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February 8, 2012 
 
 
 
Hon. Christine Gregoire 
Governor, State of Washington 
Legislative Building, PO Box 40002 
Olympia, WA 98504-0002 
 
Dear Governor Chris Gregoire, 
 
We appreciate your focus on education reform in the 2012 legislative session.  As you know, we at Microsoft 
share this priority.  Given the robust debate on the subject, and having reached the mid-point of the session, 
we thought it would be constructive to convey our thoughts on the issues that should be addressed as the 
legislature continues to move forward. 
 
As you know, we support the steps you have proposed to strengthen and expedite teacher and principal 
evaluation, but we believe it needs to go farther in order to truly improve student success.  Specifically, we 
believe legislation should: 
 

1) Require use of student growth data in an appropriate manner, using multiple measures, as a factor in 

performance evaluations.  We appreciate that  there are important details that need to be addressed, 

and we look forward to participating in whatever discussions would be most constructive; 

2) Using teacher evaluation results as a factor in employment decisions including placement, transfers 

and layoffs, when necessary; 

3) Requiring mutual agreement between superintendent, principal and teacher when filling a position, 

ending forced placements; and 

4) Increasing the rigor required to earn and keep non-provisional (tenured) contract status, including:  

a) reverting educators rated as unsatisfactory for two consecutive years to provisional 

(probationary) status; and  

b) allowing school and district leaders to expedite the dismissal process for educators in provisional 

status. 

 
You have raised some questions regarding the research around some of these points.  I have attached a 
summary of the findings and current practices supporting our conclusions.  We are willing to ask Tom Kane, 
who leads the Gates Foundation work related to teacher evaluations , to help all of us work through the 
details of the teacher evaluation.  Or, your office can reach out to him directly at the Gates Foundation at 
(206) 709-3100. 

We urge you to incorporate these provisions into your legislation, and will continue to support you in your 
leadership on these key issues throughout the remainder of the session.  All of us in Washington have an 



opportunity to make lasting and necessary improvements to our K-12 system that will result in a positive 
impact on the achievement of kids. 

Sincerely,  

                    
Brad Smith 
General Counsel & Executive Vice President  
Microsoft Corporation 

DeLee Shoemaker 
Senior Director State Government Affairs 
Microsoft Corporation 

 



 

 
What is Value Added Data (student growth) mean within the context of the teacher evaluation 
discussion?  
Value-added estimates the effectiveness of a teacher by looking at the test scores of his students. Each 
student's past test performance is used to project his performance in the future. The difference 
between the child's actual and projected results is the estimated "value" that the teacher added or 
subtracted during the year. The teacher's rating reflects his average results after teaching a statistically 
reliable number of students. 
 
What Does Research Tell Us about Teacher Evaluations 
The Gates Foundation’s Measure of Effective Teaching (MET), is the most comprehensive study to date 
on teacher evaluations, and provides a crucial analysis of the effectiveness of three types of evaluations: 
classroom observations, value-added data, and student surveys.   

Their findings so far: 

 Value-added data is more powerful than any other measure in predicting a teacher’s 

long term contributions to student success, (and the score reflects students’ mastery of 

higher-level thinking skills and school enjoyment, not just high test scores).   

 Observations help teachers improve their teaching, but have limited value in 

predicting future performance. (A big problem, given that observations are the only 

evaluation tool in most schools).  

 Combining several performance measures is key for accurate evaluations. 

 
See the executive summary of the findings below.  
 
Seattle is Using Student Growth Now 
Per the 2010-13 collective bargaining agreement, student growth is a factor in the Seattle Public School 
teacher evaluation process. Relevant provisions are: 

o Teachers will receive an overall rating based on a 2 year rolling average of student growth on 

district and state tests.  And will be phased in over a 3 year period. 

o All teachers required to set student performance goals subject to principal approval, teachers 

will be assessed on the goals and progress towards meeting them 

 
The National Standard for Quality Effective Teacher Evaluations Systems 
The national organization called the National Center for Teaching Quality produces an annual state-by-
state review on how states progress towards quality teacher evaluation.  Their definition of the highest 
quality system must incorporate the following provisions:  

1. Requires that evidence of student learning must be preponderant factor in evaluation - 

using either a state measure or a locally agreed upon measure  (WA does not meet this 

requirement) 

 Number of states that require student growth as preponderant factor:  12 

 Number of states that require student growth to be a significant factor: 5 

 Number of states that require student growth to be a factor: 7 

 Number of states that don’t require student growth to be a factor: 27, including WA 

http://http/metproject.org/


2. Requires classroom observation that focuses and documents effective instruction (WA 

partly meets this requirement) 

3. Evaluations should consider objective evidence of student learning, including not only 

standardized tests, but also classroom-based artifacts like quizzes, projects. (WA partly 

meets this requirement) 

4. Require the evaluation instruments differentiate among various levels of teacher 

performance – ie. a 4-tiered system (WA meets this requirement) 

 

In their analysis, 10 states meet all 4 requirements, they are:   Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Maryland, 
Michigan, Nevada, Ohio, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, Tennessee.  And they suggest that 4 additional states 
are very close to meeting all four requirements, they are: Arizona, Idaho, Louisiana, New York.  

 

Gates Foundation METS Report – Exec Summary  

1) In every grade and subject, a teacher’s past track record of value-added is among the strongest 

predictors of their students’ achievement gains in other classes and academic years. A teacher’s 

value-added fluctuates from year-to-year and from class-to-class, as succeeding cohorts of 

students move through their classrooms. However, that volatility is not so large as to undercut 

the usefulness of value-added as an indicator (imperfect, but still informative) of future 

performance. The teachers who lead students to achievement gains in one year or in one class 

tend to do so in other years and other classes.  

2) Teachers with high value-added on state tests tend to promote deeper conceptual 

understanding as well. Many are concerned that high value-added teachers are simply coaching 

children to do well on state tests. In the long run, it would do students little good to score well 

on state tests if they fail to understand key concepts. However, in our analysis so far, that does 

not seem to be the case. Indeed, the teachers who are producing gains on the state tests are 

generally also promoting deeper conceptual understanding among their students. In 

mathematics, for instance, after adjusting for measurement error, the correlation between 

teacher effects on the state math test and on the Balanced Assessment in Mathematics was 

moderately large, .54.  

3) Teachers have larger effects on math achievement than on achievement in reading or English 

Language Arts, at least as measured on state assessments. Many researchers have reported a 

similar result: teachers seem to have a larger influence on math performance than English 

Language Arts performance. A common interpretation is that families have more profound 

effects on children’s reading and verbal performance than teachers. However, the finding may 

also be due to limitations of the current state ELA tests (which typically consist of multiple-

choice questions of reading comprehension). When using the Stanford 9 Open-Ended 

assessment (which requires youth to provide written responses), we find teacher effects 

comparable to those found in mathematics. We will be studying this question further in the 



 

coming months, by studying teacher effects on different types of test items. However, if future 

work confirms our initial findings with the open-ended assessment, it would imply that the new 

literacy assessments, which are being designed to assess the new common core standards, may 

be more sensitive to instructional effects than current state ELA tests.  

4) Student perceptions of a given teacher’s strengths and weaknesses are consistent across the 

different groups of students they teach. Moreover, students seem to know effective teaching 

when they experience it: student perceptions in one class are related to the achievement gains 

in other classes taught by the same teacher. Most important are students’ perception of a 

teacher’s ability to control a classroom and to challenge students with rigorous work.  

While student feedback is widely used in higher education, it is rare for elementary and 
secondary schools to ask youth about their experiences in the classroom. Nevertheless, 
soliciting student feedback is potentially attractive for a number of reasons: the questions 
themselves enjoy immediate legitimacy with teachers, school leaders and parents; it is an 
inexpensive way to supplement other more costly indicators, such as classroom observations; 
and the questionnaires can be extended to non-tested grades and subjects quickly. Our 
preliminary results suggest that the student questionnaires would be a valuable complement to 
other performance measures.  

Classroom observations are the most common form of evaluation today. As a result, our goal is 
to test several different approaches to identifying effective teaching practices in the classroom. 
In our work so far, we have some promising findings suggesting that classroom observations are 
positively related to student achievement gains. However, because less than 10 percent of the 
videos have been scored, we will be waiting until April to release results on the classroom 
observation methods. 

 


