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An Overview of the Issues in Evaluating Special Educators: 
Current Challenges and Recent Developments 

 
Gavin W. Watts, MEd 

 The University of Texas at Austin  

 
 

A Brief History of Teacher Evaluation  
 

In the early part of the twentieth century, teacher evaluations in the United States were 
grounded in mostly personal qualities (e.g., confidence, grooming, or charisma).  A few decades 
later, Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston (2011) proposed the idea of incorporating student 
learning into these evaluations in order to determine the effectiveness of individual teachers and 
schools. These measures established assessment procedures focusing on a teacher’s use of 
specific instructional strategies and behaviors.  Soon after, a scientific approach to schooling 
emerged which utilized standardized testing at greater rates, as well as supported democratic 
values and social development as main initiatives.  By the 1950s, teacher evaluations became  
more formalized and were conducted by way of industry assessments (i.e., inventories, 
checklists) (Medley, Coker, & Soar, 1984).  The 1960s through the early 1970s saw the rise of 
clinical supervision as a functional method for evaluating teachers (Medley, Coker, & Soar, 
1984).  By the 1980s, Madeline Hunter’s (1982) seven-step framework for lesson planning 
became the content of pre- and post- observation conferencing and the basis for evaluating and 
determining teacher growth and effectiveness.  The components of Hunter’s supervisory 
conferences include: identifying and explaining research-based instructional behaviors; assisting 
in the identification of ineffective components within lessons; encouraging teachers to revise 
their approaches; promoting the continued growth of excellent teachers; and overall, aiming to 
remove subjective opinion from the evaluation process and instead relying on objective evidence 
(Hunter, 1982). 

This shift in teacher evaluation methodology from the start of the century to the mid-
1980s illustrates a growth towards more scientific and systematized approaches to teacher 
evaluations.  Despite these trends, there continues to be a lack of research evidence to support 
specific evaluative practices, such as effective methods of assessing teachers’ performance and 
their relationship to student learning outcomes.  Wise, Darling-Hammond, McLaughlin, and 
Bernstein (1985) found that many of the teacher supervision and assessment methods utilized in 

Teachers have always been evaluated in some way; yet, current roles in the classroom have 
shifted to more scientific and data based approaches to teacher evaluation.  These specialized 
approaches to teaching and evaluation have raised questions about using a single or uniform 
tool to assess educators. Special educators are particularly impacted by teacher evaluations 
since their roles require unique instructional and behavioral management skills.  In addition 

to the range of technical and socio-emotional competencies, special educators are responsible 
for ensuring that all of their students’ learning and academic needs are met.  In this 

backgrounder, the author first provides a brief history of special education teacher evaluation 
processes, then considers the complexities of special educators’ roles and responsibilities, and 

finally, interrogates special education educator evaluation within a new policy context. 
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schools were based upon standard reflective practices and lacked effectiveness in fostering 
growth in teaching practices due to their rigid nature.  These findings were supported by a study 
of teacher evaluation practices of the largest 100 school districts’ in the US (Ellett & Garland, 
1987).  The results of this national survey revealed several concerns about the quality and types 
of teacher evaluation systems. Specifically, Ellett and Garland (1987) identified a disconnect 
between teacher evaluation methodologies and professional development, the reliability of 
system approaches, and the establishment of professional standards and training processes.  Ten 
years later, Loup, Garland, Ellet & Rugutt (1996) replicated the study and similar results were 
found, suggesting that improvements in these systems had not yet been made. 

With an aim to address several of the concerns identified in teacher evaluation research, 
Danielson’s (1996) Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework for Teaching identified 76 
components of quality educators and provided a language and system to address instructional 
improvement through self-assessment and reflection.  This system was comprehensive for 
incorporating various aspects of the teaching process, from planning to implementation to 
reporting student outcomes (Danielson, 1996).  Danielson’s (1996) framework also incorporated 
a measurement system in the form of a rating scale based on levels of proficiency (i.e., 
unsatisfactory, basic, proficient, and distinguished).  As such, a more responsive evaluation 
system began emerging in the late 1990s, which reflected a growing research interest and new 
findings in the area of “teacher effectiveness,” and acknowledged the impact of teachers on 
student learning (Danielson, 2013; Danielson & McGreal, 2000). 

In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) placed a firm emphasis on school 
accountability and the importance of developing high-quality educators.  In what Weisberg, 
Sexton, Mulhern, and Keeling (2009) call The Widget Effect, school districts often assume that 
all teachers are equal in effectiveness, from classroom to classroom.  Insight into the evaluation 
methods of twelve school districts within four different states raised several concerns about 
assessing educator differences: the limited time provided for assessment process, 
unqualified/untrained administrators leading the evaluations, and a lack of follow-up support and 
resources for professional development (Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009).  Without 
an evaluative system that can accurately identify educators who are in need of improvement, as 
well as a system for incentives and promotion, teaching effectiveness will be difficult to 
improve. 

The conflict between what researchers and practitioners know and have identified as 
quality teaching and the lack of accurate and credible teacher evaluation systems continue to 
beckon further research.  Previous evaluation systems based upon direct observation methods 
have demonstrated issues in accurately gauging an educator’s effectiveness (Weisberg, Sexton, 
Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009), although recent developments in methodological approaches have 
shown promise (Johnson, Ford, Crawford & Moylan, 2016a; forthcoming).  In addition to direct 
observation approaches, newer initiatives have explored value-added measures based on student 
growth (Carey, 2004; Glazerman, Loeb, Goldhaber, Staiger, Raudenbush, & Whitehurst, 2010).  
This model has become highly recommended due to its focus on student growth, rather than 
student achievement, in relation to set standards.  In fact, The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
(2011; 2013) commissioned a study, which included 3,000 teachers across seven districts, to 
examine the role of value added measures and its effect on student learning.  Although frequently 
endorsed, the support for this system has received its fair share of criticism, with critiques on the 
heavy reliance on standardized testing, the validity and reliability of comparing scores across 
years, and the decision-making process based upon outcomes from these measures (Buzick & 
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Laitusis, 2010; Corcoran, 2010).  While most of this opposition focuses on general educators, 
little attention has been paid to the ways in which value-added measures fail to capture students 
with disabilities, many of whom do not display consistent and straightforward growth models 
(Lawson, 2014).  This gap is even more important when considering the evaluation of special 
educators, since a value added evaluative system does not take into account the unique 
arrangement of special education instruction and data collection (which is more frequently 
structured at the small group and/or individual level) (Holdheide, Browder, Warren, Buzick, & 
Jones, 2012).   

Currently, the United States is transitioning to newly developed teacher evaluation 
systems, per Race to the Top and Every Student Succeeds Act initiatives (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2009), to improve the effectiveness of schools through multiple means of assessing 
educators (McGuinn, 2012; Murphy, Hallinger, & Heck, 2013).  However, these general aims do 
not directly address the more complex aspects and needs when evaluating non-general educators.  
Although research has identified teacher effectiveness as a consistent indicator for having the 
greatest impact on student achievement; the relations between teacher impact and student 
outcomes becomes less distinctive when considering special education (Blanton, Sindelar, & 
Correa, 2006).  Consequently, the complexities of developing new systems that incorporate the 
unique dynamics of special education remains a current challenge for the field. 

 
The Unique Issues and Challenges in Evaluating Special Educators 

 
Much progress has been made in the support for, and development of new evaluation 

models for teachers, but special educators still lack effective feedback systems.  Current models 
have been developed with little differentiation for addressing the unique needs of different 
teacher roles, instructional models, and content areas (Prince, Schuermann, Guthrie, Witham, 
Milanowski, & Thorn, 2009).  These systems, which were developed for general education, do 
not support the individual focus and needs of special education students and educators 
(Holdheide, Browder, Warren, Buzick, & Jones, 2012).  Without sensitive and effective teacher 
evaluation systems that include, or are adapted for the unique needs of special educators, the 
necessary feedback and suggestions for professional development will not be available for 
special educators.  Therefore, the current models are less likely to assist in improving the 
educational outcomes of students with the most need.  Additionally, special educators will be 
included in accountability mandates where their compensation is determined by the proposed 
performance-based systems.  Thus, there is a need to assess and address the unique issues in 
evaluating special educators, which will lead to the development or differentiation of evaluation 
systems that are sensitive to these characteristics and needs.  

In addition to the common duties and roles of general educators, special educators must 
be prepared for challenging and unique pedagogical needs, behavior management, and content 
knowledge demands (Bettini, Kimerling, Park, & Murphy, 2015).  These responsibilities, along 
with organizational support and high-need work conditions, are frequently associated with 
challenges to recruiting and retaining special educators (McLesky & Billingsley, 2008).  In some 
schools and districts with open special education positions, they are filled with unqualified or 
uncertified educators or even, not filled at all (Boe & Cook, 2006).  Consequently, this creates an 
ineffective instructional setting where evidence-based teaching practices are absent for students 
who need the most support (Reschly, Holdheide, Smart, & Oliver, 2007).  These challenges to 
recruit and retain special education educators also has negative long-term outcomes for the field 
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(Billingsley, 2004).  Still, the greatest impact of attrition occurs in schools and classrooms where 
student learning is compromised.  Despite the support that suggests special education educators 
have limited instructional time due to increasing caseloads (Carlson, Brauen, Klein, Schroll, & 
Willig, 2002; McLeskey, Tyler & Flippin, 2004), special educators also have limited 
organizational input and are often given undefined and underutilized roles in inclusive or 
collaborative models of instruction (Gehrke & Murri, 2006).  Although research generally 
supports collaboration between teachers, the ability to assess the individual impact of a given 
special education teacher on student achievement is difficult when special education educators 
share in the planning, coordination, and implementation of instruction with general educators.  
Furthermore, due to the varying roles of special educators, their unique responsibilities may 
change from classroom to classroom and school to school.  Special educators are expected to 
possess a set of skills and knowledge that is unique to the needs of their students, and therefore, 
quite different from those of general educators.  Evaluation systems focusing primarily on 
academic outcomes would overlook the instruction and acquisition of social skills, functional 
and life skills, and behavior management/support (Council for Exceptional Children, 2012a). 
This further complicates the evaluation process and creates a greater demand for flexible and 
sensitive measurement systems that account for these contrasting proficiencies. 

In examining the current evaluation methods, systematic barriers to measurement also 
exist due to the unique nature of special education students and teachers.  First, considerations 
must be taken to address evaluation methods that are based upon general student achievement, as 
students’ learning trajectories may differ depending on their unique disabilities or needs.  Next, 
students with disabilities are often assessed according to their legally mandated accommodations, 
modifications, and alternate standards, as outlined in their Individualized Education Plan (IEP).  
Research on the extent to which student accessibility is considered when developing teacher 
evaluation systems based on student performance on standardized tests remains scarce.  Finally, 
high rates of student mobility (Ashby, 2010) and teacher attrition (Goldring, Taie, & Riddles, 
2014) are also barriers that need to be addressed within the evaluation procedures for special 
educators.  In sum, these multiple concerns make evaluation systems that require year-to-year 
and longitudinal comparisons of student and/or teacher progress extremely challenging. 

 
Implications 

 
Although the challenges in evaluating special educators are many, research in special 

education have identified several recommendations to support the development of evaluation 
systems that will support the field.  These recommendations include taking into account the 
unique roles of special educators and the related evidence-based practices that are required to 
promote the learning for students with disabilities (Council for Exceptional Children, 2012b; 
National Council on Teacher Quality, 2012).  In assessing the learning of this population of 
students, simply looking at student growth will not reveal the overall effectiveness of special 
educators (Council for Exceptional Children, 2012b).  Furthermore, future systems must support 
professional development in order to ensure that special educators are well-prepared to meet the 
diverse needs of their students, and additionally, to deter the attrition of effective special 
educators, an issue that has long plagued the field (Billingsley, 2004; Council for Exceptional 
Children, 2012b).  Moving forward, as reforms continue to adapt to findings from new research 
initiatives in teacher evaluation methods, so must the considerations for how these systems 
impact the learning of students with disabilities.  
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