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POLICY ISSUE

While teacher evaluation systems and policies have evolved nationwide during the
past decade, the use of structured classroom observation tools remains nearly univer-
sal. Districts commonly use the scores from observations to inform both human capital
decisions and teacher improvement efforts. Districts are also likely to use the same ob-
servation tools across all of their teachers, regardless of their instructional assignment.
We know very little about the tradeoffs of this choice. This paper examines one of the
most popular observation systems in the country—Charlotte Danielson’s Framework
for Teaching (FFT)—and asks the question: “How well do common observation sys-
tems capture the full range of teaching skills and behaviors that special educators need

to use to teach effectively?”

STUDY DATA AND FINDINGS

To address this question, the authors examined more than 200 video lessons from

a sample of 51 elementary and middle school special education teachers in Rhode
Island. Lessons were then evaluated by expert raters and scored using two observa-
tion systems—the FFT and the Quality of Classroom Instruction (QCI), the latter of
which is believed to more closely reflect the kinds of instructional practices valued by
the special education community. By comparing the different dimensions of practice
aligned with either the generalized (FFT) or specialized (QCI) observation tool, the
authors were able to assess differences in the ways the practice of special education

teachers may be rated using these various lenses.

Overall, the authors find that FFT has only limited use in assessing the quality of in-

structional practices most valued in special education. Highlighted findings include:

* No teachers received “distinguished” marks on any FFT components for any of
the lessons, despite receiving higher scores on the QCI. Regardless of how strong
teachers’ lessons looked on the QCI, their FFT scores were unlikely to be above
proficient.

 The low scoring patterns were especially pronounced on FFT’s instructional
components (as opposed to classroom climate). Less than 1% of lessons scored at the
proficient level on the Instruction Domain of the FFT, while nearly 40% of lessons
received the highest rating on QCI.Policy Implications

KEY FINDINGS

There are marked differences between
how Special Education Teachers are
rated depending on which observation
tool is being used. When using Charlotte
Danielson’s widely implemented
Framework for Teaching observation

tool, the study found:

® Not a single component of lessons
taught by special educators received a
"Distinguished” rating

® | ess than 1% of lessons were rated as
“Proficient” on the Instruction Domain

These findings are in contrast to ratings,
for the same lessons, when using

an observation protocol designed to
look specifically at explicit instruction
practices prioritized for teaching

students with disabilities.

These findings have implications for

state and local leaders when it comes to:

® High stakes decisions about teacher
performance;

® The type and quality of feedback
provided to educators, and;

® |mplementation of instructional
practices designed to explicitly and
systematically teach students (e.g.,
science of reading)

*For full author list and associated
affiliations, please refer to the working
paper at wheelockpolicy.org.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
These findings provide the first

comprehensive empirical evidence of
a how a popular observation system
functions for special education teach-
ing. There are critical implications
for school, district, and state leaders
as they consider the impact of these
observation systems on students and

teachers.

Most notably, the findings suggest that
special education teachers may not be
receiving the type of evidence-based
feedback that they need to improve
their practice; and, in fact, they may
instead be encouraged to implement
instructional strategies counter to best
practices for serving students with
disabilities. Teachers of students with
disabilities simply cannot afford to

go down improvement paths that do
not align with their students’ needs,

as could be the case if observation
systems incorrectly diagnose the areas
where teachers need to improve. Pol-
icymakers should consider these find-
ings in making decisions about which
observation tools are being used, for

whom, and for what purpose.

Additionally, these results have

consequences beyond special educa-
tors. Ideally, all teachers should have
expertise in a range of instructional
practices that they might deploy based
on their students’ needs. If the FFT is
not capturing teacher-led instructional
practices (e.g., explicit, systematic
instruction), which have been shown to
be particularly beneficial when learners
are first encountering new content,
ideas, or skills, this may be equally
problematic for general educators. This
may be most relevant right now for
policymakers considering statewide or
district-based initiatives to encourage a
stronger adoption of practices aligned

with the science of reading.

More broadly, the research suggests
that we should all, researchers and
practitioners alike, more flexibly
consider the definition of effective
teaching. It should not be defined

only as what’s good for most but what
might be necessary to prioritize if we
envision a system where all students
are receiving the instruction they each
need, particularly those who have been

most marginalized by our system.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Observing Special Education Toolkit
(https:/sites.bu.edu/setleaders/): A
companion set of resources to help
principals and other administrators
effectively observe special education
teachers and provide meaningful,

evidence-aligned feedback
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