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Abstract
Student learning outcomes have been used to measure a teacher’s accountability for 
student learning in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness. This study employed a 
survey research design and investigated the views of teachers and administrators 
regarding using student learning objectives (SLOs) and classroom observations in 
the evaluation of teacher effectiveness in one southeastern state in the USA. The 
results revealed that administrators had significantly more positive views than teach-
ers regarding the impact of SLOs and the classroom observations. Educators had 
less positive views of the impact of SLOs and the classroom observations after the 
full implementation of the evaluation system. Educators reported various concerns 
regarding the issues of using students’ assessment results, assessment methods, sub-
jectivity in goal setting, and lack of feedback. The findings can inform policy mak-
ing, development and implementation of teacher evaluation system, and teachers’ 
professional learning and development.

Keywords Teacher effectiveness · Teacher evaluation · Student learning objectives · 
Classroom observations

1 Introduction

A priority in education is to improve student learning, and teachers play an impor-
tant role and have significant impact on student learning (Hattie, 2009; Odden et al., 
2004). To be qualified for the teaching profession, teachers generally need to obtain 
certain certification and licensure, receive an academic degree, have educational 
experience, and have sufficient knowledge about the subject, students, and peda-
gogy. Studies found an association between student learning outcomes and teacher 
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characteristics including having a teaching certificate or license (Darling-Hammond 
& Young, 2002), years of teaching experience (Goldhaber & Brewer, 1997), and 
academic degrees obtained (Rowan et al., 1996).

However, obtaining these teacher characteristics and/or qualifications does not 
guarantee effective teaching. Teacher effectiveness focuses on specific teaching 
practices that involve the interactions between teachers and students in classrooms, 
teachers’ course design and lesson planning, teachers’ management of classroom 
learning environment, classroom assessment, and teachers’ other professional activi-
ties (Danielson, 2013; Goe et al., 2008). Goe et al. (2008) summarized five aspects 
of effective teaching that emphasize on having high expectations for students, con-
tribution to social outcomes, monitoring and evaluating student learning, encour-
aging diversity and civic-mindedness, and collaboration with other stakeholders to 
ensure student success. In addition to these teaching practices, teacher effectiveness 
is often linked to student learning outcomes.

The evaluation of teacher effectiveness generally serves two major purposes. 
One purpose of teacher evaluation is to help make decisions on teacher promotion, 
compensation, and employment, and the other purpose is to use the evaluation as 
a mode of professional development to improve teaching practices (Donaldson & 
Papay, 2015; Hanushek, 2009; Papay, 2012). A system of evaluating teacher effec-
tiveness should be developed and implemented in accordance with the purposes of 
teacher evaluation. Marzano (2012) indicated that “measuring teacher effectiveness 
and developing teachers are different purposes with different implications. An evalu-
ation system designed primarily for measurement will look quite different from a 
system designed primarily for development” (p. 15). The evaluation of teacher effec-
tiveness has evolved overtime. Researchers in China indicated that the main pur-
pose of teacher evaluation had shifted from rewarding or punishing teachers based 
on teachers’ evaluation results to improving teaching practices through evaluation as 
a mode of professional development (Liu & Zhao, 2013). Researchers in Belgium 
found that the teacher evaluation system had both formative and summative pur-
poses, and school leadership is key to effective teacher evaluation and professional 
learning (Delvaux et al., 2013; Tuytens & Devos, 2011).

Commonly used methods in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness include class-
room observations, teacher self-evaluation, student evaluation of teachers, and stu-
dent learning outcomes. Among these evaluation methods, classroom observation 
is broadly used as a component of teacher evaluation. Researchers (e.g., Campbell 
et al., 2010; Goe et al., 2008) emphasized that effective teaching should be evalu-
ated through the classroom experiences that teachers create. Classroom observa-
tion rubrics are guided by different frameworks, among which the Framework for 
Teaching (FFT) developed by Danielson (1996) has been widely used in the USA. 
The FFT Evaluation Instrument was released in 2013 and has been widely used in 
teacher evaluation, school coaching and mentoring, and teacher professional devel-
opment (Danielson, 2013). The FFT consists of 22 components of effective instruc-
tion that are clustered in four major domains: planning and preparation, classroom 
environment, instruction, and professional responsibilities. Studies found a small to 
moderate positive association between teachers’ FFT scores and student learning, 
with some variation by grade level and subject matter (Gallagher, 2004; Milanowski, 
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2004). Students taught by a teacher in the top quartile scored 0.10 standard devia-
tions higher in math and 0.13 standard deviations higher in reading than students 
taught by a teacher in the bottom quartile (Kane et al., 2013). However, a study con-
ducted in Canada revealed that the school administrators believed that teacher evalu-
ation based on classroom observations did not result in substantial improvement of 
teaching (Maharaj, 2014).

Another comparatively new component in the teacher evaluation system is using 
students’ learning outcomes, which is used to measure a teacher’s accountability for 
student learning. Romzek and Dubnick (1987) described accountability as manag-
ing expectations, which plays a great role in the process of public administration. 
In the evaluation of teacher effectiveness, teachers are expected to be accountable 
for student learning outcomes; thus, student learning outcomes are used as a com-
ponent of teacher evaluation. Accountability has a great impact on policy making 
and the development of teacher evaluation systems, and student learning outcomes 
are linked to the evaluation of school effectiveness and teacher effectiveness in some 
countries. In the UK, schools are required to publicize students’ test score informa-
tion as they were held accountable for student learning (Machin & Vignoles, 2006). 
In the USA, student outcome measures are used as components of teacher evaluation 
systems in response to the federal program Race to the Top (RTT) which empha-
sized school and teacher accountability for student learning (Lachlan-Haché et al., 
2012).

Students’ learning outcomes are used in systems of evaluating teacher effective-
ness. The value-added models (VAMs) that examine students’ academic growth 
based on standardized tests are used to evaluate a teacher’s contribution to student 
learning. Some studies found that using VAMs has advantages of being objective 
and cost-efficient (Goe et al., 2008) and can accurately predict students’ long-term 
outcomes (Chetty et  al., 2014a, 2014b; Sanders, 2000). However, other studies 
revealed many limitations of using VAMs. For example, Morganstein and Was-
serstein (2014) indicated that it is problematic to use VAMs to analyze students’ 
standardized test scores while they are not randomly assigned to classrooms, which 
might further cause unintended consequences. Morgan et al. (2014), Papay (2011), 
and Lockwood et al. (2007) found that teachers’ evaluation ratings based on VAMs 
vary substantially depending on the types of standardized tests used and the groups 
of students involved. Regarding whether VAMs should be used in the teacher evalu-
ation system, the American Educational Research Association (AERA) suggested 
that states and districts should acknowledge the considerable risks of misclassifi-
cation and misinterpretation based on VAMs (AERA, 2015). Rockoff and Speroni 
(2010) suggested that other information should be used to gain more accurate and 
stable teacher evaluation results.

As a measure of student growth, the student learning objectives (SLOs) have 
become popular in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness in the USA. SLOs are 
defined as a set of goals that measure teachers’ progress in achieving student 
growth targets that focus on students’ expected learning at the end of the instruc-
tional period (Lachlan-Haché et  al., 2012). In developing SLOs, teachers often 
consider six major components: student groups to be included, time span, curric-
ulum standards, growth targets, instructional strategies, and assessment methods. 



588 Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability (2023) 35:585–611

1 3

The process of using SLOs to measure student growth consists of (1) developing 
SLOs, usually constructed by an individual teacher or a team of teachers; (2) sub-
mitting SLOs for the approval from trained evaluators; (3) checking in through 
midcourse conversations between teachers and evaluators; (4) reviewing SLO 
attainment and scoring by both teachers and evaluators to determine if the stu-
dent growth targets are achieved; and (5) completing the summative rating of the 
teachers and reflecting on the lessons learned from the process (Lachlan-Haché 
et  al., 2012). In teacher evaluation, teachers are evaluated and given an overall 
score based on how well their students have achieved the learning objectives.

Various studies found mixed views of SLOs. One major advantage of using 
SLOs in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness lies in its adaptability to all sub-
ject areas and grade levels. Although teachers understood the importance of being 
held accountable, they seemed to be not very familiar with the evaluation score 
computing details (Moran, 2017). SLOs provided teachers with opportunities to 
use data, and they were more actively engaged in the evaluation after the SLOs 
implementation (Donaldson, 2012). Fan (2022) found that early career teachers 
had more positive views of SLOs, less knowledge about SLOs, and more sup-
port needed in using SLOs. A 5-year study showed that students at the schools 
where teachers used SLOs had higher growth rates in reading and math than the 
students at the schools where teachers did not use SLOs (Slotnik et  al., 2013). 
However, studies showed that the majority of teachers did not consider the evalu-
ation feedback as effective in improving their instruction, though they did value 
the specific, frequent, evidence-based feedback (Liu et al., 2019). Marshall et al. 
(2016) indicated the challenges of measuring teacher effectiveness due to differ-
ent content areas, grade levels, and groups of students. In addition, the validity, 
reliability, and accuracy of teachers’ SLO scores due to various factors including 
the quality of the assessment and the quality of evaluators were a big concern for 
the educators (Crouse et al., 2016). Furthermore, researchers found that holistic 
principal judgments of teacher effectiveness were much more strongly influenced 
by classroom observations of teacher practices rather than the evidence of student 
growth collected (Briggs & Dadey, 2017).

The implementation of the teacher evaluation system is a crucial part and has 
been a focus of many studies (e.g., Derrington (2014). Tuytens and Devos (2014) 
investigated school leadership actions and teacher evaluation development charac-
teristics in the implementation of teacher evaluation policy in Belgium. They found 
that there were differences in leadership actions and teacher evaluation development 
characteristics between schools where teachers perceived the policy positively and 
the schools where teachers perceived the policy negatively. Cosner et al. (2015) sug-
gested that teacher evaluation innovations had the benefits of providing opportuni-
ties for the improvement of instructional supervision and teacher quality. However, 
they also caused challenges including work and time demands and cognitive chal-
lenges for the principals in the implementation of the system. Similarly, Derrington 
(2014) investigated the views of K-12 superintendents and principals regarding the 
impact of a 2-year implementation of a teacher evaluation system, and they found 
that the implementation of the evaluation system had an impact on instructional 
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leadership, time and training tensions, supportive superintendent strategies, and 
unintended consequences.

In the implementation of teacher evaluation systems, teachers and administrators 
play different roles. District and school administrators often work as evaluators and 
make a judgment of teacher effectiveness either through classroom observations or 
using student learning outcomes. Huber and Skedsmo (2016b) indicated that role 
and authority have a crucial influence on defining accountability relationships. 
Administrators have authority over teachers, and they are involved in decision mak-
ing based on teacher evaluation results. In the evaluation of teacher effectiveness, 
teachers and administrators hold different views due to their different roles. Bradford 
and Braaten (2018) described an incongruency between teachers’ vision of high-
quality teaching and administrators’ vision of great teaching, and school leaders and 
teachers had different interpretations of scores. Reddy et al. (2018) found that school 
administrators reported more favorable experiences than teachers regarding teacher 
evaluation. Jones et  al. (2022) indicated that principals hold multiple goals while 
evaluating teacher effectiveness through observations, and they may inflate teach-
ers’ evaluation scores to achieve multiple goals. In addition, principals had concerns 
regarding the evaluation systems’ negative impact on morale, their lack of autonomy 
in decision making on evaluating teachers and staffing, and their perceived lack of 
value as professionals (Paufler, 2018). Similarly, Slotnik et  al. (2014) found that 
about half of the teachers and principals reported needing support to have access to 
data and analyze student data.

Teacher evaluation is complicated, and it involves multiple disciplines of edu-
cation, psychology, sociology, and economics, and the consequences of teacher 
evaluation should be considered in the implementation (Donaldson, 2021). Due to 
the different roles that teachers and administrators play in the evaluation of teacher 
effectiveness, it is important to understand the perceptions of teachers and adminis-
trators and to identify the elements that contribute to the successes and failure of the 
implementation of a system or policy. Tuytens and Devos (2009) investigated Flem-
ish teachers’ perception of a new teacher evaluation policy and found that teachers 
were fairly positive toward the new policy reform, but they had questions about the 
policy’s implementation.

Implementation of teacher evaluation system has been challenging, and teachers 
do not hold a positive view of teacher evaluation systems in some countries. The 
implementation of a new teacher evaluation system was described as a “hot potato” 
in Italy, which raised intense conversations among teacher unions, policymakers, 
and academics (Barzanò & Grimaldi, 2013). Flores (2012) explored teachers’ per-
ceptions of the implementation process of a teacher appraisal policy in Portugal and 
found that teachers considered the lack of recognition of the appraisers and bureau-
cratic and summative dimension as the most critical issues, and they felt uncertain 
and skeptical about the implementation of the policy. Similarly, teachers in Australia 
are skeptical and concerned about using the Australian Professional Standards for 
Teachers (APST) in the evaluation of their teaching effectiveness (Clinton et  al., 
2015; Clinton et al., 2016; Clinton & Dawson, 2018).

SLOs are a comparatively new method in the evaluation of teacher effective-
ness, and teachers and administrators have comparatively less experience with 
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implementing SLOs. Previous research found that it is challenging to accurately 
measure teacher effectiveness using student learning outcomes due to different 
content areas, grade levels, and groups of students, which has been a big con-
cern for the educators (Crouse et al., 2016; Marshall et al., 2016). Therefore, it 
is extremely important and much needed to explore how teachers and adminis-
trators view the use of SLOs in teacher evaluation. This study was intended to 
explore the views of teachers and administrators in terms of using classroom 
observations and student learning outcomes (SLOs) in teacher evaluation, their 
knowledge about SLOs, and support needed to implement SLOs. In addition, 
this study was also aimed at examining the impact of the implementation of 
the teacher evaluation system on the views of teachers and administrators. This 
study was expected to address the following research questions:

• How do teachers and administrators differ in their views of using SLOs and 
the classroom observations in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness?

• How do teachers and administrators differ in their knowledge about SLOs 
and support needed to implement SLOs?

• How does the implementation of the teacher evaluation system shape the 
views of teachers and administrators?

2  Theoretical framework

This study is guided by the accountability theory (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999) and 
the model for effective professional development (Guskey, 2002a, 2002b, 2016). 
Accountability suggests that a person has an obligation or is expected to explain 
and justify their beliefs, feelings, and actions to others (Bovens, 2010; Lerner & 
Tetlock, 1999). Lerner and Tetlock (1999) further explained that the expectation 
of evaluation is a person’s belief that their performance will be assessed by oth-
ers based on normative ground rules and with some consequences. In the con-
text of teacher evaluation, teachers are expected to be accountable for student 
learning, and the evaluation of teacher effectiveness includes a component of 
student learning outcomes.

Teachers are evaluated for two major purposes. One purpose is summative 
with an attempt to identify effective teachers and ineffective teachers for making 
high-stakes decisions on recruitment, retention, promotion, and compensation 
(Hanushek, 2009). The other purpose is formative with a goal to provide teach-
ers with professional development (Donaldson & Papay, 2015). Darling-Ham-
mond (2013) described the teacher evaluation system as a “teaching and learn-
ing system” that supports improvement for teachers throughout their career. This 
study of teacher evaluation is informed by models of professional development 
(Guskey, 2002a, 2002b, 2016), which emphasize collecting data about partici-
pants’ reactions to the professional learning experience; participants’ learning 
of new knowledge, skills, and attitudes or dispositions; organizational support 



591

1 3

Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability (2023) 35:585–611 

and change; participants’ use of new knowledge and skills; and student learning 
outcomes.

3  Methods

A survey research design was employed to examine the views of teachers and 
administrators regarding the evaluation of teacher effectiveness in one southeast-
ern state in the USA. Two surveys were conducted to understand educators’ views 
of the impact of SLOs and classroom observations, their knowledge about SLOs, 
and support needed to implement SLOs before the implementation (BI) and after 
the implementation (AI) of the teacher evaluation system in the state. In the sur-
vey after the implementation, I added one open-ended question attempting to gain 
some information about educators’ experience with using SLOs in the implemen-
tation as well as their views of the evaluation of teacher effectiveness.

3.1  Study context

This study involved one southeast state in the USA. The state has been dedicated 
to the development, implementation, and improvement of the teacher evaluation 
system since the establishment of its first evaluation system in the 1990s. Class-
room observation is the primary evaluation method for classroom-based teachers, 
and SLOs data are collected as an artifact that supports the ratings of teachers. 
The classroom observation includes four domains (instruction, planning, envi-
ronment, and professionalism) with a total of 22 indicators on a 4-point scale 
(1-Unsatisfactory; 2-Needs Improvement; 3-Proficient; 4-Exemplary). The SLOs 
focus on measuring teachers’ contribution to student learning, and key compo-
nents include setting learning targets; assessing and analyzing student growth; 
planning, implementing, and adjusting instructions; and ensuring student growth. 
A holistic rubric is used to evaluate teacher effectiveness, and there are four per-
formance levels ranging from 1 (Unsatisfactory) to 4 (Exemplary). For example, 
if a teacher sets up rigorous goals for students, uses appropriate assessments to 
monitor student progress, strategically revises instruction, and between 90 and 
100% of his/her students meet their growth targets, the teacher obtains 4 points 
(Exemplary). If a teacher inconsistently uses assessments, fails to monitor pro-
gress or adjust instruction based on progress monitoring data, and 0–50% of stu-
dents meet their growth targets, this teacher obtains 1 point (Unsatisfactory).

Teachers’ overall evaluation score is based on a 4-point composite score scale. 
A composite score of 1.24 points or below indicates a performance level of Unsat-
isfactory, a composite score ranging between 1.25 and 2.25 points indicates a per-
formance level of Needs Improvement, a composite score ranging between 2.26 
and 3.75 points indicates a performance level of Proficient, and a composite score 
of 3.76 or above indicates a performance level of Exemplary. The final evaluation 
results have two categories: Not Met (Unsatisfactory or Needs Improvement) and 
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Met (Proficient or Exemplary). All districts were required to implement the sys-
tem in 2018–2019 school year, and school districts report evaluation data to the 
state board of education annually.

3.2  Participants

The first survey was conducted before the full implementation of the teacher eval-
uation system in the state, and a convenience sampling method was used. Thir-
teen school districts were recruited through the Teacher Advancement Program 
(TAP) and a Partnership Program in the state department of education. The TAP 
is a performance-based compensation system that encourages schools to recruit, 
evaluate, and compensate teachers based on their performance. The Partnership 
Program was a teacher professional learning initiative. These school districts have 
various levels of poverty, located in rural, urban, and suburban areas, and are rep-
resentative of all schools in the state. Participants consisted of 438 teachers and 
administrators from 13 school districts (Table 1). The majority (95%) were teach-
ers, and 5% were school administrators. Less than two-thirds (63%) had a mas-
ter’s degree or above, and more than one third (37%) had a bachelor’s degree or 
below. Most (86.9%) of the participants were career educators with more than 3 
years of experience in education, and about 13% were early career educators with 
3 or fewer years of experience in education.

The second survey was conducted after the full implementation of the teacher 
evaluation system in the state. I used a stratified random sampling method, and 
eight school districts were selected based on their poverty index and enrollment. 
I invited the district administrators to participate in the study, and three school 
districts participated in the study. One school district has a low poverty and a 
medium enrollment, one school district has a medium poverty and a large enroll-
ment, and one school district has a high poverty and a small enrollment. These 
school districts are considered representative of schools in the state. Participants 
consisted of 260 teachers and administrators in the state (Table  1). The major-
ity (93.8%) were teachers, and 6.2% were school administrators. Slightly more 
than two-thirds (67.6%) had a master’s degree or above, and less than one third 
(32.4%) had a bachelor’s degree or below. Most (88.3%) of the participants were 

Table 1  Participants’ 
information

Variable Level Before imple-
mentation

After imple-
mentation

N % N %

Position Teacher 416 95.0 244 93.8
Administrator 22 5.0 16 6.2

Degree Bachelor or below 162 37.0 82 32.4
Master or above 276 63.0 171 67.6

Experience Early career (0–3) 57 13.1 30 11.7
Career (3+) 379 86.9 227 88.3
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career educators with more than 3 years of experience in education, and about 
12% were early career educators with 3 or fewer years of experience in education.

3.3  Instrument

Both surveys used the same instrument with four sections. The first section 
included four questions regarding the impact of SLOs on teacher effectiveness, 
instruction, student learning, and professional development. The questions were 
on a 4-point scale, with 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The second 
section included nine questions about teachers’ knowledge about SLOs, and the 
questions were on a 4-point scale, with 1 (no knowledge) to 4 (substantial knowl-
edge). The third section had six questions about teachers’ need for support to 
successfully implement SLOs, and the questions were on a 3-point scale (1-need 
no support; 2-need some support; 3-need a lot of support). The fourth section 
included four questions regarding the impact of classroom observations on 
teacher effectiveness, instruction, student learning, and professional development. 
The questions were on a 4-point scale, with 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly 
agree). In addition to the content area questions, educators’ educational and pro-
fessional background information (e.g., degree, years of experience in education) 
was collected.

The two survey instruments are a revised version of the survey instrument that 
was previously used in a project that was focused on evaluating teacher effective-
ness. Based on the responses in the previous project, Cronbach’s alphas are 0.83 
for the first subscale and 0.76 for the second subscale, which are acceptable (Nun-
nally & Bernstein, 1994). In this study, I made revisions, so the survey items are 
applicable for both teachers and administrators. I also developed additional ques-
tions related to using SLOs in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness. To examine 
the reliability of the instrument, I calculated Cronbach’s alpha coefficients which 
ranged from .88 to .96 based on the BI survey and from .92 to .93 based on the 
AI survey. These coefficients are acceptable according to Nunnally and Bernstein 
(1994). To examine the content validity of the instrument, I invited five profes-
sionals who have expertise in the fields of educational assessment, evaluation, 
and survey design to review the instrument. I made revisions based on sugges-
tions from the reviewers.

To gain more information about educators’ perceptions of the evaluation of 
teacher effectiveness, I added one open-ended question at the end of the survey 
after implementation. Educators were asked to share their thoughts about using 
SLOs in teacher evaluation or teacher evaluation in general. This open-ended 
question provided educators an opportunity to express their opinions that might 
not be covered in the quantitative questions, which helps gain more in-depth 
information about teacher evaluation.
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3.4  Data collection and data analysis

The first survey was conducted about 1 year before the full implementation of the 
teacher evaluation system in 2017, and the second survey was conducted about 1 
year and a half after the full implementation of the teacher evaluation system in 
2020. District and school administrators were contacted to distribute the survey 
link to the teachers and administrators. I used SurveyMonkey to collect data, and 
the data collection took about 6 weeks for each survey.

Data were analyzed based on the research questions. Descriptive statistics includ-
ing percentages and means were calculated regarding teachers’ and administrators’ 
views of the impact of SLOs and classroom observations, their knowledge about 
SLOs, and support needed to implement SLOs. To understand whether the differ-
ences of these domains between teachers and administrators were statistically sig-
nificant, I used independent t-tests. The overall alpha was set to be .05. With 4 items 
for comparison in the views of impact, I applied Bonferroni correction to adjust the 
familywise alpha of .05 to reduce the Type I error to .013 (i.e., .05/4). For knowl-
edge, with 9 items for comparison, I applied Bonferroni correction to adjust the 
familywise alpha of .05 to reduce the Type I error to .006 (i.e., .05/9). For support, 
with 6 items for comparison, I applied Bonferroni correction to adjust the family-
wise alpha of .05 to reduce the Type I error to .008 (i.e., .05/6). In addition, confi-
dence intervals were constructed to better understand the specific ranges of differ-
ences between teachers and administrators regarding their views of the impact of 
SLOs and classroom observations, knowledge about SLOs, and support needed in 
implementing SLOs. Further, considering the small sample sizes of administrators 
in both the BI survey and the AI survey, I also used a non-parametric method Mann-
Whitney test to check the results based on the parametric method independent t-test.

Finally, the open-ended question in the AI survey was coded qualitatively to 
explore in- depth the possible reasons and explanations for the differences of educa-
tors’ views before and after the full implementation of the evaluation system. In vivo 
coding method was used to emphasize the actual language used by the educators. In 
data analysis, I first read all responses carefully and identified responses that were 
relevant to the impact of SLOs and classroom observation. Second, I used R for 
Qualitative Analysis (RQDA) and coded the relevant responses for patterns and 
themes. Finally, I checked the themes with the findings based on the quantitative 
questions in the AI survey to identify associations and consistencies.

4  Results

4.1  Impact of SLOs

To understand how teachers and administrators view the impact of SLOs, I calcu-
lated both percentages and means for the two surveys before and after the imple-
mentation of the teacher evaluation system in the state (Table 2). Overall, educators 
in the AI survey reported much less positive views of SLOs than those in the BI 
survey. Between 66 and 79% of the educators in the BI survey and between 28 and 
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39% of the educators in the AI survey agreed or strongly agreed that using SLOs 
evaluates teacher performance effectively, improves teachers’ instructional practice, 
promotes student learning, and informs teachers’ professional development. Within 
each survey, administrators reported more positive views of SLOs than teachers. 
Between 90 and 95% of the administrators and between 65 and 78% of the teachers 
agreed or strongly agreed on the impact of SLOs in the BI survey, and between 44 
and 56% of the administrators and between 25 and 37% of the teachers agreed or 
strongly agreed on the impact of SLOs in the AI survey.

Independent t-tests were conducted based on the mean differences of teachers’ 
and administrators’ views of SLOs. In the BI survey, there were statistically signifi-
cant differences between teachers’ and administrators’ views of the overall impact 
of SLOs (p = .001, d = 0.65) and SLOs’ evaluating teacher performance effectively 
with medium to large effects (p < .001, d = 0.62) (Cohen, 1988). It suggests that 
in comparison with teachers, administrators had statistically significantly higher 
agreement with the statement that using SLOs evaluates teacher performance effec-
tively and the overall impact of SLOs. Confidence intervals indicated that the belief 
in whether SLOs can be used to evaluate teacher performance effectively is likely 
between 0.19 and 0.59 points higher for administrators than for teachers. The overall 
impact of SLOs is likely between 0.17 and 0.57 points higher for administrators than 
for teachers. To check the analysis, I also used Mann-Whitney tests considering the 
sample size of administrators was small. Based on the analysis results, there was a 
statistically significant difference between teachers’ views and administrators’ views 
of the overall impact of SLOs (Z = −2.84, p = .005) and SLOs’ impact on student 
learning (Z = −2.53, p = .012). In the AI survey, administrators appeared to hold 
slightly more positive views of the impact of SLOs than teachers, but the differences 
of their views were not statistically significant.

4.2  Impact of classroom observations

To understand how teachers and administrators view the impact of classroom obser-
vations, I calculated both percentages and means for the two surveys (Table  3). 
Overall, educators in the AI survey reported less positive views of classroom obser-
vations than those in the BI survey. Between 77 and 81% of the educators in the BI 
survey and between 58 and 71% of the educators in the AI survey agreed or strongly 
agreed that using classroom observations evaluates teacher performance effectively, 
improves teachers’ instructional practice, promotes student learning, and informs 
teachers’ professional development. Within each survey, administrators reported 
more positive views of classroom observations than teachers. All of the administra-
tors (100%) and between 76 and 80% of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed on 
the impact of classroom observations in the BI survey, and between 94 and 100% of 
the administrators and between 55 and 69% of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed 
on the impact of classroom observations in the AI survey.

Independent t-tests were conducted based on the mean differences of teachers’ 
and administrators’ views of classroom observations. In both surveys, administrators 
reported statistically significantly more positive views of classroom observations 
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than teachers. Administrators reported significantly higher agreement on the overall 
impact of classroom observations with large effect sizes (BI survey: p < .001, d = 
1.11; AI survey: p = .002, d = 0.94), and on the impact of classroom observations 
on evaluating teacher performance effectively with a large effect size (BI survey: p 
< .001, d = 1.04; AI survey: p = .011, d = 0.79), improving teachers’ instructional 
practice with a large effect size (BI survey: p = .002, d = 0.91; AI survey: p < .001, 
d = 0.77), promoting student learning with a large effect size (BI survey: p = .001, d 
= 0.98; AI survey: p = .003, d = 0.83), and informing teachers’ professional devel-
opment with a large effect size (BI survey: p = .001, d = 0.98; AI survey: p = .003, 
d = 0.95) (Cohen, 1988). The confidence intervals provided projected ranges of dif-
ferences between administrators and teachers regarding their views of the impact of 
classroom observations. The Mann-Whitney tests revealed consistent findings, and 
there were statistically significant differences between teachers’ and administrators’ 
views of the overall impact of classroom observations (BI survey: Z = −4.29, p < 
.001; AI survey: Z = −3.38, p = .001). These findings suggest that administrators 
hold significantly more positive views of using classroom observations in teacher 
evaluation regardless of the implementation of the evaluation system.

4.3  Knowledge about SLOs

To understand how teachers and administrators differ in their reported knowledge 
about SLOs, I calculated both percentages and means for the two surveys (Table 4). 
Overall, educators reported similar levels of knowledge about SLOs in both BI and 
AI surveys. Between 82 and 93% of the educators in the BI survey and between 
81 and 92% of the educators in the AI survey reported to have some or substantial 
knowledge about SLOs. Based on the BI survey, higher percentages of administra-
tors than teachers reported to have some or substantial knowledge on seven out of 
the nine items. Based on the AI survey, higher percentages of administrators than 
teachers reported to have some or substantial knowledge on all nine items.

Independent t-tests were conducted based on the mean differences of teachers’ 
and administrators’ knowledge about SLOs. Based on the BI survey, administra-
tors and teachers did not report statistically significantly different levels of knowl-
edge about SLOs. The confidence intervals provided projected ranges of differences 
between administrators and teachers regarding their knowledge about SLOs. The 
Mann-Whitney tests revealed consistent findings. Based on the AI survey, adminis-
trators had significantly more knowledge than teachers regarding overall knowledge 
(p = .019, d = 0.64), student groups to be included (p = .003, d = 0.69), content to 
be included (p = .003, d = 0.66), and analyzing student assessment data (p = .001, 
d = 0.77) with medium to large effects (Cohen, 1988). Confidence intervals were 
constructed to understand the ranges of the differences between teachers and admin-
istrators. The Mann-Whitney tests revealed consistent findings, and administrators 
reported statistically significantly more overall knowledge than teachers (Z = −2.58, 
p = .010).
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4.4  Support needed in implementing SLOs

To understand how teachers and administrators differ in their support needed in 
implementing SLOs, I calculated both percentages and means for the two surveys 
(Table 5). Overall, smaller percentages of educators in the AI survey than in the BI 
survey reported needing some or a lot of support in implementing SLOs. Between 
40 and 66% of the educators in the BI survey and between 35 and 47% of the edu-
cators in the AI survey reported needing some or a lot of support. Based on the BI 
survey, higher percentage of administrators (65.5%) than teachers (54.8%) reported 
needing some or a lot of overall support, and higher percentages of administrators 
than teachers reported needing some or a lot of support on five out of the six items. 
Based on the AI survey, similar percentages of administrators (38.6%) and teachers 
(38.4%) reported needing some or a lot of overall support, and higher percentages of 
administrators than teachers reported to need some or a lot of support on four out of 
the six items.

Independent t-tests were conducted based on the mean differences of teachers’ 
and administrators’ reported support needed in implementing SLOs. Based on both 
the BI survey and the AI survey, administrators and teachers did not report statis-
tically significantly different levels of support needed in implementing SLOs. The 
confidence intervals provided projected ranges of differences between administra-
tors and teachers regarding their support needed. The Mann-Whitney tests revealed 
consistent findings, there were no statistically significant differences between teach-
ers’ and administrators’ reported support needed based on both the BI survey and AI 
survey.

4.5  Educators’ thoughts about SLOs and teacher evaluation

The quantitative questions appeared to reveal that educators reported less positive 
views of SLOs and classroom observations after the implementation of the system. 
To understand the reasons that could possibly help explain this finding, I coded the 
open-ended question in the AI survey. At the end of the survey, participants were 
asked to share their thoughts about using SLOs in teacher evaluation or teacher eval-
uation in general. Among 260 participants, 114 educators (106 teachers and eight 
administrators) shared additional thoughts. No differences were identified between 
administrators and teachers regarding their views. Overall, educators expressed var-
ious concerns about using SLOs in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness. These 
concerns included issues of using students’ test performance to evaluate teacher 
effectiveness; issues of the assessment methods in measuring students’ growth; time 
and timeline in implementing SLOs; paperwork; applicability to special education 
teachers, arts teachers, ESL teachers, and media specialists; lack of supervision in 
the process; subjectivity in goal-setting and assessment; missing some teaching 
standards; teaching to the test; and lack of feedback.

Educators indicated that SLOs were neither effective nor accurate in the eval-
uation of teacher effectiveness, and they considered that their SLOs results did 
not accurately reflect teachers’ performance or effectiveness. They shared that 
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students’ test performance and academic growth were affected by various fac-
tors, and it was not fair, nor reliable or valid, to judge teacher performance or 
effectiveness based on student test performance/results. Educators explained that 
teachers should be evaluated based on teacher performance rather than student 
performance. Some supported the use of classroom observations in the evalua-
tion of teacher effectiveness and considered classroom observations as a better 
way to capture teacher performance. However, a few teachers shared that the 
observational instrument was too cumbersome, and limited times of observa-
tions might not capture some indicators. In addition, a few teachers shared that 
some evaluators might not have the required qualifications and might be biased 
in evaluating teacher effectiveness fairly and accurately.

Setting growth targets and assessment method was a major concern. Educators 
shared that they did not receive guidance in setting reasonable learning goals 
for students. There were mainly two types of assessment methods: standardized 
tests and teacher developed assessment. There were issues of using standard-
ized tests to measure student growth. Some standardized tests (e.g., Measures 
of Academic Progress) did not align with the grade-level standards. The pre/
post assessment was invalid for some subject areas (e.g., science). Regarding the 
teacher developed assessment methods, there were flaws as well. A few educa-
tors indicated that some of their colleagues purposefully set low learning objec-
tives/goals/targets and manipulated/altered their students’ growth data to meet 
the goals. In addition, some teachers set growth targets based on one standard, 
which led to the neglect of other teaching standards.

Time, timeline, and paperwork were a major concern. Educators considered 
the SLOs process to be time-consuming, required a lot of paperwork, added a 
lot of unnecessary extra work to their schedule, and became a burden or stress. 
In particular, many educators shared that timeline was inappropriate. They were 
required to submit their SLOs student assessment results a few months before 
the final assessment of student learning. The assessment data would not accu-
rately capture students’ growth for the year.

Some educators indicated that SLOs were not applicable or less effective for 
special education teachers, arts teachers, gifted teachers, ESL teachers, librar-
ians, speech pathologists, media specialists, and guidance counselors. Educa-
tors believed that SLOs should not be one size fits all. They indicated that it 
was challenging for special education students to show growth required by the 
SLOs, and some special education teachers were already using Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) goals and objectives, and using SLOs was redundant 
to them.

Although educators indicated various concerns about using SLOs in the eval-
uation of teacher effectiveness, some did indicate that they supported the idea of 
using SLOs to measure student growth. Educators understood the importance of 
teacher evaluation, and they believed that teachers should be accountable for stu-
dent learning. It appears that early career teachers need some training or instruc-
tion in implementing SLOs. A few early career educators shared that the SLOs 
information was overwhelming, and they did not have enough knowledge about 
SLOs, and they needed better orientation and training about the implementation 
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of SLOs. Educators expected the evaluation to help them grow and improve 
rather than judging their teaching. Educators hoped that the evaluators should 
provide them with constructive feedback and help them grow/improve instead of 
assigning them with a number/rating, checking the box, or being judgmental and 
punitive.

5  Discussion and conclusion

This study found that administrators and teachers held different views of class-
room observations and SLOs in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness. Adminis-
trators had a significantly stronger belief that using classroom observations evalu-
ates teacher performance effectively, improves teachers’ instructional practice, 
promotes student learning, and informs teachers’ professional development both 
before and after the implementation of the evaluation system. In comparison with 
teachers, administrators had a stronger belief that using SLOs evaluates teacher 
performance effectively before the implementation of the evaluation system. 
These findings echo those by Reddy et al. (2018) who found that school adminis-
trators reported more favorable experiences than teachers regarding teacher evalu-
ation. The differences of the views between teachers and administrators might be 
attributed to the different roles that they play in the process of teacher evaluation. 
Administrators have authority, and they are often the evaluators of teacher effec-
tiveness and decision makers in terms of teachers’ employment and promotion. 
The findings also echo Huber and Skedsmo (2016b) who indicated that role and 
authority have a crucial influence on defining accountability relationships. Teach-
ers are classroom instructors who work closely with students and are often evalu-
ated through various methods. While being evaluated, teachers often reported a 
lot of stress and anxiety (Ryan et  al., 2017) and face dilemmas (Shaw, 2019). 
These reasons might be able to help explain the different views of teachers and 
administrators regarding the evaluation of teacher effectiveness.

Different views between teachers and administrators were also documented 
by Bradford and Braaten (2018) who indicated that school leaders and teachers 
had different interpretations of scores. The impact of school administrators on 
teacher development and retention was investigated by various studies. Studies 
found that lack of administrative support was one of the key factors contributed 
to high teacher turnover rates (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). 
Teachers’ views of school administration had the greatest influence on their 
decisions on stay or leave (Boyd et  al., 2010). Therefore, in teacher evaluation, 
school administrators and evaluators should be aware of and acknowledge these 
differences between teachers and administrators, build mutual understanding and 
trust, and collaboratively implement the evaluation system for the ultimate goal 
of improving teaching practice and supporting student learning. While teachers 
are skeptical about the evaluation of teacher effectiveness, teacher voices should 
be heard, and they should actively participate in the design and implementation 
of the teacher evaluation systems (Skedsmo & Huber, 2018). Teachers should be 
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empowered and become part of the decision-making team in the evaluation of 
teacher effectiveness.

The differences between teachers and administrators were also identified in 
their reported knowledge about SLOs and support needed to implement SLOs. 
Although higher percentages of administrators reported to have some or substan-
tial knowledge on seven out of the nine items, the differences were not statis-
tically significant before the implementation. Higher percentages of administra-
tors than teachers reported to have some or substantial knowledge on all nine 
items after the implementation, and administrators reported significantly more 
overall knowledge about SLOs and knowledge about student groups and content 
to be included and analyzing student assessment data. This is probably due to 
the statewide training among school administrators regarding the SLOs imple-
mentation. It further suggests that teachers should receive trainings and obtain 
advanced knowledge about SLOs implementation, and schools should build 
learning communities to help teachers develop knowledge about SLOs implemen-
tation. Administrators and teachers reported very similar levels of support needed 
after the implementation, although notably higher percentages of administrators 
than teachers reported needing some or a lot of support before the implementa-
tion. This could possibly be attributed to their experience of using SLOs after 
the implementation of the evaluation system. Even after the implementation of 
the evaluation system, teachers and administrators seemed to need more support 
regarding setting growth targets for students, understanding the cognitive levels 
of standards, and developing assessments. Therefore, professional development 
for teachers and administrators should focus on these areas.

This study revealed that teachers and administrators had less positive views of 
SLOs and classroom observations after the full implementation of the teacher eval-
uation system in the state. Regarding the impact of SLOs, much smaller percent-
ages of educators in the AI survey than in the BI survey reported agreement on the 
overall impact of SLOs and the impact of SLOs on evaluating teacher performance, 
improving teachers’ instructional practice, promoting student learning, and inform-
ing teachers’ professional development. Regarding the impact of classroom obser-
vations, notably smaller percentages of educators in the AI survey than in the BI 
survey reported agreement on the impact of classroom observations. These changes 
of educators’ views after the implementation of the evaluation systems could be 
explained through the themes based on the coding of the open-ended question in 
the AI survey. It appears that educators had various concerns related to SLOs imple-
mentation and teacher evaluation in general. These concerns were related to linking 
students’ test performance to teacher effectiveness, issues of the assessment meth-
ods, time and paperwork in implementing SLOs, applicability to some subject areas, 
lack of supervision in the process, subjectivity in goal-setting, missing some teach-
ing standards, teaching to the test, and lack of feedback. These challenges that edu-
cators faced in evaluation might help explain their less positive views of SLOs and 
classroom observation after the implementation of the system. This further indicates 
the inconsistency between teachers’ views of using classroom observations and 
their views of using student learning outcomes in the evaluation of teacher effec-
tiveness. The findings are consistent with those by Skedsmo and Huber (2017) who 
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highlighted the concerns related to implementation in different contexts of teacher 
evaluation models that were designed to measure teaching quality.

One major concern was the issue of linking students’ test performance to teacher 
effectiveness, and educators appeared to be skeptical about accountability in the 
evaluation of teacher effectiveness. As Bovens (2010) and Lerner and Tetlock (1999) 
described, accountability means that a person has an obligation or is expected to 
explain and justify their beliefs, feelings, and actions to others. While teachers 
mostly agreed before the full implementation of the teacher evaluation system that 
using student learning outcomes can evaluate teacher performance effectively, there 
are other factors that contribute to student learning, which include classroom learn-
ing environment, strong relationship with students, and engaging students. Meng 
and Muñoz (2016) indicated that teachers in both the USA and China considered 
engaging students as one of the most important characteristics of effective teaching. 
However, these factors are not included in the teacher evaluation frameworks. The 
teacher evaluation system should be reformed. If student learning outcomes are used 
as a measure of teachers’ accountability for student learning in the evaluation of 
teacher effectiveness, there must be multiple accurate measures of student outcomes. 
In addition to academic learning, student’s other areas of learning and development 
(e.g., student engagement, social emotional learning) should be considered in future 
teacher evaluation system.

Educators’ negative views of using student learning outcomes in the evaluation 
of teacher effectiveness appeared to be related to the assessment methods, and stu-
dents’ assessment results may not be valid due to various issues. Paufler and Clark 
(2019) indicated that administrators had concerns about the validity and reliability 
issues in measuring teacher effectiveness, and they discouraged external, high-stakes 
uses of teacher evaluation results. They valued the evaluation process as a support 
teacher growth. There is a need for valid measure of teacher effectiveness (Skedsmo 
& Huber, 2018). Student learning outcomes should be used as a formative assess-
ment process to help understand student learning in regard to the learning objectives 
rather than a template to be completed by the teachers (Schneider & Johnson, 2019). 
The development and implementation of the teacher evaluation system should be 
aligned with appropriate evaluation purposes. As Huber and Skedsmo (2016a) sug-
gested that “combining too many purposes in one evaluation model might diminish 
the likelihood of achieving them” (p. 109, 2016a). The design, development, and 
implementation of a teacher evaluation system should take the purposes of assess-
ment including summarizing student learning, informing instruction, and evaluating 
teacher effectiveness into consideration (Briggs et al., 2019; Ford & Hewitt, 2020).

This study revealed that some teachers left their profession due to the stress origi-
nated from teacher evaluation. These are probably the unintended consequences 
of evaluation models (Huber & Skedsmo, 2016a). Considering the current serious 
issues of nationwide teacher shortage and teacher attrition (Sutcher et  al., 2019), 
teacher evaluation should aim at improving teacher quality that focuses on craft, 
care, and creativity rather than technical effectiveness (Anagnostopoulos et  al., 
2021). Schools should build a positive school climate and supportive administra-
tion to motivate and support teachers, thus hopefully retaining effective teachers 
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Considering that early career teachers are more likely 



606 Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability (2023) 35:585–611

1 3

to leave their profession, they should be provided with more support because they 
reported less knowledge about SLOs and more support needed in implementing 
SLOs (Fan, 2022).

There are several limitations that should be noted. First, the two surveys col-
lected educators’ self-reported data, and some of the responses might be subjec-
tive. Therefore, future studies should employ multiple methods (e.g., interviews, 
focus groups) to gain a full picture of educators’ views of using SLOs in teacher 
evaluation. Second, educators’ perceptions of SLOs were collected before and 
after the implementation of the evaluation system. I believe that their perspectives 
might change along with longer time of implementation and more experience of 
using SLOs. Therefore, longitudinal data about educators’ views of SLOs should 
be collected to identify the changes over time. Third, this study was based on 
the data collected from one southeastern state in the USA. The characteristics of 
teacher workforce are different due to the different geographic, social, and demo-
graphic characteristics among states. Therefore, we should be cautious about 
generalizing the findings of this study to the other states in the nation. In addi-
tion, only 22 administrators completed the survey before the implementation, and 
16 administrators completed the survey after the implementation. Future studies 
should use effective strategies to improve the response rate of administrative par-
ticipants. Furthermore, this study focused on comparing educators’ views based 
on their position, and I believe that other factors including school district, school 
location, and school type might also impact educators’ views. Future studies 
should consider these factors to better understand the views of educators. Finally, 
it would be important to involve students and parents in understanding the use of 
SLOs in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness (Salazar & Lerner, 2019).

The findings of this study could be used to inform decision making in teacher 
evaluation and teachers’ professional development. This study revealed that 
teachers anticipated to receive constructive feedback from the evaluators to help 
improve their teaching practices. The findings echo those by Reddy et al. (2018) 
who found that teachers considered collaborative communication and evaluation 
feedback as the most helpful aspects in the process of evaluation. I believe that 
teacher level learning and development are crucial in the evaluation of teacher 
effectiveness. Tuytens et al. (2020) emphasized the importance of stimulating the 
ability and motivation of teachers through teacher evaluation, which may ulti-
mately contribute to student outcomes. Similarly, Donaldson (2016) indicated 
that “the key to getting the most out of teacher evaluation is figuring out how 
to implement it in a way that challenges, supports, and motivates teachers” (p. 
76). Teacher evaluation should be used to motivate teachers rather than adding 
stress and anxiety to them. I recommend reforming the teacher evaluation system 
and using a comprehensive evaluation framework that incorporates student learn-
ing and development, teacher learning and development, and school effectiveness 
and improvement as the goals of the evaluation. Most importantly, policy mak-
ing in the evaluation of teacher effectiveness should be based on evidence from 
scientific and empirical research. Hallinger et al. (2014) studied teacher evalua-
tion and school improvement and indicated that in the reform of teacher evalu-
ation system, policy logic played a considerably stronger role than the empirical 



607

1 3

Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability (2023) 35:585–611 

evidence. There was a lack of support for the belief that teacher evaluation repre-
sents a high impact school improvement strategy. A successful teacher evaluation 
system should focus on teacher learning and development. Through the process 
of teacher evaluation, teachers become more motivated, confident, qualified, and 
effective in supporting student learning and development.
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