Teacher Evaluation Under the SDCF Grant

Memo
June 30, 2018

Informed Decisions Research

Administrators and grant managers alike reported that teacher evaluation was a difficult topic to
work on, perhaps only slightly less challenging that compensation. In the course of multiple
interviews, they repeatedly returned to a few themes that illustrate what made it so
challenging:

o Teachers sometimes see evaluation as a threat and fear taking a risk that might yield a
low evaluation score and potentially put their jobs at risk.

e For principals to do a good job evaluating teachers, they need to be in classrooms
regularly, not a couple of time a year. Yet principals report having so many
responsibilities that they have difficulty finding time to be in classrooms on a regular
basis, particularly in larger schools.

¢ So much documentation of classroom observations is required that participants have
little time to conduct meaningful conversations.

o Principals feel reluctant to discourage teachers or, in more remote districts, potentially
drive away hard-to-hire teachers by providing low scores on evaluation rubrics. Many
districts said this results in overly high and insufficiently differentiated performance
scores.

¢ Any work on evalaution combines the efforts and often different priorities of teachers,
principals and district human resources staff.

Despite these challenges, three-quarters of the twelve grantee districts that were implementing
the SDCF grant in the 2017/18 school year reported making some sort of change (usually
smaller ones) to their evaluation systems. This memo summarizes findings from interviews with
grant managers from the twelve grantee districts as well as with administrators from ten of those
districts.

*k%k

Major Change Is Rare

While most districts experimented with substantially new ways of deciding upon, designing and
delivering professional learning for teachers, it is rare for districts to even attempt major
changes to teacher evaluation in their districts. Perhaps this was in part because state-
mandated changes had already prompted significant changes in prior years. Only two districts
described what was happening in evaluation as a “major change.”

One of those districts is designing some small-scale experiments (PDSAs) to examine possible
changes to the structure of two of the district's mandated four teacher observations for year.

Two schools are doing [evaluation] pilots. There was an MOU allowing them to tweak
and change the system to see what they could come up with, and they are designing it
for next year. For a teacher on probation there are four reviews per year, but if you are a
contract teacher with a strong record, then maybe two of the observations could be a
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reflection or a different approach to learning. ...And maybe a peer could help with that.
(Assistant superintendent)

Another district invested substantial effort to train teacher leaders to deeply understand the
evaluation framework and coach their peers to reflect and grow using this framework. This

included the creation of a growth process handbook and a complete revision of the district

growth goals and rubrics.

The evaluation committee finished their... complete redesign of our growth goals,
rubrics, including specialty areas... in August [the teacher leaders] will get a presentation
they can take back to their schools, to give the same message to everyone... we have
changed things in the rubric. And this is the first time our teachers have had a book like
this [about expectations]. There was never any intent on the part of the district not to
Share this information, but it took a lot of time and effort to put it together. And there was
never a special education rubric before, but that needs to be different than for a regular
classroom teacher, so we put a lot of work put into that. (Grant manager)

Most Districts Worked to Refine Existing Systems & Processes

Instead, most districts focused on refining existing processes. Six districts concentrated
much of their effort into training administrators, either to calibrate evaluation scoring across
individual administrators or to help principals provide better feedback to teachers.

For the former, three of the six districts worked with principals to provide them with a common
understanding of what domains on an evaluation framework look like and how to score teachers
on a rubric.

We are starting to have conversations, asking things like what does a 4 look like? What
does a 3 look like? It is important enough that we are finding money for this [even after
the grant], because it matters and we are not finished with this. (District administrator)

A lot of our work this year focused on administrators putting into place the new skills and
knowledge they gained working with [an external trainer] on the Danielson framework,
doing walk-throughs and checking interrater reliability. (Grant manager)

Administrators have spent a ton of time on calibrating their scores, and we want to get
our teachers to a point of understanding so when we have the post-observation
dialogue, there is not that disconnect between admins and teachers. We want them all to
understand the rubric really well. (Superintendent)

For the latter—providing better feedback to teachers—four of the six districts spent time helping
principals conduct thoughtful, constructive conversations with teachers after evaluative
observations. Two of the districts ran PDSA cycles and compared the pros and cons of different
approaches to giving feedback.

For feedback on instructional rounds, we administrators include teachers in our practice
to get feedback on the process. We then talk about how to provide that feedback in a
coaching style and not a “gotcha“ style. We bring teachers in and we practice and role
play. One teacher let us come in on her feedback for her real evaluation, and we
watched the principals and gave him feedback, even while she was still there, and she
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gave feedback to him too on how he did. You have to do it in these real-life situations
sometimes. (Superintendent)

We did a few PDSA cycles last year around teacher evaluation, trying to create more
times for our principals to have productive, relevant conversations with the teachers they
evaluate. [We are doing that again this year]... providing time for conversation around
evaluation between evaluator and person evaluated. So it can transfer into the
classroom. [To see if it’s useful], we are looking at five different methods of giving them
more time to talk. We are measuring the time spent in conversations, feedback on how
those went and whether they are getting actionable feedback, admin satisfaction with the
process, is this functional for them, and also the number of conversations principals had
with people (Grant manager)

For evaluation, we are working on two PDSAs. One is around getting principals to
change their practice in walk-through observations as well as summative conference
parts of the process. We are in cycle two of the process this year. Everyone at a certain
school does a shared school walk-through process, and after each of those we gather
more info about how it went. (Newberg)

One grant manager reported, however, that even when principals learned to provide feedback in
a supportive fashion, they sometimes still lacked the in-depth knowledge of instruction that
would make the feedback meaningful.

Administrators have done a lot with [our external] Danielson trainer, on professional
conversations. But we running into some roadblocks this year—administrators can have
conversations but don’t know enough about instruction to have the conversations about
the right thing. (Grant manager)

This challenge may be part of why the most common focus and purpose of evaluation work
was to deepen teachers’ own understanding of the professional standards used to
evaluate them. It often involved a combination of training sessions with the opportunity to
observe other teachers in the classroom and connect what they observed to their district’s
evaluation framework. This work occurred in seven districts and will begin in an eighth district
beginning next year.

And | think [another big contribution of the grant] is just this past summer in August
[teacher leaders] led pretty much every single teacher and administrator through a better
understanding of the Danielson framework, our tool for growth. ...so if | am doing a self-
reflection, | understand better what it means to be highly proficient, maybe about
questioning or having students interacting at a deeper level... This is a modification, a
better understanding of tool we had already adopted. We took on the tool but earlier we
never spent the time to dig deep with it. (Assistant superintendent)

In the teacher evaluation segment, we've been gaining more understanding with regard
to the Danielson rubric and how that applies to a particular individual’s classroom, or in
our case, how it's going to look different for a fifth grade teacher than it will in high school
social studies. (Principal)

In our learning walks, teachers get to observe other teachers and reflect on practice and
how it connects to some aspect of the Danielson framework. Those opportunities are
ongoing. (Grant manager)
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On the teacher survey, 86 percent of teachers, overall, agreed or strongly agreed that they fully
understood the standards of practice used to evaluate them. This ranged, however, from about
78 to about 94 percent of teachers, depending on the district (Table 1).

Table 1. Percentage of teachers agreeing or strongly agreeing that they fully understand the standards of practice
used to evaluate them (from teacher survey 2017/18)

District [ fully understand the standards of
practice in the rubrics used to
evaluate my work.

Colton 93.8%

Dayton 89.8%

Eagle Point 82.5%

Gresham-Barlow 83.8%

Jewell 90.0%

Mt. Angel 78.8%

Newberg 78.0%

North Clackamas 89.5%

Rogue River 83.3%

Sheridan 92.5%

St. Paul 77.8%

Three Rivers 78.5%

Lacking comparable survey data from the previous year makes it difficult to know whether grant
managers and district administrators overstated the degree to which teachers deepened their
understanding of evaluation frameworks. However, interview data from teachers in districts that
implemented some sort of “learning walk” (observation of fellow teachers with the chance to
connect observations to professional standards for evaluation), teacher feedback was often
glowing:

This class [on teacher leadership has been very relevant, and also the work on the
Danielson framework. Everyone has had that now. And everyone understands their
evaluation. We used to get comments that said: good job, good job, etc., but working
deeply with the Danielson framework has given us ways to move over in proficiency, to
really develop ourselves. (Teacher not on grant committee)

Because we have had on-going opportunities for learning walks and working with the
framework in a non-evaluative way, and have principals and other teachers come in and
dive deeper in, it becomes more meaningful. (Teacher not on grant committee)

At first the ratings were still too high, but the learning walks have helped people be more
honest. (Teacher not on grant committee).

I went on one last year, and this year | opened up my classroom to it, and | don’t think |
would have before this class. | teach in another language, so not everyone can
understand... it was nice to be open and vulnerable to that, and to know | wasn’t going
to be penalized for being honest, this is what my classroom is like. (Teacher not on grant
committee)
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The framework makes it easier to trust. You are not looking in a judgmental way. But
also before you do a learning walk, they do a mini-training, to prepare people that it is
not about judging. Also the teachers who are being observed know that will happen, so
they feel okay. (Teacher not on grant committee)

Teachers Use Evaluation Frameworks To Support Each Other

Most of the time with learning walks, the observers talk in a non-judgmental, non-evaluative way
among themselves. They do not provide feedback to the teacher being observed. In a subset of
the districts deepening teachers’ understanding of their evaluation framework, however,
districts are also exploring ways to have teachers to observe one another and provide
constructive feedback. There was some evidence of this in four districts.

In two districts, there are new teacher leadership positions that facilitate teachers’ reflection on
the professional standards. A grant manager described how it works:

Another success is [our professional learning specialists, who come] out of our
evaluation system—which frankly people have seen as a lot of hoop- jumping until now.
Our administrators feel overworked with the number of observations, and teachers with
the number of forms to complete. And one problem is they don’t ever get a chance to
talk to each other about what good practice looks like or about how to address problems.
There is no time to observe each other teaching. It’s hard to reflect on your own practice
if you don’t see how others work. With the new specialists, we have at least one teacher
per school trained in effective communication with students, student engagement, and
[proactive classroom management]. We chose those three things because they can
mitigate the behavior issues... Specialists demonstrate what good practice looks like,
and then lead teachers on small learning walks, to observe others and talk about what
goes well, what could be strengthened. Teachers can also videotape themselves and
look for ways to improve, compared to exemplars. Basically, it's about them having a
chance to reflect on their practice. (Grant manager)

A superintendent in another district described the new teacher leader position in his district,
where leaders observed other teachers and provided support for reflection:

[The peer observers] are experts in our evaluation rubric and can support colleagues. |
think it is a phenomenally powerful tool, and we are looking for a way to sustain that far
beyond a grant life... It is voluntary for teachers to be observed. Next year it still will be,
but we are working on strategies to make it more appealing. [In the long run...] if an
admin is having issues with a teacher, it could be an assigned remedy. | might say, “I
want a peer observer to come see you before | observe again, and to give you some
feedback.” That way it could be an improvement tool. It’'s supposed to be a safe process
with the peer observers. They are amazing, and they are giving our administrators a lot
of learning about how hard it is to do observations, write them up and have a
constructive conversation about mediocre instruction. (Superintendent)

In the latter district, the grant committee focused on evaluation also created a growth process
handbook that describes the way that peer observers should work with their fellow teachers.

Two other districts are making smaller steps in a similar direction. In one small district, teachers
have not felt comfortable observing one another, so instead they started by video-taping
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themselves and sharing only what they wanted to with one or two colleagues. New teachers
have begun using this approach on a regular basis, while more experienced teachers have tried
it a few times.

We are just starting to grow with peer observation; right now we are taking baby steps
with that. Our main thing is to... do self-video and then share it with someone who you
are comfortable with... It's about getting comfortable with yourself first, and then with
your colleagues who you trust and outside people who you don’t mind watching and
critiquing you. (Jw2GM-Mar)

These examples illustrate some of the way that districts are thinking explicitly about how
evaluation is connected to growth and on-going professional learning.

How Do Evaluation and Professional Learning Connect?

Grant managers and administrators from several districts spoke with satisfaction about an
enhanced connection between teacher evaluation and professional learning in their
districts. Sometimes this started to take the form of a more institutionalized approach to
teacher professional growth.

Currently we are looking at the partnership between the evaluation and the professional
learning committees. They are having a joint meeting this month to look at how they
overlap, what oversight will be needed next year, after the grant. So while our AVID
district team is pretty much a team focused on professional learning, I think there are
other pieces that will be need to be managed, something like a professional growth
team, which will include not just evaluation, but growth- and learning-focused efforts. |
think a body will come out of that. (Grant manager)

You are right that we are putting most of our focus into AVID. What has prompted that is
that AVID over the three years has changed the way they do business. They now have a
4-domain evaluation system very similar to the Danielson framework. They specifically
talk about using AVID instructional strategies or similar things. They have opened
themselves up more, less focused on “it has to be AVID,” and instead it just has to serve
kids with best practices... All buildings have principal, coach, and other teacher leaders
as a leadership team who together make decisions about how to deliver professional
development in the building. But basically it has been using the AVID framework. (Grant
manager)’

I hope [this evaluation work will be sustained]. It's one of the things that teachers see
value in. In the past, they had complained about the lack of connections between
evaluations and professional development, how professional development wasn’t
relevant to their work. We are now writing up a document someone could refer to. This is
a system which | think is supported by both teachers and administrators. (Grant
manager)

In one district, the grant manager spoke about how interconnected the areas of evaluation,
teacher leadership, and professional learning had become.

' The second quote is from the grant manager of a different district, although both districts use AVID.
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And teachers will have more teacher-led professional learning more than has ever
happened before. And for us, teacher leadership has happened out of [the positions of
teachers-teaching-teachers], leaders of our inquiry teams, and our growth specialists
coming out of evaluation... (Grant manager)

In other districts, there was a desire to connect evaluation and professional learning, but
in practice the connections were still tenuous.

I believe we have a little of that [connection of professional learning to the evaluation
system] going on right now. | am not sure it is as broadly implemented a practice as
people might report. ... | guess our administrator would say, oh yeah, people write goals
about their evalaution, but | am not sure there is a lot of alignment between the goals
and the activities teachers are doing, the changes in the classroom, and the student
learning. (Superintendent)

[Teacher evaluation and professional learning are connected] only very loosely at this
point. That’s a piece that needs to happen... We’re not there yet honestly. We had far
too monumental a task to change practice. (Superintendent)

To the degree there was a connection, district administrators and grant managers agreed that it
was the teacher evaluation framework that formed the connection.

... that part has always been a struggle at times, if we really want to learn and get
feedback from colleagues and administrators, sometimes it is hard [to be vulnerable]
That said, the use of the Danielson framework is a crucial connection — teachers are
deepening their understanding of what it means to be proficient is many components of
teaching. (Assistant superintendent)

In evaluation, we have had some good things happen, but we need to sit down this
summer and see where we are going to take it. Our most exciting thing is self-evaluation
with having teachers record themselves teaching and sharing it w a buddy if they want—
or not, if don’t want to. We are getting teachers feeling comfortable recording themselves
and using Danielson Framework to spot areas in need of improvement.(Grant manager)

To more explicitly connect teacher evaluation and professional learning, two districts work
directly from overall average evaluation scores. They look at average teacher scores across
different domains (for example on the Danielson framework). They identify the lowest two or
three domains and turn improvement in those domains into overall district professional
learning goals for the entire district for the coming year. The grant managers explained that
this did not preclude teachers from adding individual goals or connecting their personal
professional goals to the larger district goals.

Every year, we take the year-end evaluation numbers and identify the lowest rated
domains, say, for instance, instructional questioning techniques. If many teachers are
rated low, we make it a common professional learning topic for one month during the
year. We require that the principals share what are expectations for “proficient” in that
area and ways that teachers can meet those expectations. Whether that makes it into
[teachers’ individual] goals, we leave up to the principals. Some principals make it
schoolwide but leave teachers the opportunity to have 1-2 goals that are personal to
them. (Grant manager)
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Last year | took the summative evaluation data and had the names redacted and
calculated the average score for the whole staff in each domain. Then | picked the three
lowest domains—they weren’t even that low, but comparatively. Then those became the
three that we focused on. The teachers set their own personal goals around anything
they wanted as long as it fit within that domain. Some chose SIOP strategies, or some
chose educational technology, for example, and connected it to the larger domain.
(Grant manager)

In the latter district, the grant manager explained that what had been the grant evaluation
committee had solidified itself into a district educator effectiveness committee, with a teacher
from each school as well as principals and the superintendent involved. The committee plans to
enhance this use of overall evaluation scores in the future by incorporating state assessment
and district reading assessment scores as well as teacher evaluation scores when selecting
overall district professional learning goals.

Two other districts described their attempts to also connect professional learning and evaluation
across the district. In the first, the grant manager thinks this might lend some coherence to
professional learning and make it easier to assess the impact:

We've done a good job thinking about if the professional learning fits in what the district
really needs, and that it's not just something enticing. We work with eight-week
professional learning sessions, and [teachers] have to fill out a Google form, showing
how their professional development ties to their professional goals. It could be tighter,
but we are using this framework to connect things, and teachers have to show how ‘this
is how my choice supports that,” so it is not just random. Next year, we might just have
two areas of focus over the year, so there would be some consistency in what [teachers]
are learning. That way we can start to look at the impact of professional learning on
practice. (Grant manager)

Another district tried using average teacher evaluation scores to help identify districtwide
professional learning goals, but found that approach did not work well because scores in all
domains tended to be high.

In contrast, another district is working to link evaluation and professional learning by having
teachers’ individual evaluation scores tied to their professional learning goals for the
following year.

Next year we will take the three areas of input plus teachers’ evaluation, and take
everyone and try to match them up to things in the planning. Because how are we linking
the professional learning to what teachers are doing? Teachers should be writing goals if
they are struggling, and we have to provide those opportunities. (District administrator)

Little Change Has Occurred in Evaluation in Some Districts

Although most of the districts described making a variety of enhancements to their teacher
evaluation systems, four districts report ending the 2017/18 school year with little to no change
in area of teacher evaluation. The reasons for the lack of change vary, however, across the five
districts:
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¢ One district had already made recent and substantial changes to its teacher evaluation
framework and did not feel the need to make additional changes.

e One district said it had been difficult to move the evaluation work forward, in part due to
some administrator resistance and in part because teachers were not particularly
dissatisfied with the existing system. However, with a recent change in district
leadership, this district may continue to explore evaluation work even after the grant is
over.

¢ One small district made changes and rolled them out, only to discover that teachers
seldom used it, probably because, with chronic time shortages, it did not feel as high a
priority as some of the professional learning initiatives.

e A grant manager in another small district said that evaluations in their district had a
history of being weak or not even happening, and that the current administration showed
no interest in developing alternative approaches.

Substantial Variation in Teachers’ Perception of Evaluation Remains

For all the progress districts described, only 64.5 percent of teachers overall agreed or strongly
agreed that the observation and feedback cycles they experienced helped them improve their
teaching practice. This ranged from as low as 30 percent agreement up to 83 percent,
depending on the district (Table 2), and there were often substantial differences within districts,
as well.

Table 2. Percentage of teachers agreeing or strongly agreeing that the observation and feedback cycle in their district
helped them improve their teaching practice.

District The observation and feedback cycle
in our district’s evaluation process
helps me improve my teaching
practice.
Colton 71.9%
Dayton 75.5%
Eagle Point 71.9%
Gresham-Barlow 59.5%
Jewell 30.0%
Mt. Angel 78.8%
Newberg 52.2%
North Clackamas 66.5%
Rogue River 83.3%
Sheridan 75.0%
St. Paul 72.2%
Three Rivers 75.2%

Teacher Evaluation - 9



