Teacher Evaluation in the
School District Collaboration Fund Grant 2018/19

June 25, 2019

According to Oregon Department of Education, the “focus of the evaluation system is on
improving professional practice and student learning.”’ And yet for many teachers and
administrators, teacher evaluation has devolved into a cumbersome, labor-intensive process
that yields little in the way of improved professional practice.

There has been a lot of resentment about our evaluation system from the teachers and
principals. They feel it is hoop jumping and it doesn’t mean anything. It’s either “I passed
and my life goes on,” or “I didn’t pass and my life is over.” It doesn’t lead to reflection or
growth. (Teacher leader)

This dissatisfaction provides the motivation for creating a better system, one that truly supports
on-going teacher growth and enhanced student learning. During the 2018/19 school year, the
nine Oregon districts that received School District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) grants had the
opportunity to bring teachers and administrators together to construct improved systems for
teacher evaluation.?

At the end of the 2018/19 school year, the most common changes districts reported in their
evaluation systems included:
¢ Providing teachers with opportunities to observe one another’s instruction
e Offering training to deepen teachers’ understanding of the standards used to evaluate
them
o Working with principals to calibrate their scoring and/or improve the usefulness of the
feedback they provide to teachers

In addition, in three districts, several schools participated in small-scale experiments to reshape
their evaluation processes in other ways.

In most districts, teacher leaders involved in the SDCF grant report that teachers’ attitudes
towards evaluation shifted. Whereas it was once seen as burdensome or threatening, it had
become, at least for some teachers, an opportunity to continue to learn and grow professionally.

! Oregon Department of Education (2018). Oregon Framework for Teacher and Administrator Evaluation
and Support Systems, downloaded from https://www.oregon.gov/ode/educator-
resources/educator_effectiveness/Documents/oregon-framework--for-eval-and-support-systems.pdf

. 27.
E’SDCF grantee districts worked on professional learning, teacher leadership, evaluation, and
compensation; some districts emphasized one or two of these areas more than others. Also, while six of
these districts had three years to implement, study, and enhance their approaches; three had only a
single year for the same work.
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Some districts reported significant changes to their evaluation systems

Of course, the degree of change varied across the different districts. In six of the nine grantee
districts, teacher leaders and administrators reported that their districts had made or were
making significant, meaningful changes to their evaluation systems.

We did a lot! We took a cohort of teachers out of [all but one building] and trained them
in a subset of our evaluation rubric. We asked them to teach in in their buildings and
then to take other teachers out to observe and then reflect on what they saw. (Teacher
leader)

In terms of educator effectiveness, | would say we have made huge gains. We are
looking at Danielson [a form of rubric for teacher evaluation] as not just as stick but as a
carrot... | believe that is a more widely held view now. | think that has shifted because
we have educated each certified member about that, and they have come to see it as a
useful tool. ... People talk about it in meaningful ways. They ask questions like, what
does it mean to ask really good questions that engage students? That is a huge win.
(Teacher leader)

Our evaluation work has been really successful. We've done lots of work with principals
on observation and providing feedback... Also, we have brought in teacher leaders with
the goal of everyone understanding the evaluation system better. (Teacher leader)

[What do you think will last from the grant?] From our evaluation work... we will keep the
growth handbook, which was a huge undertaking that turned out well. (Teacher leader)

Peer observations were the centerpiece of SDCF evaluation work

Across the different districts, the work most commonly undertaken was the development of new
structures that used peer observations to combine elements of their evaluation and professional
learning systems. “Learning walks” became a popular way for teachers to delve deeply into one
or two sections of their district’s evaluation rubric, observe their colleagues teaching, and
converse with one another on what it looks like to excel in various aspects of teaching.

Seven of the nine districts instituted some form of peer observations or learning walks. While
these were organized in somewhat different ways from place to place, they generally involved
facilitators—teachers who had received additional training—leading small groups of fellow
teachers.

[We have specialists who] are a combination of our professional learning and evaluation
systems in all schools except one small high school. They facilitate learning around the
standards in our system, take people on learning walks, and lead reflective
conversations. They all do this, plus some of them may help meet local needs. They all
slightly customize things to meet building-specific needs. They were trained last year
and they get paid a stipend for this work. (Teacher leader)

We had one person who was our learning walks facilitator, with extra professional
development in how to facilitate. That person trained four more people at the high school
to be learning walk facilitators. By end of year, every [high school teacher in our districts]
will have done at least one learning walk. (Teacher leader)
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In some districts, the teachers being observed received some feedback from those who
observed them. For that to happen successfully, the observers had to be seen as constructive
supports and not as additional evaluators who might judge them if something did not go well.

We heard back from teachers... that they wanted to talk with others and get actionable
feedback. And our administrators are pressed for time, so we simply can’t put the whole
burden of observing and providing feedback to 25 or 30 teachers on them entirely. If we
want it consistent and sustainable, we need other people who can also provide that. So
we worked hard to make sure that those who led learning walks were not viewed as
evaluators but could just lead discussions. They talked about what exemplary teaching
in each [rubric] area looked like, then they went out and saw teachers teaching, talking
about what they saw, what they didn’t see, but they do not score anyone’s teaching. It is
not threatening. They just look at ideas for themselves, and they provide the feedback to
the teachers. (Teacher leader)

More commonly, however, the observed teachers were simply thanked for opening their
classrooms, while the observers held their own, separate conversations about what they saw
that was effective or that they might like to emulate in their own classrooms. In some cases, the
observers designed a plan to try out a new practice in their classroom and collect information to
see how effective it is.

In the learning walks, we found that people were much more open about their own
weaknesses in that setting. We leave a thank-you and candy for the observed teachers.
Then those who observed meet and talk about what they saw, how they could improve,
based on what they saw that teacher doing well. (Teacher leader)

The walk-throughs, we try to get them to lead directly to a cycle of inquiry. It has been
really nice to see what happened in other teachers’ classrooms. We can see what is
working and what we want to learn more about. The walk-throughs tend to lead to cycles
of inquiry. Teachers will say, “I will try this and see how it goes in my own classroom.”
(Teacher leader)

This approach, without the peer feedback, was also valued because it did not feel threatening to
teachers who previously had experienced observation primarily as an opening for judgment and
possible criticism. It also helped teachers understand what principals did when they came to
observe in more formal evaluations.

It gets you that actionable feedback to make you a better teacher. What about if you
tried this? Have you thought about this? It's not meant to make you defensive. We all
have room to get better, room for growth. And if you can grow, great! (Teacher leader)

It's good especially for a teacher who does not understand the process. It doesn’t seem
fair to some teachers for principal to come in 20 minutes three times a year and evaluate
us. How can that be enough? But then when they focus on the framework and do short
observations themselves, they learn how much you can see in a short period of time.
Also they see how we can learn from each other. The observations are really valuable
lessons. (Teacher leader)

Most of the time, teachers observed other teachers at their same level or content area (for
example, elementary teachers observed other elementary teachers, or high school science
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teachers observed other science teachers, at their own or another high school). Sometimes,
however, teachers found new insights by deviating from this model.

I am a middle school guy, and | went to an elementary and saw that my own classroom
procedures stunk, and that made me rethink what | was doing. That is the main point of
the [learning walks]. (Teacher leader)

Observations were connected to standards

All of the districts conducting peer observations connected them to the teaching standards and
expectations in their districts. Because every district has a long list of standards, learning walks
often highlighted only one or two standards, so teachers could focus more deeply on specific
aspects of their instruction.

[The observation tool] is connected to our standards. We are looking... for AVID
standards, which mesh closely with district and state standards. We ask, are you doing
some of the elements of the AVID program that are important?* (Teacher leader)

[Teachers] have come a long way toward developing a look-for document based on our
rubric, so they understand what it looks like to be a ‘3’ in teacher communication, for
example. We provide examples, like a menu, of things you can do to be strong in each
area. We created a subcommittee of teacher leaders and principals to create this
document. (Teacher leader)

Technology made peer observations more accessible

Three districts—both large and very small ones—reported using Swivl (simple robots that
videotape teachers in the classroom) as a way to facilitate or expand their peer observation
work.

In one small district, where both a shortage of substitute teachers and teacher discomfort with
observation were obstacles to a peer observation program, teachers tried video-taping
themselves while teaching and then sharing the video with one other teacher in the context of a
reflective discussion and what was effective in their lesson. Another, somewhat larger district,
began using the cameras so that teachers could create videos of themselves and reflect on their
own instruction before meeting with principals. That district plans to explore the use of the
videos to assist principals who have difficulty finding time to visit all classrooms during the
school day as often as desired. Another large district trained 20 teachers over the last year to
use the Swivl cameras and explored the helpfulness of this tool for observation and peer
coaching.

Observations were meaningful

One of the most consistent messages from both teacher leaders and administrators in a variety
of districts was that the opportunity to see how other teachers work in their classroom was
immensely valuable to teachers.

® AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination) is a college readiness program designed to help
students develop the skills they need to be successful in college. The program particularly emphasizes
the development of writing, critical thinking, teamwork, organization and reading skills. Teachers using the
AVID program receive professional development in instructional approaches that foster higher-level
learning. Generally districts connect these approaches to their professional teaching standards.
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The biggest change for us as a district is our ability to peer observe and get peer
feedback. We have gone through a lot with developing trust among peers and opening
up those walls. That has been huge. Now we have peer-initiated and peer-led learning
walks on a regular basis, which | am proud of. That is the crowing jewel of our efforts.
(Administrator)

Some districts worked to improve principals’ ability to observe & provide feedback
A second category of work in the area of educator evaluation focused on strengthening the way
principals participated in the process. This involved two main topics:

e Calibrating the scoring of observations, so that scores were more reliable across
observers

e Improving the quality of feedback from principals to teachers, to make it relevant and
actionable.

One district invested a great deal of time and effort on principals’ role this year (2018/19) and at
least four other grantee districts spent time on this work during one or two of the years they
received the grant. One other district wanted to conduct this work but couldn’t fit it in; leaders
hope to take it on in the coming year (2019/20).

Principals calibrated their scoring of teacher’s instruction

Ensuring that principals took a common approach to the task of observing teachers and scoring
their performance felt important to many teacher leaders, because it was so fundamental to
teachers’ ability to trust that the evaluation system was fair.

[And in evaluation, has there been any work with principals to get them on the same
page with evaluation?] In our first year, yes, there were efforts there with the principals
and to get the union on board that it was fair... That was the first year or 18 months of
our work. (Teacher leader)

For this work, principals worked together with an external coach, watching videos of instruction
and discussion how they would score the instruction they observed. Districts often reported that
the initial results surprised principals.

The evaluation piece has also been super bumpy but that has led to great things. The
principals were skeptical about needing training to observe; they felt proficient. But [the
external coach] demonstrated to them how inconsistent their scoring was, using videos.
Everyone was noticing different things in the same videos. The more she worked with
them, the more they were asking for assistance. They have realized, wow, we do need
this! (Teacher leader)

[In a recent survey], we asked principals, how had the work had impacted their approach
to evaluations? Some of them said: “This work has completely reshaped my approach to
evaluations.” Or “l valued the video components and look-fors the most.” Another said,
“The calibration piece has been so helpful.” And another, “It has highlighted areas of
growth for me as | work with staff.” (Teacher leader)
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Principals improved their ability to give feedback

In the district where principals spent a lot of time working with a coach on scoring observations,
this initial work led them to raise questions about how to share their evaluative feedback with
teachers after an observation.

They ended up asking for help with also giving good feedback, not just conducting
observations. How can they talk with teachers, especially if it is a tough conversation?
(Teacher leader)

Part of principals’ work then involved videotaping themselves having professional conversations
with teachers, sharing the videotape with small groups of their peers, and reflecting on what
worked well and what could be strengthened.

They were initially reluctant to bring videos at first. Only three or four did at first. And |
think just that vulnerability made it less intimidating and more did it the next time. Still a
few never did, but they still valued the process of going through that, and they all want to
continue that next year. (Teacher leader)

While much of this work emphasized principals’ ability to provide useful feedback as part of the
formal evaluation process, sometimes districts were interested in a more informal use of
feedback as well. Could principals walk through their buildings on a more regular basis, observe
a few minutes of class, and say something more meaningful than “good job” to the teachers?

One of [our superintendent’s] big pushes is to have informal walk-through observations.
He is consulting with staff on that, asking them, “What do we need to see? What do we
need to look for?” That will be a big part of his repertoire, | think and also that of our new
principal, too. (Teacher leader)

Teachers deepened their understanding of the evaluation framework

In the fall of 2017, one large district invested the time to train every single teacher on the
framework used to evaluate teachers. This effort had received very positive feedback and has
since become a part of the routine on-boarding for all new teachers. Teacher leaders from that
district reported that because all teachers had a deep understanding of the evaluation
framework, they also routinely used it to discuss instructional improvement.

It is part of what people do in our district now. People use Danielson language when
they talk about how they are doing, some PLCs are using it for their topic, especially
across grade levels or content areas, where they otherwise don’t have the same data.
(Teacher leader)

Other districts also took this on in earlier years; in fact, two-third of grantee districts reported
conducting similar work, to enhance teachers’ understanding of the evaluation framework, in
2017/18.* This year, efforts to deepen teacher understanding of their district’s evaluation
framework happened in one of the three districts in their first year of implementation.

*In 2017/18, there were six additional districts that had SDCF grants. Their grants ended at the end of
that school year.
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We [surveyed our teacher leaders, asking] how has it affected your perspective? People
said things like “I understand better,” or... “Now | see how the process should work.” We
have created a much-needed district handbook on how this works. It is much more
thorough and gives a usable understanding of the process. [Teacher leaders also said],
“I feel confident | can explain the rubric and the Strategies for Success (the look-fors),”
and “The evaluation process seems less adversarial.” (Teacher leader)

Another district in its first year of implementation planned to start similar work in the coming
year, even without grant funding.

Three districts piloted alternative evaluation models
In the 2018/19 school year, three districts experimented with alternative ways for administrators
to conduct teacher evaluations.

One district gave teachers at two schools the freedom to explore what they thought would
constitute a more meaningful evaluation system.

At two schools we had pilots and asked them to consider, within the bounds of law, what
would you want it to look like? They could change anything they wanted. They changed
a lot: they recreated the forms, reduced the number of required observations [by
principals]... They tried to make it more interactive, changing the processes and forms,
and getting rid of redundancy. They noted that in the current system, the professional
goals they created at the beginning of the year might never be talked about again. So all
their work was about making the things in the system more meaningful, practical and
actionable. (Teacher leader)

One school involved in the pilot program was an elementary, and the other was a middle school.
Despite those differences and even though they worked independently of one another, both
schools came up with similar alternatives. In each case, they rewrote the evaluation handbooks
and created options for teachers to pick what would help them most in their professional growth
(such as observing another teacher, participating in a learning walk or conferencing about a
specific area of the rubric). Furthermore, in each new model, the focus of the evaluation shifted
from a single score to opportunities for continuous improvement.

Another district spent the 2018/19 year conducting small-scale experiments and interviewing
teachers to find out what would make administrator feedback more meaningful to teachers. One
thing they learned early on was that district timelines for goal writing, observations and
conferences were not well-aligned to instructional and assessment schedules; it often meant
teachers did not have student data to share when discussing progress with administrators. They
also found that teachers wanted more informal feedback throughout the year.

We got a lot of teachers telling us that informal observations with feedback are more
useful than traditional evaluative observations, and we are piloting that in a few schools.
The plan is, if it works well and is beneficial, we would go districtwide. (Administrator)

We have also looked at Kim Marshall’s work on informal evaluations.® Then we did our
own research on what matters to teachers and administrators in informal evaluations.
And [our research told us] 33 teachers wanted more informal evaluations versus just two

® Marshall, K. (2005) It’s time to rethink teacher supervision and evaluation. Phi Delta Kappan, 86.(10):
727- 735.
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who did not, so that was clear. And they wanted to know more about what principals
were evaluating them on. So we are piloting this in three schools with people who are
opting in. (Teacher leader)

In a third district, teachers met to review the district’s evaluation matrix and realized that
principals were supposed to evaluate them on 59 items, which felt overwhelming to everyone.
As a group, they worked to narrow down the subset of items they felt would most affect student
learning and from those, created a set of “power standards.”

We have been talking about how some things matter more and have a higher impact on
student learning. We are trying to focus on what actually impacts students. So in our
workshop, we had time to look at all of them, and we said which ones we felt would
really help us serve students, so in each of the 6 domains, we came up with 3-4 items.
And we want to test it next year, and let people opt in to be evaluated on those next
year. (Teacher leader)

As this district was one of the three with only a year of grant implementation, they were unable
to complete their work. Nevertheless, they planned to conduct the pilot in the coming year. The
grant manager reported “a lot of excitement” about the pilot study and said “it seemed like
almost everyone wanted to volunteer for the pilot alternative evaluation!”

Several districts planned to continue work on evaluation

The district planning to pilot its power standards was not the only one to describe plans for
continued evaluation work going forward. Grant managers from two districts said that they
planned to revise their district handbook in the coming year, using building or district funds to
cover teachers’ time.

An administrator from another district reported that they had begun meaningful work on power
standards earlier in the grant and then set that to the side to focus on professional learning. She
said the leadership team—made up of both teachers and administrators—would revisit the
power standards in the coming year.

A district that had focused on building administrators’ ability to score observations reliably and to
provide useful feedback planned to continue refining the process for short, informal
observations. It also planned to train all teachers in its district on its newly created look-for
document

In a district which had invested heavily in learning walks paid for by the grant, plans were in
place to move learning walks to the Department of Teaching and Learning, where they would
become one option teachers could select as part of their professional learning.

While the specifics varied, teacher leaders from every district felt they had either made some
kind of lasting change in the evaluation process or were on the road to doing so.

A Note on Research Methods

The interview data discussed in this paper come from phone and in-person interviews
conducted with thirteen teacher leaders (grant coordinators or grant managers) across the nine
grantee districts, as well as with district office administrators (superintendents, directors of
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teaching and learning, or directors of human resources) from eight of the nine districts. In most
cases, teacher leaders were interviewed twice over the course of the school year, each time for
about one hour. Administrators were interviewed for about half an hour once, in the spring of
2019.
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