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Abstract
Educational evaluation (Ed Eval) and professional learning communities (PLCs) are
two of the nation’s most predominant approaches to widespread instructional
improvement. Yet key attributes of these reform initiatives are too often
experienced by teachers as burdensome, or even detrimental, rather than helpful.
The authors of this article contend that school leaders will be more successful in
their school improvement efforts when they integrate the most promising elements
of PLCs (disciplined collaboration, deprivatization of practice, and classroom-based
assessment) and Ed Eval (use of professional performance standards, observation and
feedback, and a focus on results) into a tiered system of job-embedded professional
development. The authors articulate the promises and pitfalls of Ed Eval and PLCs and
reenvision how they could be integrated into a system through which subpar teaching
is systemically addressed, acceptable teaching is improved upon, and outstanding
teaching is sustained and replicated. The authors showcase elements of integrated
system using vignettes based on the experiences of an actual high school-level English
language arts teacher team.
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Ruth, Maria, Clara, and Jaden are all English teachers at the same high school, and they
are members of the same PLC.1 It meets a few times a month during common planning
time, and the group typically spends their first 15 minutes or so talking about how their
classes are going, what they are teaching and sharing stories about students. Inevitably,
there is some griping—sometimes about the school schedule, sometimes about how
difficult it is to get technology to work consistently—and they always share some
collegial banter about their personal lives. Lately, the group has been talking about the
state’s new teacher evaluation system. Clara and Ruth, both newer teachers, are
intimidated by all the paperwork involved and the district’s new online reporting system,
and wonder when they’ll find the time between grading essays and planning lessons.
Jaden and Maria, more seasoned veterans, tell them not to worry too much and explain
that the new requirements are likely just another in a long line of attempts by outsiders to
make it hard on all of us in order to get rid of a few. They tell Clara and Ruth to do their
best to fulfill the basic requirements and assure them that all will be well. The bell rings,
their conversation concludes, and the teachers agree that they all have more pressing
things to do than spend their time dealing with the mundane aspects of educator
evaluation. Common planning time has ended and they each head to their respective
classrooms, and shut the doors behind them. . . .

Increased pressure on schools to collect data, show student growth, and measure
instructional quality has resulted in the implementation of various reform measures that
aim to raise the caliber of classroom teaching. For policy makers, rigorous educator
evaluation—what we refer to as the “hammer” because of its mandatory and highstakes nature—is a predominant approach to improve teaching at the secondary school
level (Firestone, 2014). Federal policies that stress school and teacher accountability for
student achievement (usually as measured by standardized test scores) have resulted in
systems of educator evaluation that are, to varying degrees, designed to remove ineffective or “bad” teachers (Hazi & Rucinski, 2014; Marzano, 2012) and ensure that teachers
who remain in the classroom provide evidence of their continued effectiveness (DarlingHammond, 2013). Some of these systems, especially in large districts, also include the
controversial use of so-called “value-added measures” that purport to isolate and quantify the effect that a given teacher has on his or her students. So far though, despite
decades of research, there is no widespread agreement about how to fairly and accurately measure teachers’ effectiveness (Lavigne, 2014). Despite that challenge, however, educational evaluation (Ed Eval) has emerged as a dominant force on the secondary
school improvement landscape. Many teachers are spending a large portion of their
nonteaching time complying with evaluation mandates; administrators, too, are frequently overburdened by carrying out the various observation, meeting, and paperwork
requirements of evaluation (Crum & Sherman, 2008; Lavigne, 2014).
Moreover, in addition to Ed Eval, school leaders are increasingly looking to institute a professional learning community model in their schools to support job-embedded adult learning and instructional improvement (Yendol-Hoppey & Dana, 2010). We
consider professional learning communities (PLCs), commonly referred to as “PLCs,”
to be more of a “hug”—in contrast to Ed Eval, PLCs are typically low stakes, nonmandatory, and predicated on collegial relationships (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008;
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DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Hord, 2004; Schmoker,
2004). Secondary schools that adopt PLCs reserve space and time for collaborative
teaming that enable teachers to jointly assess and find solutions to problems of practice related to what and how students are learning (or not) through a continuous cycle
of improvement (Curry, 2008; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006; Nelson & Slavit, 2008;
Newmann, 1996). Unlike Ed Eval, which is required by federal mandate (U.S.
Department of Education, 2010), there are no powerful federal or state-level legislative mandates that ensure comprehensive enactment of PLCs; as a result, educators are
not necessarily accountable for the quality of process or outcomes of their collaboration through PLCs, nor are PLCs allocated the resources they need to work effectively
(Darling-Hammond, 2013; Talbert, 2010; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). Similarly to
Ed Eval, PLCs can elicit eye rolls from secondary school teachers who see them as
another passing initiative, or who understand their value, but are frustrated by their
already crushing workload and the cumbersome, overly administrative ways that
PLCs are often instituted (Gajda & Koliba, 2008).
Educator evaluation and PLCs are arguably the two most powerful ideas related to
professional development at work in modern education theory. We contend that if they
persist as separate strategies in competition with one another for time and resources,
no one stands to gain—least of all teachers, their instructional quality and their students’ learning. In this article, we examine the core attributes of both PLCs and educator evaluation—those elements of each system that together will prevent the
employment of teachers who perform at subpar levels, will continuously improve
acceptable teaching, and will sustain and replicate outstanding teaching. Furthermore,
we explore the pitfalls of PLCs and Ed Eval—those pieces of each reform approach
that undermine capacity to create conditions for excellent teaching at the middle
school and high school levels. The promises, key attributes, and pitfalls of each
approach are summarized in Figure 1. Ultimately, we propose a model for a tiered
system of job-embedded professional development (JEPD) that leverages the strengths
of both PLCs and educator evaluation as they are currently implemented, minimizes
their respective weaknesses, and treats them as a coherent approach. We will describe
possibilities for how teachers and leaders could work together to leverage the best of
Ed Eval and PLCs, and showcase elements of the system using vignettes based on the
experiences of an actual high school-level English Language Arts (ELA) teacher team.

The Promises and Pitfalls of Professional Learning
Communities
PLCs have gained widespread popularity among educators over the past decade
(Anrig, 2013; Curry, 2008; Hargreaves, 2007; Talbert, 2010). PLCs have taken root in
secondary schools across the country for good reason; their benefits are numerous and
profound. Studies show that PLCs enhance everything from teacher satisfaction to
student achievement (see Vescio et al., 2008). They are purported to positively impact
school culture, improve teacher self-efficacy, reduce teacher isolation, boost an organization’s overall capacity, and build a shared culture of high-quality instructional
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The Promise

Professional
Learning
Communities

The ongoing
work of
collaborative
teacher teams
builds a shared
culture of high
quality
instructional
practice and
student
learning.

High Leverage Attributes
Deprivatizes practice;
stimulates teachers’
intrinsic desire to increase
competence and solve
problems of practice;
enables teacher access to
knowledge resources;
leverages the notion that
the expertise is in the room
(City, et al., 2009; Datnow
2011; Horn & Little, 2010;
Schmoker, 2005).
Disciplined cycles of inquiry
around the questions
"What should students
learn and how will we know
that they have learned?
What will we do when
students don't learn, and
what will we do when they
do learn?” (DuFour, et al.,
2008; National School
Reform Faculty, 2014;
Allen & Blythe, 2004; Little
& Curry, 2008).
Use of teacher generated
classroom-based, real-time
formative and summative
assessment data about
student learning. (Talbert,
2010; Stiggins, 2005;
Sutton, 2010).

The Promise

Educator
Evaluation

Systematic use
of data enables
the
identification
and removal of
ineffective
teachers, and
rewarding
teachers with
continued
tenure or
advancement

High Leverage Attributes
Predicated on accepted
standards of professional
performance, i.e.
Framework for Teaching
(Danielson, 2013; DarlingHammond, 2013; National
Board for Professional
Teaching Standards,
2015).
Incorporates cycles of preobservation, observation of
practice, and postobservation conferencing
and feedback (Glickman,
2002; Darling-Hammond,
2013).
Requires regular
identification and
monitoring of student
learning goals and
evidence of student
achievement (Doherty &
Jacobs, 2013).

Reality

Inadequate time
and lack of
sophisticated
dialogue
necessary for
instructional
improvement.

Few powerful
federal, state, or
local level
proponents or
policy mandates
related to PLCs.

Teams not
externally
accountable for
group or
individual
performance or
impact on
student learning.
Reality
Vast resources
allocated to
policies that
address the
performance of
relatively few
educators.
Relies on
administrators
who lack the time
and training to
provide frequent,
accurate and
constructive
feedback
Use of invalid,
unreliable
student growth
measures for
judging
performance and
personnel
decision-making

Figure 1. Promises, attributes, and realities of professional learning communities and
educational evaluation.
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practice (Caprara et al., 2006; DuFour et al., 2008; Talbert, 2010). When done well,
they significantly reduce teacher isolation and markedly increase teachers’ ability to
examine—and make sense of—multiple types of student data. That is, in fact, their
hallmark; by working together with people who deeply understand the same content,
or the same students, or even simply the shared language of pedagogy, teachers are
able to use evidence about student performance as the center of structured dialogue, to
make decisions about how to change their teaching method, and to then take actions in
the classroom that lead to new heights of achievement for learners (Gajda & Koliba,
2008). PLCs are the intellectual playground of the instructional force, and schools that
operate as PLCs are often uniquely able to weather the challenges of regime changes
and initiative shifts while keeping a sustained focus on the core work of teaching and
learning. At the same time as they deprivatize practice and lessen the “egg crate” phenomenon endemic to secondary schools, PLCs engage teachers in the most critical
questions that exist for educators: What should students learn? How should we teach
them and how will we know when they have learned? What will we do when students
do not learn, and what will we do when they do learn? (DuFour et al., 2008).
Furthermore, they allow schools to recognize and harness the talent that exists within
their organizations; they treat teachers as the generators of knowledge instead of seeing them merely as people who need improvement to happen to them. As explained by
Talbert (2010), “When teachers jointly assess the performance of their students—
using disaggregated test data, formative assessments, student work, and low-inference
classroom observations—they are able to more effectively craft interventions to meet
all students’ learning needs” (p. 558). The fact that ideal PLCs are predicated on the
use of teacher-generated, classroom-based, real-time formative and summative assessment data about student learning (DuFour, 2004) means that teachers use the most
current and meaningful data that exist in schools.
Ultimately, PLCs have emerged as the most promising approach that we have to
keep middle and high school teachers learning and improving throughout their careers
(DuFour et al., 2008; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).
But the rhetoric championing PLCs has fallen far short of reality and as a professional development strategy, PLCs have many pitfalls. Even in secondary schools
where long-term concerted efforts to enact PLCs exist, it is not uncommon to find that
not all teachers have access to teams, especially teachers in the “specials” such as art,
music, PE, and so on. And those teams that do exist rarely, if ever, have enough time
(either in frequency or duration) to engage in the type of meaningful reflection and
collaboration that can impact the quality of instructional practice in a positive way
(Gajda & Koliba, 2008). If teacher teams are to improve instruction and enhance student learning, a significant amount of time must be allocated for teacher teaming.
Currently, the amount of time currently available to U.S. teachers for collaboration is
quite low; a third spend less than 8 hours per year, and only 2% are allotted 33 or more
hours of collaborative time annually (Wei, Darling-Hammond, & Adamson, 2010).
While there is no rule that dictates how much time teams need to be productive, recent
research indicates that any professional development endeavor in which teachers are
engaged for less than an average of 8 hours per month will likely have little or no
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impact on instructional practice and student learning (Wei et al., 2010; Yoon, Duncan,
Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007).
In addition to lack of time, poor team processes also undermine improvement. Too
often, PLC time ends up looking like “coblaboration” (Trotman, 2009) and is devoid
of the sophisticated discourse necessary for instructional improvement. PLCs can tend
toward fostering dialogue that confirms preexisting instructional practices without
determining their worth (Hord, 2004; Little, 1990; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006).
Teachers may avoid issues of pedagogical importance, and team time may “deteriorate
into inappropriate ‘nitpicking’ or ‘trash-talking’” (Datnow, 2011, p. 152). These habits
can result in the entrenchment of existing and largely unexamined instructional practices. Last, there are few powerful federal or state-level policy proponents or mandates
related to the enactment of structures that support PLCs (Hazi & Rucinski, 2014), and
teachers may not be held accountable for team performance or the impact of their PLC
work on student learning.

Promises and Pitfalls of Educator Evaluation
The history of American schooling is replete with various approaches to Ed Eval.
Industrial models, clinical supervisory models, and teacher-centered models (just to
name a few) have at different times fallen in and out of favor. The most recent incarnation, though, has the notable benefit of being grounded in standards that are unique to
the teaching profession (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Historically, the lack of shared
standards has meant that teaching has been “a profession without a practice” (Elmore,
2004). Now, though, several excellent sets of standards exist (with a high degree of
overlap between them), one of the most popular being Charlotte Danielson’s (2013)
Framework for Teaching (FfT) that officially undergirds the Ed Eval systems in a
number states including New York, New Jersey, Florida, Pennsylvania, and
Washington. The FfT was one of the validated models used in the Measures of Effective
Teaching project (Kane, McCaffrey, Miller, & Staiger, 2013) that examined how evaluation methods predicated on standards of professional performance could increase
teacher instructional skills and help school leaders identify and develop high-quality
teaching. Modern systems of educator evaluation predicated on validated professional
performance standards such as the FfT may provide an impetus for teachers to actively
engage with the fundamental tenets of the teaching profession that can get easily lost
among the demands of everyday work. Therefore, a core attribute of educator evaluation is the primacy of professional performance standards (Darling-Hammond, 2013).
A second core attribute of modern Ed Eval is the focus on student learning as the
most essential outcome of schooling. It is clear that after many decades of legislativelevel waffling, policies like No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top—whatever else
their shortcomings may be—have put a stake in the ground to declare that student
learning is a critical component of educator evaluation, and that evidence about student learning must be considered when trying to determine whether a teacher is effective. Another core attribute of educator evaluation systems is that they incorporate
cycles of direct observation of instruction and feedback that is critical for teacher
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self-reflection and improvement. Results of the original Measures of Effective
Teaching project demonstrated that rigorous classroom observations and feedback
based on established professional performance standards can improve quality of
instructional practice and student learning outcomes (Taylor & Tyler, 2012). The elements of professional performance standards, evidence of student learning, and cycle
of direct observation and feedback are the most promising aspects of educator evaluation. And crucially, educator evaluation has emerged as the primary, and perhaps only,
reform strategy that is designed to be able to remove ineffective teachers from the
classroom.
Although widely enacted and supported through strong federal and state policy
measures, deep flaws have emerged in state-enacted Ed Eval systems. In spite of rhetoric that touts a focus on professional growth and improvement, the day-to-day reality
of educator evaluation is that it operates more as an instrument of accountability than
as a vehicle for teacher development (Marzano, 2012). Structures of teacher evaluation are largely designed to provide administrators with necessary information to make
personnel decisions (i.e., retain effective teachers and remove ineffective/nonperforming teachers) and not as a tool for fostering systematic instructional improvement and
professional growth (Firestone, 2014). As Firestone (2014) attests, current educator
evaluation schemes “focus disproportionately on economics-based theories of motivation” and are designed to “distribute rewards and punishments through continued tenure and financial incentives” (pp. 100-101). Early results from states where high-stakes
evaluations are happening indicate that a small percentage of teachers are in fact
“weeded out” via most new and rigorous systems of educator evaluation (Bakeman,
2013; Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2013).
Hence, the vast majority of secondary school educators (i.e., all those who are deemed
“acceptable” or better) are unserved or underserved by the educator evaluation system
to which they are subject (Darling-Hammond, 2013). As a result, many teachers, like
those in our opening scenario, perceive Ed Eval as a hollow, compliance-oriented, topdown initiative that has little to do with teaching and learning. Or they may honestly
(and with a great investment of time) try to write instructional goals (against standards
for performance), come up with student learning goals (that are “SMART”), and submit evidence and documents to their principal (increasingly via a centralized electronic online system) through various formats. For the acceptable and better teacher,
these tasks have historically existed as perfunctory in nature and are largely undertaken in the absence of any actual or perceived short or long-term benefit (Lavigne &
Good, 2014). It is not surprising then that educator evaluation can breed frustration
and cynicism among administrators and teachers—its hallmark is the use of quantitative data to reward or sanction teachers at the expense of leveraging conditions for
professional growth.
A second major pitfall of educator evaluation is its reliance on the actions and talents of building-based administrators. Secondary school principals and assistant principals, aside from having far too little time to carry out the requisite (and numerous)
cycles of observation and feedback, are often not well positioned to be the best evaluators of teacher performance for reasons that are both pedagogical and sociological.
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According to Darling-Hammond (2013), “Lack of knowledge and training has been a
major problem for the validity, fairness, and utility of many evaluation systems”
(p. 116). Administrators’ ability to differentiate between effective and ineffective
instructional practices is highly variable (see Harris & Sass, 2010; Jacob & Lefgren,
2008; Strong, Gargani, & Hacifazlioglu, 2011). And because of lack of training and
inadequate time, principals too often give vague, unsubstantiated, infrequent, and
inaccurate feedback (see Lavigne & Good, 2014). At best, there is wide variability
across educator evaluation systems in their capacity to enable teachers to receive the
type of timely, targeted, frequent observation and feedback that increases competence
and improves performance—at worst, administrator time spent on conducting classroom observations is negatively associated with student achievement (Grissom, Loeb,
& Master, 2013).
The promises and pitfall of PLCs and educator evaluation are depicted in Figure 1.
It is universally understood that effective teaching is the key to student learning
(Darling-Hammond, 2013). Hence, school leaders desire to create conditions in which
ineffective teachers are removed from the workforce, effective teachers continuously
strengthen their existing skills, and outstanding teachers are recognized and their innovative practices are sustained and spread throughout a school’s system. PLCs help
school leaders create those conditions by providing a mechanism for “good” teachers
to improve their skills throughout their careers and, to a limited extent, by allowing
“excellent” teachers to diffuse their knowledge in a team and perhaps across a school.
And the system of Ed Eval enables school leaders to recognize ineffective teaching
and take steps toward dismissal of “bad” teachers from the classroom (Firestone,
2014). But neither approach is a panacea. It is in the symbiotic combination of the best
attributes and the strategic elimination of the persistent drawbacks of both systems,
however, that we see secondary schools’ best hope for real and lasting improvement.
The remainder of this article will explore how school leaders might reenvision PLCs
and Ed Eval as a tiered system of JEPD.

Toward a Tiered System of Job-Embedded Professional
Development
A framework for envisioning an integrated system of JEPD is presented in Figure 2.
The tiered system of JEPD is based on three tiers of professional work: Tier 1
encompasses a school’s entire instructional force and is based on teams of teachers
(e.g., the high school ELA team in the vignettes) continuously engaging in disciplined
cycles of dialogue, decision making, action taking, and evaluation of their instructional practice. Tier 2 exists for teachers, or teams of teachers, who need short-term,
specific support around a particular problem of practice or who need training in some
kind of new skill or program. Tier 3 is reserved for those few teachers who either need
intense, targeted remediation, or whose exceptional teaching requires additional recognition or opportunities for professional growth beyond what the school can regularly provide. We encourage school leaders to consider how they might integrate one
or more aspects of the tiered system of JEPD into their own efforts in school
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Figure 2. Tiered system of job-embedded professional development.

improvement efforts, and provide some concrete examples of how to do so via the case
study vignettes.

Tier 1 in Action
Ruth, Maria, Clara, and Jaden comprise the membership of the PLC team of high school
English teachers that meets for an hour and half once a week and for a half day every
quarter. They teach in a school that uses Danielson’s Framework for Teaching for its
professional performance standards as part of their educator evaluation system, which is
model for professional standards endorsed by the state. Together, the team chose which
pieces of the FfT that they want to focus on this year. From Domain 1 (planning and
preparation) they chose Standard 1F, “designing student assessments”; from Domain 3
(instruction) they chose Standard 3b, “using questioning and discussion techniques,”
because they agree that high-quality discussions about literature are at the core of many
of their lessons. Each teacher has also determined an individual problem of practice that
he or she feels students need particular help with—Ruth and Clara both want to focus on
helping students write better introductory paragraphs; Myra wants to see her students
learn to annotate books and articles; Jaden notices that students in many of his classes
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can’t get beyond basic interpretation of text to more sophisticated inferences. All of their
team meetings this year will have one of these issues as their focus. The team will
document its work using Oasys online (their school’s PD management system), and those
documents will constitute a large portion of their professional evaluation materials. The
school principal, Anne, has reviewed and approved the team’s plan for professional
development.
It’s October and Ruth, Maria, Clara, and Jaden are in a team meeting. It takes place in one
of the school’s dedicated collaboration rooms that is equipped with a document camera,
video viewing, and resource sharing capacity. It is Ruth’s and Clara’s turn to get help with
their individual goals, which are about writing introductory paragraphs; this is something
they see as important to satisfying the Common Core writing standard. They have each
brought examples of their own students’ writing for the team to examine, and the team
members assess them based on the school’s writing rubric which is displayed on a large
monitor. Then, they use a “Save the Last Word” protocol (see NSRFHarmony.org for a
complete list of protocols) to structure their conversation about what they’ve read and
how they applied the rubric. Each teacher has also come with a short video clip that
shows a piece of how they currently explain the skill of writing introductory paragraphs
to students. Jaden has volunteered to record notes on their standard team meeting record,
which is accessible to all members and their principal in the school’s shared drive. Every
member clearly articulates how he or she has applied the rubric to student work.
Inconsistencies in the application of the writing rubric surface, and the group problem
solves and comes to a new shared understanding about quality writing that will enable
them avoid discrepancies between their ratings in the future. They also watch the short
videos and discuss the differences in Clara’s and Ruth’s approaches to teaching the skill.
Through this structured dialogue, within 20 minutes, both Ruth and Clara have specific
strategies they will use to improve their students’ work. Clara has the idea to explicitly
instruct her students on the “inverted triangle” approach to introductions, which several
of the teachers suggested. Ruth’s students already use that technique, and they are ready
to try to write introductions that use a more compelling “hook” to snag the reader’s
attention. Maria has emailed her a link to a website that includes examples of great hooks
to share with students. Both teachers plan to implement these ideas, and by their third
meeting in December they will be able to bring new examples of student work to the team
to see if their interventions yielded the intended results. Toward the end of the meeting,
each teacher uploads a copy of Jaden’s notes to their electronic evidence binder; everyone
files it under the standards of 1A (demonstrating knowledge of content and pedagogy),
1D (demonstrating knowledge of resources), and 3D (using assessment in instruction).
Ruth and Clara also file it in the section for their individual goals. Before they leave,
Jaden reminds the group that their next meeting is going to focus on their shared Goal 3b,
“using questions and discussion techniques,” and that everyone must complete at least
one observation of another team member or film 5 minutes of their own classroom
teaching to present to the team for shared analysis. The group knows that observations
and videotapes of teaching and learning need to capture what students are actually saying
and doing in the classroom in response to instruction. The videotapes and observation
notes taken of students’ response to teacher questioning will provide the focus of the next
meeting, and they intend to use the “Tuning Protocol” to provide accurate, specific, and
constructive feedback about the quality of questioning and student learning, and to
surface specific recommendations for improvement.
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Tier 1 of the System of JEPD provides the foundation of instructional improvement. Under a tiered system of JEPD, every teacher would be a member of a primary
team which functions as the locus of her or his professional reflection, growth, and
evaluation activities. The focus of Tier 1 teams’ work is the improvement of instructional practice predicated on professional performance standards. Artifacts of student
learning provide the evidence that guides their cycles of inquiry. The motivation and
reward is collegiality and self-efficacy, and the external accountability is the monitoring and reporting functions of educator evaluation. Classroom-based teacher assessment of student learning is a better predictor of success in college than standardized
tests (D’Agostino & Powers, 2009); teachers on Tier 1 teams will systematically
examine the everyday tests, quizzes, essays, discussions, and projects generated by
students. Such evidence best positions teachers to be able to make informed decisions
about how to improve their practices to better meet the learning needs of the students
currently under their tutelage (Little & Curry, 2008).
School leaders that are serious about supporting instructional improvement through
the type of teaming described in Tier 1 will likely face obstacles to implementation.
The first and most important condition that must be in place for Tier 1 teaming to happen is time, a great deal more than is typically allocated now. Social psychologists
have shown that the more frequently communities interact, the closer they become and
the more they trust each other (Lave & Wenger, 1991). If teacher teaming is to be the
primary means for the continuous improvement of instruction, teacher teams should
be enabled to meet at least weekly during the school day (Croft, Coggshall, Dolan, &
Powers, 2010; Programme for International Student Assessment, 2007). According to
Saphier (2014), even the most basic and least sophisticated forms of teacher teams
must be ensured “consistent, protected common planning time 2-3 times a week” (p.
9). Without sufficient time, teachers will not be able to engage in serious and sustained
inquiry, nor will they build the kinds of relationships that foster the trust and open
communication that instructional improvement requires. Studies show that teacher
teams need a minimum of 2 hours per week (8 hours per month) to engage in an ongoing cycle of inquiry into their own practice as evidenced by proof of their students’
learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Wei et al., 2010; Yoon et al., 2007). A recent
study, in which 278 teachers were queried about conditions for innovation in a highperforming school system, found that teachers were afforded a minimum of 3 hours
per week for professional collaboration (Moolenar et al., 2014).
In addition to ensuring an adequate amount of time, Tier 1 teacher teams will also
need the support of school leaders to establish a laser-like focus on the examination of
the instructional core (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009). To do so, school leaders
would require teams to actively use established standards of professional performance
to set individual and team learning goals, as well as goals for student learning. Team
use of established standards such as the ones used by Ruth, Maria, Clara, and Jaden in
their ELA PLC greatly increases the likelihood that teachers will focus their dialogue
on what gets taught, how it gets taught, how student engage with the content and
instruction, and the specific tasks that student are expected to do to demonstrate their
learning (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Teams that focus on goals related
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to the instructional core prevent time being spent on tangential topics unrelated or
peripherally related to student learning (City et al., 2009; Woodland, Lee, & Randall,
2013). In our vignette, for example, Anne, the school principal, has approved the
team’s individual and group foci for the year, which are directly aligned with the
domains and subelements of Danielson’s FfT.
Tier 1 also depends on teacher teams engaging in a process that enables them to
examine the instructional core in a disciplined, efficient, and effective manner.
Teachers, such as Ruth, Maria, Clara, and Jaden in our case example, need to have a
high level of literacy in the essentials of high-quality teaming—most important, how
to engage in disciplined cycles of dialogue, decision making, action, and evaluation
(Gajda & Koliba, 2009; Woodland & Hutton, 2012; Woodland et al., 2013).
Administrators can facilitate conditions in which teachers become skilled at how to
craft preplanned agendas and keep running records, choose and use protocols to help
structure the rigorous and efficient examination of student work and observations of
instructional practice, and identify and enact research-based solutions and strategies in
the classroom (Gajda & Koliba, 2008; Woodland & Hutton, 2012). Administrator-led
expectations for team norms do not need to be contrived or intrusive. According to
Datnow (2011), teachers appreciate “positive peer pressure” to maintain productive
team dialogue, and their administrators’ “strategic attempts to nurture high expectations and mutual accountability among staff” (p. 152).
Through Tier 1 teaming, teachers will improve their practice by engaging in cycles
of inquiry with their peers about instructional practice and student outcomes. With
strong administrator support, teachers—via their teams—will be able to comply with
both the letter and the spirit of Ed Eval by documenting their work, critically examining student data, and making concrete changes to their instructional practices.
However, some individuals and teams of teachers will need short, targeted interventions at various points in their careers.

Tier 2 in Action
It is nearing the end of November, and Anne is spending time reviewing the running
records of her Tier 1 teams. She can tell from the records and from her and the assistant
principal’s occasional, unannounced visits to their meetings, that the teams function
well—they are using preplanned agendas and are focused on specific elements of the
professional performance standards. Through videotaping of their own teaching,
Ruth, Maria, Jaden, and Clara have been able to observe and analyze the quality of
each other’s classroom practice in their PLC meetings. Anne notices, however, that a
few teams in the school have not yet conducted any observations of each others’
teaching, and will need to be nudged. Anne is glad that Clara and Ruth, who are newer
teachers, are teamed with veterans like Maria and Jaden; both are solid, seasoned
teachers, and while Anne occasionally stops into their classrooms, she hasn’t really
“observed” Maria’s or Jaden’s teaching in several years. Rather, she evaluates Maria
and Jaden mostly on the work they do in teams, and it is quite evident through the
team’s records that they have been constantly refining their practice and helping the
newer teachers develop their skills.
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On the other hand, while Clara and Ruth are both doing well at the school, Anne can see
from the walkthroughs she has done that both of them are weak in the area of classroom
management; Clara is too lenient and Ruth is too stern. Kids are bouncing off the walls in
Clara’s class and causing distractions. Ruth’s heavy-handed style is no more effective,
though, and students regularly storm out of her classroom in anger, or she sends them out
to the detention room. Neither of these scenarios is unusual with new teachers nor are
they issues that the teachers’ Tier 1 team will be able to effectively address.

Like many principals, Anne needs to figure out how to help some of her teachers
get a much better handle on classroom management. She considers bringing in the
district’s language arts instructional coach to give them some tips, sending them out to
a conference or course, giving them each release time to observe teachers who are
more skilled at classroom management, or some combination of these things. Anne
will document what she does at the outset of the intervention, and then observe both
Clara and Ruth afterward to see if it worked. Part of the practical benefit of the tiered
system of JEPD is that Anne will have the capacity to pay this kind of attention to the
teachers who need it because she will not have to attend in this way to the entire faculty. When Tier 2 interventions are initiated by administrators, the results of the intervention become part of the evaluation record. Classroom management, for example, is
not an optional skill for teachers to have; it is explicitly described in the Framework
for Teaching (Domain 2a, “creating an environment of respect and rapport,” and
Domain 2d, “managing student behavior”). Both Clara and Ruth must improve if they
are to stay in the school and in the field, and if they do not improve, they will be candidates for a Tier 3 intervention or possibly dismissal. After providing Clara and Ruth
with the support they need, it will be Anne’s job to observe Clara and Ruth again to see
how their classroom practice has improved, if at all.
Under a tiered system of JEPD, teachers would be encouraged and may request Tier
2 interventions on their own. For example, a group of math teachers in the same high
school as Jaden, Maria, Clara, and Ruth could be excited about a new online tool (such
as ®Poll Everywhere, a classroom response system) that would enable them to
improve their skills related to FfT in Domain 3d (using assessment in instruction). The
teachers would be encouraged to ask for some training on how to use it. Once trained,
the math teachers will bring their new skills and knowledge to the ongoing work of
their Tier 1 teams; they will initiate a cycle of inquiry into how that intervention did or
did not change their practice, and how it did or did not enhance the learning of their
students. If, for example, some teachers realize success with the new tool and others
do not, the work of the Tier 1 team will be to figure out why and then help all teachers
to capitalize on what works.
When Tier 2 requests come from teachers, the job of administrators is to support teachers’ continued growth, and then watch with curiosity to see how the intervention fares, and
how successful teachers are in their Tier 1 teams with making sense of their own learning.
A record of all these decisions and actions related to Tier 2 activities can become part of
evaluation documentation. Tier 2 is intended to provide the additional, ad hoc support for
knowledge and skills that most teachers need or seek out at some point in their careers
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either to advance their learning or to address a deficit in their practice. Though the bulk of
teacher learning is designed to be supported via the Tier 1 teaming structure, it is unlikely
that level of work will address the needs of all teachers at all phases of their careers. We
anticipate that newer teachers will especially need the support of Tier 2 interventions as
they start out in their practice, but most teachers at some point in their careers will benefit
from support and activities afforded through Tier 2 professional development.

Tier 3
We see the third tier of JEPD as being reserved for individuals of two types: those who
need individualized, targeted interventions for last-chance remedial purposes, and
those whose excellence calls for recognition and reward. In Tier 3, teachers who need
serious interventions are helped by an expert and then carefully observed by an evaluator to see if targeted behaviors have been remedied. Schools cannot permit ineffective
teachers to remain among the ranks of their instructional forces; for those teachers, in
this proposed model Tier 3 would be the last stop. Equally important to removing the
“bad” teachers, however, is the need to maintain “irreplaceable” teachers in the ranks
of the profession. A type of teacher often overlooked by current Ed Eval and PLC
approaches to school improvement is the “irreplaceable” teacher whose talents need to
be recognized, rewarded, and brought to scale (“Perspectives of Irreplaceable
Teachers,” 2013). One of the great challenges facing schools is that many excellent
teachers are exiting the profession, largely out of frustration with institutional practices that allow superior performance to go unrecognized and unrewarded (“Perspectives
of Irreplaceable Teachers,” 2013). The profession benefits—and students benefit—
when excellent teachers are recognized and rewarded for their skills; Tier 3 is intended
to provide the structure for that to happen.
Tier 3 in Action
It is February. Anne arranged for the district ELA instructional coach to work with Clara
and Ruth as a Tier 2 intervention. She is happy to see, via classroom walkthroughs, that
Clara’s classroom management has improved, and she can tell from the team’s Tier 1
record that she is working to improve her practice in many other ways. The situation with
Ruth is not as ideal. She is still too stern, and her inability to change is causing problems;
students continue to self-select out of her class at an alarming rate, and parents have been
complaining about her. Anne likes Ruth and feels strongly that she has the potential to be
a fine teacher, but she can’t keep Ruth on staff if her performance does not improve.
Clearly, a Tier 3 intervention is needed—something individualized to Ruth’s specific
needs. The chair of the English department agrees to let Ruth sit in on his classes for a
week so that she can observe how he deals with classroom management, and Anne
arranges for the release time. The instructional coach also mentioned a 2-day workshop
in a nearby city that Ruth might benefit from, so Anne makes those arrangements, too.
For Ruth, this will be the last chance to get help with her classroom management skills.
Anne also knows that one of Ruth’s Tier 1 teammates, Jaden, is also in need of a Tier 3
intervention, but not because he needs remediation. Rather, he is one of the school’s most
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effective teachers and someone who Anne respects a lot—he is “irreplaceable,” and she
wants to encourage his continued growth and his desire to stay at the school as long as
possible. She knows how important it is to recognize Jaden for his excellence in teaching.
She writes a “teacher commendation” for him, and has copies sent to Jaden and to the
central office. In person, she tells him that she has continued to see clear evidence (via
Tier 1 documentation) of his valuable contributions to the instructional practice of other
teachers and his capacity to bring about student learning; she celebrates these
accomplishments at a full faculty meeting in which Jaden is presented with a gift
certificate to a local bookstore. Jaden is also offered release time, if he would like it, to
attend a week-long class about teaching Shakespeare, who Anne knows is a particular
favorite of Jaden’s. What he will learn through that experience will be diffused to the
other teachers in his Tier 1 team, and his new knowledge will enhance his and his
teammates’ shared understandings about teaching.

The role of administrators in Tier 3 is to: intervene for those who need remediation,
observe and assess teaching performance after the intervention, and fully document
the process of doing so. If Ruth improves and sustains that improvement, then she will
receive a satisfactory evaluation rating, and she will continue improving throughout
her career with the help of her Tier 1 team. If she does not improve, or if her improvement is short-lived, then she will be dismissed. For people like Jaden, leaders need to
recognize their value, reward their accomplishments, and provide mechanisms for
other teachers (and therefore students) to benefit from Jaden’s knowledge and innovative instructional practices.
It is April, and Anne is reviewing the records of various Tier 1 teams. She can see that
the English team has made significant progress around their team goal of improving
questioning and discussion techniques; all of them have observed each others’ teaching
both in person and on video, and they have made several research-based adaptations
to their classroom instructional practices that have resulted in increases in student
engagement and student learning. She encourages the team to consider new goals for
next year in FfT Domains 2 and 3 regarding “student interactions with one another”
and “expectations of student learning,” respectively. Anne has documentation via
Oasys, the electronic PD management system, that these are the two areas that Tier 1
teams have most often mentioned as weak spots throughout the year. At upcoming
faculty meetings, the descriptions for each of those indicators will be examined and
teams will be given time to reflect and “surface” issues that come up for them around
those two indicators.

Conclusion
What we really need in the United States is a conception of teacher evaluation as part of
a teaching and learning system that supports continuous improvement, both for individual
teachers and the profession as a whole. Such a system should enhance teacher learning
and skill, while at the same time ensuring that teachers who are retained and tenured can
effectively support student learning throughout their careers. (Darling-Hammond, 2013,
p. 3)
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American public education is experiencing a watershed moment. Educator evaluation
and PLCs, what we have called “the hammer and the hug,” are two of our nation’s most
predominant approaches to instructional improvement, yet in most states Ed Eval and
PLCs are not linked; educator accountability and professional learning are widely treated
as separate policy initiatives (Hazi & Rucinski, 2014). These two prevailing reform strategies often appear to exist at cross-purposes—Ed Eval as a legislative mandate is more
top-down, whereas PLCs based on the work of teacher teams tend to be more ground-up;
Ed Eval is born of an assess-and-measure mindset, whereas PLCs are rooted in the world
of classroom curriculum, teaching and learning; Ed Eval focuses largely on professional
accountability and weeding out the “bad,” whereas PLCs are championed as a means for
teacher professional learning and growth. It is quite possible that the current dualistic
approach may do harm to schools by ignoring what one venerated scholar has called the
most important lesson that the history of teacher evaluation has to offer:
that we not adopt an individualistic, competitive approach to ranking and sorting teachers
that undermines the growth of learning communities which will, at the end of the day, do
more to support student achievement than dozens of the most elaborate ranking schemes
ever could. (Darling-Hammond, 2013, p. 3)

We believe that educator evaluation and PLCs both offer valuable attributes that help
create conditions for effective professional development and widespread effective
teaching in our nation’s middle and high schools. PLCs offer teachers the opportunity
to collaborate, and high-quality collaboration, when it uses structured cycles of inquiry
into student work, is the most effective lever schools have to affect changes to instructional practices (Learning Forward, 2014; Woodland, Barry, & Crotts, 2014).
Moreover, PLCs add immeasurably to a school’s climate, to its teachers’ sense of satisfaction with their work, and they serve the needs of all teachers (DuFour, 2004;
Pounder, 1999). However, PLCs often suffer from a lack of focus on student learning
and weak processes that result in “collaboration,” frustration, and lack of meaningful,
measurable improvement. And despite persistent urging from scholars and testimonials from practitioners, PLCs have not garnered many fierce policy-level proponents
who have managed to effectively codify them into state or federal mandates. On the
other hand, educator evaluation systems ground the work of teachers in vetted and
validated professional standards for performance, systematize cycles of observation
and feedback, and, perhaps most important, enable school administrators to weed out
ineffective employees. Moreover, teacher evaluation is currently experiencing almost
unprecedented support in the policy and political arena, which means that it may be
afforded the necessary resources to realize more of its positive potential. But educator
evaluation still, despite rhetoric to the contrary, prizes teacher accountability (often at
the expense of teacher learning); it relies on already overburdened administrators to
carry out many of its requirements, and its primary effects (namely dismissal) are felt
only by a small percentage of the teaching force.
The integrated and tiered approach to JEPD envisioned in this article is intended to
serve and improve the practice of all teachers, no matter where they are in their careers
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or how effective they already are. Through Tier 1, teacher teams will surface relative
differences in instructional quality and make specific evidence-based decisions about
what to keep, stop, and change about those instructional practices in order to effectively
create conditions for meaningful student learning. Tier 2 will help extend the learning
of teachers who are in need of additional growth opportunities and will support those
who are struggling to improve. Tier 3 will provide intense remediation for the small
percentage of teachers who require it, and provide a clear path toward removing ineffective educators from school; it will also recognize and reward excellent teachers and
keep “irreplaceable” teachers in classrooms. A tiered system of JEPD, such as the one
we have proposed here, would not necessarily reduce the documentation work that
teachers will be required to accomplish under most new systems of educator evaluation.
However, it should reduce the workload by letting teachers collaborate and by providing them with Tier 1 time to engage in the kind of interactions that will feed the evaluation system in a way that will feel natural and useful to most teachers. Furthermore, a
tiered approach to JEPD, which is predicated on high functioning teacher teams and
focused on continuous improvement, has the potential to free principals from the untenable burden of observing all (or many) teachers all (or most of) the time. In a tiered and
integrated model, teacher teams become the primary unit of focus and analysis.
Tiered systems of JEPD, which amplify the best attributes and prune the respective
pitfalls of Ed Eval and PLCs, could enable school leaders to reach key organizational
goals. In a tiered system such as the one we have envisioned, more time, money, and
attention would be funneled toward breaking a widespread
normative environment that views all matters of [instructional] practice as matters of
idiosyncratic taste and preference, rather than subject to serious debate, discourse, or
inquiry; a structure of work in which isolation is the norm, and collective work is the
exception. . . . (Elmore, 2000, p. 35)

Through a tiered system of JEPD that integrates the best of PLCs and Ed Eval,
school leaders can help prevent “making nice” and “collaboration lite” (DuFour, 2003,
p. 63), whereby practitioners confuse mere congeniality and imprecise conversation
with the serious, collegial, reflective dialogue, which is vital to school improvement.
School leaders must seek to design and implement a coherent system of professional development that creates the fundamental conditions for the proliferation of
excellent teaching and student learning. Such a system will ensure that schools do not
retain teachers who perform at subpar levels, that acceptable teaching is constantly
improved upon, and that outstanding teaching is sustained and replicated as widely as
possible. We believe that getting beyond hammers versus hugs, to the purposeful integration of the best of Ed Eval and PLCs in a tiered system of JEPD, holds enormous
potential for the improvement of teaching and student learning.
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Note
1.
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