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Executive Summary 

As evidenced by different cross-national assessments of students’ educational 

achievement, the United States has consistently lagged behind other developed countries 

over the past few decades when it comes to educational attainment. As a part of the 2009 

American Reinvestment and Recovery Act, the Obama Administration’s Department of 

Education initiated the Race to the Top grant that mandated certain changes to the public 

education system in hopes of improving educational outcomes for students. Among these 

changes were mandates around the manner in which teachers were evaluated. As such, 

once considered an afterthought, teacher evaluation quickly became a widely contested 

topic within education circles. 

In subsequent years, various states participating in Race to the Top began 

implementing varying changes to their teacher evaluation systems, North Carolina being 

among those states. Central to these changes was the foundational belief that teacher 

evaluation system reforms hinged upon clear systems and structures for skilled school 

administrators to render feedback to teachers throughout the evaluation process in hopes of 

positively impacting instructional practices. These very ideas serve as the focal point for this 

capstone study completed in partnership with the Wake County Public School System 

(WCPSS), one of the largest school districts in the United States, who like other large districts 

is grappling with the challenge of utilizing teacher evaluation processes as a vehicle for 

consistently improving teaching and learning within classrooms and schools across the 

district. Consequently, my inquiry and subsequent analysis within this project focused on 

four centralized research questions: 
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1. What is the function of teacher evaluation within WCPSS? 

2. To what extent do WCPSS administrators’ beliefs align with research-based 

characteristics of high-quality feedback? 

3. What barriers prevent school administrators from providing high-quality/impact 

feedback to teachers? 

4. What support do administrators need to provide teachers with high quality 

feedback to improve instructional practices? 

 
To address these questions, I utilized a mixed-methods approach, which involved 

surveys of and  informal interviews with school administrators along with a review of 

artifacts made available to school administrators to assist them in implementing their 

school’s teacher evaluation model in accordance with district and state policies and 

guidance. Despite some potential study limitations, most notably the myriad environmental 

variables associated with navigating the global COVID-19 pandemic, using these methods, I 

arrived at the following findings: 

1. The stated function of teacher evaluation processes is unclear to administrators 

and produces differential beliefs around actualized functions of teacher 

evaluation processes. 

2. Administrators generally report understanding what constitutes high-quality 

feedback; however, they do not feel that current systems and structures allow 

them to provide it to teachers. 
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3. The broad scope of the NCEES instrument forces observers/evaluators to 

consider so many elements/descriptors within observation cycles that they are 

unable to engage in the levels of meaningful and constructive feedback that 

teachers may need. 

4. Time required to complete elements of current observation requirements along 

with other managerial responsibilities limit school-based administrators in being 

able to provide teachers with the level of feedback they feel they deserve and 

need to grow as practitioners. 

 

Based upon these findings and the extant literature on improvement science and 

change management, I generated the following recommendations to propose to my partner 

organization: 

1. Develop and implement procedures to solicit additional information about 

district-wide teacher evaluation practices and processes from teachers and 

administrators at other grade levels not represented within this study. 

2. Develop, formalize, and communicate a district-level vision for high-quality 

teacher evaluation practices and processes. 

3. Develop district-wide supporting documents and resources to assist 

administrators and teachers engage in vision-aligned teacher evaluation 

practices. 

4. Revise the professional learning model to provide more comprehensive and 

ongoing training for teacher evaluators. 
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Introduction 

Over the last few decades, educational scholars and practitioners alike have engaged 

in considerable discourse surrounding ways to improve student achievement. While this 

particular conversation is not new (Darling-Hammond, Wise, & Pease, 1983; Toch & 

Rothman, 2008), the focus on teacher evaluation practices as a critical lever in shaping 

student learning outcomes is. More specifically, a new trend seems to be focusing in on how 

teacher evaluation processes contribute to the transformation of teaching and learning and 

how administrative feedback can be a catalyst for improved instructional practices. The 

latest conversations about how we evaluate teachers is born of the same concerns that led 

to reform efforts after publication of the damning A Nation at Risk that painted a less-than-

stellar image of American schools (Darling-Hammond, Wise, & Pease, 1983; Toch & 

Rothman, 2008). This report, developed as a part of a special commission from then-

President Ronald Reagan, highlighted the nation’s decline in test scores, alarming rates of 

illiteracy among American children, along with concerns with teacher preparation programs. 

Fast forward nearly two decades and the same issue seemed to be top of mind for 

American legislators, as well, as they enacted No Child Left Behind (2001) which entailed 

provisions to measure the quality of teachers via performance measures connected to 

teacher evaluations. As a result of this legislative mandate, teacher evaluation processes 

across the United States began to shift significantly at the turn of the 21st century. This 

coupled with the addition of Race to the Top (RttT), a $4.35 billion grant that incentivized 

states adopting innovative approaches to K-12 education, led states across the nation to 

overhaul their evaluation practices to ensure that there were specific systems and structures 
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in place to monitor teacher performance to ensure that students received high-quality 

instruction. 

In some cases, this involved implementing what has come to be known as value-

added measures that calculated teachers’ contributions to students’ performance on 

standardized tests that would then be factored into a teacher’s evaluation. In other places, it 

involved edits to the frequency and volume of observations and tools used to rate teaching 

practices. What these policies often lacked, however, were specific supports to strengthen 

the feedback that teachers received as a part of these observations and evaluations, 

seemingly failing to address what all of this was designed to do—to improve teaching 

practices to improve student learning outcomes.  

This issue is particularly prevalent in the Wake County Public School System (WCPSS), 

which like other districts of its size has many of the common challenges that come with 

operationalizing complex endeavors like standardized evaluation practices given the myriad 

actors involved in the system. With 196 different schools come 196 different principals with 

different educational philosophies and consequently ideologies regarding observation and 

evaluation practices. Extending from this, each principal is generally supported by at least 1-

2 assistant principals at the elementary level, 3 or more at the middle school level, and 

anywhere between 4-7 at the high school level generally speaking. As a result, observations 

within each of these buildings look different. In fact, in some cases, even the observations 

and the feedback provided within the buildings look different. 

To bridge the gap between what we already know about what has been done to 

implement varying levels and types of feedback through teacher observation and evaluation 
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practices to support teacher growth, my capstone project identified and examined ways in 

which teacher evaluation practices—including teacher observations— are implemented 

within high schools in WCPSS and what can be done to improve these practices and expand 

said practices at scale to work towards improved student learning outcomes and overall 

teacher capacity.  

Organizational Context 

As the nation’s 15th largest public school district, WCPSS currently serves more than 

160,000 students and employs approximately 10,320 teachers who work in 196 different 

school sites. The district spans 857 square miles and encompasses 14 different towns and 

municipalities all with their own unique identities and niches. Given the sheer size of the 

district, geographic areas were developed to group schools, which fall under the supervision 

of an area superintendent who is the direct supervisor for building principals. There are 

currently nine assigned areas, each with approximately 20-24 schools. 

In considering the vastness of the district, district leaders and other stakeholders 

have engaged in considerable work to develop and solidify a consistent brand of sorts. 

Nearly six years ago, for example, various stakeholders connected to the organization 

collaborated over the course of months to develop a strategic plan that would serve as the 

district’s guiding star for the next five years. Through a series of town hall meetings, online 

surveys, and committee meetings, the district adopted its strategic plan, often referred to as 

Vision 2020, which focused on the collective desire to educate and graduate students who 

“will be prepared to reach their full potential and lead productive lives in a complex and 
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changing world” through the provision of a “relevant and engaging education” rooted in the 

4 Cs—collaboration, creativity, communication and critical thinking. 

Acknowledging one of the central factors influencing the education that WCPSS 

students receive are their teachers, this plan highlighted five specific objectives that would 

underpin the larger vision and mission behind the work. These objectives focused on 

learning and teaching, achievement, balanced assessment, human capital, and community 

engagement as the figure below illustrates along with the overarching goal of each objective 

also referenced in the figure below. 

 
Figure 1. WCPSS Strategic Plan Objectives 

 

Learning and 
Teaching Achievement Balanced 

Assessment  Human Capital Community 
Engagement 

To provide 
educators and 

students with the 
opportunity to 
participate in a 

relevant, rigorous, 
innovative, and 
comprehensive 

learning 
environment. 

 

To increase 
proficiency and 

growth rates 
across all groups 

and eliminate 
predictability of 

achievement. 
 

To develop and 
implement a 

balanced 
assessment system 

that accurately 
reflects students’ 

knowledge of core 
curriculum 

standards as well 
as the ability to 
collaborate, be 

creative, 
communicate, and 

think critically. 

To identify, 
recruit, develop 
and retain highly 
effective talent. 

To foster shared 
responsibility for 
student success 

by building trust, 
collaboration, and 

engagement 
among staff, 
families and 
community 

partners 

 

While each of these objectives can be connected back to teachers, the one that most 

directly puts teachers at the center of the work is the objective around human capital. 

Within this particular objective, the district identified and adopted five action steps that 

would serve to assist them in fulfilling this objective, which are as follows: 
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1. Identify human capital best practices from school districts and private 

organizations in order to transition WCPSS to a human-capital focused 

organization. 

2. Continuously attract and acquire talent throughout the organization to impact 

learning and teaching. 

3. Develop career pathways that will support personnel at all levels of the 

organization to enhance and build the skills necessary for professional growth, 

leadership opportunities, or career advancement. 

4. Enhance the process by which employees are recognized and rewarded for 

continued exemplary and innovative performance. 

5. Throughout ongoing review and analysis, both internally and externally, develop 

and maintain a competitive salary structure that supports the district’s mission to 

attract, recruit, and retain our employees. 

 

As evidenced by these supporting actions, the district acknowledged the supreme 

charge to not only recruit a highly-qualified teaching base, but also the need to retain them. 

To do this requires not only support, but also opportunities to grow and develop 

professionally. As research has shown, teachers wield an inordinate influence on the 

students they serve, in some cases having two or three times the impact of any other in-

school variable (Chetty, Friedman, & Rockoff, 2014; Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011). 

In his research on high-yield influences on student learning outcomes, for example, John 

Hattie uncovers a number of factors that affect student learning. Of the more than 195 
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effects Hattie identifies, his research consistently holds that the single-most important factor 

is the teacher in front of the student—whether in relation to that teacher’s belief in their 

ability to positively impact student learning, which he refers to as collective teacher efficacy 

(CTE), or through the teacher’s credibility (2019), both things that teacher evaluation 

practices can impact. 

Given the complex work that teachers engage in each day to improve educational 

outcomes for students, it is critical that every teacher receives high-quality support to 

improve their practice in hopes of that translating into greater outcomes for students. This is 

the work that educators within WCPSS are called to do for every student, each day. 

Problem of Practice 

Consistent with current scholarship, one of the primary mechanisms for teacher 

improvement in WCPSS is through teacher evaluation processes. As a part of the state-

defined and district-adapted process, building-level administrators (principals and assistant 

principals) are charged with assessing “the teacher’s performance in relation to the North 

Carolina Professional Teaching Standards and to design a plan for professional growth” (NC 

Department of Public Instruction, 2015). Sometimes, however, the latter part of this policy 

directive is either overlooked or clouded by compliance-oriented beliefs and practices as is 

often highlighted by even the most cursory review of professional literature on teacher 

evaluations (Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2012; Danielson 

2010; Kraft & Gilmour, 2016).  Furthermore, in a district that consists of nearly 200 schools, 

the spirit of this mandate and the manner in which the evaluations are conducted is easily 
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misinterpreted and often varies in implementation from one school to the next, and 

sometimes even from one administrator to the next administrator within the exact same 

school. 

The Teacher Evaluation System at Work 

To better understand the evaluation process within WCPSS, it is first important to 

understand the state-level requirements and guidance on who is evaluated, how they are 

evaluated, and how often they are observed as a part of the larger teacher evaluation 

structures. As previously stated, the turn of the 21st century marked a distinct shift in the 

educational arena as scholars and legislators began to look at teacher evaluation practices as 

a particularly powerful lever for school improvement and increased student achievement. 

Beginning with the Bush Administration’s 2021 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation that 

focused on ensuring that teachers were “highly qualified” and that formal measures be 

adopted to monitor student gains, teacher evaluation reform efforts in North Carolina and 

across the country gained even more traction with the Obama-era Race to the Top grant, 

which explicitly called for reforms in teacher evaluation processes. 

As a part of the RttT competitive grant application process, state education agencies 

received explicit guidance around six areas, which included details regarding how states’ 

teacher evaluation plans would be evaluated. According to the Institute of Educational 

Science’s evaluation brief, among these areas of focus were specific criteria around teacher 

evaluation, which tasked states with doing the following (Hallgren, Burdumy, & Perez-

Johnson, 2014): 
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1. Establishing clear approaches to measuring student achievement growth for 

individual students.  

2. Designing and implementing rigorous, transparent, and fair evaluation systems 

for teachers.  

3. Differentiating effectiveness using multiple rating categories that take student 

achievement growth into account as a significant factor and are designed with 

teacher involvement.  

4. Conducting annual evaluations that include timely and constructive feedback and 

provide teachers with data on student achievement growth for their students, 

classes, and schools.  

5. Using evaluations to inform decisions about staff development, compensation, 

promotion, tenure, certification, and removal of ineffective teachers. 

 

In the case of North Carolina, many of these efforts were already underway due to 

2007 revisions of the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards, which prior to these 

revisions, were last reviewed when the State Board of Education originally adopted them in 

1998 (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2015). As a result of these revised 

professional standards, North Carolina also revised the teacher evaluation process. Included 

among these revisions were changes to the annual process for evaluation (shown in 

Appendix A), which outlined a linear process through which teachers would engage in a four-

part process that would guide them through:  

1. training and orientation; 
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2. self-assessment and goal-setting;  

3. the observation cycle; and  

4. the summary evaluation and future goal setting  

The NC Teacher Evaluation/Observation Rubric 

In addition, revisions were also made to the teacher evaluation and observation 

rubric in partnership with Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL), a 

self-described “nonprofit, nonpartisan education research, development, and service 

organization” whose mission it is to help schools and other education agencies improve 

learning outcomes for students. 

As a part of this revised rubric, principals would observe and ultimately evaluate 

teachers across the five standards represented within the North Carolina Professional 

Teaching Standards along with a variety of elements that fall beneath each standard as 

illustrated in Figure 2 that follows, along with descriptors outlining different teacher 

practices that fit within these standards and respective descriptors. As outlined in the NC 

Teacher Evaluation Process manual (2015), during observations, principals would be tasked 

with checking off evident descriptors within observations to “describe [a teacher’s] levels of 

performance” based on what they observe and/or what they know to be. As is illustrated in 

many of the elements listed in the figure on the next page, however, there is substantial 

room for subjectivity on the part of the evaluator. Take for example one of the elements 

under Standard I which is about the teacher “lead[ing] the teaching profession.”  
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For some evaluators, to be marked on the higher end of this element, they might 

expect teachers to be leading professional development at the county or state level, 

although this is not explicitly stated in this particular element or within any of the 

descriptors for that matter. As highlighted in archived observations and evaluations that 

were reviewed, other evaluators, however, might mark staff on the higher end in this 

element on the basis of their serving in certain leadership roles within a school like a club 

advisor or as a coach for an athletic team, while neither of these actually reference specific 

instructional leadership within a classroom setting. Each of these examples provides 

supporting evidence to illustrate part of the challenge that faces administrative observers. 
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Figure 2. NC Professional Teacher Standards and Corresponding Descriptor Categories 
Reflected in Observation and Evaluation Rubric 

 

 

 Not all teachers, however, follow the same evaluation plan in that some teachers 

receive more observations than others. As outlined in GS 115c-333.1(a), annual evaluation 

•Leads in the classroom
•Leads in the school
•Leads the teaching profession
•Advocates for the school and students
•Demonstrates high ethical standards

Standard 1: Teachers demonstrate leadership

•Provides an environment that is inviting, respectful, supportive, inclusive, and flexible
•Embraces diversity in the school community and in the world
•Treats students as individuals
•Adapts teaching for the benefit of students with special needs
•Works collaboratiely with families and significant adults in the lives of their students

Standard 2: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population

•Aligns instruction with the North Carolina Standard Course of Study
•Knows the content appropriate to the teaching specialty
•Recognizes the interconnectedness of the content areas/disciplines
•Makes instruction relevant to students

Standard 3: Teachers know the content they teach.

•Knows the ways in which learning takes place, and the appropriate levels of 
intellectual, physical, social, and emotional development of students

•Plans instruction appropriate for students
•Uses a variety of instructional methods
•Integrates and utilizes technology in instruction
•Helps students develop critical-thinking and problem-solving skills
•Communicates effectively
•Uses a variety of methods to assess what each student has learned

Standard 4: Teachers facilitate learning for their students.

•Analyzes student learning
•Links professional goals
•Functions effectively in a complex, dynami cenviornment

Standard 5: Teachers reflect on their practice.
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requirements for teachers are to be determined based upon a variety of factors, but most 

notably their years of experience. Below are the three different cycles that districts are 

permitted to use when evaluating teachers: 

Figure 3. Teacher Evaluation Plan Types 
 

 
 
 

As per state law, teachers with less than three consecutive years of employment 

must be evaluated on a comprehensive cycle, the most involved of the three available 

evaluation plans. Teachers with at least three consecutive years of teaching experience may 

be evaluated using any cycle at the discretion of the school district in which they are 

employed. In many cases, where there are not performance concerns, an employee with 

more than three years of experience might be assigned to an abbreviated plan, whereas the 

standard plan would be an appropriate plan for a teacher with more than three years of 

teaching experience, but who is within their licensure renewal year. 

Comprehensive 
Evaluation Plan

•Teacher Self-Assessment
•Professional 
Development Plan

•Formal Observation (with 
pre- and post-
conference)

•Formal Observation (with 
post-conference)

•Formal Observation (with 
post-conference)

•Peer Observation (with 
post-conference)

•Summative Evaluation 
Conference

•Summary Rating Form

Standard 
Evaluation Plan

•Teacher Self-Assessment
•Professional 
Development Plan

•Formal Observation (with 
pre- and post-
conference)

•Observation (formal or 
informal)

•Observation (formal or 
informal)

•Summative Evaluation 
Conference

•Summary Rating Form

Abbreviated 
Evaluation Plan

•Teacher Self-Assessment
•Professional 
Development Plan

•Observation on 
Standards 1 and 4 
(Formal or Informal)

•Observation on 
Standards 1 and 4 
(Formal or Informal)

•Summative Evaluation 
Conference on Standards 
1, 4, and 6*
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District-Specific Teacher Evaluation Policies and Practices 

Generally speaking, WCPSS policies and practices for teacher evaluation tend to align 

with the general parameters established by state policy and guidance. In some areas, 

however, the district has adopted more stringent requirements that provide additional 

layers of support and supervision. One example of this can be seen through the additional 

requirements imposed upon teachers who have not taught within WCPSS for three 

consecutive years. As per the state policy previously mentioned, individuals with more than 

three years of teaching experience are able to be evaluated using an abbreviated evaluation 

plan that would consist of two informal observations over the course of the year. This is the 

bare minimum as outlined by the state. Within WCPSS, however, teachers who have more 

than three years of experience, but who do not have three consecutive years of teaching 

experience within the district are required to be evaluated using a full comprehensive cycle 

that is the norm statewide for beginning teachers. This evaluation cycle brings with it the 

three formal administrative observations along with a peer observation. 

Despite the firm alignment in evaluation plan assignment though, there still appear 

to be gaps within the ways that these evaluations—buttressed by teacher observations—are 

implemented across the district. As evidenced by a brief review of different evaluations 

conducted by different administrators across the district, practices seem to vary widely 

between and among schools, resulting in significant variance in the type and quality of 

feedback that teachers receive. In some schools, evaluations are viewed merely as 

operational tasks that are required by law and that produce little, if any, meaningful fodder 

for professional growth. In other schools, the exact opposite may be true. To assist with 
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providing stronger support to calibrate the quality of the feedback that teachers receive, the 

Performance Management Team within the Human Resources office works to assist 

employees and supervisors in the evaluation process by providing a range of support. 

Description of Problem of Practice’s Significance 

In working with district administrators from the WCPSS Office of Performance 

Management, I pinpointed a specific problem of practice that served as the focal point of 

this research project. In general terms, the problem was that teachers across the district 

received inconsistent—and possibly, in some cases, ineffective—feedback through the 

teacher evaluation practices and processes in place due to the significant variance in 

evaluation practices at different schools. The reasons for this problem are potentially multi-

faceted; however, through this research study, I intended to identify the most pervasive 

drivers along with some potential recommendations for beginning to address the problem. 

Whereas teacher evaluation is a fairly broad topic as it encompasses whole-scale summative 

evaluations of performance, this study focused more pointedly on observations in which an 

administrator would observe classroom lessons and provide teachers with feedback 

specifically on what was observed.  

The variance in experiences relating to teacher observations and evaluations as a 

whole is a grave problem that has the potential to result in drastically different end-user 

experiences when it comes to receiving feedback that may or may not be meaningful in 

promoting professional growth. If feedback is truly one of the things that we believe is a 

factor in professional growth, what happens when the feedback that is given or received fails 
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to deliver? In contexts outside of education, lack of authentic and meaningful feedback 

could contribute to or directly impact bottom lines an organization maintains; however, in 

the education sector, the bottom line that educators work with are actual human beings 

whose life trajectories are dependent upon the work of a highly-qualified and effective 

teacher, presenting both a business and moral case for careful consideration and action. 

Without measures in place to normalize and operationalize common measures for 

developing strong feedback cycles, this system—like many others of its size—runs the risk of 

unintentionally hindering the development and education of thousands of students whose 

futures are in their hands. As it stands, the type and quality of the feedback that an 

individual teacher receives through observations in the district is contingent largely upon 

where they work, their school leaders’ personal beliefs about teacher observation practices, 

and what these leaders have experienced and conceptualized as quality feedback. Given the 

scope of the work that is done within this district to support a vision rooted in developing 

strong future global citizens, we must commit to more to ensure that every teacher is 

afforded the opportunity to learn and grow in their teaching to support the students of this 

county. 

Sample Context Surrounding Problem of Practice 

In high school settings, which is where this study was situated, this can pose an 

additional challenge. Given the increased complexity of what is taught within high school 

environments, I intentionally wanted to focus my attention on this group of administrators 

who may often be asked to support and evaluate teachers in content areas with which the 
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evaluator may not be familiar. This is in direct contrast sometimes with administrators at 

lower grade levels who, even though they may not always be content experts in certain 

subjects, may be more comfortable and skilled in providing targeted feedback in class 

settings where the content is not something like AP Calculus or an advanced chemistry class. 

Regardless of the grade level at which a teacher teaches, however, they are entitled to high 

quality feedback to help them grow professionally, which will lead to improved learning for 

the students they serve. 

The central purpose is rooted around a desire to better understand the perceptions 

around administrator-derived feedback within the context of the traditional teacher 

observation/evaluation process. More specifically, this research will serve to accomplish the 

following in hopes of arriving at that aforementioned 360-degree understanding of the 

evaluation process and how it can be improved: 

• To identify what constitutes meaningful, high-quality feedback from the perspective 

of evaluators and educators being observed 

• To identify barriers that make it challenging for evaluators to provide meaningful, 

high-quality feedback 

• To identify and explain the barriers that prevent evaluators from providing the types 

of feedback that teachers in WCPSS feel are most beneficial 

• To generate knowledge that allows for the development of accessible 

resources/tools that educators and evaluators can use to develop and sustain a more 

impactful observation/evaluation process 
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Literature Review 

In this section, I will highlight a series of primary ideas that emerged from existing 

literature surrounding my research focus on administrator feedback as part of teacher 

evaluation. First, I will synthesize the literature around the importance and characteristics of 

high-quality feedback. Following this will be a synthesis of research on the importance and 

impact of the evaluator/observer conducting evaluative observations of teachers, as much in 

the world of educational reform has begun to question who is charged with observing 

teachers and how varying individuals might provide different levels of skill and expertise in 

the provision of feedback. As an extension of this, I will also review research on the role that 

perceptions play in shaping the value—be it perceived or actualized—of evaluator-

performed observations. The final lever that I will review is a bit broader as it underscores 

many vital components that go into both the observation processes and feedback in 

general—which is the utility of time.   

Importance of Quality Feedback 

As has been illustrated in different research studies, quality feedback during 

evaluation processes can play an enormous role in building teacher instructional capacity, 

which in turn, impacts student learning outcomes (Kraft & Blazar, 2017; Kraft, Papay, & Chi, 

2020; Marzano 2012; Sergiovanni & Starrat, 2002). As Wiggins (2012) simply defines it, 

feedback is any “information about how we are doing in our efforts to reach a goal” (para. 4) 

In the context of teacher evaluation processes, this often is coupled with judgments about 

effectiveness or suggestions on improving practices. An emerging and growing body of 



26 

professional and scholarly literature suggest that instead of focusing on transactional, 

compliance-driven components of evaluation, school leaders should instead focus on 

feedback and coaching. In their 2018 study, for example, Papay and Richard concluded that 

teachers in Tennessee who had received more frequent observations and feedback showed 

greater signs of improving their teaching practices than those who did not. Like Papay and 

Richard, other researchers have noted similar findings, identifying correlations between 

levels of coaching and feedback teachers received with increases in student math 

achievement scores, student growth measures, and improvements in effective teaching 

practice indices (Grissom & Loeb, 2017; Hill & Grossman, 2013; Kraft & Blazar, 2017). 

Characteristics of High-Quality Feedback 

Much has been written about the necessity and importance of effective feedback and 

the role that it plays in promoting employee growth and development. When looking at it 

from a more granular level, however, there is considerably less research when it comes to 

the intersection of effective components of feedback as perceived by those being evaluated 

and those doing the evaluating, along with ways in which structures can be operationalized 

to evoke stronger consistency and greater impact. 

One of the most important components of teacher observations and evaluation 

cycles in general is the feedback that evaluators provide to those being evaluated. However, 

too often it seems that teachers are not provided quality feedback. In many cases, teachers 

are offered what some have even described as “shallow” or even in some cases inaccurate 

given an evaluator’s limited capacity to provide feedback in specific contexts. To truly shape 
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teacher practices, meaningful and well-designed feedback must be provided to initiate levels 

of reflection and sensemaking that will materialize in the form of professional growth 

(Marshall, 2005; Feeney, 2007). 

In reviewing extant literature on the topic of high-quality feedback, three central 

themes continuously surfaced—whether specifically related to the educational arena or in 

other sectors—about what makes feedback particularly effective. Among these themes was 

the idea of feedback that is focused, referencing both specificity and orientation towards 

particular goals. Circling back to the simplistic definition that Marzano (2012) provides about 

feedback, let us consider an analogy of an athlete working towards learning how to perform 

a new skill. To truly master that skill, the athlete must receive targeted feedback on that 

item. Evaluators and coaches can provide a host of information and details about what they 

observe; however, this information alone does not constitute feedback until it is 

operationalized as specific information related to a specific goal. As Wiggins (2012) shares, 

this information “becomes feedback if, and only if, I am trying to cause something and the 

information tells me whether I am on track or need to change course” (para. 12). 

Another important theme that contributes to feedback being effective is the way it is 

given (Chappelow & McCauley, 2019; Wiggins, 2012). While there will always be occasions 

for providing both positive and negative feedback, it is important to note that feedback must 

be delivered in as non-confrontationally as possible, with respect and care for the person on 

the receiving end. Research aside, most people understand that receiving negative feedback 

or feedback that is relayed in a negative manner might quickly elicit negative and defensive 

responses from individuals.   
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A final theme centers around the timing of feedback. When thinking about feedback, 

Hattie and Timperley (2007) provide a three-part model for effective feedback that could be 

applied in the context of teacher evaluations. According to the researchers, effective 

feedback answers three major questions, which are: “[1] Where am I going? (What are the 

goals?); [2] How am I going? (What progress is being made toward the goal?); and [3] Where 

to next? (What activities need to be undertaken to make better progress?” (p. 86). To 

answer these questions and to provide an avenue for actual improvement, feedback must be 

provided as close to the event that is serving as the focus of the feedback. In many 

organizations, schools included, feedback cycles are viewed as a terminal product. We 

conflate the idea of performance reviews and evaluations with the idea of feedback, which 

at its core is intended to be a formative tool to assist individuals in achieving a certain goal.  

For teachers to be able to adjust their performance in the classroom, it is incumbent 

upon evaluators to not only provide feedback, but to provide teachers with opportunities to 

use the feedback (Wiggins, 2012). Extending upon this idea, Wiggins (2012) frames the 

orientation of feedback as a formative vehicle that leads to improved summative 

performance, noting, however, that “what makes any assessment in education formative is 

not merely that it precedes summative assessments, but that the performer has 

opportunities, if results are less than optimal, to reshape the performance to better achieve 

the goal. In summative assessment, the feedback comes too late; the performance is over.” 

To accomplish this, feedback cannot just come one or two or even three times a year. It 

must be carefully and strategically integrated into myriad practices and processes. 
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Evaluator Expertise 

Just as important as—and perhaps even more important than—the feedback that 

teachers receive is the individual who provides that feedback or the individual who is 

perceived as the observer of practice. Recognizing the importance that trust plays in any 

transformation process relating to performance review or critique, most who are receiving 

feedback and/or being evaluated would expect that the person providing these items would 

be qualified and skilled at doing just that. Given the recent attempts and focus on improving 

teacher evaluation models across the nation, many school districts have begun to look quite 

extensively at who observes teachers and how their individual capacities can be better 

developed to provide meaningful feedback, recognizing that teacher performance 

improvements are more often correlated with concrete and systematic observation by 

highly-trained and well-supported evaluators (Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 

Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2012; Steinberg & Sartain, 2015).  

Extending upon these ideas, Kraft and Gilmour (2016) tease out some of the subtle 

nuances and consequences that seem to stem from individuals without requisite expertise 

and/or content knowledge performing observations and general evaluative processes for 

those whom they supervise. Within a qualitative study examining the perceptions of building 

administrators, they found that a collective lack of grade-level or content-area experience 

often resulted in administrators providing feedback oriented around generalized 

instructional strategies and practices (p. 733), which is but one part of the equation. 

Reinhorn et al. (2017) go one step further in their research by drawing attention to the 

disconnect that often results from teachers perceiving evaluators as credible resources for 
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providing feedback outside of their fields. Within their study that surveyed 91 teachers on a 

range of topics, the overwhelming majority of teachers reported feeling that their evaluator 

lacked comparable experience either at the grade level or within the content area, and as 

such, could not offer “detailed, subject-specific recommendations” to them (p. 400). 

Perceptions and Beliefs about Importance of Observations 

Another lever that seems to impact the type and quality of feedback that evaluators 

provide and that teachers receive stems from centralized beliefs about the purpose of these 

evaluations. To put it simply, teacher evaluation often tends to serve one of two purposes: 

measurement and development. Through the measures that state and local education 

agencies put in place through teacher evaluation policies, they seek to identify effective 

teachers and conversely those who may not be cut out for the profession, while also trying 

to grow and develop practitioners. Unfortunately, however, as can often be seen in policies 

and practices related to teacher evaluation, many evaluation systems are built almost 

squarely around compliance-oriented measures, which in return perpetuate a narrative that 

becomes operationalized in the form of observation feedback that serves mostly to ensure 

accountability for the sake of dismissing ineffective teachers (Hanushek, 2009). 

The Barrier of Time 

While it is a commonly held belief that if implemented well, teacher evaluation 

systems and structures could contribute to significant gains for both teachers and students, 

a sobering reality scholars and practitioners alike contend with is the constant constraint 
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that principals face given the varied demands placed upon them (Donaldson & Papay, 2014; 

Grissom & Loeb, 2017; Kraft & Gilmour, 2016). As a part of their study, in which they 

interviewed 24 principals across a large urban school district in the Northeast, Kraft and 

Gilmour found that principals often found themselves incapable of attending to the full 

scope of evaluations given the various other items that required their attention. In the pair’s 

2016 research article discussing their findings, Kraft and Gilmour (2016, p. 731) included the 

remarks of one of the principals who shared a very specific critique about how his time is 

spent implementing the teacher evaluation process within his school: 

I would say writing it up is the majority of the time. Evaluation shouldn’t be mostly 

writing, but I think that I would say that it’s meeting with teachers that is probably 

the least amount of time. I’d say that’s probably 5-10% of it. Observation is probably 

10-15, and then the rest is devoting to writing it.  

 

In theory, as lead instructional learners within schools, administrators should spend 

the majority of their time focused on developing teachers and improving the quality of 

instruction within the sites they lead; however, historically, this has not been the case—not 

necessarily because of a desire that building leaders have, but instead because of how 

education and school administration has been structured for decades. For various reasons, 

principals and assistant principals have long been encumbered by operational tasks that pull 

them away from the classroom, which in turn reduces their ability to provide meaningful 

feedback to teachers and to provide appropriate avenues for others to do the same. Even in 

cases where school administrators have the affordance of spending considerable time in 
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classrooms, the evaluation load that falls on them can often push most of the focus to the 

actual completion of rubrics to document what was observed as opposed to how teaching 

and learning could be improved (Kraft & Gilmour, 2016). 

 

Conceptual Framework 

In consideration of these four research questions, an existing framework emerged as 

a prism through which this investigation could be conducted. For years, the Knoster Model 

for Managing Complex Change has been a staple in organizations seeking to initiate change 

initiatives of varying scopes and intensities. As a part of this framework that he initially 

introduced to at a conference for The Association for Severely Handicap in 1991, Knoster 

conceptualizes five central components that are critical to any organization’s successful 

implementation of change initiatives: 1) vision, 2) skills, 3) incentives, 4) resources, and 5) an 

action plan.  

As evidenced in the figure below, Knoster suggests that without each of these things 

working together, organizations and the initiatives they forged were destined for great 

challenges. In the context of my partner organization and the respective participants (high 

school administrators), this framework provides what could be considered an ideal state of 

implementation and provides an avenue to collect and analyze myriad data to assess the 

extent to which these elements—or at least, some iteration of them—are present and 

contributing to the existing teacher evaluation processes at individual school sites and within 

the district at large. 
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Figure 4. Knoster’s Model for Complex Change 

 

 

When situating Knoster’s model along alongside the existing research on feedback 

provided within teacher evaluation processes, however, I pinpointed the four critical 

components that would serve to sustain an existing system without introducing a multitude 

of change initiatives. This modified framework reflected in the figure below looks at the first 

and last two components of Knoster’s model: vision, skills, resources, and an action plan. As 

illustrated in the stairstep design within the figure, each of the components connects to the 

previous one, providing a cyclical orientation that continuously builds upon prerequisite 

steps. Through identifying and investigating the extent to which these items are present 

within the current organization and the system that the organization produces in relation to 

Model for Managing Complex Change
Vision Skills Action PlanResourcesIncentives Success

Vision Skills ResourcesIncentives False Starts

Vision Skills Action PlanIncentives Frustration

Vision Skills Action PlanResources Resistance

Vision Action PlanResourcesIncentives Anxiety

Skills Action PlanResourcesIncentives Confusion

Adapted from Knoster, T. (1991) Presentation in TASH Conference. Washington, D.C.
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teacher observations and larger evaluation practices, it is my hope that we will be able to 

not only evaluate the present levels of performance, but also hypothesize about potential 

courses of action that could lead to improved outcomes for all stakeholders. 

 
Figure 5. Adapted Knoster Model 

 

 

 

Research Questions 

Given the aforementioned problem of practice around inconsistent feedback 

provided through teacher observations and evaluations as a whole, coupled with the 

literature on feedback and teacher observations along with conceptual framework 

previously referenced, below are the research questions that guided the work of this 

capstone project. 

1. What is the function of teacher evaluation within WCPSS? 

2. To what extent do WCPSS administrators’ beliefs align with research-based 

characteristics of high-quality feedback? 
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3. What barriers prevent school administrators from providing high-quality/impact 

feedback to teachers? 

4. What support do administrators need to provide teachers with high quality feedback 

to improve instructional practices? 

 

Study Design 

To address the research questions, this study utilized a mixed-methods design that 

relied on school administrator surveys, informal focus groups/interviews, and artifact 

reviews, all of which are detailed more fully below. Given the environmental context in 

which the study was situated—during the global COVID-19 pandemic in which many school 

buildings were closed or just recently re-opening—many elements of study design had to be 

adapted to account for safety and general feasibility. For example, whereas the initial desire 

was to utilize parallel surveys of school-based administrators and classroom teachers, it was 

only feasible to conduct surveys and interviews with administrators given the limited access 

to teachers during school building closures and district parameters around survey 

distribution and action research involving teachers.  Below is a detailed description of each 

of the methods I used within this project. 

Artifact Review 

I initiated my qualitative analysis by conducting a procedural audit of the district’s 

evaluation website that is accessible to employees through a district intranet site. In 

speaking with members of the performance management team who, as I have mentioned 
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before, lead the work around evaluations within the district, this site is intended to serve as 

a one-stop shop for administrators responsible for supervising and evaluating employees by 

providing them with readily accessible resources to fulfill their responsibilities as evaluators. 

To frame these resources against the research question tied to the vision for teacher 

evaluation within WCPSS, I reviewed each resource and employed a deductive coding 

approach that enabled me to sort out resources as mechanisms of ensuring compliance for 

measuring teacher performance or mechanisms for promoting professional growth, the two 

key foci for teacher evaluation that emerged from the literature review. Extending beyond 

this, I also coded each resource by type of resource to try to ascertain certain latent 

priorities that may be implied through representation.  

When thinking of this through the lens of my adapted Knoster framework, I wanted 

to consider whether there was tight alignment among all the disparate parts that should, in 

theory, work together to create and sustain a comprehensive evaluation and feedback 

process. As a part of Knoster’s framework, the first element that paves the way for strong 

change initiatives—and possibly any initiative—starts with vision before advancing to any of 

the other elements, which is what I initially tried to tease out through a deliberate artifact 

review, followed by the remaining components of Knoster’s model. 

 

School Administrator Survey 

To gather both qualitative and quantitative data about the varying administrative 

observation practices across the district to address research questions 2, 3, and 4, I 
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conducted an anonymous survey that provided insight into administrative perceptions of 

existing teacher observation practices, the feedback that results from these observations, 

and the impact that feedback appears to have on teacher practices. To assist with 

developing a survey to solicit appropriate information, I modeled this survey after similar 

surveys found within comparable studies on teacher evaluation practices, most notably the 

2019 Tennessee Educator Survey for evaluators. Outside of seven demographic questions 

(e.g., years of experience as an administrator responsible for observing/evaluating teachers, 

years of experience as a classroom teacher, etc.), the survey consisted of four Likert-scale 

questions like the sample shown below along with six optional short-answer questions 

intended to tease out more nuanced details. 

 
Figure 6. Likert-Scale Question from Administrator Survey 

 

 
Given that this survey was completed anonymously without any process for linking 

responses with any individual respondent or any school, I included a variety of demographic 

questions to try to tease out whether there were any similarities among individuals’ 

reported beliefs, practices, and ideas on the basis of demographic markers like years of 
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experience, experience in the level at which they are currently an administrator, etc. A full 

version of the survey is available in the appendix. 

In hopes of ascertaining the extent to which school administrators reported engaging 

in certain commonly held high-yield feedback practices, I also included a series of four-point 

Likert-scaled questions. Within these questions, respondents were asked to indicate the 

extent to which they agreed or disagreed with varying statements about teacher observation 

practices at their school. Again, to create as much internal validity as possible, these 

questions were framed in a manner that asked respondents to respond in accordance with 

their individual practices within their respective school sites. To assist with ensuring that 

survey questions appropriately targeted the information needed for this study, I utilized a 

mapping technique to pinpoint which research questions each of the survey questions would 

serve to address, shown in the figure below (also available in appendix). 

 
Figure 7. Concept Map Showing Alignment between Research Questions & Instruments 
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 In addition, I also utilized a cognitive testing protocol with four administrators 

outside of those who would be targeted in the study sample to ensure that questions were 

framed appropriately to ensure that what was being asked aligned with the information that 

I sought from respondents. As a result of feedback that each of these individuals provided, I 

reframed some questions to improve precision and user experience. For example, with the 

Likert-scale questions, I had initially grouped all items together in one question; however, 

upon receiving feedback that the volume of statements tied to a single prompt led to some 

respondent fatigue in that they forgot what the question was asking and had to return to top 

of the screen, negatively impacting user experience, I opted to chunk these questions in 

groups of 5-7 to allow for easier end-user experience. Other questions or statements were 

also rephrased to improve clarity and precision. 

Once the survey was reviewed and modified, it was shared with 150 high school 

administrators within the district via a district email distribution list and remained accessible 

for a four-week period. Given the size of the district, I chose high school administrators as 

the target population for this study given the feasibility of communicating and generating 

responses from 32 school sites, each with anywhere from three to eight full-time 

administrators, as opposed to approximately 200 school sites. In doing this, it was also my 

hope to be able to increase internal validity and potential generalizability of findings by 

limiting the scope of participants to a single grade-band (i.e., 9-12), as opposed to gathering 

an array of data that did not provide reasonable sample sizes across the three primary 

grade-bands represented within WCPSS (K-5, 6-8, and 9-12). 
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At the time in which the survey was initially slated to be administered, schools within 

WCPSS were operating virtually with limited staff required to report to actual school 

buildings. Furthermore, the timeline for disseminating the survey had to be pushed back in 

hopes of securing a strong sample size given the ubiquity of surveys being shared with 

school leaders on an almost weekly basis within the partner organization’s district. 

Ultimately, the survey was deployed during the summer months leading to the start of a 

new school year, with respondents being given four weeks to complete the survey. By the 

survey’s conclusion, 67 individuals responded to the survey, representing a response rate of 

approximately 44.6%. However, 16 of the respondents only completed the first component 

of the survey, which did not include the qualitative response section. 

Upon collecting data from the surveys and interviews, I utilized a two-part method to 

begin constructing meaning of both quantitative and qualitative data. First, in reference to 

interviews and short-response items on surveys, I utilized a deductive coding strategy that 

enabled me to identify different themes that emerged from each domain of questions. While 

certain themes were identified prior to the dissemination of the surveys and prior to 

completing the interviews, the ultimate themes were shaped largely by additional patterns 

or trends that became apparent while engaging in the surveys and interviews.  

In addition, having disseminated the survey through the online Qualtrics instrument, I was 

able to also employ a series of quantitative analyses to look for additional trends. For 

example, in looking at administrator perceptions data around the Likert-scaled items, I 

generated a series of cross-tables that analyzed the data across different demographic 

markers like years of experience as a teacher or level of professional development on 
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teacher observations and/or effective feedback. Doing so, enabled me to analyze patterns 

that, at one point or another, began to emerge through an ongoing review of survey 

responses. 

Empathy Interviews 

Recognizing the limitations of a traditional survey, I also utilized a series of empathy 

interviews with a group of school administrators who agreed to participate in one-on-one 

interviews conducted after the survey window. Through these interviews about observation 

practices, perceptions, and beliefs, I hoped to gain a better understanding of different 

administrators’ ideas about observations and how they assessed their current levels of 

performance in providing teachers with meaningful, actionable feedback through 

observations. 

Whereas the opportunity to participate in the anonymous survey was provided to all 

high school administrators within the district, I utilized a different approach to identify 

building leaders to interview. Recognizing the diversity of a large district like WCPSS, I 

utilized a stratified sampling method in which I relied upon four geographic groupings (e.g., 

north, east, south, west) of the high schools based on the division of the district into nine 

different areas (e.g., southeastern, central, northwestern, etc.). By doing this, I hoped to 

account for representational differences that might have surfaced had I simply used a 

random sampling technique that could have pulled a distorted sampling from schools with 

affordances and/or challenges that did not represent other schools’ realities. 
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Upon assigning each of the schools into these geographic strata within a 

spreadsheet, I randomly identified one school within each of the strata and subsequently 

contacted the lead administrator for instruction at these sites to coordinate either a one-on-

one interview or participation in a focus group that consisted of no more than four 

participants to be conducted virtually through a video conferencing platform like Zoom or 

Google Meet. Ultimately, six individuals ended up participating in one-on-one interviews, 

with three other individuals from one school participating in a comparable focus group 

together that relied on the same questions that were used for one-on-one interviews. 

As was previously mentioned, the purpose of these discussions was to surface 

additional context that might not be able to come through in the form of a survey. With that 

being said, many of the questions that I used were modeled after the survey questions to 

provide for as much comparability as possible. A full version of the interview/focus group 

questions can be found in the appendix. Given the agreement to remain anonymity of 

participants, I did not utilize any measures to gather or share identifying information about 

them as it would potentially compromise their identities. 

 

Findings 

Research Question 1: What is the function of teacher evaluation within WCPSS? 

 
 

Finding 1.1: The stated function of teacher evaluation processes is unclear and produces 
differential beliefs around actualized functions of teacher evaluation processes. 
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As highlighted in the preceding literature review, teacher evaluation processes and 

the observations of teachers associated with them generally serve two principal purposes 

relating to teaching practices—to measure and improve. As a part of the first research 

question, I set out to examine the extent to which evaluation serves these purposes at 

WCPSS at large and within high schools in particular. As a frame of reference for answering 

this question, I examined what appeared to be the espoused function of teacher evaluation 

processes (i.e., what we say we do, believe, etc.) and that which is practiced (i.e., what we 

actually do). 

To understand the espoused function of teacher evaluation within WCPSS, I relied 

heavily on the qualitative artifact review I referenced previously. At the center of this artifact 

review was the internal Evaluations Site for School Administrators. Upon navigating to this 

site, visitors are greeted by a brief statement that seems to, in some manner, reference an 

organizational mission around the function of evaluations: “To further the vision of WCPSS 

and promote employee growth, employees are given regular feedback and evaluated yearly 

according to established timelines and processes.” The statement continues, highlighting 

that the “Performance Management Team in Human Resources assists employees and their 

supervisors in the evaluation process through providing professional development, 

guidance, and online resources.” Beyond this, a series of pages are geared towards different 

audiences. For the purpose of this study, I focused solely on the “Certified Evaluation 

Information for Evaluators” section, which is geared towards school administrators who are 

responsible for observing and evaluating teachers. 
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Here, school administrators find a set of resources organized into different 

categories. Upon conducting a review of each resource, no clear delineation between 

resources that seemed to be geared toward measuring teacher performance versus 

improving it existed. However, there was a notable focus on what could be considered 

compliance-oriented resources. These were things like process guides to navigate the 

evaluation system or calendars to highlight completion deadlines. In contrast, relatively few 

documents/resources and commitment-oriented documents aiming to address the 

organizational commitment (value) towards providing feedback to and growing teachers.  

The table that follows illustrates an overview of the resources that were included in this 

analysis.  
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Table 1. Resource Distribution on Evaluations Page for Administrators by Thematic Code 
 

 Resource Type Description of Resources No. of 
Items 

Co
m

pl
ia

nc
e -

Ba
se

d 
Ite

m
s 

General 
Evaluation 
Resources 

Links to state level evaluation 
policies, resources for 

assistance, and code of ethics 
4 

Calendars & 
Timelines 

Calendars and checklists 
outlining evaluation plan 

deadlines 
6 

Instructions & 
Platform Use 

Manuals 

Guides and one-pagers 
providing step-by-step 
instructions on how to 

navigate the NCEES platform 
from the start of the 

evaluation cycle to the end of 
the cycle 

7 

Gr
ow

th
-

O
rie

nt
ed

 It
em

s 

Professional 
Growth 

Resources 

Protocols and tools for use by 
administrators, sample 

questions for conferencing 
with staff, SMART goal 

exemplars and scaffolds 

5 
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From a more cosmetic perspective, it is equally as challenging to identify and 

distinguish a clear, purported function of teacher evaluation within the district through 

navigating the sub-pages. However, upon digging into resources available through this site, 

there is one section on evaluation trainings that provides evaluators with access to a series 

of modules in a digital learning management system (LMS). These modules are oriented 

around the different stages of the evaluation process and provide users with concrete 

guidance on what to do within each phase and how to do it from an operational perspective, 

but still do not focus on a centralized why. 

Considering all of this, it is understandable that there would be some variance among 

administrator-reported beliefs around what they considered to be the purpose of teacher 

evaluations and the role that they played in the process. When considering how 

administrators responded to a survey question around what they considered the purpose of 

the teacher evaluation process to  be within their school, approximately 76 percent of 

respondents referenced growth and improvement; the remaining 24% however responded 

by highlighting the need for evaluation processes to provide avenues for evaluators to 

“discuss the teacher's instruction and its effectiveness based on standards of best practices” 

or to “provide accountability on behalf of the teacher.” One respondent even went as far as 

to say, “With the current NCEES system, I view the teacher observation cycle most like a 

checklist with limited impact on teaching and learning.” While these respondents were in 

the minority of respondents, with most others highlighting what one might expect to hear, 

many of the ideas they shared were echoed by others who recognized the dual nature of the 
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evaluation process and the way in which there’s a resulting tension between the idea of 

evaluating and improving. Responding to the same question, another respondent wrote,  

“At present, [teacher evaluations are about] compliance. Ideally, however, 

observations performed by administrators provide opportunities for instructional 

coaching and feedback that is, as part of a continuous improvement cycle, used to 

guide professional learning and future supports.”  

In many ways, this response perfectly encapsulates the tenor of most the responses. 

Through this response, the respondent acknowledges the seemingly flawed system as it is in 

practice but recognizes the need to move towards one that truly lives out the espoused 

functions that research tells us should accompany evaluation processes. 

When asked on the survey to describe what they considered the function and/or 

purpose of teacher observations, 37 individuals provided anecdotal responses that 

highlighted their beliefs. When these responses were coded deductively as being framed 

around growth/improvement, measuring performance, or a mix of both, approximately 36 

percent of the responses were included references measuring a teacher’s performance. The 

remaining 64 percent referenced improvement in some capacity. Interestingly, however, 

only seven of the 37 individuals who responded included remarks that addressed both the 

evaluation perspective coupled with the growth side, again signaling some differences in 

opinion around the function of teacher evaluation processes and practices. Furthermore, it 

demonstrates a lack of widespread beliefs around the importance of both promoting growth 

within teacher evaluation practices, while concurrently providing an avenue to measure 

performance. 
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Research Question 2: To what extent do WCPSS administrators’ beliefs about feedback 
align with research-based characteristics of high-quality feedback? 

 

Finding 2.1: Administrators generally report understanding what constitutes high-quality 
feedback; however, varying perceptions exist around the function and purpose of teacher 

evaluation and observations more specifically and what role feedback plays in this system. 
 
 

As evidenced by the anecdotal responses shared within the administrative survey 

about feedback, administrators report having a strong understanding of what constitutes 

high-quality feedback. In considering each of the 32 individual responses to the question in 

the survey around quality feedback, respondents referenced many of the things that 

research tells us about feedback—that it should be specific and goal oriented; that it should 

be supported with tangible, objective evidence; and that it should be framed in a manner so 

as not to imply judgment or evoke a defensive response. Interestingly, when the qualitative 

responses were coded to identify particular themes, over half of the remarks about 

characteristics of high-quality feedback referenced one of four things:  

1. Specificity of feedback (i.e., targeting specific moves to reinforce or redirect) 

2. Reflective/facilitative nature (i.e., engaging teacher in process for generating 
potential next steps/actions, not just telling a teacher what they should do) 

3. Timeliness (i.e., providing feedback quickly so that it can be used effectively) 

4. Supported by evidence (i.e., providing concrete data to support observations in 
comparison to subjective judgments) 

The table that follows provides and itemized list of individual themes that emerged from this 

particular survey question.  
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Table 2. Distribution of deductively coded feedback characteristics as identified by 
administrators surveyed 

 

Feedback Characteristic Referenced  # of References 

Specific 16 

Facilitative/Reflection Provoking 10 

Timely 10 

Examples to Support Feedback 10 

Focused 6 

Action-Oriented 3 

Research-Based 2 

Clear 1 

Constructive 1 

Content-Specific 1 

Follow-Up 1 

Honest 1 

Oriented around Improvement 1 

Presumed Positive Intentions 1 

Realistic 1 

Student-Centered 1 

Supported with Resources 1 
 

One area where there appeared to be a deviation from the research, however, was 

around the orientation towards improvement and the focus on follow-up. As the old adage 

reminds us, what gets measured or monitored gets done; however, based on what surfaces 

with the responses that the surveyed administrators produced, there did not seem to be a 
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consistent emphasis placed on the importance of either of these items, which was also 

shared in the adjacent finding mentioned above. 

Despite having a relatively consistent understanding about what high quality 

feedback looks like, the qualitative responses revealed some deeply variant perceptions 

around the role that teacher observations play in this process. Moreover, based upon these 

seemingly misaligned thoughts, this begged the question around what role feedback is 

meant to play in this system at large. 

 

Research Question 3: What barriers prevent WCPSS school administrators from 
providing high-quality/impact feedback to teachers? 

 

Finding 3.1: The NCEES Teacher Observation/Evaluation Rubric hinders school-based 
administrators from focusing on and providing teachers with meaningful feedback 

 
 

The administrator survey was the key instrument utilized to address the research 

question around barriers to providing high-quality/impact feedback. Survey respondents 

highlighted a lack of satisfaction with the teacher observation rubric that administrators 

must use to evaluate teachers. In addition, simple comparisons between scales of 

agreement between questions framed around the use of the NCEES instrument and teacher 

observation rubric and those framed around feedback that is provided outside of the 

instrument or rubric indicate significant variance in administrator perceptions of value. 

 As illustrated in Figure 8, for example, we see the relatively stable and strong self-

reported beliefs that the respondents maintained in reference to their capacity and 
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proclivity to perform various observation behaviors that scholars and practitioners alike 

generally agree contribute to improving teacher performance. For each of the statements 

included in the survey about how well respondents thought they engaged in these high-yield 

practices, roughly 88% or more of the administrators surveyed agreed that they are regularly 

able to complete these behaviors they were asked to evaluate, with the only exception being 

the indicator that asked them to examine the extent to which they provided “individually 

tailored feedback to staff with different preferred methods of receiving feedback,” in which 

case approximately 82% either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. 

 
Figure 8. Administrator Reported Agreement Regarding Ability to Perform Specific 

Observation-Related Tasks Outside of NCEES Instrument 

 

100%

98%

94%

94%

90%

88%

82%

provide meaningful feedback to teachers.

provide teachers with clear expectations for high-
quality teaching.

engage teachers in reflective discourse about
instructional practices

assist teachers in identifying areas where they can
improve as teachers.

utilize specific, concrete evidence/data to support
feedback

provide differentiated support to teachers.

provide individually tailored feedback to staff with
different preferred methods of receiving feedback

% who Agree or Strongly Agree

"Outside of the NCEES observation/evaluation instrument, I am able 
to..."



52 

Table 3. Responses to Survey Item on Administrator Observation Behaviors without the Use 
of the NCEES Teacher Observation/Evaluation Rubric 

 
 
“Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement below about 
formal teacher observation practices at your school.” 
 

"Outside of the NCEES observation/evaluation 
instrument, I am able to..." 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

assist teachers in identifying areas where they 
can improve as teachers. 0.00% 6.12% 61.22% 32.65% 

engage teachers in reflective discourse about 
instructional practices 0.00% 6.12% 65.31% 28.57% 

provide teachers with clear expectations for 
high-quality teaching. 0.00% 2.04% 73.47% 24.49% 

provide meaningful feedback to teachers. 0.00% 0.00% 75.51% 24.49% 

provide differentiated support to teachers. 0.00% 12.24% 63.27% 24.49% 

provide individually tailored feedback to staff 
with different preferred methods of receiving 
feedback 

0.00% 18.37% 57.14% 24.49% 

utilize specific, concrete evidence/data to 
support feedback 0.00% 10.20% 63.27% 26.53% 

 

When contrasted with the responses from questions on the survey developed to 

tease out the role that the actual teacher observation rubric and the NCEES instrument itself 

play in contributing to observers’ reported ability to perform certain observation-related 

behaviors, there was greater variance. In fact, in some cases, the general sense of 

agreement that was widely distributed across the Likert-based statements on the former 

item seemed to shift in the complete opposite when the NCEES instrument was mentioned. 
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This was especially true for items oriented around the provision of differentiated feedback 

and resources needed to improve teacher practices as shown in Figure 9 below.  

 
Figure 9. Administrator Reported Agreement Regarding Ability to Perform Specific 

Observation-Related While Using NCEES Instrument 
 

 

 
When looking at the breakdown of respondents’ level of agreement with these 

statements mentioned above, there is a clear juxtaposition between respondents’ sense of 

agreement as illustrated in Figures 8 and 9. Looking more squarely at the data, six of the 

eight survey items in Figure 9 feature at least a third of the respondents disagreeing with the 

utility of the NCEES instrument. To paint a more precise image, whereas the ranges of 

disagreement for the survey item about observation behaviors not involving the NCEES 

instrument fell between 0% and 17.6%, the range of respondents disagreeing with utility 
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statements focusing on the use of the NCEES instrument, including the two outliers, fell 

between 23.5% and 66.7%, signaling a number of discordant beliefs in the utility of the 

NCEES instrument in aiding survey respondents in completing certain observation-oriented 

behaviors. A more detailed analysis of the data distribution for these survey items can be 

found in Table 4 that follows. 

 
Table 4. Responses to Survey Item on Administrator Observation Behaviors Using the NCEES 

Teacher Observation/Evaluation Rubric 
 

“Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement about the 
feedback that you provide as an observer using the NCEES instrument during traditional 

observation cycles.” 
 

“The NCEES observation/evaluation instrument 
assists me in (or contributes to me) …” 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

engaging teachers in reflective discourse about 
instructional practices 8.16% 16.33% 69.39% 6.12% 

facilitating two-way conversation about the 
observation and/or feedback 8.16% 24.49% 57.14% 10.20% 

providing teachers with feedback in a timely 
fashion 4.08% 22.45% 61.22% 12.24% 

utilizing specific, concrete evidence/data to 
support feedback 6.12% 28.57% 57.14% 8.16% 

providing teachers with specific resources for 
continued growth 6.12% 59.18% 30.61% 4.08% 

providing individually tailored feedback to staff 
with different preferred methods of receiving 
feedback 

6.12% 46.94% 42.86% 4.08% 

guiding teachers to improve their teaching 
practices and student learning 4.08% 34.69% 55.10% 6.12% 

framing feedback around improving the quality 
of teaching and learning 4.08% 30.61% 59.18% 6.12% 
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Finding 3.2: Broad scope of the NCEES instrument forces observers/evaluators to consider 
too many elements/descriptors within observation cycles 

 
 

Extending upon the disutility of the NCCES instrument, one of the central critiques 

that emerged about the teacher observation rubric was its size. As one respondent shared:  

The tool is [too] broad and tries to cover the entire teacher rather than just one area. 

If you help a teacher grow in one area it naturally impacts another area positively 

without the teacher even being aware they are working on that area. If all the areas 

of suggested growth are all in their face to improve on it can become overwhelming. 

 

During the course of a formal observation, for example, an observer is tasked with 

looking at 25 different elements across five different standards. Across these five standards 

and 25 elements, there are 151 individual descriptors to look for during a comprehensive 

observation. Within each of the five standards is a mix of “instructional practices” that an 

observer should be able to observe during any lesson. The figure below highlights 

descriptors from Standard II that would be considered observable instructional practices.  

Figure 10. Element IIb of NC Teacher Observation/Evaluation Rubric 
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Along with these instructional practices are “professional practices,” which can be 

more challenging—or in some cases, even impossible—to observe within an actual 

classroom lesson. As such, many of these items must be observed or teased out through 

different avenues like considering participation in/and or attendance at school functions, 

examining participation on and contributions to school teams/committees, etc. In Standard 

1, for example, only three descriptors out of 33 represented within the standard can 

definitively be observed within a classroom observation. The remaining descriptors address 

professional behaviors (e.g., participating in the development of school policies, 

collaborating with professional learning teams, contributing to the growth of the teaching 

profession, or taking responsibility for the progress of students to ensure that they graduate 

from high school), which call on observers to look far beyond the scope of an observed 

lesson.  

While respondents acknowledged the importance of these professional practices and 

recognized the critical role they play in the work of teachers, they shared that trying to 

identify when, if, and how to address these items during observation conferences causes 

great confusion and takes up a substantial part of administrators’ time. As different 

individuals referenced in both the surveys and in the interviews, significant chunks of time 

could be spent simply perusing PLT meeting minutes or checking attendance reports to 

ensure that teachers are complying with professional expectations or reviewing teacher 

websites to make sure that they contain required information; however, to what extent do 

these actions actually reflect the quality of teaching and learning within that teacher’s 

classroom. More pointedly, are these things that administrators should really spend 
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significant amounts of time on when provided with the formal occasion to engage in 

feedback conversations tied to teacher observations? It seems that the majority think not. In 

thinking of it from a more transactional perspective, administrators at large recognize the 

finite resource that is time and are seeking clearer guidance on when and how to prioritize 

these “look-fors” across contexts to maximize the opportunity to focus on high-impact 

instructional moves. 

In considering the mix of instructional and professional practices represented 

throughout the teacher observation/evaluation rubric, various survey respondents 

commented on the difficulty of trying to navigate it all, highlighting the challenges between 

knowing when to look for certain things, understanding how to look for these evidences, and 

perhaps most importantly, delineating between areas to focus on from a feedback 

perspective and other matters that do not perhaps have as much of a direct impact on 

student learning outcomes like those referenced above in relation to the professional 

practices that may not have as clear of a connection to instruction. 

Even in cases where what is to be observed is more concrete, administrators 

highlighted how difficult it was to “look for everything” when there is so much packed into 

this particular instrument. Below is a snapshot of just one of these elements found within 

Standard 4, which includes 11 of the descriptors referenced above. In the case of this 

particular element, observers should have an easier time in assessing the extent to which 

the teacher behaviors are occurring or not; however, when trying to contend with what 

these practices look like in contexts that range from a healthful living course where students 

are learning about nutrition to an environmental science course where students are learning 
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about the impacts of global warming to a foreign language course where students are 

learning to conjugate verbs, administrators acknowledge the desire for more content-based 

guideposts to assist them in identifying instructional practices to either reinforce or 

remediate. 

Figure 11. Element IVe from NC Teacher Observation Rubric 
 

 

 
Finding 3.3: Time required to complete elements of current observation requirements 

along with other managerial/operational responsibilities limit school-based administrators 
in being able to provide teachers with the growth-oriented feedback 

 
 

Another barrier to using the existing observation and evaluation process and 

providing quality teacher feedback revolved around the ever-persistent constraint of time. In 

relation to school administrators, however, there were two discernable elements at play 

with time. 

The first element pertains to the ubiquity of non-instructional tasks that remove 

administrators from classrooms and other spaces where they can contribute to and facilitate 
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the provision of meaningful feedback via classroom observations. Each day, in addition to 

serving as aspiring instructional leaders, school administrators often become encumbered by 

various tasks that have little to do with instructional leadership including, but not limited to, 

responding to discipline issues, supervising lunches, coordinating custodial services, and 

more. As any educational leader will share, these are all important components of the 

operational milieu of any school; however, when these items become the priority for school 

administrators, it presents a significant challenge to getting into classrooms and working 

directly with teachers. 

Through both informal focus groups that were convened with high school 

administrators across different schools and more formally in the structured survey, this was 

something that respondents highlighted time and time again. In fact, upon employing a 

deductive coding scheme for the barriers that respondents identified through their narrative 

remarks, time constituted about half of the responses, with the majority highlighting the 

amount of time they must spend tending to matters that do not relate to observations as 

illustrated in the figure below.   

 
Figure 12. Graphic Representation of Deductively Coded Barriers from Survey 
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In response to the survey question about barriers, a respondent different from the 

previously referenced one remarked:  

“In the current format, time is the greatest inhibitor. With each rubric taking a 

significant amount of time to complete and many teachers to observe, it limits 

administrators' ability to reflect deeply, provide high-quality feedback, and have time 

to follow up with teachers. Of course, managerial tasks assigned to administrators 

further impede our ability to effectively engage with teachers regarding pedagogical 

growth.” 

As both researchers and practitioners share, more than ever, school building administrators 

face increasing demands on their time each day, while still having to find ways to serve as 

instructional leaders within school settings (Donaldson, 2013; Kraft and Gilmour, 2016; 

Grissom & Loeb, 2017). In response to one of the survey items on barriers to implementing a 

high-quality evaluation process through teacher observations, one respondent commented, 

“Time is the biggest hinderance. Other responsibilities will drag you away.  Additionally, the 

NCEES rubric is limiting … so I spend a good deal of time adapting it and going over things in 

post-conferences to supplement the rubric.” A different respondent echoed these 

sentiments, identifying time as the greatest inhibitor and sharing the labor associated with 

“each rubric taking a significant amount of time to complete and [having] many teachers to 

observe.” The respondent continued by highlighting how these things together significantly 

limit administrators' ability “to reflect deeply, provide high-quality feedback, and have time 

to follow up with teachers.”  
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Study Limitations 

While the findings outlined above highlight many things that pave the way for the 

recommendations that will follow, it is important to note and consider the various 

limitations of this study. While the methods developed and implemented underwent great 

scrutiny to gather valid and reliable data, many factors that must be considered from a 

research perspective. 

First and foremost, one of the most significant limitations of this study is oriented 

around the environment in which it was conducted. As was previously referenced, all 

components of this study took place during a global pandemic that completely upended 

many parts of our society, but especially schools. Over the course of the past 18-24 months 

alone, students and teachers across the nation—and world—have been navigating between 

various modes of learning, from in-person learning to purely virtual learning to a hybrid of 

both learning platforms, which has created significant barriers for providing consistent 

teaching and learning. As more research continues to emerge on the impact that the 

pandemic has had on the mental health of students, we are also seeing the impacts on the 

adults, as school employees have reported record levels of anxiety, depression, and stress, 

with droves of educators leaving or considering leaving the profession (Education Policy 

Initiative at Carolina, 2021). As such, it is impossible to discount the impact that these 

psychological moderators may have had on perceptions that were shared in surveys or in 

other avenues. Furthermore, it is impossible to discount the fact that prior to August 2021, 

the vast majority of teacher observations and evaluations were conducted in a vastly 
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different manner (virtually) given the closing of school buildings and the push to remote 

learning almost overnight. 

Furthermore, given the sample size of participants, there are potential threats to 

external validity on the basis of representation. While over 40% of the subjects who were 

invited to participate in the study actually did, there was no way of knowing specifically who 

the respondents were or which schools/areas they represented. Consequently, it is possible 

that the findings within this study could be limited to specific swaths of administrators 

within certain types of schools. For example, what if the majority of the administrative 

respondents were from similar types of schools where the challenges they faced—both 

relating to teacher evaluation and beyond—were vastly different from those at another 

school? While this is certainly a possibility, I do not view it as a significant limitation, 

however, given the size of the response pool in relation to the number of individuals whom I 

invited to participate. 

Another limitation to this study stems from the absence of comparative data that 

would have come from the dissemination and analysis of a comparable survey to teachers 

whom these administrators evaluate. In spite of these limitations, however, I sought to 

triangulate a variety of data points to arrive at the findings that were previously shared 

along with the recommendations that follow. 

 

Recommendations 

At the outset of this project, I set out to answer four central questions about teacher 

evaluation processes within WCPSS. These questions tapped into the function of teacher 
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observations and evaluation practices within the district, administrator perceptions around 

high-quality feedback, barriers to providing this feedback through existing teacher 

evaluation practices, and the supports needed to improve the system. Through considering 

these questions over the course of the project, various trends emerged around what Heath 

& Heath (2010) might consider potential “bright spots,” while also shing a light on some 

apparent areas for improvement. 

In thinking about the recommendations that follow and the entire premise of this 

project, it is first important to understand what has come to be known as the Central Law of 

Improvement, which plainly states that systems are perfectly designed to produce and 

deliver the results they produce. Consequently, if—and perhaps more aptly, when—a 

system continuously produces certain outcomes that may or may not align with what we 

intended, we must reflect not only on the discrete outcomes that fail to live up to those 

expectations, but also on the system itself and the disparate processes and structures that 

make up the said system. 

As Langley, Moen, Nolan, Nolan, Norman, and Provost (2009) posit, however, seeing 

the system is challenging, tedious work. Given their definition of a system, which is “an 

interdependent group of items, people, or processes working together toward a common 

purpose” (p. 77), it is critical each of these components be addressed in considering 

potential change initiatives. Furthermore, it is equally important to recognize the role that 

time should play in this process.  

Too often, when implementing change initiatives, there is a proclivity towards urgent 

and immediate action. We adopt changes and implement so quickly without knowing what 
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has been proposed will likely lead to improvements or whether they have been developed to 

address the root causes of the issues at hand. Recognizing these things, below are 

recommendations aimed at improving the teacher evaluation system within the 

aforementioned partner organization both in the proximal and distal future. 

 

 

Recommendation 1: Develop and implement procedures to solicit additional 
information about district-wide teacher evaluation practices and processes from 
teachers and administrators at other grade levels not represented within this study. 

 
 
As was referenced above, when it comes to solving complex problems that we face in 

organizations, there is often a reflexive instinct to circumvent all logical action steps and 

gravitate directly towards potential solutions. In doing this, however, we obscure our vision 

to what is often right before us. In these moments, we do what Langley, Moen, Nolan, 

Nolan, Norman, and Provost (2009) advise so adamantly against—we simply commit “more 

people, more money, more time, more exhortations to work harder” (p. 110) without 

analyzing what it is we are seeking to improve. This is the crucial misstep that organizations 

and organizational leaders make time and time again. 

Albert Einstein once said, “If I had an hour to solve a problem, I'd spend 55 minutes 

thinking about the problem and five minutes thinking about solutions.” Paradoxical as this 

proclamation may seem, it underscores some of the central tenets of improvement science, 

which could be used in part or in full to assist the Performance Management team in 
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engaging in a more robust learning exploration to solicit additional information about 

district-wide teacher evaluation practices and processes. 

Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, and LeMahieu (2015) outline six central tenets of 

improvement science, which are highlighted in the figure below. Two that are most relevant 

for this project—the tenets of making the work problem-specific and user-centered and the 

tenet around seeing the system that produces the current outcome. In reference to the first 

tenet, this is already well established and documented within the previous section on the 

problem of practice and in other sections of this report. Conversely, there is still much to 

learn about the larger system that is producing outcomes like inconsistent observation 

practices, limited provision of feedback, etc.  

 
Figure 13. Tenets of Improvement Science 
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puzzle in that there is a lack of perspective gathered from teachers. More specifically, given 

that participants in this study were all high school administrators, it would also be key to 

expand the reach of these inquisitions. 

Pulling from comparable human-centered and user-based design frameworks, I 

would advise the organization to commit considerable resources to myriad activities that 

would assist in providing a fuller perspective of teacher evaluation practices and processes 

across the entire district through empathy-driven processes. Through this empathic 

exploration in which they would seek to understand the people at the center of the 

challenge and their ways of engaging and their needs, the organization will build a stronger 

and broader knowledge base for current practices and processes as they are. To engage in 

this work, the organization might wish to take the following actions: 

1. Conducting empathy interviews with teachers (BTs, experienced teachers, 

veterans), and school administrators to ascertain what the teacher evaluation 

process looks and feels like at their respective schools, what structures within 

this process promote and/or inhibit growth, and what is needed to fulfill the 

duties and responsibilities of their job. 

2. Developing and administering a comprehensive staff survey on the existing 

teacher evaluation process with the ability to crosslink responses by school, 

geographic area, and grade level. As it stands, there is no readily available 

data of this kind. In the most recent iterations of the North Carolina Teacher 

Working Conditions Survey, there is but one question that addresses teacher 

evaluation processes, and it simply asks respondents to assess the extent to 
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which they agree that “procedures for teacher evaluation are consistent” at 

their respective school.  

3. Auditing school-level evaluation data to identify systemic areas of strength 

and areas for improvement. More specifically, identify specific schools and 

school leaders who have been able to implement strong teacher evaluation 

systems to highlight evidence-based best practices that could be expanded at 

scale. 

 

Recommendation 2: Develop, formalize, and communicate a district-level vision for 
high-quality teacher evaluation practices and processes  

 
 
As evidenced by the study findings around the purpose/function of the teacher 

evaluation process within WCPSS, there appears to be considerable variance between and 

among the survey respondents. In fact, in parts of the survey where individuals were able to 

provide anecdotal commentary, several referenced the current purpose feeling like a 

“checklist with limited impact on teaching and learning” or a tool for compliance. While 

many of the responses did present some positive ideas around teacher evaluation practices 

and processes, one thing was noticeably missing from the majority of the responses—and 

that is a common through line that spoke to a larger framework that was promoted from top 

to bottom. Put more simply, there did not appear to be a common and consistent narrative 

surrounding the why and how behind different parts of the teacher evaluation process. 

To address this, one of the initial actions that the organization should take is in 

creating a process and avenue to develop, formalize, and communicate a district-level vision 
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for high-quality teacher evaluation practices and processes. Circling back to the adapted 

Knoster framework highlighted earlier, it is no surprise that the very first thing that is 

represented within the graphic is the idea of vision as it is—or at least, should be—the 

driving force behind any initiative. Applying a relatively well-known communications and 

public relations principle, when we fail to provide a clear, coherent narrative, others will do 

it on our behalf. To frame this in the educational arena, by failing to have a concrete and 

operationalized vision for teacher evaluation practices and processes district wide, multiple 

opportunities abound for individual school leaders to develop personal visions that may or 

may not align with the work that is required to live out the larger organizational goals. 

Obviously, in most cases, this is not done intentionally; however, it can be harmful, 

nonetheless, particularly when trying to correct past behaviors. 

 
 

 

Recommendation 3: Develop district-wide supporting documents and resources to assist 
administrators and teachers engage in vision-aligned teacher evaluation practices  

 
 

In addition to operationalizing a concrete vision to serve as the guiding light for 

teacher evaluation practices and processes within the district, it would also be prudent to 

supplement this vision with the development of a robust resource bank that would provide 

school administrators with evidence-based tools that could be utilized during the teacher 

evaluation process—whether relating directly to a teacher observation or to an end-of-year 

summative evaluation. As the findings around barriers that administrators face when comes 

to performing their duties related to teacher evaluation, time is one of administrators’ 
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scarcest resources. As such, absent having a clear-cut system for providing administrators 

with access to appropriately vetted resources that can be pulled quickly and adapted for 

immediate use, we run the risk of simply hoping that they will accomplish these tasks within 

other parts of their day. 

One area the district may wish to focus its attention is around the development of 

resources that conceptualize the overly broad in some cases and, in other cases, overly 

narrow elements of the observation/evaluation rubric in relation to specific grade level 

bands (e.g., K-5, 6-8, 9-12) and possibly specific discipline areas (e.g., arts, humanities, STEM, 

etc.). In the current model, a kindergarten teacher in the district is observed and evaluated 

using the same rubric as would be used for an AP Calculus teacher in a high school. To 

highlight the challenge this raises, let us consider one of the descriptors provided in Element 

IIId of the teacher evaluation rubric that seeks to ascertain whether the teacher “integrates 

core content and 21st century content throughout lesson plans and instructional practices.” 

To frame what this actually means, what if there were supporting documents to unpack 

what this might look and sound like in a K-2 classroom or a secondary science classroom? 

What if we bridged the gap between what our teachers are expected to teach students (i.e., 

the curriculum), how they teach them (i.e., instruction), and an observer/evaluator’s 

assessment of those things using a standardized rubric? 

As a part of their current teacher observation model, for example, the Massachusetts 

Department of Elementary and Secondary of Education provides school building leaders with 

a series of “What to Look For” Observation Guides that have been developed for different 

grade levels and disciplines to assist observers in pinpointing what strong curriculum and 
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instruction might look like in a specific setting (e.g., a high school science class, a 6-8 math 

class). The figure below highlights a brief section from one of these observation guides 

developed for a high school English course that is oriented around the use of instructional 

practices that reflect high expectations, high-quality work, along with personalized avenues 

for students to engage with the learning process. A full-length version of the guide from 

which this example came along with another example from a different discipline can be 

found in the appendix. 

 
Figure 14. Example from Massachusetts DOE “What to Look For” Observation Guide 

 

 
 

As an extension of this, I would also advise developing specific resources to aid in the 

consideration of the professional practices captured within elements and descriptors that 

are not generally able to be observed within a classroom lesson. While some of the training 

materials that are currently available reference what types of items might serve as evidence 

for marking certain descriptors within an observation or an evaluation, there does not seem 

to be a consistent understanding district-wide about when and how to “look for” these 

things based upon several references to challenges this posed in the administrative survey. 
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Instead of providing a prescriptive checklist of “must-haves,” this would provide the 

opportunity to level set some beliefs and expectations across the district through clearly 

framed options that could vary by individual. 

 
 

Recommendation 4: Revise the professional learning model to provide more 
comprehensive and ongoing training for teacher evaluators  

 
As the findings around levels of professional learning on evaluation practices and 

process show, the amount of professional learning that administrators undergo—both 

during administrative preparation programs in college and as current administrators—is 

quite limited. When considering the extent to which their school administration preparation 

programs challenged them to explore effective teacher observation and evaluation 

practices, nearly 50% of respondents said they had either “little to no exposure” or a 

“cursory level of exposure” to these practices while pursuing their administrative degrees. 

The figure below highlights the remaining breakdown of responses. 

 
Figure 15. Chart Displaying Administrators’ Varying Levels of Exposure to Teacher 

Observation/Evaluation Best Practices Within School Administration Preparation Programs 
 

 

11.9% 37.3% 26.9% 22.4% 1.5%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0% 90.0% 100.0%

Administrator Reported Exposure to/Exploration of Effective Teacher Observation and 
Evaluation Practices within their School Administration-Preparatory Program

Little to no exposure Cursory level of exposure Moderate level of exposure Significant level of exposure I am unable to recall
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To look a little a little deeper, we can see a similar trend when considering the 

breakdown of self-reported levels of engagement in professional learning over the course of 

the past three to five years around the topic of teacher evaluation/observation practices 

and/or effective teacher feedback. As the figure that follow once again highlights, nearly half 

(43.3%) of the respondents shared that they have had, at most, a “limited level of learning” 

around these very topics that are critical towards the fostering of a collaborative teacher-

evaluator relationship that can lead to positive changes in teaching practices. 

 
Figure 16. Chart Displaying Administrators Targeted Professional Learning Around Teacher 

Observation and Feedback Best Practices Within Past 3-5 Years 
 

 

 
Furthermore, when considering the varying levels of experience that different 

administrators have and the changing landscape of education and educational priorities, a 

strong professional learning program would provide at least yearly opportunities for 

administrators to engage in some type of ongoing learning around best practices relating to 

teacher evaluation practices and feedback. Just as the research pertaining to teacher 
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evaluation practices and feedback that may come during these cycles, this learning for 

evaluators must also be provided in an ongoing fashion. Recognizing the limited human 

resources that exist within the district’s team that supervises teacher evaluation, it would be 

worthwhile to consider ways in which professional learning could be provided to other 

ancillary bodies that might be able to assist in not only disseminating learning but also 

monitoring implementation. 

In considering the current structure of the district in which schools are organized by 

geographic area with a designated area superintendent, who also has under their 

supervision a senior administrator, there may be opportunities to engage these individuals in 

evidence-based learning around teacher observation and evaluation practices and provide 

them with tools to assist and monitor the school-level teams that they manage. When 

engaging building leaders, for example, an area superintendent might be able to create 

specific ways to incorporate said tools and resources into their own evaluation of that school 

leader and their team. 

Coming back to the teacher observers/evaluators themselves, I also recommend 

developing a more interactive model of professional learning that provides authentic and 

relevant experience-based learning from skilled observers. Stepping back from the idea of 

evaluation that would come at the end of the cycle, I’m speaking more about the practical 

uses of the NCEES instrument within the classroom environment. As many shared in the 

survey and anecdotally in informal conversations, knowing what to mark on the teacher 

observation rubric and when to mark it and what to write about it still confuses a great many 

teacher evaluators. To assist with this, I would propose a series of observational tours in 
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which teacher evaluators have the chance to partake in extended snapshot observations 

with peers and at least one instrument expert or specialist who would be able to facilitate 

deeper learning and conversations around the use of the instrument in a real-world context. 

 

Conclusion 

As we contend with the current landscape of education and the ways in which we 

might reimagine certain systems and structures, it is apparent that the process by which we 

evaluate teachers must be reformed. With observations serving as the key determinant of 

how we evaluate teachers, the time has come to leverage the decades-long call to action 

and the growing body of research that provides a clear business and moral case to find 

better ways to implement teacher evaluation models. Given what we know today and what 

we have learned in the past two years alone about how quickly teachers can modify 

practices, it is time for us to take a step back and to reflect on current practices and to 

honestly evaluate what has come—and continues to come—from them. As researchers and 

practitioners can attest, if and when implemented well, teacher evaluation processes can be 

an incredibly powerful lever for improving teaching practices (Hill & Grossman, 2013; Kraft & 

Blazar, 2017; Papay & Richard, 2018).  

If we truly believe that “every student is uniquely capable and deserves to be 

challenged and engaged in relevant, rigorous, and meaningful learning each day” and that 

“well-supported, highly effective, and dedicated...staff are essential to success for all 

students” (WCPSS), this is one step that we can take to make our aspirational visions of 

graduating students who “will be prepared to reach their full potential and lead productive 
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lives in a complex and changing world” (WCPSS). This is a step that we can take to ensure 

that the educator that we put in front of these children is provided every opportunity to 

succeed and grow, not just for his or her own sake, but for the sake of the students whom 

they serve each and every day—regardless of their race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, 

sex, gender, or any other element of their identity. 
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Appendix A. North Carolina Annual Evaluation Process for Teachers 
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Appendix B. Survey for School-Based Administrators (Evaluators) 

Questions on this survey were modeled after comparable surveys on teacher evaluation. 
Many questions included are direct adaptations from the 2019 Tennessee Educator Survey 
on The Teacher Evaluation and Professional Learning Process. 
 

Demographic Information 

1. How many years of experience do you have as an educator? 
a. 0-2 years 
b. 3-5 years 
c. 6-9 years 
d. 10-14 years 
e. 15-19 years 
f. 20+ years 

 
2. How many years have you served as a school-based administrator who is/has been 

responsible for observing and evaluating teachers? 

a. 0-2 years 
b. 3-5 years 
c. 6-9 years 
d. 10-14 years 
e. 15-19 years 
f. 20+ years 

 
3. In what level are you currently serving as a school-based administrator? 

a. Elementary (K-5) 
b. Middle (6-8) 
c. High (9-12) 

 
4. How many years did you serve as a classroom teacher at the school level at which 

you are currently serving as a school-based administrator (e.g., If you are an 
administrator in an elementary setting, how many years did you spend as an 
elementary school teacher?)? 

a. 0-2 years 
b. 3-5 years 
c. 6-9 years 
d. 10-14 years 
e. 15+ years 
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5. In thinking back to your school administration-preparatory program, to what extent 
did your program of study explore and discuss effective observation and evaluation 
practices?  

a. Little to no exposure 
b. Cursory level of exposure 
c. Moderate level of exposure 
d. Significant level of exposure 
e. I am unable to recall  

 
6. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement.   

 

The teacher observation process at my school 
… 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

assists teachers in identifying areas where 
they can improve as teachers. 

    

provides teachers with clear expectations for 
high-quality teaching. 

    

provides a clear avenue for evaluators to 
provide meaningful feedback to teachers. 

    

provides a clear process for providing 
differentiated support to teachers. 

    

provides administrators/evaluators adequate 
time to provide meaningful feedback to 
teachers using the teacher observation rubric. 

    

 
7. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement about 

the feedback that you provide as an observer. 
 

The feedback that I provide to teachers during 
the observation conferencing process … 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

is provided to the teacher in a timely fashion 
    

utilizes specific, concrete evidence/data to 
support feedback 

    

explicitly provides reflective prompts to engage 
the teacher in reflective practices 
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allows for a two-way conversation about the 
observation and/or feedback 

    

is framed squarely around improving the quality 
of teaching and learning 

    

includes specific resources for continued growth 
    

is individually tailored to the needs of staff with 
different preferred methods of receiving 
feedback 

    

 
8. When considering your typical comprehensive teacher observation (all standards), 

how much time do you generally spend on the following tasks for one teacher’s 
observation.  

 
 

Less than 
15 
minutes 

Between 
15-30 
minutes 

Between 
30-60 
minutes 

Between 
60-90 
minutes 

Between 
90-120 
minutes 

More 
than 120 
minutes 

Preparing for 
pre-observation 
conference 

      

Meeting with 
teacher as a part 
of pre-
observation 
conference  

      

Preparing for the 
actual 
observation 

      

Observing the 
teacher’s lesson 

      

Completing the 
teacher 
observation 
rubric 

      



85 

Meeting with 
teacher as a part 
of the post-
observation 
conference 

      

 
Below is a series of open-ended questions that address proposals to change the teacher 
observation/evaluation rubric and process. (200 word limit for each response) 
 

9. What limits your ability to utilize teacher observations as a tool for promoting 
teacher growth? 
 

10. What barriers do the teacher observation rubric and/or state evaluation policies pose 
for utilizing teacher observations as a tool for promoting teacher growth? 
 

11. If you could make any changes to the North Carolina teacher observation rubric, 
what changes would you make? 
 

12. If you could make changes to the teacher observation process—either as dictated by 
state/county guidelines or by way of how your team conducts the observation 
process, what changes would you consider making?  

 
13. What other feedback do you wish to provide about the teacher observation rubric 

and/or process? 
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Appendix C. Interview/Focus Group Question 

1. Talk to me a little bit about your beliefs about teacher observations and teacher 
evaluation in general. 

a. What purpose/function do they serve? 

b. Do you feel that they are important? Why or why not? 

c. What contributed to these beliefs? 

 

2. There seems to be a divide between the ways in which evaluators and teachers view 
observations/evaluations. Do you feel that there’s a comparable divide within your 
school on this matter? Why or why not? 

a. If the respondent answers “no”: Why do you think this is the case?  

 

3. When thinking about what teachers need in terms of good feedback in relation to 
observations, what kind of feedback do you seek from your observers? 

a. Do you generally receive the type of feedback that you desire in the context 
of what would be useful to you? 

 

4. What most influences your willingness to utilize the feedback that you receive from 
evaluators? What are some things that might prevent you from considering feedback 
from an evaluator? 

  

5. If you had to evaluate the quality of the feedback that you have been provided as a 
part of your school's existing observation/evaluation cycle, how would you rate it? 
Why? 

 

6. In thinking about the Rubric for Evaluating North Carolina Teachers as used in 
observations and summative evaluations, what is your overall assessment of the 
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instrument as a means to: 1) assess teacher performance AND 2) promote and 
facilitate teacher development/growth? 

a. Do you feel that it’s better at doing one over the other? Is it more oriented 
towards measuring performance or promoting and facilitating teacher 
development/growth? 

b. How do your evaluators utilize this rubric to measure your performance as a 
teacher? 

c. How do your evaluators utilize this rubric to assist you in growing 
professionally? 

  

7. Describe the traditional process/cycle for being observed and receiving feedback 
from the said observation 

a. When a pre-conference is appropriate, what does that conference look like?  

i. What does the conversation entail between you and the evaluator? 

ii. What preparation goes into this conference for you? 

 

b. After the observation, what happens? 

i. How does your evaluator generally provide their feedback to you? 

ii. What do post-conferences look like? How does your evaluator review 
their feedback with you? 

iii. To what extent are you an active participant in this meeting? 

iv. How long do these things take? 

v. What does the conversation typically entail?  

 
 

8. To conclude, I’d like to discuss some global ideas that you feel affect the 
development, implementation, and sustainment of strong systems and structures for 
teacher feedback via observations. In doing this, I’d like you to think of these actions, 
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beliefs, perceptions, etc. in one of two ways—as either bridges or barriers. Bridges 
are the things that will enable us to connect our beliefs and values about strong 
observation and feedback cycles. They are the things that will make your vision a 
reality. Barriers, on the other hand, stand to deter us.  
 
What do you see as the bridges and barriers to school-based administrators providing 
high-quality feedback to teachers via observation practices that teachers can/will 
then utilize to shift practices to promote and facilitate greater outcomes for teaching 
and learning? 

 

9. This concludes all of my questions. Are there any additional thoughts of ideas that we 
did not cover that you wish to speak about? 
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Appendix D. Concept Map Highlighting Alignment Between Research Questions and Study 
Instruments 
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Appendix E. Rubric for Evaluating North Carolina Teachers 
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Appendix F. Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education “What to 
Look for” Observation Guide – HS English 9/10 
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Appendix G. Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education “What to 
Look for” Observation Guide – HS Geometry 
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