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News, data and conversation
about schools in New York City.

An Evaluation Architect Says Teaching Is
Hard, but Assessing It Shouldn't Be

Matt Rainey for The New York Times

Charlotte Danielson has devised a method of evaluating teachers that has become
the foundation for many districts' attempts to assess performance.
Question Should parents play a role in evaluating teachers?
Respond

Feb. 15, 2012, 5:38 p.m.

By Theodoric Meyer

Sixteen years ago, Charlotte Danielson, an Oxford-trained economist, developed a description of
good teaching that became the foundation for attempts by federal and state officials and school
districts to quantify teacher performance.
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The Danielson method — articulated in her book, “Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework
for Teaching” (ASCD, 1996) — describes good teaching using numerous criteria within four broad
areas of performance: the quality of questions and discussion techniques; a knowledge of students’
special needs; the expectations set for learning and achievement; and the teacher’s involvement in
professional development activities.

“If all you do is judge teachers by test results,” Ms. Danielson told Ginia Bellafante in an interview
for a Big City column in the Metropolitan section of The New York Times last month, “it doesn’t tell
you what you should do differently.”

As the standoff over adoption of a teacher evaluation system moves toward an Albany-style
showdown this week, both the teachers’ unions and state and district officials in New York largely
agree on the Danielson method, but are struggling over its implementation.

Ms. Danielson, a West Virginia native, studied history at Cornell before doing graduate work at
Oxford. She spent five years working as an economist with Chatham House in London, the Council
of Economic Advisers in Washington and other organizations before making the leap to teaching.

SchoolBook visited Ms. Danielson in Princeton, N.J., where she has a private education consulting
practice, and followed up with a telephone call. Here are highlights from the interviews; the
answers have been edited and condensed.

Q.

You’re an Oxford-trained economist. How did you transition from that to creating teacher
evaluation systems?

A.

I was working as an economist in Washington, D.C., in the inner city, in the Adams-Morgan
neighborhood. I don’t know if you know Washington. It’s become upscale now, but at the time it
was not. It was quite poor, but stable, and I got to know the people on the block, of course. I got
interested in the children — I got to know them and liked them and enjoyed spending time with
them. They said things like, ‘I wonder if I’m going to pass this year in school.’ I knew nothing about
education, but I thought, ‘That seems peculiar that they would be wondering that.’

At the time, the District of Columbia was transforming many of its schools over to be community
controlled. We were getting these notices saying, ‘Come up to a meeting at the school. We’re taking
it over.’ So I started going along to those. And I had never been in an inner-city school before. It was
a beautiful old structure, but very sort of barren. And I just thought, ‘Oh, this doesn’t feel right.’ I
just decided I wanted to learn about teaching and kids and education.

I went to school at night, got my teaching credential. I taught in that local school for a couple of
years. And then I married and moved up here and things became more normal. I had a job in a local
school here, and gradually transitioned into professional development and curriculum
development.
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Then I was offered a position at ETS (the nonprofit teaching and assessment company responsible
for the SAT and A.P. exams, among many others) to help them develop a program on teaching
thinking — teaching kids to really think — through their curriculum work.

Right at that time, ETS was also redesigning its teacher assessment system for licensing. I learned
that when you have clear standards of practice, then everybody involved in that enterprise — the
teachers themselves, the people assessing them, everybody — learns a lot. They become sort of a
professional community, which they aren’t before that.

You can’t begin to help teaching get better if you’ve not even defined it. If you think it’s some sort of
magic, you’re never going to help it improve. That whole exercise convinced me that offering a clear
statement of ‘What is good teaching?’ would be of service to the profession.

Q.

How did you develop the framework outlined in the book?

A.

It’s an outgrowth of the work done at ETS. The basic architecture was essentially the same. But the
other thing that I did, which was an innovation, was produce what are called rubrics or levels of
performance. It’s the different aspects of teaching — what it looks like in words. That was not part
of the ETS program, and it’s actually turned out to be the major contribution.

Those levels of performance turned out to be what everybody else started copying. And that’s what
gives people guidance. If you’re an evaluator, it tells you what you should be looking for in the
classroom or in a teacher’s work plan. And if you’re the teacher, it tells you what a trained
observer’s going to be looking for.

The first rule of assessment is you don’t assess people on things they don’t know what they are. It
shouldn’t be a mystery. But it always has been.

Q.

It seems sort of amazing to me that something like this hadn’t already been written.

A.

No kidding! I know. It’s not like rocket science, you know? Teaching is rocket science. Teaching is
really hard work. But doing that isn’t that big a deal. Honestly, it’s not. But nobody had done it.

In the ETS project, we had something we called scoring rules, which were little guidelines for
observers, for evaluators. But they weren’t clean, and they were very general.

The work I’ve done since then has been to tighten them even more. That is actually quite a
challenge. If you observe a class, there are some things that it’s easy to train people to recognize the
same way, and to therefore have high levels of what they call inter-rater agreement. Did the class
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start on time? Is the teacher wearing a tie? Et cetera. We agree on that. Nobody would argue that’s
important.

The important stuff, like the teacher’s use of questioning strategies to help students develop
concepts — that’s much harder to assess. But that’s the kind of thing I was trying to capture. It is
hard.

Q.

How do you get from the idea of assessing first-year teachers to the idea that all teachers should be
assessed continuously?

A.

That’s a policy decision, and I’m not sure I actually support that or agree with that — that all
teachers should be assessed continuously. Public schools take public money, and the public has a
right to expect good teaching, period. It’s a public trust. Actually, in private schools it’s worse —
they take people’s money directly. (Laughs.) I don’t think ensuring quality — I don’t think that’s
optional. That’s necessary.

Now, how you ensure quality is then the question. Does that mean continuous assessment of
teacher practice? I don’t think so. But what does it mean? Periodic? And what counts as evidence?

There’s observations of practice, but there’s other things that you can do for evidence, like look at
the work that teachers are asking kids to do. Is it intellectually engaging, for example? Is it high-
level work, or is it busy work? That can all be part of an evaluation system.

What I do with states and with districts is help them design their systems, so that they capture
evidence of those things.

Q.

What was the first district or state to implement your ideas?

A.

The first one anywhere happened to be in England, actually. It was an international school. But the
first school district in this country happened to be in Coventry, R.I. The book was published in
1996, and I met with the superintendent, John Deasy, in the spring of 1997. He got it right away. He
said, ‘This is what we should be using.’ He has had several jobs since then, and he’s now
superintendent of Los Angeles public schools. He was quite visionary in that sense.

Q.

After that first school district in Rhode Island, how did this sort of ramp up?

A.
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It’s very much driven by word of mouth. Like the superintendent in Rhode Island — he’s a good
example. He left there and went to Santa Monica, Ca. Well, he implemented it there. And then he
came to a district in Maryland; he implemented it there. And back to L.A. When these school
administrators move around, which they do quite a bit, they take their ideas with them.

Meanwhile the policy landscape has changed dramatically in the last 18 months, two years, for sure.
That was largely fueled by the Race to the Top competition and the feds putting a tremendous
amount of money on the table for states to compete for.

And so in order to make themselves attractive to the reviewers, many states passed laws that they
probably would have never done without that carrot. Some of them passed the laws and then didn’t
get the money, but they still got the laws! (Laughs.) So they’re having to implement them anyway.

Up until last May, I had a small team of maybe 15, and then we had this enormous amount of
interest. I asked every one of the 15 if they could recommend somebody who they worked with in
their work and school district that they think could be brought up to speed pretty quickly to become
another layer of trainers, and many of them did.

We’ve been developing some standardized materials, which we’ve never had to have before. It’s
been an interesting evolution. We’ve had to get up to speed really quickly.

Q.

Tell me about the work you’re doing now. Any states or districts that stand out?

A.

I can tell you some things we’ve learned that makes the implementation of an evaluation system go
better. One is to give it enough time. Start on a small scale and learn from that.

Arkansas is a good example. I worked with the State of Arkansas over about an 18-month period to
design a new statewide system, and then they offered it up on a small-scale basis to, I think, 10
districts, and the districts had to apply to do it. They were selected based on various criteria. They
wanted them to be representative of the state regionally, different sizes of districts and so on.

That’s been a pretty good process there, and Arkansas has not had a lot of backlash the way some
states and big districts have, where they’ve been in a hurry to do it and people have panicked.

Michigan passed a law last July mandating that every district in the state implement a new
evaluation system by that September. Well, the ink wasn’t even dry. I don’t think anybody thought
that was a good idea, except maybe the legislators who passed the law.

Many of them don’t understand the complexity of it. I mean, they’re not doing it because they’re
bad people. They just don’t know. They don’t have a clue what’s really involved.

What’s really a good thing to do, although not everybody has the luxury of this, is to introduce the
framework, and the language of teaching that is embedded in it, before you use it for evaluation.



2/19/12 5:53 AMAn Evaluation Architect Says Teaching Is Hard, but Assessing It Shouldn't Be – SchoolBook

Page 6 of 10http://www.nytimes.com/schoolbook/2012/02/15/an-evaluation-architect-says-teaching-is-hard-but-assessing-it-shouldnt-be/

Just introduce it. Just introduce it as, ‘This is the language of teaching, and let’s get used to talking
this language.’

If you can afford a year of that before it becomes the basis of an evaluation system, the more likely it
is to be successful, because the minute you say evaluation, people get nervous, as is natural. ‘I’m
going to be judged.’

But if they get used to it first and they say, ‘Oh, yeah, this is what I believe good teaching is,’ that
becomes a very different conversation.

Q.

Why would teachers embrace this?

A.

When a school district seriously invests in the quality of the training and the assessment, that is
very reassuring to the teachers, as you can imagine. So the unions really like this stuff a lot, because
they realize then that it’s not just sort of arbitrary.

The problem that teachers and teachers’ unions have had all along with teachers’ evaluations is that
they basically don’t trust the administrators to know what they’re doing. And there’s been just
enough of this in the past so that it’s not an unrealistic fear. They’ll say, ‘Oh, well, my principal just
doesn’t like me. He’ll take it out on me by giving me a bad evaluation.’

Now, I don’t think that has been widespread, but I’m sure it’s not unknown. Being able to ensure
the accuracy of the evaluators and to have backup systems (her system includes videotaping of
teachers’ performance, as well as online training and assessment of observers). They have all this
video capability, so a backup system for a school district is to let teachers videotape the same class
that an observer is observing and evaluating, and then send it via the cloud to an external expert,
and for somebody else to take a look. It’s panoramic, 360 video, so you can really see.

It’s not quite the same as being there, but it’s a lot better than just one camera pointing at the
teacher. So you can get a second opinion, in other words.

Q.

Are there any parts of the framework that have been misapplied or misconstrued?

A.

One of the things they’ve done in New York, and this has happened in a few other places as well, is
they’ve initially focused their attention on a few subsets of the framework and not the whole thing.
If you use a subset of the framework and you leave out certain parts, evaluators may see certain
aspects of teaching and not know where to mark them down.

When you’re watching a class in which the teacher is interacting with students, say, you see that,
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Vicki Zunitch • February 8, 2012, 11:19 PM

I've posted before about the need for a 360-degree review for teachers and all staff
at school. Bloomberg doesn't need to be educated about this, he can ask his
contacts at Goldman. Everyone who comes into contact with a teacher, and
everyone who comes into contact with a school, is invited to write a review on the
record. That includes children, parents and fellow students, but also citizens of the
community who have no children at the school. Mom who called school to learn
about how to apply next year? Eligible to rate the school and principal. Senior
citizen whose taxes support the school? eligible to rate the school, the principal and

but you don’t know where to put it. Let’s say you put it in 2B instead, which is not exactly the right
place to put it. Now your assessment of that component is going to be inaccurate.

Q.

When states design evaluation systems, like New York is doing at the moment, do you think
standardized test scores should factor into evaluations?

A.

My expertise is on defining good teaching. It’s not on how to use test scores. I do think that it’s
reasonable for teachers to demonstrate that their kids have learned. I think that does make sense.
Beyond that, though, I’m not at all convinced that it can be done fairly for teachers based on what
we know now, particularly in a high-stakes environment.

Q.

What’s changed in the last two years or so, since Race to the Top began?

A.

Everything. It’s not so much Race to the Top — it’s the state policy landscape, partly in response to
Race to the Top. Teacher evaluation has become important, and high stakes. It never was either of
those things before.

Two years ago, five years ago — nobody cared.

Theodoric Meyer is a student at the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism and a
SchoolBook intern.
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Joel Kraf • February 10, 2012, 3:04 AM

How would this work exactly? Citizens of the community? Just random people with
an opinion but no idea how or what a teacher is doing in the classroom can just
come and write a review of a teacher (and staff) and this is used in an evaluation of
said teacher? You don't see how this would be deeply problematic?

But yet tests are bad? And those shouldn't be used in an evaluation? OK.

Natilie Scott • February 10, 2012, 3:52 AM

It might work like this. My son or daughter is not getting an A in your class. You
stink.

anyone at the school he/she has come into contact with. Both prose and multiple
choice questions. Everyone gets rated. Bloomberg, Walcott -- even the "Learning
Network Leaders" who get paid by Bill Gates and even Bill Gates himself, who
funds and influences NYC school policies.
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Clare Chevalier • February 17, 2012, 5:14 AM

And everyone should help during surgeries. It's our health after all.

Sarah Vincent • February 10, 2012, 1:42 AM

I must agree with Vicki on this. EVERYONE should take part in making schools a
better place to learn. It is our future after all.
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Joel Kraf • February 10, 2012, 3:09 AM

I like the theory. I'm not sure how it would go in practice though.

What specific things would a parent be eligible to say? Some of what teachers have
complained about on this board has been the lack of parental interest in their
children's education. They don't show up to parent teacher conferences, for
example. Which means it might typically be only a few parents who give their
opinions. With such a small amount of opinions wouldn't those that are biased have
a greater weight?

Again, I do like the idea, but in practice there might be serious issues.

Tomáš Kellner • February 10, 2012, 2:00 AM

As the father of two New York City public school students I agree that parents are
an untapped tool for teacher evaluation. As parents we observe the school through
a lens that's dearest to us. We often burden our opinions with bias. But taken
collectively, the parental opinion carries weight and insight. It can help principals
identify their teaching stars and also point to unseen problems.
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Elizabeth Williams • February 10, 2012, 3:44 PM

I think parents offer an invested point of view and could be useful to both the
teachers and administrators. The idea that parents are all too self-interested to
offer insight into their child's classroom experience is offensive.

I am new to the school system here but read of a six minute conference time limits.
Is that true? My son has a lovely, responsive teacher who has welcomed parental
involvement and the community is better for it. If some of the parents in my son's
school had to leave work for a six minute discussion, they wouldn't show up either,
they can't afford to lose the pay.

A simple survey could direct the discussion and help to empower parents and
teachers to focus their efforts together. Questions like: "Do you know what areas
your child needs help with from home this year?". Or "do you feel comfortable
approaching your child's teacher this year?" and "was your child challenged this
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year?".
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Jennifer Alexander • February 17, 2012, 11:44 AM

There are too many people involved in education who have little or no experience
teaching. The article does not specifically mention Ms. Danielson's teaching
experience. There is an overwhelming number of NYC school administrators with
little or no teaching experience. I think Danielson's Framework is meant for
administrators because they need reference material to determine effective
teaching. This too shall pass.
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Matthew Levey • February 18, 2012, 1:58 AM

Jennifer,

Not sure how Danielson fits into the question of whether parents views matter?

I agree parents could be given a Danielson-like framework that might help them
organize their thoughts more effectively. And I agree that if teachers were given
explicit guidance as to what effective parent-teacher relationships look like (no
there is not only one approach) this too oculd be helpful.

But when you say "this too shall pass" I wonder what you consider a credible
alternative to hunkering down and waiting?
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