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Photo credit: Newsday/J. Conrad Williams Jr. | Principals gather at Wheatley School in 

Old Westbury, NY. L-R are Dr. Carol Burris, principal, South Side High School; Dr. Sean 

Feeney, principal, The Wheatley School; Sharon Fougner, principal, E.M. Baker 
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Elementary; Dr. LaQuita Outlaw, principal, Bay Shore Middle School and Andrew 

Greene, principal, Candlewood Middle School. (Nov. 2, 2011)  
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More than half of Long Island's public school principals have united 

against the state's new teacher evaluation system, which links 

educator ratings to student test scores.  

New York pledged to implement the system earlier this year to help 

win nearly $700 million in federal Race to the Top school-

improvement money. It's unclear if late-stage tweaks to the plan, 

known as the Annual Professional Performance Review, could 

jeopardize the funding. 

The move came as lawmakers from across the country -- including 

New York Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo -- started calling for greater 

accountability in public education, saying there is no room for 

substandard teachers. 

MORE: Read the principals' letter 

The 368 elementary, middle and high school principals who had 

signed the letter as of Wednesday night want the state to slow down, 

study the plan's fairness and value, and start with a pilot program 

instead. They represent more than 90 of the Island's 124 school 

districts -- plus the three BOCES programs in Nassau and Suffolk -- 

and have grown to include principals from a handful of upstate 

districts. 

"We welcome accountability and continually strive to meet high 

standards," read the letter, which was sent to the state Board of 

Regents Wednesday night. "We believe, however, that an unproven, 

expensive and potentially harmful evaluation system is not the path to 

lasting school improvement." 
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'Legitimate concerns' 

State Education Commissioner John B. King, in a statement late 

Wednesday, stressed that the new evaluation system was key to 

securing the millions in federal funds. He said, too, that research 

shows the best way to improve student performance in the classroom 

is to employ effective teachers. 

The principals' letter raises "some legitimate concerns that the board 

is addressing in the design of the evaluation system," King said, but 

added that his most pressing task is to help students graduate 

college- and career-ready. 

"That's not happening now," he said. "Teacher and principal 

evaluations are essential, and delay only denies students the best 

education we can give them. The longer we wait, the slower we'll go." 

William L. Sanders, senior research fellow with the University of North 

Carolina system, has studied the issue for 30 years and has 

concluded there are fair -- though complex -- ways to use student test 

scores to determine teacher effectiveness. 

Sanders, senior manager of value-added assessment and research 

for SAS Institute Inc. in Cary, N.C., said Wednesday that teachers 

can't be held responsible for the academic standing of students who 

arrive in their classrooms in the fall, but they can be fairly judged in 

part on a child's academic achievement at the end of the school year. 

"To ignore this, we are basically saying that the educational 

attainment of parents, household income and the neighborhood kids 

come from is their destiny," he said. 

As the new evaluations are phased in, they will eventually cover 

about 250,000 teachers and other professional school workers 

statewide, including 35,000 on the Island. 
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The letter notes the system could create situations in which poorly 

performing students are steered away from the teachers most able to 

help them because low scores could bring down their teachers' 

rating, potentially putting their jobs in danger. 

The principals say, too, that implementation will be expensive for 

already cash-strapped districts. They recommend the development of 

an index that takes schoolwide achievement results into account in 

the evaluations. The current system, they say, doesn't recognize that 

others in a school -- including reading and resource room teachers, 

guidance counselors and psychologists -- can influence student 

performance. 

  

More than a number 

The letter endorses the use of "performance bands" or ratings labels 

such as "ineffective," "developing," "effective" and "highly effective" -- 

which are currently included in the new evaluation system. But it says 

the newly created 100-point numerical rating system should be 

abandoned because no number could capture all a teacher does. 

Sean Feeney, principal of The Wheatley School in Old Westbury, and 

Carol Burris, principal of South Side High School in Rockville Centre, 

co-wrote the letter. 

Feeney is president of the Nassau County High School Principals' 

Association and Burris was named 2010 Educator of the Year by the 

School Administrators Association of New York State. Her blog posts 

have caught the attention of U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan, 

who called her this summer to discuss her grievances about his 

school reform agenda. 

Feeney said the letter also will be sent to area legislators, who are 

under pressure not to pursue unfunded mandates. 
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The School Administrators Association issued a statement 

Wednesday supporting the principals' "grassroot efforts." The 

association, which has 7,000 members, earlier lobbied the Board of 

Regents to reconsider the evaluation plan, drafting its own letters 

asking that the state seek a one-year extension from the U.S. 

Education Department before starting it. 

Richard C. Iannuzzi, president of New York State United Teachers, 

the state teachers' union, agreed that the system should have been 

tried first as a pilot program, but he doesn't believe educators will 

shortchange students to save their jobs. 

"I give a lot more credit to teachers with respect to the fear that they 

will start to do things differently and make strategic decisions as to 

where they place special needs students," he said. 

He said, too, that he thinks teachers should be evaluated individually 

and not as a group. 

Teacher unions in Buffalo and Rochester said Wednesday that they, 

too, have appealed to the Education Department, saying the 

evaluation system, as proposed, is unfair. The evaluation system also 

is hamstrung by pending legal action as the courts determine exactly 

what percentage of a teacher's evaluation can be linked to test 

scores. 

  

  

New teacher evaluation system 

  

Eventually expected to affect about 250,000 teachers and principals 

statewide, including 35,000 on Long Island. Teachers would be given 

one of four ratings: highly effective, effective, developing and 
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ineffective. Those rated "ineffective" two consecutive years may be 

cited for incompetence and fired, after expedited hearings. 

Educators would be evaluated on a 100-point scale: 

20 percent on student exams 

20 percent on local measures of student achievement determined 

through collective bargaining. 

60 percent on other criteria, such as classroom observation, also 

determined through collective bargaining. 

  

LI principals' objections 

  

Research argues against tying teacher ratings to test scores; different 

models could yield drastically different results and don't produce 

gains in student achievement. 

The Regents exams in grades 3-8 are not designed to measure 

teacher effectiveness, but student learning. 

Focus on test scores will further narrow curriculum, allowing art, 

music and civics to slide. 

Struggling students could be discouraged from taking more rigorous 

courses for fear they could bring down a teachers' rating. 

Collaboration between teachers will be replaced by competition. 

Implementation will cost valuable time and money as schools struggle 

with the new 2-percent property-tax cap and decreased state aid. 

Principals' open letter of concern  
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