
	
 When I meet with our new teachers for orientation, I sometimes ask this question:  “Is teaching an art or 
a science?”  Inevitably, the usual answer reached after discussion is that teaching is somewhat art and somewhat 
science.  So it is no surprise that evaluating teaching is a complicated process.
	
 For the last three years, the Pennsylvania Department of Education has been developing a new required 
teacher evaluation process.  Implementing it has been a time consuming and sometimes confusing process.  We 
are starting year two of implementation.
	
 The system evaluates a teacher using 50% of the evaluation based on observation and 50% on student 
achievement data.  The observation portion utilizes research on teaching effectiveness outlined by a researcher 
named Charlotte Danielson.  She has created a “framework for teaching” that identifies four domains including:  
Planning and Preparation, Classroom Environment, Instruction, and Professional Responsibilities.  Each domain 
has five or six “components” and each component is scored as failing, needs improvement, proficient or 
distinguished.  The teacher and evaluator are charged with the task of presenting “evidence” to justify the rating 
for each component.  Evidence can be what the evaluator observes in the class, student achievement data, 
documents created by the teacher and even observed student behavior.
	
 The process for this observation can be quite time consuming.  The teacher submits the lesson plan to 
the principal.  The principal reviews it and then has a pre-observation conference with the teacher.  The 
principal then watches the lesson when it takes place.  After the lesson, the teacher self-evaluates and after that, 
the teacher and principal meet again.  The lesson is reviewed and a final assessment for that lesson is completed.  
This whole process can take the principal 4-8 hours for each teacher.  Even after all these steps, the process is 
not complete.  Evidence can be added anytime throughout the year before the final evaluation is completed for 
the year.  
	
 The state was quite intent on including student achievement data in the evaluation of teachers.  While 
every educator agrees that good student achievement is the goal, there are many variables that go into a 
student’s success (or failure).   Research has shown many times that the greatest predictor of academic success 
is socioeconomic status.  We also know that the degree to which a parent supports education can affect student 
achievement.  It is also a fact that intelligence follows the “normal curve” and therefore, not all students will 
perform at the same academic level.   The system the state has developed to use student achievement data in a  
teacher’s evaluation reflects the complications of the issue but does not account for any of the items I just 
mentioned.
	
 Fifteen percent (15%) of a teacher’s “score” comes from the School Performance Profile number given 
to each school building each year.  This number is based mostly on test scores with some data on retention, 
attendance, and degree of improvement in student achievement.  This number applies to the overall success of 
the school so assigning it to 15% of an individual teacher’s score makes a statement that everyone in a building 
is part of the whole.
	
 Another 15% of a teacher’s score comes from state test scores from the students the teacher taught.  For 
example,  the math scores of students are assigned to the math teacher who taught the students that year.  
Similarly, English teachers are assigned the scores from the language arts portion of the test and science 
teachers with the science test scores of the students they taught.  The vast majority of teachers, though, do not 
teach a subject assessed on the state test.  For them, this 15% comes from the “teacher elective data.”
	
 Teacher elective data comprises 20% of a teacher’s evaluation score, or in the case of teachers who do 
not teach a state-assessed subject, it counts for 35%.  This teacher elective data is based on something called a 
Student Learning Objective or SLO.  For this element, teachers identify a area of improvement, create a goal, 
and evaluate the attainment of that goal with student achievement data.  The process can be as complicated or as 
simple as a teacher wants to make it, as long as student achievement is improved.  The SLO is submitted by the 
teacher to the principal at the beginning of the year.  The teacher provides the principal with an update midway 
through the year and then at the end of the year.  The principal and teacher review the process at the end of the 
year and agree on a score for the completion of SLO.
	
 The system is quite complicated and time consuming.  I have simplified the explanation as much as 
possible but if you are confused, don’t feel bad.  We’ve been struggling to make sense of it as well!
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