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Research confirms what many of us intuitively 
know: better teachers lead to better student 
outcomes on measures of academic achievement, 
college attendance, and career earnings.1 In the 
last seven years, an increased focus on teacher 
evaluation has raised many questions about what 
constitutes an “effective teacher” and what systems 
best capture a teacher’s effectiveness. As states and 
districts grapple with identifying and implementing 
the most appropriate evaluation tools, one of the 
many outstanding questions is how such tools can 
be most appropriately used in the early elementary 
grades, where learning and instruction often look 
different than in older grades.

States and districts have had systems in place 
to evaluate teacher performance for decades. 
Evaluation tools vary, but have historically relied 
upon classroom observations and principals’ 
intuition. Unfortunately, many of these older 
systems do very little to differentiate between high- 
and low-quality educators. In 2009, TNTP (formerly 

The New Teacher Project) published an influential 
and oft-cited report, The Widget Effect, based upon 
the study of evaluation systems in 12 diverse school 
districts.2 The findings were startling. Nearly all 
teachers were evaluated positively, with fewer than 
one percent of teachers receiving unsatisfactory 
ratings. Additionally, classroom observations did 
not inform professional development or staffing 
decisions. Nearly three out of four teachers reported 
that they never received specific feedback from 
their observations, and half of the districts had not 
dismissed a tenured teacher for poor performance 
in five years. Evaluation systems seemed to be more 
of a bureaucratic exercise than a system meant to 
improve the quality of the teaching workforce.3

Not long after The Widget Effect was published, 
the Obama administration announced the 
landmark Race to the Top grant competition.4 The 
competition’s cornerstone was a call for states to 
innovate their teacher evaluation models, and it 
offered more than one-quarter of the competition’s 
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points for systems that promoted “great teachers 
and leaders.” Many states applied for these grants 
and have since overhauled their teacher evaluation 
systems in an attempt to better measure teacher 
quality.

The administration also made teacher evaluations 
a priority with its No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
waivers.5 To escape the unrealistic expectations 
of the federal education law, states were required 
to develop evaluation systems that used multiple 
measures to evaluate teachers, including at least 
one measure of student growth. Desperate for 
flexibility under NCLB, almost all states applied 
for waivers despite controversies around teacher 
evaluation. 6 By the end of 2015, 43 states required 
student growth to be taken into account in teacher 
evaluation.7 

Needless to say, teacher evaluation looks markedly 
different today than it did seven years ago in most 
parts of the country. These new systems differ 
by state, but often include some combination of 
classroom observations and measures of student 
growth, as well as, more recently, student feedback. 
These changes have not come without growing 
pains and most states are still adjusting their 
systems to find what works best for teachers, 
administrators, and most importantly, students.

One challenge has been determining the best way 
to evaluate early education teachers, particularly 
in the “untested grades,” pre-K through second 
grade. During the same time that teacher evaluation 
systems have been changing, there has also been 
an increasing recognition of the importance of early 
education at the federal, state, and local level. We 
have a better understanding now than ever before 
about how important the early years of school are 
to children’s development and future success. And 
much learning in these early years depends on the 
quality of children’s interactions with adults and the 
relationships formed with teachers and peers.

Based on what we know about child development, 
teaching and learning should look different in 

pre-K, kindergarten, and the early grades of 
elementary school than they do for older students. 
Yet many states have developed “one-size-fits-all” 
evaluation systems that were not created with 
the needs of young children in mind. Early grade 
teachers and evaluators have questioned whether 
the way older grade teachers are evaluated is 
appropriate for teachers of younger children. Should 
teachers be observed and held accountable to the 
same rubrics, regardless of their students’ age? Is it 
appropriate or even possible to accurately measure 
children’s gains in pre-K and kindergarten? Based 
on what tests? Can young children accurately give 
feedback about their teachers? States and districts 
have grappled with these questions and others as 
they have implemented new teacher evaluation 
systems. 

In 2013, New America released An Ocean of 
Unknowns: Risks and Opportunities in Using Student 
Achievement Data to Evaluate PreK–3rd Grade 
Teachers, a policy paper examining the best way to 
measure teacher impact on student learning.8 In the 
summer of 2016, New America’s Early & Elementary 
Education Policy team revisited this topic. We 
examined how several states and districts are 
differentiating their systems by grade level as they 
implement new teacher evaluation processes. We 
looked at three components of teacher evaluations 
and how they are used in the early grades: 
classroom observations, student-growth measures 
(commonly known as student learning objectives, 
or SLOs), and student surveys. We looked at how 
states are incorporating these components into 
their evaluation systems in this three-part series on 
teacher evaluation in the early grades. 

State and district teacher evaluation systems are 
likely to continue to change as states implement 
the new Every Student Succeeds Act. As evaluation 
practices are revised and improved, it is imperative 
that the unique demands and circumstances of the 
early grades are not lost in the shuffle.
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Picture yourself as an observer conducting a teacher 
evaluation, tasked with deciding where teachers 
fall on a scale of “ineffective” to “highly-effective,” 
potentially affecting their pay or job security. You 
walk into a science lesson on the conservation of 
mass in a fifth grade classroom. The desks are in 
rows and the students are listening to their teacher 
at the front of the room. She asks them to predict 
whether the ice cube on her desk will maintain its 
mass when it melts. Using what they learned in 
the previous night’s reading, she asks the students 
to explain their predictions in their journals. 
After 10 minutes, she asks them to share with the 
person next to them and then selects one student 
to read his answer aloud. By this time, the ice has 
melted and the students can see that the mass has 
remained the same.

Next you observe a science lesson in a kindergarten 
classroom, where the students are learning about 
the properties of different materials. With the 
children seated in a circle on the floor, the teacher 
reads Captain Kidd’s Crew Experiments with Sinking 
and Floating.9 Afterwards, she asks the students why 
they think some objects sink and others float. She 
writes their ideas down on the whiteboard. Then 
she pulls out a few everyday items from a bag and 
asks the class to predict whether they will sink or 
float. After guessing together, the students return to 

their tables, which have been equipped with similar 
items and tubs of water. Working in small groups 
they test their ideas out for themselves. They draw 
pictures of the items that sink under the “Sink” 
heading and the items that float under the “Float” 
heading using a graphic organizer. The teacher 
walks around checking in with each small group, 
asking probing questions.

Instruction in these two classrooms looks very 
different. As the observer, do you know whether 
it was good practice to have fifth graders write in 
journals rather than share with the whole class? Or 
whether there was the right balance between whole 
group instruction and student-centered learning in 
the kindergarten classroom?

Classroom observation allows principals or 
external observers to see teachers in action and 
offer feedback that can help them improve their 
practice.10 But high-quality teaching should look 
different from one grade to the next, especially 
in the early years. Notice how the lesson plans, 
classroom environments, and role of the teacher 
differ in these grades. To effectively promote high-
quality teaching across all grade levels, evaluators 
need a keen understanding of these differences.

As teacher evaluation systems have been changing 
in recent years, many states and districts have 

A LOOK AT CLASSROOM 
OBSERVATIONS
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updated their frameworks for observing teachers. 
However, many states continue to use one general 
framework across all grades. But observation tools 
are often created with a certain age group in mind 
and using them to evaluate teachers instructing 
different grades can be confusing or even unfair. For 
instance, some rubrics used for observing teachers 
in K–12 might be inconsistent with best practices 
in the early grades or fail to clarify how to identify 
certain measures in classrooms where instruction 
looks different.

Lisa Guernsey and Susan Ochshorn’s 2011 
paper, Watching Teachers Work: Using Observation 
Tools to Promote Effective Teaching in the Early 
Years and Early Grades, examines the importance of 
classroom observation as a tool to identify, promote 
and reward good teaching.11 While observations are 
increasingly likely to inform personnel decisions, 
they should also play a prominent role in helping 
teachers understand the parts of their practice that 
are most beneficial to children, and the parts that 
they can change to be more effective. As Guernsey 
and Ochshorn explain, “professional development 
and formal evaluations will need to go hand-in-
hand, with data from observations bridging the 
two.”

In the early grades, a high-quality observation tool 
should emphasize the importance of certain types 
of interactions and teaching strategies that help 
students gain academic skills in areas like language, 
literacy, and math, and to develop social-emotional 
skills. Teaching in these years should be hands-
on, young children should be engaged, teachers 
should be responsive and encourage children to 
build on their interests, and adults in the classroom 
should demonstrate an understanding of child 
development and learning. 

Observation tools designed specifically for pre-K 
classrooms usually acknowledge this. For instance, 
Head Start and many other pre-K programs use 
tools like the Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System (CLASS) to observe teachers. CLASS 
measures interactions related to emotional climate, 
classroom organization, and instructional support. 

Most state Quality Rating and Improvement 
Systems require the use of an observation tool like 
CLASS.12 However, in pre-K and child care centers, 
especially those outside of the public school system, 
these tools are usually used to measure overall 
program quality, as opposed to formally evaluate 
teachers. These types of tools are appropriate for 
measuring quality teaching, but they rarely meet 
state requirements for teacher evaluation. As pre-K 
is more and more commonly folded into the public 
school system, states and school districts need to 
ensure that their observation tools can accurately 
evaluate quality instruction in pre-K and early grade 
classrooms.

Several states and districts, such as Illinois and 
the District of Columbia, recognize that using 
one classroom observation model for all grades 
and subject areas may be an ineffective or unfair 
way to evaluate teachers of younger children, 
specifically those in kindergarten through third 
grade, and pre-K when included. As such, they have 
developed separate rubrics, guidelines, or methods 
to better evaluate early educators. The lessons they 
have learned may help states that have not yet 
acknowledged the differences between evaluating 
teachers of young children and older students. 

 
Illinois

Illinois has taken significant steps to ensure that 
early education teachers are evaluated on the 
practices that are best for young children. The state 
encourages districts to select one evaluation rubric 
for all staff, but acknowledges that teaching and 
learning in the early grades may require a different 
kind of tool.

Illinois is one of many states that has approved 
the use of the Charlotte Danielson Framework for 
Teaching for teacher observations across grade 
levels, including pre-K.13 This framework, like 
many others, was created for use beginning in 
the upper grades of elementary school, raising 
concerns with how well the tool adapts to the early 
grades. To figure this out, researchers at the Center 
for the Study of Education Policy at Illinois State 
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University (CSEP) conducted a validation study of 
the Danielson Framework to determine if it is valid 
and reliable in the early grades.14

CSEP spent the first year taking an in-depth look 
at the content of the Danielson Framework to 
determine if it was aligned with what research says 
is important for children in pre-K through third 
grade. When comparing it to NAEYC’s Standards 
for Professional Preparation Programs, CLASS, and 
the Head Start standards, they found that overall, it 
aligns with developmentally appropriate practice.15 
Unsurprisingly, Danielson is more academic than 
the early childhood-specific frameworks and has 
less emphasis on family engagement. According 
to Lisa Hood, director of the study at CSEP, 
“this doesn’t mean Danielson can’t be used to 
evaluate social-emotional interactions and family 
engagement, it just needs to be more intentional.”16 

Twenty-six teachers (14 pre-K teachers and 12 
K–3rd grade teachers) in seven districts with a total 
of 620 students (50 percent in pre-K) participated in 
CSEP’s validation study.17 To test the framework’s 
inter-rater reliability, the researchers paired 
internal observers (principals/center directors) 
with trained external observers and compared their 
classroom observation ratings on 17 components. 
A comparison of the ratings showed an inter-rater 
reliability average of 67 percent, with agreement 
between the internal and external observers ranging 
from as low as 42 percent in one component to as 
high as 92 percent in another. Internal observers 
tended to rate teachers higher than external 
observers on several components.

Based on these findings, CSEP is developing 
resources for the areas of the framework where 
inter-rater reliability was weakest, such as on using 
assessment, setting instructional outcomes, and 
more abstract concepts, like “developing respect 
and rapport” or creating a “culture of learning.” 
In June, the CSEP team embarked on a three-year 
project to develop videos showing best practices 
for how pre-K and kindergarten teachers and their 
principals can navigate the observation tool and 
evaluation process.

Early grade teachers and evaluators have access 
to extensive documents created by a group of 
early childhood stakeholders that outline multiple 
examples of what each component of the Danielson 
Framework might look like in the early years.18 Hood 
says CSEP has received positive anecdotal feedback 
about the examples, but it has not collected 
systematic feedback on whether principals actually 
go back to their schools and use the tool. Principals 
also have access to trainings provided by the Illinois 
Principals Association and guidance created by 
the Illinois State Board of Education’s Performance 
Evaluation Advisory Council (PEAC) around pre-K 
through third grade evaluation.19 

While CSEP found that most teachers earn 
a “proficient” rating (the performance 
levels are unsatisfactory, basic, proficient, 
and distinguished) in Danielson, it is possible for 
the tool to differentiate early childhood educator 
performance. According to Hood, most of the 
challenges with Danielson in the early grades are 
“user-oriented issues, instead of with the framework 
itself. When used well and when people have 
strong understanding of early childhood practice, 
Danielson works well. When they don’t have this 
background, that’s when there’s an issue,” she said.

 
District of Columbia Public Schools

District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS), which 
has been an oftentimes controversial pioneer when 
it comes to teacher evaluation reform, uses IMPACT, 
a self-created teacher evaluation system.20 IMPACT 
has been around since 2009, but a separate rubric 
to evaluate pre-K and kindergarten teachers that 
more accurately reflects developmentally-informed 
practice was created in 2011. The preK–K rubric was 
updated in 2016 through a collaborative process that 
involved content area experts weighing in to ensure 
that it is appropriate for the youngest learners. The 
rubric includes the same broad practices as those 
of the older grades, but differs in the way that it 
describes their implementation.21

The rubric for grades 1–12 focuses on what observers 
should see students doing, whereas the preK–K 
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rubric is more focused on whether the teacher is 
creating the conditions to make learning possible.22 
Accordingly, the early childhood rubric looks more 
at teacher actions instead of independent student 
actions. As depicted in the examples below, the 
preK–K rubric evaluates teachers based on how 
well they encourage students to take certain actions 
or behave in certain ways, whereas the grades 1–12 
rubric rates teachers for how well students take 

certain actions independently. The early childhood 
rubric mentions the importance of learning 
environments and how teachers can encourage 
meaningful work and play, rather than just work. 
The grades 1-12 rubric makes no mention of learning 
environments or play. Furthermore, it gives specific 
guidance that observers should “consider students’ 
developmental age when assessing” certain 
practices.

Figure 1  |  Excerpts from DCPS Rubrics

DCPS PreK-K Rubric

DCPS Grades 1-12 Rubric
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A LOOK AT STUDENT LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

According to Stephanie Shultz, who works on 
IMPACT, the preK–K rubric aligns with the “context 
and structures you are most likely to see with young 
learners, such as station-driven learning, play, 
morning meeting, etc.” It also emphasizes language 
development, which is a crucial component of 
learning at this age.

The stakes are high for DCPS teachers: the 
observations make up a majority of evaluation 
scores for all preK–12 teachers.23 This year, for the 
first time, school principals will be the only ones 
using the rubrics to evaluate teachers; in the past, 
external observers (“master educators”) have 
played a prominent role.24 Hiring principals who are 
instructional leaders is a priority for the district and 
all principals receive extensive training and support 
from the IMPACT team to become familiar with 
the tool.25 It’s important that this training enables 
principals to distinguish high-quality instruction in 
a kindergarten class versus a fourth grade class.26 

Shultz says DCPS has “received a lot of appreciation 
from early childhood teachers, who say they 
‘see themselves in the rubric’ and appreciate the 
distinction between this rubric and the one used 
with other students.” The district should consider 
extending the preK–K rubric into the first through 
third grades to reflect the full continuum of early 
childhood.

Teacher evaluation systems should reward good 
teaching and promote improvements in practice. 
Teaching young children requires different skills 
and strategies than those used for older children, 
and the best observation tools acknowledge those 
differences. It can be difficult for a single tool to 
meet the needs of a teacher who is reading stories 
about floating boats and another who is teaching 
the law of conservation of mass, but specific 
guidance for teachers and observers on how 
standards and rubrics can be tailored for the early 
grades is one way to help ensure that evaluations 
accurately capture the quality of teaching.

With recent work highlighting the critical role 
that teachers play in student achievement, and 
with a nudge—or push—from education reformers 
and the Obama Administration, student growth 
measures have become a key part of teacher 
evaluation systems throughout the United States. 
The most common way to measure student growth 

achievement is with standardized test scores. 
Since state standardized testing usually does not 
begin until third grade, states and districts have 
developed other methods to assess how much the 
“untested” younger students learn. According to the 
National Council on Teacher Quality’s 2015 State of 
the States report, 39 of the 43 states that require a 
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student growth component in teacher evaluations 
weigh student growth measures the same in 
untested grades/subjects as in tested grades.27

But what is the best way to use the gains made 
during the school year by pre-K through second 
grade students to evaluate a teacher, where growth 
is not as straightforward as the difference between 
scores on tests? Student Learning Objectives (SLO) 
have emerged as a tool to evaluate an individual 
teacher’s impact on his or her students.28

New America’s An Ocean of Unknowns: Risks and 
Opportunities in Using Student Achievement Data 
to Evaluate PreK–3rd Grade Teachers, looks closely 
at how five states (Colorado, Delaware, Florida, 
Rhode Island, and Tennessee) and three school 
districts (Austin, Texas; Hillsborough County, Fla.; 
and Washington, D.C.) were using SLOs and other 
measures of student growth in the early grades.29 
We revisit Delaware and Washington, D.C. to see 
how they have adapted their system of SLOs to 
better serve early grades. We also take a look at the 
changing use of SLOs in Georgia.

The SLO process varies, but it generally involves 
teachers collecting baseline student data, setting 
measurable goals for students evaluated by an 
assessment, usually with the approval of their 
school leader, and working towards these goals 
throughout a school year. As of 2014, SLOs were part 
of teacher evaluation systems in at least 25 states.30

This method of evaluating teachers has advantages. 
In addition to allowing schools to measure teacher 
impact in untested grades and subjects, educators 
using SLOs have reported that they promote data-
driven instruction, increase collaboration between 
teachers and administrators, encourage closer 
tracking of student progress, and make use of 
higher-quality assessments.31 In multiple studies, 
teachers have reported spending more time 
analyzing student data and reflecting on their 
practice.32

SLOs are not without limitations, however. The 
limited research on the link between SLO attainment 
and other measures of student achievement 

has yielded mixed results.33 Some studies have 
found some positive relationship between SLOs 
and student achievement, but others have 
found inconsistent correlations across subjects and 
grades.34 This inconsistency may partially be due to 
the fact that the use of SLOs varies widely between 
districts, schools, and even classrooms. Additional, 
rigorous research is needed to evaluate the 
consistency and accuracy of SLOs across subjects 
and grade levels, especially for PreK–2nd.

Additionally, questions remain about how 
effective the use of SLOs is, relative to other 
teacher evaluation measures, in differentiating 
teacher performance. Traditional evaluation, 
most commonly classroom observations, has 
been shown to fail in capturing a nuanced picture of 
professional performance, since the vast majority of 
teachers are rated highly.35 An Institute of Education 
Sciences study looking at eight early-adopting 
school districts found that the inclusion of alternate 
student growth measures, such as SLOs, yielded 
greater differentiation in teacher performance 
than ratings based on classroom observation.36 
An evaluation in New Jersey also found that 
including student growth measures increased 
differentiation in teacher ratings, even though the 
vast majority of teachers remained in the higher 
ratings categories.37

Setting goals for students requires walking a fine 
line between the ambitious (high goals) and the 
attainable (realistic ones). There are concerns that 
evaluating teachers on goals that they set for 
themselves creates an incentive for them to lean 
towards the attainable rather than the ambitious.38 
Principals can counteract this by creating systems 

Questions remain about how 
effective the use of SLOs 
is, relative to other teacher 
evaluation measures, in 
differentiating teacher 
performance.
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and rules that hold staff to high expectations. It 
takes significant time, resources, and expertise, 
however, for school leaders to implement these 
systems and create a culture that encourages 
teachers to aim for a balance of ambitious and 
attainable.39 To do this well, principals need 
sufficient professional development and support 
from the school district. Another challenge is that 
teachers might be essentially “grading themselves,” 
because they are highly involved in the SLO 
process—often writing, administering, and grading 
the assessments.40 There is a high potential for 
manipulation, especially when results are tied 
to high-stakes consequences such as merit pay, 
dismissal, or tenure.

Of the less-discussed challenges are those 
surrounding the implementation of SLOs in the 
early grades.41 Because of the significant variation 
in children’s development from pre-K through 
second grade, it can be difficult to create or 
select developmentally-appropriate assessments 
that reliably measure a teacher’s impact on 
students.42 As New America’s Laura Bornfreund and 
Clare McCann have explained, “the developmental 
growth of children in the early grades is directly 
linked to their academic growth…measures of 
literacy and numeracy alone do not account for 
a full picture of a young child’s learning or his 
teacher’s impact in laying the foundation for…long-
term success in school.”43 Despite these challenges, 
many states and districts have gone ahead with 
SLOs in the early grades.

 
Delaware

In Delaware, the use of SLOs in the early grades 
remains a factor in the state’s teacher evaluation 
system, but the state’s use of SLOs has adapted over 
time to address concerns raised by teachers and 
administrators. In collaboration with their principal, 
teachers in all grades, including pre-K, set growth 
goals for students at the beginning of the year and 
can choose from a list of more than 200 approved 
assessments (both internal and external) to evaluate 
student progress.44 Teachers can also work with 
principals to select measures not included in the 

assessment bank. The state’s online database allows 
teachers to reference student growth data from 
previous years to help them set reasonable and 
appropriate goals.

The assessment bank was developed quickly 
and, at first, some assessments faced quality 
issues, prompting pushback from some teachers. 
But, according to Laura Schneider, director of 
educator effectiveness at the Delaware Department 
of Education, the state has listened to concerns 
and improved assessments over time thanks to 
an ongoing review process that includes regular 
reliability and validity tests of the assessments.45 
In response to teacher and administrator feedback, 
Delaware has recently reduced the number of 
SLOs required from four to two because of time 
and resources involved with their administration. 
Delaware’s requirements surrounding SLOs do not 
differ by grade level.

Buy-in from teachers and administrators around 
the use of student growth measures in general has 
been challenging, but open communication and 
professional development have helped those at the 
school-level see the benefits of SLOs. While results 
are tied to formal teacher evaluations, “it’s about 
measuring student growth and not adult behavior,” 
Schneider said. “Implementation has been 
improving over time as people realized that.”

 
District of Columbia Public Schools

In Washington, D.C., a district that has aggressively 
pursued reforms in teacher evaluation, SLOs 
(referred to as Teacher Assessed Student 
Achievement Data, or TAS) are used to measure 
student growth in all grades and account for 15 
percent of a teacher’s overall evaluation.46 DCPS 
provides guidance around which assessments 
are appropriate for use in each grade. DCPS 
suggests that pre-K teachers use the observation-
based assessment, Teaching Strategies GOLD, 
that evaluates students across seven domains: 
social-emotional, language, physical-gross motor, 
physical-fine motor, cognition, literacy, and 
math. While TS GOLD is recommended for all 
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pre-K teachers, the decision of what assessment 
to use and how heavily to weight GOLD as a TAS 
assessment is ultimately left to principals.

DCPS may serve as an example of how schools and 
districts can overcome one of the key challenges 
of SLOs: the inability to compare teachers. While 
the implementation and assessment of SLOs 
often varies between classrooms and schools, 
the common use of TS GOLD across pre-K classes 
creates a standardized system in which teachers can 
be compared and trends at the classroom, school, 
and district level can be identified.

There is more variation in selected assessments 
in kindergarten through second grade. DCPS 
recommends a few appropriate assessments for 
these grades, but teachers have the flexibility to 
select other assessments or create their own with 
approval from their principal.47 According to the TAS 
guidance, “school leaders decide what assessments, 
weights, goals, tracking systems, and data 
collection methods are appropriate for their school.” 
While principals approve their teachers’ SLOs, 
DCPS reviews every single one, all 10,000 of them. 
According to Michelle Hudacsko, Deputy Chief of 
IMPACT, principals review their teachers’ TAS goals 
for appropriate rigor and then the district does a 
final review of all goals each year for workability, to 
ensure the goal can be scored appropriately at the 
end of the year.

 
Georgia

While Delaware and DCPS have adapted and 
continued to use SLOs over the years, Georgia 
has recently reversed course on the use of 
SLOs.48 Legislative action in 2016 determined 
that districts are no longer required to use SLOs 
as part of their teacher evaluation systems.49 
Student growth now accounts for only 30 percent 
of a teacher’s evaluation score, reduced from 50 
percent. Cindy Saxon, associate superintendent 
of teacher and leader effectiveness for the Georgia 
Department of Education said, “this decision was 

an effort to reduce the testing burden on students 
and teachers.” Districts now have considerable 
discretion in selecting which type of student 
growth measures to use, be it SLOs or some other 
measurement such as an off-the-shelf assessment.

While the state is moving away from SLOs as 
a required student growth measure, Georgia’s 
innovative “resource library” may be an example 
for other states looking to support the use of SLOs. 
Containing more than 2,000 assessment items 
across courses and content, the resource library 
allows districts from across the state to access 
and share assessments for SLOs. The library also 
includes about 220 state exemplars for districts 
to use in their entirety, which were designed by 
Georgia educators to provide support for districts.50 
It’s too soon to tell yet if districts will continue to 
use SLOs now that they are not required by the 
state.

Pulling back on SLOs may become a more 
widespread trend as states implement the new 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The law 
allows for much greater flexibility around teacher 
evaluations. In an EdWeek article shortly after 
the law was passed, Molly Spearman, the state 
superintendent for South Carolina, was quick to say 
that she’ll be delaying the state’s requirement for all 
districts to use SLOs by two years and “would like 
to make those measures an artifact examined by 
evaluators, not a specific, weighted component of 
each teacher’s review.”51

States and districts that continue to use SLOs 
must ensure that teachers and principals have 
the time, resources, and support to learn how to 
use them effectively and in a way that maintains 
high expectations for students and mitigates the 
possibility of manipulation. In the early grades, 
teachers and districts must be mindful about using 
appropriate assessments to measure student growth 
and should take advantage of the opportunities 
SLOs offer to gauge a student’s growth outside of the 
oftentimes limited domains of math and literacy. 
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Peer into a college classroom near the end of a 
semester and you may encounter a perplexing sight: 
students hunched over answer sheets, bubbling 
in answers and scribbling notes, seemingly 
unsupervised and undirected. But these students 
aren’t taking a test. They are completing student 
surveys, a tool used by colleges and universities to 
evaluate professors. Now this practice, long a part of 
higher education, is being tried in K–12 classrooms 
as part of efforts to reform the way teachers are 
evaluated.

The reasoning is intuitive. Throughout the year, 
students spend countless hours with their teachers, 
while principals, who have long been the primary 
evaluators of classroom teaching quality, may 
visit a classroom a few times a year. Students 
know whether their teacher is able to manage 
the classroom and whether they feel supported 
as learners. It shouldn’t come as a surprise, then, 
that research shows that student perceptions of 
teacher quality may actually be more accurate than 
those of a principal.52

In the changing teacher evaluation landscape, 
student surveys have surfaced as a way to collect 
feedback from those who know teachers best.

Using student surveys to effectively evaluate 
teachers doesn’t come without its fair share of 
challenges, however. Surveys rely on students 

being able to understand and answer questions 
about their teachers. Older students seem to have 
no problem doing this. The Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation’s Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) 
project found that survey results from students 
in grades four through eight can predict student 
achievement gains, are more consistent than results 
from classroom observations, and provide teachers 
specific feedback to improve their practices.53

But what about using student surveys for children 
in pre-K through second grade? Asking young 
children to evaluate their teachers can prove 
more challenging for a host of reasons. There 
are concerns about their ability to understand 
questions or give unbiased feedback.54 Current 
research on the consistency and accuracy of 
student survey results is far from robust, but a 
few studies have found that pre-kindergarteners and 
kindergarteners can reliably rate their teachers.55 
Still, many state and local policymakers are still 
deciding whether surveys in the youngest grades 
make sense.

Whether surveys are appropriate at any age depends 
largely on how they are designed and implemented. 
An effective survey must ask questions in a way 
that yields meaningful results.56 For instance, rather 
than asking students to respond to the statement, 
“My teacher is clear,” a high-quality survey might 
ask students to respond to, “My teacher has several 

A LOOK AT STUDENT SURVEYS
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good ways to explain each topic that we cover 
in this class.” Surveys should look different in 
pre-K through second grade than they do later on 
because of literacy challenges and developmental 
differences. A six-year-old probably wouldn’t be 
able to read the sentence above and might not 
even comprehend it correctly if read aloud. And, if 
administered aloud, would a child feel comfortable 
providing negative feedback? If administered in a 
small group, would children feel pressured to agree 
with their peers?

Although most states do not use surveys in the early 
grades to inform teacher evaluation, a handful 
of states and districts have either experimented 
with or implemented K–2 student surveys. 
Their experiences offer a glimpse into what this 
evaluation tool could look like for others. Some 
of these states and districts have undertaken the 
design process on their own, but many others use 
companies, like Tripod or Panorama Education, 
which have expertise in student survey design. 
Most of the leading companies designing student 
surveys, however, do not offer them for students in 
kindergarten through second grade.

Tripod is one of the few that does.57 Tripod’s surveys, 
which span from kindergarten through grade 
12, were first developed in 2001 as a partnership 
between Harvard University professor Ronald F. 
Ferguson and Ohio educators. These surveys, now 
used in nearly 30,000 classrooms in 24 states, 
have been updated in response to feedback from 
research, field experience, and input from key 
stakeholders to ensure that “survey items at the 
Early Elementary level are specifically geared for 
students at this [developmental] level.” Tripod 
says its K–2 surveys are “read aloud to students, in 
small groups, by someone other than the classroom 

teacher,” and students “only need to be able to 
recognize the words ‘No,’ ‘Maybe,’ and ‘Yes’” to 
respond. Tripod’s analysis from “thousands of 
classrooms,” claims that kindergarten students are 
able to distinguish between these words. It’s unclear 
whether this analysis found whether students can 
fully comprehend the questions asked. However, 
Tripod says that its surveys “have generated results 
that meet rigorous tests of reliability,” and that early 
elementary surveys “have been shown to predict 
achievement gains as well as other outcomes 
such as classroom-level behavioral engagement, 
emotional engagement, and motivational 
mindsets.”58

Panorama Education also offers surveys in the early 
grades.59 A representative from Panorama says the 
surveys the company has designed for students in 
grades 3–12 have been validated, but “there is some 
research that K–2 students may have a difficult 
time conceptualizing and comprehending some 
items around climate, valuing of school, classroom 
engagement—making them less reliable measures.” 
It still offers early elementary surveys when 
requested, though. On Panorama’s survey, students 
choose between a smiling face, neutral face, and 
frowning face, rather than “yes,” “maybe,” and 
“no” due to the varied and often limited reading 
abilities of young children. When we asked Tripod 
if it considered giving students the option of 
pictorial responses, such as a smile for “yes” and a 
frown for “no” the company responded: “pictorial 
responses can be more open to interpretation and 
do not always align to the thoughts and feelings 
we are trying to capture through the survey items.” 
Whether pictorial or word-based responses best 
capture students’ views remains to be proven.

 
Tulsa Public Schools

Tulsa Public Schools is one district that recently 
started using Tripod surveys in K–2, but there has 
been backlash from dozens of early grade teachers 
who expressed concerns about the appropriateness 
of the surveys for the age group and their potential 
impact on the student-teacher relationship.60 

In the changing teacher 
evaluation landscape, student 
surveys have surfaced as a way to 
collect feedback from those who 
know teachers best.



EDUCATION POLICY14

In response, the superintendent of Tulsa Public 
Schools created a task force to study the use of 
the surveys, in the early grades.61 Tripod has been 
working with the task force to answer questions 
about the surveys, create resources to support 
survey administration, and even offered suggestions 
for reformatting the surveys to address teacher 
concerns.

 
Hawaii

The state of Hawaii implemented Tripod surveys 
in the early grades statewide but ultimately 
decided against using them. Hawaii started using 
the Tripod student survey in the 2012–13 school 
year to constitute 10 percent of a teacher’s overall 
evaluation score for all grade levels. Teachers and 
teacher unions lobbied to remove surveys from 
early grades, and as of the 2014–15 school year, 
kindergarten through second grade teachers did 
not use surveys at all. Despite the data provided by 
Tripod, educators felt that students at this age did 
not have the capacity to comprehend the purpose 
of the survey. They also raised concerns over the 
amount of time and resources it took to implement 
the surveys, as they had to be read aloud in as many 
as 14 different languages to accommodate the state’s 
diverse student population.62

 

Georgia

Georgia had a related experience. The state 
experimented with using student surveys to inform 
teacher evaluation in 2012. According to Cindy 
Saxon, associate superintendent of teacher and 
leader effectiveness for the Georgia Department of 
Education, there was feedback from teachers and 
parents after the pilot that led to the discontinuation 
of the survey in K–2. Georgia experienced particular 

difficulties in the early grades, where young 
students struggled to log into and navigate a 
complex online survey platform. Saxon said that 
“what should have taken ten to fifteen minutes 
might have taken an hour and a half” in younger 
grades. These logistical barriers, and teachers’ 
perception that “students couldn’t give an accurate 
view of their classroom” were enormous obstacles to 
survey use.63

Additionally, the state evaluated the pilot survey’s 
results and found that K–2 students tended to 
rate their teachers significantly higher across the 
domains, and K–2 results were the least consistent 
with other evaluation measures.64 In the most recent 
legislative session, lawmakers removed surveys 
from Georgia’s evaluation system for all grade 
levels. Saxon felt that, unfortunately, the surveys 
were often perceived as another assessment to be 
used punitively against teachers, and there was 
concern about the time and resources they took to 
administer.

 
Massachusetts

Massachusetts is another state working to 
determine how best to incorporate student 
feedback into teacher evaluations at all grade 
levels. Massachusetts’ overall evaluation system 
provides significant flexibility to districts; the state 
doesn’t assign specific weights or point values to 
different components of the evaluation. Rather, it 
describes three broad categories of evaluation and 
recommends pieces of evidence to collect in each 
one. One of these categories requires evidence of 
“student and staff feedback.”

The state has also decided that surveys for early 
grade students are not the answer. In 2013, 
Massachusetts officials began collaborating with 
districts to develop and pilot standardized student 
surveys in all grades. But according to Matthew 
Holloway, an educator effectiveness specialist at 
the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education, teachers in the early grades 
gave feedback after the initial pilot that “some of 
the barriers around literacy, reading, and writing, 

Despite the data provided by 
Tripod, educators felt that 
students at this age did not have 
the capacity to comprehend the 
purpose of the survey. 
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and more general barriers” made a more traditional 
survey “an ineffective way to get feedback.”65 With 
this in mind, the state worked with educators to 
create a set of “Discussion Prompts” that capture “a 
broad range of educator effectiveness standards” in 
what it feels is a more developmentally-appropriate 
manner.66 The state recommends that teachers or a 
third party use the discussion prompts with small 
groups of students to solicit feedback. For example, 
the teacher might try to gauge whether the following 
statement related to informal assessments is true for 
students: “When I am stuck, my teacher wants me 
to try again before she or he helps me.”

Using the state-developed discussion prompts is not 
mandatory; districts and school districts can choose 
their own form of surveys or alternative evidence. 
Holloway stressed that giving districts flexibility 
in how they collect student feedback “allows them 
to emphasize their priorities.” He noted that he 
has seen the most success with student feedback 
in districts that promote the process as a way for 
teachers to “align student feedback to their own 
self-assessment and goal setting processes,” where 
teachers work to improve their practice in a way that 
is informed by students. Massachusetts is still in the 
early stages of implementing student feedback as 
part of teacher evaluations and is examining what is 
most beneficial to districts, teachers, and students.

It is possible that student survey responses can 
shed light on teacher performance and encourage 
teachers to tailor their instruction to better serve 
their students, but there are real concerns states 
and districts have about their usefulness in the early 
grades. States that have attempted to incorporate 
surveys in the early grades have found them to be 
very time- and resource-intensive to implement. 
Further, early grade teachers have expressed 
concerns over their students’ ability to understand 
the purpose of the task.

Some states do appear to be eager to find ways 
to integrate student feedback into the evaluation 
system. As one state official put it, “kids deserve the 
opportunity to [take student surveys]… and our kids 
can be empowered if they think they have a voice.” 
While the research on whether young children can 
effectively evaluate teachers appears inconclusive, 
there is little doubt that teachers can benefit from 
knowing what their students think about their 
classroom experience. But using surveys to inform 
evaluation is still new and inconsistent. If used 
solely to inform teacher practice and professional 
development, reluctance on the side of the teacher 
may be reduced. More research, however, is needed 
to determine if surveys should be incorporated 
into high-stakes decisions for teachers of young 
children.
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