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Introduction 
Over the past five years, the teaching profession and the policy context that surrounds teaching have shifted profoundly. 
Teaching has historically been a field in which standards of practice have been poorly defined and decades of precedent 
defined “fair” as a quality-blind system in which greater seniority translated to greater job security and opportunity. As 
the research base demonstrating the importance of teachers and the variation among teachers in terms of 
effectiveness with students grew, so too did the urgency of education leaders to transform teaching into a profession in 
which teacher performance and improvement mattered. In its landmark 2009 report, The Widget Effect, the nonprofit 
organization TNTP defined the zeitgeist: A teacher’s effectiveness—the most important factor for schools in improving 
student achievement—is not measured, recorded, or used to inform decision-making in any meaningful way.1

By 2011, thirty-two states as well as the District of Columbia had undergone significant legislative and regulatory changes 
to reform teacher evaluation,2 spurred in large part by the federal Race to the Top competition, which offered $4.5 billion 
to states willing to shift toward a performance-driven teaching profession. While changes have been made at the policy 
level, most states are still in the early stages of implementation at the school level. One notable exception is Memphis 
City Schools (MCS) in Memphis, Tennessee, which began implementation of its new evaluation system in 2011. This 
study examines five key implementation questions:

	 1.	 Do teachers understand the new standards and expectations?
	 2.	 Do teachers believe the new evaluation system is leading to improvements in 	
		  teaching and learning?
	 3.	 Do teachers across all ratings categories from TEM 1 (weak) to TEM 5 (excellent) 	
		  report equal access to information, resources and support?	
	 4.	 Which dimensions of the evaluation process are considered most useful to 		
		  teacher improvement? Which are considered least useful?	
	 5.	 Are relationships among teachers changing as the new system takes effect?

Teach Plus partnered with the Memphis Education Association (MEA) to administer an electronic survey to every teacher 
in the district. Our findings are based on 1,092 responses, which is approximately an 18 percent response rate. Teachers 
were asked to self-identify their most recent evaluation rating, known as their “Teacher Effectiveness Measure” or TEM 
rating. There are five evaluation rating levels, from the lowest-rated TEM 1 to the highest-rated TEM 5. Among the 1,092 
respondents, 445 or 41 percent self-identified as having received a TEM 5 during their most recent evaluation, 404 or 37 
percent as TEM 4, 186 or 17 percent as TEM 3, 54 or 5 percent as TEM 2, and just 3 or less than 1 percent as TEM 1 (see 
Figure 1).
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Using the distribution of teachers by TEM level from 2011-2012 for comparison purposes, the sample of 1,092 teachers 
who responded to our May 2013 survey shows that the survey sample has a smaller proportion of TEM 2 and TEM 3 
teachers and a greater proportion of TEM 4 and TEM 5 teachers (see Figure 2).3 While this is not a representative sample, 
it provides significant insight into the group that is arguably of most interest, those with TEM 4 and 5 ratings who are 
having the greatest impact on student learning. We disaggregate the data by TEM rating in later sections of this report.

Figure 1. Distribution of teachers responding to     
	    a May 2013 survey by TEM rating 		
                 (n=1,092)

Figure 2. Actual distribution of teachers by TEM 
	   rating in 2011-2012 (n=6,051)
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Question 1. Do teachers understand the new standards and expectations?

The risk in any sweeping policy change is that victory is declared at the state house or in the district central office and 
never gets translated into changed practice in the school. The question on the minds of district officials around the coun-
try who are at the beginning stages of embarking on evaluation reform is: is it possible to implement the system we have 
developed in a way that allows all teachers to understand the new standards and expectations? If teachers do not under-
stand what is expected of them, the system is at risk of becoming a proof point that reforming teaching and learning is not 
possible.

Leaders in Memphis spent two years preparing and piloting the elements of the evaluation system before district-wide 
implementation began in 2011. MCS, MEA, and other stakeholders met every three weeks, beginning in 2010, to develop 
a comprehensive observation rubric with indicators focused around effective instructional practices that were measurable.  
Classroom teachers were involved in this work at every stage.5 

First, we find that a majority of Memphis teachers, 87 percent, say that the observation rubric is somewhat to extremely 
clear (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. How clear is the observation rubric in terms of laying out 
	    what is needed to receive a TEM 3, 4, or 5?

Teachers understand the observation rubric and expectations for earning sequentially higher TEM ratings, an important 
step toward successful implementation. The vast majority of teachers, 87 percent, report feeling some level of clarity 
on the rubric, with almost half saying they are “quite” or “extremely clear.” It should be noted, however, that the modal 
teacher (41 percent of respondents) feels only somewhat clear, indicating that there is room to go deeper with most 
teachers on the specifics of what improved practice on each indicator looks like. 
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Figure 4. How clearly do administrators in your school communicate 
	    what TEM 5 teaching looks like?

Survey responses indicate that teachers generally find their administrators to be doing a solid job of communicating 
expectations for earning the top TEM rating. Seventy percent of teachers report a level of confidence in their adminis-
trator’s ability to describe what TEM 5 teaching looks like in the classroom. While the 30 percent who lack confidence in 
their administrator’s instructional leadership is a large enough number to cause concern, it is clear that Memphis leader-
ship has made significant progress on promoting teacher understanding throughout the district (see Figure 4).

Question 2. Do teachers believe the new evaluation system will lead to 
improvements in teaching and learning?

Another indicator of implementation progress is the amount of credibility the system has among teachers. Teachers 
have to believe that making the required changes will ultimately benefit their students and improve their teaching. We 
asked teachers for their perspectives on where they place the system with regards to leading to improvement in student 
achievement and how they describe the quality of systemic supports designed to help improve their teaching practices. 
Specifically, we were interested in how teachers viewed feedback from their administrators, how accessible resources 
were to help improve their practice, and how aligned professional development topics were to the evaluation.

Memphis invested heavily in training administrators to observe teachers using the TEM rubric and to communicate the 
new expectations. The goal of the rubric is to allow observers to provide accurate assessments of teacher performance 
that are as objective as possible. Observers make multiple visits to each classroom, totaling an hour or more of time each 
year.6
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Figure 5. How confident are you that teaching practices exemplified in 
	    the TEM rubric will lead to increased student achievement?

The majority of teachers (58 percent) see a direct link between the “teaching practices exemplified in the TEM” and 
“increased student achievement.” Only 21 percent of teachers have no confidence at all that the new system would have 
a positive impact on student achievement (see Figure 5). Perhaps surprisingly, teachers across elementary, middle, and 
high school grades were consistent in their levels of optimism about the new evaluation system. 

We probed deeper about the information, resources and supports that teachers are receiving to change their instruction 
and meet the standards. Overall, we find that teachers are optimistic that the new evaluation system is on track to pro-
viding them with the information, resources, and supports they need to improve. 

Teachers generally believe that they are getting the kind of feedback needed to help improve their teaching. Two-thirds 
of teachers (67 percent) are somewhat to extremely confident that their administrators are able to provide them with 
information to improve their teaching practices (see Figure 6). Teachers are particularly positive that the resources they 
need to improve their instruction are readily available to them. Seventy-eight percent of teachers report that resources 
that would help them improve their teaching are somewhat to extremely accessible to them (see Figure 7). Finally, pro-
fessional development offered through the school or districts are also seen as being fairly well aligned to areas covered 
in teacher evaluations. A majority of teachers, 65 percent, report that there is some level of alignment between where 
their evaluations call for improvement and the professional development topics available to them through their school or 
district (see Figure 8).

In short, about two-thirds of teachers are getting most of what they need to be successful. Given the complexity of the 
shift from the old system of superficial evaluation or none at all, this is positive progress. Yet, it is clear that plenty of 
teachers still need additional support. 
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Figure 6. How confident are you that             
	   administrators in your school can 
	   provide you with significant 
	   feedback to improve your teaching 
	   practice?

Figure 7. How accessible are resources that 
	   will help improve your teaching?

Figure 8. How well aligned are the 
	   professional development topics 
	   offered to you by your school or 	  
	   your school district to areas of 
	   improvement identified in your 
	   evaluation?
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Question 3. Do teachers across all ratings categories from TEM 1 (weak) to 
TEM 5 (excellent) report equal access to information, resources and 
support?

While most survey respondents report a generally positive experience with the TEM, our respondents were dispropor-
tionately from the top two ratings categories. Disaggregating the data by TEM rating reveals a remarkably consistent 
picture across each of the questions in the survey. 

There is a strong positive correlation between a teacher’s TEM rating and a teacher’s perceptions of the system overall 
and of the supports he or she is receiving to be successful. Top-rated teachers, by and large, understand the expec-
tations, have confidence that they are evaluated on practices that impact student achievement, and report access to 
necessary resources. Lower-rated teachers, by contrast, report much less understanding of and confidence in the system, 
and they report less access to the supports they need to improve. 

To illustrate this stratification by ranking, we disaggregated the results from the questions featured in the prior section of 
the report.8

	 •	 The proportion of TEM 1, 2, and 3 teachers who have no confidence at all in their administrators being 	
	                able to provide them with significant feedback (30 percent) is more than four times as great as TEM 5 		
		  teachers (7 percent).
	 •	 The proportion of TEM 5 teachers who say that resources are quite or extremely accessible to help 
		  improve their teaching (48 percent) is almost twice as great as TEM 1, 2, and 3 teachers (28 percent).
	 •	 The proportion of TEM 5 teachers who say that professional development topics are quite or extremely 		
		  well aligned to areas of improvement identified in their evaluation (44 percent) is almost three times as 		
		  great as TEM 1, 2, and 3 teachers (15 percent).

Figure 9. How confident are you that 
	    administrators in your school can 
	    provide you with significant 
	    feedback to improve your 
	    teaching practice? Results 
	    disaggregated by TEM rating (%).
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Figure 10. How accessible are resources that 
	      will help improve your teaching? 
	      Results disaggregated by TEM 
	      rating (%).

Figure 11. How well aligned are the 
	      professional development topics 
	      offered to you by your school or 
	      your school district to areas of 
	      improvement identified in your 
	      evaluation? Results disaggregated 
	      by TEM rating (%).

While the chicken-and-egg relationship between information/support and teacher performance on the TEM is beyond 
the scope of this survey, it appears that the rich are getting richer and the poor, poorer under the new system.  

Question 4. Which dimensions of the evaluation process are considered 
most useful to teacher improvement? Which are considered least useful?
The TEM evaluation process consists of several steps, detailed in Figure 12. The classroom-focused components are 
incorporated into a final TEM score that also includes student growth, student achievement, student surveys, and 
teacher knowledge (see “A Basic TEM Primer”). Given the number of steps in the process, it is worthwhile to analyze 
which are valued by teachers as promoting their improvement.9 
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Figure 12. How teachers experience the TEM process.

Teachers rate the following three elements most useful:10

	 1.	 Preparing for the formal, announced observation.
	 2.	 Reflecting on observation(s). Teachers are required to submit a written reflection, based on the frame-
		  work and indicators, to their administrator following the observation.  
	 3.	 Participating in the post-observation conference. The teacher discusses his/her score and evidence with 
		  the observer. This must be conducted within seven days of observation. 

Teachers rate the following three elements least useful:

	 1.	 Having unannounced observations. The principal conducts between two and five, based on the teacher’s 
		  prior TEM score, and can add more. 
	 2.	 Completing the educator self-assessment record. Teachers reflect on areas of strength and weakness in 
		  writing prior to the start of observations. 
	 3.	 Developing professional growth plan with administrator. During the first post-observation conference of 
		  the year, the teacher and administrator establish indicators of student growth, measurable goals for 
		  professional growth, and a growth plan with targeted professional development.

In an open response question, teachers were able to recommend suggested improvements for the parts of the process 
they experienced as less useful. Themes that emerge as challenges with the development of the professional growth 
plan include: administrators making “generic” plans that are the same across teachers with different needs and the 
desire for additional professional development (PD) options—especially asynchronous, online PD— to allow teachers to 
meet the expectations laid out in the plan.

In terms of completing the self-assessment record, themes for suggested improvements include: abbreviating the length 
of the form, allowing teachers to change their self-assessment and growth plans during the year rather than setting an 
immutable plan at the start of the year, and limiting the areas for improvement to two or three.
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Figure 13. Teachers’ ratings of the components of the TEM process from most 		
      	      to least useful.

  

Question 5. Are relationships among teachers changing as the new system 
takes effect?
The introduction of the TEM moved Memphis towards a performance-based teacher evaluation system and replaced 
a system in which differences in teacher effectiveness were rarely acknowledged and not based on measurable, estab-
lished standards. Historically, teachers’ collaborative relationships have been based on the notion that all teachers are 
equally proficient practitioners. Thus, it is necessary to determine if relationships among teachers are changing in a more 
competitive environment.

We find teachers divided on whether their peer professional relationships had changed as a consequence of the new 
evaluation system, with 50 percent reporting that they had changed at least somewhat while the other half reported 
little to no change (see Figure 14). 
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Figure 14. How much have your peer professional relationships changed 
	      as a consequence of the TEM?

We followed that question with an open response question asking for examples of how relationships had changed. Most 
teachers report that relationships had changed for the better. Two common examples are: 

Greater opportunities for collaboration:
	 •	 “I feel confident under the current TEM. Many of my peer relationships have further engaged in 
		  designing more lesson planning, adequate usage of the content, and higher order thinking skills utilized 
		  with students whom I feel have not been challenged to a higher degree. The current TEM 2.0 does allow 
		  teachers to challenge students to reach their highest potential.”
	 •	 “Teachers are communicating more as it relates to the TEM and are giving feedback as to practices and 
		  strategies that can be helpful to successfully implement all components of the rubric.”

Greater focus on data and standards:
	 •	 “We have done more grade level and across grade level planning as well as becoming more data-driven 
		  based on results from assessments.”
	 •	 “I have had to rely more on my colleagues to gain ideas and insights into how to best implement certain 
		  strategies that are rigorous enough for my students. We have been having more meetings and 
		  conversations on how to effectively reach a level 5 in each domain.” 

Despite the general sentiment that collegial relationships had improved, teachers rated in TEM categories 1-3 report a 
disproportionate dissatisfaction with the way their interactions with other teachers had changed. They cite increased 
stress and competition in comments like:
	 •	 “Peers are less willing to share with one another as if they don’t want their ideas taken because they are 
		  going to do something for evaluations with it.”
	 •	 “I continue learning from my peers, young and old, and feel that the stress on evaluations has hindered 
		  this quite a bit.”

A system that distinguishes between levels of performance challenges long-standing norms in teaching. Stronger 
teachers appear to be thriving in a system that raises the bar, while many struggling teachers feel anxiety about the shifts 
in expectations. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations
Memphis has built an evaluation system with many strengths. The survey results suggest a set of modifications that will 
promote continued progress at the school level. These include:

	 •	 Increase focus on teachers rated TEM 1, 2 and 3. Teachers rated in the top categories appear to have a 
		  clearer understanding of the system and available supports. Teachers with lower ratings need more 	
		  structured support and guidance than they are currently receiving to make connections between their 
		  areas of weakness and how to improve.
	 •	 Streamline the TEM observation process steps. Teachers report both development of the professional 
		  growth plan and the self-assessment record as cumbersome and not closely connected to improving 
		  one’s instruction. The district should look at ways to keep these brief and make them more meaningful 
		  to teachers.
	 •	 Monitor relationships. This research offers preliminary evidence that relationships among adults in 
		  schools are changing as a result of the TEM system. Teachers are more reliant on principals as 
		  instructional leaders and more frustrated when the principal cannot play that role. Teacher-to-teacher 
		  relationships are also changing as certain teachers ascend into de facto expert roles based on their TEM 
		  5 rating, while other teachers experience the negative consequences of a weak rating. 

The experience Memphis has had offers valuable lessons for districts around the country in the earlier stages of 
evaluation reform. These include:

	 •	 Solicit frequent and meaningful teacher feedback. MCS and MEA have relied heavily on the input of 
		  teachers from the pilot stages of the roll-out process. Since 2010, Teach Plus has worked with the district 
		  to host 14 events to gather teacher feedback via live-polling, turning out more than 1,500 teachers in 
		  total. Teachers played a major role in determining which observation rubric was adopted and how the 
		  elements of the system were weighted.
	 •	 Don’t re-invent the wheel. Districts like Memphis can point the way on common challenges like 
		  structuring stakeholder participation in the development of the new system and building tools and 
		  resources like the TEM Resource Guide.
	 •	 Recognize progress locally and beyond. In a major district-wide undertaking that challenges established 
		  norms in education, implementation is destined to be uneven and encounter complications. Memphis 
		  is becoming a proof point that change is possible with a concentrated and coordinated effort. Time, 
		  money, and persistence are all necessary ingredients. 

As MCS merges fully with Shelby County Schools to form one unified district in the 2013-2014 school year, it will be 
important to continue investing the level of training and support on teacher evaluation across the unified district that has 
existed in Memphis over the last several years.

Memphis has invested tens of millions of dollars as well as countless hours to improve teaching and learning across every 
school in the city. The first step in determining whether that investment is paying off is asking the teachers. This report 
indicates that the transformation is well underway and beginning to impact classroom practice.
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