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D.	Measurement
How might states and districts that lack value-added measurement systems 
evaluate teacher and principal performance accurately and fairly?

Signaling a growing national trend, recent high 
profile federal competitions such as Race to the 
Top and the Teacher Incentive Fund have placed 
a premium on using value-added student-
achievement data to evaluate the performance 
of teachers and school leaders. Although a few 
states and districts scattered across the country 
have the assessments, data systems, and value-
added models in place to facilitate this practice, 
the vast majority of our nation’s school systems 
do not.1 If a district or school has limited value-
added capacity and seeks ways to accurately 
and fairly evaluate the performance of teachers 
and school leaders beyond the use of test data, 
it is imperative that the district use alternate 
assessment approaches. This paper describes two 
research-based approaches for evaluating the 
performance of teachers and principals in the 
absence of value-added measurement systems 
and standardized test data.

Performance Evaluation
Within the context of our nation’s current 
educational landscape, one that is shaped by ac-
countability at the district, school, and increas-
ingly, the classroom levels, student test scores 
play a central role (Milanowski, Kimball, & 
Odden, 2005). However, education research 

has failed to reach consensus over which teacher 
characteristics are systematically associated with 
students’ learning gains, and it remains an open 
question as to whether it is even possible to 
judge teachers’ effectiveness outside of direct 
observations of their teaching (Goldhaber & 
Anthony, 2004). According to Odden and 
Wallace (2007), the most powerful approaches 
for determining performance-based pay in-
creases are those based on measures of teacher’s 
instructional practice identified through a 
performance evaluation system. The incorpora-
tion of performance assessment data to evaluate 
educators’ knowledge and skills is one promising 
approach to enhancing teacher quality (Odden, 
Kelley, Heneman, & Milanowski, 2001).

A quick online search confirms that many per-
formance evaluation instruments exist for both 
teachers and school leaders. In the field of educa-
tion, we are certainly not without data collection 
tools, evaluation protocols, and performance 
data; yet school leaders and teachers often find 
themselves lacking the information necessary for 
making crucial decisions about the effectiveness 
of their practice (Betebenner & Linn, 2010). The 
following research-based findings will help educa-
tors design and implement high-quality perfor-
mance evaluation systems:

1 For added detail, see www.dataqualitycampaign.org. While states have made significant progress developing longitu-
dinal data systems that can follow student progress over time, only 12 states currently have data systems in place that 
exhibit all 10 Essential Elements of data quality.

http://www.dataqualitycampaign.org


2 Research Synthesis: D. Measurement

1. For a variety of capacity, alignment, criterion 
validity, and inter-district mobility reasons,2 
states should drive the development of a 
performance evaluation system, allowing for 
important district-, school- and classroom-
based contextual refinements (Cohen & Hill, 
2001; Holtzapple, 2001, 2002; Odden & 
Wallace, 2007).

2. To accurately and fairly assess teacher and 
principal performance, evaluation systems 
should include the collection and analysis of 
associated artifacts.3 District and school lead-
ers can use artifacts to ensure multiple forms 
of data create a rich composite of instruc-
tional and administrative practices (Bracken, 
Timmreck, & Church, 2001; Danielson & 
McGreal, 2000; Wilkerson, Manatt, Rogers, 
& Maughan, 2000).

3. Trained assessors must conduct the imple-
mentation of the performance evaluation 
system and ground it in a set of specified 
teaching standards and scoring rubrics to 
ensure valid and reliable results.4 Rubrics 
must specify low, acceptable, and high levels 
of performance with enough detail to make it 
clear what behaviors highly effective teacher 
or school leader must have (Danielson, 1996; 
Heneman, Milanowski, Kimball, & Odden, 
2006; Kimball, 2002; Stronge & Tucker, 
2003).

4. The performance evaluation system should 
directly align with professional develop-
ment activities and directly link to teaching 
standards and district goals5 (Danielson & 
McGreal, 2000; Heneman & Milanowski, 
2004; Milanowski & Kimball, 2005; 
Odden & Kelley, 2002).

2 The research on this point contends that states should drive performance evaluation systems, allowing districts to 
make refinements and nuances at the local level. Many districts do not have the capacity to create a highly effective 
performance evaluation system on their own. Alignment is an important consideration because performance 
evaluation systems should link to state standards. The issue of criterion validity has to do with challenges associated 
with ensuring the statistical precision of the items to measure the intended domains or constructs of teacher 
performance. A state-based performance evaluation system helps to minimize some of the challenges associated with 
teacher mobility, most of which is inter-district not inter-state. A state-based approach would ensure that teachers 
understand and use a common set of rubrics. This will minimize the challenges of each district having its own unique 
and disjointed system.

3 Artifacts refer to the wide array of documentation sources that can accompany evaluations and provide data to validate 
teacher performance. Artifacts include lesson plans, assessments, examples of student work, and videotaped segments 
of teaching.

4 Reliability refers to the extent to which a measuring procedure yields the same results on repeated trials. Content 
validity refers to extent to which a measuring procedure adequately samples the domain of information, knowledge, 
or skill that it purports to measure.

5 The research contends that a performance evaluation system should be aligned with curricular standards that are 
guiding instruction and with the professional development system.
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5. To the extent feasible, performance evalu-
ation systems should provide interim and 
formative6 feedback to teachers and school 
leaders. The feedback should represent mul-
tiple perspectives (supervisor, peers, etc.) and 
take context and content-related pedagogy 
into account (Ilgen & Davis, 2000; Kimball, 
2002; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; London, 
1997; London & Smither, 2002; Milanowski 
et al., 2001; Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & 
Porter, 2006).

6. To account for varying levels of expertise, 
and multiple career stages of teachers, per-
formance evaluation systems should provide 
differentiated processes for beginning, strug-
gling, and experienced educators. At each ca-
reer stage, the evaluation process should focus 
on key performance dimensions that align to 
district and school goals7 (Clotfelter, Ladd, & 
Vigdor, 2003; Danielson, 1996; Stronge & 
Tucker, 2003).

7. To ensure observation and evaluation of typi-
cal performance, it is imperative that assessors 
make multiple observations, at varying times 
of the day and school year.8 To minimize social 
pressure, multiple, trained assessors should 

make the visits9 (Danielson, 1996; Heneman 
& Milanowski, 2003; Holtzapple, 2002; Ilgen 
& Davis, 2000; Wilkerson, Manatt, Rogers, & 
Maughan, 2000)

Student Learning Objectives
The second promising research-based approach to 
measuring the effectiveness of teachers and school 
leaders in states and districts lacking value-added 
data is the creation of student learning objec-
tives. Student learning objectives are data-based 
targets of student growth that teachers set at the 
start of the semester or school year and strive to 
achieve by the end of the semester or school year. 
Principals approve these targets after teachers 
thoroughly review available student baseline data 
in consultation with colleagues and program sup-
port staff (Lussier & Taylor, 2007). The student 
learning objectives process motivates teachers to 
bring more science to their art and become more 
systematic and strategic in their instructional de-
cisions and leads to improved teacher and student 
performance (Locke & Latham, 2002; Slotnik, 
2008; Wallis, 2008).

6 The provision of one-time feedback to teachers is of limited utility. Optimally, teachers receive multiple forms of 
feedback throughout the year and use this information to inform their practice. This approach ensures that teachers 
use the feedback not merely as a summative assessment of their performance, but for formative purposes.

7 The provision of one-time feedback to teachers is of limited utility. Optimally, teachers receive multiple forms of 
feedback throughout the year and use this information to inform their practice. This approach ensures that teachers 
use the feedback not merely as a summative assessment of their performance, but for formative purposes.

8 Here “typical” refers to average or everyday performance. This is in contrast to “peak” or staged performance, 
which involves teachers being told in advance when once a year observation evaluations will occur.

9 Evaluators undergo a  good deal of social pressure when just one person in the school (typically the principal) evaluates 
the teachers. This often results in high scores for everyone.
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Researchers have analyzed the process for 
establishing student learning objectives for nearly 
a decade, and we provide the emergent research-
based steps for implementing this practice below. 
At each step, teachers work collaboratively with 
a peer (such as a mentor or master teacher or an 
instructional coach or specialist) to accomplish 
each task. The school principal or program 
director will also collaborate with teachers, 
provide supporting resources, and sign off on 
the teachers’ goals and evaluate ultimate results. 
The eight steps for implementing student 
learning objectives are as follows:

1. Conduct a needs assessment and provide 
rationale for goals

2. Determine specific content domains and 
student subgroups to target

3. Articulate learning objectives for students

4. Specify outcome assessments used to evaluate 
success

5. Establish student growth targets

6. Determine strategies to be used to meet 
objectives and targets

7. Identify professional development to support 
success

8. Reflect upon and appraise the process and 
student progress

In conclusion, while standardized test 
results do provide one important measure of 
teacher and principal effectiveness, research-
based approaches for assessing educator 
performance exist beyond the use of value-
added measurement. This paper illustrates 
how performance based compensation system 
leaders can use student learning objectives and 
performance evaluation systems to evaluate 
educator effectiveness. Fortunately, research has 
shown that such systems can elevate teacher 
and student performance and generate data that 
correlate to value-added student learning gains 
(Goldhaber, 2002; Kimball, White, Milanowski 
& Borman, 2004).
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