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ABSTRACT 
  

Laura Gutmann:  How Teacher Evaluation Shapes Conceptions Of Good Practice: Policy 
Intention, Implementation & Interpretation 

(Under the direction of Jocelyn Glazier) 
 

During the 2010 Race to the Top (RttT) grant competition, the U.S. Department of 

Education encouraged states to link teacher performance ratings to evidence of student 

achievement and hold teachers accountable for meeting performance standards. As a result, 

winning RttT states like North Carolina implemented more rigorous teacher evaluation 

policies that emphasize documenting proof of instructional effectiveness.  Although prior 

research has focused on the efficacy of particular evaluation mechanisms, there is less 

information about how evaluation impacts teachers on the ground level.  This study asked, 

“How, and to what extent, does teacher evaluation policy influence teachers’ conceptions of 

good practice and professional identity development?” 

Professional identity development is complex and multi-faceted.  Teachers’ 

conceptions of their role are influenced by factors like prior schooling experiences, personal 

beliefs, and teacher education.  Contextual factors within schools, such as leadership and 

collaboration with colleagues, also play a role in shaping teachers’ approaches to the 

classroom.  As a result, the effects of implementing policies like teacher evaluation must be 

understood in relation to other key drivers of practice.   

First, this study used discourse analysis to examine federal and state level policy 

rhetoric that established the intended purpose of updating teacher evaluation measures.  Next,
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this rhetoric was compared to narrative accounts of evaluation experiences from North 

Carolina PreK-3 teachers.  Overall, evaluation only somewhat mattered to them, as it often 

failed to live up to its full potential.  Flaws in implementation and little sustained connection 

between evaluation ratings and improvement strategies contributed to evaluation’s lack of 

influence.  In addition, aspects of their teaching that had greater value to teachers were 

largely based on sustained, meaningful relationships with other members of their educational 

community.  If performance feedback was not based on a foundation of trust and respect, 

teachers found it to be less effective.   

These findings point towards considering how evaluation is actually being carried out 

in schools. In addition, they highlight the importance of developing relationships with 

teachers and better connecting evaluation feedback to ongoing professional identity 

development.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

TRACKING THE TRAJECTORY OF EVALUATION POLICY 
 

Although the forces that shape teachers’ views of their job responsibilities and drive 

their instructional goals are varied and complex, evaluation policies that define teaching 

success have emerged as potential influences on pedagogical behavior (Berryhill, Linney & 

Fromewick, 2009; Olsen & Sexton, 2009; Day, Flores & Viana, 2007; Lasky, 2005).  The 

advent of dramatically more explicit and rigorous performance guidelines provides a distinct 

opportunity to examine, “How, and to what extent, does teacher evaluation policy influence 

teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional identity development?”  As 

policymakers weigh the efficacy of policies and procedures that seek to produce data on 

teacher effectiveness, information about their role in teachers’ lives can demonstrate how the 

standard expectations outlined within evaluation metrics have translated into the workplace.   

Framing an Approach to Examining Evaluation Practices 

This study’s goal was to map the connections between evaluation policy intention, 

implementation realties, and teachers’ professional identity development within a set of cases 

in North Carolina.  In doing so, it compared the potential for teacher evaluation standards and 

performance feedback to affect pedagogy with teachers’ own interpretations of evaluation’s 

purpose, meaning, and influence.   In addition, since contextual factors within schools can 

drive implementation differences, it was vital to consider how school setting affected how 

evaluation goals were framed and processed.  For instance, depending on the context, 

evaluation could be perceived as an opportunity for collaborative problem solving and
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improvement, an administrative requirement with limited true impact on practice, or overly 

prescriptive and punitive.  Regardless, the climate within local schools can contribute to how 

evaluation policies are presented, executed, and interpreted. 

The following graphic captures this relationship between self, school, and state, 

which, in turn, characterizes major components of evaluation interactions for teachers.  In 

combination, these factors can determine what evaluation will look like and what its 

implementation will mean for teachers who interpret and then, to varying degrees, internalize 

its influence (Figure 1.1): 

 

Figure	  1.1.	  	  Examples	  of	  factors	  that	  may	  contribute	  to	  a	  teacher's	  professional	  identity	  
development,	  in	  this	  case,	  in	  response	  to	  evaluation	  policy	  guidelines. 

-‐  

These major categories of influence contain sub factors like the relative importance of 

evaluation compared to other mandates, the nature of evaluation training provided to schools, 

the utility of evaluation tools, and the consequences or rewards attached to performance 

(Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002; Cohen & Spillane, 1992).  Similarly, school leadership, 

observation consistency, the availability of mentoring, student population, grade level, and 

school setting can each shape the nature of evaluation practices in the field (Ingersoll & 

Strong, 2011; Hope & Pigford, 2002; Leithwood, Steinback & Jantzi, 2002; Fullan, 2001; 

Policy	  Intention	  

Local	  
Implementation	  

Personal	  Identity	  
Factors	  

• Accountability	  
•  Standards	  

• Driven	  by	  leadership	  
•  School	  contexts	  

• What	  teachers	  bring	  to	  the	  
classroom	  

• How	  they	  see	  their	  role	  
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Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982).  Components of teachers’ own identities, which include 

person-based characteristics such as prior preparation and experience, further determine 

teachers’ outlook towards pedagogical success and subsequent practice decisions.  These 

individualized factors can impact the relative influence of evaluation policy on practice, as 

evaluation enters a crowded marketplace of previously established ideas about teaching 

(Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000; Gee, 2000; Zeichner & Gore, 1990; Feiman-Nemser, 

1983; Lortie, 1975).   

While the increased standardization of evaluation seeks to create common messages 

about expected performance, the elements that shape teachers’ behavior go beyond a 

straightforward response to policy inputs (Zembylas, 2003; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & 

Cain, 1998).  As a result, while the potential for assessments of teachers’ performance to 

affect their beliefs, practices, and interpretations of good teaching is worth investigating 

further, it needs to be explored within the framework of the broader educational ecosystem.  

Because teaching is situated within particular reform climates, school communities, and 

personal views of practice, new inputs must get filtered through those contexts (see Figure 

1.1).  The array of factors that contribute to teaching and learning environments add several 

layers of complexity that often prevent policies like evaluation from making a distinct impact 

on schools.   

In this chapter, I will position North Carolina’s teacher evaluation policy relative to 

socio-historical accounts of how teachers’ performance has been measured in the U.S. 

throughout the lifespan of our public education system.  In doing so, I will address questions 

like: What are some common mechanisms for evaluating teachers?  What is their stated 

purpose?  How have these mechanisms been received? How have prior evaluation 
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experiences informed current evaluation practices? This background information will set the 

scene for later analysis of key performance management standards and procedures that have 

evolved on the federal, state, and district level.   

What Does Teacher Evaluation Look Like? 

While various iterations of teacher evaluation based on performance standards have 

been attempted over the decades, members of the public education system continue to debate 

what teacher evaluation should be used for, as well as what implementation should look like 

on the ground level.  Evaluation “involves collecting and using information to judge the 

worth of something” (Darling-Hammond, Wise & Pearce, 1983, p. 290).  Teacher evaluation 

is a tool for examining several different aspects of a teacher’s performance. Its structure 

therefore depends on its objectives, which may include documenting teaching quality and 

“helping teachers improve their performance as well as holding them accountable for their 

work” (Stronge, 2006, p. 1).  If it is meant to identify the key components of a teacher’s 

practice, it may include a rubric designed to rate demonstrated mastery of central teaching 

behaviors on a developmental continuum.   This type of evaluation is focused on real-time 

educator efforts and driven by observational data, as well as continual follow-up 

conversation.  If it is meant to assess how effective a teacher was in driving student progress, 

it is focused on compiling data around a teacher’s role in producing learning outcomes.  

Within such metrics, effectiveness is defined as “a teacher’s ability to improve student 

learning as measured by student gains on standardized achievement tests” (Little, Goe, & 

Bell, 2009, p. 1). More recently, states have increased their ability to use evaluation results to 

rank a teacher’s relative value as a human resource.  Because of this, teacher evaluation is 

often referred to as part of performance or talent management, and associated with notions of 
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holding teachers responsible for student learning.  Today’s evaluations typically include 

some combination of management objectives and relate instructional inputs to achievement 

outputs in increasingly complex ways (The New Teacher Project, 2010).    

Major Types of Evaluation Structures 

Value-added models.  Value-added models (VAM) that measure gains in 

achievement while taking students’ prior performance into account have become one of the 

most popular evaluation tools for tracking a teacher’s effect on student growth, especially 

among states that have begun connecting performance ratings to proof of learning gains.  By 

analyzing predicted achievement scores that also incorporate average grade-level 

performance within a particular school, VAM can provide more precise data about expected 

academic progress.  However, even as researchers continue to tinker with VAM to improve 

their capabilities, views about their widespread utility are mixed.   

 Proponents argue that refined VAM can produce vital information that helps 

administrators identify performance abilities and improve teacher quality.  In their view, 

VAM do not have to exclude other forms of appraisal, and even when emphasized, remain a 

promising way to hone in on actual student learning and knowledge gained, as opposed to 

mere delivery of information or effort on the part of the teacher (Hanushek, 1992; Sanders, 

2000).  Tests of their reliability have in many cases shown them to be sufficiently accurate 

for use as part of a more comprehensive system (Glazerman, et al., 2011; Kane, McCaffrey, 

Miller & Staiger, 2013).  In addition, analysis of the validity of existing value-added data 

from states like Tennessee indicates that VAM can give us better assessment data than states 

have previously been utilizing.  Sanders (2000) believes that VAM have immeasurably 

improved the ability of districts to understand student outcomes and teacher effectiveness, 



 

	   6	  

and steadfastly argues that a “rigorous value-added approach is the fairest, most objective 

way to hold districts and schools accountable” (p. 335), as well as provide useful diagnostic 

information.  Tapping into test data helps the school system align measures of student 

learning with grade level standards, and provides a relatively efficient way to calculate 

progress for thousands of classrooms.   

Meanwhile, detractors of VAM worry that highlighting end results, especially given 

flaws within VAM metrics, creates an unfair focus on achievement scores that may 

ultimately fail to capture the entirety of a teacher’s efforts.  They point out that evidence 

supporting their utility still includes several caveats, since VAM “are usually based on 

student outcomes over a very narrow set of domains; they have substantial measurement 

error; and they are usually only available for a small subset of teachers” (Glazerman, et al, 

2011, p. 11).  Fears about the growing overuse of VAM led a high-profile group of 

researchers to co-sign a brief arguing that, “although standardized test scores of students are 

one piece of information for school leaders to use to make judgments about teacher 

effectiveness, such scores should be only a part of an overall comprehensive evaluation” 

(Baker, et al, 2010, p. 2).  Their major concerns include a lack of evidence showing that 

evaluation systems based on VAM would correctly identify the weakest teachers, as well as 

doubts about any positive effect on teacher motivation that would lead to instructional 

changes.  Because “test scores alone are not sufficiently reliable and valid indicators of 

teacher effectiveness to be used in high-stakes personnel decisions” (Baker et al, 2010, p. 2), 

these researchers favor a more holistic approach to tracking performance and assisting 

teachers in improving their practice.   
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Since VAM narrowly define what teachers should be held responsible for, programs 

that tie their results to merit pay, promotion, or tenure are particularly contentious (Darling-

Hammond, 2012; Ravitch, 2012; Baker et al., 2010; Ekert & Dabrowski, 2010; Kortez, 

2002).  One common claim is that, “Accountability policies that rely on measures of short-

term value added would do an extremely poor job of rewarding the teachers who are best for 

students' longer-run outcomes” (Rothstein, 2010, p. 177). In part, these challenges are due to 

differences in classroom composition from year-to-year and the difficulty in accounting for 

the non-random assignment of students to teachers.  According to some, this causes 

evaluation plans that attach significant consequences to limited data from VAM to have 

validity issues (Kane & Staiger, 2008).  It is also complicated to isolate a teacher’s effect on 

students from other factors like personal motivation and ability, family influence and prior 

learning experiences that may play a role in current learning outcomes.  If, “Growth 

measures implicitly assume, without justification, that students who begin at different 

achievement levels should be expected to gain at the same rate, and that all gains are due 

solely to the individual teacher to whom scores are attached” (Baker et al., 2010, p. 9), they 

may be perpetuating an overly narrow sense of who should be held responsible for student 

progress, as well as the notion that all students should progress equally within the same time 

period.   In classrooms with struggling students, teachers may become especially discouraged 

by needing to produce scores at the same level as colleagues who have fewer challenges to 

overcome in order to demonstrate adequate progress (Clotfelter, Ladd & Vigdor, 2010; Baker 

et al., 2010; Finnegan & Gross, 2007).    

Standards-based evaluation systems.  Alternatives to VAM generally include 

cycles of observation, reflection, and support that provide teachers with multiple touch points 
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with administrators over the course of the year and connect their behavior to pedagogical 

standards.  One of the most prominent voices in this type of evaluation reform is Danielson 

(2001, 2007, 2010), who provides schools with a framework for providing ongoing feedback 

about a teacher’s performance within areas like professionalism, preparation, instructional 

ability and classroom environment.  These contextual factors provide a starting point for 

capturing detailed information about a specific teacher and the type of experience they are 

providing for their students.  

Since this approach is more broadly conceived than models based only on 

achievement outcomes, it provides teachers with a greater voice in the process through 

mechanisms like discussing observations or documenting professional accomplishments in 

portfolios based on standards for their grade level.  As such, it may do a better job of 

capturing the entirety of a teacher’s efforts and increase buy-in to the system (Adams & 

Holland, 2002).  Danielson (2001) explains if evaluation is instead “conducted in a highly 

negative environment with low levels of trust” (p. 15), it will be difficult to produce accurate 

and detailed data that can help teachers identify their specific strengths and weaknesses.  

After Cincinnati employed an evaluation system based on her recommendations, Milanowski 

(2004) examined whether or not the resulting observation ratings were in alignment with test 

score outcomes, and found that they could, in fact, predict future achievement on some level 

and provide schools with a valid way to gauge performance.  Because this type of system 

allows for on-going discussion between principals and teachers connected to targeted 

professional development, the quality and amount of information obtained about each teacher 

might also “make it possible to compare teacher practice effects with effects at other levels 

and provide evidence for the comparative effectiveness of interventions aimed at affecting 
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teacher practice versus reducing class size or improving principal leadership” (p. 49-50).   By 

driving continual conversation about how to help teachers improve their practice and meet 

standards, these evaluation metrics provide a more holistic sense of how to move teaching 

forward over time.  

Difficulties in implementation of standards-based evaluation models.  For many 

districts, however, the resources needed to carry out such an extensive observation plan 

might not seem worthwhile compared to the relative ease of utilizing standardized exam data, 

which is more readily tracked, aggregated, and aligned with desired achievement benchmarks 

(Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Popham, 1999). As a result, although the assumption is that an 

investment in continuous observation will lead to valuable next steps such as interventions 

aimed at improving instruction and elevating teachers’ abilities, time-crunched administrators 

may find it difficult to provide a high level of follow-up support.  In addition, although there 

are moderate correlations between results from standards-based rubrics and value-added 

models, researchers observed differences in how school leaders implemented evaluations on 

different grade levels and in varied academic settings (Kimball & Milanowski, 2009).  This 

might be a particular issue in settings where “there is a low level of accountability for 

accurate evaluation unless a teacher’s job is at stake; evaluators are not required to take 

follow-up training; and the ratings have little consequence for most teachers” (Kimball & 

Milanowski, 2009, p. 63).  Therefore, although Danielson’s framework tries to provide 

districts with a template to follow, it may not always be in sync with actual implementation.  

If administrators want to focus teachers on the behaviors and actions that lead to better 

quality instruction, they will have to make a deeper commitment to carrying out such 

approaches with fidelity. 
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 Case examples of comprehensive systems.  One well-known approach that tries to 

integrate observation data with test scores is known as the TAP model, or the Teacher 

Advancement Program.  It aims to create cohesion around a series of measures that 

intertwine evaluation with coaching and post-observation professional development.  TAP 

has also tried to provide performance incentives like opportunities for teacher leadership 

roles or additional compensation and bonuses.  In this model, value-added measures of 

student achievement are used to supplement formative components like the feedback 

received during the series of observations held over the course of each semester.  As a result, 

this model provides us with a strong example of how to effectively blend data and engage 

whole school communities in the evaluation process.   In fact, researchers have found that the 

highest-performing TAP campuses show school-level effects that highlight the importance of 

coming together to, “more successfully carry out the site-based collaborative approach to 

growth and accountability” (Daley & Kim, 2010, p. 39).  Across all TAP schools, the 

blended use of different types of data fosters an environment where standardized test scores 

and rubric-based information can complement and provide “parallel validation for the other 

as an accurate measure of a teacher‘s instructional quality” (p. 39).  A study of a similarly 

blended model in New York also revealed that subjective evaluations by mentors provided 

“meaningful information about a teacher’s future success in raising achievement” (Rockoff 

& Speroni, 2010, p. 249).  This data compared favorably with the objective measures that 

solely aimed to capture test score gains, while enhancing teachers’ ability to use such 

information to make instructional improvements.   

Current implementation considerations from across the range of evaluation 

models.  For the last 120 years or so, we have been trying to create systematic ways of 
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measuring educators, while paying too little attention to the implementation drivers like 

leadership style and school culture that make these standards meaningful (Darling-

Hammond, 2012; Derrington, 2011).  This is a major concern for those who believe that 

evaluations emphasizing teacher outputs and requiring extensive documentation of practice 

will, “profoundly demoralize teachers, as they realize that they have lost their professional 

autonomy and will be measured according to precise behaviors and actions that have nothing 

to do with their own definition of good teaching. Evaluators will come armed with elaborate 

rubrics identifying precisely what teachers must do and how they must act, if they want to be 

successful” (Ravitch, 2012, p. 1).  The publication of ratings in mainstream media outlets has 

only amplified the sense of mounting pressure to adhere to a set of expectations that may not 

be appropriately conceptualized or accurately applied by administrators charged with rating 

teacher performance.  Consequently, the current ethos around evaluation is being perceived 

as focused on delivering summative ratings rather than fostering ongoing professional 

development (Danielson & McGreal, 2000; Stronge, 2006). 

Given the potential for varied evaluation implementation and interpretations of its 

purpose to present challenges for both administrators and teachers, states and districts should 

consider what they could learn from our nation’s prior experiences with performance 

management.  As new models of evaluation are introduced, it is important to recognize that 

various iterations of teacher evaluation and performance management systems, although 

different in scope than today’s broadly applied models, have been tested, tweaked, and 

debated over the course of America’s schooling history.  This history gives us a basis for 

understanding how evaluation has become aligned with broader societal objectives for 

teacher performance.   
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How Did More Rigorous Evaluation Become Popularized? 

To describe the major shifts in evaluation strategy that created the context for current 

performance management practices, in this section, I compare widespread efforts to 

standardize personal accountability for student learning to prior attempts to measure progress 

that were historically rooted in each community.  Tracing the path of management practices 

within the profession reveals how and why these changes occurred within the policy 

environment surrounding school systems.    

Early Evaluation Practices 

Making in-person observations of teachers has been common practice since the late 

1800’s, when town officials like selectmen and ministers took on the task of inspecting 

teachers and visiting their classrooms (Borthwick, et. al, 2010; Hazi & Rucinski, 2009).  

Oversight of school management was highly localized, allowing communities to maintain 

tight control over personnel decisions.  Hiring was often driven by personal relationships 

with prospective teachers who embodied prevailing ideologies about the type of character 

that educators should possess.  Teachers were expected to serve as role models for students 

by displaying a proper commitment to their faith and adhering to conservative behavior 

(Ellett & Teddlie, 2003; Peterson, 1982).  In addition, although an inspector could judge the 

quality of recitations and expect students to display their knowledge, standards for judging 

these accomplishments were more flexible than today.   

Because teachers during this era typically had nothing more than a high school-level 

education, towns did not expect them to display exceptional content knowledge.  Most did 

not have the benefit of specific teacher training or experience learning pedagogical 

methodologies, either—they had simply done well enough in their own educational pursuits 
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to be considered for the job.  “Thus, teachers were largely evaluated on their personal 

characteristics rather than evaluation procedures informed by a knowledge base about 

effective teaching and learning” (Ellett & Teddlie, 2003, p. 103).  Each town’s selectmen 

“laid down prescriptions regarding methods and materials” (Peterson, 1982, p. 30).  While 

the advent of superintendent positions helped make the educational system more autocratic, 

supervisors still operated within the boundaries designated by local control structures.   

The growth of supervision.  After the school system grew past the point of having 

only one teacher per school, administrative roles were quickly established to manage staff 

and maintain school culture, beginning in the early 1900’s (Borthwick, et al., 2010; Peterson, 

1982).  At the turn of the century, schools were poised to follow the industrial model of 

organization, taking the principles of an era of increasing efficiency and transferring them to 

educational settings.  Heads of schools or districts were seen primarily as business managers 

rather than instructional leaders.  While some leaders wanted to create a cooperative 

relationship with teachers, others promoted a more authoritarian approach to utilizing 

scientific principles that allowed them to refine teachers’ instructional methods.  At first, less 

formal “early [evaluation] practice involved entering the classroom as inconspicuously as 

possible, sitting in the back so as not to disturb the teacher, showing a sympathetic attitude, 

and taking notes” (Hazi & Rucinski, 2009, p. 32).  However, especially in populous urban 

areas, “the ‘line & staff’ organizational structure of the industrial sector, with its gradations 

of levels of responsibility was adopted” (Peterson, 1982, p. 3).  This meant that schools 

following this industrial model elevated the role of didactic supervisors while simultaneously 

reinforcing the idea that teachers should remain compliant and fall in line with established 

job expectations.  Because administrators now handled much of the certification and hiring 
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process, “the right to control teaching was, therefore, fought out at the supervisory level, 

where the rigor of science was seen as being preferable to the imposition of idiosyncratic 

views of constituted improved teaching” (Gitlin & Smyth, 1989, p. 11).  Within this model, 

feedback about teaching was not designed to foster dialogue between administrators and 

teachers or collaborative problem solving.  Rather, it was meant to identify specific elements 

of instructional efficiency that teachers could then be directed to incorporate into their 

practice.  By depicting teaching as a scientific endeavor, measures of good practice were then 

seen as best understood by expert supervisors within the field, rather than teachers 

themselves, who could only speak from their ground-level experience with children.  This 

diminished teachers’ ideas and gave disproportionate power to those above them within the 

educational hierarchy.  Consequently, it was less likely for evaluations of practice to provide 

teachers with feedback to enhance their professional growth, since assessments of their 

efforts were primarily seen as a way for supervisors to manage personnel and make decisions 

about retention (Gitlin & Smyth, 1989; Stronge & Tucker, 2003). 

This scientific, research-based approach to evaluating teaching was further inspired 

by thinkers like Junius L. Meriam, who wrote Normal School Education and Efficiency in 

Teaching in 1905 as he tried to link professional scholarship about ideal pedagogical 

behaviors to perceived teaching ability.  Despite its lack of reliable information, due to 

variation in school environments and imprecise measures of what strong teaching ability 

might look like, his work spurred future exploration in this area: 

Evaluation prior to 1905 received scant attention as a field for study and 
development.  Evaluations were apparently made on the basis on personal opinions 
developed by one’s official superiors.  Following the publication of Meriam’s 
landmark study, however, a sustained and growing interest in the development of 
scientifically accurate methods for the appraisal of teachers’ performance and 
effectiveness were studied and developed (Peterson, 1982, p. 26). 
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During this time, there were several attempts made to hone in on the traits that characterized 

good teaching, which now went beyond personal attributes to include physical, moral, 

dynamic, administrative, social, projected and achieved efficiencies (see Figure 1.2).  

Evaluation of these traits was based on observed assessments of how well teachers were able 

to execute each prescribed aspect of teaching performance (Liu, 2011; Stronge & Tucker, 

2003).  For example, rating administrative efficiency required evaluating how well teachers 

were able to tackle the organization-, planning-, and documentation-based components of 

their responsibilities, such as maintaining student records.  However, while such rating scales 

tried to assign a numerical point value to achievement of required tasks and behaviors, they 

still left of room for administrator subjectivity and interpretation. 

 
Categories Number of Points 

Physical efficiency 12 

Moral nature 14 

Dynamic efficiency 24 

Administrative efficiency 10 

Projected efficiency 6 

Achieved efficiency 24 

Social efficiency 10 

TOTAL 100 

 

Figure	  1.2.	  	  Sample evaluation metrics adapted from “A Tentative Scheme for the Measurement of 
Teaching Efficiency” by Edward C. Elliott, originally published in 1910 (Peterson, 1982, p. 13). 

	  
As supervisors determined how to apply vague rating scales across a variety of school 

environments, researchers attempted to make these broad categories of job expectations more 



 

	   16	  

precise and technical.  For example, Frederick Taylor contributed to the use of scales to rate 

teacher effectiveness “based on the assumption that if scientists could study the most 

effective teachers, descriptors of their behaviors could, in turn, be used to rate, then 

transform, the ineffective and inefficient ones” (Hazi & Rucinski, 2009, p. 32).  During this 

period, “along with the origin of the standardized testing movement, the teacher-rating 

instrument (i.e., check sheet, score card, and the like) also grew and became quite popular 

among administrators” (p. 32).  As a result, supervisors tried to employ checklists that would 

allow them to rate a teacher based on a single visit and then make summative determinations 

of his or her success in the classroom (Danielson & McGreal, 2000).   Unfortunately, the 

problems that Meriam and Taylor encountered in determining appropriate measures for 

assessing teaching have not disappeared in today’s schools, as the standardization of teacher 

evaluation is still challenged by vast differences between both school settings and individual 

classrooms.   

Early resistance to evaluation.  From the start, weaknesses within evaluation 

measures prompted resistance from the field, sparking enrollment by teachers in professional 

organizations that pushed for a more democratic system and set the stage for future struggles 

against management (Petersen, 1982).  While raising the bar to establish higher standards 

was initially applauded as a way to elevate the status of the profession, teachers ultimately 

found themselves at odds with an efficiency movement that sought to manage them much 

like workers on an assembly line.  Teacher advocates such as William Bagley argued that 

although aspects of teaching could be seen as applied science, the job was also a bit of an 

artistic endeavor, making it difficult to describe in an instruction manual or assign a rating to 

performance (Gitlin & Smyth, 1989; Peterson, 1982).   Today’s policy leaders still struggle 
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to set evaluation standards that will satisfy both educators who see teaching as a fluidly 

constructed and responsive endeavor and reformers that believe stricter measures are 

necessary, given dismal inequities in student achievement that point to, among other things, a 

lack of consistent teacher quality.  

Initial attempts to refine evaluation methods.  While professional associations 

argued that teaching is inherently ill suited for rigid bottom line expectations (Rowan, 1994), 

social scientists claimed that schools simply needed a better way to measure teaching efforts 

and resulting educational outcomes. In the 1920’s-1940’s, the testing movement began to 

gain additional ground, as teachers were asked to give out pre- and post-assessments to track 

student progress over the course of the year.  “Researchers were trying to measure the 

different processes, the products of the schools, and by these measurements not only to 

standardize, but also to rationalize every step in the procedure” (Peterson, 1982, p. 53).  The 

science of evaluation led to the development of more complex teacher rating systems, despite 

ongoing debate about how these mechanisms should be used. (Marzano, Frontier, & 

Livingston, 2011).  A central question was: Should teachers be held accountable for 

producing proof of student learning, or were they merely responsible for the delivery of 

information?   

Within attempts to refine how teachers were being measured, district and school level 

supervisors began to judge factors like discipline, student interest, respect for the teacher, and 

methods of presentation, formalizing the inspection process and adding some more specific 

criteria to the loose structure of previous classroom visits.  They also began paying attention 

to “traits that teachers naturally possessed, such as voice, appearance, emotional stability, 

warmth, trustworthiness, and enthusiasm.  Educators of this era believe that teachers who 
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possessed these traits were more likely to perform effectively, so they became the centerpiece 

items in the local teacher evaluation criteria” (Liu, 2011, p. 41). However, there were some 

practical difficulties in implementing these evaluation systems smoothly, even as the study of 

supervision and information about student achievement became more common (Danielson & 

McGreal, 2000; Liu, 2011).  Supervisors and researchers were not sure if, “the teacher as a 

person or his teacher performance should be the focal point of evaluation” (Peterson, 1982, p. 

47).  These types of ratings continued to contribute to feelings of insecurity among teachers, 

who worried that the “general impression” method would make observations a highly 

political endeavor, with favoritism and personal preferences eclipsing recognition of their 

hard work and numerous struggles.   

In addition, even as educators resisted the subjectivity of ad hoc judgments, they 

remained resistant to their work being reduced to a number on a scale.  As principles of 

scientific management drove an expanded list of expected competencies, quantifying 

teaching efforts ran counter to the notion that teaching should be more responsive and fluid 

than a series of precisely calibrated behaviors (Ellett & Teddlie, 2003; Gage, 1972).  

“Because teaching viewed as an art encompasses elements of personal insight (as well as 

theoretically grounded professional insight), the teacher as artist is expected to exercise 

considerable autonomy in the performance of his or her work” (Darling-Hammond, Wise & 

Pease, 1983, p. 292), flexibly crafting approaches to fit each classroom’s composition.  How, 

then, could evaluations value teachers’ own discretion, yet hold them accountable for certain 

expected behaviors?   

Initial efforts to seek teacher cooperation.  When formal evaluations were first 

introduced across larger school systems in the early to mid-1900’s, some principals worked 
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with teachers to foster collegial relationships and build a shared desire to make the entire 

school successful.  Simultaneously, the continued rise of unions led to more explicit 

parameters for observations, reached during collective bargaining agreements that sought to 

limit some of evaluation’s more problematic features (Borthwick, et al., 2010).  However, 

since teachers were ultimately responsible for their own performance, this created a dilemma 

for advocates of a more community-minded process, especially given the inevitable variation 

among staff members in terms of their teaching style and success with their students.  Even 

though teachers were encouraged to be active members of cooperative work environments, 

there was also a greater demand for excellence that made it difficult to avoid focusing on 

individual assessments.  Amid concerns about declining school systems, by the 1970’s and 

1980’s, accountability advocates had begun to shift their focus “from broad issues of finance 

and program management to specific concerns about the quality of classroom teaching and 

teachers” (Darling-Hammond, Wise & Pease, 1983), which prompted local education 

authorities to consider how to enforce more stringent standards.  Although there was not 

widespread use of set evaluation mechanisms, reformers had a renewed interest in 

developing them.   

Growing Demands to Measure Teacher Quality   

A shift towards demanding higher quality instruction first came on the heels of 

Sputnik, which alarmed the public and drove conversation about ensuring that our schools 

were globally competitive.  The context of both “Sputnik and the Cold War focused 

additional attention on education by raising fears that Soviet students were better educated 

than American students. The Cold War brought about the desire to find better teachers in 

order to compete with the Soviets” (Markley, 2004, p. 1).  Mass communication and access 
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to media allowed for widespread discussion of related educational issues such as lags in 

student performance, which also created new pressures for teachers.   

Continued attempts to create evaluation objectivity.  Because different iterations 

of the “science of evaluation” had been complicated to employ on the ground level, the 

1960’s and 1970’s brought renewed interest in refining evaluation methods to make them 

more reliable.  Even though it was difficult to evaluate teaching, schools felt that they needed 

tools that could provide fair assessments of performance while helping strengthen 

insufficient instructional practices (Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011).  They were also 

trying to address growing concerns among citizens who wanted better proof of their return on 

investment in education.  Popham (2003) explains that: 

The chief reason for what seems to be an explosion of educational testing is that U.S. 
educational policymakers, bent on making the nation’s educators more accountable, 
want hard evidence regarding how well public schools are performing.  These 
policymakers, and most of our citizens as well, believe that student test performance 
should be the ultimate yardstick by which we measure a school’s effectiveness.  
Naturally, then, teachers are under pressure to raise their students’ test scores.  You 
know the logic: high test scores signify good schooling and low test scores signify 
bad schooling (p. 4). 

 
Although Popham emphasized the need to create mutual satisfaction with evaluation, this 

was not always easy to accomplish.  His work around the validity of different types of 

assessment continues to spark debate about the value of summative versus formative 

measures and how their results can be utilized to provide feedback while reinforcing bottom 

line expectations.    

As taxpayers clamored for ways to ensure that their support of the school system was 

funding adequate educational conditions, administrators were forced to address their 

obligation to the public while mediating teachers’ concerns about the evaluation process 

(Peterson, 1982).  George Redfern suggested that administrators should focus on identifying 
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specific areas in need of improvement and then utilize this knowledge to promote targeted 

growth for each teacher.  He envisioned administrators collaborating with staff throughout 

the school year and allowing the teacher to, “set specific goals toward which he will work” 

(p. 85).  At the same time, numerous researchers also tried to satisfy the demand to know 

more about the habits of excellent teachers by looking at patterns of behavior and 

formulating a better understanding of what their practice looked like, eventually considering 

what other teachers might be asked to emulate within performance standards.   

State-level changes.  By the 1980’s, the fear of keeping incompetent teachers in the 

classroom had led to several state programs and initiatives intended to keep teachers in check 

while encouraging them to work harder to meet standards.  In the wake of the warnings about 

American schools’ weaknesses presented in A Nation at Risk, “renewed and more 

sophisticated efforts to evaluate teachers were viewed by many politicians and education 

policy makers as the bottom line in efforts to improve education in the USA” (Ellett & 

Teddlie, 2003, p. 106).  The major problem, however, was that no clear path had been set 

forward, leaving each state agency to grapple with exactly how to organize productive 

evaluation systems. Some policymakers and administrators wanted to keep concentrating on 

identifying visible markers of good teaching that included performance, classroom behavior 

and learning gains.  However, Medley, Coker, and Soar (1984) warned that while 

information about student experiences in classrooms could be useful, taking the next step 

towards focusing on final learning outcomes was less reliable.  They believed that in order 

for teachers to be make sure that teachers were, “evaluated as professionals, not as 

technicians” (Medley, Coker, & Soar, 1984, p. 6), administrators needed to account for 

factors like differences in student population and provide contextualized critique that would 
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help practitioners develop their pedagogical knowledge without becoming overly 

demoralized.    

 Furthermore, because the “desire for accountability does not always match the 

capacity to collect the information necessary to reach judgments” (Duke, 1995, p. 5), it 

seemed as if the work administrators had put into testing varied methods of performance 

management was headed towards being largely ineffective.  Even if teachers could be 

identified as sub-par, union pressures and the potential for litigation made their dismissal 

complicated.  Innovations like pay-for-performance measures were generally opposed by 

teacher organizations that wanted the focus to be on professional development.  “Among 

their stated concerns are the qualifications of those charged with making judgments about 

merit, and the instruments used to collect the data upon which such judgments are placed” 

(Duke, 1995, p. 7).  These types of programs got the most pushback and were the hardest to 

implement. “While A Nation at Risk and other national commission reports called for 

programs that would pay bonuses or promote teachers whose performance and productivity 

were clearly outstanding, these turned out to be the programs most strongly resisted in the 

educational community” (Brandt, 1995, p. 30).   As a result, the struggle to strike a balance 

between motivating teachers to meet rigorous individual expectations and collectively 

fostering their development continued. 

The lasting effects of business-like management models.  As today’s schools 

consider ideal models of personnel management, residual effects of the nation’s history with 

teacher evaluation include an ongoing inclination to favor documenting end teaching results 

like student achievement over analyzing the pedagogical choices that may lead to those 

outcomes (Ellett & Teddlie, 2003).  In addition, efforts to link teacher inputs to learning 
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outcomes still mirror the efficiency-minded values and standardized operating procedures 

that marked the factory-approach to production (White & Lowenthal, 2009).   Reformers 

who take a hard stance towards teacher expectations, insisting that poverty or other 

contextual considerations cannot be a justification for poor performance in the classroom, 

have looked to the business world to provide examples of appraisal systems (Ravitch, 2012).   

The ideology behind this approach is closely related to a belief in the power of free enterprise 

and the need for competitive pressures to push underperforming schools beyond the status 

quo of stagnancy and failure. Desired shifts in school culture therefore include more rigorous 

tenure and performance requirements, tighter organizational structures, increased 

management of human resources, and the ability to link rewards and consequences to student 

results (Ravitch, 2012; White & Lowenthal, 2009).  Within this model, evaluation serves as a 

means for gathering data that carefully tracks progress over time, combined with real 

incentives to increase instructional capacity.  While questions about how to measure a 

teacher’s work create challenges much like those raised during the time of rudimentary 

efficiency ratings, the use of such metrics is rapidly spreading and evolving.   

Recent Policy Trends that Shaped Evaluation Efforts 

The magnitude of more recent trends towards uniform conversation around set 

measures of teacher effectiveness follows groundbreaking federal legislation like No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB), which ushered in an era of accountability that broadly applied 

performance standards, instead of leaving the monitoring of student achievement progress up 

to chance or regional variation (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001).  In the early 2000’s, data 

that tracked NCLB adherence was originally intended to hold failing schools collectively 

responsible for student progress and call attention to drastic achievement gaps.  However, the 
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desire to use it to inform human capital decisions became a natural next step for those who 

believe that the teacher is the major driver in the classroom, and the primary source of 

school-based influences on learning (The New Teacher Project, 2010; Goldhaber, 2009; 

Rivkin, Hanushek & Kain, 2005; Hanushek, 1992).  This emphasis on the role of teachers in 

student success brings us from wanting to ensure that teachers are “highly-qualified” to enter 

the classroom to demanding that they are also “highly-effective” after being placed there.  

Because “the difference in student performance in a single academic year from having a good 

as opposed to a bad teacher can be more than one full year of standardized achievement” 

(Hanushek, 1992, p. 113), the effects of ongoing exposure to low-quality instruction are seen 

as exponentially disadvantageous over the course of a student’s schooling (Gordon, Kane & 

Staiger, 2006).  In fact, the impact of teacher quality on academic performance is currently 

believed to significantly supersede other factors like class size or teacher certification 

credentials (Rivkin, Hanushek & Kain, 2005).   

Within summative evaluation plans, indicators of a teacher’s effect on academic 

progress through the production of learning outcomes may hold greater value than evidence 

of instructional techniques and effort, or the means of facilitating learning within particular 

school contexts.  In fact, recent waivers of school level NCLB requirements were in part 

granted in exchange for state agreements to ramp up performance management and link each 

teacher to annual achievement results (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  Therefore, 

although a focus on individual effectiveness has surfaced in previous iterations of teacher 

expectations and staff management, it has never before been so precisely aligned with 

assessments and other end-of-the-year benchmarks or overtly incentivized by federal 

authorities. 
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From Local to National: The Effects of Increased Federal Influence 

Widespread local adaptation of more rigorous and precise teacher evaluation would 

not have been possible without the federal government creating conditions tailored to 

motivate change.  During the Obama administration, teacher evaluation measures made a 

rapid ascent to the top of the education reform agenda, as isolated pilot programs became 

models for states scrambling to retool rudimentary performance management systems, scale 

up district innovations, and align themselves with federal priorities.  Much of the impetus to 

make policy changes could be linked to a lagging economy that prompted fierce jockeying 

for extra dollars from the Department of Education (DOE).  Major initiatives like the 

Department’s Race to the Top (RttT) grant competition were explicit about the need to link 

teachers’ jobs to student achievement and make better use of classroom data, while 

incentivizing action with the appeal of additional funding (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010a).  Other funding sources, such as foundations that have embraced business-minded 

approaches to evaluation reform, followed suit, contributing to the buzz around increased 

teacher accountability and corporate-style review mechanisms.  

However, although these shifts seemed like dramatic steps away from the relatively 

simple feedback mechanisms that preceded them, prototypes had been in the works for quite 

some time.  States would not have been able to implement new evaluation policies to meet 

competitive grant or waiver requirements as quickly if similar models had not already been 

tested on a smaller scale.  For instance, in North Carolina, districts like Guilford County had 

already initiated pay-for-performance bonuses intended to draw quality teachers to struggling 

schools (Grier & Holcombe, 2008), while Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools had also taken 

preliminary steps to connect financial consequences to academic achievement outcomes 
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(Alternative Salary Plans/Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, 2011; Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

Schools, 2009).  The main difference is that today’s reform leaders have moved towards 

participating in a national conversation, rather than working in isolation to try out state-

specific innovations.  For teachers, this means that their role and responsibilities are 

becoming further standardized as performance incentive programs are no longer confined to 

meeting niche needs like solving teacher shortages in particular content areas or boosting 

staff quality in underserved communities.  As achievement scores increasingly shape salary 

structures and staffing decisions across entire states and districts, placing a literal value on 

effectiveness is the new normal. 

 Support from powerful national organizations.  Although we can still see that 

“differences in process, standards, instruments, and stakes are the result of local history and 

the context in which the model evolves” (Borthwick et al., 2010, p. 2), updated evaluation 

practices have now spread across geographic boundaries.  Advocacy groups such as 

StudentsFirst, which was founded by former D.C. Public Schools Chancellor Michelle Rhee, 

typify influential supporters of scaling up performance management efforts.  The brand of 

accountability that she and her compatriots champion argues that we must “aggressively 

pursue reforms to teacher evaluation systems, so that parents and school leaders can reliably 

distinguish among great, fair, and poor performers and so that teachers can better understand 

their strengths and areas for growth” (StudentsFirst, 2013).  As a result of this groundswell 

towards greater autonomy for leaders in using student results as part of hiring and firing 

decisions, administrators and district officials are gaining more leeway in evaluation 

implementation. 
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Responses from teacher organizations.  As increased evaluation measures seem 

inevitable, fears about instructional impacts (Darling-Hammond, 2012) have done little to 

sway a renewed federal influence over state policy decisions.  In addition, while unions and 

teacher associations have long resisted evaluation that seeks to individualize performance or 

threaten equal distribution of benefits, the traditions of tenure, seniority-based advancement, 

and limited appraisal are fading (Duncan, 2010).  Although teacher associations may still 

protect rating systems from being unfairly administered, fear of losing a seat at the table has 

prompted some naysayers to concede to pressure to remain aligned with power players, jump 

onto the federal funding bandwagon, and at least try to influence the nature of performance 

management proceedings.  Union leaders in New York explained the compromises made 

during evaluation agreements as, “good for students and fair for teachers,” since they were 

able to negotiate provisions that supplemented test scores to include additional performance 

information (NYSUT, 2012).  In non-union states such as North Carolina, while teachers 

have rallied against measures like Charlotte-Mecklenberg’s attempts to enforce universal 

participation in pay-for-performance plans (Charlotte Observer, 2011), the structure of the 

profession is even more likely to change, as policymakers are already positioned to take 

advantage of a rising tide in support of increasing teacher effectiveness.  

The effects of national messages about teacher effectiveness on North Carolina.  

Despite the potentially problematic nature of attempts to measure teacher performance, North 

Carolina is nonetheless committed to enforcing stricter evaluation standards that use student 

test data as the primary means of gauging progress.  Within the application for the state’s 

entry in the Race to the Top (RttT) grant competition, leaders needed to demonstrate that 

they were prepared to put proposed evaluation programming into action (U.S. Department of 
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Education, 2010a).  This required strong partnerships between local entities that forced them 

to commit to shared goals around performance management. As the Secretary of Education 

during the U.S. Department of Education’s inaugural promotion of the RttT competition, 

Arne Duncan was so pleased with the effort made by applicants to create new policies that 

matched his recommendations that he claimed, “Race to the Top has helped advance reform 

more in the past eighteen months than any other program in the history of the Department of 

Education” (Johnson, 2010, para. 1).   One of his biggest successes was spurring 17 states, 

including North Carolina, to change “their laws around teacher evaluation to include student 

achievement” (Duncan, 2010j, p. 5) over the course of just a few short rounds of competition.  

Because of this, RttT sped up the policy making timeline, simultaneously managing to 

encourage both innovation and compliance with federal priorities.  In addition to highlighting 

promising pilot programs, it took advantage of the increased control over schools gained 

since No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which had already primed states to making decisions 

based on federal stipulations.  The increase in student achievement data made available 

through NCLB also contributed to the possibility of linking teachers to test results, at least on 

the school-wide level (Podgursky & Springer, 2007).    

However, despite the DOE’s work to create the conditions necessary for the 

widespread adaptation of upgraded performance management systems, linking teachers to 

student achievement has been one of the boldest and trickiest changes for states to execute, 

even with the help of RttT dollars.  This study uses North Carolina as a case example of how 

federal pressures to make evaluation more rigorous have played out on the state and local 

level, presenting both implementation challenges and opportunities for professional 

development.  It also maps out how the intended effects of performance management become 
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filtered through contexts for instruction and individual perceptions of their value.  While the 

route that policy priorities have taken from the DOE to state legislatures has been marked by 

a remarkable alignment with the evaluation expectations and definitions of teaching success 

outlined in RttT, the translation of those guidelines may vary on the district and school level.   

The current body of research on varied evaluation measures has already helped states 

like North Carolina determine which type of performance management system might best 

meet their objectives (Glazerman, et al., 2011; Ekert & Dabrowski, 2010; Harris, Sass & 

Semykina, 2010; Rothstein, 2010; Koedel & Betts, 2009).  Evidence about the most reliable 

evaluation tools has factored into policymaker decisions, along with input from special 

interest groups, cost, human resource needs, administrative capacity and community-based 

preferences.  However, there is more work to be done when it comes to examining the effects 

of new evaluation policies and procedures on teachers’ views of the classroom.  In the 

coming years, states like North Carolina will be making unprecedented links between 

individual teacher effectiveness and student achievement scores – and so it is important to 

consider if such measures are having the desired level of influence on teachers’ perceptions 

of successful pedagogical behavior.   We need more information about what evaluation 

means to teachers to better understand how teachers interpret policy guidelines and apply 

them to their daily lives. 

Studying Teachers’ Evaluation Experiences and Analyzing Evaluation’s Relative 
Influence 

 
This study’s examination of the potential for current teacher evaluation policy to 

influence teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional identity development is 

situated within the policy environment that shaped current evaluation measures in states like 

North Carolina.  In Chapter One, I set the historical scene that led to the implementation of 
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more rigorous evaluation measures and placed North Carolina, as this study’s case example, 

within that context.      

In Chapter Two, I outline what research already suggests about how teachers’ 

professional identities are formed, including how prominent accountability policies might 

affect teachers’ sense of ideal classroom practice.  Questions explored through the review of 

literature include: What are some common influences on teachers’ professional identity 

development and conceptions of good practice?  How does the role of evaluation policy 

compare to the role of other prominent influences on teachers?  What factors might make 

policy implementation more or less effective? 

In Chapter Three, I outline the methodology I used to (1) conduct critical discourse 

analysis of broader teacher evaluation policy themes and to (2) develop narrative case study 

examples that capture the specifics of local evaluation experiences. First, data analysis of key 

evaluation policy documents serves to highlight the messages about why evaluation is 

important, how teachers will be rated, and what good teaching looks like.  Second, data 

analysis of teachers’ first-hand experiences serves to identify common interpretations of 

evaluation’s significance, meaning, and influence within schools.  This structure also 

provides an opportunity to compare participants’ perceptions of their key job responsibilities 

with the messages that teachers receive about what they will be held accountable for.   

In Chapter Four and Five, I present this study’s findings, beginning with major trends 

in recent evaluation policy, which I use to establish the central themes within evaluation 

discourse on the federal and state level.  Questions explored in Chapter Four include: How 

were local norms surrounding teacher accountability formed, and how well do they align 

with federal evaluation priorities? How has the focus on a teacher’s effectiveness shaped 



 

	   31	  

performance management directions within local North Carolina contexts? What do North 

Carolina’s evaluation policies currently tell us about expectations for teacher performance?  

I then illuminate the intersection between evaluation policy intention, the range of potential 

influences on a teacher’s professional identity and practice, and the contextual variation 

caused by implementing evaluation across different school settings.  

In Chapter Five, participants’ responses to evaluation implementation, as well as their 

own interpretations of what it means to be a good teacher, provided me with a ground level 

perspective of the policy-to-practice relationship.  Questions examined in this section 

include:  How have these evaluation expectations affected teachers’ lives?  What is 

evaluation’s relative influence on these teachers’ practice? How do the realities of school 

contexts contribute to the relative importance of evaluation implementation?  How do 

teachers define good practice, as compared to evaluation standards? How do North 

Carolina’s evaluation policy expectations compare to a teacher’s own ideal practices?   

The concluding chapter draws across the findings to identify key themes that 

reoccurred throughout the data.  Chapter Six further compares policy intention to teachers’ 

own views towards their evaluation experiences.  It also links findings to relevant 

implications for evaluation standardization and responds to the question:  Given findings 

from this study, what should policymakers, administrators, and other teachers take into 

account as they continue to teacher evaluation mandates continue to be implemented in 

North Carolina?
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CHAPTER TWO 

UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF POLICY WITHIN THE BROADER SCOPE OF 
TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 

 
Because teacher evaluation policy includes performance standards, it provides a 

unique basis for comparison with a teacher’s own beliefs about ideal instructional practices 

and outcomes.  Administrators providing teachers with evaluation feedback have the 

opportunity to contribute to a teacher’s professional growth trajectory by discussing how well 

a teacher’s efforts align with expectations.  However, although stricter evaluation has become 

a prominent feature of recent accountability measures, it is just one of many factors that 

might determine how teachers decide to utilize curriculum, interact with students, or 

prioritize job responsibilities; in other words, how they teach (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 

2002; Aguirre & Speer, 2000; Gee, 2000; Zeichner & Gore, 1990). Therefore, examining the 

effect of teacher evaluation policy necessitates positioning its influence relative to other 

forces that impact how teachers conduct themselves professionally.  These may include prior 

experiences, such as training and mentoring, or individualized drivers, like personal values 

and motivation.  Contextual variables, including how implementation plays out in one’s 

school, can also have considerable weight in decisions about how teachers approach the 

classroom.  Given these factors, administrators charged with carrying out teacher evaluation 

must consider how such policies and procedures fit within the broader scope of how teachers 

develop a professional identity and perceive their role.
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How Professional Identities Are Formed 

 The concept of professional identity development is often described within research 

about factors that can drive pedagogical choices and influence how teachers see their role.  

Beijaard, Verloop, and Vermunt (2000) note that within the field of education, there are 

mixed definitions of this term, which range from attaining a certain level of professional 

expertise to acquiring “personal practical knowledge” that becomes part of each teacher’s 

“story” and shapes beliefs about what teachers “personally desire and experience as good” (p. 

109) within their classrooms.  This study is conceptualizing professional identity 

development as the process that teachers engage in as they determine what kind of teacher to 

be.  By “interpreting oneself as a certain kind of person and being recognized as such in a 

given context” (p. 108) for teaching and learning, teachers synthesize the myriad 

contributions to their identity to form a sense of their role within their school setting.  As 

teacher identities shift, change, and expand throughout one’s career, they also become 

influenced by, “the workings of historical, institutional, and sociocultural forces” (Gee, 2000, 

p. 100).   

Identity as a Socially Constructed Concept 

The construction of a teacher’s professional identity is socially situated within socio-

historic parameters for ideal practices and behaviors.   For instance, accepted ways of 

thinking about children’s development, frameworks for transmitting knowledge to students, 

and institutionally organized beliefs about pedagogy might all contribute to teachers’ views 

of their job (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002; Zeichner & Gore, 1990).  Popkewitz (1998) 

explains that “particular sets of norms are privileged through the ‘wisdom of practice’ and 

concerns about the psychological management of children.  It is here that we can consider 
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how ‘purposes’ are socially constructed through principles generated to enable teacher and 

students to participate and act in school” (p. 83).  Shared beliefs about the purpose of 

teaching are the accumulated result of living within an entrenched system of societal 

standards that determines what public schooling is supposed to look like.  These universal 

beliefs explain many commonalities in classroom practice that surface across schools, such 

as the way the school day is typically designed, dominant styles of transmitting information, 

and approaches to managing behavior.  While different teachers see variations of these norms 

as they develop within the profession, they still internalize some basic notions of typical 

classroom structures that carry throughout their career.     

Because the teaching role is affected by instructional settings, “these social spaces or 

‘fields’ both enable and are characterized by particular types of practices” (Hardy & Lingard, 

2008, p. 64), that educators recognize as familiar markers of appropriate behavior and 

pedagogical skill.  Similarly, Berger and Luckmann (1966) emphasized the impact of “group 

think” as nested within related societal structures, positing that, “man’s self-production is 

always, and of necessity, a social enterprise.  Men together produce a human environment, 

with the totality of its socio-cultural and psychological formations” (p. 51).  By extension, 

teachers are operating within a larger context for determining appropriate behavior within 

their profession, structured by the affinities, institutions, and groups that they associate 

themselves with (Gee, 2000).    

Even teachers’ demeanors are expected to reflect standards for proper comportment, 

as their role becomes “constituted through social interactions, performances, and daily 

negotiations within a school culture that privileges emotional self-discipline and autonomy 

(for example, where female elementary school teachers are expected to be ‘caring’ and 
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‘compassionate’)” (Zembylas, 2003, p. 109).  Within typical settings for teaching and 

learning, “The language practices that teachers use in talking about the profession of teaching 

both hold the acceptable identities for teachers and carry the important knowledge, skills, 

practices, and values for teaching” (Battey & Franke, 2008, p. 129).  As such, descriptions of 

optimal teacher characteristics and behaviors, such as independently managing a classroom 

or cheerfully serving the community, may contain both implicit and explicit messages about 

what it takes to adequately fulfill the requirements of the teaching position. 

Bourdieu (1990) portrays these myriad influences on identity as inherent to our 

composition in ways that we might not even realize: 

The conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of existence 
produce habitus, systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to functioning as structuring structures, that is, as principles which 
generate and organize practices that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes 
without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the 
operations necessary in order to attain them. (p. 53) 

 
Although educators may not be able to pull apart each of the threads that make up the knot 

that comprises their own sense of “teacherness”, they will likely have some sense of what 

appealed to them about their chosen profession and what they hope to accomplish on the job.  

As they carry those conceptions of ideal practice to their classrooms, their response to their 

school environment is driven and organized by those habitus components.  Likewise, since 

habitus is evolving, new experiences in school, such as the introduction of a new policy or 

program, will become incorporated into previously established notions of what their job 

should entail.   

Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) describe this process as “the active attempt to 

bring one’s past organization of knowledge and beliefs to bear in the construction of meaning 

from present stimuli” (p. 394).  Along the way, major organizing factors such as “race, social 
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class, and gender mediate the socialization process and establish socialization patterns for 

particular groups of individuals who teach in particular kinds of schools” (Zeichner & Gore, 

1990, p. 26).  Similarly, Gee (2000) envisions standards for practice as being determined by a 

combination of personal characteristics, prior experiences, and institutional expectations that 

drive each teacher’s vision of classroom life.  By building bridges between these various 

inputs and engaging in dialogue about their profession with other members of the educational 

community, teachers can form a sense of their identity within their workplace.  While 

identities created through societal discourses, “are ultimately rooted in recognition 

processes” (p. 111) that acknowledge set understandings of how institutions like schools are 

supposed to work, personal interpretations of these norms ultimately “interrelate in complex 

and important ways” (p. 101).  Wortham (2005) notes that variation is possible even within 

structures that promote uniform “group think”, since social identification is still “constructed 

in particular events and local contexts ” (p. 40).  From his standpoint, even established 

groups are flexible enough to allow for unique responses to new situations.   

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) further argue that while our sense of 

self is based on perceptions of our position within society, “position is not fate” (p. 45).  

Instead, dynamic interactions between historical precedent and our individual inclinations 

make us both “social producers and social products” (p. 42).  Because the instructional 

decisions that flow from teachers’ convictions about their job responsibilities are situated 

within specific settings for practice, “identities and the acts attributed to them are always 

forming and re-forming in relation to historically specific contexts,” and working in concert 

with other influences on development in reaction to particular environments  (Holland, 

Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain, 1998, p. 284). Each teacher can then play a role in figuring out 
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“who they are…in relation to the social types…and in social relationships” (Urrieta, 2007, p. 

108) with the other people within their school building.  The mutually dependent quality of a 

teacher’s relationship with her school context leads to this sort of co-constructed reality, 

where the outcomes of interactions between individuals and their environment cannot be 

fully explained by institutional norms and traditions.  From this perspective, policies like 

teacher evaluation are but one factor that colors multifaceted layers of influence on a 

teacher’s sense of self and professional trajectory. 

What Specifically Contributes to a Teacher’s Professional Identity Development? 

Since the factors that affect teachers’ lives are intertwined, it is difficult to tease out 

which components most significantly contribute to a teacher’s sense of self, or “teacherness”, 

and subsequent instructional actions.  As policy-driven efforts like performance management 

standards interact with other major influences on practice, educators may struggle to make 

sense of a crowded marketplace of competing ideas and mandates (Feiman-Nemser, 1983).  

The following section outlines major categories of both person- and school-based influences 

that are likely to work in combination to shape professional identity development and affect 

policy’s relative impact on teachers (see Figure 2.1).   

First, I will explore the person-based identity constructs that teachers bring into the 

classroom, such as their own student experiences, family background, or beliefs about 

appropriate teaching objectives.  I will also explore the effect of structured educational 

training, such as a traditional teacher education program, which is another common influence 

on teachers’ early views of their profession.  Next, I will describe school-based contributions 

to professional identity that are connected to particular settings for teaching and learning.  

Once teachers enter the field, factors like leadership personnel, other colleagues, and the 
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demographics of the students they serve have the potential to affect their conceptions of good 

practice.  Lastly, I will explain how educational policies might drive teaching behaviors and 

professional identity development as they interact with person- and school-based influences 

on teachers’ lives.  As part of this section, common implementation factors, as well as the 

particular role of accountability-focused policy measures, will be discussed in more detail. 

 

Figure	  2.	  1.	  	  Examples	  of	  factors	  that	  may	  contribute	  to	  a	  teacher's	  professional	  identity	  
development.	  

	  
Common person-based factors.  In the context of this study, “person-based” factors 

are broadly defined as both relating to personal experiences, such as exposure to certain 
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schooling structures as a child, and more intrinsic qualities, influenced by such things as 

cultural background, social class, and ethnicity.  These contributions to a teacher’s identity 

are often deeply rooted, suggesting that other influences could merely become another layer 

on top of a well-established core.  Before new teachers even have the chance to formally 

construct a formal repertoire of “knowledge about practice” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990), 

they have already accumulated a vast amount of experience in school, largely from their time 

spent as a student (Lortie, 1975).  Their instructional ideals may stem from memories of a 

favorite educator who now serves as a role model, or organizational norms such as typical 

lesson structures, behaviors, and social dynamics that privileged their own learning.  In 

addition, broader life experiences that go beyond educational background, such as 

membership in class, gender, ethnic, or other affinity groups, can provide teachers with a 

basis for shaping their views towards institutional structures like schools (Gee, 2000; 

Goodson, 1992).  Lastly, if teachers participate in pre-service training before entering the 

classroom, their educational studies may also help form their early views towards curriculum 

and instruction (Darling-Hammond, 2000).   

Effects of prior schooling.  The perceived effect of factors like the “apprenticeship of 

observation” (Lortie, 1975) provides evidence that years of prior schooling, along with 

family-based views of educational values and norms, are stronger influences on teachers than 

any other pre-service experience (Feiman-Nemser, 1983).  Feiman-Nemser (2001) sees the 

initial process of learning to teach as characterized by a desire to form “a coherent sense of 

themselves as professionals by combining parts of their past - including their own 

experiences in school and in teacher preparation - with pieces of the present” (p. 1029).  

While educators may come to consider other professional standards and guidelines, 
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accumulated impressions of teaching from when they were a student still tend to factor 

heavily into their visions for classroom success.  These deeply ingrained norms are typically 

long-held, “personal values that the person regards as inextricably bound up with her or her 

existence” (Korthagen, 2004, p. 85).  As such, they remain central to navigating daily 

responsibilities and instructional tasks once teachers are in charge of managing their own 

classrooms. 

Effects of personal values and beliefs.  A teacher’s personal values and convictions 

also have the potential to affect pedagogical choices, even if they are part of a broader belief 

system that was not originally applied to ideal teaching and learning behaviors. For instance, 

teachers may have particular convictions about work ethic, opportunity, key knowledge, and 

the purpose of education.  Aguirre and Speer (2000) argue that these “beliefs play a central 

role in a teacher’s selection and prioritization of goals and actions” (p. 327), and become an 

apparent feature when teachers consider proposed shifts in pedagogy.  Through their 

examination of changes in teaching approaches, they conclude that beliefs about practice also 

“shape how teachers perceive and interpret classroom interactions” (p. 330), causing teachers 

to steer students towards alignment with their own learning objectives and significantly 

affecting how children experience school.  “School systems consist not only in rules and 

formal structures, but also in beliefs about authority, habits of deference and resistance, and 

knowledge about how things work.  Cultural and social organization intertwine in these 

systems” (Cohen & Spillane, 1992, p. 31).  As a result, underlying views of how schools and 

classrooms should function often affect teachers’ perspectives towards their practice. 

Hargreaves and Fullan (1992) argue that because teacher development is affected by 

these firm internal convictions, professional growth “involves more than changing teachers’ 
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behavior.  It also involves changing the person the teacher is” (p. 7).  At times, this has 

required teachers to reconcile preconceived notions of what school should look like with the 

individual preferences and learning styles of the diverse range of students in their classroom.  

As Delpit (2006) points out, teachers’ belief systems may not always match student needs, 

since “We all carry worlds in our heads, and those worlds are decidedly different.  We 

educators set out to teach, but how can we reach the worlds of others when we don’t even 

know they exist? ” (p. xxiv).  In some cases, teachers who view struggling students from a 

deficit perspective may even be allowing their preconceived ideas about these students’ 

abilities to obscure these students’ strengths (Gorski, 2010; Singleton & Linton, 2005; 

Valencia, 1997).  However, in other instances, teachers’ personal inclinations can be a 

positive force for ensuring that they fully support children’s development.  For example, 

Lasky (2005) studied teachers who felt strongly about maintaining a holistic approach to 

meeting student needs, because they “all held the belief that their core purpose as a teacher 

was to teach academic content while also attending to social and emotional elements of their 

students’ development” (p. 909).   As a result, sometimes teachers’ personal inclinations and 

values can be an important motivational tool, even if they otherwise present challenges to 

shifting teachers’ established attitudes towards their role. 

Effects of teacher education.  As pre-service teachers prepare to bring their personal 

views of teaching – and the world – into varied school contexts, teacher education programs 

provide another way to foster the advancement of professional knowledge and build 

foundational skills (Clotfelter, Ladd & Vigdor, 2010; Darling-Hammond, Berry & Thoreson, 

2001).  Because teacher education can bolster identity formation and strengthen teacher 

development (Darling-Hammond, 2000), it has the potential to contribute to an educator’s 
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professional identity in ways that cannot simply be attributed to individual motivation, 

beliefs or prior talents.  Within these training opportunities, pre-service candidates receive 

key information that makes explicit contributions to the construction of an agreed-upon “set 

of skills that are fundamental to safe and responsible teaching” (Ball, 2011, para. 6).  Gaining 

subject-matter expertise is one important part of an educator’s professional development, as 

“the myriad tasks of teaching, such as selecting worthwhile activities, giving helpful 

explanations, asking productive questions, and evaluating students’ learning, all depend on 

the teacher’s understanding of what it is that student are to learn” (Ball & McDiarmid, 1990, 

p. 1).  Developing these fundamental attributes of high-quality instruction subsequently 

enhances decision-making about how to execute the teacher role once in the field.   

In addition, preparation to enter the classroom typically includes content that goes 

beyond subject area or pedagogical mastery.  For example, teacher education courses that 

focus on topics like culture, race, class, special education needs, or social justice issues may 

allow pre-service candidates to reflect on how their own background might skew their 

approach to teaching, and subsequently bring greater awareness to their practice.  Zeichner, 

et al. (1998) tell us that such courses, “can help teachers overcome a ‘blame the victim’ and a 

‘cultural deficit’ orientation towards students and their families so that they can restructure 

schooling and classroom processes to be more responsive to a culturally diverse student 

population” (p. 166).  Although teacher education programs may not always do enough to 

support diverse cultures and viewpoints (Ladson-Billings, 2005), there are models of 

preparation with a focus on incorporating biographical exploration, discussion of equity, and 

social justice themes that have succeeded in expanding teachers’ perspectives (Ray, 

Bowman, & Robbins, 2006).  Consequently, the combination of a structured teacher 
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education program with teachers’ prior experiences and beliefs can then provide teachers 

with a more informed understanding of their role that they can take with them into the 

classroom. 

 Common school-based factors.  Once teachers enter the field, knowledge from their 

previous experiences and training is applied to their particular instructional environments and 

their daily work with students in their schools. Although traditional teacher education 

programs have the potential to add value beyond what can be gained by learning on the job 

(Darling-Hammond, 2000), there is some evidence that classroom experience is a key driver 

of teachers’ educational productivity and the subsequent academic progress of their students 

(Harris & Sass, 2011; Kane, Rockoff & Staiger, 2006).  This implies that being within school 

contexts and interacting with children gives teachers a substantial opportunity to develop 

their practice, as their school environment significantly shapes the nature of their instruction 

and their disposition towards their profession (Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Rice, 2010).  However, 

merely being within a school does not guarantee positive effects on teaching that move 

instructional techniques forward and result in meaningful professional growth.  In fact, 

research has shown that teachers can interpret the same standards for teaching and learning in 

vastly divergent ways, depending on the preferred strategies for meeting instructional 

expectations promoted within their school setting (Acheinstein, Ogawa, & Speiglman, 2004).  

Given how different schools can be from each other, the nature of their influence on a 

teacher’s professional identity formation and conceptions of good practice depends on 

contextual characteristics like leadership style, opportunities for collaboration with 

colleagues, and student demographics.   
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Effects of leadership.  As teachers dissect key elements of their work culture, they 

have often “described leadership as a factor that influenced access to, and the nature of, 

learning opportunities” for staff members (Scribner, 1999, p. 253).  Since administrators can 

alternately exacerbate and ease tension between individual pedagogical goals and 

organizational mandates, they have the power to shape teachers’ perspectives towards the 

value of various school programs and procedures.  Hogg (2001) describes leaders as 

influential in determining the typical prototype of valued group members, as they provide 

focus and create cohesion by utilizing their own social attractiveness to set standards for 

success and define what participation in teaching entails.  Even less popular leaders can 

provide desirable feelings of order, stability, and direction, which counterbalance trade-offs 

like depersonalization and loss of individual expression.  “Because prototypes are relatively 

consensual, they also furnish moral support and consensual validation for one’s self-concept 

and attendant cognitions and behaviors” (Hogg & Terry, 2000, p. 124).  The standards set by 

leadership then become, “another particularly important contextual factor which affects the 

success of teacher development efforts” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1992, p. 14).  While 

principals may not always be seen by teachers as a positive influence in that regard, 

“effective principals are able to define priorities focused on the central mission of the school 

and gain support for these priorities from all stakeholders. Their actions impinge on almost 

all aspects of the classroom and school that are likely to influence achievement of these 

priorities” (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982, p. 335).  As a result, researchers widely 

contend that leadership is among the most important factors in advancing student learning, in 

part due to the influence they have over teachers’ objectives for their classrooms (Leithwood 

et al., 2004).   
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Effects of colleagues and mentors.  Aside from looking to administrators for 

direction, teachers often turn to fellow educators when trying to figure out how to approach 

their practice and establish themselves within the teaching role.  As teachers “try to make 

sense of what is going on in their classrooms, the explanations and advice they encounter, 

especially from more experienced colleagues, affect their attitudes” (Feiman-Nemser, 2003, 

p. 27) and guide the choices they make about curriculum and instruction.  However, 

meaningful interactions with other educators can be hard to initiate, and as such, can become 

a diminished component of school-based influences on teachers’ lives.  Within those 

constraints: 

Norms of politeness and the desire for harmony create additional barriers to 
productive mentoring interactions. Many beginning teachers are reluctant to reveal 
problems or ask for help, believing that good teachers work things out for themselves. 
Mentors may withhold assistance due to the enduring belief that teaching is a highly 
personalized practice of finding one’s own style (Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p. 1033). 

 
Since teachers are held personally responsible for student learning, established social 

behaviors can favor seeking independent solutions to problems that are seen as being 

classroom-specific.  Within the dominant profession culture, teachers may be reluctant to 

disrupt those social paradigms, causing reduced democratic exchanges of new ideas between 

colleagues.   

Even structured mentoring programs, where teachers are formally assigned a more 

experienced guide, have reported implementation problems that suggest limitations to their 

effect on professional development and instructional growth.  Despite the potential for 

mentors to positively affect teacher retention and create a much-needed support system 

(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004), significant site variation contributes to 

inconsistent impact.  For instance, Vasquez & Urzua (2009) discovered that teachers felt 
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empowered after engaging in “direct reported speech” with mentors that included, 

“expressions of certainty, confidence, and assertiveness” (p. 13).  By articulating decisions 

about pedagogy and discussing them with an experienced peer, they gained a sense of control 

over classroom decisions.  However, Wang, Odell and Schwille (2008) conducted a 

comprehensive review of induction and mentoring program effectiveness, which revealed 

that, “the quality of influence is dependent on social, cultural, and organizational contexts of 

schools where such components are situated” (p. 148).  Although observing mentors and 

reviewing lesson plans together can help ground dialogue about teaching in day-to-day 

practice decisions, opportunities for well contextualized discussion can be rare.  

Consequently, while these experiences still influence teachers’ overall sense of professional 

identity and ideal practice, their results are mixed. 

On the positive side, in response to the limited ongoing impact of individual 

mentoring programs, many administrators and teachers have worked to create professional 

learning communities (PLC’s) aimed at expanding a teacher’s instructional capabilities 

through collaborative examination of data. These regular opportunities for discussion about 

students’ progress were established to bring colleagues together to share their expertise, so a 

school’s staff can “focus on learning rather than teaching, work collaboratively on matters 

related to learning, and hold itself accountable for the kind of results that fuel continual 

improvement” (Dufour, 2004, p. 11).  In general, opportunities for colleagues to meet 

together can drive productive discourse about classroom realities, foster inquiry, and 

empower teachers to engage in meaningful dialogue (Ermeling, 2010; Franzak, 2002; 

Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Lord, 1994).   However, the nature of a PLC’s influence, as well as 

whether teachers find them to be useful, partially depends on teachers receiving honest but 
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supportive feedback within an atmosphere in which “ideas have a chance to incubate and 

develop, trust builds in the group, and participants feel comfortable raising sensitive issues 

and risking self-revelation” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 294).  This model connects 

well with Lord’s (1994) vision of critical colleagueship, which includes questioning each 

other’s practices and making productive suggestions for adjustments as needed.   

In contrast, less engaging and inclusive forms of professional development and 

collaboration may foster negative perceptions towards the value of such opportunities, 

causing them to be seen as nothing more than “contrived collegiality” (Hargreaves, 1992; 

Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990).  For instance, PLC’s can serve as a way to focus staff on district 

priorities like examining student data from standardized benchmark assessments to determine 

how to improve achievement outcomes.  While concentrating on these mandated goals can 

positively impact how teachers plan to carry out broader systemic objectives, the benefits of 

meeting together may not be fully realized if teachers feel like they have no autonomy over 

PLC agendas (Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990).  These sessions have a greater chance of making 

an impact on pedagogy when teachers are involved in planning them, since teachers, “are 

more willing to invest in learning new content if they feel the enhanced professionalism that 

a commitment strategy affords” (Smith & Rowley, 2005, p. 148).  Consequently, 

opportunities for meeting, collaborating, and learning with colleagues will only result in a net 

positive gain if teachers have a hand in their development.  In addition, more influential 

iterations of PLC’s remain focused on factors specific to teachers’ daily work contexts, such 

as the particular needs of their students. 

Effects of student demographics and preferences.  Although interactions with the 

other adults in their school building help shape teachers’ professional experiences, teachers 
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do still spend the majority of the day in their classrooms working with the children under 

their care.  The students that educators are assigned to teach directly contribute to teachers’ 

views of how to approach instruction, since relationships developed within the classroom 

environment play a part in shaping how learning is facilitated.  Experiences interacting with 

students can particularly enhance the skills of early career teachers who advance beyond their 

initial tendency “to ‘stand and deliver' content” and begin “to grasp and experience the power 

of listening to and learning from the students” (Merseth, Sommer, & Dickstein, 2008, p. 96).  

As teaching goals evolve in response to changing student needs, teachers’ notions of the best 

way to fulfill their professional responsibilities and meet learning objectives become a 

moving target.  The daily immediacy of the interplay between a teacher’s view of their role 

and their classroom composition makes it an important part of the identity formation 

equation.  

However, the effect of students on professional identity development depends on how 

teachers view the role of teacher-student relationships within the process of “becoming 

teacher” and establishing their pedagogy.  If teachers see students as informing their 

instruction, they may credit them as important influences on their practice. For instance, 

Lasky (2005) studied teachers who said that, “trusting, respectful relationships with their 

high school students were considered as a prerequisite for learning to occur” and believed 

that, “connection with students meant that students would take greater interest in the subject 

being taught” (p. 907).  They saw rapport building as a key part of their job responsibilities 

that was essential to demonstrating teaching competence.  In that scenario, teachers used 

their intimate knowledge of students as a tool for deciding how to best fulfill instructional 

standards within policy directives (Lasky, 2005; Sykes, 1990).  Conversely, in an example of 
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obstacles to teachers viewing students as drivers of professional decision-making, Haniford 

(2009) observes how a teacher “constructed student interest as a product of her instruction, 

not something students possessed intrinsically,” and speculates that the distance between the 

teacher’s cultural background and that of her students caused her to, “devalue her students’ 

lives outside of school, instead of viewing their lives and experiences as resources she could 

draw upon in her classroom” (p. 994-5).  While teachers generally describe their interactions 

with students as important components of their practice, they may not always value student 

input highly enough to see it as shaping their core attitudes and beliefs about what to do in 

the classroom.   Therefore, the effect of classroom composition and student preferences on 

teachers’ views towards carrying out their job responsibilities is varied. 

Common policy-based factors.  Clearly, teachers bring many influences on their 

practice into the workplace, which are further shaped by contextual factors within their 

school setting.  Whether these influences have a positive or negative impact, they are key 

drivers of professional identity development and conceptions of good practice.  However, 

educational policies are another factor with the potential to impact teachers’ workplace 

experiences and views of their profession. As a central part of the context surrounding public 

schools, policy can be broadly defined as “a form of structural power” (Marshall & Gestl-

Pepin, 2005, p. 4).  Institutions with the power to create policies use them to guide the 

distribution and management of resources and establish systems of organized practices  

(Collins, 2000).  Federal, state, and local government agencies currently implement a myriad 

of policies that are intended to affect teachers, who are the primary human resource 

employed within public schools (Loeb & Miller, 2006).  



 

	   50	  

Common examples of teacher-focused policies involve training and licensure 

requirements, the provision of induction and mentoring programs, professional development 

initiatives, and salary benefits.  Such policies also include provisions about the length of the 

teacher workday and how teachers are required to spend their time, such as when districts 

allot certain periods for common planning and professional development.  In addition, 

standards for curriculum and instruction determine how teachers should impart knowledge 

and skills to their students, both in terms of content and delivery.  Assessment of how well 

teachers deliver that content and foster student learning is monitored through teacher 

evaluation systems.  Although some administrators actively involve teachers in determining 

policies’ role within their school culture, the cumulative impact of proscribed working 

conditions and performance requirements can make a teacher’s job seem highly structured 

and supervised by top-down management (Cohen, et al., 2009; Labaree, 2011; Sachs; 2001).  

Teachers’ attitudes about policy are therefore largely determined by the nature of policy 

implementation within their schools.  The influence of policy on teacher’s overall 

professional identity development is also affected by the day-to-day enforcement of policy 

procedures.  

The role of policy implementation.  Ozga (2000) describes policy implementation as 

a negotiated process that incorporates input from those who have been charged with carrying 

out rules and regulations, despite not typically being involved in the initial design of their 

objectives.  Within this “sense-making” process, educators consider how they might react to 

policy directives (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002).  Since “many reform ideas about 

teaching, learning, and schooling are very value-laden” (p. 401), messages about policy 

priorities can prompt educators to weigh their own goals for teaching and respond 
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accordingly.   As a contributing factor within a host of micro-level decisions made by 

teachers and administrators, policy implementation is driven by a series of interactive, 

ground level choices about how teachers ought to best approach their responsibilities 

(Crossley & Vulliamy, 1995; Honig, 2006).  Fullan (2001) describes the conditions that 

affect implementation as a combination of, “the characteristics of the nature of the change, 

the makeup of the local district, the character of individual schools and teachers, and the 

existence and form of internal relationships” (p. 93), which produce distinct cultures for 

reform possibilities.  Given their central part in determining these variables, “educational 

change depends on what teachers do and think” (Fullan, 2001, p. 115), as well as the 

expectations that administrators set when introducing new policy initiatives.  Therefore, the 

way that policy guidelines end up getting incorporated into teachers’ conceptions of their role 

may not always match a policy’s original intention. 

Examining disconnects between policy and practice at the point of implementation.  

Studies of the impact of policy on teachers’ lives reveal gaps between intended policy and 

actual practice, which are often created during the implementation phase (Bartell, 2001; 

Cohen, et al., 2009; Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988).  While policymakers, legislators, and 

district personnel tend to focus on how policies drive desired end outcomes, it is also helpful 

to pinpoint how the process of implementing a policy ultimately contributes to teachers’ 

perceptions of its utility and value (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). On one hand, 

education policies affect teachers through their influence on their professional conditions and 

job status, along with perceptions of their job and attitudes towards those responsibilities.   

They also affect teaching by influencing teachers’ approaches to interacting with students, 

conducting lessons, and determining strategies for instruction.  However, as teachers interact 
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with such initiatives, their day-to-day actions may shape what gets carried over from rules 

and regulations into reality. When teachers decide how to combine their own established 

teacher identity with the standards set by professional institutions, they drive the translation 

of policy intention into actual pedagogy (Fullan, 2001).   

This interpretive process can alternately prove to be either beneficial or disjointed.  

Some teachers can smoothly integrate their instructional approaches with performance 

standards, while others struggle with alignment.  Lasky (2005) argues that as teachers 

consider the realities of policy implementation within their school contexts, “the concept of 

mediated agency” (p. 900) helps explain how teachers navigate new mandates and determine 

how to follow their guidelines while still maintaining a certain degree of autonomy over 

instructional decisions.  Ideally, administrators will support teachers in utilizing their 

expertise to figure out how a policy might best work within their school environment.  But, if 

schools fail to effectively integrate teachers into making choices about policy 

implementation, the ability for policy to increase the capacity for change becomes limited, 

resulting in incremental, inconsequential, and fragmented improvements (Cohen & Spillane, 

1992).  Incorporating educational policy into daily practice is complex, as the difficult task of 

changing entrenched structural and pedagogical norms makes adjusting teaching actions and 

producing desired effects less straightforward than policymakers might have envisioned 

(Honig, 2006; Loeb, et al., 2005).   

Because governing structures are often looking for a quick, uniform fix to long-

standing, complicated problems, this creates a major barrier to effective policy 

implementation in the real world of education (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002; Cohen & 

Spillane, 1992; Cohen & Ball, 1990). The American model of schooling is a strong cultural 



 

	   53	  

institution, which makes it hard to change typical teacher behaviors that follow deeply rooted 

patterns of lesson and content delivery:   

Changing one’s teaching is not like changing one’s socks.  Teachers construct their 
practices gradually, out of their experiences as students, their professional education, 
and their previous encounters with policies designed to change their practice.  
Teaching is less a set of garments that can be changed at will than a way of knowing, 
of seeing, and of being.  And unlike many practices, teaching must be jointly 
constructed by both teachers and students.  So if teachers are to significantly alter 
their pedagogy, they must come to terms not only with the practices that they have 
constructed over decades, but also with their students’ practices of learning, and the 
expectations of teachers entailed therein. (Cohen & Ball, 1990, p. 334-5) 

 
Therefore, it can take time for policies to become a meaningful part of the numerous factors 

that already contribute to a teacher’s professional identity development. The constant election 

cycle and politician turnover also detracts from the ability to incrementally incorporate new 

policies into old teaching habits with any kind of methodological consistency. One regime of 

decision-makers may have different demands from the next.  In addition, as policies are 

further developed, schools may be asked to keep adjusting their practices to incorporate 

ongoing updates, before they have even figured out how to adequately integrate the original 

mandates.  As a result, assessments of policy outcomes may appear to reveal that 

implementation was unsuccessful, when new programming simply needed more time to 

establish itself as the norm.  

Under those conditions, the gap between policy and practice may also be due to 

teachers incorrectly interpreting a policy’s original intentions and objectives (Spillane, 

Reiser, & Reimer, 2002; Spillane, 2004).  If there is a lack of communication between 

policymakers and educators about a policy’s underlying values and goals, this disconnect can 

lead to frustration (Bartell, 2001; Smit, 2005).  Teachers often need more professional 

development and support to increase their ability to effectively implement policies and apply 
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them to their classroom context (Coburn & Stein, 2006; Cohen, Moffit, & Goldin, 2007; 

Elmore, 2002).  While there are benefits to maintaining a “critical distance” (Keith, 2008) 

between stakeholders who can then hold each other accountable for policy outcomes, if 

teachers feel demoralized and confused by the perceived separation between schools and 

policymakers, they may be less likely to align themselves with a policy’s stated purpose.  

Because an influential “interplay exists between morale and motivation” (Finnegan & Gross, 

2007, p. 624), teachers in struggling schools are particularly susceptible to their practice 

suffering as a result of burnout or apathy.  Or, they may develop potentially undesirable 

strategies for creating the overall appearance of achievement, like retaining failing students, 

sending them to special education programs, and eliminating instruction in non-tested areas 

(Jacob, 2005).  These unfavorable outcomes can contribute to a policy’s unfulfilled reform 

potential within these contexts for teaching and learning. 

Disconnects between policy intention and real-life implementation may also be a 

result of the need to customize broadly conceived policies to fit a particular school 

environment.  Local knowledge is, in fact, a valuable asset that helps teachers better utilize 

policy structures to benefit their students (Palmer & Snodgrass Rangel, 2011; Smit, 2005; 

Yan & He, 2012).  For instance, “implementation at the classroom level is mediated not only 

by teachers’ preexisting knowledge and beliefs but also by who the students are and what 

teachers believe specifically about their students” (Palmer & Snodgrass Rangel, 2011, p. 

635).  However, in some schools, teachers fear reprisal if they respond to classroom 

dynamics by adjusting required guidelines to better engage their students, which further 

limits successful policy implementation within their school setting (Au, 2007; Sullivan, 
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2006).   This phenomenon is most commonly seen when accountability-based policies are 

introduced that teachers find to be overly restrictive and punitive. 

The particular effects of accountability policies on implementation issues.  Past 

experiences with major policy reforms have provided some evidence surrounding the effects 

of accountability policy on teachers’ classrooms, as well as their outlook towards their 

profession.  Teachers may feel that these initiatives restrict their voices, limiting them from 

participating in dialogue about how to best achieve learning goals and forcing them to 

produce better learning outcomes under whatever means necessary (Olsen & Sexton, 2009; 

Day, Flores & Viana, 2007).   Policies that seek to shift teacher behavior and improve 

instruction by enforcing adherence to inflexible procedures can also affect teachers’ intrinsic 

qualities, such as motivation, confidence, and self-worth (Olsen & Sexton, 2009).  For 

instance, accountability sanctions have been shown to limit teachers’ identity development 

through the widespread narrowing of acceptable instructional practices and curricular 

choices, which almost exclusively links their worth to performance measured by test scores 

(Barrett, 2009).  Political shifts and new pressures threaten to limit teacher practice as part of 

“a perceptible shift, towards a performance model” (p. 1020), making teachers hesitant to 

deviate from prescribed guidelines and increasing their frustration. 

Berryhill, Linney, and Fromewick (2009) claim that the stress from undesirable and 

burdensome policy mandates has dramatically changed teachers’ outlook towards their jobs 

for the worse and caused their self-efficacy to decline.  As a whole, policies that target 

teachers and blame them for poor student results can diminish their professional status and 

subsequent feelings about their career (Labaree, 2011; Loeb, et al., 2005).  They can also 

affect teachers’ participation and engagement in professional development activities 
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(Desimone, Smith, & Phillips, 2007).  Sachs (2001) believes that teacher growth is hampered 

by forced compliance with standards based on rectifying prior failure, as opposed to seeking 

change through collaborative engagement that builds off teachers’ potential.  As a result, the 

role of such measures in creating more difficult workplace conditions threatens job 

satisfaction, along with teachers’ confidence in their abilities (Ravitch, 2012; Berryhill, 

Linney & Fromewick, 2009; Ma & MacMillan, 1999).    These unintended downsides may 

even prompt dramatic action, such as cheating on standardized tests to either avoid negative 

consequences of low performance or gain rewards like test score-based teaching bonuses 

(Amrein & Berliner, 2002).  

Within this reform climate, “teachers’ work, and moral purpose, forms of autonomy 

and discretionary decision-making, which have been the traditional keystones of teachers’ 

professionalism, are now being challenged and reframed into forms of audited compliance 

with results-driven agendas” (Day, Flores & Viana, 2007, p. 251).  Barrett (2009) describes 

how performance pressures motivated by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) achievement goals 

can change the way that teachers view their instructional objectives.  “Under the official 

pedagogic discourse embodied by NCLB, content is increasingly taught in isolated fragments 

connected only to standardized examinations in a strongly classified and framed curriculum” 

(p. 1020).  As teachers find it harder to personalize their practice in response to students’ 

individual preferences and feel pressured by legislation that demands performance on tests 

while ignoring important contextual considerations, these policies become seen as obstacles 

to doing their jobs effectively (Barrett; 2009; Sunderman, et al., 2004).  Within this 

environment, school leadership and district personnel also increasingly monitor teachers and 

direct how instruction is supposed to be carried out.  Systematic trends that skew an 
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educator’s role towards focusing on meeting student growth targets may have created “a 

mostly mechanistic view of teacher’s actions in relation to accountability-related curriculum 

policies”, which cause teachers to be, “portrayed in undimensional ways”, such as either 

being compliant or oppositional (Sloan, 2006, p. 121).   

However, in spite of their problematic features, accountability measures can prompt 

teachers to focus their energy on traditionally underserved populations and adjust their 

practice to better align with baseline standards (Haycock, 1998; Sloan, 2006).  For example, 

No Child Left Behind drew attention to vulnerable subgroups of children and forced schools 

to make staff adjustments to focus on their needs.  As such, we cannot entirely dismiss the 

impact of teachers who, “actively read and appropriate facets of accountability-explicit 

curriculum policies to deliver instruction that not only is higher in quality and more equitable 

than their ‘normal’ classroom instruction, but also leads to a stronger sense of teacher 

agency” (Sloan, 2006, p. 124).  If teachers can find ways to balance adherence to policy 

frameworks with utilizing their own knowledge about optimal pedagogical techniques, these 

guidelines may seem less restrictive and detrimental than originally feared (Lasky, 2005).  

Consequently, “the overall quality and equity effects of accountability policies depend on a 

variety of complex and interrelated factors” (Sloan, 2006, p. 146) that include 

multidimensional influences on a teacher’s approach to navigating their role.  Responses to 

policy directives that impact classroom practice then become a matter of interpretation, 

“mediated by such things as instructional materials, teachers’ professional capacities, and 

methods of student assessment” (Cohen & Spillane, 1992, p. 12), as well as the availability 

of supports like professional development and collaborative planning that may ease 

accountability pressures. 
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 Despite challenges to individual decision-making, “any teacher, in any system of 

schooling, interprets and enacts new instructional policies in light of his or her own 

experience, beliefs and knowledge” (Cohen & Ball, 1990, p. 335).  This contributes to why 

the application of standards in one classroom may look completely different from the 

classroom down the hall – and allows us to consider why some lack of uniformity may 

actually result in positive outcomes for students.  Teachers contribute to the effect of policy 

on practice as active participants in the implementation process, working to reconcile broad 

standards with specific realities, as well as other influences on their professional identity.  

Within the following discussion of teacher evaluation mandates, this study must then 

consider the interaction between teacher and policy, and investigate how it impacts teachers’ 

lives, as well as how teachers themselves can influence a policy’s impact on local settings.   

Teacher Evaluation Policy’s Place in Teachers’ Lives 

School environments are embedded with political decisions that lead to workplace 

rules and expectations like those contained in evaluation metrics. In the case of policies that 

delineate performance management goals, “teachers may perceive that the system used by 

their school district for teacher evaluation is based on an image of the teacher and beliefs 

about teaching that are inconsistent with their beliefs about teaching, and thus, even if given 

feedback from such an evaluation system, teachers might not be inclined to reflect on their 

practice” (Peterson & Comeaux, 1990, p. 5).  Under these conditions, “teachers may view 

standardized evaluation procedures as simply something to ‘pass.’ Teachers may develop 

model lessons that are reserved only for formal evaluations, and their typical teaching may be 

unaffected by either the substance or the format of the teacher evaluation procedures that 

they experience as beginning and practicing teachers” (p. 4).  Teachers particularly fear the 
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consequences of being evaluated when “they perceive insufficient control of both a particular 

dimension of teaching and insufficient control over how such a dimension is evaluated” 

(Conley & Glasman, 2008, p. 29).  In those cases, data gleaned from performance rubrics 

only gains utility when it is well connected to prior pedagogical goals and context-specific 

decision-making.   

Furthermore, evaluation itself might not be enough to positively impact teacher 

behavior in areas where improvements are necessary.  “Control-oriented reforms tend to 

favor school and teacher accountability, taking a carrot-and-stick approach to school 

improvement…most advocates of standards-based reforms acknowledge, however, that the 

carrot-and-stick approach alone will not lead to dramatic gains in student achievement” 

(Smith & Rowley, 2005, p. 128).   

Therefore, if school leaders view “failure in implementation as demonstrating lack of 

capacity or a deliberate attempt to ignore policy” (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002, p. 391), 

they may need to recognize that complex processes like adjusting pedagogy may not always 

yield immediate results.  Initial data about a policy’s success often provides limited 

information about related instructional practices that were either more or less effective. In 

contrast, teachers who have opportunities to investigate the effectiveness of pedagogical 

decisions and analyze learning impacts on students are more likely to incorporate suggested 

reforms into their practice and interpret them in productive ways (Ermeling, 2010; Coburn & 

Stein, 2006).  Differences in how evaluation data are being utilized therefore contribute to 

evaluation’s place with teachers’ lives. 

Moving into the study: lessons from prior research.  Because recent iterations of 

teacher evaluation policy are markedly more extensive and outcomes-oriented than prior 
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performance management efforts, their specific effects on teachers’ lives are largely 

unknown.  However, trends in policy-to-practice relationships signal a likely connection 

between the nature of policy implementation and the potential for evaluation to contribute to 

teachers’ conceptions of good pedagogy (Berryhill, Linney & Fromewick, 2009; Day, Flores 

& Viana, 2007; Lasky, 2005; Loeb & Miller, 2006; Olsen & Sexton, 2009).  Research 

indicates that because the quality of implementation can be inconsistent, much depends on 

key variables like how well evaluation policies and procedures are related to teachers’ 

current approaches to instruction (Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Crossley & Vulliamy, 1995; 

Fullan, 2001; Honig, 2006; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). 

In addition, as evaluation is carried out in local schools, its significance can be 

understood as relative to other influences that contribute to a teacher’s professional identity 

development (Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000; Gee, 2000).  If local implementation of a 

policy’s original intentions is mediated by a combination of school and person-based 

influences, the interactions between these factors may determine the degree of evaluation’s 

impact, and generate congruence, co-existence, or conflict (Cohen & Ball, 1990; Lasky, 

2005; Sloan, 2006).  Therefore, evaluation’s success partially depends on how well 

performance management plans and procedures fit into the ecosystem of school context, as 

well as a teacher’s broader picture of ideal classroom life (Feiman-Nemser, 1983).   

Lastly, evaluation is an example of an accountability policy.  Common concerns 

about accountability efforts and standardized expectations for sound teacher practice include 

their effect on teacher agency, or the ability to flexibly make decisions about practice, as 

opposed to being restricted by rigid guidelines.  In addition, teachers typically have concerns 

about whether the performance ratings generated by accountability policies are designed to 
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be high or low stakes, and summative or formative in nature.  However, while broader 

literature on teachers’ historically strained view towards accountability measures, especially 

post-NCLB (Barrett, 2009; Berryhill, Linney, & Fromewick, 2001; Day, Flores & Viana, 

2007; Labaree, 2011; Loeb, et al., 2005; Ma & MacMillan, 1999; Ravitch, 2012; Sachs, 

2001), allows us to predict that teachers may have similar attitudes towards evaluation, there 

is limited data specifically addressing how teachers are reacting to the evaluation measures 

implemented in states like North Carolina over the past four years (from 2010 forward).  

Even if new information simply confirms existing views towards the effects of accountability 

policy on teachers’ lives, documenting teachers’ experiences will still lead to a richer 

understanding of evaluation’s relative influence.   

Moving into the study: qualitative approaches to examining complex 

relationships between policy, practice and identity.  As this study examines how teachers 

might be influenced by evaluation policies, it will focus on potential connections between 

performance management and resulting beliefs about instructional practice.  It will also 

explore the range of complex social structures that inform a teacher’s view of her role. 

Darling-Hammond, Wise and Pease (1983) argued that this approach is needed to counteract 

research that only, “seeks to measure the worth of teachers by reference to the product or 

output of their work” (p. 292), and sees students as raw material that can be molded at will.  

In the past, “the general failure of policy analysts to look at the ways in which policy wended 

its way towards and ultimately came to rest in schools and other social agencies left them 

without a useful explanation for the limited effects found by the research designs and 

methods then in use” (Darling-Hammond, 1990, p. 340).  Because the translation of 

professional identity and performance expectations into professional identity development 
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and conceptions of good classroom practice is a multifaceted and continual process, it is 

difficult to determine the full effect of policies like teacher evaluation by simply focusing on 

set outcomes.  In addition, since research tends to examine influences on practice in isolation 

from each other, it often fails to adequately describe the intertwined nature of such variables 

and their combined role in shaping teaching personas.  

Within this study, North Carolina serves as a case example of where evaluation fits 

within the range of factors that can contribute to teachers’ growth trajectories within the 

field.  Capturing more details about local teachers’ experiences with evaluation policies helps 

reveal how, and to what extent, performance management measures impact teachers’ 

impressions of preferred practice and either support or detract from their development.  As 

part of this data collection, teachers discuss the degree to which their own professional 

development processes have been influenced by systemic policies.  I also examined whether 

the feedback teachers received as part of the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process 

promotes meaningful conversations about teachers’ instructional choices and professional 

growth (Conley & Glasman, 2008).   

To this end, I asked teachers to describe 1) how evaluation is being carried out in 

their school; 2) which factors determine the nature of its implementation; 3) what they are 

“taking away” from evaluation; and 4) how “in sync” evaluation is with other influences on 

their conception of good practice and professional identity development, such as person- and 

school-based factors.  Within this study, person-based factors are the characteristics and prior 

experiences that a teacher brings into the classroom.  School-based factors are the 

organizational and structural characteristics that shape local school context and a teacher’s 

workplace environment.  One goal of the study was to determine how these variables interact 
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when it comes to policy implementation within local school contexts (see Figure 2.1).    In 

brief, the research study traced the path from 1) evaluation policy intention to 2) school-level 

implementation and 3) resulting individual interpretations of evaluation’s value (see 

Appendix A), examining “How, and to what extent, does teacher evaluation policy influence 

teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional identity development?
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CHAPTER THREE 

A TWO-PART QUALITATIVE EXPLORATION OF THE EFFECTS OF TEACHER 
EVALUATION ON TEACHERS’ CONCEPTIONS OF GOOD PRACTICE AND 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 
 

The Need for Additional Qualitative Research About Evaluation Policy 

When a new policy is introduced, those in charge of its design and implementation 

often consider how major stakeholders might react to their efforts and anticipate potential 

changes to those stakeholders’ lives.  In the case of teacher evaluation, policymakers are 

typically most concerned with determining how well performance appraisals measure teacher 

effectiveness and help monitor instructional quality. For example, related research might 

focus on how well evaluation mechanisms measure yearly growth and isolate a teacher’s 

impact on student achievement (Baker, et al., 2010; Ekert & Dubrowski, 2010; Rothstein, 

2010; Kane & Staiger, 2008), or assess the consequences of linking evaluation ratings to pay-

for-performance bonuses (Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2008; Figlio & Kenny, 2007; 

Podgursky & Springer, 2007; Dee & Keys, 2004). However, policymakers pay less attention 

to the impact of implementation on the daily experiences of teachers, who contribute to 

evaluation’s success or failure as “street-level bureaucrats” (Lipsky, 1980; Marshall & 

Gerstl-Pepin, 2009).  This oversight minimizes the impact of teachers’ choices about how to 

execute performance management standards within their classrooms.   

Qualitative research methods, such as case study narratives and discourse analysis of 

local policy contexts, have the power to illuminate contextual factors that shape how policies 

like teacher evaluation are carried out.  They can also bring teachers’ voices forward to 
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explain the nature of the relationship between evaluation standards and teachers’ own 

perceptions of their role.  This data is especially revealing in cases where the unique 

characteristics of each school setting cause variation in how evaluation policy guidelines 

translate into reality. By holding a magnifying glass over the intersection between state 

evaluation policy and school-based implementation, policymakers can compare their original 

intentions with individual interpretations of the evaluation process.  Although policymakers 

do not always allocate resources to gathering information about educators’ own views of 

performance guidelines, this type of qualitative data might help them assess evaluation’s 

impact relative to other pedagogical drivers.    

The primary questions that guided this study are, “How, and to what extent, does 

teacher evaluation policy influence teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional 

identity development?”  In keeping with this focus, Part One of this study examined the 

evaluation priorities within federal and local policy guidelines, while analyzing related 

public discourse about those performance management processes.  In Part Two of the study, 

teachers considered how those evaluation expectations related to their personal views of their 

professional identity and the responsibilities associated with the teaching role.   The 

resulting data were used to create narrative examples of teachers’ experiences with 

evaluation policies in North Carolina.  Analysis of this data addressed key sub-questions: 

• How do North Carolina’s expectations for teacher performance compare to a 

teacher’s own ideal practices and instructional objectives?   

• What is evaluation implementation like for local teachers?  

• How does school context affect evaluation’s ability to influence these teachers’ lives?” 
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Analysis of State and Federal Policy Documents 

The first part of data gathering and analysis included discourse analysis of federal 

and state policy documents that marked the introduction of more rigorous evaluation 

measures in North Carolina (from 2010 forward).  These data set the scene for the use of 

North Carolina as a case study in evaluation implementation and provided contextual 

information about how these policies define successful teaching.  Detailing the messages 

within evaluation policy about expectations for teacher performance and examining how the 

teaching role is presented and positioned with the official North Carolina Teacher Evaluation 

Process also provided a basis for comparison with teachers’ own beliefs about their role.  

Within this analysis, I examined data in two stages to establish a baseline understanding of 

the public messages about teaching responsibilities.  First, I synthesized prior analysis of 

federal-level communication about evaluation priorities to determine how the environment 

for more rigorous local evaluation was established.  Next, I outlined the nature of North 

Carolina’s response to federal pressures by examining the current state evaluation process, 

along with related training materials. 

In the first part, data included (1) transcripts from 11 federal-level speeches Secretary 

of Education Arne Duncan made in 2010 that reference teacher evaluation, during a key 

initiative to persuade states to consider the need for greater evaluation, (2) state-level policy 

documents that reflect the local changes in evaluation policies that followed, such as sections 

of the North Carolina’s Race to the Top application addressing teacher evaluation and the 

North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process manual, and (3) a PowerPoint presentation used 

to introduce the new North Carolina Teacher Evaluation process to local educators during 

state-mandated training sessions.  
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Teacher Case Studies 

The second part of the study brought forward the lived experiences of local teachers 

who had been subject to evaluation measures by using narrative details to formulate 

composite examples of how they believe evaluation has impacted their practice.  Data 

sources included information from surveys, general focus group discussion, a structured 

focus group activity, and individual follow-up interviews.  Other factors that shaped teachers’ 

perspectives towards ideal teaching behaviors were positioned relative to the effect of 

receiving observation feedback under the new evaluation policy guidelines.  Together, this 

data led to a better understanding of how evaluation affects teachers’ professional identity 

development and subsequent conceptions of good practice, which was the ultimate focus of 

analysis.  It also provided the basis for understanding teachers’ (1) interpretation of 

evaluation expectations, along with (2) the implementation factors that drive how those 

expectations are carried out at their school; and (3) the relationship between evaluation and 

other factors that they consider to have significantly shaped who they are as teachers (See 

Appendix A).  

By connecting policy content with narrative accounts of teachers’ experiences with 

evaluation, several objectives were accomplished.  First, I juxtaposed policy intention with 

how teachers internalize and interpret evaluation requirements.  Secondly, I dissected the role 

of school settings in implementing evaluation to reveal what drives varied experiences with 

the execution of such policies.  Does context create significant variation in how evaluation 

policies are carried out? How does evaluation’s influence compare to person- and school-

based factors that may also play an important role in shaping a teacher’s practice?   
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Research Methodology: Discourse Analysis 

Discourse analysis was the dominant methodology used in this study, particularly in 

Part One.  Discourse analysis examines how language is used to build meaning and reflects 

on how these meanings are put into use (Gee, 2005).  In this study, discourse analysis was 

used as the methodology for examining the interrelationship between policy discourse and 

teachers’ own discourse about evaluation. Discourse in this context means, “a distinctive way 

to use language integrated with ‘other stuff’ so as to enact a particular type of (however 

negotiable and contestable) socially situated identity (type of person)” (p. 46).  In other 

words, the language that we use to express ourselves helps shape our identity by connecting 

those utterances, along with any associated behaviors and actions, to societal conceptions of 

our position within particular groups.  In this case, the framing of evaluation by 

policymakers, government officials, and state agencies established an intended purpose for 

implementing more rigorous evaluation.  Teachers then discussed what they thought of 

evaluation implementation from their perspective, while describing the broader context of 

influences on their conceptions of practice.   

In response to the need for more specifics about evaluation circumstances, critical 

discourse analysis, in particular, provided tools for identifying how widely held beliefs about 

teacher responsibilities come to be presented and by whom.  This methodology was 

especially essential to examining policy documents in Part One of this study.  By applying 

this type of theoretical framework to issues like teacher evaluation to see who is allowed to 

define teaching roles, how they do so, and what the effect of such mechanisms might be, I 

could “explore how language works in policy texts, and in particular how it can be used to 

document hybrid genres and discourses, and to highlight competing discourses and 
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marginalized discourses” (Taylor, 2004, p. 444).  The critical approach offers an important 

counterpoint to other types of analyses:  “Proponents charge that traditional policy studies, 

particularly those based on economic models of behavior, take a narrow and technocratic 

approach to policy choices, and that they diminish the meaning of politics and obscure the 

role of values in defining policy alternatives” (White, 1994, p. 508).  In contrast, a critical 

approach examines the underlying ideologies and beliefs that drive policy decisions and 

identifies the power dynamics within social structures and institutions (Fairclough, 2013). 

Researchers may consider policy documents to be drivers of a “conversation” 

between states/districts and teachers, establishing expectations that make significant 

contributions to the nature of school working environments (Fairclough, 1995).  These 

documents can be further understood as evidence of an “interpretive system” (Taylor, 2004) 

that informs aspects of a teacher’s identity: “This interpretive system may be people’s 

historically and culturally different views of nature; it may be the norms, traditions, and 

values of institutions; it may be the discourse and dialogue of others; or it may be the 

workings of affinity groups” (Gee, 2000, p. 108).  Documents that describe teaching roles, 

responsibilities and success markers therefore provide us with specific evidence of how 

perceptions of ideal instructional objectives might be formed.   

 Because this study first focuses on data within written texts such as teacher evaluation 

policy rubrics and guidelines, it makes sense to identify the broader themes within these 

documents, making their content and underlying values – or what is said – as important as 

how it is described.  Gee (2004) suggests that while the form and function of language should 

remain central to any examination of discourse, an understanding of situated meaning 
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becomes germane to our interpretation of communication patterns within historical and 

cultural frameworks.   

Examining policy documents to understand how evaluation is being positioned.  

By examining what Gee (2005) calls “building tasks” of conversation, this study recognized 

how language works to create significance, activities, identities, relationships, politics, 

connections, sign systems, and knowledge that serve to organize our discursive process (p. 

11).  This approach incorporated foundational descriptions of critical discourse analysis with 

Gee’s notions of how social practices are organized.  Gee (2005) tells us that as part of this 

complex interaction between the form and function of language, “We do recognize or 

assemble situated meanings based on context, but we also construe the context to be a certain 

way and not another based on the situated meanings we assemble” (p. 65).  Widely 

distributed policy documents contribute to the context for policy implementation by 

establishing common understandings of their purpose.  Even though readers view such 

documents as being products of the institutions that created them, the documents themselves 

contribute to our characterization of that institution’s intentions.    

Woodside-Jiron (2004), for example, applies those principles to the policy arena, 

while considering how values and power dynamics function within regulatory and rule-

bound institutions.  Her research “draws attention to particular texts, discourse practices, and 

social practice issues that are particularly relevant to thinking about the engineering of social 

change through language and practice” (p. 176).  When a policy is introduced, word choice 

gives some indication of the policy’s underlying implications and intentions.  Tracking both 

thematic and structural trends within policy discourse about teacher evaluation in North 

Carolina helped illuminate how proposed evaluation measures were sold to the public and 
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introduced to those who would be the most directly affected by any changes to the law.  This 

type of analysis also identified priorities within policy texts that sought to move teachers in a 

particular direction. 

The dialogical nature of policy language.  By using critical discourse analysis tools 

to recognize how “language plays a primary role in the creation of meaning” (Apple, 1996, p. 

130) within layered social and political contexts, these methods began to pinpoint how 

policymakers attempted to fulfill performance management implementation goals, as well as 

the effects of that implementation on stakeholders within school communities, like teachers.  

Because language is dialogic, it was important to not only to examine what was said and 

written, but also what was heard or received. The players within this educational policy arena 

were all subject to each other’s views of evaluation, as they took on the simultaneous roles of 

speaker and listener.  However, the educational arena does not necessarily provide a level 

playing field, as the policymakers, educational agencies, and teachers producing this 

discourse still couched their language within socially bounded genres that indicated the 

nature of their role.  A better understanding of these dynamics:  

facilitates the exploration of how policies that are presented as reality serve primarily 
as political rhetoric; how knowledge, power and resources are distributed inequitably; 
how programs…reproduce stratified social relations; how schools institutionalize 
those with whom they come in contact, and how individuals react (i.e. resistance or 
acquiescence) to such social and institutional forces (Young, 1999, p. 685).   

 
In the case of teacher evaluation, it was valuable to compare patterns and themes within 

teachers’ contributions to teacher evaluation policy discourse with public depictions of 

evaluation by government officials who may have relatively more authority.  In doing so, this 

study showed how stakeholders making higher-level decisions about policy implementation 

positioned the role of the teacher and made claims about teachers’ views towards being 
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assessed.  It also characterized the part that teachers play in their own “evaluation story”, 

which may itself vary depending on context and perception. 

Relationship between policy and teachers: Case study narratives.  A broader 

qualitative examination of teachers’ experiences with evaluation helped me form the case 

study narratives in Part Two.  Case study narratives are commonly used as a way to provide 

rich details about individual experiences and “ add to humanistic understanding” (Stake, 

1978, p. 7).  In composite form, they draw from across a study’s participants to provide 

representative accounts of trends from throughout the data.  In this study, teachers’ stories 

provided detailed examples of the nature of teachers’ discourse about evaluation policy 

implementation within their schools, which were situated within the broader North Carolina 

educational policy environment.  By building case examples of teachers’ experiences with 

evaluation that consider context, a “specific and focused form of linguistic analysis can be 

connected to questions about social construction in organizations” (Fairclough, 2005, p. 926).   

In other words, drawing from teachers’ descriptions of how evaluation is being enacted 

within local institutions helps explain how school, district, and state-level culture affect a 

policy’s impact.  Since case studies relate the complexity of a particular experience to 

broader contextual circumstances (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009), I was able to relate teachers’ 

individual experiences with evaluation policy to widespread evaluation discourse and the 

educational climate that fostered increased performance management.  

Because initial analyses of the messages within relevant evaluation policy documents 

would simply provide a beginning point for understanding how expectations for teacher 

performance are framed and presented, it was crucial for me to gather more information 

about their effects on teachers’ daily lives.  In Part Two of the study, I discussed the content 
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of policy-driven messages and evaluation procedures with participant teachers, who could 

relate policy discourse to their own ideas about what they should be held responsible for, and 

share their thoughts about how evaluation had impacted their practice.   As a result, I could 

connect the implications of evaluation policy identified within Part One to the narratives of 

real-life experiences that emerged in Part Two.   

Details About Part One: Documentation of Policy Environments That Define Teaching 
Roles 
 

In North Carolina, the primary policy document that describes the components of a 

teacher’s job and outlines performance expectations is currently known as the North 

Carolina (NC) Teacher Evaluation Process (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a).  The 

state Department of Public Instruction created this guide to evaluation in 2009, and slightly 

revised it in subsequent years to include more details about additional components like value-

added growth measures that track student achievement progress.  It contains a description of 

its purpose and outlines responsibilities within the review process, while providing a rubric to 

guide classroom observations and assign end-of-year ratings.  Therefore, analyzing its 

content revealed how teaching success is being defined within state policy objectives that ask 

administrators to determine performance scores. 

My examination of related communication, such as a PowerPoint presentation used to 

introduce North Carolina educators to the new evaluation process (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2012b), offered an understanding of how this policy was situated.  These 

documents were my entry point into capturing the thinking behind increased teacher 

accountability measures and outlined key areas of focus.  Analyzing their content provided 

discursive insight into how the teaching role is being positioned within school communities.  

As I tracked trends within the presentation of evaluation standards, the nature of their 
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potential effects on teachers’ perceptions of their job was made apparent.  By describing the 

priorities and values revealed within this policy discourse, I set up further exploration of the 

relationship between evaluation expectations and views of the teaching role, as they related 

to the choices that teachers make about how to approach their classrooms. 

Data collected during this first part of the study addressed sub-questions like, “What 

does analyzing federal and local policy guidelines reveal about evaluation priorities, and 

how do these priorities connect to one another?  How do they describe the teaching role and 

related responsibilities, as well as indicators of success? What messages might they contain 

for teachers working to construct their professional identity and determine appropriate 

practice?  Whose voices contribute to this dialogue around how to measure teaching 

success?  What is emphasized in these documents (e.g. ongoing growth/process or end 

results/product)?” 

Details about data sources and analysis for Part One.  North Carolina’s guide to 

teacher evaluation includes information about the accountability measures and performance 

expectations that evolved from federal pressures to conduct more rigorous assessments of 

teachers’ impact on student results.  These guidelines were at the center of my discourse 

analysis of performance management trends within North Carolina, as I traced the path from 

the U.S. Department of Education’s reform agenda to state level adaptation of updated 

evaluation policies and procedures: 

-‐ First, I analyzed 11 speeches made by Secretary of Education Arne Duncan from 

March through August 2010 that specifically reference teacher evaluation (in 

archived transcript format).  My analysis narrowed in on the time period between 

RttT Round 1 and Round 2 winners being announced, when states had a chance to 
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adjust their application to reflect preferred federal evaluation approaches, 

including a growing emphasis on teacher effectiveness over instructional process 

or training qualifications.  For example, North Carolina had the opportunity to 

commit to linking teacher performance to student achievement as the state 

responded to the U.S. Department of Education’s feedback about their initial RttT 

application.   As a result, 2010 marked a tipping point that cemented teacher 

evaluation’s place on the education reform agenda.  This context provided a 

broader backdrop against which to situate the North Carolina case. 

o When I analyzed these speeches, first I identified all mentions of teacher 

evaluation.  This included related terms such as performance management 

and teacher effectiveness.  Next, I broke that data into subcategories based 

on my research interests.  Because I wanted to establish the intended 

purpose of evaluation reform, as well as key messages to states within the 

RttT agenda, I tracked justifications for making evaluation more rigorous.  

I then identified discourse that included specific suggestions for updates to 

state-level evaluation systems.  At this point, additional areas of analysis 

emerged based on the patterns and themes that surfaced throughout 

Duncan’s evaluation discourse.  As a result, I decided to capture how 1) 

uniform evaluation implementation and 2) the role of teachers were being 

framed.  To do so, I analyzed patterns of positioning language used to 

form agreement and consensus.  This language was also used to construct 

images of ideal teaching behavior (Fairclough, 2005; Gee; 2005).   
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-‐ I then analyzed North Carolina’s RttT application (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010a), as well as federal reviewers’ comments about the state’s proposed 

reforms to managing “teacher effectiveness” (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010b; 2010e).  This provided me with another source for demonstrating how 

evaluation changes were made possible via RttT funding, which I used to 

establish North Carolina as a specific case example of recent implementation of 

rigorous evaluation policies.   

o My analysis again included an examination of how teaching roles and the 

purpose of evaluation were being described and positioned with North 

Carolina’s RttT application, in relation to stated RttT priorities.  As a 

result, I looked for parallels between federal and state language, to 

determine if the federal agenda had any influence on state evaluation 

actions.  For instance, did the language in North Carolina’s proposed 

evaluation reforms echo Duncan’s rhetoric?  Did it match application 

requirements and reviewer expectations? Did reviewer comments 

reinforce federal messages about evaluation priorities?  How did the state 

adjust or clarify its evaluation plans in response to those comments? 

-‐ Finally, I analyzed local policy documents that related to evaluation 

implementation. The primary document that I examined was the aforementioned 

guide to the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process, which includes the rubric 

for evaluation observations within an outline of the performance management 

process. This document also contains directions for completing the evaluation 

cycle, as related to the observation rubric and its standards for teaching, as well as 
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templates for designing future professional development plans.  As I looked 

across the official evaluation guide, I identified common ways that teaching 

priorities or the primary responsibilities that comprise a teacher’s job are 

described.  My analysis also focused on the ways that the purpose of evaluation 

was depicted, the nature of suggested teaching behaviors, and the use of formative 

versus summative language.  Next, I triangulated my content analysis of the NC 

Teacher Evaluation Process guidelines with data from a PowerPoint presentation 

created by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction to train teachers 

on the new evaluation process during this guide’s initial distribution.  In doing so, 

I could confirm how these rubric requirements and objectives were initially 

presented, positioned, and framed by state and district personnel who introduced 

these concepts to local implementers, school employees, and the general public.  

Overall, reviewing this data helped me identify key points - or cruces tensions 

(Fairclough, 1995) – within examples of how evaluation was supposed to be 

carried out. 

o Within my analysis of the NC Teacher Evaluation Process guidebook, I 

first identified stated purposes for updated evaluation measures.  I also 

looked at patterns across language that described a teacher’s role and 

responsibilities.  Then, I looked at the action verbs and phrases within 

evaluation standards to determine what types of behaviors teachers were 

expected to display.   

o Within the evaluation training PowerPoint, I examined data that showed 

how the role of evaluation, as well as the purpose of being rated based on 
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standard measures of practice, was being positioned relative to teachers’ 

professional growth trajectory. 

Ultimately, I used each data point to build evidence of how North Carolina policymakers and 

the state Department of Public Instruction defined the purpose of this particular type of 

teacher evaluation.  Analyzing these documents also contributed to my understanding of how 

North Carolina’s current teacher evaluation standards define good practice. For local teachers 

who must adhere to these standards, the NC Teacher Evaluation Process that resulted from 

the state’s response to federal priorities contains messages about how they might best 

contribute to their school community, and how those contributions will be measured.   

Details about Part Two: Building Rich Case Examples to Illuminate Evaluation 
Experiences 
 
 The second part of the study describes the degree of influence that performance 

management directives might have on a teacher’s perspective of her pedagogy.  It also places 

evaluation within the context of school environments, which contain a variety of potential 

influences on beliefs about the teaching role.  As performance management mechanisms are 

implemented, their effects are mediated by a combination of school and person-based factors.  

The result of the interplay between these “variables of interest” creates a path from 

implementation to teachers’ interpretations of evaluation’s significance (see Appendix A for 

a framework that traces this path).  To create a basis for comparing policy intention, 

implementation realities and personal perceptions of ideal practice, I juxtaposed evaluation 

procedures with teachers’ descriptions of their actual evaluation experiences.  I also 

positioned official performance standards with teachers’ views of their job responsibilities.  

Consequently, the data in this part of the study helped me show how interactions between 

evaluation and other influences on teachers’ professional identity development might affect 
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teachers’ conceptions of good practice, as well as further growth within the teacher role.   

Therefore, my data collection and analysis in this second part specifically related the details 

of teachers’ experiences with evaluation to questions such as, “How do evaluation rubric 

expectations relate to teachers’ personal views of their professional identity as educational 

professionals?  What factors affect evaluation implementation?  What other factors, aside 

from evaluation, drive practice decisions and approaches to the classroom?”  

Selecting participants.  For this study, I recruited twelve PreK-3rd grade school 

teachers from across three different public, North Carolina elementary schools.  In recent 

years, new assessments have been constructed to review teachers at all levels, including the 

early elementary years.  Most prominently, rubrics for rating teachers based on observations 

of their practice provide a generic template for principals to evaluate every teacher in the 

state.  To better understand how evaluation using these rubrics has evolved, I ensured that 

participants had been in their current school since at least 2011.  Furthermore, although I 

wanted to recruit multiple teachers within the same school setting to discuss how evaluation 

was being presented within their workplace, and their principals were aware of this study, 

participants independently agreed to share their experiences, rather than being directed to 

take part by administrators.   

As such, I solicited volunteers through their prior participation in a multi-year, 

collaborative research project that had worked with teachers to identify typical classroom 

practices, discuss potential reforms to their curriculum and instruction, and engage in related 

professional development.  To better understand how localized implementation variables can 

affect teachers’ perceptions of their responsibilities, this new study drew participants from 

three of the prior project’s school sites to represent a range of working environments and 
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compare teacher experiences within and across those venues for instruction. Although the 

prior project had focused on ways that these teachers might better serve African-American, 

Latino, and low-income students, I asked the participants in this separate research effort to 

engage in broader conversation about how they determine appropriate practice and develop 

instructional strategies.  In addition, I asked them how teacher evaluation fits into school 

contexts that are crowded with other reform priorities, of which their prior research project is 

just one example.  While this sample of North Carolina teachers was recruited primarily out 

of convenience, the prior work that participants had done to explore their teaching practices 

may have prepared them to feel comfortable analyzing the factors that contribute to their 

pedagogical choices and teaching goals.  As a result, they were prime candidates for this type 

of research exploration. 

The participants also had similarities beyond their involvement in the same prior 

project.  Although they are located in disparate regions of the state, in different, non-adjacent 

districts, each of these teachers’ schools serves between 450 and 650 students.  The first 

school is located in the smallest, most rural town out of the group, with about 11,000 

residents.  About 75% of students are minorities, and about 80% receive free or reduced 

lunch; in the past, the school has performed below the state average in math and reading 

(Public Schools of North Carolina, 2013).  The second school serves a portion of the small 

cities and towns within a county of about 67,000.  Approximately 12% of students are 

minorities, and about 50% receive free or reduced lunch; in recent years, their school 

performed above the state average in both subject areas (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2013).  Lastly, the third school is in a semi-rural area of approximately 15,000 residents, 

close to a larger metro area.  It serves a population of about 65% minority students and 70% 
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of students receive free or reduced lunch; the school performed below the state average in 

both subject areas in 2012-13 (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2013).  Overall, these 

schools were not completely struggling, but had areas for growth and improvement.   

Along those lines, during the prior research project that these teachers participated in, 

data gathered using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) revealed that as a 

group, these teachers were providing an average learning environment for their children.  For 

instance, on a seven-point scale, the average CLASS score from across the “instructional 

support” domain was close to the middle of the scale, at 3.21 (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 

2008; Oertwig & Gillanders, 2012, slide 2).  The instructional support domain assesses how 

well a teacher provides concept development, quality feedback, and language modeling to 

their students (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008).  From across the “emotional support” 

domain, which includes assessments of positive climate, teacher sensitivity, and regard for 

student perspectives, the average score was a 4.2 (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008; Oertwig 

& Gillanders, 2012, slide 5).  While some of the individual teachers in this current study may 

have scored even higher than the group average from across their schools, this data indicates 

that participants were starting from at least a middle-of-the-road performance level. 

Participant interactions.  There were four opportunities to collect data from 

participants over the course of the study, although only 10 out of the 12 participants 

volunteered to participate in the final follow-up interview.  First, all 12 teachers filled out a 

survey to expedite the uniform collection of basic background information about their school 

context and their experiences with evaluation (see Appendix B, Survey Questions).  

Demographic information collected from this survey revealed that these participants were 

white females with bachelor’s degrees or higher.  Their experience levels ranged from two to 
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26 years in the classroom.  One might divide the group into those teachers who were 

extremely experienced (four teachers with over 15 years of experience); those who were 

experienced (six teachers with five to 15 years of experience) and relatively new teachers 

(two teachers with one to four years of experience).  Nine of the participants head up PreK-

1st grade classrooms, while the other three teach in 2nd-3rd grade, causing the earliest 

elementary years to be particularly well represented.   

During focus groups I conducted with teachers’ colleagues at their schools, I used the 

survey data as a jumping off point for understanding how evaluation was being implemented 

and perceived within their setting.   Because participants filled out the survey directly before 

focus group discussion began, there was a natural transition from thinking about evaluation 

individually to talking about it with others within their same context.  Questions I posed to 

the group focused on general impressions of evaluation policy, as well as implementation 

factors that made evaluation either more or less effective within their school setting.  In doing 

so, data from these focus groups helped capture whether state-level guidelines were being 

applied in the same way across different school settings, and if not, whether areas of 

difference were beneficial or detrimental. Appendix C (Focus Group Questions & Activities) 

contains more details about specific questions that were used to guide conversation.   

During their focus group session, all 12 participants also engaged in an activity 

designed to compare evaluation with other drivers of teachers’ practice.  As part of this 

activity, participants considered a comprehensive list of potential influences on their teaching 

(see Appendix C, Focus Group Questions & Activities).  This list was divided into person-, 

school-, and policy-based factors.  Person-based influences included experiences that 

individual teachers commonly carry with them into the classroom, such as prior schooling, 
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teacher training, or family upbringing.  School-based considerations were more contextual, 

such as leadership, student demographics, and professional development opportunities.  

Lastly, possible policy-based influences encompassed elements of the educational 

environment that went beyond specific school settings, such as statewide initiatives or the 

current educational climate within North Carolina.   I specifically named teacher evaluation 

as a potential influence within this category, to generate data about its relative importance.  

Although this activity had a set structure to allow for consistency in data collection across 

groups, teachers were able to write in “other” influences not included in the generalized list if 

there was anything that they wanted to add.  They were also encouraged to add notes under 

each potential influence that would provide a brief description of what it meant to them.  

After considering how these possibilities applied to their own circumstances, participants 

then ranked each factor’s relative importance.   

During this activity, teachers often made comments to each other that were further 

captured within extended focus group discussion about their responses.  They were asked to 

share what was the most important to them, and describe how evaluation fit into the bigger 

picture of the numerous factors that drove their pedagogical approaches.  For the most part, 

teachers participated in this activity as planned. However, there were a few challenges in 

trying to capture the complexity of teachers’ lives.  As participants worked through the 

provided list, rating potential positive influences on their practice was fairly straightforward.  

But then they were asked to indicate if some aspects of these factors could actually be 

considered less helpful, or negative, influences on their teaching.  Several participants 

acknowledged these distinctions, but still found it easier to rate the importance of potential 

positive influences than to differentiate between less helpful elements of classroom life.   
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Although this did not majorly detract from the study, as some of these nuances were further 

explored during subsequent conversations, a few teachers were reluctant to name these 

pressures and commit them to paper. In addition, it was challenging for teachers to think 

about a scale of relative importance while simultaneously distilling the multiple facets of an 

influence’s scope.  Future work in this area would therefore require modification of the 

activity’s structure to better capture those details beyond what was clarified within later focus 

group and interview discussion.   

Follow-up interviews to triangulate data and gain further detail about their evaluation 

experiences and conceptions of good practice were conducted with 10 teachers out of the 

total group of 12 participants (two from the first school, four from the second school, and 

four from the third school).  Ten of the 12 teachers participated in the final interview.  During 

these interviews, teachers were asked about emerging themes from across previously 

collected data, either for clarification or to provide more specific examples of trends within 

their evaluation experiences (see Appendix D, Interview Questions).  Teachers also 

elaborated on responses they had given during the focus group activity that asked them to 

rate influences that impacted their practice.   I hoped to uncover areas of negotiated decision-

making within semi-structured discussion of how each teacher approaches the classroom, 

where teachers described the interaction between other drivers of pedagogical decisions and 

meeting evaluation standards.  I was also interested in the costs and benefits of providing 

teachers with structured guidelines for their work.  At certain points, broader discussion 

about how evaluation might influence their practice was grounded in examining the exact 

guidelines within the NC Teacher Evaluation Process.  However, because many teachers did 

not see details of these guidelines as particularly relevant to their daily practice, they tended 
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to talk about them as a whole, rather than speaking to individual aspects of evaluation 

mechanisms and procedures.    

As participants further explained who they are as professionals, how they see their 

role, and how their visions of success compare with those provided by evaluation policy 

directives, these details began to form a rich narrative account of teachers’ lives in the 

classroom and their workplace experiences.  Once all four data points were synthesized, the 

data contributed to the construction of composite descriptions of how evaluation tended to 

unfold, while providing representative examples of evaluation experiences within particular 

school settings.  Because of the continuous nature of this data collection process, which 

occurred over the course of five months, case study narratives utilizing teachers’ stories were 

constructed in several stages.  See Appendix E for more details about each element of data 

collection within Part Two and the role it played as analysis, organized according to the 

timeline for gathering this information from participant teachers. 

Building case study examples.  Although the experiences of a small number of 

teachers could never fully represent evaluation experiences for an entire state or district, their 

stories can be instructive to policy makers and school leadership personnel who are seeking 

to better understand what the evaluation process has been like for the teachers under their 

direction, and gather details that may be missing from summative policy analysis.  Such 

narratives recognize the differences between teachers’ views towards evaluation policy and 

implementation objectives, and make them explicit.  As I asked participants to share how 

their sense of “teacherness” and conceptions of good practice might relate to performance 

standards, I obtained enough specifics to begin to more precisely pinpoint how they defined 

good teaching, along with significant influences on their approach to the classroom.  This 
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helped me to engage in research that, “investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-depth and 

within its real life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p. 18).  Moving from theory to practice, this study 

investigated what might be gained or lost in the journey from policy documents to lived 

reality. 

Although the sample size was limited to create opportunities for involved storytelling, 

representational data extrapolated from the details of teachers’ experiences still related data 

to a bigger narrative that encompasses district, state, and national evaluation impacts.  Within 

this study, the 12 participants shared how policy guidelines and workplace constructs 

interacted with their individual inclinations about how to lead their classrooms.  Since 

participants were clustered in schools, they also described varied contexts for 

implementation, which could be documented and compared.  This helped illuminate when 

experiences are typical of a particular school setting or district, rather than isolated to just one 

individual’s perspectives.  Stake (1995) tells us that in order to build confidence around 

patterns of findings, “we must take more time, looking them over again and again, reflecting, 

triangulating, being skeptical about first impressions and simple meanings.  For the evidence 

most critical to our assertions, we isolate those repetitions and correspondence tables most 

pertinent, challenging ourselves as to the adequacy of these data for that assertion” (p. 78).  

This does not necessarily mean that researchers need a great volume of data, but that the data 

that is collected should be a close enough observation of real life practices to provide 

evidence of common circumstances. 

By combining an in-depth look at each participant’s experiences with an analysis of 

patterns and themes that resonated across the broader data set, my analysis attempted to 
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capture the nuanced effects of person- and school-based influences as they interest with 

policy frameworks that are supposed to be applied in uniform fashion across multiple settings 

for teaching and learning.  Because case study narratives can contain both individual 

retellings of personal experiences and composite impressions gathered from the entire body 

of contributing evidence, readers gain both the detail necessary to adequately represent the 

complexity of educational workplaces, and a certain level of generalization that can provide 

useful conclusions for leadership personnel to consider.   Stake (1978) explains that, “As 

readers recognize essential similarities to cases of interest of them, they establish the basis 

for naturalistic generalizations” (p. 7).  The level of detail within each case description then 

allows for distinctions between aspects of any one particular story that resonate with a 

broader base of constituents, as opposed to more trivial or unique experiences and attitudes 

that remain too specific for us to glean useful information from. As case studies give us more 

information to consider than we previously had access to, they can play a useful role in, 

“adding to existing experience and humanistic understanding” (Stake, 1978, p. 7), and 

grounding our views of policy’s impacts in rich descriptions of lived practices and 

implementation realities.   

Analyzing data to answer essential questions.  During data analysis, the central 

question of “How, and to what extent, does teacher evaluation policy influence teachers’ 

conceptions of good practice and professional identity development?” guided my initial 

organization of findings.  Sub-questions about teacher attitudes towards evaluation, 

implementation factors, the role of context and school culture, and where evaluation fit 

within the range of influences on teachers’ professional identity development also helped 

shape the nature of my early analysis, which included a priori, preselected coding (Coffey & 
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Atkinson, 1996, p. 32).  I determined these initial, broad codes by considering 1) my study’s 

focus, 2) my analysis of themes and trends within evaluation policy from Part One of the 

study, and 3) my review of literature that pointed towards these categories of interest (see 

Appendix F).   

The first preselected code was “attitudinal”.  I chose to focus on teachers’ general 

attitudes towards evaluation and how they characterized evaluation’s purpose, because I 

wanted to compare this data to my discourse analysis of the official NC Teacher Evaluation 

Process completed in Part One.  Previous research indicated that teachers’ attitudes towards a 

policy’s value and utility are central to implementation success (Gee, 2000; Lasky, 2005; 

Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002).  The next code was “implementation”, which also 

stemmed from my central interest in how evaluation was being carried out across the three 

school settings in this study.  Researchers have established that implementation factors 

significantly affect a policy’s impact on practice (Cohen et al., 2009; Fullan, 2001; Ozga, 

2000).  Finally, I coded for “influence”, given my interest in determining how evaluation’s 

impact on practice compared to other key drivers, as well as prior research indicating that a 

complex array of factors affect teachers’ professional identity development (Beijaard, 

Verloop, &Vermunt, 2000).   

However, as I looked for trends and patterns from across teachers’ own descriptions 

of evaluation, their insights contributed to my emerging organization of data.  For instance, 

although my research questions already focused on implementation, teachers themselves 

indicated that within that broader category, specific tension points might include issues with 

turnover, alignment, and time constraints.  Teachers also suggested key factors that I had not 

initially considered, such as whether teachers were personally motivated to use evaluation 
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data to advance their instruction, as opposed to having a negative view towards receiving any 

kind of critical feedback.  Peirce (1979) described this type of combined analysis structure as 

based on abductive reasoning.  This mix of deductive and inductive approaches takes both 

previously established research questions and research directions suggested by subsequent 

analyses of fresh data into account.  In doing so, it generates “a repeated interaction among 

existing ideas, former findings and observations, new observations, and new ideas” (Coffey 

& Atkinson, 1996, p. 156).   Consequently, my initial coding schemes were refined and 

enhanced by a preliminary review of the data to determine the final themes from across 

teachers’ real-life experiences.   

Finally, as I neared the end of my analysis, I specifically identified participants’ 

discourse about what good teaching looked like.  In the context of this study, I defined their 

discourse as language used to build meaning and create a socially situated professional 

identity (Gee, 2004).  I also saw their descriptions of ideal teaching behaviors and goals as 

indicative of ground-level dialogue about evaluation standards within the policy-to-practice 

dynamic.  I directly asked teachers to provide more detailed examples of what good teaching 

looked like after my preliminary analysis of focus group data.  Although some participants 

had already touched upon this topic during focus group sessions, my initial review indicated 

that more information was needed to better compare participants’ views to federal and state 

evaluation policy rhetoric.    My decision to further analyze this discourse was also driven by 

returning to my primary research questions about conceptions of good practice, as well as 

sub-questions like “How do evaluation rubric expectations relate to teachers’ personal views 

of their professional identity as educational professionals?”  By doing so, I could connect 
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the ways that teachers talked about ideal approaches to the classroom with official evaluation 

standards.   

Examining teacher discourse about evaluation to determine how it related to 

dominant policy narratives allowed me to bring these teachers’ perspectives to the forefront 

(Fairclough, 1995; Taylor, 2004; Young, 1999).  It also illuminated how policy discourse is 

interpreted by teachers, who then decide how to incorporate directives like performance 

expectations into their existing conceptions of good practice (Gee, 2000; Taylor, 1994). 

Overall, using teachers’ views towards evaluation to capture evaluation’s relative influence 

within their lives helped me build narrative case examples based on their ground-level 

experiences (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009).  In addition, it brought forward attitudinal dimensions 

of real-life experiences that cannot be easily pre-determined or described within strictly 

empirical research.  Blumer (1954) called these “sensitizing concepts”, which he saw as 

important to understanding aspects of people’s lives like “culture, institutions, social 

structure, mores, and personality” (p. 7). Within analysis of data, these sensitizing concepts 

“suggest directions along which to look” and contribute to “a general sense of what is 

relevant” (p. 7) within particular contexts. 

Initial use of each data point.  To accomplish my analysis goals, I drew from all four 

points of contact with teachers.  First, I used survey data compiled by Qualtrics to describe 

general trends in attitudes towards the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process.  Within the 

Qualtrics report, simple descriptive statistics were used to calculate the average number of 

responses within questions rating evaluation experiences and this policy’s relative 

importance to teachers.  Survey responses to sub-questions about general feelings towards 

evaluation, which parts of the evaluation process mattered (to both their school and to them 
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personally), the impact of evaluation on decisions about practice, and evaluation’s relative 

contributions to their sense of what it meant to be a good teacher were the most relevant to 

determining if this group found evaluation to be both useful and personally meaningful.   I 

also related these responses to my broad initial coding about teachers’ attitudes towards 

evaluation.  This established a basis for asking teachers about the reasoning behind their 

ratings during follow-up discussion.   

Focus group data from discussions with three to five participants clustered in each 

school included further descriptions of implementation issues, which I later coded to identify 

areas where implementation was a factor in attitudes towards performance management.  

This data also helped me characterize each school context, allowing for comparisons between 

schools.  For instance, I was able to identify areas where participants either spoke positively 

or negatively about specific components of the evaluation process and how they were being 

carried out within their school setting.  Consequently, focus group data was my primary 

source of data during my initial, broad analysis of teachers’ overall experiences and 

orientations, using the pre-selected codes described earlier. 

Next, I used data from the focus group activity where individual teachers rated 

evaluation relative to other positive influences on their practice to pinpoint trends in what did 

matter to teachers.  During my initial analysis, I compiled data from across individual 

participants to identify how many teachers total rated each potential factor along a scale of 

relative importance.   In some cases, the details that individual teachers provided about how 

each category of influence related to their lives also provided material for follow-up.  For 

instance, I focused my next round of coding on capturing more details about top-rated 
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influences from focus group discussion about the activity. I also decided to ask teachers 

about influences that were highly important to them during individual follow-up interviews.   

Individual interview data was the final source for understanding evaluation 

experiences.  Along with focus group discussion data, my examination of teachers’ 

individual accounts of their evaluation experiences heavily contributed to narratives about 

trends in evaluation’s relative influence.  I used interview data to confirm my earlier 

analyses, flesh out descriptions of data that fell under a priori codes, and more concretely 

identify emerging trends within participants’ experiences that might provide additional 

insight.  As a result, coding interview data allowed me to further establish broader themes 

from across the group, and then determine how to break down this information into subtopics 

and organize it. 

Coding across the data points.  Coding across these data points first focused on 

broad evidence that I could use to indicate whether or not evaluation was having an impact.  

When I looked across all four data points to identify overarching statements about 

evaluation’s effects, I looked for teacher responses that would address whether or not such 

policies were considered to be a substantive influence on teachers’ conceptions of good 

practice and professional identity development.  For instance, responses to survey questions 

that asked teachers to rate evaluation’s relative impact on their practice were combined with 

data from the focus group activity that specifically asked teachers to rate evaluation’s 

importance relative to other importance influences, along with more detailed descriptions of 

teachers’ general attitudes towards evaluation that emerged from analysis of focus group and 

interview discussion.  Within the attitudinal category, teachers’ perspectives towards 

evaluation were broken into sub-categories like “pressure” or “performance”.  I also noted 
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demographic factors that appeared to play a consistent part in perceptions of evaluation’s 

value.  Appendix F contains additional information about the attitudinal sub-codes that 

emerged from looking at the entire scope of this study’s data.   

Then, I re-examined data that identified the specific reasons behind teachers’ 

assessments of evaluation’s relative influence on their lives.  This area of focus again 

stemmed from the study’s previous established sub-questions, which included, “What factors 

affect evaluation implementation? As part of my initial a priori coding, I had already tracked 

broad mentions of implementation-related factors that affected teachers’ perceptions of 

evaluation’s value and utility within their school.  However, after frequent mentions of 

implementation-related data were identified as a pattern across teachers’ experiences, sub-

codes emerged that were used to break down implementation into associated factors like 

leadership, turnover, uncertainty, and logistical constraints.  I then tracked mentions of those 

specific factors across both focus group and interview data, to build a group narrative.    

Throughout this process, I synthesized information from across multiple teachers and 

data points to describe common problematic trends in teachers’ relationships with evaluation 

policy.  However, I then wanted to compare data about more negative experiences to aspects 

of the evaluation process that did work well for teachers, along with identified person- and 

school-based drivers of positive implementation.  Teachers self-identified these particular 

factors as being important when asked to speak about their views towards evaluation’s 

impact.  I used a combination of focus group, activity, and interview data to identify the most 

prominent other influences, aside from evaluation, on teachers’ pedagogical choices.   

Finally, my analysis of teachers’ responses to the focus group activity that asked them 

to rate positive influences on their conceptions of practice led me to a further examination of 
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how teachers in this study would define good teaching.  As a result, I identified data from 

follow-up interviews in response to my pre-determined questions about how participants 

would describe ideal teaching objectives and behaviors.  Then, I organized their discourse 

about this topic according to the types of examples that teachers frequently emphasized 

throughout our conversations. Taken as a whole, this qualitative analysis of multiple data 

points led to the desired rich narratives that described evaluation implementation and its role 

in teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional identity development. 

Limitations to scope of data.  Throughout the process of constructing evaluation 

narratives, my own view towards local policies and knowledge of their potential impacts 

undoubtedly drove the scope of questioning and the direction that interviews took, as well as 

subsequent analysis of that data.  Although participant responses played a major role in 

determining patterns and themes for further exploration, I also identified important moments 

and representative experiences, based on prior research and my own understanding of 

evaluation discourse, which led to this study’s design.  As a former kindergarten teacher, my 

experiences in the classroom may have further shaped my perceptions of whether evaluation 

matters to teachers, and what implementation factors might either promote or hinder potential 

benefits of performance appraisal practices.  Since, “traditional research relationships are 

generally asymmetrical, with power disproportionately located on the side of the researcher” 

(Glesne, 2006, p. 138), these perceptions influenced data collection and analytical outcomes 

via their role in my study design and question selection.  “We select our data, our research 

problems, what strikes us as interesting, and what to focus on and follow up with our 

informants” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 141), and member checking can only partially 

counteract those inclinations. 
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 In addition, while participants were selected because of their direct knowledge of 

recent historic shifts in how North Carolina rates teachers, the scope of their experiences was 

largely limited to their school’s particular approach to carrying out evaluation.  Because they 

had all taught within their school setting over the past few years of policy implementation, 

one may assume that they were well qualified to comment on the transition from minimal 

accountability guidelines to their state and district requiring specific expectations of teachers 

and mandating observation and rating procedures.   However, their orientation towards this 

process is rooted within their own personal views towards the classroom and their unique 

school contexts, which may determine how evaluation is delivered and received within the 

day-to-day workings of their job setting. 

My prior position working as a data collector for the research project that these 

teachers were previously involved in also played a role.  Although I had minimal 

conversation with these teachers before their participation in my own study, I entered the 

study with a basic familiarity with their school environments that may have affected my 

perception of their workplace norms and values.  Furthermore, their experience analyzing 

their instruction and utilizing detailed data about their classrooms via prior research 

involvement could have better prepared these teachers for conversations about their practice.  

It could also have given them an atypical perspective that differs from the standard North 

Carolina educator.  Since no one identified themselves as a struggling teacher, and their 

schools were performing at least within reach of state achievement averages, that may also 

have skewed their perception towards the impact of receiving evaluation feedback. 

In addition, because I chose to focus on a smaller sample size, favoring depth over 

breadth in terms of representative experiences, any extrapolation of patterns or themes within 
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interviews about evaluation discourse had to remain rooted in the contexts from which they 

were generated.  I recognize that this methodology is designed to unearth details that tell a 

particular story about each teacher’s relationship with policy directives and characterize 

North Carolina-based evaluation practices, rather then produce broad generalizations that 

apply to all teachers’ experiences across the country.  On the other hand, it is also important 

to recognize that even when narrowing the focus to a handful of teachers, it can be 

challenging to extract relevant details about one policy from a crowded landscape that 

includes a variety of factors that affect teachers’ outlook towards evaluation.  As Denzin & 

Lincoln (1998) describe, working with data from this type of qualitative research requires an 

artful analysis similar to that of a quilter who, “stitches, edits, and puts slices of reality 

together” (p. 5). Looking both within and across the case examples provided by this inquiry, 

related analysis needed to reconcile providing relevant information to the field at large with 

remaining true to context and preserving the authenticity of individual experiences. 

Member checking.  To boost the validity of findings, cases were compared from 

teacher to teacher and fleshed out through continued conversation with participants.  Each 

participant was part of an initial survey, focus group, and focus group activity, and most 

provided additional insights and an opportunity for member checking during an in-person 

individual follow-up interview.  Because these teachers were being asked to share their 

evaluation experiences throughout several touch points, I was able to introduce the potential 

impact of performance management requirements within a format that lent itself to ongoing 

reflection and reassessment of assumptions.  This form of triangulation connected my initial 

coding for reoccurring ideas, descriptive patterns, and commonly used language to an 

opportunity for participants to verify my initial perceptions.  Multiple points of contact 
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helped boost the probability of accuracy and understanding, by connecting my interpretations 

with participant insights about the extent to which evaluation influences their conceptions of 

good practice and professional identity development.  Although self-reports of the effects of 

evaluation on practice were just a entryway into illuminating teachers’ perceptions of their 

role, their characterization of influences on their practice, coupled with rich descriptions of 

the part that evaluation plays in determining their professional identity, still provided 

significant insights for policy makers, administrators, and other practitioners to consider.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PART ONE: TRACING THE PATH OF TEACHER EVALUATION DISCOURSE 
AND EXAMINING POLICY RHETORIC ABOUT EVALUATION’S INTENDED 

PURPOSE 
  

Federal and State-Level Policy Makers Assign High Importance to Rigorous Evaluation 
of Teacher Performance 

 
 Part One of this study traces the path from federal incentives for states to reform 

teacher evaluation to North Carolina’s response to those federal policy recommendations.  It 

sets the stage for understanding the policy context that local teachers were operating within 

when the current evaluation process was introduced to their schools.  It also describes how 

good teaching performance is defined within the North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process 

guidebook, which is currently being utilized across the state.  The guidebook’s directions 

include details about evaluation’s stated purpose, structure, and intentions, as well as 

recommendations for implementation.  Policy discourse analysis of such documents therefore 

establishes how coordinated federal and state reform efforts produced the evaluation 

standards and procedures that were presented to teachers. 

Setting the Stage on the Federal Level 

In 2010, the Race to the Top (RttT) competitive grant program was making 

immediate waves.  Participating state education departments were jumping at the chance to 

gain additional federal funding if they emerged victorious.  However, the U.S. Department of 

Education required states to prove that they were both willing to engage in reform and 

capable of making significant shifts in policy to align with federal priorities.  The Obama
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administration had already established several hallmarks of its educational agenda, such as 

increasing the number of charter schools, implementing the Common Core standards, 

bolstering data systems, and creating greater teacher accountability for student learning.  As a 

result, the application structure that the administration created for the RttT competition 

reflected a desire to bring states on board with these reform approaches  (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009).  Evidence of evaluation systems that explicitly tied measuring teacher 

performance to student achievement scores was given a relatively high point value within the 

“Great Teachers and Leaders” section, within a sub-section that required applicants to focus 

on “improving teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance” (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2010a, p. 87).  In addition, key state stakeholders, such as union officials, had 

to sign off verifying that they supported these proposals in order for an application to even be 

considered.  In order to be considered, federal authorities required that, “ there must not be 

any legal, statutory, or regulatory barriers at the State level to linking data on student 

achievement…or student growth…to teachers and principals for the purposes of teacher and 

principal evaluation” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, p. 4).   A robust teacher 

evaluation system was described as having “multiple rating categories that take into account 

student growth (as defined in this notice) as a significant factor” (U.S. Department of 

Education, Race to the Top North Carolina Proposal, 2010a, p. 87).  In addition, these 

components were supposed to be used to inform “compensating, promoting, and retaining 

teachers”, as well as decisions about granting “tenure and/or full certification” or “removing 

ineffective tenured and untenured teachers” (p. 87).  From the outset, these policy structures 

were established as necessary aspects of a successful evaluation plan. 
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Pushing for alignment.  Once initial applications were submitted, the Department of 

Education decided to try and push a broader range of states to become even more closely 

aligned with its evaluation vision.  In a strategic move, the Department selected a limited 

number of Phase One winners, who would serve as models for other states jockeying for the 

remaining dollars promised in Phase Two.  Delaware and Tennessee were chosen to receive 

enviable award amounts that would inspire others to strive for the same backing and 

recognition that would ease budget woes in a struggling economy.  For instance, Tennessee, 

a state already known for utilizing value-added measures to calculate how well a teacher had 

been able to advance student progress, received $500 million (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010c).  In explaining his decision to initially select only a few states to win significant 

dollars, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan was able to emphasize the types of programs 

that the administration wanted other states to emulate and provide further detail about the 

federal expectations that states needed to address in order for their reforms to be similarly 

funded, including incorporating value-added measures into teacher evaluation. This “carrot 

and stick” approach (Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin, 2005) therefore came with an obvious push 

for implementing policy updates modeled by these winning states, such as more rigorous 

teacher evaluation that would emphasize responsibility for student results, along with more 

severe consequences for poor teacher performance, such as reduced salary opportunities. 

 Pushing North Carolina to adapt more aggressive reforms.  In comments from 

reviewers of the teacher evaluation section of its RttT Phase One application, North Carolina 

received feedback from multiple DOE reviewers that noted that while the state planned to do 

so, “student growth measures are not yet incorporated directly into the evaluations” and 

“there is very little that speaks to the inclusion of student growth data in the feedback” (U.S. 
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Department of Education, Race to the Top Technical Review 1, 2010b, p. 5).  Another 

reviewer reiterated that while the state’s current accountability system was designed to 

incorporate student growth, “it is not clear, however, how student achievement growth will 

be ‘woven’ throughout the relatively new Teacher Evaluation Process”, which “remains 

vague about how big a factor student achievement growth will be in the rubrics” (U.S. 

Department of Education, Race to the Top Technical Review 2, 2010e, p. 4).  While there 

was an overall positive tone to the comments, due to the headway North Carolina had already 

made in this area, additional concerns included that the evaluation plan had too many 

qualitative components, and not a clear enough path towards using student achievement data 

to inform personnel decisions.  In the second round (or Phase Two) of the RttT competition, 

North Carolina was given the opportunity to amend their application to provide further 

evidence that the state was committed to “developing, rewarding, and retaining effective 

teachers” (U.S. Department of Education, 2010e, p. 1), and capable of carrying out state-

wide accountability measures directly linking effectiveness to proof of student learning. 

Federal Messages About Role of Teaching During RttT Competition 

   Because federal priorities surrounding more rigorous evaluation were broadly and 

publicly communicated throughout the RttT competition, the suggested adjustments to state 

policy outlined brought to the forefront by RttT were also reiterated by Secretary Arne 

Duncan and other federal education authorities who wanted to prompt states to act 

accordingly.  This contributed to a national view of 1) how teacher performance should be 

measured (i.e., by implementing mechanisms such as value-added models), 2) the impacts 

the results of such evaluation measures should have on teachers’ careers, and 3) the key 

student results that teachers should be held responsible for producing.  Because evidence of 
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student learning was equated with producing higher test scores, this view asserts that an 

increase in these scores is what matters.   In particular, the administration’s efforts created a 

direct link between teacher inputs and student learning outcomes, and encouraged the use of 

value-added models to try and isolate the effects of this relationship so they could be 

measured more precisely and consistently.   

 To examine how the Secretary of Education showcased the importance of a particular 

type of teacher evaluation, while expressing his views towards the teaching role and its 

primary responsibilities, the following analysis of 11 speeches that Secretary Duncan made 

between Phase One and Phase Two of the RttT competition focuses on instances when 

Duncan most overtly contributed to evaluation-related discourse.   Between March and 

August of 2010, states had the opportunity to respond to federal feedback and adjust their 

applications to better align them with Duncan’s viewpoints and reform efforts.  Shortly 

afterwards, Phase Two winners were announced, and North Carolina was awarded 

approximately $400 million (U.S. Department of Education, 2010f, p. 1).   The speeches that 

Duncan made during this time highlight his strategic approach to getting eventual grant 

winners like North Carolina on board with specific changes to reforms like sweeping 

evaluation policy mandates.   Patterns, repetition, themes, key messages, and trends across all 

11 speeches reveal repeated instances where evaluation policies or references to related 

reform are being framed as positive change.  Duncan also set up a vision of good teaching 

versus bad, pushed for a federal role in consensus-building instead of local control of such 

measures, and pitted competition against non-differentiation, creating tension points within 

his discourse during this period.  As a whole, these speeches can be synthesized to create an 

evaluation policy “story” designed to take the audience from bemoaning the broken state of 
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the current education system to celebrating the promise of RttT initiatives and championing 

Duncan’s hopes for future improvements to performance management systems.   

 Establishing essential role of evaluation in identifying teacher quality.   Across 

the 11 speeches analyzed, Duncan maintained a singular message that because good teachers 

needed to be recognized, evaluating their performance would help highlight their 

contributions relative to less successful performers.  For instance, Duncan argued that, "We 

know that literally tens of thousands of teachers are doing a great job with students that are 

years behind - and helping them catch up - but the current system doesn't recognize or reward 

or learn from that teacher" (Duncan, 2010e, p. 1).  On the flip side, Duncan suggested, 

evaluation would help school systems identify, “which [teachers] are simply not getting the 

job done" (Duncan, 2010j, p. 1).  According to his administration, "too many teachers are 

unprepared when they enter the classroom…" (p. 1), and end up significantly impeding their 

students’ progress.  In some cases, Duncan submitted, we should have mechanisms in place 

to, “counsel out of the field those teachers just not suited to this challenging profession" (p. 

1).  Notably, he paid less attention to the middle ground of teachers, who might improve with 

support.  Instead, Duncan chose to set up a dichotomy of good teachers versus poor ones, 

giving the impression that if you fall into the former camp, evaluation can only benefit your 

career.   

Establishing outdated systems as part of the problem.  Another consistent message 

across the speeches included attention to what Duncan referred to as an outdated feedback 

system, as he continuously argued that, “the system of evaluating, recognizing and rewarding 

teachers is broken” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1).  As Duncan spoke about why schools have 

historically done an inadequate job of measuring teacher performance, he described obsolete, 
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unhelpful evaluation systems that were doing little to progress teachers’ development.  He 

believed that more informal, cursory performance feedback is too lax, as principals and 

teachers are perpetually “making excuses for poor performance” (Duncan, 2010e, p. 1), and 

failing to hold themselves accountable for meeting basic learning objectives.   

Duncan also linked these issues to the plight of effective educators who suffer from a 

lack of differentiation within the workplace and remain frustrated by a lack of official 

recognition that would set them apart from less-worthy peers and hold them up as role 

models.  He positioned himself on the side of “teachers who feel that their good work goes 

unrecognized”, while lamenting that weak evaluation also “ignores other teachers who would 

benefit from additional support” (Duncan, 2010j, p. 1).  In his view, because loosely 

documented  “gut feelings aren’t good enough” (Duncan, 2010f, p. 1) ways to assess and 

track performance, a better solution must be quickly established to address such 

insufficiencies and help teachers from across the spectrum of instructional talent.  Duncan 

wanted to rally educators around boosting the career status of excellent performers and 

holding their colleagues responsible for their lack of progress.  By asking “educators to be 

more responsible for what happens inside the classroom”, he appealed to their sense of 

personal responsibility and fairness while making it clear that accountability should be better 

tied to student learning results (Duncan, 2010e, p. 1).  Notably, however, Duncan also 

presented evaluation feedback as a source of support for the perceived majority of teachers 

who would fall into the “good” category, rather than such feedback being punitive in nature.  

In doing so, he used this tactic to try to build consensus from educators who may have 

otherwise perceived evaluation updates as a threat to their job stability. 
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Providing exemplars of updated evaluation systems driven by RttT.  A third 

message consistent across Duncan’s speeches is that states with strong teacher evaluation 

systems will be rewarded. For example, he said that, "The State of Tennessee has been 

collecting value-added data since 1992, but it wasn't until this year that Tennessee changed 

its law to allow its use in teacher evaluation and to identify the state's lowest-performing 

schools. That change in the law helped Tennessee win its Race To The Top grant” (Duncan, 

2010l, p. 1).  The implication was clear – make similar changes to your own state’s rules, and 

you, too, may find yourself the beneficiary of a federally funded windfall.  According to 

Duncan, evaluation is again explained as a mechanism for recognition, since winning states 

realized that, "...we must recognize and reward the schools that show the largest growth and 

the teachers making the largest gains” (Duncan, 2010e, p. 1) by differentiating between them.  

Duncan also encouraged applicants who have already made steps in this direction to join the 

crowd by continuing along that trajectory.  In the first round, “17 states reformed teacher 

evaluation systems by including – among other things – student achievement” (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010i, p. 1).  With that kind of buy-in surrounding “strong plans to 

create more meaningful teacher evaluation systems” (Duncan, 2010a, p. 1), more rigorous 

evaluation was positioned as foregone conclusion, rather than as a subject for debate.   

Framing evaluation as a solution that will help close the achievement gap for 

struggling students.  Another message across these speeches is that evaluation will “save” 

students from the persistence of low-quality instruction.  Within that framework, using 

achievement data to measure teachers’ abilities to move their students forward was described 

as one way to ensure better outcomes.  Ultimately, students would no longer be cheated by an 

ineffective educational system, as states would be "using this data to help…accelerate student 
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achievement” (Duncan, 2010a, p. 1).   When explaining how children were being negatively 

affected by a lack of regulation of teaching effectiveness, Duncan made it difficult to argue 

the converse without appearing to be in favor of damaging students’ learning opportunities.  

For instance, when he asserted, “We can do a much better job…are we closing the 

achievement gap?” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1), he created a rhetorical link between a common 

desire to improve the educational system to better serve all students and the specific aims of 

teacher evaluation policy. Underperforming children were particularly highlighted as the 

victims of a system that had failed to meet their needs, let down by adults who protected 

themselves from having to acknowledge their part in perpetuating ineffectiveness.  As a 

result, Duncan argued, "When we develop fair ways to identify our best teachers, we can use 

that information to ensure our neediest students are being taught by the teachers they 

deserve" (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1).  He simplified the potentially complex process of capturing a 

teacher’s impact by reducing it to a simple input/output relationship, where 1) good teachers 

are identified and 2) this data then becomes directly linked to higher achievement.   

Firming up a defense of RttT strategies against criticism.  A fifth message across 

Duncan’s speeches was that implementing stricter evaluation standards should not be a cause 

for great concern.  To enforce this message, Duncan’s strategy was to acknowledge potential 

critiques of the federal evaluation agenda, but then minimize them.   For instance, although 

the U.S. Department of Education wanted to align states around evaluation efforts, it was 

also sensitive to the historical precedent of states having local control over educational 

decisions.  When considering states that had not yet committed to the more aggressive 

components of the U.S. Department of Education’s ideal evaluation plan, Duncan reassured 

applicants that states, districts, and schools would continue to have authority over how 
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evaluation data is utilized.  While he outlined key components of a robust performance 

management system, he also said, “Local school districts must…decide for themselves how 

they want to share this information" (Duncan, 2010l, p. 1).   Repeating the notion that the 

details of how to execute evaluation and utilize performance data will still be in states’ hands, 

he repeated, “That's a local decision…", "The local leadership can also choose…", and again, 

"It's a local decision…" (Duncan, 2010e, p. 1; 2010h, p. 1).  Furthermore, because 

“community input is essential" (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1) to hashing out these details, “The 

administrators and unions need to lead the conversation; they also need to be thoughtful 

about how they engage the broader community” (Duncan, 2010l, p. 1).  His framing of how 

performance management reforms would be carried out positioned evaluation 

implementation as an inclusive process steered by familiar faces, rather than being dictated 

from unknown authorities from above.   

In addition, the most important part of these reassurances involved bringing the issue 

back to serving teachers’ needs – those key stakeholders that would be most directly affected 

by evaluation mechanisms.  Duncan circled back to the idea that teachers will welcome 

critical assessments of their instruction, claiming that, “Teachers want  - and need – this 

information. They want the feedback. And they want to get better” (Duncan, 2010l, p. 1).  He 

also used humanizing anecdotes from cities where evaluation has already been publicly 

contested, asking us to: 

Consider the words of two other teachers who ranked among L.A.'s lowest 
performers -- according to the analysis. Instead of being defensive, one of them was 
quoted saying: ‘Obviously what I need to do is to look at what I'm doing and take 
some steps to make sure something changes.’ He also advocated sharing the data with 
parents to keep him and his colleagues ‘on their toes a little bit more.’” He goes on to 
say that, “When another teacher saw her low score, she asked, ‘What do I need to do 
to bring my average up?’  Such responses, I believe, are real courage in action and I 
see that from teachers everywhere” (Duncan, 2010l, p. 1).   
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In telling this story, Duncan presented the worst-case scenario of being scored among the 

lowest within a district as being an opportunity for personal reflection and growth.  He 

described teachers who take on this attitude using positive terms, and positioned himself as 

being on their side by expressing his admiration for their forward-thinking outlook.   Once 

again, this shifted the focus from concerns about the evaluation process being used to 

monitor and punish weak teachers to viewing evaluation tools as a way to assist teachers in 

their pedagogical development.   

Duncan’s speeches also served to present more rigorous teacher evaluation as a non-

problematic endeavor with few obstacles to effective implementation.  Because evaluation 

reforms were presented as being both logical and imperative, for both teachers and children, 

Duncan led us towards viewing any potential downsides to evaluation as minor tradeoffs.  

Although he avoided saying that low-performing teachers could be fired, he acknowledged 

that, "It may mean making difficult decisions around staffing" (Duncan, 2010e, p. 1).  He 

also asserted that teachers do not have to worry about attaching higher stakes to performance 

management ratings, as these ratings will be accurately calculated.  Duncan explained, 

"We're also funding the creation of new and better tests that more accurately reflect how 

students and teachers are performing - and once we do that, we can do a much better job 

tracking student growth” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1).  The positive language here of “new” and 

“better” possibilities allowing educators to “accelerate” and improve student  “growth” 

counteracts mentions of less-appealing personnel consequences (Duncan, 2010a-2010l).   

This pattern of positioning evaluation as a net positive can be traced across multiple 

speeches, making a powerful statement about the administration’s objectives.   
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Presenting major evaluation reform as a widely agreed-upon necessity.  Above 

all, these 11 speeches send the overarching message that major stakeholders have agreed that 

more rigorous teacher evaluation must move forward without hesitation.  Within the 

analyzed speeches from this crucial time period, Duncan used the word “we” more than two 

dozen times just within the quotes that are explicitly focused on teacher evaluation.  

Although he may have been directly referring to the audience attending each speech, his 

sweeping use of “we” was often extended to include anyone with an interest in improving the 

public education system. This served to create agreement about the need to reform 

evaluation, while driving a shared focus around the administration’s intended outcomes.  To 

build consensus around his priorities, Duncan’s mentions of evaluation begin with phrases 

like “Working together to improve evaluation systems”; "We need to…”; "Many forward 

thinking union leaders...agree with us…”; “Everyone agrees…”; We must…”; and 

“Everyone knows….” (Duncan, 2010f; 2010k; 2010j; 2010l; 2010e).   

Along those same lines, Duncan reiterated that his position is based on logical, 

indisputable facts.  A more rigorous approach to evaluation, according to his administration, 

is “just common sense” (Duncan, 2010i, p. 1).  He often begins talk of evaluation with 

framing devices like “We all know…” or “The truth is…” (Duncan, 2010k, p. 1; 2010j, p. 1).  

By repeatedly establishing that “Everyone agrees that teacher evaluation is broken” and 

“Everyone agrees that our current evaluation system is fundamentally broken” (Duncan, 

2010i, p. 1; 2010l, p. 1), Duncan positioned evaluation as an obvious fix to repair an 

ineffective system. He also speaks in the present tense, once again establishing such reforms 

as a current reality that many states already seem to be participating in.  For instance, Duncan 

asserted that, “Today, school district leaders and union leaders across the country are 
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working together to improve teacher evaluation systems” (Duncan, 2010f, p. 1) and that 

“This is going to start happening all over the country” (Duncan, 2010l, p. 1).  Glossing over 

complication, Duncan laid out an action-oriented plan to guide states “as we move ahead…” 

(Duncan, 2010l, p. 1) with rating teachers according to evidence of student learning.  Present-

tense verbiage like “is” and “are” contributed to this perception that evaluation was already 

moving forward.   

Utilizing action-oriented language.  In order to maintain momentum around these 

reforms, Duncan consistently used language across his speeches indicating that he wanted to 

disrupt the status quo through an influx of accelerated change.  He painted participation in 

the competition for RttT dollars as an energizing endeavor, which would ultimately result in 

positive gains forward for students.   This was reflected in phrasing like “cleared that bar”, 

“raise their standards”, “accelerate student achievement”, “accelerate growth”, and “drive a 

cycle of continuous instructional improvement (Duncan, 2010e; 2010h; 2010c)” [emphases 

added].  Duncan also talked about the “value of competition” (Duncan, 2010c, p. 1) when 

illustrating how RttT has already spurred significant shifts in long-standing regulations that 

would have prevented some of the proposed changes from being considered in the past.  He 

saw the process of participating in RttT as a victory in and of itself, and counteracted the less 

savory side of competition by claiming that instead of creating discord, it pushed a broad 

array of educators to, “ensure that our neediest students are being taught by the teachers they 

deserve” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1) and provide a “world-class education to every child” 

(Duncan, 2010b, p. 1).  Duncan characterized RttT as a “game-changer” (Duncan, 2010j; 

2010l), even in its earliest phases, because of its unprecedented motivating power.  Although 

states wanted to beat out other applicants, internally, they were “working together to 
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improve” (Duncan, 2010a, p. 1; U.S. Department of Education, 2010f, p. 1).  Even looking 

across applicants, Duncan believed that because the competition application was structured to 

elicit responses aligned with federal guidelines, it created a unity of purpose and contributed 

to a national reform direction.   

By framing the administration’s essential evaluation plan characteristics as part of a 

cohesive movement, Duncan established his case for immediate reform action and policy 

change.   As a result, states like North Carolina emphasized that they had the attitudinal and 

structural capacity to begin implementing teacher effectiveness measures within updates to 

their original RttT applications.   Because North Carolina policy makers and educational 

agencies were motivated to address the federal agenda in an effort to receive funding, they 

began describing the state’s evaluation process according to the parameters established by the 

U.S. Department of Education.  State-level discourse about evaluation was therefore strongly 

tied to more widespread RttT efforts. 

North Carolina’s Response to Feedback About Their Evaluation Plans 

 As North Carolina continued to seek RttT dollars after the state was not selected as an 

early winner in Phase One of the competition, the state quickly responded to the federal 

government’s call for further action in the evaluation policy arena.  Because Duncan’s 

recommendations to applicants included strategies for improving teacher evaluation, the next 

step within this study was to connect his rhetoric with evidence of how state-level 

policymakers internalized those messages. In this section, evaluation discourse from North 

Carolina’s RttT Phase Two application is compared with comments from federal reviewers 

about the state’s increased willingness to carry out upgraded “teacher effectiveness” 

measures.  This data highlights 1) North Carolina’s continued efforts to align with the 
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Department of Education’s evaluation agenda, and 2) comments from federal reviewers 

confirming that North Carolina had acknowledged specific reform priorities like explicitly 

holding teachers accountable for student achievement results.    Tracking feedback from the 

Department of Education within sections of North Carolina’s RttT application that were 

focused on teacher evaluation shows how the state worked to prove that it was ready and 

willing to make desired adjustments to upgrade its performance management system.   

Within the speeches analyzed for this study, Duncan’s frequent mentions of the 

importance of updating state evaluation plans to include more rigorous components like 

linking teacher ratings to student achievement data were critically timed to influence Phase 

Two of the RttT competition.  Because applicants who did not receive funding in Phase One 

had the opportunity to respond to feedback from the Department of Education at the next 

stage in the process, states like North Carolina were able to address reviewer concerns about 

their proposed evaluation measures.  For instance, North Carolina’s measures were initially 

perceived as being overly reliant on qualitative data, such as notes from classroom 

observations.  Once they responded to this feedback, Phase Two reviewers examining North 

Carolina’s proposed measures of teacher effectiveness noted that now, “The State clarified 

that each of the components included in the teacher and principal evaluation systems must be 

satisfied for the teacher or principal to be judged successful.  So, in a sense the student 

growth measure is weighted 100% as are the other individual components” (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2010e, p. 7).   

Although some federal reviewers were still fuzzy on the details of how these changes 

would be carried out and enforced by state officials, one reviewer who gave North Carolina 

additional points in this area reiterated that along with clarifying that student growth would 
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be included, “the performance management system…is not silent on the issue of multiple 

rating categories” (U.S. Department of Education, 2010e, p. 7), taking evaluation beyond a 

simple satisfactory or unsatisfactory designation.  Another reviewer who also slightly raised 

North Carolina’s Phase One score for “developing evaluation systems” in Phase Two noted 

that “This rater’s concern about the possibility of excessively low weighting of student 

growth has been allayed” (U.S. Department of Education, 2010e, p. 6).  When North 

Carolina then became a Phase Two winner, commitments to an enhanced teacher evaluation 

process led to the rapid refinement of existing performance standards in preparation for 

systemic implementation.  While the state education agency had already begun putting some 

of these evaluation measures into place before securing federal support, North Carolina’s 

eventual RttT victory fast-tracked their adaptation. 

The Further Development of North Carolina’s Current Teacher Evaluation Process 

The current North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process was formalized in 2009, 

originally drawing from existing professional standards to create rubrics for rating teacher 

performance to be applied consistently across the state.  Its primary components measure 

how well teachers demonstrate leadership, establish classroom environments that support 

diverse learners, use content knowledge to develop curriculum, facilitate the instructional 

process, and reflect on their practice (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a).  Teachers 

are supposed to connect feedback from observations with their own professional 

development goals.  They are also asked to produce artifacts, such as student work, to serve 

as evidence of their effectiveness within each performance standard.  In 2012, the process 

was updated to include value-added measures that utilize standardized assessments to track 

student achievement progress, “as calculated by the statewide growth model for educator 
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effectiveness” (p. 41), which was a direct response to RttT commitments.  As a result, while 

observation rubrics that rate teachers on a continuum and support their ongoing professional 

development remain central to the evaluation process, this latest model of performance 

management also tries to make explicit links between teacher effort and measurable learning 

outputs. 

Introducing the updated teacher evaluation process to teachers.  Part of the goal 

of RttT was to create uniformity in teacher evaluation across states, so that data could be 

tracked and managed within a central system.  This effectively holds states and districts 

accountable for consistently implementing required evaluation procedures throughout the 

schools in their area, prompting North Carolina to create support materials to train staff on 

how updated evaluation measures would work.  To fulfill North Carolina’s RttT proposal to 

implement a comprehensive, statewide performance management plan that would measure 

teacher effectiveness over time, the state began holding a series of required teacher and 

administrator trainings that would familiarize personnel within each district with how 

evaluation’s many components should be utilized.  The procedural elements of teacher 

evaluation were explained within presentations that the state Department of Public 

Instruction provided to North Carolina schools to share with their teachers.  In some cases, 

teachers attended district-wide sessions to receive this information.  Online modules 

explaining each standard have also been recently created.  The goal was to create a uniform 

understanding of implementation expectations.   However, it is notable that the two present-

day online modules are estimated to take approximately twelve hours total to complete, 

which seems indicative of the complexity involved in trying to measure teaching 

performance (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2014).  Although the North Carolina 
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Teacher Evaluation Process was built based on existing professional standards that were 

expanded and tailored to meet the requirements of an updated performance management 

system, utilizing them to formally rate teachers on this level was new to many local 

educators.  As they were introduced to these performance standards, they were told that 

bringing themselves up to speed on how evaluation would operate was a required 

responsibility within this “new vision of teaching” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, 

p. 7).  For instance, teachers were responsible for the timely completion of evaluation 

components like personal ratings, reflections, and professional development plans.  When 

attending training about the new state evaluation measures, teachers were also provided with 

a copy of the completed guidelines, procedures, and performance rubrics that would be used 

to evaluate their progress.   

 Stated purpose of North Carolina evaluation.  North Carolina’s detailed guide to 

new teacher evaluation standards and rating procedures includes descriptions of its purpose 

and utility.  The introduction to the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process lists evaluation’s 

stated goals and objectives for “21st Century” teachers and outlines plans to enforce more 

rigorous performance standards, as established by RttT priorities.  Particularly within the part 

of the manual entitled “Purposes of the Evaluation”, this additional data provides clear 

messages about evaluation’s intended impact.  It also presents evaluation as a beneficial tool 

for teachers, administrators, and other members of the educational community like coaches, 

mentors, and teacher educators.  The following analysis of this document’s contribution to 

policy discourse reveals that North Carolina has numerous lofty goals for utilizing 

performance management data, which are supposed to support each stage of a teacher’s 

career in a delicate balance between formative and summative components. The section of 
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the state-level guidebook that explicitly outlines the purpose of teacher evaluation lists both 

individual-level and administrative uses for formalized performance feedback.  For instance, 

this information might guide teachers as they “reflect upon and improve their effectiveness” 

or “enhance the implementation of the approved curriculum” (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2012a, p. 5).   It could become an important tool for coaches and mentors seeking 

to structure and ground conversation.  However, descriptions of this process also reveal a 

strong desire to track classroom-level contributions towards school-wide achievement goals, 

as this “measure of individual performance” can help “focus the goals and objectives of 

schools and districts as they support, monitor, and evaluate teachers” and become “the basis 

for instructional improvement”, perhaps even informing “professional development” or 

“teacher training programs” that aim to prepare teachers to meet North Carolina’s 

expectations (p. 5).  According to the state, “all of the instruments and processes are designed 

to encourage professional growth, to be flexible and fair to the persons being evaluated, and 

to serve as the foundation for the establishment of professional goals and identification of 

professional development needs” (p. 4).  Yet, a concurrent focus on assessing “teacher 

performance” by producing evidence of “student learning” may create tension between 

valuing continual, formative feedback and acknowledging pressure to showcase more 

summative results.   

Tensions between multi-faceted evaluation objectives.  The tension between 

evaluation components intended to monitor teacher’s progress and those intended to provide 

professional development support was apparent throughout analysis of the NC Teacher 

Evaluation Process.  Since North Carolina created this guide in response to RttT 

commitments to not only track teachers’ effects on student learning, but tie those results to 
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personnel decisions, its components reflect a tension between the need to emphasize 

accountability priorities and the desire to capture additional details about the entirety of a 

teacher’s efforts.  For instance, it is worth noting that while evaluation ratings remain 

relatively low-stakes in some local districts, others have plans to use the ratings as major 

factors in personnel decisions, tie them to bonuses, or publish teachers’ scores publicly 

(Charlotte Observer, 2011; Ladd & Fiske, 2014; Wagner, 2013), just as the Department of 

Education suggested with RttT guidelines (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  This may 

be the natural next step for an initiative designed to create accountability by publicly 

classifying teachers as either “highly effective”, “effective”, or “in need of improvement” 

(Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 6), and tying those categorizations to measures 

like student learning outcomes.  Recent legislation has in fact asked districts to use 

evaluation ratings to select a top 25% of teachers to receive extended contracts, along with a 

small financial reward, effectively using a merit-based view towards teaching performance to 

eliminate established career status  (Ladd & Fiske, 2014).   

In addition, the vision of success promoted within the North Carolina Teacher 

Evaluation Process further connects teaching goals to other student-based results, such as 

graduating high school, becoming “globally competitive”, and being prepared for “life in the 

21st century” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 4).   While some of these goals 

can be more concretely defined and measured than others, they all involve holding teachers 

responsible for accelerating students forward. In fact, even mentions of staff-focused 

indicators of success direct teachers to collaborate around shared objectives to increase 

student achievement.  The idea that collaboration should remain focused on end results 

further reveals local evaluation’s dual purpose of wanting to reward teachers for behaviors 
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that go beyond boosting test scores, but then needing to link those behaviors back to those 

primary targets.  These tensions echo those within Secretary of Education Duncan’s speeches 

on the federal level, which tried to reassure teachers that evaluation would be more holistic 

and less punitive than they feared, while simultaneously asserting that producing student 

achievement results was paramount, or admitting that difficult staffing decisions would have 

to be made if teachers did not show adequate progress within their performance reviews. 

Assigning high importance to evaluation’s objectives.  North Carolina’s Teacher 

Evaluation Process also attempts to explain why teachers should care about evaluation and 

invest in the performance management process.  This is reminiscent of Duncan’s efforts to 

get teachers, along with traditionally opposed groups like unions, on board with significant 

updates to the evaluation system.  In the section describing the origin of evaluation standards, 

state guidelines answer, “Why are these Standards important to you?” by explaining that 

they, “are the basis for teacher preparation, teacher evaluation, and professional 

development” as the teaching profession moves “into the 21st Century” (Public Schools of 

North Carolina, 2012a, p. 7).  In other words, if teachers want to stay on top of their 

profession, they need to get on board with these expectations.  Because many elements of the 

official evaluation process are described as “required” elements that teachers “shall” fulfill, 

they are not presented as debatable or optional.  In fact, the word “required” is used 36 times 

throughout the document (p. 1-50). Furthermore, teachers’ summative ratings will be used to 

categorize them according to how well they met “expected growth” (p. 41), confirming that 

value-added models will set the baseline for performance ratings.  The manual detailing the 

NC Evaluation Process also explains that not meeting these standards will come with 

consequences.  Language used to describe those consequences includes words like 
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“probationary” (p. 17) to explain the repercussions of being in need of improvement. This 

establishes the major purpose of evaluation as an accountability measure, even though, as 

alluded to earlier, it is also being promoted as a tool for professional growth.  As a result, the 

Professional Development Plan (PDP) component of teacher evaluation requires that teachers 

list “evidence of progress” (p. 42) in areas where improvement is needed and then obtain 

signatures from administrators and mentors verifying the accuracy of that documentation.  In 

addition, the PDP itself can be “monitored” or “directed” (p. 42).  As Duncan had envisioned 

when trying to get states like North Carolina on board with more rigorous evaluation, 

teachers should be held responsible for meeting these standards.  Consequently, North 

Carolina has reinforced the idea that these new policies are a serious undertaking, with 

weighty consequences for teachers who do not measure up to performance expectations.  The 

state has also painted evaluation as more strictly tied to specific markers of ideal teaching 

behavior than prior expectations that were more open-ended. 

Early messages about the teaching role and performance expectations.  North 

Carolina’s evaluation efforts move beyond ideology into pedagogy by including explicit 

messages about what good teaching looks like and how it should be measured. Looking more 

closely at the presentation materials used within initial teacher training about evaluation 

shows how the increased role of such policies, as well as related teaching standards and 

rating scales used to assess performance, were being framed.  These directives again echo 

RttT priorities driven by a federal-level desire to be able to more precisely track teacher 

performance and pinpoint areas of weakness or effectiveness, and provide details about how 

the state will be carrying out that vision. Consequently, the PowerPoint presentations created 

by the state of North Carolina to review evaluation procedures included explanations of how 
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teachers would be judged and rated.  From the first introductory PowerPoint, teachers are 

told that they will have to demonstrate that they have met each standard in concrete, 

measureable ways.  Teachers can take on this burden of proof by maintaining documentation 

of their practice and collecting artifacts of their teaching over the course of the year as 

“supportive evidence” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012b, slide 6).   However, it is 

also up to their administrators to look for examples of ideal practices within the classrooms 

that they observe.  When seeing a classroom in action, administrators will be noting 

“observable items”, such as “evidence of collaboration” (slide 9).  A self-assessment 

component is also important, and links these ratings to professional growth.  Yet, the utility 

of these reflections will in part depend on a combination of teacher motivation and clear 

communication from principals about what teachers can do to improve their instruction, 

ensuring that subsequent professional development plans are “specific, measurable, 

attainable, relevant, and time-bound” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 25).   

Similarly, the evaluation process does allow for conversation about performance 

during pre-, post- and summary-observation conferences, but career status teachers will not 

be observed as often, and therefore will not have as many required touch points.  In addition, 

this presentation assumes that some of these conversations may be about “discrepancies” 

(Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012b, slide 19) and positions them as procedurally-

driven opportunities to ensure that the provided evidence matches each rating, rather than 

rich discussions of a teacher’s progress.  These end results could lead to further 

consequences, such as being placed on a “monitored” or “directed growth plan” (slide 24).  

As a result, a formative process that includes developmentally based ratings of teacher 

performance still has a clearly evaluative end-goal of being able to assign numerical or 
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categorical values to teachers’ feedback.  This means that the identified components of good 

teaching within the evaluation standards must connect to some sort of documentation.   

Because federal reviewers of North Carolina’s RttT application were wary of the use of 

nebulous, subjective qualitative data, the state’s resulting performance management 

guidelines tried to at least tie more subjective assessments of a teacher’s practice to physical 

proof of their efforts.  This caused the state to emphasize measurable outputs within its 

rollout of evaluation changes. 

Defining the teacher’s role within a “new vision” for practice.   Examining North 

Carolina’s new evaluation standards revealed that the state wanted to make a distinction 

between outdated and fresh ways of approaching pedagogical responsibilities.  Within the 

NC Teacher Evaluation Process, teachers are charged with proving that they are meeting 

recently upgraded performance standards.  The unveiling of an new, standardized teacher 

evaluation process came with an updated conception of what teaching should look like in a 

new era where “simply covering the material” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 

4) would no longer be enough.  Instead, teachers are being directed to build their capacity to 

effectively handle instructional tasks like developing skills in areas such as critical thinking, 

communication, collaboration and technology, which are more reflective of the needs of 

today’s job market.  Primary teaching tasks therefore include being a leader, making 

contributions to the school culture, making content “engaging, relevant, and meaningful”, 

“uncovering solutions”, infusing skills like problem solving and critical thinking, including 

21st century content like “global awareness” within curriculum, integrating content with 

relevant ties to students’ home communities, reflecting on practice, “authentically assessing” 

students, demonstrating the value of life long learning, and encouraging students to learn and 
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grow (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 4).  This laundry list of responsibilities 

captures the complexity of teaching, which requires that one individual simultaneously serve 

as a leader, role model, cheerleader, content expert, instructor, and guide, while building 

relationships with students, families, and co-workers.   It also reflects the idea that 

instructional approaches need to be updated in response to the job prospects within today’s 

economic landscape, which values more globally aware, tech savvy, collaborative, and 

critically thinking citizens.  These ideas can be directly compared with Duncan’s stated 

desire to make students globally competitive and receive the same level of educational as 

their international peers, which were apparent throughout his reasoning for needing to fix 

broken elements of the current educational system, including lackluster evaluation.  As a 

result, North Carolina wanted to send the message that outdated teaching approaches would 

no longer be acceptable in a forward-thinking era of higher expectations. 

Creating a picture of ideal teaching behavior throughout observation rubrics.  The 

descriptions of distinguished teaching behaviors within the NC Evaluation Process provide 

teachers with detailed examples of what ideal practice should look like, and what actions a 

model teacher might take to achieve that level of recognition.  Looking across the rubrics 

used to measure each of the five observation-based standards, the major areas being 

measured are leadership, creating a classroom environment that supports diverse learners, 

content knowledge, instructional delivery, and reflection (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2012a, p. 8-12).  When listing the demonstrable qualities of good teachers, the types of action 

verbs used within NC Teacher Evaluation Process suggest that the teaching role consists of a 

combination of 1) action-oriented behaviors and attitudes, 2) organizational or utilitarian 

tasks, and 3) social connections and accommodations made in service to the children in their 
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classroom.  For instance, within descriptions of the most distinguished teaching behaviors, 

evaluation rubrics paint a picture of forward thinking teachers who use their strong planning 

abilities to design units of instruction that will connect their vision to the specific needs of 

their students. However, these standards also expand the teaching role to include modeling 

ethical behavior, interacting with colleagues, paying attention to professional development, 

and contributing to the field at large.  

Good teachers harness a combination of skills to act on a clear vision for their 

specific students.  Looking across the action words used within indicators of each standard, 

teachers are supposed to “lead”, “demonstrate leadership”, “advocate”, “demonstrate”, 

“communicate” and “link” within their instruction (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, 

p. 8-12).  These are all strong verbs that imply that the power to make a difference within 

education is at least partially within their control.  For example, teachers are supposed to 

tackle the difficult challenge of addressing barriers to families’ involvement in their 

children’s education by being the type of professional who “conscientiously seeks solutions 

to overcome them” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 24). Similarly, a good 

teacher can readily respond to changes in their classroom dynamics, as a problem-solver who 

“actively investigates” (p. 30) alternatives to standard instruction.  This focus on action is 

particularly in line with federal evaluation discourse that asks teachers to drive accelerated 

progress towards big goals like closing the achievement gap and changing existing 

educational paradigms.  But, teachers are also supposed to remain attuned to their particular 

students and respond to their unique needs as they “provide”, “treat”, “adapt”, “know”, 

“recognize”, “integrate” and “help” them (p. 8-12).   Since teachers have been traditionally 

depicted as public servants, these responsibilities imply a level of deference that places the 



 

	   124	  

good of the classroom at the forefront.  Framing and organizing these tasks then requires 

teachers to “work”, “align”, “make”, “plan”, “use”, “utilize”, “analyze”, and “function” 

across a variety of utilitarian tasks that require advance planning and analysis of information 

(p. 8-12).   If teachers think “systematically and critically” (p. 29), they will be able to make 

better-informed choices about how to move their practice forward.  These tasks link to the 

use of information about student achievement to drive instruction that Duncan promoted as 

part of his general advocacy for accountability measures that mirror business-like, bottom-

line objectives.   

Good teachers make an impact that goes beyond the classroom.  The inclusion of 

leadership skills and reflection about practice is notable in that these components expand a 

teacher’s role beyond lesson delivery and consider teachers’ development within their 

professional contexts for teaching and learning.  For instance, under leadership, a 

distinguished teacher demonstrates classroom-based skills if he “encourages students to take 

responsibility for learning” or “empowers and encourages students to create and maintain a 

safe and supportive school and community environment” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2012a, p. 21).  However, to receive top ratings in this category, a teacher would have to make 

an impact outside of student-focused work to show that he “collaborates with colleagues to 

improve the quality of learning”, “assumes a leadership role in implementing school 

improvement plan”, “seeks opportunities to lead professional development and decision-

making”, and “actively participates, promotes, and provides strong supporting evidence for 

implementation of initiatives to improve education” (p. 21-22).  An ethical dimension is also 

introduced by requiring teachers to model “the tenets of the Code of Ethics for North 

Carolina Educators and the Standards for Professional Conduct” (p. 22).   Although the NC 
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Teacher Evaluation Process guidebook provides some recommendations of how teachers can 

prove that they fulfilled this standard, suggested artifacts that would demonstrate “service on 

committees”,  “Professional Learning Communities”, “formal and informal mentoring”, 

“membership in professional organizations”, or “National Board Certification” seem to apply 

more directly to some elements of this standard than others (p. 23).  These types of indicators 

are more holistic than the U.S. Department of Education’s primary objectives, but link to the 

idea of good teachers becoming models for others. 

Good teachers use data and research findings to make instructional decisions.  There 

is also a repeated emphasis on good teachers being able to justify instructional choices, using 

data, research findings, or other evidence of promising practices to guide pedagogy.  Under 

the standard describing how teachers should “facilitate learning for their students”, teachers 

are advised to “keep abreast of evolving research about student learning” (Public Schools of 

North Carolina, 2012a, p. 27).  They should also stay informed about “emerging research 

areas and new and innovative materials” (p. 27) that can be incorporated into lessons. 

Collecting data about student progress is integral to using “multiple indicators to…monitor 

and evaluate student progress and to inform instruction” (p. 28).   The concept of teacher as 

monitor of student achievement is reinforced throughout the developmental continuum for 

that measure.  Regular assessment is a major component of effective teaching, as teachers 

should “evaluate student progress and growth as they strive to eliminate achievement gaps” 

(p. 29).  In fact, teachers can collect artifacts that will serve as evidence that they have 

utilized evidence, like lesson plans or professional development materials.  Use of data is 

also mentioned in rubrics for other standards; for example, under the leadership standard, the 

first sub-standard says that, “Using a variety of data sources, they [teachers] organize, plan, 
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and set goals that meet the needs of the individual student and the class. Teachers use various 

types of assessment data during the school year to evaluate student progress and to make 

adjustments to the teaching and learning process” (p. 21).   This pattern of emphasis 

establishes these behaviors as cornerstones of the profession that teachers should be rated on 

in numerous ways over the course of their evaluations. 

Equating good teaching with producing student achievement.  The only standard 

that has not been fully implemented is Standard Six, which was added to the original five to 

incorporate data from value-added models that track student growth and aim to isolate a 

teachers’ effect on a student’s academic progress.  According to the official guide, “A 

teacher's rating on the sixth standard is determined by a student growth value as calculated by 

the statewide growth model for educator effectiveness” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2012a, p. 41).  Plans were in place to use the “growth value for the entire school” (p. 41) for 

non-tested grades.  However, it is not entirely clear how this is being implemented in the 

present day.   It is implied that the ratings for this particular standard will be providing by 

state-level authorities, rather than calculated within each school by administrators.   Here, the 

emphasis is on tracking “measurable progress” (p. 41) that can be objectively compiled.  

Because North Carolina had agreed to integrate quantitative measures of student learning into 

their evaluation process, this standard addresses that RttT promise.  In doing so, it equates 

good teaching with being able boost student growth and produce higher achievement on 

standardized measures for each grade level.  Although when looking across all of the 

required standards, teachers clearly must bring a multi-faceted skill set into the classroom, 

the underlying message is that instructional inputs should result in concrete, quantifiable 

learning outputs.   
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Overall, North Carolina’s response to federal pressures to make evaluation more 

concretely tied to evidence of student learning was well aligned with the RttT agenda.  

Evaluation was locally framed as an important, high-stakes endeavor that would be placed at 

the forefront of new state policy changes.  The state Department of Public Instruction 

facilitated the design of the evaluation process and set implementation standards to be 

immediately applied across districts.  Districts then worked with the state to quickly train 

administrators and teachers on using the new process.  District-level personnel have some 

oversight in terms of ensuring that administrators complete evaluations properly and submit 

ratings data.  However, it is mainly up to each school site to carry out evaluation in the day-

to-day and to keep teachers informed about how feedback mechanisms will function.  

Fulfilling these responsibilities is strictly required within the guidelines of the official 

evaluation process (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a). 

Therefore, the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process was first introduced to 

teachers as a set of uniformly required standards and procedures that would focus on the 

results of teacher efforts and enforce increased accountability for performance. Along those 

lines, the purposes of evaluation highlighted its use as a tool to monitor teachers and ensure 

that they were fulfilling their job responsibilities, which could be further proven through 

documentation to be used as evidence of adequate or better efforts.  Within descriptions of 

expected teaching behaviors, the upgraded, modern version of the teaching role is tied to 

levels of specific behavior that can be measured and rated.  Good teachers are defined as 

actively making informed choices about their pedagogy, as part of data-driven instruction.  In 

addition, teaching responsibilities are expanded to include a teacher’s role within the broader 

professional community.  Teachers whose students perform well on standardized exams are 
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seen as particularly strong exemplars for others.  In the next part of this study, teachers’ 

interpretations of these standards, as well as their views of what good teaching practice 

consists of, will be compared to these baseline requirements.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PART TWO:  ANALYZING TRENDS WITHIN TEACHERS’ EVALUATION 
EXPERIENCES 

 
“Who Has a Relationship with a Rubric?”: Current Teacher Evaluation Policy Does 

Not “Really” Matter to Teachers 
  

 Part One of this study established the priorities that led states like North Carolina to 

adopt more rigorous teacher evaluation measures.  Analysis of recently introduced North 

Carolina evaluation policies and procedures provided context for what was identified as 

significant within the state’s descriptions of why and how teaching performance should be 

rated.  In Part Two, I juxtapose this policy context with ground-level interpretations of 

evaluation’s purpose and impact.  Part Two includes first-hand accounts of evaluation 

implementation and describes evaluation’s role in teachers’ lives, especially in regards to 

their evolving perceptions of what ideal practice looks like.   In addition, this section 

explores how contextual factors like school setting might affect evaluation experiences.   

Analysis of the data about teachers’ experiences with policy implementation helps answer, 

“How, and to what extent, does teacher evaluation policy influence teachers’ conceptions of 

good practice and professional identity development?”   

Teachers’ Impressions of the Official North Carolina Teacher Evaluation Process 

While the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards that formed the original 

basis for the state’s updated evaluation measures had already been adapted in 2007 (Public 

Schools of North Carolina, 2012a), using them to create observation rubrics that would drive 

teacher performance ratings took these performance expectations to a new level.  The advent 
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of RttT funding earmarked for this purpose spurred North Carolina to require use of these 

rubrics within the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process and train administrators and 

teachers on how this process would unfold, primarily between 2010-2011.  For most local 

teachers, 2011 was when the state’s timeline for full implementation required their district to 

carry out the official process throughout all grade levels.  District personnel played a role in 

the introduction of updated evaluation procedures and provided administrative supervision.  

However, the daily work of carrying out those procedures was largely handed off to 

administrators within individual schools.   

Currently, local implementation leaves room for principals to determine exactly when 

teachers will be observed, and by whom, as well as details like how much documentation of 

practice through the suggested collection of artifacts aligned with each standard they will ask 

teachers to produce.  However, fulfilling their evaluation responsibilities requires a mixture 

of context-specific decision-making and compliance with set guidelines.  All principals must 

upload teacher performance ratings to an online system so districts, as well as the North 

Carolina Department of Public Instruction, can collect and review them.  Before doing so, 

they must also ensure that teachers receive training about evaluation updates, conduct a self-

assessment, attend pre- and post-observation conferences, and get observed anywhere from 

one to three times a year.  While the number of observations depends on their career status, 

teachers receiving multiple observations are also supposed to have a summative meeting with 

their principal at the end of the ratings cycle.  Feedback from evaluation should then be 

reflected in an official professional development plan.  In 2012, the state integrated value-

added measures into the existing standards, at least in part due to RttT promises to explicitly 

link teacher performance to evidence of student learning.  For teachers who do not already 
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have standardized testing on their grade level, school-wide growth values are supposed to be 

utilized until additional assessments can be developed (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2012a).  Teachers in this study were asked to comment on the role of each of these specific 

components of the evaluation process in their teaching lives, although observation-driven 

feedback was at the center of their current experiences. 

Overall failure of evaluation to inspire significant change.  For the majority of 

teachers in this study, the current NC Teacher Evaluation Process did not have a significant 

influence on their perceptions of good practice or their ongoing professional identity 

development.  Although participants accepted that evaluation was a necessary part of the 

current education landscape, it typically fell short of holding great value.  This lack of value 

sharply contrasted with the intended value touted by Duncan, for example.  As one 

participant described when explaining her attitude towards participating in pre- and post-

observation conferences, “Yes, I do it ‘cause that’s what expected of me, and I want 

feedback, but sometimes I feel like, it’s just...they’re doing what they gotta do, and I’m doing 

what I gotta do, but it’s not really going to change things that much”1.  In her mind, 

evaluation was “fine”, but lacked consistently visible drivers.  Even teachers who reported 

enjoying reflective elements of the evaluation process or felt relatively positive about the 

feedback they had received as part of the evaluation process still failed to report that it had 

impacted their practice in the same way as more central influences.  One teacher explained, 

“It has the potential for being more helpful, but it doesn't always pan out that way”.  As a 

result, while their attitudes towards performance management ranged from tolerance to 

optimism, evaluation did not appear to “really” matter to them, or affect many of their daily 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 All teacher quotes within this chapter come from participant data gathered during the focus 
group and interview sessions described in the methods of this study. 
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decisions about curriculum and instruction.   Instead, performance ratings were seen as “a 

number on a piece of paper” that was unlikely to become something that teachers would 

“focus on” or see as transformative.  As one teacher admitted when considering whether 

evaluation had influenced her instruction, “Do you want the honest answer?  Then, no.”  

Others within her school agreed that while they appreciated their administration’s efforts to 

become familiar with their teaching, the official process itself was not going to make a true 

difference. 

While these teachers recognized that contextual variables might drive varied 

effectiveness of evaluation implementation, their overall outlook towards evaluation tended 

to fall towards the middle of the spectrum, with only a few taking an overtly positive view 

towards the potential for evaluation to drive shifts in instruction.  For instance, 11 of 12 

respondents said that historically, the overall quality of feedback received after being 

formally observed was average to excellent, with the group split between those two options.   

Similarly, eight teachers reported that evaluation standards “somewhat” contributed to their 

sense of what it means to be a good teacher, with the remaining respondents divided between 

either more or less positive answers.  Yet, participants’ beliefs about evaluation’s utility as a 

direct influence on classroom practice was particularly mixed.  When teachers were then 

asked if evaluation contributed to decisions they made about how to approach their practice, 

seven of the 12 teachers said evaluation somewhat contributed and two teachers admitted that 

it hardly contributed at all.   There were also indications that evaluation was taking on an 

imposed importance, since 100% of respondents thought that overall, evaluation was “highly 

important” to their school, and identified end-ratings and test scores as having major value to 
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their administrators; yet, only half said that their evaluation results were highly important to 

them personally.   

In addition, the handful of teachers who rated evaluation more positively within 

specific questions about its impact were all from the same school, suggesting that 

implementation with certain school settings could result in better attitudes towards 

evaluation.  However, when that sub-group elaborated about their experiences, tensions 

within the evaluation process emerged that continued to limit its reach.  This contributed to a 

relatively low assessment of evaluation’s importance (as compared to other person and 

school-based influences on practice) from across participants, since teacher evaluation again 

fell towards the middle of the scale during the focus group activity that specifically asked 

them to rate evaluation relative to other influences on practice.  Data from this activity 

showed that seven teachers in this study rated teacher evaluation as only being “somewhat 

important”, while four thought it was “not very important”, echoing trends in earlier survey 

responses to similar questions.   

Evaluation is not a driver of teaching practice.  On one hand, teachers 

characterized the standards they were being held to as fairly unobjectionable – for example, 

“all things that good teachers would do anyway”.  They also appreciated that the current 

evaluation process had some “holistic” elements, since it included standards on leadership, 

reflection, and classroom environment.  However, evaluation feedback addressing these 

standards was rarely inspirational enough to be “life changing” or even stimulating.   One 

participant explained that although she cared about her ratings, and found the standards to be 

“well-intentioned”, they weren’t necessarily as much of a “motivator” as other key influences 

on her teaching.  Multiple participants expressed that evaluation “isn’t going to change what 
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I do”, or “isn’t going to stop me from doing what I do in my class”.  They explained that 

evaluation feedback only occasionally offered “a different perspective”, or specific thoughts 

about instructional approaches and teachers’ role within their schools for them to consider.  

For instance, a teacher who had made a shift to a new grade level identified feedback from 

her administration as relevant to that adjustment.  Similarly, out of three observations she had 

so far this year, a colleague remembered one observer that had helped her integrate phonics 

with guided reading.  But, in general, a handful of small ideas or prompts from evaluators 

were not enough to cause a shift in pedagogical trajectory, particularly because this group of 

teachers was in many ways already established in their practice, with substantial early 

childhood and elementary experience.  As a well-credentialed teacher distinguishing between 

key instructional drivers and the influence of feedback guided by evaluation rubrics 

explained, “It just doesn’t motivate me”.  Because she was a teacher who tended to look 

towards the big picture, it did not provide a strong enough “vision” for moving her 

professional development forward.  Others similarly expressed that high-stakes evaluation 

was “just part of life”, but would never gain high personal value, despite the possibility of 

tying their evaluation ratings to bonus eligibility or career status.  One teacher said, “Even 

the money, more of it is even better. But I have to look in her face [gestures to colleague in 

focus group] and my students’ face every day. And that's what really matters.”  Another 

colleague in her focus group supported the idea that while evaluation might contribute to 

their practice on the surface level, “Change me - it’s not going to, is the thing”.  In a different 

school, teachers reiterated this theme, saying that when they reviewed their ratings, “It’s 

good to see, but it’s not going to change anything.” 
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However, while evaluation was clearly not transformative for this group of teachers, 

it was also not considered to be detrimental.  Instead, the official performance management 

process fell into a middle space that simply fell short of becoming truly inspiring or 

meaningful.  Although no one shared extensive complaints about evaluation over the course 

of data collection, teachers instead tended to see the formal process as merely ineffective or 

minimally impactful.  As one teacher put it, the utility of evaluation was random, since, “the 

feedback, I don’t necessarily use it.  I think it’s just given because they have to. They have to 

give you something, you know. Sometimes it’s helpful.”  Looking across teachers’ 

experiences, those who gave examples of components of the evaluation process that did work 

relatively well for them, such as being able to connect reflection to a professional 

development plan or getting encouragement about their teaching, were describing exceptions 

to the norm, or bright spots within tepid policy implementation.  In most cases, the “good 

intentions” of the NC Teacher Evaluation Process were not themselves enough to result in 

sustained, recognizable links between performance feedback and changes in teachers’ 

reported views towards their classroom responsibilities. 

Specific reasons why evaluation failed to live up to its full potential.  One primary 

goal of the NC Teacher Evaluation Process was to enhance teachers’ ongoing development 

while building their instructional capacity.  Unfortunately, according to the participants in 

this study, it often failed to live up to that goal.  In addition to the fact that teachers placed 

greater value on other drivers of their practice, the majority of reasons why the current 

evaluation process did not “really” influence teachers’ conceptions of good practice and 

professional identity development were related to implementation.  However, teachers also 

identified flaws related to the uncertainty surrounding evaluation’s future use, its incomplete 
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applicability to early childhood and early elementary classrooms given this particular teacher 

sample, and the administrative nature of evaluation paperwork.  Repeated patterns across 

their experiences indicated that trying to establish evaluation as an important influence on 

professional growth and instructional improvement was a complex and difficult endeavor.   

Implementation factors: the difficult task of effectively carrying out the evaluation 

process.  Across all three schools in this study, teachers gave examples of how 

implementation factors impeded evaluation’s potential influence.  Because local 

implementation hinged on a school’s principal, in addition to the delegated contributions of 

other administrators like assistant principals or instructional coaches, a great deal was riding 

on how school leadership personnel decided to carry out evaluation within their school 

context.  Teachers described the path from policy guidelines to implementation realities as 

similar to “a game of telephone”, where the original message might not match the end result.  

One explained, “You know how one person says one thing over here, and then another 

person says something else a little different, and then by the time it gets to you…?”  A 

teacher from another school had similar views towards policies getting jumbled in 

translation.  As she described, despite extensive training from the state, “The conversations 

that you have here don’t always trickle down to the intent that it’s… it’s like this person went 

to the meeting that was supposed to relay it to this person and the intentions aren’t…and it is 

frustrating.”  As they traced the winding nature of evaluation’s trajectory, participants 

articulated how those who held administrative power at the state, district, or school level 

ultimately determined how evaluation was presented.  Furthermore, they raised structural 

issues within their schools, as well as flaws within the evaluation measures themselves, that 

led to implementation challenges. 
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Varied types of relationships with school leaders as a barrier to consistently effective 

implementation.  First and foremost, teachers reported mixed relationships with leadership 

over the course of their career, and emphasized that the person providing them with 

instructional feedback heavily shaped the quality of their evaluation experiences.  Sixty-

seven percent of participants rated leadership as either “important” or “very important” to 

their overall practice, suggesting that even one key individual could impact, for better or for 

worse, a teacher’s growth as an instructor.  As one might expect, less trust and connectivity 

with a principal meant that their evaluation feedback would have less influence.  One teacher 

explained that right off that bat, when asked her opinion of the current evaluation process, the 

central role of the principal came to mind.  She said: 

I think for me it always ends up being the relationship you have with that 
administrator and, umm, the type of leader that they are. Administrators that valued 
you as a teacher and ones that didn’t value you as a teacher, so the feedback that you 
got was going to be different, just like with your students, you have that relationship 
with them, you give them that solid feedback. So it’s kind of hit or miss depending on 
who the facilitator is, who the leader is. 

 
This was indicative of a universal desire for principals to provide the same supportive 

environment for teachers that they would expect teachers to provide for their students.  As 

part of this desire, teachers wanted their leadership team to take the time to get to know them 

fully as a teacher, so they could feel as if their administration both understood their 

pedagogical approach and cared about their progress.  Otherwise, “You have some 

administrators that get in there and know who you are, and then you have some that could 

care less. You know they'll see for your evaluation and see you for your scores and that's it.”  

If leadership did not make an effort to personalize their observations and engage teachers in 

individualized conversation about their instruction, teachers quickly became less receptive to 

evaluation as a tool for professional development.  Therefore, qualifying language like 
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“depends” was repeatedly used by multiple teachers to qualify the direction that evaluation 

could take in the hands of either a well-liked, relationship-oriented leader, or a less-desirable 

leader who was solely focused on the bottom line.   Within one focus group, a teacher 

suggested that evaluation, “completely depends on the quality of that leader”, and another 

agreed, “completely, ‘cause you got your leaders and ones that are into growth and ones who 

build relationships”, along with other types of principals whose attitudes were unengaged, 

and would “lay back, you just don’t care”.  In those cases, style and “personality” played a 

role in performance management implementation. 

In addition, some teachers had markedly negative past experiences with dictatorial 

principals that had made them aware of the difference administrators could make in their 

professional lives.   In previous situations where they felt that they could not trust “crappy” 

principals to have their best interests at heart, “You know that your evaluation and your 

reflection about what you do is more important than that person who came into your room for 

fifteen minutes who doesn’t truly understand what’s going on all the time.  Even though 

they’re your leader, sometimes they don't have the picture.”  In those instances, the impact of 

evaluation feedback had been limited by the perception that the person providing them with 

ratings did not have a full view of their practice.  As one teacher currently in a more 

amenable situation speculated, “They’re the deciding factor, the ones that come and observe 

you. But it depends on their personality type and how they see you. If you have a real strict 

dictator and you’re not doing exactly right, that could be a tough evaluation”.   As a result, 

teachers’ own assessment of their progress was deemed to be more worthwhile than 

commentary from an administrator who made a quick visit to their classroom for a formal 

observation a few times a year.  Teachers were skeptical that such an individual could 
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completely understand the complexity of all their interactions with children and accurately 

determine appropriate goals for their classrooms.  Ideally, they instead wanted administrators 

who were conducting evaluations to provide a combination of targeted, relevant advice and 

warm encouragement.   

As a participant explained, if principals have to point out areas of improvement, 

“They should be our instructional leader and know that next step.”  She felt that in order to 

maintain positive connections with teachers that would maximize productivity, 

administrators should extend the foundational relationship that had been established between 

the two parties over time, and use it to build trust in their specific pedagogical guidance.  

Teachers thought that, “…it would make a difference if you have a relationship with your 

administration, because if you have a good one, that would make a big difference,” and 

similarly, “a strong and caring leader makes a huge difference”.  This foundation was 

essential to their ability to take evaluation feedback seriously and see it as a means to an end, 

rather than a chore or an empty exercise.  Otherwise, teachers would say, “Ok, this is my 

leader and they're telling me that it's not the best, and depending on the leader that you get, 

sometimes your ratings are not all that wonderful, but they can't tell you what else to do. 

They don't give you that feedback that helps you grow.”  Because the only teachers that rated 

leadership in the highest category of importance when rating positive school-based 

influences on their practice were from the same school, this suggested that teachers within 

other contexts for teaching and learning still found leadership central, but not quite as 

uniformly effective.  Unsurprisingly, the school that assigned strong importance to leadership 

had generally positive feelings about the supportive nature of their entire school culture, even 

though they were still adjusting to a new principal.  While all participants were sensitive to 
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leaders’ role in their lives, especially if they had also recently experienced principal turnover, 

they could not always count on receiving deep emotional backing or specific pedagogical 

guidance within their workplace. 

 Frequent principal turnover as a barrier to consistently effective implementation.  

Because a long-standing foundation of trust was seen as essential to productive conversations 

about areas of improvement, frequent administrative turnover was another issue that clouded 

teachers’ feelings about evaluation.  The teachers in this study reported that, historically, in 

their schools, some form of evaluative observation had been conducted for various purposes 

by principals, other administrators/assistant principals, instructional coaches, district 

personnel, researchers, and their peers.  This meant that even when their primary principal 

had remained the same since evaluation was first implemented, which only four out of the 12 

participants could claim, chances were that at least one of the people tasked with observing 

classrooms would contain an employee who was new to that role.   For instance, at one 

school where other teachers played a hand in providing their colleagues with feedback, 

observation pairings would change from year to year.  Participants from across the study 

were often excited about the possibility of new administrators making positive changes, and 

valued receiving a variety of perspectives towards their instruction.  However, they also felt 

that it was difficult to maximize evaluation’s impact when the nature of its contribution to 

their professional development trajectory was subject to constant shifts in personnel.  As one 

teacher at a school with recent turnover explained, "I think I've been in the business long 

enough to know that evaluations change dependent upon who is doing them. And I think 

hearing other people's feedback is good, but I think that self-evaluation goes a lot further, 

because we can have a principal today who tells me I'm fantastic and wonderful in every way 
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possible, and someone else can come in tomorrow and see something completely different."  

This lack of continuity prevented evaluation from feeling connected to sustained 

relationships that teachers could rely on with confidence.   

In contrast, although teachers at the sole school where the principal had remained the 

same in recent years were ambivalent about the evaluation process as a whole, they did 

partially credit that long-term relationship as driving relatively more positive aspects of 

receiving performance feedback.  Although they were not at the site where teachers reported 

the strongest overall school culture and implementation practices, at least conversations with 

their principal followed predictable interaction patterns.  Within that context, they reiterated 

that they did not have to worry as much about their observations, because “she knows me”, 

and “because of the type of relationship that I have with our principal here, she knows very 

well what I do…it’s a part of that trust piece”.  In different instances, teachers reported a shift 

in their views towards the evaluation process after a new administrator handled post-

observations conferences differently than her predecessor.  One teacher who had previously 

felt in sync with her principal said that in more recent meetings she “only had about five 

minutes” to review her ratings before a rushed conversation.  This experience made her feel 

as if her evaluation was less personalized, and therefore less useful, than before.  She felt 

personally devalued, but also felt as if the process itself had become less likely to take on real 

meaning.  Others feared that their current comfort could be short-lived, since, “You never 

know when you’re going to get a crazy.”  A teacher who currently had a decent working 

relationship with her principal still described the frustration that could result when “you’ve 

had a good relationship with one administrator, and have scored very high, and they see these 

things in your practice really without you having to explain yourself” and then all of a 
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sudden, “someone else comes in who has a different filter, a different background, a different 

personality and they don't necessarily see the same things”, causing teachers to have to 

justify practices that had previously been lauded.  In the best case scenario, well-received 

administrative changes could result in a teacher immediately feeling “comfortable with her 

even though I didn’t know her”, while at other times, being observed by an administrator 

who they had not formed a “connection” with could create feelings of uncertainty. 

Uncertainty about the use of the evaluation process within their schools as a barrier 

to consistently effective implementation.  Teachers who had significant experience in the 

school system, like most of the teachers in this study, were both wary and weary of a host of 

constant changes, which went beyond issues with turnover.  In their view, the nature of 

evaluation, like many other mandates, would probably shift over time to accommodate 

evolving implementation nuances and changes in legislation.  On an internal level, changes 

in their school building led to an additional lack of clarity around how the evaluation process 

would continue to unfold and how it would affect their professional status.  As teachers filled 

out a survey asking them to identify the components of the evaluation process that were in 

place in their schools, as well as important to their administrators, they often paused to ask 

each other for clarification about how evaluation was actually going to be carried out.  For 

instance, when trying to determine if value-added models of measuring student growth were 

currently in place within lower elementary grade levels, one teacher asked, “But does it 

impact us right now?” Some of her colleagues replied, “Not yet”, or “Not yet for us” but 

others chimed in that “It’s impacting us”.  At another school, the conversation had a similar 

direction, as one teacher noted,  “This year they are currently using the student achievement, 

right? I know it wasn't last year but now it is…” Her colleagues replied, “Maybe, maybe 
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not”, and “Not sure”.  While 100% of participants reported that test scores were being used 

as an evaluation tool, they were not certain whether this meant that formative assessments, 

periodic benchmarks, or some kind of new value-added measure would be taken into account 

moving forward.  One teacher asked, for instance, “Do you get test scores?”, while the others 

within her focus group replied, “I guess they kind of look…”, and “They look at them, they 

see ‘em, they're starting to…” Along those lines, while 100% of participants were confident 

that their schools were following the NC Teacher Evaluation Process closely, 50% answered 

“not yet, but will in the future” when asked if value-added scores currently factored into their 

evaluation ratings, while the other 50% said that they were “not sure”.  There was a sense of 

some planned components of the state evaluation being on the horizon, although they had not 

become an established reality across their school building.  This led to uncertainty about 

what the future implementation of evaluation would encompass, as several teachers asked 

what the term “value-added scores” meant and how it would be defined on the PreK-3rd 

grade level.  In general, even though teachers at all three schools in this study recognized 

ways that their principals were trying to improve the process from prior years, and saw the 

value of data that helped them “see that they’ve made growth” with their students, they had 

not spent much time outside of required training internalizing the guidance within the NC 

Teacher Evaluation Process.  For instance, when being interviewed, teachers would ask to 

look at a copy of the guidebook that described the process more carefully, since they could 

not always speak to the numerous details within its standards off the top of their head.   

Because teachers were not certain exactly who going to be observing them each time, 

that also exacerbated the feeling that their ratings could become hasty assessments made by a 

subjective, yet unfamiliar party.  The participants in this study were in agreement that 
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variation in how scores were determined detracted from their value, “’Cause it may depend, 

like she said, on who it is. You know what I mean.”  Since, “The interpretation is going to be 

different with each individual,” the feedback that they received might be misaligned with 

their own perceptions, which they felt were based on a deeper understanding of their 

students’ needs than a series of casual observers would be able to achieve.  As a teacher 

explained, “I'm just saying two different people are evaluating you, one person sees all of this 

great stuff and then this other person's like, ‘Mmmmmm’. I'm just saying…” This echoed the 

common sentiment that, “It depends on who your observer is, too”, since at times, there “just 

might be different personalities” at play, and “the way that it's framed, it's being told like 16 

different ways, and so nothing's really as consistent”.  Teachers were concerned that if this 

led to unfair depictions of their practice, and the rumors of evaluation ratings affecting their 

eligibility for performance incentives like bonuses came to fruition, “that’s just 

very…cutthroat”.  They were slightly alarmed that the stakes of evaluation performance 

might rise, now that a few districts had already begun “putting in there that, oh, you get a 

bonus if you get a score. I mean you're, like I said before, I think what's eventually gonna 

happen...” They were not sure how much weight should be given to evaluation ratings that 

seemed to be in the hands of varied individuals who could “finagle stuff”, since, “…to me the 

objectivity of it sometimes can be a little…[pause]”, implying that it was questionable. 

In addition, teachers were the most critical of prior situations where they perceived 

administrators as turning in ratings that failed to reflect a deep, holistic view of their work, 

instead limiting their comments to a handful of formally observed lessons.  In describing a 

less ideal circumstance, a teacher said, “In the past, you know, that one shining moment of 

that person may not have even been the person that you see, but you're sending in a 
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summative evaluation.”  Because formal evaluations were brief and infrequent, “They only 

really come in two, maybe four times, max a year so that’s four lessons out of - you know, 

it’s not really indicative, I don’t think”, which caused teachers to feel unconvinced that their 

observers were familiar enough with their pedagogy to make an accurate assessment.  One 

teacher gave the example of how her observations happened to be during lessons where she 

did not integrate technological tools, “but I wouldn’t say I don’t use technology, it was just 

that one specific time she was in there. My Smartboard, iPad, I use them all the time. It’s, 

like, it’s hard to know that they really can see that, that they know that you’re doing that at 

all times.”  As another teacher articulated, although the evaluation process could theoretically 

encompass many “wonderful” purposes, “It’s like the total parts don’t add up to the whole. 

The whole is so much bigger than all of those little pieces.”  Across the group, participants 

were torn between taking those constraints in stride as part of the nature of the evaluation 

system and dismissing the resulting feedback as limited. 

Uncertainty about future state-level decisions about the evaluation process as a 

barrier to consistently effective implementation. On top of school-based uncertainty about 

how evaluation might end up being carried out, participants were not sure how to feel about 

potential state-level proceedings like the possibility of their evaluation ratings being made 

public.  One said, “Does that mean we’re online?”  Another dismissed the question as 

irrelevant, saying “I want to say that’s not important.”  But the uncertainty about what that 

would mean for their professional reputation gave others pause, as the original questioner 

said, “Well….”, and another teacher dubiously chimed in, “Yeah, that’s kind of scary.”  

Their trepidation over evaluation ratings contributing to their reputation within the 

community tied into to a general concern that teachers get “beat up” and “blamed for stuff 
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that's not always in their realm of control.”   While the participants in this study spoke about 

trying not to pay too much attention to chatter about public attitudes towards teachers, they 

still found “stuff coming from above us, rules made by people who have never taught, 

legislation, testing,” to be “frustrating” and “ridiculousness”.  Because “A lot of things that 

have been reported have been so skewed…just statistical data has been so spun, it’s just been 

awful,” teachers worried that “the governors don't seem to have the respect for us, especially 

the lower grades”.  Their perception of evaluation measures as unreliable tools for high-

stakes salary and personnel decisions made them skeptical of proposals to use ratings to 

reward only the top percentage of teachers or to replace career status as the major 

determinant of job security.  When describing proposed ways of linking evaluation ratings to 

job stability, one teacher noted although one system might be in place now, “you could 

change that the next week”.  They were secure in the knowledge that their “parents for the 

most part are very complimentary, very appreciate of what we do, and they’ll quickly speak 

up to that”, but noted that within the public at large,  “It depends on the ... it depends on 

who's talking”.  Given the current direction of local education policy, one teacher explained 

that, “You hear about them doing away with tenure and all those not good, negative things, 

and it just makes you wonder if this process is going to be taken into account when those 

things arise.  This is statewide, anybody can pull it up and see it, and I don't know. It could 

be held against you.”  This exemplified fears about the future that had not yet been realized, 

but weighed on their minds in the background. 

Teachers also worried about aspects of the state’s design and subsequent application 

of evaluation mechanisms that they saw as beyond their ability to influence.  For instance, 

they wondered how their performance would be rated if they decided to move to a new grade 
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level, or take on a challenging group of students.  In that case, “Heaven forbid, you move me 

to first grade, but I'm not gonna be distinguished anymore because it's a learning curve. And 

that needs to be taken into consideration, too, and not go, ‘Oh, well, she was distinguished 

last year, oh my goodness.”  Teachers in one school asked how the incorporation of test 

scores might detract from teachers’ willingness to take on special education students, and 

doubted that the evaluation process would consider that “Your children’s growth and your 

ability to teach are…not always directly correlated”.   Adding to the confusion, they were not 

sure if the state wanted them to demonstrate student proficiency or progress, since “I don’t 

know how that works”.  One teacher gave the example that it is, “not okay if this year’s class 

was at 95 percent proficient and next's year’s class was 65 percent, so I went from a good 

teacher to a crappy teacher, in one year…I look at the whole child and how much they grew. 

There's not a test or a measurement that can measure all of that…every child is different”.  

Even if value-added models of measuring student achievement were more growth-oriented, 

they did not believe that such models were perfect, either.   

On average, the teachers in this study rated value-added scores as “somewhat 

important” to them, indicating that they thought this was something their school cared about 

more, and put more stock in, than they personally did.  Teachers explained that if they were 

forced to integrate growth models into their daily reality, they would have to give them more 

attention, but as it was, they still had questions about how well they could isolate a teacher’s 

impact on a student while accounting for the complexity of variables within the educational 

system.  For example, one teacher who had worked at several different schools discussed 

how during her first year of teaching in a more affluent area, her students got high test scores 

that she did not feel she could take all the credit for.  On the flip side, now that she was 
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working at a Title I school, she felt that making gains was more difficult, even though her 

instruction was much stronger than it had been as a novice.  Uncertainty about how the state 

would address these issues made it difficult for teachers to believe in the continued efficacy 

of the evaluation system, as they questioned how it could be fairly implemented across the 

state amidst frequent changes to classroom composition and teacher placement. 

Constraints on administrators as a barrier to consistently effective implementation.  

Although the teachers in this study could identify several reasons why evaluation 

implementation ran into difficulties, they were sympathetic to the logistical challenges that 

naturally arose from trying to deliver high-quality feedback to a large number of teachers.  

While they wished feedback delivery could be improved, they saw administrators working 

hard and “scrambling” to meet district deadlines to turn in evaluation paperwork.  Teachers 

could see that when those pressures arose, “It’s hard for administration”, and ‘It’s a crunch 

for them to get it done”.  In some cases, even though bringing the ratings system online had 

cut down on physical paperwork, teachers saw their principals struggling with the system 

continually ”crashing” and causing further delays in processing.  Several identified “time in 

general” as a scarce resource, explaining that the limitations of the school day made it hard 

for administrators to make the formal observation process, which also included pre- and post-

conferencing, meaningful and substantive, rather than a rush to turn in all the required 

components within the allotted period.  It was a puzzle that could not be solved within those 

boundaries, as teachers saw principals who made an initial effort to get to know teachers at 

the beginning of the year as having difficulty maintaining that regular presence within their 

classrooms.  One said that there had been some years in the past when, “the kids don’t know 

who their principal is”, which she saw as an example of the potential for division between 
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administrative offices and classrooms.   As such, she appreciated visible efforts from current 

administrators to try and rectify that distance, saying that “I can’t imagine having to do that 

in all of these rooms and feeling connected but it did feel like, okay, they want to be in the 

rooms”. However, during hectic points, other high-pressure priorities like extensive state 

“testing” in upper elementary classrooms still led to a decrease in a principal’s presence in 

the younger grades.  One teacher noted that, “You should see them having to scramble with 

the new ‘Read to Achieve’, testing, and all that hitting everyone when all the observations 

were due”.  This resulted in many teachers having long stretches without administrator 

interaction within their classroom, as a teacher from another school echoed that, “We haven’t 

had any [observations] lately. I don’t know if it’s with all the 3rd grade testing”.  Quicker 

walkthroughs and pop-in visits could help rectify that disparity, but they were not a full 

substitute for extended conversation. 

Although principals were trying to squeeze in as many briefer, casual interactions as 

possible, formal observations that were explicitly tied to professional standards sometimes 

did not happen until almost halfway through the school year.  Often, teachers reported that 

“I’ve not had a formal observation this year yet”, even though they had been working with 

their students for several months, or  “I just had my first one” in January.  While they 

acknowledged that their administrators were probably busy giving more attention to newer, 

needy teachers or focusing on testing grades, this created a further disconnect from the 

official NC Teacher Evaluation Process.  And, although teachers did not blame principals for 

these circumstances, and “understood” why a lack of time was a constant problem, they also 

believed that it did not “mean it’s right” for them to be getting the short end of the stick when 

it came time for evaluation follow-up and relationship-building.   Because “It’s complicated 
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to look at what goes on in a classroom in a day…you can’t then say, you come in for twenty 

minutes and, checklist, well, we’re done”.  While conceding that, “They have a lot of 

paperwork, they're in charge of every single child in the classroom, every single bus”, 

teachers drew parallels to their own work life, with one saying that, “I mean, I get it, but at 

the same time, I know that my children who I have good tight relationships with perform 

better for me in the classroom”.  When asked what improvements they would make to the 

current evaluation system, teachers typically made suggestions like wanting, “More time, 

sometimes, because it’s really not very personal after they leave.  They either send you an 

email or a note”, or said, “With the timing too, a lot of times it’s just like we got to get it 

done. Let’s be done, let’s meet, let’s go over it”.   Although they saw why bringing the 

evaluation process online was more efficient, a brief email was not going to compensate for 

reduced meeting time or form the basis for facilitating extended professional development.  

The limited time allotted to the official evaluation process consequently led teachers to 

perceive that making performance feedback more meaningful was low on the priority list.   

Lack of alignment: evaluation does not fully align with broader teaching goals and 

expectations.  Teachers reported that areas of focus within the formal teacher evaluation 

process were rarely connected to other professional development opportunities, and were not 

always aligned with briefer but more frequent “walkthrough” feedback resulting from 

informal administrator visits. They also felt that evaluation did not adequately address all 

components of early childhood and early elementary education, including the extent of their 

relationships with students, lessons on character building, and the importance of developing 

socio-emotional skills that went beyond academics.  As one experienced early elementary 

teacher put it when talking about her administrator’s attitude towards her practice, “She likes 
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us, but she doesn’t know what we do.”  In general, they did not consider data from a few 

formal observations a year to be an adequate representation of their instructional efforts, not 

just because of time constraints, but also because of administrators’ limited capacity to offer 

instructional advice that was appropriate for their grade levels. 

Fragmented professional development links leading to a lack of alignment.  When 

asked if they ever discussed the evaluation rubric, observations, or feedback with their 

colleagues, six out of the 12 teachers in this study reported that they sometimes did, while 

two said that they either rarely or never had those types of conversations.  This pointed 

towards a missed opportunity that arose from evaluation feeling like a private, individual 

judgment that would not be shared with others.  While sharing their exact performance 

ratings may not have been productive, teachers had little opportunity to solicit targeted ideas 

from others and tie evaluation into what their learning community or grade level was 

working on.  They also felt that while their evaluation feedback and reflections were 

sometimes tied to other aspects of their teaching, such as when mentors for new teachers 

were included in reviewing a teacher’s plans for improvement, they were not as obviously 

related to the professional development support provided by their school or district.  A 

teacher reflected that, “I don’t really know if it ties in with my professional development so 

much. That could be something completely different from what I’m observed on”, and 

explained that if there was overlap, it was coincidental.  This group of teachers tended to 

dismiss the utility of those professional development sessions in general, since quality widely 

varied, and “the good ones are important, bad ones, not”.   They also described a multitude of 

areas of focus, from the Common Core to specific grade-level strategies, which required their 

attention but were never integrated with the NC Teacher Evaluation Process or the official 
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professional development plan that was included within evaluation’s components.  In fact, 

one teacher laughingly pointed out that the latest evaluation guidelines had not been updated 

to reflect that the Common Core State Standards had been adapted.  As a result, teachers 

tended to feel as if the evaluation process was disconnected from other aspects of their 

professional growth, remaining in this space where it did not conflict with other teaching 

objectives, but did not explicitly support them.   One teacher said, “ I feel like all of our 

feedback is kind of quick. I feel like sometimes it would be better to have a little more 

constructive, like, suggestions of what you can do to make this lesson better or to make your 

teaching better.”  Even though she found that the impressions administrators formed during 

informal visits to her classroom were sometimes reflected in her formal evaluation ratings, 

links between brief comments and next steps were missing.  In addition, a colleague in the 

same school felt even less connection between different pieces of feedback, saying that, “It’s 

not as smooth”, and “When you look at your summative piece, it may not directly relate to 

one area or another”, indicating that there was a lack of consistency across teachers’ 

experiences.   

Incomplete inclusion of early elementary objectives leading to a lack of alignment.  

Because the same rubric is used to measure teacher performance across all grade levels, it is 

up to administrators to make baseline standards come alive for individual teachers by relating 

them to their particular grade level and circumstances.  One common issue for early 

elementary teachers was that their administrators might not have training in working with 

younger children.  They were worried that evaluation standards emphasizing academic 

content delivery were symptomatic of a broader trend towards ignoring other important 

facets of a child’s personal growth, such as socio-emotional development.  As one teacher 
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described the types of questions that drive her growth goals for students, she said, “Are they 

noticing that they are part of a bigger picture? Children. Are they working on community 

service, are they working on self-regulation? All these things that are so important for them 

when they get older…we have been focusing on the wrong thing.”  One of her colleagues 

added that “I don't think that enough focus is being put on…on the self regulation and I know 

that there's a lot of articles that are out there recently, research-based, good data to support 

the importance of the self regulation and how that eventually, when they get to 3rd grade, if 

they can attend to a task if they can self regulate, then they will be more successful in the 

upper grades”.  They saw these elements of their teaching as essential building blocks for the 

future, but they were not always confident in their evaluation observer’s ability to recognize 

their value.  Although one teacher thought that her observers should be able to consider the 

age level she was working with, she hoped they would understand that incorporating 

movement during “wiggle breaks” was appropriate.   A prekindergarten teacher was 

frequently put in the position of “giving to our principal…a breakdown, especially for early 

childhood”.  She had to explain what she was doing to administrators, rather than 

administrators being able to offer her instructional support.  She also found formal evaluation 

measures provided by the state to lack alignment with other key measures of early childhood 

classrooms.  For instance, “I have teachers that are my same grade level that are coming to 

me and going, ‘I'm doing what ECERS [Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale] says, 

I'm doing, I'm getting five stars on my rating and my principal is marking me down because 

they can't find anything in my classroom that's multicultural’”.  Another teacher gave the 

example of expectations like students managing their own learning teams being 

“developmentally inappropriate” for younger children according to the trade definition of 
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that concept, which originally related to upper elementary objectives. It was confusing to 

figure out whether they had covered all of their bases for each set of standards that was being 

used to assess their classroom environment.   One participant explained that she had to go 

beyond the universal NC Teacher Evaluation Process guidebook to tie in a more concrete 

early childhood supplement provided by her district, which she appreciated but required an 

extra time investment.  In addition, teachers could not trust administrators to “see that 

connection”, because they would “have to have experience” working with young children in 

order to completely understand the intentionality of their instruction.  

Over-evaluative: Too much emphasis on end ratings, rather than growth model.    

Even though the NC Evaluation Process contained many growth-oriented structures, such as 

rating teachers on a continuum from developing to distinguished, prompting reflection, and 

tying evaluation to a professional development plan, teachers still perceived end-ratings as 

having greater importance within their school setting.  They wished that evaluation did not 

feel so “high-stakes”, because: 

I don't care that you've observed me, that doesn't bother me.  I don't care about 
knowing it, I don't care how formal it is, but if I can truly do it for a reflective practice 
and looking at what is it that I'm doing - what do you see that I could better?  And if 
it's just purely that conversation for making me a better teacher or helping my 
students in a different way I haven't thought about, it wouldn't bother me in the 
slightest, but when it's tied to my success as a teacher for my job and grading me on 
it, that changes it, and then it's a whole different ballgame. 

 
Interestingly, even though the North Carolina Evaluation Process has not yet become 

explicitly tied to career status or salary on a statewide level, the suggestion that it might in 

the future, along with the simple idea of being rated and wanting to perform well, was 

enough for most teachers to feel like evaluation was a high-stakes enterprise. 



 

	   155	  

Pressure and defensiveness resulting from evaluative emphasis.  The pressure that 

even experienced, confident teachers associated with evaluation was one of the clearest 

trends across this study’s data.  Teachers frequently used words like “panicking”, “anxiety” 

and “stress” to describe their anticipation of an observation or a post-conference.  One 

veteran teacher said, “It shouldn’t stress me out as bad, but it does, just as bad as anybody 

else”.  Another highly experienced teacher recounted how “I would rehearse lessons, and in 

my sleep, dream about lessons, and be thinking about lessons when I'm driving down the 

road. Something that's really not that important.”  While most of the participants in this study 

felt fine about what had actually happened during evaluation observations, and tended to 

think the anticipation was worse than reality, a few had been deeply affected by demoralizing 

experiences where “It was just not fun for me, and it frustrated me” and often thought, “Oh, 

my God, it’s too much”, since “To know that everything weighs on that formal observation, a 

lot of your…that's a hard thing to swallow sometimes.”  While on one level, most of the 

teachers in this study were well established within their practice and their schools, very few 

could take a relaxed attitude towards being watched in the classroom by an administrator.  At 

best, they would say, “I really do pretty good, considering”, or concede that although they 

did not like being formally observed, they were used to it.  It appeared that for many 

participants, the process of being judged and committing ratings to paper would “freak 

people out” and become more tedious than energizing, since, “It’s a lot when you’re reading 

through it, you almost get like a headache thinking about it”.  

Teachers also took a somewhat defensive approach that related to their broader 

concerns about limited observation time resulting in less than accurate ratings.  They would 

push back against criticism, or worry that the observer had seen something beyond their 
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control that they should not be held accountable for.  For example, a teacher protested that, 

“You were in my classroom for 45 minutes…so I just think that it's also frustrating, also 

cause I really took that hard and I didn't think that was fair.”  Another fretted that, “You have 

control of your students as much as you can, but there’s always just that unknown of what 

they’re going to do.  That’s what makes me the most nervous”.  Similarly, a different teacher 

in her school explained that sometimes, “It's like a gotcha instead of, like, a real decent look 

at what you're doing, ‘cause it depends on when you come in. You could have had, you 

know, Johnny flips out and it throws everything off with your day, but this is your 45 minute 

observation.” Others tried to argue, “Is it done on a snow day or a day when you have early 

dismissal or early release?”  Their emotions ran high when describing how, “I take it too 

much to heart…I take it as a push down…and then sometimes when it becomes comparative, 

I really take offense to it”.   The most experienced teachers in this study reported that their 

long-term investment in teaching caused them to internalize perceived criticism, even though 

they would not put themselves in the category of “poor teachers” and in fact, said that they 

often received the highest ratings possible.  Regardless of experience level, it was “hard to 

only take it reflectively” when “Somebody’s tearing you apart for what you do and that's 

very personal”.   

One established teacher felt that because of her relationship with her principal, her 

attitude towards receiving critique had evolved to the point where she could move past her 

personal emotions.  However, she could see her colleagues struggling to perceive evaluation 

as beneficial, instead of punitive.  Because teachers “were those kids who wanted to be 

pleasers”, and there is “not a whole lot of comfort that goes with testing or evaluation”, that 

resulted in “a lot of defensiveness”.  For instance, although it appeared that this had not 
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actually happened to them very often, teachers still asked, “What if they come in that one 

time at the end of the year and things aren't right on track that day?” or shared partially 

unfounded fears that “I guess I'm always worried, too, that they're just gonna come in 

and…you finish something early and you're doing, like, a filler and it's not exactly what's on 

your plans, I'm like, ‘Ohh, what if they come in right now?’ - you know?”  This indicated 

that teachers saw observations as a means of monitoring them, rather than as a support 

mechanism.  Typically, while concrete examples of times when administrators had showed a 

flagrant lack of understanding of their classrooms were minimal, a few less-than-ideal 

anecdotes were enough to taint the evaluation process.  

Some teachers even thought that the pressure to perform could result in “pretend, 

pretend”, where “I just feel like sometimes I'm teaching to the evaluation, you know what I 

mean?”   They explained that it was hard for them to take evaluation feedback seriously 

when they knew it was based on such a performance, since “I feel like when you're trying to 

prove yourself to someone, it's not necessarily the most valid classroom. It's not the most 

accurate representation of you.”  Within a focus group, one teacher suggested that, 

“Sometimes it's better when it's all natural, just flowing”, and another added that it was best 

when “teacher-student interactions are going on, and it's not staged”.  This idea that a 

prepared lesson for a formal observation was going to be inauthentic also contributed to the 

idea that observations of such lessons would yield ill-informed ratings.  As one teacher talked 

about how the evaluation process did not seem like something worth investing in, she pointed 

out that in her school, “I think you have some that are just going to put on a show when 

somebody is in there. So then that doesn’t really show who that teacher is.”  Even if she felt 

that her work was accurately represented, the process as a whole left room for error. 
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Perceptions that own professional judgment is in doubt resulting from evaluative 

emphasis.  In addition to feeling general pressure around evaluation, participants in this study 

were sensitive to the possibility of evaluation becoming an affront to their own ability to 

make decisions about their classroom.  They valued certain parts of the evaluation process 

like planning out their professional development, but did not always believe that 

administrators truly valued their input.  A teacher shared that, “I feel like the self-reflection is 

one of the most important pieces, but I don't feel like it's seen as important to the people who 

should be looking at, ‘How do you feel about yourself?’”  Rather, since evaluation was 

primarily seen as a monitoring tool, they viewed administrators as reducing the process to an 

attempt to, “make sure we’re covering it” and fulfilling baseline responsibilities.  As one 

teacher articulated, “That always ends up feeling like you’re not trusted to people and you’re 

not being treated as a professional. When you get into all those, you know, do you have your 

documentation?  And then you lose the artistry. To me, teaching is an art because all of that 

interplay with people.”  Other teachers agreed that a back and forth, in-depth conversation 

was necessary, since “It’s a dialogue…and if it's used that way, it makes a little more sense, 

but when it's not, that's obliterating,” to your sense of professional self-worth. 

Since these teachers conceded that they were nowhere near the “danger zone” of poor 

ratings, they also felt that that the constant drive towards continuous improvement could 

sometimes wear thin.  Although one teacher appreciated a growth-mindset, she said, “It'd be 

nice to know that sometimes just to hear you're doing a good job.  Sometimes I just need to 

hear, ‘Good job, we appreciate the effort you're doing, and we're seeing it in your kids’. 

There's a time for it.” In her mind, “There's a time and a place for reflection, there's a time 

and a place for those questions of saying, ‘Ok, what could you do differently? How could 
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you do this?’  Or, you know, think about something. But you don't need to hear that every 

single time, because then it makes you start second guessing everything you do.”  Her 

colleagues agreed that the structure of evaluation feedback and its end goal of producing 

summative ratings could make it hard for their administrators to focus on recognizing their 

teachers’ professional expertise and affirming the strengths within their practice.  For 

instance, one remarked that because she did not think there were any teachers in her school 

who needed to be “weeded out”, the implication that an evaluation system was still needed to 

monitor teachers was demoralizing.  She explained, “I just feel like a lot of times 

accountability and test scores is pushed, I feel like it's a lot of mistrust”. While teachers 

acknowledged that the official evaluation process did attempt to capture the full extent of 

their teaching efforts, there was a sense that administrators were always supposed to be 

looking for areas to change, across all levels of teaching ability. 

Empty: This sort of evaluation is not personally meaningful.  While evaluation 

could have productive elements, the NC Teacher Evaluation Process was not typically seen 

as meaningful or well connected to personal drivers of their teaching.  Teachers reported that 

the standards themselves were too generic and broad, and conversations about observation 

feedback that did result in useful thinking were rarely sustained over time.  They compared 

the flat feeling of reviewing of a standard rubric unfavorably to more relational, 

individualized influences on their practice, and often failed to find inspiration or motivation 

from evaluation metrics.   

Standards too generic, resulting in less personal meaning.   The teachers in this study 

all accepted the evaluation standards as a good standard for baseline practice; when asked, 

they in fact thought that at first glance, evaluation’s intended purposes sounded pretty nice.  
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In a focus group, a teacher asserted that the elements of evaluation were “just the elements of 

a good teacher. As long as you're teaching them you're teaching within those elements, good 

teaching is happening…and then I don't think you should have to worry about that piece of 

paper.”  However, while other teachers agreed with her, they also found that the standards 

were too open and “vague”, and too generically constructed to make an impact on the 

complex facets of their instructional choices. As another teacher put it, “They might as well 

go back to the satisfactory and unsatisfactory.”  Because these participants did not see 

education as cut and dry, they doubted that it could be boiled down to the constraints of a 

rubric, especially one that used qualitative inputs to produce quantitative ratings.  An early 

elementary teacher explained, “I think education is a different animal than business is…there 

are things that are cut in dry in business that aren’t in education. These are children’s lives. 

Somebody doesn’t make so many things on this line over here, it’s not the same…the 

wholeness of what made that child get to that point doesn’t get factored in.”  In her mind, 

business-like structures were being used to measure completely different type of tasks, within 

a much more complex, person-focused setting. 

When conducting peer observations, one teacher described trying to fit what she saw 

to the evaluation structure, since, “a lot of the things I noted, it was almost kind of hard to 

figure out where to put them.”  For instance, she observed that she could tell what children 

had been learning in the classroom from looking at their work on the walls.  The children’s 

learning was visible, and felt like a more authentic representation of their efforts than pre-

packaged classroom decorations.  After searching through the evaluation guidelines, she 

decided that notation might best relate to a standard related to providing a safe and orderly 

environment, but that that still did not quite fit what she wanted to capture.  She also had 
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questions about the precise difference between various levels of proficiency, asking, “Does it 

go under ‘demonstrates’? You know, which one of these words does it go under? Maybe 

that’s a big piece of it too, even doing your own self-evaluations, I don’t know which box 

this is…I’m not sure, it doesn’t really break it down, which one you go in.”  The prevailing 

sentiment about the standards and the ratings continuum was that “I don’t know that it’s 

specific enough…there’s so much room for interpretation.”  Other teachers within her school 

gave additional examples of when they had to ask for clarification about components of the 

evaluation system, such as exactly what 21st Century learning or building global awareness 

might look like on the early elementary level. 

Teachers reported that as a result, this also watered down the quality of the feedback 

they might receive.  One teacher dryly recounted, “I've actually been told as long as they get 

home safely and that no one dies, I'm good.”  Her feeling was that the standards themselves 

did not go much beyond basic objectives that seemed obvious to veterans of the classrooms.  

Her colleague provided another example of when she noticed that she had gotten 

“distinguished” ratings in almost every category except for one having to do with meeting the 

ethical standards expected of North Carolina teachers.  When she asked her administrator 

why she had only received average marks in that category, worried that she had done 

something untoward, she was told that it was simply that, unable to make much distinction 

within that broad standard, “she just gives everyone proficient on that one”.  This made for 

an amusing anecdote, but deepened her concern that a worst-case scenario had unfolded, 

where ratings according to these standards did not mean much, but could have lasting effects 

on her reputation. 
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Not part of long-term, sustained growth trajectory, resulting in less personal 

meaning.  Although teachers had been asked at various points to fill out professional 

development plans (PDP’s) and collect artifacts of their teaching as part of the evaluation 

process, one problem was that there was rarely enough administrative bandwidth available to 

help teachers make ongoing connections to their long-term professional growth trajectory.  

As a teacher who had diligently amassed a binder of artifacts pointed out, “It’s been sitting 

up there [points to top of high shelf] from two years ago. I never changed anything and 

nobody has ever looked at it.”  A teacher at another school confirmed that sentiment, 

suggesting, “It wouldn't be as tricky if we did keep those portfolios”.  Her colleague agreed 

that, “If we had them from year to year, we could look at our evaluations, we could say, 

‘Okay, what did I do last year that I got marks for this and this year that I didn’t?”  Other 

teachers commented, “I feel like they vanish”, and “They go into space”, before ultimately 

concluding that they must be in “personnel files somewhere”.   One recounted the involved 

process of trying to track down the history of her performance reviews over the past five 

years from the state agency that had stored those results in an amorphous database.  Without 

an explicit, sustained focus on their long-term growth, teachers said, “It’s going to get lost; 

you’re losing the importance of what the evaluation really means”.  In addition, while 

integrating more frequent walkthroughs created more touch points with teachers over the 

course of the year, and they appreciated that “they’re really getting a picture of you at all 

different times of the day”, teachers saw that feedback as random and “jumping all over the 

place”.  Because for some teachers, “normally they don’t give you suggestions anyway”, 

there was little concrete dialogue to build from.  They also were unsure what next steps 

looked like if they were to get a lower rating.  One asked, “If you do poorly, is there a 
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consequence? I don’t know if there is a consequence.”  Other teachers reported that as a solid 

performer, the utility of evaluation feedback seemed to hit a plateau.  They explained that 

because “distinguished” ratings were only supposed to be given out to teachers who were 

making exceptional contributions to the district, “Where do you max out and just became 

stagnant? And if I do max out and just become stagnant, what's going to happen to me?”  At 

a certain point, repeatedly being rated as “proficient” or “accomplished” became 

meaningless, and detracted from the idea that evaluation could be used to track their progress 

each year. 

Not based on authentic relationships, resulting in less personal meaning.  When 

asked the difference between evaluation and more central influences on practice, one teacher 

matter-of-factly broke down the crucial difference – “Who has a relationship with a rubric?”  

Comparing feedback resulting from close relationships with colleagues and mentors to the 

type of cursory feedback they would get from formal observations made it clear that the 

evaluation process had much less of a chance of having an impact.  This teacher further 

explained that, in some cases, “Because you have a relationship with that person, you're 

much more likely to listen and to take to heart what they say. Whereas, if you have someone 

in a suit who shows up twice a year to do an evaluation and you never see them any other 

time, then no matter what rubric you give it's not gonna matter."  To make the evaluation 

experience seem authentically connected to everyday interactions within the school 

community and feel “genuine” was a challenge.  Yet, participants from across the study 

emphasized that if administrators made efforts to take on that challenge, it would pay off in 

dividends. A teacher at a different school confirmed that, “When people feel connected, 

that’s what makes a difference. And I think all the fixes in education and in the world in 



 

	   164	  

general, is when people feel connected.”  Consequently, if administrators were unable to 

move teachers’ perceptions of evaluation beyond, “I know it’s their job and they gotta do it”, 

they would find it hard to get teachers to care about it and feel invested in the process.   

Not motivating or inspirational, resulting in less personal meaning.  Given the 

combined lack of buy-in and sporadic efficacy surrounding implementation of evaluation 

standards, participants in this study did not usually feel that evaluation was able to tap into 

their core motivational drivers.  One teacher explained that, “It’s really just the way you feel. 

It’s not like after you get observed, I’m like, ‘Oh yeah! This means so much to me.’ I just 

feel like they’re doing what they need to do and I’m doing what I need to do. You know it 

only happens three or four times a year, where you’re seeing your kids everyday and it’s 

more in your face.” In other words, aspects of her professional life, such as interactions with 

her children, were part of her daily reality and therefore more of a focus.  She would get 

immediate feedback from them, and could experience regular emotional exchanges within 

her classroom.  As this teacher put it, when it came time for evaluation, “I understand and I 

do it but it doesn’t drive me.”  Another expressed a similar sentiment, saying, “More often 

than not, it's probably not as driving as they intend for it to be”, and explaining that, “I'm 

numb to it, so I'm like, whatever.  It is what it is.” While this did not mean that teachers 

completely dismissed their evaluation feedback, their stance was more along the lines of, “I 

do think it’s necessary for people to grow. It’s just depending how it is approached. It’s the 

same way with how we treat our children. Do we give them a test to show them what they 

did wrong or do we show them what our next steps are?”  If teachers felt that evaluation was 

primarily designed to point out flaws, without real support to move them forward, they were 

less likely to rely on the evaluation process to propel their future career trajectory.   
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Administrative: Evaluation process becomes merely an administrative task.  With 

all of the challenges surrounding evaluation’s perceived lack of meaning, it was very easy for 

it to seem like just another hoop to jump through, or “just another thing that you have to do”.  

The guidebook for the NC Teacher Evaluation Process is about fifty pages long, and there are 

numerous components for teachers and administrators to complete.  Absent of personal 

connections and buy-in, teachers often saw evaluation as the latest iteration of a host of 

accountability measures to “check off”.  They particularly disliked the need to document 

each aspect of their practice, since they felt that their administrators should know their staff 

well enough to be able to form an impression of their teaching and recall their contributions 

to the school community.  

Gets lumped in with host of accountability initiatives teachers already disillusioned 

with.  Because more rigorous teacher evaluation followed a series of measures designed to 

create accountability within schools, teachers felt that it “did make it harder” at times not to 

dismiss evaluation as yet another mandate designed to judge their practice and create more 

paperwork.  After receiving “eight hours of it” during training sessions designed to uniformly 

introduce evaluation across the state, their first thoughts were along the lines of “Teachers 

are losing their jobs, and we’re printing these [evaluation guide] books!”  Even though those 

books were now online, they were not certain if the considerable resource investment in 

evaluation implementation was worthwhile.  In focus groups, teachers talked about how “you 

have to sit through this again” and needing to go to “a gazillion” meetings.  They were not 

inclined to value evaluation as a resource that could enhance their practice, instead seeing the 

process as placing an additional burden of proof on them to demonstrate that they were 

providing adequate instruction.  One teacher in this study explained, “It is very time 
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consuming with all that's already heaped on top of us, but obvious things…I don't know, if 

there's some things, it should be understood.”  Because teachers were not inclined to invest 

themselves in the evaluation process, they were also more likely to take on an attitude of, 

“this will pass”, lumping evaluation in with other measures that they had to endure until the 

next change came along.  One teacher who had seen policies come and go said that 

evaluation “loses its ability to be powerful and useful because it's just another thing that's 

coming down from the state. I think it gets lost in the shuffle and it's just one more thing I've 

got to get done”.  Teachers reported mixed feelings about accountability policies as a whole, 

with some claiming that they tried not to assign them too much personal value within their 

realm of influence, but others asserting that negatively framed pressures were a visible part 

of their working environment.   

Artifact component creates excessive documentation.  By suggesting that teachers 

collect artifacts to demonstrate their performance within each standard, the NC Evaluation 

Process makes an attempt to capture aspects of teaching that observations might not reveal.  

It also gives teachers the opportunity to influence their ratings, and use evidence of good 

practice to argue against marks they feel are unjustified.  Unfortunately, the feeling that 

“sometimes it’s all about paperwork” cheapened the process for teachers.  It also added a 

time-consuming burden to their already busy days, since “It's like you have to sign this, and 

this, and then sign off - it seems like there's so much, instead of just a simple submit”.  When 

describing their annoyance, one teacher explained that, “To me, a lot of it then becomes 

falling on the teachers to then prove themselves, so instead of, let me go and teach and you 

evaluate my work, I'm now having to come back again and gather all my information to 
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present to you a second time.”  Having to “backtrack and pull this and show pictures of this” 

seemed like unproductive “busy work” to them, and a poor use of their abilities. 

Teachers said this also made them feel mistrusted, since in this past, some principals 

could not take their word for it, but instead would say, “Well, if you want to be pushed up, 

then you have to have your documentation of all of this and all of that”.  Simply bringing up 

an example of how they fulfilled a standard was not enough since, “I can say, ‘Oh no, but I 

have it’, you know, but then you have to go and find that piece of documentation.”  When 

this part of the evaluation process was framed as having “to prove it”, “it just feels 

completely like they’re there to get you”.  The task of documenting each facet of their 

classroom could also lead to situations where, “It's hours or weeks later that I think about it, 

and I'm, like, oh my gosh…and we did this, and we did this - I mean, I would panic, like 

staging the kids for pictures!”  A teacher at another school who admitted that maintaining 

paperwork was not her strength said that sometimes, she would feel guilty about not writing 

down, for example, details of an intervention, but then, knowing how busy she was, would 

have to tell herself, “I did it, and that’s the important thing”, hoping that her administrators 

would agree with her.  She also questioned whether excessive documentation detracted from 

more genuine motivation to fulfill her responsibilities.  For instance: 

I’m like, ‘Really, you want me to document that I went to their basketball games, 
really?’ Last time, we were told, you better - if it wasn’t on a piece of paper it didn’t 
happen. And that really depends on the quality and how your administrator treats that. 
Some treat it as a get ya, gotcha. You would hope that people who have been selected 
to evaluate you on that level would not be trying to catch somebody not doing what 
they’re supposed to. And I don’t do that for you to rate me on my time anyway. I 
don’t go to that because I get approval that I did community involvement. 

 
Across all three schools in this study, teachers recounted instances where they felt that their 

personal relationship with their administrators and their evaluator’s broader knowledge of 
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their efforts should have superseded the need to justify evaluation ratings.  This was typically 

brought up in relation to aspects of the evaluation standards that had to do with their own 

leadership and professional development, such as attending conferences, participating in 

professional associations, or presenting at grade-level meetings.  As one teacher explained, “I 

think the frustration comes in that if I'm doing all these things and I'm having conversations 

with my administration, that they know I'm off work because I'm going to teach at a 

conference or I'm taking off early because I'm gonna go meet with a consultant, that then 

we’re also having to go back again and keep documentation…Seriously? You signed the 

paperwork for me to leave to go to that conference…" Her colleague explained that this sent 

a message that this process was not going to be based on real connections and long-term 

relationships, but instead was merely about checking off a to-do list and covering everyone’s 

bases.  Reducing evaluation to “a game” made it difficult for it to matter. 

 Evaluation may not have the greatest impact on this population of teachers.   As 

these teachers described why evaluation had a relatively limited impact on their lives, their 

particular characteristics also played a part in the formation of diminished attitudes towards 

the evaluation process.  For instance, because they were mostly teaching in early elementary 

grades with less of an emphasis on standardized state testing, they described components of 

the process based on test scores, such as value-added measures, as “coming” on the horizon 

but not yet a full “reality”.  Although they could anticipate these components being important 

to their schools and eventually carrying greater weight, they could not articulate exactly how 

they might affect their perspective towards their job responsibilities in the future.  In 

addition, these participants were fairly established within their teaching career and readily 

earned average to good performance ratings.  This made them unlikely to be concerned about 
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significantly improving their ratings, since, as one teacher put it, “Right now I’m not in the 

danger zone.”  While feeling comfortable with their current instructional abilities could 

benefit them in other ways, these teachers’ lack of urgency around boosting performance 

ratings sometimes weakened their investment in earning better feedback.   As a result, 

although evaluation did still have some importance to them, “It’s not gonna be something 

that you focus on.”   

Evaluation can still add some value to teachers’ practice, depending on the 

circumstances.  For most teachers, a combination of implementation issues and a lack of 

personal connection with the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process meant that their 

performance ratings had a moderate or low influence on their practice.  However, several 

participants in this study were able to share reasons why some aspects of the evaluation 

process worked relatively well for them.  First, teachers were unlikely to ignore evaluation’s 

presence in their schools and were motivated to earn good marks.  They cared about their 

professional growth and were willing to consider evaluation feedback as a potential 

contributor to their development.   In addition, teachers on either end of the experience 

spectrum were uniquely situated to benefit from evaluation’s structure.  As a result, both very 

experienced and novice teachers had certain attributes that enhanced their view of evaluation 

policy implementation.  Lastly, schools with an especially collegial culture had laid the 

foundation for better evaluation buy-in, making their teachers more receptive to 

incorporating feedback from observations into their instruction.  Since these teachers had 

higher overall job satisfaction, it was easier for them to digest performance management 

dialogue.  Taken as a whole, these particular conditions made it more likely for evaluation to 

influence teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional identity development. 
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Teachers who care about their performance will invest time and effort into 

considering suggested improvements and desired areas of focus.  Because the teachers in 

this study were people-pleasers and rule-followers, they wanted to do well on their 

evaluations.  They were also inclined to seek approval and validation for their efforts, and 

described enjoying opportunities for their dedication to their craft to be recognized, which 

“always feels good”.  For example, one teacher said, “I've always honored that time when 

you have that end of the year talk. Always like kinda like a big thank you for all the hard 

work that you've done.” Because they were not struggling teachers, and on the contrary, 

tended to report a history of relatively high marks, there was no reason to dread extensive 

critique, as negative feedback would likely be minimal.  In and of itself, doing what they 

were asked with good humor did not necessarily make evaluation meaningful.  However, the 

fact that teachers accepted evaluation as a highly visible policy that mattered to their schools 

meant that it was able to take hold within a school’s regular processes fairly quickly.  It also 

meant that teachers wanted to know what they needed to do to move along the ratings 

continuum.  So, while the root of their motivation was not always ideal, as it was largely 

performance-oriented, teachers consistently believed that the standards for practice outlined 

within the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process guidebook did have baseline value.  

Across the group, they agreed that, “I actually think, when you read the teacher’s evaluation 

tool and look at it, it's really good information. I mean, yes, a high quality teacher should be 

doing those things.” In the best-case scenario, this baseline consensus at least opened the 

door for more in-depth conversations with administrators that had the potential to drive shifts 

in instruction.   
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In keeping with survey results where 100% of respondents rated evaluation as “very 

important” to their school, teachers continued to express that this process “must be very 

important to an administrator”.  In turn, because they took their job performance seriously, 

some teachers took the attitude that “everything is important to me” and should not be 

summarily dismissed.  Furthermore, although teachers did not always have optimal focus on 

the evaluation standards as a whole, they did commonly value the aspects of the evaluation 

process that forced them to document self-reflection.  Teachers said that for them, this was a 

bright spot, since “I feel like for me, it’s a good self-reflection”, and they saw that piece of 

the evaluation process as essential to future professional development.  One teacher said, that 

although she still felt that “Oh, gosh, I’ve got to perform” during formal observations, on the 

whole, “I like it in the sense that it gives me self-reflection, and I see areas I can improve and 

what I need to do, and I like seeing it from that aspect”.  The mixture of compliments and 

friendly advice that she received added to her generally accepting view of evaluation.   

Experience levels can also affect perceptions of evaluation feedback & openness to 

utilizing those suggestions to drive change.  Most of the teachers in this study had a 

minimum of five years of experience in the classroom, if not many more.  As a result, they 

were able to speak to the difference that their experience level made in their perceptions of 

evaluation as a possible influence on conceptions of good practice and a driver of 

professional identity development.   Teachers compared their novice years to their current 

situation as they related key characteristics of those time periods to the utility of evaluation in 

their professional lives.   Primarily through reflection, participants recounted how 

administrators provided more attention to the development of early career teachers, visited 

their rooms more often, and looped in mentors and coaches as part of professional 
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development planning.  Teachers across multiple schools noticed that, “When you’re in the 

beginning teaching, you get more observations”.  Their self-reported attitudes towards 

evaluation were also different in the earlier years, as they were used to be observed 

frequently during their student teaching and also felt highly driven to seek advice from 

others, making them more receptive to feedback about curriculum and instruction.  One of 

the only newer teachers in this study explained, “You’re observed all throughout school 

anyway, so you’re used to feedback and commenting on your practices”.  Being primed to 

receive “good pointers” often meant that their practice was open to change and adjustment.  

Less daunting expectations for performance meant that, “A first year teacher should not be, 

feel at all, like they need to be ‘accomplished’. You feel like you're barely treading water.”  

To teachers who accepted these limitations, initially lower ratings on evaluation metrics were 

not as traumatizing, as they expected to be “developing” within the growth continuum.   

On the other hand, while more experienced teachers sometimes missed the greater 

levels of support they had previously enjoyed as a beginning educator, they also brought a 

history of adaptation to new policies with them.  Because these teachers had built their 

resilience to change, they could take new performance management requirements and 

resulting feedback in stride.  A multi-decade force within the classroom related that, “I think 

you become more confident in yourself, and you do listen to these things, but you know how 

to pick and choose what affects you most and what you need to really work on and 

implement. I just think when you're younger, I just think you immediately go to, ‘I'm doing a 

bad job if things are not in that perfect space’, instead of allowing yourself time to [say]... it's 

okay not to know right now.” Furthermore, their confidence in their expertise often allowed 

them to move past defensiveness into productive conversations with their administrators.  
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Because of this, experienced teachers reported being able to have greater dialogue during 

post-observation conferences.  They could articulate the intentionality of their work and 

justify instructional decisions that they believed were best for their children.  However, they 

also had the ability to see criticism as constructive, since they knew one critical comment or 

lower rating was not going to make or break their careers.  When given feedback, they could 

“Get past it to say, this is, yeah, I had a moment. That doesn’t mean the next 50 years have to 

be like that, there are things we can do.”  One teacher explained, “There's some things I don't 

take as seriously, because I've been in it a lot longer and I know it takes a whole lot more for 

certain things to happen and stuff like that. It's like, it's really not the end of the world if 

something doesn't go right”.  At the same time, “I also am much more quick to stand up for 

myself for something…I'm not afraid to speak back at that summative conference that we 

have at the end of the year”.  Experienced teachers like her were less likely to feel 

intimidated by the process of being judged, and more likely to take conversation about their 

ratings to a more detailed level.  Since some of them had been through experiences like 

National Board Certification, they were used to having to reflect on their practice and explain 

their instructional thinking. 

In addition, their official evaluations did not feel as high stakes or “overwhelming”, 

because “We’re well established in our community. And so for me, having families 

that…know you as a teacher and support what you've done and want their children with you. 

That to me speaks so much more...” Having worked in the school for a long time, at times 

even teaching the children of former students, meant that their network of support was 

widespread.  As one veteran expressed, “staying power is a big strength”, which allows for 

greater comfort within the teaching role and less fear of one new change, such as a different 
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evaluation mechanism, turning their world upside down. When administrators took 

advantage of this perspective and leveraged experienced teachers as role models for others, at 

times asking them to share video clips of lessons or lead professional development sessions, 

they achieved an ideal balance between using ratings mechanisms to drive improvement and 

identifying instructional highlights.  This balance allowed these teachers to feel valued 

enough to then accept comments that were not as favorable when applicable.  For instance, 

they reported that their principal “respects what we’re doing” and was perhaps even “a little 

bit in awe” of the progress they were able to make with their students.  Being established as 

experts within their school also made it more likely for experienced teachers to discuss 

instructional challenges within their team.  Teachers who were part of a strong grade-level 

collaboration explained that as a result, “That level of experience within the team and 

knowledge of each other, and when they've done this together already”, led to easier dialogue 

about “How can we make it better the next year?”  This forward-thinking attitude also 

prevented the benefits of their experience from turning into apathy or resistance, creating an 

ideal environment for continuous improvement. 

Most importantly, supportive, collegial contexts can create an ideal foundation for 

considering evaluation feedback.  Because the teachers who tended to rate evaluation more 

positively were primarily clustered in one school setting with markedly strong collegiality, 

their descriptions of school context provided evidence of how that work environment led to 

better evaluation implementation.  In that particular school, there were fewer obstacles to 

effective implementation, both structurally and attitudinally.  There was also a heightened 

sense of trust and respect between teachers and the administrative offices, so as teachers 

explained, “I don't feel embarrassed to say, ‘I don't know’”.  Relationships between 
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administrators and colleagues were sustained over time, leading to greater evaluation buy-in.  

In addition, these teachers believed in the ability of their administrators, coaches, and grade-

level leaders to serve as instructional guides.  They were able to skip past typical roadblocks 

to effective evaluation-based conversation and jump straight to targeted discussions about 

how to best serve their students, because “I know that they have my best interest and the 

students’ best interests when they say, ‘Have you thought about this, could you try this?’” 

These conversations were perceived as having greater utility, since the “good advice” they 

received was directed and specific enough to have an impact on practice. 

For instance, teachers at this school described their unique school culture as resulting 

from the deep investment that many teachers had made as founding staff members of the 

school.  Because some of them had been within that setting from the very beginning of its 

existence, they felt strongly committed to making it work.  A more recent addition to their 

staff explained, “I think that it's just not, 'Oh, I work here' but I think that there's something in 

the school, because it is so unique that there's an ownership in the school."  Teachers reported 

high levels of teacher leadership and involvement, and numerous opportunities for 

collaboration, on their grade level and beyond.  One teacher, who had previously worked 

with her actual family members, explained that coming to work at this school was like 

working with an entire building full of family members who cared about each other, 

personally and professionally.  Her colleague confirmed that she “felt like family 

immediately”, saying: 

I think that where we are right now is fabulous.  I feel like we have a great culture 
here together. We really support each other and we connect well, and know we can go 
to each other for anything. Even personal stuff, you know if I'm just having a terrible 
day…like I said we do support each other in everything you know – ‘I've never taught 
this before, what do I even do?’… ‘Well, it's this, and try this’.  
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In this setting, their principal ate lunch with teachers regularly, and teachers often socialized 

outside of required meetings.  This meant that even if they did not feel particularly close to 

their evaluation observers, they could at least fall back on colleagues to move them forward.  

Across the data, these teachers valued a sense of “team”, and rarely saw teaching as an 

isolated endeavor.  Interestingly, this feeling even extended to the district level, as one 

teacher reported, “I think honestly that we work in a great school that's a part of a really great 

county. And I don't always agree with the administration across the board, but I think that 

there are a lot of people who are trying to do what's best for children.”  Several of her 

colleagues independently mentioned similar sentiments about feeling fortunate to work in a 

relatively supportive county, as compared to others within the state.  This meant that 

mandates like more rigorous evaluation were less likely to be seen as yet another imposition 

coming down from the district. 

Overall, although more recent changes in administration meant that evaluation 

implementation was not currently a smooth experience for every teacher at this school, the 

foundation for success had been established.  This made the relative effectiveness of their 

evaluation feedback more likely to survive disruptions to their established routines and 

relationships that occasionally created implementation issues.  Some of these issues, such as 

changes in administrator personality that led teachers to perceive evaluation as becoming less 

authentic and more rushed, have been discussed in prior sections.  However, looking beyond 

those stumbling blocks, it was still clear that the majority of the positive elements within 

their school culture that supported teacher evaluation and made it likely to influence their 

teaching remained.  For instance, teachers felt that it was okay for administrators to see 

“organized chaos”, since at the very least, the principal understood what the reality of 
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classroom life looked like and was generally on board with their style of instruction.  And, 

even though they still wanted to impress her, their conversations about whatever had been 

witnessed tended to feel like a comfortable back-and-forth, rather than punitive.  

Consequently, when evaluation tasks started to feel more like an administrative burden, 

teachers in this school were not thrilled, but remained willing to keep working together. 

Teachers at another school with a historically less stable culture and administrative 

office were also able to report optimism about newly established enhancements to the 

evaluation process, which were starting to shift their attitudes about evaluation in a more 

positive direction.  These teachers were able to leverage the supportive culture within their 

grade level to build better connections with administrators and serve as a model for their 

school.  They were “excited” that a new principal had introduced “powerful” mechanisms to 

build closer relationships with teachers and use data more effectively to examine specific 

nuances of their instruction, like ability grouping.  This plan involved regular one-on-one 

meetings with an assigned coach within their administrative team, who they would have the 

opportunity to develop a closer relationship with over the course of the year.  By dedicating 

time to relationship building, ““We’re not, we’re not a number anymore. We felt like that in 

the past, when there was this paperwork that had to be done, and you’re not good enough.” It 

also allowed teachers to choose areas that they wanted to focus on after examining their 

students’ progress and discussing individualized aspects of their instruction, as well as the 

needs of their particular class.  They would then be video-taped during a session focused on 

capturing the area of improvement that they had self-identified; for instance, one extremely 

experienced teacher recognized that guided math groups might benefit her children as much 

as they did during reading.  These videos would drive conversation “that’s just going to be 
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personal between you and your coach” and from that foundation of trust, pinpoint changes 

that could be made in real time.  As one teacher within this school put it, “That’s gonna move 

people” along a professional growth trajectory. 

Within this more positive structure, helpful, “immediate” exchanges were happening, 

since when meeting with their principal, “There's just always that ease of conversation. And 

she seems...she's sharing information. I feel like she has a good knowledge from where she's 

coming from she's giving you suggestions or options.”  For their part, as well-regarded 

teachers within their teaching and learning environment, they had agreed to embrace these 

extra efforts and make contributions to its success by sharing clips of exemplary teaching and 

leading related professional development.  Ideally, “They really get to know what you’re 

interested in learning about and then can kind of direct their feedback on what you want to 

talk about. And there are, of course, some across the board things that we all need to work 

on. And that’s what our whole group PD can be”.  In addition, although it is important to 

clarify that this new plan was not being explicitly linked to the NC Teacher Evaluation 

Process and its standards for performance, these teachers hoped that building a better 

relationship with administrators focused on targeted instructional growth would carry over to 

improve implementation of the state-level evaluation mechanisms.  These feelings of deeper 

“connection” that allowed them to consider suggestions more seriously as part of a “growth 

model” and “reflect” together.  If all went according to plan, “I do think that will also help 

them when they come in, when they do our formal observations, and they know our class 

more. And they know us more, so that can be very helpful.”   The sense that their principal 

and the rest of the administrative team was becoming familiar with them and their students, 

to the point where the principal would know that someone’s mother was about “to have a 
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baby” or that another child was struggling with a certain issue at home, made a huge 

difference in their outlook towards evaluation implementation.  These teachers emphasized 

that it was not just about administrators relating to the adults in the building, but also 

knowing “the children better”, so that observations of their classroom would be enhanced by 

that context for understanding what they were seeing. 

Other key influences drive teachers forward and matter more to them than 

evaluation does.  When asked to rate the relative importance of policy-related factors like 

evaluation within their practice, teachers continued to indicate that other person- and school-

based factors were more essential to them.  I was able to triangulate my data to show that 

focus group activity responses reflected earlier survey responses from teachers.  For instance, 

ten out of the twelve teachers in this study rated accountability policies as either “not very” 

or “somewhat” important, which aligned with the seven out of twelve who specifically put 

teacher evaluation in the “somewhat” category.  These participants explained that while 

accountability was important to their schools, they did not necessarily have the same personal 

connection to those programs and mandates.  They also tended to describe the influence of 

policies like evaluation as pressures, rather than positive forces.  The key distinction was 

again made that while evaluation fell into a middle ground, relational influences that were 

either brought into the classroom or developed over the course of their career meant “a whole 

lot more me than what she’s [referring to administrator] going to put on that piece of paper”. 

Within descriptions of what did matter to teachers, their personal beliefs, past role models 

and relationships with others within their school community stood out as the most important 

influences on these teachers’ conceptions of good practice and professional identity 

development. 
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Majority of lasting influences on teachers’ conceptions of good practice and 

professional identity development are person-based.  The combined impact of individually 

based prior experiences appeared to play a deeper role in teachers’ lives than any one policy, 

requiring administrators to consider that teachers already walk in the door with a host of 

meaningful sources of pedagogical inspiration.  Personal beliefs and values were strong 

motivators for the teachers in this study, along with past role models who made a lasting 

impression on teachers’ career trajectory.  Participants in this study described core beliefs 

like “the importance of school” and the value of education as central to their current 

dedication to their profession.  These kinds of drivers also included attitudes towards their 

students, such as the belief that “all students need love and want to learn – just need the right 

space”, or that “we all deserve to been seen and encouraged”.  Teachers saw these ideas as 

enveloping individual curricular components, and tying together their classroom community. 

When considering the broader goals of her classroom, one teacher said, “We all do bring 

those differences in, but we can still be working toward a common goal. And that's why I tell 

them, too, we're a family in here, we have to love each other and be kind to each other.”  

Values related to both self-worth and seeing the worth in others drove them to incorporate 

messages like, “I’m very big on, ‘Don’t let your circumstances hold you back’” into their 

teaching. 

Some teachers attributed their personal beliefs to their upbringing and family 

background.  For instance, one teacher said that, “I am a Christian, and so I’m expected to do 

good in whatever I do, because that’s reflective of everything, you know. Do everything in 

excellence, you know, you don’t be a slacker.”  For her, this translated to defining reliability, 

preparedness, and effort as key components of how she carried out her job responsibilities.  
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Seeing her parents work hard at their jobs without complaint further contributed to the idea 

that, “You know, work is very serious…and, so, I mean, I’ve always seen them do that, so 

that was a huge piece.” Her colleague said that, “Being raised to think positively, and always 

have a positive outlook, and be proud of what you do, and accomplish what you want to 

accomplish and things like that” were a big part of her attitude towards her job, which 

allowed her to remain optimistic in the face of challenges.  Another teacher explained that 

explicitly being taught that “School was very important” motivated her to “bring that in here 

– school is important, you’re here to learn, you know, you’ve got to do this”.   This was 

indicative of a broader trend where teachers wanted to provide students with the same kind of 

structure and direction they had received growing up, which they did not believe many of 

their students were receiving in their own homes.  Others simply appreciated “having that 

support system” that had bolstered their pursuit of their career, especially those who had 

teachers in their immediate family who had provided them with specific guidance about the 

education profession. 

Within these participants’ lasting childhood memories, former teachers from their 

elementary school experiences were another example of influences that drove their current 

practice and conceptions of good teaching.  Participants commonly credited “teachers I had – 

they were great, and that’s what made me want to be a teacher”.  Across all three schools in 

this study, many participants cited role models from their own schooling experiences, 

indicating that “having awesome teachers growing up” drove their own career choices and 

created an ideal to strive for in the classroom.   They modeled themselves after educators 

who had made a difference in their lives, because they wanted to make a similar impact on 

the children on their classrooms.  As one teacher put it, “You know, you’re in school so 
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much, so I wanted to make a positive impact on kids, so that they liked school as much as I 

did.”  The fact that their students spent the majority of their day with them was an additional 

motivator to create a “family” atmosphere within the classroom.  One teacher recounted how 

different school was for her during her early elementary years, when she was continually in 

trouble for talking and misbehavior, as opposed to her experience with a seminal teacher who 

helped her shift her education trajectory by making her “accountable” for her teammates 

during group work, instead of isolating her from others so she would not distract them.  She 

explained, “It sort of made me rethink about how what I do affects other people. I try to use 

that with the kids, that you are part of your team. Them understanding that we've all got one 

goal together and we've got to get there somehow…I still very vividly remember the bad 

things that happened with the old teacher, and then with this new one, the difference.”  Her 

colleague explained that her former teachers had also been life changing, since although her 

parents were supportive of her: 

I never felt like education was the biggest focus in my household, so if it hadn't been 
for my teachers, you know, I wouldn't be here. ... So, I feel like I can relate to them 
and I want to, you know, hopefully be one of those people who helps to push them in 
a direction to say you can do better…I can definitely say that if it wasn't for great 
teachers, I wouldn't be here. I don't know where I'd be. Stuck in Walmart or 
something. 
 

This idea of wanting to connect with students in order to encourage them to maximize 

educational opportunities was a strong component of many teachers’ experiences that related 

to the role of prior schooling in their own success. 

 Lastly, teachers who attended strong teacher education programs, even if they took 

place many years ago, credited them as being a “very personal, one-on-one” influence that 

“set me on the right path”.  One teacher who said, “My college experience was wonderful,” 

emphasized that “I cannot say enough about just, the in-classroom experiences I had, for 
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sure, “ since they exposed her to a variety of demographics and grade levels, and helped her 

determine her teaching preferences.  Many of them remembered their cooperating teachers 

fondly, saying, ““When I did my student teaching, it just reinforced all that, ‘cause she was 

such a great teacher and I just loved watching her.”  Teachers particularly appreciated 

mentors from their training who struck a balance between providing them with answers and 

letting them experience teaching for themselves, as they, “gave me all this wisdom and all 

this knowledge, but then gave me the freedom to make a mistake”. A principal at a school 

where one teacher had initially cut her teeth decades ago stood out as a similar type of 

foundational influence, since, ““She prompted you to reflect and to find and then sent you off 

to get that training. She made you a better teacher but in your own path. She'd let you reflect 

on what you needed.”  That relationship exemplified the kind of professional support that this 

teacher continued to prefer many years later. 

Relationships with key members of learning community like colleagues & mentors are 

most important influences on practice within school settings.  The most clearly influential 

school-based factor, as perceived by this group of teachers, was “relationships with 

colleagues and mentors”.  Every single participant rated it as very important, making it the 

only potential influence on their practice unanimously rated this highly, closely followed by 

school culture, which they saw as being related.  About 83% of teachers found school culture 

to be either “important” or “very important”.  Throughout the study, teachers repeatedly 

emphasized that because the relationships they had built within their school community were 

of such high value to them, and of such critical importance to their own professional 

development, they mattered on a completely different level than formal performance 

measures.  One group of teachers concurred that, “What we do as a team with our PLC or 
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grade level means more to me…and even though that evaluation will end up being something 

linked to me and pay scale, I'm okay if we're [gestures to other teachers in focus group] okay, 

and my students are okay. Then I can live with whatever pay scale ends up needing to be”.  

As teachers shared what they rated as having the highest value to them, one after another said 

something indicating that, “Teachers found that having “this huge support group” of 

“amazing people” was essential to their professional growth and well being, saying that, “I 

don’t think I would be where I am without that kind of support”.  They credited their 

colleagues with helping them to survive the daily grind, as well as keeping their long-term 

goals at the forefront. 

The value of collaboration and working together carried throughout participants’ 

responses.  One teacher explained, “I feel like we're all just very good about being 

collaborative and bouncing ideas off each other and it's not really a competitive thing. It's 

more what can we do for our kids.”  A teacher at a different school similarly noted, 

“Collaboration is so important to me, to be able to sit down and talk and bounce ideas off 

each other.” With that shared understanding, teachers could work smarter, not harder, since, 

“It's hard for one person to tackle the world. Doing things together just makes it so much 

easier.”  They were not afraid to ask for help outside of structured opportunities to discuss 

their students’ work, giving examples like, “People send emails saying, ‘Look at this, check 

out this new app, this is really great, the kids will love, this try this program’”.  Given the 

challenges of their profession, “I don't know how people could get through it otherwise”.  As 

one teacher put it, “I have to have a team of people who are flexible and relaxed and if it 

messes up – okay, we'll just keep on going. I feel like if you cultivate that with your people 

as best you can, it just feels better.”  They also pointed at that feedback from colleagues was 
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readily accessible and immediate.  When trying to problem-solve on the fly, “Those usually 

are the most effective, it’s the, ‘Let me tell you what this kid did today, please help me’”.  

Their colleagues regularly added to their skill set by sharing their ideas.   

Relying on colleagues was made easier because their relationships were not strictly 

professional.  Additional relationship building happened after-hours or during breaks in the 

school day.  As a teacher described her colleagues, she said, “We work well together, we 

hang out together outside of school, we go to the gym together, go get dinner, so you know, I 

just feel like having that kind of camaraderie, it helps to make things go a lot smoother.”  

One of her fellow teachers on another grade level agreed that, “I get along with my team; we 

all balance each other out”, and, “We are all good friends, so if you spend a lot time, you 

want to enjoy your time when you’re here”.  Several different teachers named their 

colleagues as the reason why they remained in their current position, claiming that, “I feel 

like it’s what kept me here”, and “That’s one of the main things that keeps me here.”  These 

ties to their school community paid off in terms of instructional output, since if other aspects 

of their life were dragging them down, “You share the load. If someone has a hard time at 

home, you pick up the slack. And, you know, if someone's not doing their part, you call them 

out.”  This mixture of support and honesty described by teachers across all three schools in 

this study revealed that such interactions were based on a store of trust that had been 

accumulated over time. 

In addition, some teachers thought about the value of others within their school 

community more broadly, saying that the sentiment that, “a lot depends on who you’re 

working with” could be extended to include other staff members, administrators, students, 

and their families.  Being “supported in whatever role by other staff members” was “very 



 

	   186	  

big”.  One teacher explained, “Families are part of it too. The concept of the relationship with 

the family, just the other adults in this building, has been important for me.”  Others agreed 

that, “building those relationships are crucial, especially at the very beginning”.  Any type of 

“long-term staff development” based on “good relationships and people who are willing to 

share research with you that really matters” was going to support their professional identity 

development within their school setting.  For the 67% of participants who listed leadership as 

either important or very important to their practice, “I’ve most definitely had administrators 

I’ve had that I completely admire, and their suggestions really drove me”.  For others, “It’s 

the students…‘cause it’s obviously not the pay or the hours you put in. It’s that you’re 

making a difference in their lives and they seem to really love you and care for you. That’s 

your reward.”  Multiple teachers expressed that connecting with children, and the enjoyment 

they got out of being with them in the classroom, as well as hearing about their success later 

in life.   Experienced teachers especially described long-term relationships with former 

students as rewards that kept them motivated to put effort into their current practice. 

Teachers’ own conceptions of good teaching focus more on emotionally based and 

relational aspects of good practice than official evaluation standards do.  Teachers’ 

relational focus was one of the key differentiators between personal conceptions of good 

teaching and the teaching responsibilities laid out with the NC Teacher Evaluation Process.  

While certain strands of the official standards did incorporate relationship-driven elements, 

such as leadership standards that mentioned collaboration with colleagues, or requirements 

related to working with diverse learners, teachers perceived relationships as taking on 

heightened importance within their own views of their profession.  As one participant 

explained as she looked through the standards, “It's there, but I don't know that, really, the 
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depth of it, and the importance of the way that I perceive it to be important” ends up being 

reflected within the evaluation process guidelines.  In addition, teachers saw evaluation as 

emphasizing short-term evidence of outcomes, as opposed to long-term goals and lasting 

impacts on children’s lives that might be difficult to measure over the course of a year.  

Because “a good teacher has a vision” for their students, helping students to gain basic 

academic skills was seen as a mere starting point for nurturing a lifetime of human 

development.   

For instance, one teacher explained that in the 180 days she had with her children, 

“You’ve got to put something in there that will continue and will last. I want to give them the 

spelling, the writing, and the reading and all that stuff, but to me, what’s important is that 

they believe that they can do it.”  Instead of scrambling to cram in content before benchmark 

assessments, they wanted to give children “a lot of opportunities to explore”, along with the 

time to figure things out for themselves, and to be able to, “give them an idea and just say go 

with it”.  When planning, they thought good teachers were adept at “seeing the long-term” 

instead of just thinking “day-to-day what you want to do”.  That way, they could pay 

attention to informal indicators of growth like children’s conversations and interactions with 

others while, “knowing where that child is the curriculum and how to build to the next spot”.  

These teachers were growth-oriented, but wanted to take a more patient approach to learning, 

citing research that showed it takes “21 days to change a behavior” as part of the need to 

show children had they had progressed over the course of months, not days.  A veteran 

teacher explained that the impact she had on students sometimes did not surface until decades 

later, as she recounted the story of a student who had recently reached out to her to let her 

know about successful admittance to college.  In her view, “Whether I had anything to do 
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with him going to Duke, the fact that he remembered me and was someone important”, was 

more gratifying than reflecting on the concrete academic skills he may have walked away 

with during his time in her early elementary classroom. 

The inclination to focus on long-term relationships also led the teachers in this study 

to describe good teaching as being less about content delivery, and more about socio-

emotional development and growth.  As early childhood and early elementary school 

teachers, skills like “teaching them some self-motivation of their own and being proud of 

themselves and what they're doing” were central to their practice.  They worked to offer both 

“choice and autonomy” and directed instruction, so students could develop “independence”, 

as well as a “belief in themselves”.  When teaching, they saw their role as giving children 

“that confidence” in their ability to make an “impact”, or a “big difference in this world”.  

Without that healthy self-concept, they believed children would not be able to see, “that they 

can do this, things are gonna get hard, that doesn’t mean that we quit.”  Teachers worried that 

mechanisms like teacher evaluation would be unable to see that, “The academics is very 

important, but when you have a child that comes to you and they have been told that you are 

no good, you're trouble and they hear that all the time, and they're having to work on their, 

you know, self confidence and all these things and it's just, that is important, too.”   

Within their classrooms, teachers described orchestrating harmony between students, 

as they balanced their time between providing them with individualized attention and 

thinking about their class as a whole unit.  They thought it was crucial “to teach them how to 

be able to care back with each other and interact. I tell them all the time, ‘We're family in 

here, you have to treat each other with respect, you need to be kind’, you know just different 

things like that.”  A focus on building “classroom community” was part of their view towards 
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students as future “members of society”, who they wanted to “contribute back in positive 

ways”.  Participants believed they should dedicate time to modeling the behaviors necessary 

to become productive citizens, because, “if they know how to treat each other, that’s what’s 

most important.  That they walk out of here, and they stand up to a bully for someone else, or 

they don’t let someone sit by themselves at lunch”.  Ideally, their practice would provide 

opportunities for children to internalize a sense of whole group responsibility for the health 

of their school community.  In that vein, advocating for their students’ needs meant fighting 

to retain these crucial elements of their instruction. 

The teachers in this study used emotional language to describe the connections they 

had with students that meant more to them than completing functional tasks.  One said: 

I would define good teaching as just being there for the students and the families. 
Sometimes, I feel like there are days where these kids just need to be loved. We may 
not get through everything in the curriculum we were supposed to, but it's just one of 
those days where I can tell when they walk in the door they don't need me to be a 
teacher, they need me to just love them and care about them and give them hugs and 
tell them, ‘It's okay, you're great,’ and encourage them. 

 
A teacher in another school shared that her approach to the classroom was based on realizing 

that at times, children simply needed to hear that “We’re gonna love you through this”.  She 

was so invested in her children’s well being, as well as figuring out “what makes each one of 

these kids tick” that she admitted, “I dream these children at night”.  It was important to her 

for children who left her classroom to know that she valued them for more than progress in a 

particular subject.  Others agreed that it was “not just they’ve scored this.  I know what they 

like, I know what they like to do, and I feel like they know the same about me. And I feel like 

that why our rooms run well most times, because they're not just students in our rooms, they 

are a part of your world.”  In other settings, teachers explained that developing “that 

relationship” meant that students knew that they “could come to me if they have an issue, 
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you know, even if isn’t school-related.  Within this group, good teachers were described as 

someone who provided “support to their students” so their “emotional needs” could be taken 

account.  Participants from across all three schools believed that in order to fulfill the extent 

of their professional obligations, teachers should clearly demonstrate that they cared about 

their students, liked being with them, and even loved them.  They also saw information 

gathered about students’ lives as a tool to make their lessons more relevant, since  “knowing 

where they come from, knowing who they are as a person so I can incorporate that to help 

support them”, was an essential “cornerstone” of their curriculum development.  Since these 

teachers taught at schools with students that they perceived as struggling, some thought that, 

without a teacher they could trust, “Where else are they going to go?”  As a result, their 

definitions of ideal teaching practices incorporated making these emotional connections.   

  In contrast, the NC Teacher Evaluation Process does not place nearly as much 

emphasis on either relationship building or children’s socio-emotional development.   It also 

takes a short-term approach to providing concrete proof of student learning, largely hinging 

evidence of such learning on value-added measures and yearly student achievement results.  

For instance, while state standards encourage teachers to use a variety of formative and 

summative assessments, the ultimate goal is to align their work with “21st Century 

assessment systems” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 12) designed to 

“demonstrate evidence” (p. 12) of meeting expected growth targets within tested subjects.  

Although several participants again emphasized that they did believe good teaching included 

using data to drive instruction, their views of student success were inclusive of the “whole 

child”. From teachers’ perspectives, the evaluation process did not fully capture what 

inspired or motivated their practice, which generally meant that it did not bring enough 
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attention to the personalized interactions they were able to have with students, which they 

saw as essential to capturing student interest and engaging them in instruction.  They also 

believed that the evaluation system defined good teaching as completing a “checklist”, as 

opposed to thinking about teaching in more responsive, fluid ways.  Because the descriptions 

of model practices within the NC Teacher Evaluation Process are much more scientific and 

systematic in nature, they are not as focused on the “art” of teaching, which teachers 

described as orchestrating a series of intentional actions that would move individuals forward 

while simultaneously considering their class’s group dynamic. 

 Overall, because teacher evaluation policy was a relatively insignificant part of 

teachers’ professional identity development and conceptions of good practice, there was a 

disconnect between intended policy impact and ground-level reality.  The aspects of their 

teaching that participants truly cared about, which tended to be more relational, were not 

fully encapsulated within performance standards.  Since evaluation did not always provide 

teachers with meaningful, specific feedback or extended instructional support, it was not a 

major influence on their day-to-day decisions and interactions with children. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

IT’S ALL RELATIONAL: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FIELD 

Teachers’ experiences with evaluation policy in North Carolina were indicative of 

trends within a broader policy climate that favored a focus on teacher effectiveness and 

educational outputs (Ladd & Fiske, 2014).  The impetus for widespread adaptation of teacher 

evaluation standards was initially spurred by federal messages about the need for evaluation 

reform that explicitly held teachers responsible for their students’ learning.  These messages 

were locally reinforced by North Carolina’s introduction of an updated evaluation process, 

which was similar to the performance management plans put in place by several other RttT 

winners (U.S. Department of Education, 2010f).  However, state alignment with federal 

objectives was not enough to ensure that evaluation would reach its full potential.   

On one hand, North Carolina policymakers designed evaluation measures that echoed 

the federal agenda.  Since the U.S. Department of Education believed that gathering more 

precise information about teacher performance would combat perceived lags in teacher 

quality and inequitable student achievement outcomes, RttT funding awarded to winning 

states was earmarked for implementing this solution. In North Carolina, discourse about the 

purpose of evaluation was similar to Secretary Duncan’s lofty goals to increase student 

achievement by standardizing modern teaching expectations and improving instructional 

capacity.  Duncan’s push for greater transparency and accountability was also reflected in the 

state’s efforts to centrally collect and analyze performance data.  Furthermore, the individual 
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components of the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process were heavily focused on common 

systemic goals like continually driving measurable improvement. 

Yet, while districts, schools, and teachers were willing to comply with evaluation 

procedures, evaluation implementation often fell short of its promise.  Despite the stated 

purposes of the NC Teacher Evaluation Process including goals like fostering reflection and 

personal growth, it is primarily intended to “monitor” teachers and “serve as a measure of 

individual progress” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2012a, p. 5).  These emphases also 

tie evaluation feedback to consequences like being placed on probation or being denied 

career status.  Although North Carolina’s evaluation procedures imply that the lowest 

performers will receive follow-up from administrators and mentors, this support is largely 

framed as a supervisory mechanism for checking up on teachers’ progress, instead of 

professional development.  This makes supplementary goals like offering guidance and 

support to improve the effectiveness of teachers at all levels of performance less obvious 

within local implementation priorities.   

Teachers’ Overall Impressions of Evaluation’s Influence 

How, and to what extent, does teacher evaluation policy influence teachers’ 

conceptions of good practice and professional identity development? As was revealed in 

Chapter Five, the high importance placed on rigorous evaluation standards at the federal and 

state level did not fully align with local teachers’ own values, beliefs, and goals.  Looking at 

teachers’ historical relationship with accountability policies in a post-NCLB era, research 

often reveals strong tensions within the fallout from such mandates that decrease teachers’ 

job satisfaction (Barrett, 2009; Berryhill, Linney, & Fromewick, 2001; Day, Flores & Viana, 

2007; Labaree, 2011; Loeb, et al., 2005; Ma & MacMillan, 1999; Ravitch, 2012; Sachs, 



 

	   194	  

2001).  However, in this case study of teacher evaluation, participants’ attitudes towards 

having their practice assessed were less definitive.  The teachers’ tendency to place teacher 

evaluation in the middle of the influence spectrum reflected an understanding of evaluation’s 

potential benefits, a desire to receive more directed feedback, and a willingness to comply 

with state requirements.  Yet, teachers also felt that evaluation fell flat when it came to 

making a concrete impact on their conceptions of good practice.  In contrast to federal and 

state goals of evaluation policy impacting instructional quality, it was hard for them to 

identify discernable differences in their teaching that had stemmed directly from the 

evaluation process. 

When teachers were asked to detail why evaluation was only somewhat influential, 

they listed several reasons why North Carolina’s performance management measures often 

failed to live up to their potential.  These reasons included 1) flaws in implementation, 2) 

little sustained connection between evaluation ratings and improvement strategies, especially 

for middle performers, and 3) the relatively average impact of evaluation as compared to 

other important influences on their teaching.  First, implementation challenges that detracted 

from how well evaluation was being carried out drove the majority of mixed reviews about 

evaluation reform’s ability to impact teachers’ practice.  Participants explained that the 

complexity of capturing snippets of live teaching practice in ways that are fair and 

comprehensive posed a logistical roadblock for administrators, who did not have the time to 

carry out evaluation for all of the teachers in a school while simultaneously aligning 

observation feedback with professional development efforts.  In addition, as teachers who 

typically received proficient or better ratings, they could coast along without being pushed to 

improve, therefore restricting evaluation’s intended purpose.  In some ways, the average to 
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good performer suffers the most under a system in which the few truly terrible or exceptional 

teachers will either be dismissed or rewarded, while the mass of teachers in between those 

two extremes is left to continue along without much motivation or support to take their 

practice to the next level.  Teachers in this middle space emphasized that it was important to 

provide teachers with feedback that would push them to grow and ensure that their students 

received the best education possible, instead of keeping teachers around who were “just here 

to collect a paycheck and go home”.  However, the utility of the feedback they received was 

inconsistent, and execution and follow-through were lacking.  Lastly, teachers also described 

a large variety of other influences on their teaching, including prior schooling, personal 

beliefs, and relationships with colleagues, which had longer-lasting impacts than they felt a 

single policy like evaluation ever could achieve.  These relatively more important variables 

largely reflected the value that teachers assigned to sustained connections with prominent 

figures from their past and present educational communities (Cohen & Ball, 1990; Feiman-

Nemser, 1983; Sloan, 2006; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). 

Major Themes from Across Teachers’ Evaluation Experiences 

Taking a comprehensive look at this study’s findings, a number of themes carried 

across distinguishing characteristics like teacher experience levels, prior background, and 

school setting.  First, teachers’ personal orientations towards evaluation did not exist in a 

vacuum.  School context and culture did matter when teachers were asked to consider how 

their working environment affected their approach to the classroom, as well as their attitudes 

about being evaluated.  Some contexts for teaching and learning were more conducive to 

evaluation than others, either because they were better equipped to combat potential 

implementation challenges, or because they had pre-existing good will with teachers that 
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administrators could fall back on.  If structures were already in place for channeling 

instructional guidance, evaluation flowed nicely into that norm.  Throughout the data, 

teachers mentioned that when their schools created avenues for low-stakes, informal 

exchanges with administrators, these continual interactions contributed to the evolution of 

their practice.   

Within their educational community, the importance of personal relationships was the 

most central to teachers’ experiences with evaluation policy, as well as their conceptions of 

good practice and overall professional identity development.  Throughout our conversations, 

teachers repeatedly mentioned inspirational individuals who had impacted their practice and 

continued to move their instruction forward. The foundational trust and respect that 

characterized these key relationships were the most commonly identified drivers of 

successful implementation of evaluation components like post-observation feedback 

delivery.  In general, participants reported that the quality of these relationships either 

prompted genuine investment in evaluation as a professional growth tool or drove diminished 

views of evaluation as a chore that they needed to accommodate. Consequently, maintaining 

meaningful bonds with others within their school community was central to driving teachers’ 

instruction forward on a variety of levels. 

The Overarching Importance of Relationships 

The central role that relationships with others played in teachers’ lives and 

conceptions of good practice carried throughout their entire educational careers.  Because 

this study asked teachers to describe influences on their practice and compare their impact to 

evaluation, the resulting data captured a trajectory of education-oriented relationship building 

that spanned from teachers’ own schooling to their present-day employment.  Participants 
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recognized that influential past teachers had served as their first instructional role models, 

and at times even compared unsuccessful educational experiences with classrooms where 

their desire to learn had been stimulated.  They also described their best former teachers in 

socio-emotional terms, typically talking about the impact that they had made on their 

confidence or character, rather than their academic progress.  When characterizing influential 

aspects of teacher training, participants were similarly inclined to pinpoint individuals like 

cooperating teachers instead of mentioning programmatic features like coursework.  They 

had appreciated building connections with other educators during field-based training, and 

felt that the “essential” skills gained during opportunities for observation and reflection 

during those time periods had launched their careers in a positive direction.  In addition, 

teachers reported that family members contributed through offering support, establishing 

their character, and serving as examples of ethics like hard work, dependability, and 

compassion.  The beliefs they had developed about the role of education when they were 

younger, as well as their attitudes towards helping others, made them want to maintain a 

“positive outlook” and remain in a service-oriented profession.  These formative experiences 

were centered on deeply rooted connections with people who gave their personal and 

professional lives meaning.  Within these relationships, the personal and the professional 

were often intertwined, as evidenced by the numerous occasions when participants connected 

their feelings about these key individuals to their current impact on their teaching practice.  

Once these teachers were at the head of their own classrooms, their reliance on 

meaningful connections with others only increased, as they soon realized that their work 

environment was only going to be as strong as their relationships with their colleagues.  

Whether they were turning to their colleagues for instructional support, sharing lesson plans, 



 

	   198	  

or seeking encouragement, they relied on these relationships to help them overcome 

teaching’s challenges and feel less “alone in all the struggles and triumphs”.  Having this 

type of collegiality within their work culture also made these teachers more likely to want to 

reach out to others “on the same playing field” and offer their own expertise as a resource, 

making collaborative connections.  One teacher explained that it would be difficult for a 

generic evaluation rubric to have the same value as advice from an experienced colleague 

down the hall who she looked up to and respected enough to be able to say, “Hey, I’m 

struggling in this area.  What do you do?”  Her fellow teachers offered her quick, easy access 

to reliable guidance, which she had faith in, because she saw evidence of their 

accomplishments with children on a regular basis.  Others reiterated that a “family-like” 

culture within their workplace enhanced their ability to develop their pedagogical capacity 

and “share data” within an environment where they could be “fully exposed” and feel “okay 

with that”.  Their colleagues had high value when they were serving as real life models of 

what good instruction looked like, and when, as another teacher related, they had a bad day 

and just needed to go sit in someone’s rocking chair and vent.   

Of course, establishing a certain comfort level with their administrators was another 

piece of the school culture puzzle.  Participants immediately recognized that although their 

school’s principal was just one individual, the power that principals had to affect their school 

environment was significant.  As a result, teachers identified their interactions and 

relationships with administrators as highly relevant to teacher evaluation policy and 

professional identity development.  Because evaluation ratings given by an administrator are 

at least somewhat subjective, believing in the general validity and accuracy of these ratings 

drives how much value teachers will assign to these judgments of their practice, and whether 
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or not they will “listen and take to heart what they say”.  It was clear that in situations where, 

“There’s a little bit more driving force…because you respect and admire and have a great 

relationship with that person,” administrators had the potential to provide a new perspective, 

give useful advice, and even serve as inspiration. However, “if there’s an administrator that 

you just don’t have that same relationship, or you don’t feel their suggestions are coming 

from a positive place or trying to help you…” the evaluation process was not going to unfold 

as smoothly.  A teacher gave an example of how in previous years, she had never taken the 

professional development planning component of the evaluation process very seriously, 

treating it as an administrative requirement that she would obediently complete but rarely 

reference or use.  However, when her new principal spent time individually talking with her 

about it and seemed invested in her progress, she felt re-energized and “complete”.  This 

teacher explained that it was a significant milestone in a series of good signs that this 

principal cared about her ongoing development and would partner with her to ensure that she 

succeeded.  This was especially refreshing to her as an experienced teacher who might have 

otherwise seen herself as having hit a professional plateau.  Instead, the new principal’s focus 

on relationship building drove positive feelings that propelled her forward even more than 

the specific advice she gleaned from the meeting.   

Whatever their affinities for the other adults in their school looked like, the 

participants in this study saw teaching itself as an inherently relational task.  On a practical 

level, they wanted to learn more about students’ backgrounds, interests, and preferences in 

order to inform their curricular planning and engage students in lessons.  They made an effort 

to reach out to students and their families because such partnerships facilitated their 

instruction.  However, they also noted that daily exchanges with students to guide their skill 
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development required constant personal interaction.  Because teachers spend many hours 

each day with their students over the course of nine months, getting to know each other is an 

inevitable and important part of their job.  As students enter school, they begin their 

transition from the relative isolation of home to having to cooperate and collaborate with 

other children on a regular basis.  This means that PreK-3 teachers have to dedicate time 

within the instructional day to fostering social development, which several participants noted 

during conversation about what good teaching looked like, as well as when making 

suggestions about what else evaluation standards needed to encompass.  Particularly in the 

early elementary grades, teachers saw their role as reaching beyond academics to include 

promoting good citizenship and exemplifying how to interact with each other within social 

environments.  Across the findings, teachers emphasized that the familiar, everyday 

connections with students and their families were what motivated them to invest in 

improving their practice and continue to contribute to the surrounding community.  They also 

hoped that evaluations of their practice would capture this part of their teaching, and provide 

them with feedback that felt as authentic as their dialogue with the children in their 

classrooms.  However, if it did not pan out that way, teachers said, for instance, that as long 

as “my children want to be here, my children are successful, that’s all that matters” in the 

long run.  Even though they wanted to perform well, as one teacher put it when describing 

what motivated her teaching, “I don’t do it for recognition.  I do it because it’s my style, and 

I do it for my children, and for myself as a professional”.  In this teacher’s school, a feeling 

that people “love each other, we care about each other”, combined with her dedication to her 

craft and her students, provided her with all the motivation she needed.  Throughout this 

study, multiple participants noted that the reoccurring conversation about the role of positive 
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relationships with students, colleagues, administrators, and other community members 

signaled their central importance.  Because these relational supports meant so much to 

teachers, it was difficult for a policy like evaluation to have an equally significant impact.   

Evidence from Prior Research that Relationships Influence Teaching Practice and 
Policy Implementation  
 
 This study indicated that there are many relational and social inputs that affect a 

teacher’s identity over the course of their professional identity development.  For example, of 

16 potential positive influences on their practice listed for participants to rate during the 

focus group activity, teachers selected an average of 8.6 factors to designate as either 

“important” or “very important”.  Many of the most frequently cited influences were person-

driven, and involved interactions with their families, mentors, colleagues, administrators, and 

students.  The evidence within this study that forming conceptions of good practice is a 

multi-faceted endeavor is confirmed by research on professional identity development that 

discusses how the multiple components of teachers’ personas contribute to views of their role 

(Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000).   Within socio-cultural institutions like schools, 

teachers’ identities are shaped by the connections they make as members of their educational 

community (Gee, 2000).  For these participants, ongoing connections with others fostered 

dialogue about what they should be doing in the classroom.  Clearly, as teachers construct 

their own views towards their professional responsibilities, a variety of relationships help 

inform that process. 

  Confirming the importance of past relationships.  Literature reminds us that the 

introduction of any new initiatives will have to make an unusually strong impact to spur any 

real difference in teachers’ approaches to the classroom.  This is partially because person-

based, past influences have such a significant, lasting impact on teachers’ perceptions of 
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what good practice looks like, which makes it hard for those established notions to be 

disrupted (Cohen & Ball, 1990; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Lortie, 1975).   The teachers in this 

study confirmed that experiences from decades ago stemming from their own experiences in 

school, their initial teacher training, and guidance from family and friends had made a 

considerable positive impact on their careers, and often helped shaped their personal beliefs 

about the purpose of working with students.  The idea that teachers’ own views of their 

classroom responsibilities, as well as personal values like work ethic or acceptance, could 

affect teachers’ professional identity development is also echoed by an accumulation of 

generalized evidence about the sustained effort and time needed to enact lasting change in 

schools and shift teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, and orientation towards instruction (Hargreaves 

& Fullan, 1992).  As this study revealed, teachers’ deeply rooted personal beliefs were 

formed by early experiences in their own lives and affected how they saw and worked with 

their students.   

Confirming the importance of leaders.  It is no surprise that once teachers are 

placed in schools, relationships with leadership personnel and other colleagues matter to 

teachers.  Principals have long been identified as a key player in the success of their schools, 

as well as a major force behind establishing school culture (Leithwood, Steinback & Jantzi, 

2002; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982).  Because principals set the tone for attitudes 

towards policies like evaluation, their impact is greater than simply enforcing state directives 

and ensuring that every teacher receives performance feedback.  Evidence shows that school 

leaders are important drivers of stability and direction, which they can provide for teachers in 

situations like when a new initiative is introduced into the educational system (Hogg, 2001).   
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Confirming the importance of colleagues.  Similarly, colleagues such as more 

experienced teachers often have guidance to offer teachers that can help them determine how 

to best work with their students and navigate new policy requirements (Feiman-Nemser, 

2003). When teachers can build relationships with other educators who provide honest but 

caring feedback about their practice, they feel safe to try new instructional methods and 

reflect on their practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Lord, 1994).  As this study confirms, 

a teacher’s relationships with other adults in the school building are a central part of his or 

her working environment.  Participants saw the significance of these fellow educators as both 

affecting how evaluation would be executed and contributing to their broader growth and 

development.  Their colleagues were important drivers of their overall impressions of their 

school culture and context. 

Evaluation as Filtered Through School Context 

In Appendix A, the path from initial evaluation policy implementation to influencing 

teachers’ views of practice is shown as being filtered through school contexts.  Evidence that 

context and working environment mattered proliferated participants’ descriptions of how a 

broadly conceived state evaluation process was implemented at their schools.  Veteran 

teachers who had been a part of efforts like developing district-level curriculum guides 

explained that they understood how original policy or program intention did not always 

translate from the written page to practice.  As such, they could give several examples of 

times when widely distributed resources and tools that had been conceived with practitioner 

input and carefully considered by experts failed to have the desired impact once they were 

applied across a diversity of school environments.  For instance, a teacher described a 

supplementary curriculum that was supposed to foster positive behavior and a better school 
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culture – but asked teachers to focus on establishing classroom rules and norms in January, 

instead of the logical choice of August or September.  Perhaps there was some rationale for 

this odd chronology of lessons, but whatever the reasoning was, it was not clear to her on the 

ground level.  In the same vein, the purpose of evaluation policy ran the risk of being 

misunderstood by both principals and teachers who were unable to fully connect stated 

objectives like using evaluation to foster professional development to the realities of their 

school environment.  Because evaluation was subject to both implementation flaws and 

varied interpretations of its role in teachers’ lives, it ran the risk of becoming watered down.  

For instance, as one teacher described, a meeting with a principal about their ratings might 

mean simply hearing, “I signed it.  Thanks for all you do!” and then moving on to the next 

requirement.  Therefore, most participants saw teacher evaluation as only partially effective. 

Context also mattered to these teachers because evaluation, an accountability 

measure, was being rolled out during a time in North Carolina’s political history that was 

generally not perceived as being friendly towards teachers.  It was hard for them to view 

evaluation feedback as useful when it seemed more like just “one more thing” to “check off” 

that would not only take up time, but place teachers in the position of being unduly judged 

and criticized.  While these teachers claimed that they tried to steer clear of negative news 

about local education, they also admitted that they did have concerns about how evaluation 

ratings, which only captured a glimpse of their classroom activity, might be used against 

them.  In many cases, they trusted their school and their local community to be generally 

supportive, but could not completely shut out the rumors about using performance 

management to determine limited eligibility for bonuses or career status.  Participants 

asserted that teachers were “smart people”, capable of solving instructional challenges, but 
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feared that the educational climate in North Carolina did not lend itself towards giving them 

credit for those abilities.  Even if they were currently “safe”, in their present school situation, 

teachers made comments like, “I feel like there are probably administrators out there that do 

not give their teachers a voice and do not make them feel empowered”.  Consequently, 

within this context, evaluation mechanisms that included many growth-oriented components 

like developmental rubrics, opportunities for teachers to document their practice, and 

required pre- and post-observation meetings with administrators, ended up being perceived as 

heavily focused on end results and numerical ratings.  For example, state compilations of 

evaluation data are referred to as reports of “educator effectiveness”, emphasizing outcomes 

rather than the instructional process (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2014).  In some 

schools, this ethos towards performance management permeated its implementation.  In 

others, teachers who were relatively unconcerned about the direction of evaluation policy 

credited positive characteristics within their school environment for making performance 

management a more holistic endeavor.  From across the data, these contextual boosts to 

evaluation implementation included a history of trust and respect between administrators and 

teachers, positive encouragement, regular opportunities to meet with administrators and 

coaches, extended knowledge of each others’ classrooms, close collaboration sustained over 

time, and structures like targeted professional development support that allowed evaluation 

feedback to better connect to instructional decisions. 

Evidence from Prior Research that Context Influences Teaching Practice and Policy 
Implementation  
 
 Research indicates that the quality of implementation at school sites is key to 

determining the nature of the relationship between policy and practice (Cohen & Spillane, 

1992; Crossley & Vulliamy, 1995; Fullan, 2001; Honig, 2006; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 
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2002).  As a result, it only makes sense that while baseline evaluation standards and 

procedures were in place across each of the three schools in this study, the differences in 

each school environment caused variation in evaluation experiences.  When teachers felt 

invested in the evaluation process, and well connected to their administrator’s goals for their 

progress, they were able to find utility in their performance being measured.  In contrast, if 

they felt as if their school was merely enforcing evaluation as part of accountability measures 

designed to force teachers to prove their worth, implementation was less effective (Cohen & 

Spillane, 1992).   In addition, this study’s depictions of on-the-job influences as majorly 

affecting how teachers perceive their role in the classroom was affirmed by prior evidence 

that classroom experiences and interactions with others in the field significantly contribute to 

teachers’ professional identity development (Harris & Sass, 2011).  As teachers encountered 

new evaluation policies and standards within their school environment, they were forced to 

compare prior conceptions of teaching with current expectations (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 

2002).  Even when their own views of teaching were not in conflict with evaluation’s basic 

guidelines, the pressures imposed by the broader educational climate drove participants to 

see evaluation efforts as enforcing an emphasis on end results at the expense of attention to 

daily instructional processes.   

Comparing Major Trends in Teachers’ Experiences to Evaluation Rhetoric 

In the following section, I compare teachers’ views towards evaluating important job 

responsibilities to federal and state level discourse about the role of evaluation in establishing 

teaching expectations. I use this comparison to highlight disconnects between policy rhetoric 

and real-life teaching experiences.  Major themes include teachers’ emphasis on relationships 
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rather than business-like management strategies, as well as their inclination towards 

customization rather than uniform standardization of practice. 

Relationships versus management.  In contrast to teachers’ focus on the relational 

aspects of teaching, federal level rhetoric surrounding teacher evaluation purposely tried to 

depersonalize such strategies and instead link their benefits to common sense, business-like 

reasoning.  Because Secretary Duncan had to convince states to make major changes to their 

existing evaluation practices, he wanted to make those shifts seem like necessary next steps 

that would only enforce the positives of the current status quo, and rightfully eliminate the 

negatives.  In describing an evaluation system that would either reward or rehabilitate 

teachers, he categorized teachers as either good or bad performers, whose primary 

responsibility was to “accelerate student achievement” (Duncan, 2010a, p. 1).  Since “gut 

feelings” (Duncan, 2010f, p. 1) were no longer enough to guide teachers towards 

improvement, more rigorous documentation of their practice, as well as their results with 

students, was essential.  Human connections between supervisors and their employees were 

all well and good – but this process needed to be systematized, so that “tracking” (Duncan, 

2010g, p. 1) student growth and holding teachers accountable for learning would become 

standard operating procedure.   That way, instruction could be driven by an accumulation of 

“assessments” and “longitudinal data” (Duncan, 2010h, p. 1).  Furthermore, while Duncan 

did use emotional language to describe the inspiration that students could draw from teachers 

who provided the “vision” for a better future that would “change the course of a student’s 

life” (Duncan, 2010d, p. 1), he emphasized that teachers needed to have “a single-minded 

focus on improving student learning” that had more to do with data than dialogue (Duncan, 
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2010h, p. 1).  In his mind, “information” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1; 2010h, p. 1) would drive 

student progress – not warm and fuzzy feelings. 

 Similarly, state-level evaluation guidelines issued by North Carolina provide one 

generic sense of what it means to be a quality teacher that includes some relational aspects, 

but makes it clear that the bottom line of using “data” (Public Schools of North Carolina, 

2012a, p. 8) to increase student achievement is more important than goals like developing 

classroom community.  In other words, if teachers are not found to be “effective” (p. 12) at 

boosting their students’ learning, as defined by a variety of growth mechanisms, their career 

status will be in danger.  Even though the state currently assigns a reasonable weight to 

value-added added measures and considers a range of data about a teacher’s practice, there 

was a perceived possibility of principals, districts, and state-level officials over relying on 

test scores as indicators of teaching success, rather than taking their personal knowledge of a 

teacher and their working environment into account. While it may seem logical to conclude 

that if teachers cannot fulfill this basic responsibility, they should not be in the classroom, 

teachers in this study argued that because teaching is a complex endeavor, it cannot be boiled 

down to a single assessment or even a series of ratings.  In addition, although teachers in 

North Carolina receive credit for aspects of their practice like collaboration with colleagues, 

developing connections with diverse students, and serving on school-wide committees, 

language focused on driving learning outcomes and providing “evidence” (p. 5) of learning 

was more common than language used to describe the relational side of these efforts.   

As a result, while teachers in this study liked that the state evaluation mechanism 

attempted to gain a more complete view of their practice, they knew that at the end of the 

day, what really mattered to schools were numerical depictions of their end results in the 



 

	   209	  

classroom.  While participants agreed there was a place for assessments of their work, they 

did not feel that the current mechanisms for evaluating teachers were going to lead to 

maximum growth opportunities, especially considering that policymakers and administrators 

were “still trying to figure out all that stuff”.  Participants explained that the combination of 

tying “students’ performance to whether or not we even have a job”, state-level chatter about 

a proposed plan to only benefit the top “25% of teachers” and having to “prove ourselves” to 

administrators created further uncertainty and pressure, rather than fostering collaboration 

and teamwork.  For instance, some North Carolina districts have made publicly searchable 

average evaluation results available by school, while other districts have plans to post 

individual evaluation information that participants feared would serve to “pit teachers against 

teachers”.  Especially in light of the state’s recent efforts to use evaluation ratings to only 

offer extended contracts to top performers, teachers felt that a managerial, bottom-line 

approach to evaluation was becoming more dominant (Ladd & Fiske, 2014). 

 Customization versus uniform standardization.  Teacher evaluation rhetoric 

struggles to balance large-scale standardization with involving individual districts and 

schools in implementation decisions. When Secretary Duncan discussed evaluation policy 

shake-ups, he tried to assure his audience that determining exactly how to measure teachers’ 

performance would be “a local decision” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1).  He described how schools 

formerly under his purview in Chicago were about to “transform a school culture” by 

working to together to decide how the “common mission” of boosting student learning 

should be accomplished (Duncan, 2010j, p.1).  Within his descriptions of his preferred model 

of tracking teacher effectiveness, Duncan claimed that “local leadership can also choose from 

several different approaches to transition student achievement” (Duncan, 2010g, p. 1), taking 
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community input and their particular school contexts into account.  His rhetoric painted a 

vision of district leaders being heavily involved in collaborating with union officials, 

teachers, and other stakeholders to figure out how to apply broad, federally driven standards.  

Similarly, Duncan described choices about how to reward, recognize, or penalize teachers 

according to their performance ratings as being “local” in nature. While guidelines for 

enforcing teaching standards would be provided, states and districts would be able to decide 

whether or not they should be linked to salary or staffing decisions.  In addition, multiple 

data points like observation commentary would form a more complete picture of what 

teacher performance looks like within unique settings for teaching and learning.  At the same 

time, Duncan asserted that schools across the country needed to adapt a uniform approach to 

teacher accountability that would provide “meaningful teacher evaluation systems” (Duncan, 

2010a, p. 1) that directly relate teacher performance to “tracking student growth” (Duncan, 

2010g, p. 1).  Once again, making adaptation of this process seem smooth and simple, he did 

not mention any possible implementation glitches.   

Along the same lines, throughout North Carolina’s evaluation guidelines, context was 

most clearly addressed within the standard that assesses a teacher’s ability to “establish a 

respectful environment for a diverse population of students” (Public Schools of North 

Carolina, 2012a, p. 9).  However, the state’s attention to classroom-based contextual 

considerations, such as “different points of view”, “personality”, “special needs” and 

children’s “culture and background”, did not appear to extend to a consideration of how 

evaluation implementation might vary according to school setting or teachers’ own learning 

preferences (p. 9).  Because the official NC Teacher Evaluation Process was designed for 

uniform distribution across the state’s districts, adhering to its procedures and processes is 
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simply presented as mandatory.  Teachers could only hope that within their particular school 

environment, their principal would customize state guidelines to provide the best support 

possible, perhaps even finding a way to make feedback more inspiring, instead of simply 

having to “roll with it”.  Their common refrain was one of valuing more frequent, 

instructionally focused, informal visits to their classrooms, followed up by individual face 

time that fostered regular conversation about relating professional development to their 

particular students’ needs.  These low-pressure, context-specific experiences had more utility 

for them than instances when teachers reported, “I feel like they hear what we’re saying, but 

they’re not really listening”, because evaluation had become one more overwhelming burden 

to endure.   In general, teachers thought the generic nature of the official evaluation process 

made it less valuable than more targeted forms of support. 

Considerations for Policymakers and Practitioners 

This study’s themes may prompt reflection from members of the education system 

who are involved in implementing recent updates to teacher evaluation systems.   Although 

most teachers in North Carolina were not formally evaluated according to the official NC 

Teacher Evaluation Process until 2010-11, local schools are at the point where their initial 

implementation of teacher evaluation is ripe for review.  This is especially critical at a 

juncture where observation rubrics have been uniformly unveiled, but recently updated 

components like value-added metrics are just being introduced to early elementary teachers.  

In addition, teachers have now been evaluated for two to three years in a row, providing them 

with a sense of how well the process has worked within their school context.  Since these 

teachers can readily identify implementation factors that have contributed to evaluation’s 

efficacy, they have valuable insights to share.  Participants’ unanimous characterization of 
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authentic, ongoing relationships as the building blocks for meaningful conversation about 

practice suggests that it would be useful to further explore the types of behaviors and 

structures that drive those vital connections.  Consequently, this study has several 

implications for policymakers and administrators who want to improve teachers’ evaluation 

experiences and better link the NC Teacher Evaluation Process to teachers’ conceptions of 

good practice and professional identity development.   Since the teachers in this study were 

receptive to instructional advice, but did not think that their evaluation comments were 

consistently useful, that leaves the door open for feedback structures to be improved.  In 

addition, other teachers in the field might benefit from considering how to make the most of 

their evaluation experiences in collaboration with school leadership.   

Recommendations for policymakers based on teachers’ feedback.  Policymakers 

and state agencies like North Carolina’s Department of Public Instruction (DPI) are the 

primary forces behind enacting teacher evaluation across the state.  For instance, DPI 

established uniform evaluation standards, along with guidelines for implementation and then 

trained principals and teachers on how to use them.  Yet, teachers’ reactions to those 

standards were only “somewhat” positive.  As the findings of this study revealed, while 

teachers have not dismissed these baseline indicators of good practice, they would not 

classify them as being truly influential.  The standards themselves were described as being 

too generic and open-ended, making it difficult to connect feedback generated from 

evaluation rubrics to explicit instructional decisions.  This was especially true for early 

elementary teachers who worried that the general rubric did not entirely speak to their 

children’s developmental stages.  Broad terms like “global awareness” or “21st Century 

skills” need to be better defined for them, ideally by incorporating examples of how they 
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would apply to younger learners.   Because of this, future editions of the NC Teacher 

Evaluation Process might be best enhanced by adding supplementary information specific to 

each age group.  While on some level, administrators working across diverse schools need 

rating categories to remain applicable to a variety of settings, these categories also need to 

hold meaning for teachers in order to have a full impact.  With that goal in mind, agencies 

like DPI could also better articulate how the evaluation process relates to potentially 

complementary requirements like following the Common Core State Standards.  A lack of 

alignment between the multiple demands on teachers dilutes evaluation’s effectiveness, as 

teachers do not know which direction to turn in first.   

In addition, policymakers need to carefully consider the trade-offs when planning to 

make evaluation ratings a factor in high-stakes decisions.  Teachers reported that they were 

more likely to incorporate feedback driven by relationships with administrators who they 

could trust to provide guidance without being overly evaluative or judgmental.  The comfort 

level gained by being observed by an administrator who “knows me”, and who presented 

evaluation as just one stepping stone within a teacher’s professional trajectory, was 

invaluable.  Because the current political climate in North Carolina is seen as unsupportive of 

teachers, the participants in this study were particularly sensitive to being “blamed” for 

circumstances that they were not entirely responsible for creating, and described a “big 

anxious feeling” about what might lie ahead.  Given their belief that the majority of their 

colleagues were not going to perform poorly enough to warrant removal from the classroom, 

what purpose would distinguishing between levels of performance serve?  These concerns 

highlighted the idea that if evaluation is seen as a tool for professional development, rather 

than as “punitive”, it will have a better chance of resonating with teachers.  Along those 
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lines, although North Carolina has taken a well-advised step by only making value-added 

growth one-sixth of a teacher’s overall rating, and holding back on incorporating it in new 

teachers’ reviews, many teachers are confused about what incorporating these models will 

mean for them.  As a result, the pressure that already naturally results from being observed 

and judged may only intensify with the inclusion of test-based metrics.  Furthermore, there 

are flaws within even the best value-added models that teachers themselves recognize as 

issues, such as the non-random nature of class assignment, the variable growth rates of 

children over time, and the potential downsides for teachers who take risks like moving to a 

different grade level or working with challenging students.   

Overall, policymakers need to assess how evaluation resources are being spent, since 

if such policies are unable to make a real difference in how teachers approach the classroom, 

and any positive benefits are seen as “random”, evaluation in its current form may turn out to 

be an ill-advised investment.  Teachers expressed that especially if they were steady 

performers, but continually maxing out at “accomplished”, there was only so much more 

insight that they could gain, and motivation that they could maintain, from trying to advance 

along the growth continuum.  To strengthen evaluation’s impact, policymakers should pay 

more attention to implementation factors within school contexts that can either boost 

evaluation’s potential or diminish its impact.  This study showed that ratings further lost their 

ability to drive change when they were not personalized to reflect each teacher’s abilities 

within their context for learning. Incorporating lessons learned from the field, now that 

administrators and teachers have each had the chance to see how more rigorous evaluation 

has unfolded in their schools, could refresh initial training given to principals.  District 
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personnel who supervise administrators might also play a part in increasing evaluators’ 

capacity to deliver meaningful performance feedback.  

Recommendations for administrators based on teachers’ feedback. As the 

primary players in evaluation implementation, school leaders have a clear role in determining 

the success of the NC Teacher Evaluation Process.  Teachers were able to give several 

examples of when administrators were able to provide them with useful feedback that they 

incorporated into their practice, as opposed to other instances when the evaluation process 

felt like more of an administrative task, or a “hoop to jump through” than a significant tool 

for growth and development.  The most positive experiences with evaluation were the result 

of groundwork by administrators to develop trust over time.  When administrators could 

remember details of their children’s lives, or immediately recall that a classroom’s dynamics 

included special needs students, they indicated to teachers that they knew their classrooms 

well enough to assess them.  In addition, follow-up conferences became less intimidating 

when teachers felt that administrators were being authentically supportive, instead of taking a 

“gotcha” attitude towards evaluation.  Even if teachers had a friendly relationship with their 

principal, when evaluation became a “game” of providing enough evidence to be able to 

justify ratings, such tasks were reduced to a mere fulfillment of requirements.  Teachers 

recounted that when principals “shared” information with them and provided manageable, 

concrete chunks of advice, they then became less defensive.  They liked to be pushed and 

challenged, but through productive questions about “the process or how I had gotten where 

I'd gotten” that would help them think through their instructional intentions.  Recognizing 

strengths and highlighting them within the school community was another way to boost 

teachers’ trust and make them more receptive to the flipside of hearing critiques of their 
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practice.  Participants found that if these bonds could be sustained over time, the rushed 

nature of most evaluation ratings could at least be counteracted by those foundational 

interactions.   

Because teachers find feedback to be the most relevant when it is immediate and 

specific, administrators should also approach evaluation from the position of an instructional 

leader, who can deliver guidance in real time.  Schools that assigned administrators and 

coaches to particular teachers and charged them with making regular, informal visits to 

teachers’ classrooms, followed by directed one-on-one conversation, had the best chance of 

making performance management meaningful.  Since fulfilling all the stated purposes of the 

evaluation process and balancing “monitoring” teachers with mentoring them would be 

difficult for any one individual to execute, it made sense to divide and conquer so 

administrators could focus on the smaller group of teachers assigned to them.  Although 

teachers at the one school in this study that incorporated peer observations reported some 

hesitation to formally rate their colleagues, especially if they did not have knowledge of the 

grade level that they were assigned to observe, allowing teachers to informally observe each 

other could be another way to increase dialogue about instructional practices.  Because time 

limitations may still cause logistical issues, administrators might also consider whether other 

designated meetings would increase in value if they were used to address common areas in 

need of improvement.  By linking the purpose, for example, of a professional development 

session, to other requirements like those within evaluation rubrics, administrators could 

deliver a more unified message.  Such efforts would help connect the large number of 

mandates, policies, and programs that teachers are subject to each year.  Otherwise, teachers 

reported that it was hard to see how their evaluation experience aligned with the already-
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crowded marketplace of instructional ideas that they were being bombarded with on a daily 

basis.    

Lastly, but perhaps most importantly, administrators should recognize that they have 

valuable sources of input about evaluation implementation at their fingertips.  Since schools 

already contain experienced teachers who could offer ground-level perspectives towards the 

effectiveness of evaluation policy, it would be a shame to overlook their insights.  Feedback 

might be the most productively channeled through designated leadership teams of teachers 

with an interest in informing implementation procedures.  If these interested parties were 

well regarded by their colleagues, they could then serve as ambassadors for new ideas, 

consequently creating buy-in across their school.  Participants in this study indicated that 

ideally, administrators would balance enforcing a policy with being flexible about exactly 

how to carry it out.  A veteran teacher explained, “It would be nice if they just asked us what 

we thought sometimes” before introducing a new initiative.  Once the hurdle of initial buy-in 

is cleared, leadership teams may also need to revisit implementation efforts to sustain a 

demonstrated purpose for policies like evaluation in the long-term.  Teachers at one school in 

the study were able to say, for example, that at least their administrator had recognized that 

she needed to be more pro-active about explaining how the incorporation of value-added 

metrics would work.  This at least gave teachers hope that, “the way that administration is 

already looking at it, and talking about it, and meeting with everybody about it, maybe it'll 

make that transition a little more smooth”.  Keeping teachers well informed during periods of 

change was vital to successful future implementation of new evaluation mechanisms within 

individual school contexts. 
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Recommendations for other teachers based on these teachers’ feedback.  This 

study may also have implications for other classroom teachers who are trying to figure out 

how to maximize evaluation feedback.  Evaluation often seems like something that is 

happening to teachers, instead of with them. Although it is understandable that those in 

supervisory positions would have to avoid letting personal relationships and emotions get in 

the way of sound management, the teachers in this study still wanted to be able to engage 

with administrators to shape instructional decisions together.  By leveraging positive 

connections with their evaluators, teachers could have conversations about their classroom 

that would build dialogue while taking their expertise into account.  Because these teachers 

taught in schools that provided a decent amount of autonomy in the classroom, their 

experience working with children was typically respected enough to make their justification 

of pedagogical choices a smooth process.  However, participants also provided examples of 

ways that they had been proactive about trying to maximize their evaluation experience, so 

they would not even find themselves in the position of having to treat evaluation solely like 

an exercise in documentation.   

Teachers may have to take steps to enhance standard evaluation procedures by 

requesting more one-on-one time with administrators, asking for time to observe other 

teachers in action, inviting principals into the classroom to interact with students outside of 

required visits, and making concrete suggestions for ways to make evaluation 

implementation more effective.  A teacher who had been in the classroom for a number of 

years explained that she still wanted to continue to grow.  Therefore, it was important to 

remain open to others’ viewpoints and push evaluators to give feedback that was directed 

enough to be useful, even if it meant pulling her out of her comfort zone.  Because evaluation 
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implementation was subject to attitudinal responses, another teacher noted that although it 

had taken her a long time to reach that point, “if you are a person who needs approval…those 

evaluations tend to drive, or you know, can upset your emotions”, but “if you are one of 

those that just wants to be better because you want to be better for your students”, 

evaluations could be seen as part of continual development.  Another participant agreed that 

it “all comes back to motivation”, meaning that the evaluation process would become 

whatever teachers made of it.  Depending on whether teachers were willing to “dive in”, 

evaluation could either remain “just a piece of paper”, or something more instrumental. 

Other teachers at a school being trained on peer observations informed administrators 

that they needed more details about how to apply some of the concepts within the state 

evaluation standards to younger grade levels.   As a result, administrators spent time with 

them describing what fulfillment of each standard would look like in action during those 

years, which helped strengthen their focus and improve teachers’ attitudes about fulfilling 

those requirements.  At another school, a teacher worked with administrators to link 

supplemental early childhood guidelines to basic observation rubrics, figuring out the 

answers to, “So, what's that gonna look like in our room?”  Because building a relationship 

with their observers was so central to the success of evaluation feedback, teachers in this 

study recognized that they needed to invest time in getting to know principals, assistant 

principals, and coaches, just as they expected administrators to try and establish a strong 

professional relationship with them.  They also needed to be specific about how to make 

evaluation a more meaningful process, by describing initiatives that did make an impact, 

which were generally “long-term” and collaborative, with people that they respected.   While 

some contexts for teaching and learning were more conducive to these efforts than others, 
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teachers from across the study advised that establishing a productive give-and-take was 

worth their while. 

Limitations to the Findings 

While the particular teachers in this study were able to provide a glimpse into the 

lives of North Carolina teachers who are subject to the official state evaluation process, they 

were in many ways a unique subset of a larger population.  For instance, because they tended 

to self-identify as average to strong performers, they were not as concerned about evaluation 

consequences.  Participants pointed out that the evaluation experience may look quite 

different for brand-new or struggling teachers, who would either already be seeking more 

feedback in order to establish themselves within the field, or needing to pay attention to their 

principal’s suggestions in order to maintain their position.  As relatively seasoned and 

capable teachers, these participants instead were less likely to perceive each piece of 

feedback as crucial.  While this also meant that they had a greater capacity for navigating 

policy mandates and determining which pieces to apply to their practice, this may have 

colored their perspective towards performance ratings.  They also had average to strong 

relationships with their current principals and colleagues, even though some reported 

negative experiences in the past.  This meant that they only exemplified the experiences of 

teachers without much conflict or tension within their relationships with influential fellow 

educators.  Since 11 out of 12 participants taught on the PreK-2 level where standardized 

testing is not as intense, the broader effects of accountability-related administrative pressures 

may actually have been minimized within their accounts of evaluation’s impact. If, for 

instance, this study had focused on upper elementary teachers with a longer and more intense 

history of navigating accountability pressures from standardized state testing, their attitudes 
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towards evaluation may have produced different results.  Along those same lines, while 

implementation flaws were apparent throughout this study’s data, these teachers provided a 

picture of standardized, baseline compliance with evaluation procedures that may not be fully 

representative of all schools across North Carolina.  Overall, the similarities among this small 

sample of teachers suggest that further study of the impact of evaluation from across a 

broader range of teachers, grade levels, and school settings would be useful. 

Future Directions for Research  

Given that this study largely discusses evaluation’s impact on PreK-3 teachers with 

an average of 12 years of experience, future directions for research might include closer 

examination of teachers in upper elementary grades where testing pressure is more prevalent, 

or a focus on novice teachers who are receiving official feedback about their instruction for 

the first time.  In addition, trying to identify how evaluation might better help mid-career 

teachers further develop their instructional capacity instead of stagnating would continue 

address a deficiency within the current education system that several participants identified 

as problematic (Taylor & Tyler, 2011).  In general, follow-up data about the initial success of 

promising but relatively small evaluation initiatives, such as those that effectively incorporate 

peer review or utilize a portfolio of data within a comprehensive system of providing 

instructional guidance would be useful to states trying to build their own evaluation 

capacities (Daley & Kim, 2010; Humphrey, et al, 2011).   

Further information about evaluation could also be utilized to foster closer 

collaboration with key figures like policymakers or principals who want to improve the 

evaluation process. Because administrators play such a large part in evaluation 

implementation, future research designs that create dialogue between principals and teachers 
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might be one direction to consider.  For example, if both administrator and teacher groups 

were interviewed separately, but then reviewed de-identified composite summaries of each 

other’s data together, each group could then begin to address the challenges surrounding 

effective use of evaluation mechanisms.  Regardless of how this exchange unfolded, 

gathering input from principals and combining it with teacher voices would enhance 

policymakers’ understanding of what it is like to carry out evaluation requirements on the 

ground level.  Along those lines, as more rigorous teacher evaluation becomes more 

established in schools, opportunities to ask teachers to reflect on their experiences with 

evaluation should increase, adding to the slim pool of data about this relatively new policy 

phenomenon.   

Given that these data were only representative of the experiences of the dozen teacher 

participants in this study, who were demographically similar and all based out of North 

Carolina, this study does not claim to fully encapsulate what evaluation is like for teachers 

across the nation.  However, capturing their stories does indicate that teachers have rich data 

to offer about how performance feedback may or may not drive their practice, as key street-

level bureaucrats (Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin, 2005).  Because teachers are directly impacted 

by evaluation policy, but also play a role in how well it will be received, their opinions of its 

instructional utility are instrumental.  If the major takeaway from their experiences is that 

extensive evaluation measures were fairly ineffective ways to boost teachers’ conceptions of 

good practice and professional identity development, then the efficacy of evaluation deserves 

future examination.  This is especially true given the contrasting hype surrounding the 

supposed importance of evaluation on the federal and state level.  The mismatches between 

teachers’ tepid assessments of the impact of teacher evaluation on their professional lives and 
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the lofty stated objectives of official evaluation processes signals a need to reconsider 

whether or not such measures are worth investing in.    

If the primary goals of evaluation are merely to categorize teachers according to their 

outputs and then use that information to drive short-term personnel action, then consistently 

applied monitoring mechanisms within the NC Teacher Evaluation Process may suffice.  

While early research indicates that components of evaluation processes like value-added 

scores are not reliable enough differentiators between teachers to warrant informing high-

stakes staffing and salary decisions (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Baker et al., 2010; 

Darling-Hammond, Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2012; Rothstein, 2010), combining their 

use with a number of other data points over time could help identify trends in performance. 

On the other hand, if the educational community wants teachers to truly invest in evaluation 

as a tool for ongoing professional development, policymakers will need to examine if 

evaluation is living up to its full promise and potential.  When doing so, it is also important to 

note that while many Americans work in positions where regular performance review from a 

supervisor is a normal part of their job culture, for public schools in states like North 

Carolina, extensive standardized evaluation that explicitly holds teachers responsible for 

student learning is something new.  This has made the transition from cursory performance 

management to more extensive evaluation ratings less smooth than in other sectors where 

such mechanisms have already been tested and refined. In many cases, schools quickly began 

to enact performance management without the benefit of administrator experience with 

delivering extensive feedback, the skill set to navigate the appropriate use of tools like value-

added models, or long-standing investments in talent development. This is in contrast to the 

private sector, where “measurement of performance almost never depends on narrow 
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quantitative measures analogous to test scores in education” (Baker et al, 2010, p. 6), 

supervisors tend to build management experience with smaller numbers of employees over 

time, and performance ratings are rarely as high-stakes or widely broadcast as teacher 

evaluation results have recently become.    

For much of our school system’s history, teachers received very little individualized 

guidance beyond a cursory determination of satisfactory or unsatisfactory instruction 

(Weisberg, et al., 2009).  While instructional coaches have helped fill that gap, their support 

is usually focused on providing resources to enhance certain content areas or curriculum, 

rather than assessing the entirety of a teacher’s pedagogical efforts.  Similarly, although 

mentors are often assigned to novice teachers, most districts are not able to provide that level 

of support to teachers at all experience levels (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). Perhaps rightly so, 

the majority of a school’s resources are directed towards providing services to children and 

fostering their growth, while the professional growth and job satisfaction of the teachers who 

drive instruction is given considerably less attention and therefore, less cohesive planning 

and financial backing.  For example, across the nation, districts have traditionally only 

designated anywhere from one to eight percent of their budget for professional development 

activities (Miles, Odden, Fermanich, & Archibald, 2005).  Therefore, management structures 

within schools are not as readily equipped with the capacity to deliver thorough, personalized 

feedback to each employee.    

This means that at the very least, the structures that participants in this study 

identified as vital components of more effective evaluation implementation should be 

considered as models for other schools and districts that want to become better at delivering 

performance feedback.  As researchers studying recent evaluation measures begin to 
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document the effects of implementation issues and inadequate feedback mechanisms, 

suggestions for richer alternatives are already starting to emerge (Hill & Grossman, 2013; 

Darling-Hammond, 2013; Kane & Staiger, 2012; Marzano, 2012; Papay, 2012).  These 

suggestions align with many of the experiences of the participants in this study, which 

pointed towards strengthening observation procedures and making evaluation feedback a 

more specific and meaningful part of sustained coaching relationships.  States and districts 

are particularly in need of additional data from schools that have figured out how to more 

directly link evaluation to other support measures that foster teachers’ ongoing growth.  As 

Hill and Grossman (2013) explain: 

Policymakers must resist the urge to think that simply holding teachers accountable 
through evaluation systems will result in the changes for teaching that are 
required…Instead, policymakers must in engage in the kind of high-demand, high-
support policies that both help teachers learn more about the kinds of instruction 
envisioned by new standards and to receive the feedback and professional 
development required to develop new knowledge and skills (p. 382).   

 
This will promote widespread use of evaluation data to boost teachers’ effectiveness, rather 

than stopping short after simply identifying areas where their practice needs improvement.  

Unless teacher evaluation can combine summative assessments of teachers’ abilities with 

formative guidance, it has much less of a chance of making a significant impact on teachers’ 

conceptions of good practice and professional identity development. 
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APPENDIX A: FRAMEWORK FOR EXAMINING TEACHER EVALUATION’S 

INFLUENCE  
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 
Thank you for your participation in this study about teacher evaluation practices in 
North Carolina. The following survey questions will provide us with basic information 
about how evaluation is being implemented at your school, as well as some background 
information about your overall teaching experience. 
 
Researcher Will Fill In Your Study ID 
Code: 
 

 

 
Basic Background Information: 
 

# of Years Teaching (just at your 
current school): 

 

# of Years Teaching Total (career 
total, at any school, anywhere): 

 

Grade Currently Teaching: ❑ Kindergarten 

❑ 1st Grade 

❑ 2nd Grade 

❑ 3rd Grade 

❑ 4th Grade 

❑ 5th Grade 

❑ Other 

Gender: ❑ Male 

❑ Female 

Race/Ethnicity:  
 

Highest Level of Education You 
Have Completed:  

❑ High School 

❑ Associate’s Degree 

❑ Bachelor’s Degree 

❑ Some Coursework or Certification after 

Bachelor’s 

❑ Master’s Degree or Higher 
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Evaluation at Your Current School: 
 
What tools does your school use to evaluate you? Please select all options that apply: 
 

❑ Rubrics 

❑ Observation guides 

❑ Test scores 

❑ Peer feedback 

❑ Student feedback 

❑ Parent/family feedback 

❑ Formative benchmarks (that 

emphasizing ongoing development 

vs. a final score) 

❑ Other: 

_____________________________

_____________________________ 

 

Does your school conduct formal teacher evaluations according to the North Carolina 
state guidelines, to the best of your knowledge?  
 

❑ Yes – follows the state guidelines closely 

❑ Yes – follows the state guidelines closely, but also incorporates other forms of 

evaluation chosen by my school 

❑ Somewhat – does not follow through on all of state components 

❑ No – does not use state guidelines 

❑ Not sure 

 
Do value-added scores based on student achievement progress currently factor into 
your performance ratings? (For instance, data that measures how much growth your 
students made over the course of the year.)  
 

❑ Yes, currently do 

❑ Not yet, but will in the future 

❑ No 

❑ Not sure 

 
Who conducts teacher evaluation observations at your school? Please select all options 
that apply: 
 

❑ District personnel 

❑ Principal 

❑ Another administrator (such as 

assistant principal) 

❑ Instructional coach 

❑ Other colleagues 

❑ Other: 

_____________________________

_____________________________
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How would you rate the overall importance of the current evaluation process to the 
administrators at your school? 
 

❑ Very Important ❑ Somewhat 
Important  

❑ Not Very Important 

 
Some pieces of the evaluation process are designed to provide ongoing feedback and 
development. However, some schools may do a better job than others of prioritizing 
giving feedback and providing support to help teachers grow. Please indicate how 
important these parts of the evaluation process are to your school: 
 

 
 
Please rate the overall quality of the feedback that you have received as part of the 
evaluation process at your school: 
 

❑ Excellent 

❑ Good 

❑ Average 

❑ Somewhat Poor 

❑ Poor 
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Your Personal Evaluation Experiences: 
 
Earlier, you indicated how important various components of the evaluation process are 
to your school. Now we would like to know more about what you personally think of 
each of these components. Please indicate how important they are to you. 
 

 
 
 

How important are your evaluation results to you overall?  

 
❑ Very Important ❑ Somewhat 

Important 

❑ Not Very Important 

 

How would you describe your overall experiences with the current evaluation process?  

 
❑ Very Positive ❑ Somewhat Positive ❑ Not Very Positive 

 

Did you ever receive formal training on how the evaluation process would work?  

 
❑ Yes – multiple times 

❑ Yes – once 

❑ Was discussed more informally 

❑ No – not at all 

❑ Not sure 
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The North Carolina Evaluation Process Rubric: 
 
How familiar are you with the NC teacher evaluation observation rubric (i.e. the 
“standards”)? 

  
❑ Very Familiar ❑ Somewhat Familiar ❑ Not Very Familiar 

 

How many times have you been formally observed as part of the official evaluation 
process so far this year?  

 
❑ 5 or more times 

❑ 3-4 times 

❑ 1-2 times 

❑ 0/Not yet

 

Did you receive feedback after each formal observation?  
 

❑ Always 

❑ Most of the Time 

❑ Sometimes 

❑ Rarely 

❑ Never 

❑ N/A 

 
How would you generally rate the helpfulness of the feedback you received after each 
formal observation?  

 
❑ Very Helpful ❑ Somewhat Helpful ❑ Not Very Helpful 
 

How many times have you been informally observed so far this year, in addition to your 
formal observations – for example, during walkthroughs?  

 
❑ 5 or more times 

❑ 3-4 times 

❑ 1-2 times 

❑ 0/Not yet

 
Did you receive feedback after each informal observation?  

 
❑ Always 

❑ Most of the Time 

❑ Sometimes 

❑ Rarely 

❑ Never 

❑ N/A 

 
How would you generally rate the helpfulness of the feedback you received after each 
informal observation?  

 
❑ Very Helpful ❑ Somewhat Helpful ❑ Not Very Helpful 
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Do you ever discuss the evaluation rubric, your observations, or administrator feedback 
with your colleagues?  

 
❑ Always 

❑ Most of the Time 

❑ Sometimes 

❑ Rarely 

❑ Never 

❑ N/A 

 

Do evaluation standards contribute to your sense of what it means to be a good teacher?  
 

❑ Significantly Contribute 

❑ Somewhat Contribute 

❑ Hardly Contribute at 

All 

 

Do evaluation standards contribute to decisions you make about how to approach your 
teaching practice? 

 
❑ Significantly 

Contribute 

❑ Somewhat Contribute ❑ Hardly Contribute at 

All 

 

 

Is there anything else that you would like to share about your evaluation experiences at 
this time?  
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS & ACTIVITY 
 

In-School Focus Group (with fellow Leadership team members - about 60 minutes) 
 
Intro: Have consent forms ready to sign; explain that based on their initial survey 
answers, we would like to find out more about how evaluation is operating within their 
school context.  
 
Mostly structured, but partially based on responses to initial survey, if participants are able to 
complete in advance of focus group session.  If they are unable to complete it in advance, 
time will be allotted to fill out a paper copy of the survey at the start of the session. 
 
Step 1 – Getting more details about evaluation within their context 
 

-‐ How would you describe the new evaluation process? 
-‐ Can you provide more details about how this process was introduced to you? 

o Follow-up on implementation details: How is evaluation being carried out?  
Are there certain areas of the process that are being emphasized?  How 
important is evaluation relative to other policies, etc. being implemented at 
your school? 

o Follow-up on school-based factors: What role does leadership play in how 
evaluation is carried out within your school?  How does evaluation fit into 
other professional development opportunities offered by your school?  Are the 
guidelines within the evaluation process a good fit with your school culture?  
Are there other ways that your school context shapes your evaluation 
experiences? 

 
Possible additional questions to gain detail, time & conversation direction permitting: 
 

-‐ Tell me about what a typical observation is like at your school.  How long does it take 
to get that feedback? Is the advice you get specific to your lessons/customized to you? 

-‐ What parts of the rubric do your administrators focus on during your evaluation? 
(Leadership, diversity, content, etc.)  What kinds of things would they like you to 
focus on? 

-‐ How well do you think the evaluation process works?  Is it helpful to you? What 
makes it more/less successful?  What role does your principal play in making 
evaluation useful?  

-‐ What do other teachers in your school think about evaluation? 
 
Step 2 – Understanding how evaluation compares to other potential factors within the 
ecosystem of influences on their practice.  
 
Now, I would like to find out more about evaluation’s importance relative to other influences 
on your practice.  I’m going to ask you to review this chart, which lists some school, person, 
and policy-based factors that might contribute to your teaching.  School-based factors are the 
structural and organizational components of your school context, such as workplace norms, 
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leadership, professional development opportunities, and so on.  Person-based factors are what 
you bring into the classroom with you, such as prior experience or training, or beliefs about 
teaching.   Policy-based factors describe the broader educational context outside of your 
school, which includes the surrounding political environment (See attached chart & further 
directions for filling out in Appendix C…I will walk them through this). 
 
After filling out the chart and identifying key positive & negative influences on their 
teaching… 
 
 

-‐ What kinds of person-based influences (what you walk into the classroom with) did 
you rank as relatively important to you?  Why are these influences so important?  
What kinds of influences are less important? (Sharing just a few examples with 
group) 

-‐ What kinds of school-based influences (within your work environment) did you rank 
as relatively important to you?  Why are these influences so important?  What kinds 
of influences are less important? (Sharing examples with group – focus here on 
bringing out commonalities within school context – for example, if they all say 
leadership – how so?) 

-‐  What kinds of policy-based influences (thinking more broadly about policy 
environment that surrounds teaching) did you rank as relatively important to you?  
Why are these influences so important?  What kinds of influences are less important? 
(Sharing examples with group – focus here on bringing out relative importance of 
evaluation and how it relates to other policy trends) 

 
Note – when filling out the chart, make it clear that influences can be either positive or 
negative – for instance, maybe their PLC drives a lot of what they do in the classroom, even 
if they don’t like it.  Or, perhaps their principal is really great and would go under the 
positive leadership category, even though their district superintendent is draconian and would 
go in the negative section. 

 
Step 3 – Understanding how major influences on their practice connect to each other. 
 
Many influences on your teaching may be connected.  For instance, if you had prior 
opportunities for collaboration (either positive or negative!) within your teacher training, that 
may affect how you view current opportunities for collaboration within your school.   Take a 
minute to think about the relationships between the most powerful influences on your 
approach to teaching. 
 
 

-‐ Would anyone like to share an example of how some of the major influences on your 
teaching practice are connected to each other? 

-‐ Which influences are closely aligned or in sync with each other? Which empower 
you/work in combination to drive you forward? (Positive relationship)   

-‐ Which are in conflict/cause roadblocks or tension? (Negative relationship)  
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-‐ How does evaluation fit into this picture (or not)?  Which of these other influences do 
you think most affects how evaluation policy is carried out? 

 
Focus Group Activity 
 
Teachers have many positive influences on their practice.  Some of those potential influences 
are listed in the chart below.  First, review the listed options and decide if there is anything 
you would like to add to the list.  If so, add it to one of the boxes where there is room for you 
to write in an “other” option.  Then, in the space provided below each listed influence, briefly 
describe what it means to you.  For example, under “Family background”, someone might 
write, “Come from a long line of teachers”.  Lastly, use the scale to indicate the relative 
importance of each of these positive influences on your own teaching career. 
 

Potential Positive 
Influences on Your 

Practice 

0 
(not 

important 
at all) 

1 
(not very 

important) 

2 
(somewhat 
important) 

3 
(important) 

4 
(very 

important) 

Family 
background: 
  

 
 
 

    

The years you 
spent in school 
as a student: 
 
 

     

Your race, 
ethnic 
background, 
culture: 
 

 
 
 

    

Personal beliefs 
& motivation: 

 
 
 

    

Prior training & 
teacher 
education: 
 

     

Other person-
based factor: 
 

     

Other person-
based factor: 
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Other person-
based factor: 
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Potential Positive 
Influences on Your 

Practice 

0 
(not 

important 
at all) 

1 
(not very 

important) 

2 
(somewhat 
important) 

3 
(important) 

4 
(very 

important) 

Leadership:  
 
 

    

Relationships with 
colleagues/mentors: 
 
 

     

Who your students 
are (demographics, 
preferences, etc.): 

 
 
 

    

School 
culture/norms & 
overall feel of 
working 
environment: 

 
 
 

    

Professional 
development 
sessions: 
  
 

     

PLC’s/opportunitie
s for collaboration: 
 
 

     

Other school-based 
factor: 
 
 

     

Other school-based 
factor: 
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Other school-based 
factor: 
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Potential Positive 

Influences on Your 
Practice 

0 
(not 

important 
at all) 

1 
(not very 

important) 

2 
(somewhat 
important) 

3 
(important) 

4 
(very 

important) 

Teacher evaluation 
expectations: 

 
 
 

    

Other performance-
based/accountability 
policies: 
 
 

     

Other policies in 
general: 
 

 
 
 

    

General state of 
education within NC 
(priorities, funding, 
etc.): 
 
 

 
 
 

    

How teachers are 
portrayed in the 
media to the public: 
 
 

     

Other policy-based 
factor: 
 
 

     

Other policy-based 
factor: 
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Other policy-based 
factor: 
 
 

     

 
 
Once you have completed all three sections of this chart, please star the 2-3 positive 
influences that you consider to be the most prominent, or central to your experience. 
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Teachers also have many negative influences on their practice.  Some of those potential 
influences are listed in the chart below.  First, review the listed options and decide if there is 
anything you would like to add to the list.  If so, add it to one of the boxes where there is 
room for you to write in an “other” option.  Then, in the space provided below each listed 
influence, briefly describe what it means to you.  For example, under “Family background”, 
someone might write, “People in my family look down on teaching – they are all doctors”.  
Lastly, use the scale to indicate the relative importance of each of these negative influences 
on your own teaching career. 
 

Potential Negative 
Influences on Your 

Practice 

0 
(not 

important at 
all) 

1 
(not very 

important) 

2 
(somewhat 
important) 

3 
(important) 

4 
(very 

important) 

Family 
background: 
  

 
 
 

    

The years you 
spent in school 
as a student: 
 
 

     

Your race, 
ethnic 
background, 
culture: 
 

 
 
 

    

Personal beliefs 
& motivation: 

 
 
 

    

Prior training & 
teacher 
education: 
 
 

     

Other person-
based factor: 
 
 

     

Other person-
based factor: 
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Other person-
based factor: 
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Potential Negative 
Influences on Your 

Practice 

0 
(not 

important 
at all) 

1 
(not very 

important) 

2 
(somewhat 
important) 

3 
(important) 

4 
(very 

important) 

Leadership:  
 
 

    

Colleagues/mentors: 
 
 

     

Who your students 
are (demographics, 
preferences, etc.): 

 
 
 

    

School 
culture/norms & 
overall feel of 
working 
environment: 

 
 
 

    

Professional 
development 
sessions: 
  
 

     

PLC’s/opportunities 
for collaboration: 
 
 

     

Other school-based 
factor: 
 
 

     

Other school-based 
factor: 
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Other school-based 
factor: 
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Potential Negative 
Influences on Your 

Practice 

0 
(not 

important 
at all) 

1 
(not very 

important) 

2 
(somewhat 
important) 

3 
(important) 

4 
(very 

important) 

Teacher evaluation 
expectations: 

 
 
 

    

Other performance-
based/accountability 
policies: 
 
 

     

Other policies in 
general: 
 

 
 
 

    

General state of 
education within NC 
(priorities, funding, 
etc.): 
 
 

 
 
 

    

How teachers are 
portrayed in the 
media to the public: 
 
 

     

Other policy-based 
factor: 
 
 

     

Other policy-based 
factor: 
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Other policy-based 
factor: 
 
 

     

 
 
Once you have completed all three sections of this chart, please star the 2-3 negative 
influences that you consider to be the most prominent, or central to your experience. 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 

Follow-up Interview (about 60 minutes) 
 
Semi-structured, partially based on responses to initial survey and focus group activities: 
 
Intro: 
 

-‐ Explain overall purpose of study and participation requirements: 
o Thank you very much for being a part of this study!  As you know, I am 

documenting teacher experiences with the new evaluation policies in North 
Carolina that have been put into practice over the past few years.  I am 
interested in hearing more about what your personal experiences have been 
like within your particular school, what you think of the evaluation rubric and 
guidelines, and how the expectations outlined within the rubric compare to 
your own perceptions of your job responsibilities. 

o I plan to interview about a dozen teachers to build detailed case study 
examples of evaluation experiences.  This interview that will allow me to ask 
some more specific questions about your survey and focus group responses 
and discuss the current policy a bit further. 

-‐ Ask if there are any questions at the start. 
 
Follow-up topic #1:  Comparing Evaluation Language to Own Sense of Professional 
Identity 
 
Overall topic points – reiterating their sense of teaching vs. evaluation (may be in sync, 
unconnected, or in opposition): 

-‐ How would you describe your job to others? 
o What does it mean to be a teacher? 
o What would you say your main job responsibilities are? 

-‐ What is really important to you as a teacher? 
o What are you trying to accomplish within your classroom?  What do you 

believe you should be striving for? 
o How would you describe good practice? 
o Can you give an example of a goal you have set for yourself as a teacher? 
o How do you personally measure your teaching success?  How do you know if 

you have met your goals? 
-‐ What/Who do you think has influenced your ideas about what teachers should 

do?  
o How do you decide how to go about your job?  How do you decide how to 

approach your students?  Who/what shapes your practice? 
 Looking back at chart from focus group, you indicated that X and X 

were the two most significant school-based positive influences on your 
practice.  Can you tell me more about why these influences have made 
such an impact?  How do they inform your practice? 
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 Looking back at chart from focus group, you indicated that X and X 
were the two most significant school-based negative influences on 
your practice.  Can you tell me more about why these influences have 
made such an impact?  How do they inform your practice? 

• Ask same for top policy and person-based positive/negative 
influences on their practice, as indicated during earlier focus 
group activity 

• Is your personal view of how to approach your job in sync with 
your school’s expectations?  In sync with what you think 
educational policy makers would like you to accomplish? 

  How does teacher evaluation fit into this picture?  
• How much do you think the evaluation process contributes to 

who you are as a teacher? (If at all – relatively speaking) 
o May also connect to previous focus group/survey 

answers to similar questioning depending on prior 
responses 

o Is there anything about the evaluation process that has 
been particularly helpful to your professional growth?  
Anything that has been particularly detrimental? 

o Earlier, you indicated that evaluation had a 
low/average/high importance in your professional life.  
Can you tell me a little more about its relative 
importance? 

 Again, also referring back to answers from 
earlier data from survey/focus group questions 

 
 
Follow-up topic #2: Experiences Being Observed 
 
Overall topic points: 

-‐ Describe further what evaluation observations have been like for you. (Follow up 
on answers from focus-group) 

o What is it like to be observed by your supervisor/administrator?   
 How many times do you get observed per year?  
 Do you know when you will be observed in advance? 
 How long does your supervisor typically observe you? 
 Is there time designated for follow-up conversation? If so, what do you 

usually talk about in those meetings?  Do you get specific instructional 
guidance? 

-‐ What do you think administrators are looking for? (Related to own personal 
evaluation experiences – what the policy is asking administrators to do, how they are 
carrying it out) 

o What does your administrator tend to focus on during evaluations? 
o What kinds of feedback have you gotten?  Have there been particular areas of 

strength?  Areas you are focusing on improving? 
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o Are there specific sections of the evaluation that get more emphasis than 
others? 

 Will also follow up on this when we refer to evaluation process 
guidebook later in interview in follow-up topic #4 

-‐ Which implementation factors make being evaluated a more/less successful 
experience? (some follow-up from focus group, but goal is to move on from here to 
think about connection between context, policy, and personal expectations). 

o How well do you think your school implements the evaluation process? 
 What role does your administrator play in evaluation implementation? 
 Do your colleagues influence your perception of evaluation goals?  Do 

you have opportunities to connect with colleagues to discuss what you 
are working on improving? 

 Is the general environment of your school receptive to evaluation?  
What is the overall feel or sentiment?  How much do you think the 
particular work culture within your school affected your view of 
evaluation policies? 

 Within your particular school environment, is evaluation linked to 
professional development?  

•  If so, how?  
•  What kind of professional development have you received 

based on your evaluation ratings? 
 
Follow-up topic #3: Attitudes Towards Evaluation 
 
Overall topic points: 

-‐ Continued focus on helpfulness/usefulness of process & feedback: How do you 
feel about the evaluation process? 

o Do you feel pressured by the evaluations?  Supported?  Constrained? 
Emboldened?  Are you nervous about being observed? 

-‐ Effects on practice: How helpful are evaluation ratings in improving your 
practice?  

o  Are there other supports that you find more/less helpful, relatively speaking? 
o How well are you able to connect evaluation expectations to daily decisions 

about teaching?   
o Can you give an example of a time when you made a decision about teaching 

that was linked to evaluation expectations? 
-‐ Formative vs. summative emphasis: Do you feel that the evaluation process is 

being used as a tool for professional growth? 
o How would you describe evaluation’s purpose? 
o Do you feel as if evaluation is an ongoing process, contributing to your 

continual professional development? 
o What effect do evaluation ratings have on your view towards teaching? 
o What part of the evaluation process is the most important to you? 
o How much does the rubric matter as compared to student test scores?  How do 

you feel about value-added measures becoming part of the evaluation process? 
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o How well do you feel the ratings you receive reflect your teaching abilities 
and your practice? 

-‐ Importance compared to other ways of being judged – i.e. student test scores: Do 
you feel that the evaluation process is the key way that your performance is 
being evaluated within your school setting? 

o Is there any type of pressure associated with evaluation ratings?  How does 
this type of pressure compare to other pressures you may feel on the job? 

o How does pressure to perform on teacher evaluations compare to pressure to 
produce higher student achievement?  Is there a relationship between the two? 

 
Follow-up topic #4:  Discussion of Rubric Structure 
 
Overall topic points: 

-‐ Talking about specific sections of rubric – which are being emphasized? (Looking 
at overview of purpose of evaluation, major teaching responsibilities, rubric 
headings) 

o How would you describe your general impression of what the state wants to 
see in teachers, and what a successful teacher should do – as compared to your 
own teaching objectives? 

o What messages does this policy send about what your teaching responsibilities 
are and how success in those areas will be measured? 

 
Detailed questions about rubric structure: 

-‐ How does this policy define good teaching?  
o What do you think the rubric is telling you about what it takes to become a 

successful teacher? 
-‐ How would you define good teaching?  

o What do you see yourself as responsible for?   
o How do you know you have fulfilled your job responsibilities? (Following up 

on earlier answers to clarify and confirm) 
-‐ Do you appreciate these guidelines, and/or find them to be beneficial?   

o Are they a factor in making instructional decisions?  What purpose do you 
think they serve?  How do they compare to your own goals/approaches to the 
classroom? 

-‐ How much discretion do you feel you have in determining how to meet these 
objectives? 
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APPENDIX E: DATA COLLECTION TIMELINE 
 
Data Collection 
Element 

Description Purpose/Connection 
to Analysis 

Further Rationale 

Recruitment of 
participant teachers 
 
(September-October 
2013; began after IRB 
approval and buy-in 
from principals) 

Drew from teacher 
“leadership team” from 
prior research project, 
spanning three NC 
partner schools; initial 
request was to 
participate in school-
specific focus groups 

Allowed for comparison 
between teacher 
experiences with 
evaluation policy at 
three distinct North 
Carolina elementary 
schools 

Data from these 
groups provided 
insight into a “best-
case scenario” of 
how teachers who 
are primed to discuss 
their practice might 
interpret & perceive 
evaluation feedback; 
teachers all had 
some commonalities, 
but varied in terms 
of teaching 
experience, 
background, grade 
level across PreK-3, 
implementation 
experiences, and 
person-based 
motivators 

Initial survey 
 
(Directly before focus 
group) 

Brief survey was 
distributed to all 
participating teachers 
prior to initial focus 
group (original plan 
was to distribute 
electronically, but 
logistically it ended up 
working better to 
provide in person) 

Tool for collecting 
demographic info like 
teaching experience; 
created a basic 
understanding of how 
evaluation is 
implemented within 
their schools, and its 
relative importance; 
provided foundation for 
future conversation 

Provided common 
basis for assessing 
how evaluation has 
been executed & 
how attitudes 
towards the 
evaluation process 
compare across 
schools 

School-specific focus 
groups 
 
(October-December 
2013) 

School-specific, 
focused on 
understanding context 
for implementation 

Began by asking 
teachers to describe 
their evaluation 
experiences.  Then, 
teachers identified the 
range of factors that 
contribute to their 
professional 
personal/professional 
identity development 
and subsequent 
perceptions of practice.  
Lastly, a structured 
activity was designed to 
compare the relative 

Allowed teachers to 
talk about their 
personal experiences 
within their 
particular school, but 
also provided a 
common frame for 
identifying 
important influences 
on practice relative 
to evaluation; shows 
how school context 
can mediate these 
relationships; 
identifies 
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influence of these 
factors, particularly in 
comparison to the 
evaluation objectives 
being presented within 
their school, as well as 
whether these 
influences have a 
positive/negative impact 
(see Appendix C, Focus 
Group Activities) 

implementation 
variables particular 
to their school 
context that appear 
across their “group 
narrative” 

Initial Analysis of 
Survey, Focus Group, 
and Focus Group 
Activity Data 
 
(November 2013-
January 2014) 

Looked across survey, 
focus group, and focus 
group activity data. 

Goal was to identify 
both broader themes 
and specific examples 
from each teacher’s 
prior data to follow up 
with teachers about 
during upcoming 
interview interviews. 

Guided follow-up 
questions about 
individual 
interpretation and 
internalization of 
evaluation standards 
and related 
performance 
management 
processes. 

Individual interviews 
 
(December 2013-
February 2014) 

With most teachers – 
spoke with whoever 
was available and 
willing to participate, 
in an effort to do as 
much member 
checking and follow-
up as possible. 

During interview, more 
specifically discussed 
NC process together.  
Confirmed and 
elaborated on themes 
from across evaluation 
experiences to be used 
to build larger NC case 
- using Yin’s (2009) 
view of being able to 
make theoretical 
generalizations by 
utilizing case types to 
demonstrate what could 
happen given 
circumstances (p. 38). 
 
Also asked about own 
conceptions of good 
practice/teaching. 

See interview 
protocols in 
Appendix D – 
questions guided 
them describing 
evaluation process’s 
role in their lives and 
providing more 
details about themes 
within prior data 
analysis. 
 
Member checking – 
triangulation of 
multiple data 
sources.  Thinking 
about how individual 
experiences connect 
within and across 
school contexts.  
What do these 
experiences imply 
about evaluation 
effects?  How could 
they inform future 
implementation 
efforts? 

Analysis of common 
themes incorporating 
interview insights 

Connected all prior 
data points with 
individual interviews. 

Brought data/common 
themes together across 
schools to gain a picture 

Looked to see if 
their priorities for 
good practice were 
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(January-February 
2014) 

of how evaluation 
functions across NC.  
Compared evaluation’s 
impact to explicit 
examples of other 
influences on teachers’ 
practice and 
professional identity 
development. 

aligned with 
evaluation language 
and objectives.  Also 
tried to determine 
which influences on 
professional identity 
development 
emerged as central 
to this process. 
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APPENDIX F:  CODING DETAILS FOR PART TWO OF FINDINGS 
 

MAIN CODING SUBCODING DESCRIPTION REASON 
ATT (General attitudes 

towards evaluation) 
Further broke down 
into + and - feelings 

General feelings towards 
evaluation’s utility and 
value, overall nature of 
evaluation experience 

Stemmed from main 
research question 
about evaluation’s 
relative influence 

 Doesn’t Matter Data about overall 
impressions indicating 
that evaluation didn’t 

“really matter” 

Attitudinal pattern 
that emerged after 
initial analysis of 

survey, focus group 
& interview data 

 Connection Mentions of a lack of 
personal 

connection/meaning 

“ 

 Pressure Mentions of negative 
feelings like pressure, 

specifically in 
association with 

evaluation & being 
rated/observed 

Patterns of negative 
language emerged 
from across focus 
group & interview 

data (i.e. “anxious”; 
“stressed”) 

 Administrative Mentions of evaluation 
as an administrative task 

to be completed 

Patterns emerged 
from across focus 
group & interview 
data characterizing 

views towards 
evaluation 

 Performance Mentions of 
performance-oriented 
motivation; desire to 
meet expectations, 

wanting to be praised 

Patterns of 
motivation emerged 
from across focus 
groups/interviews 

 Evaluative Depictions of the 
evaluation process that 

were formative vs. 
summative 

Stemmed from 
initial research 

impetus to 
understand how 

evaluation’s 
purpose was being 

perceived 
  Experience Mentions of how 

experience level affected 
view towards being 

evaluated 

Multiple teachers 
brought up 

experience variable; 
was a follow-up 
topic with either 

very experienced or 
newer teachers 

during interviews 
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IMP (Implementation)  Any mention of how 

evaluation policy was 
being carried out on 

school level; logistical 
procedures 

Stemmed from 
research sub-

questions about 
effects of school 

context; also, 
emerging theme 

across initial scan of 
focus group & 
interview data 

 General Leadership Mainly focused on 
principals but also 

includes other 
administrators like 
assistant principals 

“ 

 Turnover Mentions of leadership 
that particularly related 

to turnover and its effect 
on evaluation 

implementation 

 

 Alignment How well evaluation was 
aligned with other 

professional 
development supports 

“ 

 Time/Logistics Any mentions of 
logistical barriers to 
implementation like 

limited time 

Emerged as a 
pattern across all 
schools in study 

 Uncertainty Any mentions of areas of 
evaluation 

implementation that were 
unclear; also in terms of 
how evaluation ratings 

would be used, now or in 
future 

Linked to 
discussion of 

broader educational 
climate in NC; Saw 
patterns of language 
(i.e. “I guess, or “I 

don’t know” or 
“maybe”) 

 Context/Culture Mentions of when 
particular school setting 
affected implementation; 

also related to overall 
school culture & 

community 

In follow-up 
interviews, 

participants were 
asked to further 
describe how 

evaluation was 
being carried out in 
their school, based 
on earlier mentions 
during focus group 

 Positive Example of positive 
implementation 

strategies 

These stemmed 
from examples 

teachers gave of 
what worked 
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INF (Influence)  Mentions of positive 

influences on 
practice/teaching 

Emerged from 
central examination 

of professional 
identity 

development 
process; also linked 

to focus group 
activity where 

participants were 
asked to rate 

relative importance 
of positive 

influences on 
practice & give 

specific examples 
 Past role models From family, prior 

schooling, teacher 
training, past mentors 

“ 

 Personal 
beliefs/motivation 

Personal beliefs, values 
& convictions (not 
always exclusively 

related to teaching, but 
applied within classroom 

context) 

“ 

 Relationships with 
colleagues/mentors 

Influential co-workers 
who offered support 
within school setting 

“ 

 Evaluation Comparisons of 
evaluation to other 

influences; how 
evaluation was 

characterized in terms of 
impact on practice 

Related to general 
impressions of 

evaluation’s value 

 Negative Influences that were 
more like pressures; 

characterized as negative 
in contrast to positive 

supports 

Teachers gave 
specific examples of 

these pressures 
(generally policy-

based) during 
individual 

interviews & focus 
group follow-up 

 
GOOD (Definitions of 

good practice) 
 Definitions of good 

teaching: what good 
teaching looks like, ideal 
teaching behaviors, what 

participants strive for 
with their students, what 
they think they should be 

Specifically asked 
teachers to give 

more examples of 
this during follow-
up interviews, to 

compare to policy 
discourse that 
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accountable for includes 
performance 

standards & teacher 
expectations, ideal 

behaviors, etc. 
 Long-term Definitions of good 

practice linked to long-
range goals and views of 

student success 

Emerged from 
trends in teacher 
responses during 

individual 
interviews about 

this topic. 
 Socio-emotional Definitions of good 

practice linked to 
building students’ socio-

emotional skills. 

“ 

 Relationships Definitions of good 
practice linked to 

building relationships 
with both individual 

students and class as a 
whole 

“ 
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