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Rethinking Teacher Evaluation: A Rigorous, Supportive, and Instructionally Focused Plan 

Overview of Classroom Observation Notes 

During a recent 45-minute Grade 5 literacy block, students transitioned from a mini-

lesson on using textual evidence to small-group guided practice. The teacher posted learning 

targets and referenced them during the mini-lesson. Questioning elicited brief, factual responses 

with limited probing for reasoning. Small-group time was well-organized, though two groups 

finished early without a clear extension. Cold-call participation skewed toward a handful of 

confident students, while quieter students remained peripheral. Student work samples showed 

partial mastery of citing evidence, with inconsistencies in integrating quotations. 

Areas for Teacher Growth 

Priority growth areas for teachers include: (a) deepening discourse through higher-order 

questioning and purposeful wait time; (b) strengthening formative assessment routines (exit 

tickets with success criteria, quick checks to regroup instruction); (c) increasing academic 

ownership via student goal-setting and self-assessment against exemplars; and (d) planning 

differentiated extensions so early finishers apply skills (e.g., rebuttal evidence, counterexamples) 

(Colorado Department of Education [CDE], 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Foundational Principles 

The evaluation approach is anchored in clear professional practice standards—the 

domains of Planning and Preparation, Classroom Environment, Instruction, and Professional 

Responsibilities of Danielson’s (2013) Framework for Teaching—paired with explicit exemplars 

from the CDE’s (2019) Resource Guide. The latter operationalizes the rubric with concrete 

professional practices and evidence descriptors, clarifying what performance looks like across 

levels and emphasizing that practices are cumulative rather than discrete checklists. This shared 
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language is used to calibrate observations, script “look-fors,” and build inter-rater reliability 

through common evidence coding. Since the descriptors involve planning, environment, 

instruction, and professionalism, they also support equity: teachers know in advance the criteria 

by which they will be observed and coached, and observers must anchor judgments in observable 

evidence rather than impressions. Thus, Danielson provides the construct, while the Colorado 

Resource Guide supplies the grain size necessary for fair evaluation, actionable feedback, and 

defensible summative ratings (CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Multiple measures make the system more valid and more useful for improvement. The 

calibrated observations are triangulated with evidence of student learning (e.g., unit common 

assessments, rubric-based writing growth, or student learning objectives) and brief student or 

family perception data about clarity, feedback, and classroom climate. Research shows that 

combining indicators increases predictive validity and reduces the noise inherent in any single 

measure; moreover, mixing observations with learning gains and survey data offers richer 

diagnostic information for coaching (Kane, 2010). Each review triggers a short coaching cycle to 

ensure the system remains formative: one prioritized goal, a practice task, and a follow-up 

walkthrough with evidence-based feedback linked to the rubric. Using consistent success criteria 

and quick checks, teachers can adjust instruction in real time, while leaders can monitor growth 

at the team and school levels using the same few indicators aligned with improvement goals 

(CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013; Kane, 2010). 

Evaluation Criteria and Performance Examples 

The evaluation is based on specific, observable criteria aligned with the CDE’s (2019) 

Resource Guide and Danielson’s (2013) Framework for Teaching. This section presents focus 

areas and “look-fors,” with classroom examples. 
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Planning and Preparation 

Effective planning and preparation require standards-aligned objectives, deliberate task 

design, assessment alignment, and responsiveness to prior evidence of learning. For a Grade 5 

literacy lesson, the objective, “I can integrate textual evidence to support a claim,” is 

operationalized into explicit success criteria: (1) introduce the claim clearly; (2) cite the text 

accurately with appropriate attribution; (3) embed and punctuate the quotation correctly; and (4) 

explain how the quotation substantiates the claim. The learning task includes an annotated model 

paragraph that labels each criterion and a student checklist mirroring the rubric. Anticipated 

misconceptions (e.g., “quote drops,” vague commentary, and missing citations) are pre-taught 

through a five-minute micro-lesson that models an “evidence sandwich” (set-up → quotation → 

analysis). Texts for small groups are tiered by Lexile (e.g., 700L, 850L, or 950L) while using 

common question stems (“Which line most strongly supports…?” “How does this detail refine 

the theme?”) to maintain rigor and comparability. Exit tickets and a single-point rubric align 

directly with the objective, and prior assessment data determine groupings and individual 

conferencing priorities (CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Classroom Environment 

An effective classroom environment cultivates a culture of learning through explicit 

norms for discourse, equitable participation structures, and efficient routines that maximize 

instructional time. At the start of the unit, the teacher co-constructs and posts discussion norms 

(e.g., cite the text, build on peers, or challenge ideas, not people) and rehearses them using brief 

role-plays. Turn-and-talks assign rotating roles (Speaker, Evidence Finder, Summarizer), 

ensuring every student has a cognitive task. Equitable participation is monitored with a visible 

tracker (equity sticks or a roster grid) and reinforced through “no-opt-out” and warm call-backs 
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to ensure distributed talk. Time is protected by micro-routines: a 60-second “materials check,” 

10–15-second transitions cued by a timer, and pre-staged bins labeled by table to eliminate 

downtime. The teacher uses proximity, nonverbal cues, and restorative language to maintain a 

respectful climate that supports risk-taking and academic discourse for all learners (CDE, 2019; 

Danielson, 2013). 

Instruction 

High-quality instruction integrates academic rigor with purposeful questioning, formative 

assessment, and student ownership of learning. The lesson sequence follows a deliberate 

scaffold: model → guided practice → collaborative application → independent transfer. 

Questioning blends planned higher-order prompts (“How does this detail refine the author’s 

claim?”) with responsive probes (“What evidence rules out an alternative interpretation?”), while 

cold-calling is paired with think time and a brief “turn-and-jot” to raise the floor of participation. 

Formative checks include mini whiteboards for rapid item analysis and an exit ticket aligned to 

the objective, scored on a single-point rubric that names one strength and one next step. Before 

dismissal, students enact a revision loop using feedback codes (e.g., QD = quote drop; A = 

analysis needed) to immediately improve their work, reinforcing ownership and closing the 

learning cycle within the period (CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Professional Responsibilities 

Professional practice extends beyond the lesson through data-informed reflection, family 

communication, collaboration, and ongoing learning. After each unit, the teacher conducts an 

“assessment autopsy” that disaggregates results, surfaces common errors, and sets a SMART 

(specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound) growth goal linked to one high-

leverage instructional move. Communication with families is proactive and asset-based: brief 
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updates share exemplars, clarify upcoming targets, and invite questions, with translated versions 

provided as needed. Collaboration is structured through professional learning community (PLC) 

protocols (common rubric calibration, work sampling, and re-teaching plans) so that decisions 

are based on shared evidence. The teacher documents adjustments in a reflection log, seeks peer 

feedback through learning walks, and participates in targeted professional learning, closing the 

loop by implementing and evidencing the impact of new strategies in subsequent cycles (CDE, 

2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Multiple Measures of Evidence 

To ensure a comprehensive and balanced view of teaching, evaluations draw on multiple 

measures rather than a single data point. Each measure illuminates a different dimension of 

practice: observations capture the quality of instruction, student learning evidence reflects the 

impact on achievement, and student or family perception data reflect classroom climate and 

clarity of expectations. Triangulating these sources reduces measurement error, strengthens 

fairness through shared rubrics, and yields richer diagnostic information for coaching and 

professional growth (Kane, 2010; CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Examples of assessment methods include: (1) calibrated observations using the 

Danielson-aligned Colorado Resource Guide, conducted through formal lessons and brief 

walkthroughs; (2) student learning evidence, such as common unit assessments, rubric-based 

writing growth, pre–post performance on priority standards, and student learning objectives; (3) 

student or family perception surveys focused on clarity of learning targets, feedback usefulness, 

and classroom belonging; and (4) professional artifacts—lesson plans, assessments with 

annotated feedback, PLC products, and communication logs. Complementary methods may 

include video-based self-analysis, peer observation notes, and goal-reflection logs. In practice, a 
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teacher’s formal observation is examined alongside exit-ticket growth and survey indicators; 

together, these data inform one precise coaching goal and a short improvement cycle, aligning 

evaluation with everyday instructional support (Kane, 2010; CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

The evaluation also includes structured teacher interviews—pre-observation conferences 

to surface lesson intent and anticipated misconceptions, and post-observation interviews to 

analyze evidence and plan next steps—as formal data sources triangulated with observations and 

assessment results. 

Feedback, Support, and Differentiation 

Timely, Specific Feedback 

Within five school days of each formal observation, teachers receive: (a) two evidence-

based glows linked to evaluation criteria; (b) one to two growth areas framed as actionable 

moves; and (c) a bite-sized practice task (e.g., script five higher-order prompts; design a three-

item exit ticket aligned to the success criteria). Feedback references exact evidence (e.g., “At 

10:12, you asked, ‘What’s the answer?’ rather than ‘What evidence best supports your claim?’”), 

promoting accuracy and trust (CDE, 2019; Danielson, 2013). 

Growth Cycles and Supports 

Each teacher enters a 4- to 6-week coaching cycle with one prioritized goal and success 

metrics. Support includes modeling, co-planning, micro-practice, co-teaching, and follow-up 

walkthroughs. A meta-analysis of teacher coaching shows sizable, practical effects on instruction 

and meaningful, though smaller, effects on achievement, supporting short, job-embedded cycles 

over one-off workshops (Kraft et al., 2018). 
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Differentiation: Novice vs. Experienced Teachers 

Novice teachers receive more frequent short observations (weekly pop-ins) and 

scaffolded tools (discussion stems, exemplar tasks). Experienced teachers co-design stretch goals 

(e.g., rich academic discourse across content areas) and may pursue leadership-linked inquiries 

(lesson study, action research). Rigorous evaluation systems are associated with post-evaluation 

performance gains, particularly for initially lower-performing teachers, which justifies 

differentiated supports (Taylor & Tyler, 2012). 

Teacher Leadership and Collaboration 

The system explicitly recognizes teacher leadership: facilitating PLCs, opening 

classrooms for lab visits, mentoring novices, and leading data meetings. These roles are 

considered professional artifacts and are evaluated in summative reviews. Evidence from 

systems with clear performance standards and incentives (e.g., the District of Columbia Public 

School Effectiveness Assessment System for School-Based Personnel) shows that well-designed 

evaluations can improve practice and the educator workforce (Dee & Wyckoff, 2015). 

Alignment With School Improvement 

Teacher goals are mapped to School Improvement Plan (SIP) priorities (e.g., increasing 

text-based writing and expanding rigorous academic discussions). Observation feedback, PLC 

agendas, and coaching cycles target the same instructional non-negotiables to reduce 

fragmentation. Alignment of measures and supports to SIP outcomes increases the likelihood of 

school-wide progress, not just isolated classroom gains (Kane, 2010). 
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Reflection 

How This Model Differs From Traditional Models 

Traditional systems often relied on infrequent, checklist-style observations and 

summative ratings detached from daily practice. In contrast, this model is continuous, evidence-

rich, and developmental: frequent calibrated examinations of instruction, concrete practice tasks, 

and coaching cycles that build skill (Danielson, 2013; CDE, 2019; Kraft et al., 2018). 

Alignment With Research and the Resource Guide 

Criteria and look-fors arise directly from the Resource Guide and the Danielson 

Framework, providing shared definitions of effective practice and descriptors at each level. The 

multiple-measures structure mirrors the Measures of Effective Teaching research, and the 

coaching infrastructure reflects causal evidence on instructional coaching (CDE, 2019; 

Danielson, 2013; Kane, 2010; Kraft et al., 2018). 

Anticipated Implementation Challenges and Mitigation 

 Rater reliability: Mitigated through quarterly calibration using common video, 

evidence-coding norms, and double-scored observations (CDE, 2019). 

 Time for feedback and coaching: Mitigated by protecting coaching periods in the 

master schedule, using short, frequent cycles, and leveraging teacher leaders for peer 

coaching (Kraft et al., 2018). 

 Perceptions of high-stakes: Mitigated through the transparent weighting of measures, 

shared rubrics, growth-first messaging, and recognition of improvement; evidence from 

incentive-linked systems shows performance can improve when stakes are clear and 

supports are tangible (Dee & Wyckoff, 2015). 
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