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Dear Dr. King, 

 

The proposed process for evaluating NYS teachers and principals is mandated to incorporate that a 

percentage of the evaluation be linked to student performance, I am writing with concerns about both the 

workability and the ethics involved in the logical inference for such a measure.  While it is reasonable to 

look for the results of good teaching in student performance, student performance is far too complex to 

directly relate up to 40% of a teacher’s evaluation to the performance of individual students and 

individual classes on state and local assessments.  Section 30-2.4 of the draft regulations to implement 

New York's teacher and principal evaluation system is described in an April, 14, 2011 NYSED 

document:  "This section provides that 20 points will be based on student growth on state assessments and 

20 points locally selected measures".  It goes on to loosely suggest that the remaining 60% will be tied to 

"observations, surveys, and etc.”  This is very vague and does not suggest any method for comparing 

districts nor for selecting local measures that do not attempt to make up for any weaknesses on state 

assessments.  One is left to wonder how a new law can be passed in Albany with no clear and manageable 

way to implement it. 

In terms of the 20% that is ostensibly going to be linked to some sort of value-added formula for student 

performance on state assessments, fair implementation is uncertain.  It is audacious of policy makers to 

attempt to impose accountability on teachers/schools for matters that have interfering variables, directly 

linked to socio-political, economic and familial causes! Likewise, it is unreasonable and simplistic to 

assume that teacher input over one year (or even multiple years) can be comparatively assessed by any 

sort of quantitative measure such as a test score.   How can the background and level of support at home 

be extracted from the equation of student success in school?  If it cannot, and it cannot, then individual 

teachers will incur gain and/or loss in status based on the families that live within a given school district. 

Even if it were a reasonable proposition, linking teacher performance to students' performance on tests 

would be inappropriate and unfair since the tests are flawed.  No test is "true" and many teachers argue 

that their own tests are better measures than the ELA or the math assessment since these tests change 

every year.  One could even argue that the NYS assessments are not standardized tests.  What 

policymakers do not know is most teachers can guess the scores before an ELA is administered for 

students in their classes.  Not the exact numerical score, but the categories 1-4 on the rubrics.  There are 

few 1's and 4's and 2's and 3's are the below and above average students respectively.  These categories 

are, in fact, how students are assessed as "proficient" or in need of academic intervention services!  The 

fact is, the assessments are blunt and have modest diagnostic use to classroom teachers, who are the ones 

who can positively impact student performance.  A cynical view would frame the assessments as a policy 

device, inserted into public education that can be adjusted up/down by policy makers/entrepreneurs to 

manage perception. 



The infatuation that NYSED has with "data" is embarrassing.  The data from the NYS assessments is not 

very helpful, but even if it were a good measure, data is not the ultimate source of information, but simply 

an attempt at an accurate record of the past, and as such is not more useful than normative decisions based 

on what ought to be taught and how it ought to be taught.  While good use of data is important in charting 

our course, it does not lead to a good educational system.  Students don’t grow through testing but 

through excellent teaching and no agency or state committee can coercively “supervise” the public school 

system through data analysis or mediocre testing instruments into any sort of real progress.  

The state and federal level concerns for efficiency and accountability are appropriate.  That said, I would 

posit that many schools, in general, are run in a more accountable manner than government offices, 

rendering government imposed accountability measures derisory. That is not to say that there is not a 

need for governmental, regulatory demands for schools to be in a continuous state of improvement. 

 Simply, that blunt measures and top-down attempts at enforcing improvement by individuals with scant 

experience in educational leadership will only distract schools from important work and waste time in 

sloppy implementation of slack social science.  The ability of states to supervise schools without regard 

for the professionalism of teachers and principals is as reasonable as the reverse equation in which 

educators would be responsible to evaluate and improve the organization of government offices.  As an 

example, schools are required to pass budgets before states like New York even pass their own!  The 

federal government is contemplating defaulting on loans and should be ashamed to even suggest that they 

are in a position to evaluate the performance of the nation's schools (one of the primary supports for 

democracy) until such time as policymakers and their offices can sort out their own scandalous lack of 

integrity and workability. 

Further, dis-empowering teachers will not produce better schools.  It is not the supervisor-pleasing 

behavior that makes a teacher excellent, but the ability to engage students in well-planned lessons that 

cover the necessary curriculum.  My best teachers would not be described as compliant but as 

knowledgeable and engaging. They are "present" to their students and often not interested in trends in 

education policy. As an example, I have a math teacher who has been teaching in this middle school for 

50 years and she is so diligent and good at what she does that I hope to protect her from the interruption 

of this new testing regime. As our district math chair, she has her pulse on student scores (local 

assessments) in mind when any decisions are made on the individual, programmatic and district levels.  I 

listen carefully whenever she insists on something or disagrees with me, she knows her field and she 

knows students.  We should remain humble enough to be mindful of any lack of information that we have 

access to in rating teachers.  NYSED should listen to administrators instead of enacting laws that do not 

interface with the real mechanisms of systemic change within districts.  Administrators should listen to 

teachers and work with them to create excellent curricula and dynamic cultures for learning.  The trend 

toward hyper-vigilant and ultra- bureaucratic supervision of teachers is insulting and corrosive to quality 

public schooling. 

The best support that NYSED can apply to improve schools would be to fund the introduction of master 

teachers into each school and department to make a difference. Such a program should be managed by 

regions and only supported by NYSED.  The presence of master teachers and the modeling of their 

techniques will influence and inspire less skilled teachers and will stand in judgment to any educators 

who are not doing their best to benefit children. For schools that are thriving, the best support would be to 

stop distracting schools with directives that do not produce anything better for students but only interrupt 

teachers and administrators.   

 Rating teachers based on student performance would be akin to rating doctors based on mortality rates of 

patients under their care.  With such a rationale we would see many cardiologists rated under 

dermatologists based on factors that do not relate to their professional performance.  I do not need more 

power over teachers than I presently wield and the new system will give it to me.  I should be expected to 

work hard to gain trust and use the most excellent influences instead of resorting to disempowering, 

coercive power. The same applies to those who would like to supervise administrators.   Real change will 

require far more authentic measures. 



As a principal of a high-performing middle school who cares deeply about the progress of the bottom 

quartile of students, I am very concerned about the waste and distraction that is emanating from Albany. I 

encourage you to delay implementation of teacher and principal evaluations linked to student test scores 

until there is reasonable evidence that it will benefit schools to do so.   Policymakers will realize in the 

coming months that the new APPR, in addition to being an untested project, will be unmanageable for 

them to supervise.  The new APPR, as prescribed by the state, has the potential to waste time and money.  

It will influence relationships, perhaps negatively, and may change the focus from doing what is right for 

students to doing what looks good.   

I view the heavy-handed direction from state and federal levels as a challenge to the democratic spirit and 

a wake-up call.  We are receiving direction, in contrast to collaborative leadership, and mere compliance 

on the part of schools will not result in growth.  More information and analysis by professionals that work 

within the schools should be obtained before proceeding.  Please consider using as your advisors, real 

teachers and administrators.  Educational consultants are  often bright and ambitious, but they are 

amateurs and as such, are prone to the same mistakes that Diane Ravitch repented about in her recent 

book “The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and Choice are 

Undermining Education”.  With insightful regret she recounted her trek into policy entrepreneurship that 

washes up, years later, onto the resulting shore with wave upon wave of naught. 

I hope to be able to support you in your important work and am sorry to write such a critical letter, but the 

issues are too important to just watch the show.  I would be happy to contribute my time and thoughts into 

the process of finding workable solutions.    

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Katie Zahedi, Ph.D. 

Principal 

 


