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From the time I began my service as Commissioner of Education in Rhode Island, I have emphasized that the single most important school-based factor in the education of our students is the effectiveness of the classroom teacher. That being so, we must do everything in our power to improve educator effectiveness, to support our teachers so that they can be the very best they can be, and to give our teachers the tools they need for success.

In Rhode Island, ensuring educator excellence is our highest priority. Meeting this priority presents us with an adaptive challenge. As a community, we have to determine what we want for our education system and what we need to do in partnership in order to attain our goals. One of our first strategies in Rhode Island has been to develop a valid, rigorous, reliable, and transparent educator-evaluation system.

In 2009, the Rhode Island Board of Regents adopted the first educator-evaluation system standards in our state. Till then, there were no statewide standards for teacher evaluations in Rhode Island. Under the new regulations, districts must evaluate all educators annually, and they must base the evaluations primarily on evidence of student growth and achievement. 

Over the past 18 months, we have been engaged in the process of building the Rhode Island Model for educator evaluations, which any district in the state will be able to use. Throughout the process, we have been working side by side with the Rhode Island Federation of Teachers and Health Professionals, which is also developing an evaluation model. We hope to merge our two models into a single evaluation system, as they are very similar. Both of our developing models must comply with the Board of Regents standards and both will contain the components that AFT President Randi Weingarten proposed last year: professional teaching standards that spell out what teachers should know and be able to do; standards for assessing teachers’ practice based on multiple measures, including test scores; implementation benchmarks for putting the system into practice; and support for teachers throughout their careers. 

In some scenarios, teachers and school leaders are at odds during the development of an evaluation system. Labor and management tend to stake out their strong and predictable positions, and progress is often glacial. In Rhode Island, we have relied on the expertise of our teachers and principals throughout the process. Nobody knows more than our teachers and school leaders about the strengths and weaknesses of our current evaluation systems. Nobody knows more than educators about how we can make evaluations a truly useful tool, so we have brought stakeholders from across the state together to share ideas and to talk about what an equitable evaluation system will look like. More than 100 educators from 23 districts and organizations around the Rhode Island have participated in developing our evaluation model. In order to provide opportunity for teachers statewide to offer feedback and insight, we have held a series of public forums and hosted webinars on the educator-evaluation model. In addition, over the course of this school year I am visiting every district in the state, as I did last year as well. During each visit, I meet with teachers to hear their ideas and concerns, and I set aside a segment of time specifically for questions and discussion on the educator-evaluation system.

We are confident that we are creating a high-quality educator-evaluation system that will improve instruction by providing teachers with feedback that will enable teachers to grow as professionals. It will also help school leaders make decisions about hiring, assignments, promotion, and retention. This use of evaluations is completely appropriate, in teaching and in any other profession. 

When it comes to hiring teachers, assigning teachers, or letting teachers go because of budget shortfalls, we cannot revert to old patterns and familiar behavior such as last in, first out. Therefore, seniority can no longer be the sole determinant by which school districts make decisions about teacher assignments and budget-driven layoffs in Rhode Island. I have notified all superintendents in our state to remind them that seniority-based policies are in conflict with our Basic Education Program, the regulations that set the standards for our system of public education. Our Basic Education Program (June 2009) requires that the system of management, professional training, evaluation, and assignment of instructional staff must ensure that highly effective educators work in the classrooms where they are needed most. In my view, no system that bases teacher assignments primarily on seniority can comply with this regulation.  

We must base teacher assignments on educator effectiveness and student need. I have pledged, as Commissioner, that every decision we make in Rhode Island will be in the best interest of students. How could I honestly say that a personnel decision based solely on seniority – regardless of teacher effectiveness – is in the best interest of students? Assignments based on seniority may serve the interest of some of the adults in the system. Layoffs based on seniority may be simple, predictable, and seemingly fair, but they do nothing to advance student learning and achievement.

I realize that, for districts facing the need to lay off teachers, there are varying levels of available information on teacher effectiveness as well as existing contracts that have not yet been changed. In these instances, school leaders have to make decisions thoughtfully, basing them on all the existing available evidence and guidance – not just on past practices. In the long term, as our schools develop more and better information about educator effectiveness, the layoff process will evolve and improve. In the short term, school leaders must think carefully about what is best for our students, which is always harder to do than it sounds.

I want to continue to work in partnership with our teachers and their unions throughout this process, and I believe we can. Our entire strategy for transforming schools is built on a foundation of respect for teachers, on the belief that having effective teachers in every classroom and effective leaders in every school is the most important single factor in student success. 

Our evaluation model will continue to improve because we are receiving ongoing input from educators and others in the community. We are field-testing the new system in several schools and districts this winter so that we can learn what works, what we can do better, and how we can best support our educators and our schools as they implement the system. We will rigorously test our new evaluation system before its initial launch, and we will constantly improve it based on feedback from educators and other stakeholders. In the end, we will have a model that supports teachers, ensures educator effectiveness, and helps us meet our goal of preparing all students for success in colleges, careers, and life. 
