured out criteria. Then every
student delivered their address. It was one of the
most amazing experiences of my career because
I got to see every student for exactly who he
or she was. We laughed, we cried, and we were
amazed. They used symbols. They went from the
concrete to the abstract. They used anecdotes.
They used logic. They referenced text. They wove
in things that we had read throughout the year.
Most important, one of the students stood up
and gave an incredibly personal address. At one
point in it, he stopped, looked at his peers, and
said, “I’m telling you this story because I trust
you.” I realized at that moment what it meant to
have an experience. Those kids are never going
to forget that day because they understood they
had created a community, a space in which
people could be vulnerable and know that that’s
part of learning.
Are there supports in place that you would advocate for every state? Are their supports or policy
that get in the way?
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I hear these stories over and over about
misinterpretation of the standards funneled
through something related to an assessment
or an evaluation—people talking about lessons
that are taught in isolation, evaluators who are
going around rooms looking to see that people
are at certain point on a pacing guide, or that
they are checking off boxes on an evaluation
form. While those things are meant to elevate
learning, what actually happens is that takes us
further from it because those actions focus on
surface qualities. I’ve been in classrooms where
teachers have everything in that room [it] looks
like [they] should, but they are just turning
the page one day to the next. I have been in
classrooms where I might not see an objective
on the board, I might not see someone else’s
determination of what a good lesson plan looks
like, but I see genuine learning: teachers who
know their content so well that it comes alive

for their students. So this larger conversation
about support is actually about empowerment,
the degree to which we are going to empower
teachers to make sure they are staying human in
the classroom.
How do you want to be held accountable for the
success of your students?
Any one measure doesn’t give you the entire
picture, and the entire picture shifts over time.
It is important for teachers to be able to show
that they have moved students. I don’t know
there’s only way to show that. My experience
going through the National Board certification process has been really formative in how I
see the role of being evaluated…. I’m trying to
figure out how I move individual students. One
of the other things that I had to do during that
process is a deep analysis about practice. It’s not
summarizing what I’ve done in the classroom,
but it’s making what’s very implicit to me very
explicit to someone else. That process has absolutely been crucial in my growth as a teacher….
It’s important to have other sets of eyes in the
classroom, whether that’s an administrator or a
coach or someone else. But what I would want
to be most evaluated is not necessarily what
they saw, but what I did with what they saw and
how I used what they saw…. We’re always riding
a really fine line between garnering feedback
that can make us really better and creating fear,
because as soon as we create fear, teachers shut
down. This is what humans do. I know what’s
going to make me a better teacher is not being
isolated. The more isolated I am as a teacher, the
less effective I’m going to be.
Are there policies that allow you that leeway to
be able to do things differently?
It’s not a policy that makes me feel I can
make that leap [toward deeper learning]. It’s
the support of my administrators who trust
me enough to say, “All right, if you think this is
going to work, then OK, we will give it a try.”
How do we as a profession improve an atmosphere of trust and collegiality systemwide?
That’s the tough one…. I wish I had the
panacea. I wish I could say, “If we did this one
thing, or these five things, it would all be better,”
but the truth is it’s going to be a combination

Are there ways your teacher prep program
helped prepare you?
My program taught me I was ready to engage
in a lifetime of figuring it out. I felt ready to
struggle, and that’s a really important characteristic. Understanding the importance of professional networks was important. I spent a lot of
time in classrooms prior to student teaching—
something like 300 hours—and that part of my
experience was formative…. It comes back to
whether a program has formalized mentorship
or internship; it is incredibly important to have
people who help you understand the classroom.
We still largely do it in isolation. If it weren’t for
video, we would see far fewer classrooms.
Describe your best professional development
experience and what makes it so valuable.
The most beneficial professional learning
helps teachers to reframe what they know and
to think more carefully about their practice. It
helps them determine ways in which they can
be a learner, too…. When I’m [teaching teachers] the most beneficial things are not when I
explain steps of a strategy but when I ask them
to be metacognitive about their experience and
work to transfer that. Establishing problems of
practice becomes really important.… They want
to investigate what’s not going well. On the other
side of professional learning, a few experiences
had a huge impact on me as a teacher, and they
all have things in common: They were rigorous, and they involved student work…. I had to
discern where my learners were and how I was
going to get them from one point to the next….
I oftentimes tell people that I’m more afraid of
my mediocrity than of my mistakes.
What can we do to better prepare teachers to be
leaders?
Connecting them with other teacher leaders
is important. Teachers need to be told that what
they’re doing is special because a lot of teachers
really don’t know it. It speaks to the isolation
we experience in the profession. Making sure
that teachers get out of that isolation is crucial
to leadership.
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continue to build professional learning communities within our schools, strong instructional
leaders in conjunction with highly qualified
teachers are critical for raising the bar for
all students.

Lessons for State Boards
Although it is too early to judge the impact
of these reforms on teacher quality in West
Virginia, much less the impact on student
outcomes, it is possible to draw early lessons
from efforts to reset the course for teacher
preparation in my state.
Commitment from the top provides an
unmatched opportunity for state action. The
governor’s call to increase literacy and reading
by third grade, combined with national research
and trend data on student literacy, created a
sense of urgency that brought constituencies to
the table around a common goal.
Buy-in is important. Representation from
all higher education institutions in the state was
reflected in all stakeholder groups and steering committees, with multiple opportunities
to provide feedback. Efforts to collaborate paid
off. Colleges and universities willingly participated in the TPA pilot and have requested more
opportunities for their students to participate
TPA after the pilot is completed.
National organizations provide important
support. West Virginia relied on them for
meeting facilitation, research, resources for
planning and implementation, survey development and data analysis, as well as grant funding
from NASBE and the Benedum Foundation. 
National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment
of Education Progress (2013). In 2013, 27 percent of West
Virginia fourth grade students tested at or above proficient,
compared with the national average of 34 percent.
2
E. R. Tomblin, State of the State, speech delivered February
13, 2013, in Charleston WV, http://www.governor.wv.gov/
media/pressreleases/2013/Documents/2013%20State%20
of%20State%20Final.pdf; West Virginia Senate Bill 359, 81st
session (passed March 22, 2013), http://www.legis.state.
wv.us/Bill_Text_HTML/2013_SESSIONS/RS/pdf_bills/
SB359%20SUB1%20ENR%20PRINTED.pdf.
3
West Virginia Department of Education, High Quality
Educator Stakeholder Committee, preliminary report, white
paper (2014), https://wvde.state.wv.us/certification/educatorprep/documents/WHITEPAPER.pdf.
1
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of a degree of protection at the policy level, but
more than that, the ability to grow people.
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hen my principal said he’d be
observing my second period class,
I swallowed hard. This would be my first
evaluation in my new school, and these
were not my best students—or anyone’s.
Passing English 11 was the only way
they could graduate, and a high school
diploma was the absolute limit of their
educational aspirations.
I was determined not to put on a
performance for the principal. As with
every other evaluation in my teaching
career, I taught the lesson I would have
taught if there were no observer. (Over
the years, this strategy produced some
wonderful memories, including the principal who tried to listen in on a smallgroup activity until one student said,
“Dr. Holden, in this class, no one gets to
sit silently and let others do the work.
What do you think about Romeo’s decision here?”)
The day’s lesson was part of a poetry
unit, which the students approached
with the same enthusiasm I imagine they
showed the dentist. Their typical reaction
to figurative language: “Why can’t the guy
just say what he means?”
But that day, the poem spoke to them.
“Something just like that happened to
me,” said one boy who usually sat silent in
the back. Another girl chimed in: She had
felt what the poet expressed.
It was magic. The students connected
to words on a page. They understood
that others shared their experiences and
feelings. And they had at least a glimmer
of why the school board and I thought it
was so important that they slog through
poems, short stories, and novels.

I was sure the principal had seen all
that. I looked forward to our post-evaluation conference.
His first words set me straight. “You
didn’t call the roll.”
I pointed out that it was March. I
knew these students, I told him, and I
never wasted class time calling roll. He
remained unconvinced until I opened my
grade book and showed him the attendance for the day.
His oral and written evaluation said
nothing about connection with literature.
There was nothing about the fact that
these students were completely engaged.
I hadn’t called each name out loud, so I
was not an excellent teacher.
This edition of the Standard deals with
the important issue of teacher evaluations. Research consistently shows that, of
all the in-school factors that influence a
student’s learning, teacher quality makes
the biggest difference.
The best teachers do want to improve
their practice, and state boards of education can develop evaluation systems
to raise the level of teaching in every
classroom. Yet there are no easy recipes
for structuring the best teacher evaluation system. It takes hard work and a deep
commitment throughout the system.
What comes easily are poor evaluations, replete with check boxes that fail to
measure learning in any meaningful way
and manage to frustrate good teachers
in the process. I cannot for the life of me
remember the title of the poem I taught
that day. But I have never forgotten what
the evaluation conference felt like. 

Kristen Amundson
Executive Director
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