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Background
School districts around the country are implementing new teacher evaluation systems in an effort
to improve upon “cursory” systems (Hill & Grossman, 2013, p. 371) that did little to differentiate
teachers with regard to performance standards (Kraft & Gilmour, 2016; Weisberg, Sexton,
Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009). Designing and implementing observation and feedback cycles that
improve teachers’ instruction and, in turn, students’ academic performance are complex tasks
that require schools to wrestle with several key challenges (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Papay,
2012). Schools need to identify the appropriate instrument(s) to use to assess teachers’ skills, and
build expertise of personnel and school leaders who serve as the primary observers to use these
rubrics. Logistically, schools need the capacity to visit classrooms and collect sufficient data on
each teacher in a way that can be used to inform ongoing improvement efforts (Hill & Grossman,
2013). Teachers must also be open to receiving feedback, particularly from school principals
who often straddle the line between being a formal evaluator and an instructional leader (Herman
& Baker, 2009; Kraft & Gilmour, in press).
Purpose
In this paper, we evaluate one strategy thought to address these key challenges: allowing teachers
to submit their own recorded lesson videos for evaluation in lieu of in-person observations
(Jacobs, Doherty, Lakis, Lasser, & Staresina, 2014). We hypothesized that digital video would
offer a number of potential advantages over in-person observations. Video would provide a more
detailed, objective record of what occurred in teachers’ classrooms than an observer’s written
notes. In turn, feedback cycles could focus on this record of teachers’ classroom practice in order
to identify areas of strength versus areas of weakness in need of improvement. Reliance on
objective evidence could also help build trust between teachers and principals. For example,
teachers may be more assured that evaluators’ feedback reflected what actually happened in the
classroom. Finally, video would allow principals to time-shift their observational duties to
quieter times of the day or week, and facilitate the use of external observers and content experts.
Ultimately, we hypothesized that evaluation feedback would be most effective if paired with a
video record.
Intervention and Research Design

We tested this hypothesis through an experimental evaluation in which treatment teachers across
four U.S. states were given a special video camera and access to a secure website for sorting and
viewing their own recorded lessons. In Delaware, Georgia, Colorado, and California, 433 teachers
and 134 administrators volunteered to participate in our study across two cohorts. A secure
software platform allowed observers, including both formal evaluators and content experts, to
watch the videos and provide time-stamped comments aligned to specific moments in the videos.
These videos and comments were used in one-on-one discussions between teachers and principals
or external content experts. We compare the efficacy of this approach to in-person classroom
observation and feedback cycles, as assessed on teacher- and principal-reported surveys, student
surveys, teacher turnover, and student achievement.
Findings
We find that giving control of the cameras to teachers successfully shifted the mode of the
classroom observations from in-person to video and resulted in more productive feedback cycles.
The opportunity to watch their own lessons resulted in treatment teachers becoming more selfcritical. Teachers in the treatment group perceived their supervisors to be more supportive and
their observations to be fairer. They reported fewer disagreements on the ratings they received and
were more likely to describe a specific change in their practice resulting from their postobservation conference. Treatment administrators reported spending more time observing and less
time on paperwork. Moreover, the ability to watch video allowed supervisors to time-shift their
observation duties. In addition to improving several dimensions of the classroom observation
process, relying on video also improved measures of teacher retention. Treatment teachers were
more likely to remain in their teaching assignment in the year following the intervention, as well
as remain in their same school or their district.
However, the intervention did not improve students’ reports of their classroom experiences, or
their academic achievement as measured on end-of-year state tests in math and reading. One
possible explanation for these null results is that effects on the observation process were not large
enough to result in improved student outcomes – a frequent trend in the academic literature on
teacher development. For example, several large-scale experimental interventions of contentfocused professional development have found that these efforts can improve teachers’ content
knowledge or classroom instruction but often fail to improve students’ academic performance
(Garet et al., 2008; Garet et al., 2011; Garet et al., 2016; Glazerman et al., 2010). In a recent
meta-analysis of the causal evidence on teacher coaching – an intervention that also relies on indepth observation and feedback cycles – Kraft, Blazar, and Hogan (2016) found that changes in
student achievement appeared to require relatively large improvements in instructional quality.
In this study, improvements in proximal outcomes likely were not large enough or sufficient to
observe improvements in outcomes that were more distal.
Conclusion
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Where does this leave schools and districts as the continue to experiment with ways to
implement teacher evaluation? Even without statistically significant effects on students’
academic performance, we believe that there are several reasons to incorporate video in
observation and feedback cycles. We document that this approach has meaningful effects on the
daily operations of schools and relationships between teachers and school leaders. It also is
possible that these effects may show up on student test scores after several years, as effects on
the school environment continue to accumulate; or, that this approach improves other student
outcomes that we were not able to measure in this study, such as their behavior or engagement.
Collecting video for the main purpose of formal evaluation could also be useful for other
instructional improvement efforts. For example, these data could be used in the process of
delivering teacher coaching. In turn, the cost of collecting video could be shared between
budgets allocated to evaluation and to professional development.
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