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There is a growing consensus that teacher evaluations should include an objective measure of 
teachers’ contributions to student learning. Until recently, most states and school districts have 
failed to design teacher evaluation systems that distinguish between effective and ineffective 
teachers - some studies have found that as many as 99% of teachers receive evaluation ratings 
of “satisfactory” (Ryshke, 2013; Goldhaber & Theobald, 2012; Glazerman et al., 2010). As a 
result, the majority of states include a measure of student academic growth as a component of 
their teacher evaluation systems and use teachers’ evaluation ratings to make decisions 
regarding compensation, promotion, tenure, and dismissal (Barnum, 2016a; Strauss, 2016; 
American Educational Research Association, 2015; American Statistical Association, 2014; 
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At a Glance 
The majority of states include value-added models (VAMs) or some other measure of 
student academic growth as a component of their teacher evaluation systems. 
However, there is considerable disagreement among researchers about whether states 
and school districts should use student growth measures to make high-stakes 
personnel decisions. Many researchers have concluded that VAMs and other student 
growth models are not appropriate as the primary measure for evaluating individual 
teachers. Others maintain that VAMs provide important and useful information on the 
effects that teachers have on their students’ achievement. Studies on the 
consequences of using VAM scores in teacher evaluation systems are still 
accumulating. However, evidence has begun to emerge that teachers’ VAM scores may 
depend more on the students they teach and the schools where they work than on the 
effectiveness of their teaching. 

This Information Capsule reviews the problems researchers have documented with 
using VAMs as measures of teacher effectiveness. For example, teachers’ VAM scores 
vary depending on the students in their class, the school where they work, the specific 
achievement test used, and the statistical model used in the calculations; a teacher’s 
VAM score can vary substantially from year to year; VAM scores are not highly 
correlated with other measures of teacher effectiveness; and it is difficult to isolate the 
impact of a single teacher on students’ academic growth. 

Researchers have urged caution when basing teacher evaluations on VAM scores. 
Their recommendations for calculating and interpreting VAM scores, summarized in this 
Information Capsule, include using VAM scores as only one component of a 
comprehensive teacher evaluation system, using multiple years of data when 
calculating VAM scores, and calculating VAM scores only in grades and subjects where 
there are highly reliable and valid assessments that are comparable over time. 
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Darling-Hammond, 2012; Lomax & Kuenzi, 2012; Goldhaber & Hansen, 2010).  
 
Teacher evaluation systems that incorporate measures of student academic growth have been 
supported by federal resources disseminated through several programs, including the State 
Fiscal Stabilization Fund (under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act), Race to the 
Top, the Teacher Incentive Fund, and the Investing in Innovation Fund (Anderson et al., 2016). 

 
Use of Student Academic Growth Measures Nationwide 

 
The majority of states partially judge teachers based on student learning gains. The National 
Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) tracks trends in educator evaluations. According to their 
2017 report, 40 states incorporate evidence of student learning into teachers’ evaluations. Thirty 
of the 40 states require measures of student academic growth to be a significant factor in 
teacher evaluations (at least 30% of the overall evaluation framework) and 10 states require 
some student growth (less than 30% of the overall evaluation framework). Eleven states do not 
require objective measures of student growth to be included in teacher evaluations (Walsh et 
al., 2017). 
 
States and school districts choose among a number of statistical approaches to measuring 
teacher effectiveness based on student test scores. The most widely used models are VAMs 
and student growth percentiles (SGPs). SGPs use regression analysis to calculate students’ 
growth compared to other students who received similar prior test scores. While some SGP 
models consider student and school factors, they usually do not control for as many variables as 
their VAM counterparts (Gitomer et al., 2014; Guarino et al., 2014; Hull, 2013).  
 
Guarino and colleagues (2014) used simulated data and actual data from a large diverse 
anonymous state to compare teacher rankings using VAMs and SGPs. They found that VAMs 
and SGPs ranked teachers very similarly under random assignment of students to teachers. 
However, when students were nonrandomly assigned to teachers, VAMs outperformed SGP 
models. Walsh and Isenberg (2013) used data from the District of Columbia Public Schools and 
compared teacher evaluation scores based on VAMs and SGPs. They found that use of SGPs 
lowered the effectiveness scores of teachers who had larger proportions of English language 
learners and increased the evaluation scores of teachers of low-achieving students.  
 
Based on the information available on State Department of Education websites, approximately 
18% of the 40 states that require measures of student growth as a component of teacher 
evaluation systems use VAMs and 28% use SGPs. The rest of the states (approximately 55%) 
do not mandate the use of a specific student growth model in teacher evaluations.  
 
Some teacher evaluation systems also include Student Learning Objectives (SLOs). SLOs are 
measures of long-term academic growth that demonstrate a teacher’s impact on student 
learning over the course of the school year. SLOs vary considerably in design. They may be 
based on commercially available tests, developed individually by the teacher, or developed at 
the state, district, or school level. Based on students’ academic growth on the designated 
assessment from the beginning to the end of the school year, an evaluation score is assigned to 
the teacher. SLOs are popular for measuring students’ academic growth in grade levels and 
subject areas in which state achievement tests are not administered (Gitomer et al., 2014). 
 
The NCTQ’s Running in Place: How New Teacher Evaluations Fail to Live Up to Promises, 
includes a summary of each state’s teacher evaluation policy, along with links to websites where 
the Council obtained information for each state (Walsh et al., 2017). The report can be 
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accessed at http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Final_Evaluation_Paper. Based on the Council’s 
report, the table in the Appendix at the conclusion of this report lists each state, whether it 
includes student growth measures in its teacher evaluations, and if so, the weight it assigns to 
student growth measures.  
 
In late 2015, there was speculation that states would stop using measures of students’ 
academic growth to evaluate teachers due to the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), as well as an increase in anti-testing sentiment across the country. The ESSA does not 
require states to establish teacher evaluation systems based on students’ test scores – a key 
requirement of the U.S. Department of Education’s state waiver system in connection with 
ESSA’s predecessor, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCTQ, 2017; Sawchuk, 2016a). But the 
NCTQ (2017) reported that by January 2017, there had been little change in states’ formal 
teacher evaluation systems. Only four states – Alaska, Mississippi, North Carolina, and 
Oklahoma – reversed their decision to include student learning in teachers’ evaluation ratings. 
 
The push by states to include student learning growth measures in teacher evaluations has led 
to the filing of lawsuits in both federal and state courts across the country, including states such 
as Florida, Louisiana, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, Tennessee, and Texas (Association of 
Texas Professional Educators, 2016; Barnum, 2016a; Collier, 2016; Sawchuk, 2016b; 
Schwennesen, 2016; Texas American Federation of Teachers, 2016; Education Week, 2015; 
Nashville Public Radio, 2015; Quintano, 2015; Sawchuk, 2014). 
 
Although the majority of judges have upheld states’ rights to use VAMs in teacher evaluations, a 
New York state court recently sided with a teacher who challenged the student growth 
component of her teacher evaluation. New York’s teacher evaluation system bases 50% of 
teachers’ evaluations on VAM scores. The teacher filed a lawsuit after receiving the lowest 
possible score on the student growth portion of her evaluation, one year after receiving a high 
score. In May 2016, the judge ruled that the teacher’s VAM score was “arbitrary” and 
“capricious.” According to the judge, the state failed to explain how the teacher’s score could 
vary so widely from one year to the next. After the court’s ruling, the state suspended the use of 
state test scores in teacher evaluations for four years. However, there is no moratorium on the 
use of other test scores, so other measures of student learning – mostly local assessments – 
will continue to be a critical component of teachers’ evaluations (Barnum, 2016b; Kugler, 2016; 
Sawchuk, 2016c; Strauss, 2016). The New York State Allies for Public Education, a pro opt-out 
group (cited in Barnum, 2016b), stated that the moratorium will actually lead to increased 
testing, since new exams will be needed to judge teachers who were previously evaluated by 
state tests (which will still be given). 

 
Definition of Value-Added Models 

 
Value-added analysis was designed to estimate teachers' contributions to student learning by 
tracking students' progress on standardized tests from year to year. Each student's performance 
is compared with his or her own performance in prior year(s). VAMs do not focus on how 
students test at a single point in time, but rather on how much improvement they make from one 
year to the next. The approach is designed to estimate teachers’ effects on student learning 
while statistically controlling for other factors that affect achievement, such as prior learning, 
income level, and parental support (American Educational Research Association, 2015; 
American Statistical Association, 2014; RAND Corporation, 2012; Song & Felch, 2011).  
 
The VAMs used by states and school districts vary based on the variables they include and the 
weight assigned to each variable, but all models attempt to isolate the impact a teacher has on 

http://www.nctq.org/dmsView/Final_Evaluation_Paper
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student growth. For example, VAMs may control for students’ prior achievement, gender, 
ethnicity, English language or special education status, past educational experiences, 
attendance, suspensions, income level, and family environment. School-level variables, such as 
class size, percentage of students eligible for free or reduced price lunch, and expenditure per 
student, may also be included in VAMs. The value-added score represents the teacher effect 
not explained by the other variables in the model (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; Pivovarova et 
al., 2016; American Educational Research Association, 2015; American Statistical Association, 
2014; Hull, 2013; Lomax & Kuenzi, 2012). 
 
As the Reform Support Network (2013) explained, “VAMs aim to predict what student growth 
can be expected from an average or typical teacher, and then compare actual student 
achievement with that prediction. A teacher’s value-added score is intended to convey how 
much individual teachers contribute to student learning in a particular subject in a particular 
year. Teachers who produce more than this typical teacher are thought to have added value. 
Teachers whose effects on students result in less growth than the typical teacher is expected to 
yield are considered less effective.” 

 
Research on the Accuracy of VAM Results 

 
There is considerable disagreement among educational policymakers about whether to include 
VAMs in teacher evaluation systems (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; American Educational 
Research Association, 2015; Ewing, 2011; Goldhaber & Hansen, 2010). According to Powell 
(2015), studies from credible sources “make it plainly clear that the question of whether VAMs 
can accurately and reliably help us identify effective teachers is very much an open one.” 
 
Many researchers have concluded that VAMs are not appropriate as the primary measure for 
evaluating individual teachers. They report a weak to nonexistent relationship between teachers’ 
VAM scores and the content or quality of classroom instruction. In fact, studies have found that 
VAMs often misclassify up to 25% of teachers (Strauss, 2016; Powell, 2015; Pennsylvania State 
Education Association, 2014; Polikoff & Porter, 2014; Horn & Wilburn, 2013; Hull, 2013; Amrein-
Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Darling-Hammond et al., 2012; Lomax & Kuenzi, 2012; American 
Educational Research Association & National Academy of Education, 2011; Ewing, 2011; Baker 
et al., 2010; Rothstein, 2008).  
 
On the other hand, proponents of VAMs maintain that they provide important and useful 
information on the effects teachers have on their students’ outcomes. They contend that teacher 
evaluation systems based solely on classroom observations do little to help teachers improve or 
to support personnel decision-making. VAM advocates acknowledge that neither method is able 
to discriminate between effective and ineffective teachers with 100% accuracy, but they argue 
that VAMs are as reliable as classroom observations, and more objective (Barnum, 2016a; 
Harris & Herrington, 2015; Kane et al., 2013; Raudenbush & Jean, 2012; Sparks, 2012; Baker 
et al., 2010; Glazerman et al., 2010; Goldhaber & Hansen, 2010). 
 
The American Educational Research Association (2015) called for “substantial investment in 
research on VAM and alternative methods and models.” In the meantime, researchers continue 
to advise states and school districts that there are a number of difficulties surrounding these 
measures when they are used to make high-stakes personnel decisions and that results should 
be interpreted with caution. These difficulties are summarized later in this report. 
 
More research is needed on the accuracy of student growth measures and the consequences of 
using them in teacher evaluation systems. Although teacher evaluations based at least in part 
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on student growth demonstrate a wider range of teacher performance relative to previous 
evaluation systems that relied solely on teacher observations, evidence of the reliability and 
validity of student growth measures is limited (McCullough et al., 2015; American Educational 
Research Association & National Academy of Education, 2011). 

 
Difficulties with Value-Added Models 

 
The American Educational Research Association’s (2015) “Statement on the Use of Value-
Added Models for the Evaluation of Educators and Educator Preparation Programs” discussed 
the “scientific and technical” limitations of VAMs. The statement listed specific psychometric 
problems with VAM, addressed the validity of inferences from VAM (given the challenges of 
isolating teachers’ contributions to student learning), and cautioned against VAM results having 
“a high-stakes, dispositive weight in evaluations.”  
 
The American Statistical Association’s (2014) “Statement on Using Value-Added Models for 
Educational Assessment” recommended, “Estimates from VAMs should always be 
accompanied by measures of precision and a discussion of the assumptions and possible 
limitations of the model. These limitations are particularly relevant if VAMs are used for high-
stakes purposes.” The American Statistical Association also stated, “Ranking teachers by their 
VAM scores can have unintended consequences that reduce quality.” 
 
Researchers have documented a number of problems with using VAMs as measures of 
teachers’ effectiveness. These problems are summarized below. 
 

• Effects attributed to a teacher may actually be caused by other factors that are not 
included in the VAM. The validity of VAM results depends on their ability to isolate the 
contributions of teachers to student learning from the contributions of other factors. 
Student achievement and learning gains are affected by a long list of influences both 
inside and outside of school – the influence of previous teachers, the quality of 
curriculum materials and other resources, class size, attendance, availability of 
instructional specialists and tutors, the attitudes of peers, parental support, food and 
housing security, summer learning loss, student health, and others. Given the large 
number of potential influences on student learning growth, it is highly unlikely that all of 
the relevant student, classroom, school, and community characteristics will be included 
in any value-added model (Pivovarova et al., 2016; American Educational Research 
Association, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2015; American Statistical Association, 2014; 
Pennsylvania State Education Association, 2014; Haertel, 2013; Amrein-Beardsley & 
Collins, 2012; Ballou et al., 2012; Ewing, 2011; Baker et al., 2010). The American 
Educational Research Association & National Academy of Education (2011) stated, 
“Value-added ratings cannot disentangle the many influences on student progress.” 
 
Studies have found that the teacher-explained proportion of variability in standardized 
test scores ranges from 1% to 14%. In other words, between 86% and 99% of the 
variance in students’ test scores can be explained by factors other than the classroom 
teacher, such as student, school, family, and other unmeasured influences. This does 
not mean that teachers have a small effect on students’ academic growth, but that 
variation among teachers accounts for only a small part of the variation in test scores 
(Pivovarova et al., 2016; American Statistical Association, 2014). 
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• VAM results are biased when students are not randomly assigned to classroom 

teachers. Researchers have concluded that nonrandom assignment of students to 
teachers increases VAM score bias. Educators acknowledge that assignment of 
students to classrooms is generally nonrandom, and is frequently the result of deliberate 
choices by principals or parents to pair specific types of students with specific teachers. 
In addition, certain students, such as English language learners and students with 
special educational needs, are rarely randomly assigned to teachers. Researchers have 
concluded that the value-added models are unable to fully adjust for these nonrandom 
assignments (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; Pivovarova et al., 2016; American 
Educational Research Association, 2015; Pennsylvania State Education Association, 
2014; Texas Classroom Teachers Association, 2014; Darling-Hammond et al., 2012; 
Sparks, 2012; Baker et al., 2010; David, 2010; Braun, 2005).  
 

• Teachers’ VAM scores depend on the students in their classrooms. Despite 
statistical controls put in place to prevent bias, studies suggest that teachers’ VAM 
scores differ depending on the characteristics of the students assigned to their 
classrooms. Studies have found that teachers with higher numbers of students who are 
difficult to teach (such as students with poor attendance, students with high rates of 
mobility and severe difficulties at home, and those who are English language learners or 
have special educational needs) receive lower VAM scores than those teaching less 
disadvantaged students. In addition, teachers of high-achieving and gifted students 
receive lower VAM scores because their students are already near the top of the test 
score range and are therefore unable to demonstrate much academic growth (Amrein-
Beardsley et al., 2016; Pivovarova et al., 2016; Pennsylvania State Education 
Association, 2014; Texas Classroom Teachers Association, 2014; Darling-Hammond et 
al., 2012; Sparks, 2012; American Educational Research Association & National 
Academy of Education, 2011; Baker et al., 2010; David, 2010; Braun, 2005). 
 

• VAM scores are impacted by peer effects. Researchers have concluded that VAMs 
do not isolate the effects that classroom peers have on students’ academic growth. They 
have identified two types of peer effects that have the greatest potential to impact 
teachers’ VAM scores: 

 
o The members of the class collectively influence the teacher’s pacing of 

instruction. The average achievement level in the class as a whole affects the 
amount of content delivered to all of the students over the course of the school 
year. When classrooms are grouped by achievement level, teachers of low-
performing students receive lower VAM scores because they cannot deliver 
instruction as quickly.  
 

o A second kind of peer effect occurs when some students in the classroom are 
disruptive and slow down the pace of instruction. In these cases, teachers 
receive lower VAM scores because problematic students were assigned to their 
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classrooms, not because their teaching was ineffective (Haertel, 2013; 
Raudenbush, 2013; Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; RAND Corporation, 2012; 
Ewing, 2011). 

 
• Teachers’ VAM scores vary depending on the school where they work. Studies 

have found that teachers’ VAM scores are strongly influenced by school-level variables, 
such as the physical condition of the school, the resources available to the teacher, the 
learning culture created by the school, the strength of the principal’s leadership, and the 
school’s commitment to communication and collaboration. Teachers assigned to more 
effective schools have been found to have higher VAM scores than teachers assigned to 
less effective schools (Raudenbush, 2013; Braun, 2005). Haertel (2013) stated that no 
statistical manipulation can ensure fair comparisons of teachers working in very different 
types of schools. 
 

• It is difficult to isolate the impact of a single teacher on students’ academic 
growth. Experts have noted that teams of teachers, social workers, guidance 
counselors, media specialists, and others work together. Classroom teachers also build 
on the efforts of previous teachers. For example, if a student has significant academic 
growth in grade 5, it might largely be due to the effectiveness of his/her third and fourth 
grade teachers (FairTest, 2016; Ewing, 2011; Baker et al., 2010). 
 

• Students’ standardized test scores are not accurate measures of teachers’ true 
effectiveness. Because VAM scores are based on standardized achievement tests, 
they are subject to certain limitations. For example: 

 
o Standardized tests are very narrow indicators of student achievement. They 

cover only a small selection of material from each content area. They also do not 
measure important attributes, such as creativity, initiative, persistence, curiosity, 
and self-discipline (American Statistical Association, 2014; Pennsylvania State 
Education Association, 2014; Harris et al., 2012; Ewing, 2011). 
 

o Most states’ standardized achievement tests measure only grade-level 
standards. They do not include items needed to measure growth for students 
who perform well above or well below grade level (American Educational 
Research Association, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2015; Baker et al., 2010). 

 
o Studies have found that test scores can be increased without a corresponding 

increase in student learning. For example, providing strategies for test-taking has 
been found to improve students’ test performance and narrowing the curriculum 
to match the test’s content has been found to have an even greater effect on 
students’ test scores (Ewing, 2011). 

 
• VAM scores depend on the specific achievement test used. A number of studies 

have documented that teachers’ VAM scores differ significantly when different 
standardized achievement tests are used, even when the tests are within the same 
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content area (Darling-Hammond, 2015; American Educational Research Association & 
National Academy of Education, 2011; David, 2010). As part of the Measures of 
Effective Teaching (MET) Project, teachers’ VAM scores were calculated using both 
state achievement tests and project-administered tests in grades 4-8 in six school 
districts. The researchers reported that the correlation between VAM scores using the 
two different tests was weak – 0.38 for math and 0.21 for reading (cited in McCaffrey, 
2013). 
 

• VAM scores vary substantially from year to year. Many researchers believe that this 
annual variability reflects VAMs’ unreliability, not changes in individual teacher’s 
effectiveness from one year to the next (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; Darling-
Hammond, 2015; Pennsylvania State Education Association, 2014; Horn & Wilburn, 
2013; American Educational Research Association & National Academy of Education, 
2011; David, 2010). According to the Texas Classroom Teachers Association (2014), a 
teacher classified as “adding value” has a 25% to 50% chance of being classified as 
“subtracting value” the following year and vice versa. Examples of VAM score instability 
include: 
 

o A study of five large urban school districts found that among teachers who were 
ranked in the top 20% of effectiveness in the first year, fewer than one-third were 
in that top group the following year, and another third moved down to the bottom 
40%. There was similar movement for teachers who received low rankings in the 
first year – among teachers who were ranked in the bottom 20% of effectiveness 
in the first year, fewer than a third were in that bottom group the next year, and 
another third moved up to the top 40% (cited in Baker et al., 2010). 

 
o Lomax and Kuenzi’s (2012) review of the literature reported that when teachers 

are divided into quintiles based on their VAM scores, the rankings change over 
time. In general, only about one-quarter to one-third of teachers remain within the 
same quintile from one year to the next; approximately 10% to 15% of teachers 
move from the bottom quintile to the top, and an equal number move from the top 
quintile to the bottom. 
 

• VAM scores depend on the statistical model used. Different VAM models account for 
external factors that impact student learning in very different ways. For example, some 
models control for preexisting differences in student characteristics, such as ethnicity, 
gender, English language proficiency, income level, and students’ prior achievement. 
Others also control for school level variables, such as mobility, class size, and 
percentage of low-income students (Darling-Hammond, 2015; Ballou et al., 2012; 
Goldhaber & Theobald, 2012; Lomax & Kuenzi, 2012; American Educational Research 
Association & National Academy of Education, 2011). Data on approximately 11,500 
VAM elementary teacher rankings published by the Los Angeles Times showed that only 
46% of reading teachers - and 60% of mathematics teachers - remained in the same 
effectiveness category when two different statistical models were used to estimate VAM 
scores (cited in Pivovarova et al., 2016). Value-added model developers have not 
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reached a consensus regarding which model most accurately identifies effective and 
ineffective teachers (Pennsylvania State Education Association, 2014).  
 

• VAM scores are not highly correlated with other measures of teacher 
effectiveness. Research suggests that there are only weak relationships between VAM 
scores and other measures of teacher effectiveness, such as supervisors’ observational 
assessments, administrators’ opinions, and students’ survey-based assessments. For 
example, studies have found low correlations (all below 0.40) between VAM scores and 
classroom observation scores, even when highly trained and monitored classroom 
observers are used. Low correlations between VAM scores and other teacher 
effectiveness measures indicate that teachers who are ranked highly on one measure 
have a good chance of receiving a low ranking on another measure, and vice versa 
(Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; Pivovarova et al., 2016; Pennsylvania State Education 
Association, 2014; Polikoff & Porter, 2014; Rothstein & Mathis, 2013; Darling-Hammond, 
2012; American Educational Research Association & National Academy of Education, 
2011). 
 

• VAMs are difficult for non-statisticians to understand. Because VAMs are complex 
statistical models that use multiple years of data, most teachers do not understand how 
their performance is measured. Teachers are unlikely to trust or accept their VAM scores 
when they don’t understand how they are calculated (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; 
Barnum, 2016a; Jennings & Pallas, 2016; Texas Classroom Teachers Association, 
2014; Hull, 2013; Reform Support Network, 2013). Amrein-Beardsley and colleagues 
(2016) also noted that the public has not been adequately educated on how to interpret 
VAM scores. The American Statistical Association (2014) concluded, “Perceptions of 
transparency, fairness and credibility will be crucial in determining the degree of success 
of the system as a whole in achieving its goals of improving the quality of teaching.” 
 

• VAM scores do not lead to instructional improvements. Researchers have noted 
that VAM scores do not provide teachers with any information they can use to improve 
specific aspects of their instructional practice (American Educational Research 
Association, 2015; Pennsylvania State Education Association, 2014; Texas Classroom 
Teachers Association, 2014; Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012). Jennings and Pallas’ 
(2016) interviews with 13 New York City teachers found that no teachers reported that 
their VAM scores would help them improve their instructional practice. Because teachers 
felt they did not have control over their VAM scores, they said they did not know what 
they could do differently to improve them. Lomax & Kuenzi (2012) stated, “The teacher 
effect . . . cannot determine why a teacher is effective or ineffective, nor does it provide 
any information on the specific characteristics of what makes a teacher effective.” 
 

• Teachers have negative perceptions of VAMs. Studies have found that teachers 
report a strong distrust of VAM scores. For example: 
 

o Jennings and Pallas’ (2016) interviews with New York City teachers revealed that 
teachers believed the tests upon which their VAM scores were based lacked 
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legitimacy as measures of students’ and teachers’ performance. Furthermore, 
teachers reported that VAM scores seemed entirely out of their control.  
 

o Another study examined Tennessee teachers who volunteered to be evaluated 
based on VAMs and to have a substantial share of their compensation tied to 
their VAM results. After three years, 85% of the teachers said that the VAM 
evaluation ignored important aspects of their performance that test scores did not 
measure, and two-thirds thought VAMs did not do a good job of distinguishing 
effective from ineffective teachers (cited in Darling-Hammond et al., 2012).  

 
o A survey of nearly 3,000 teachers in 48 states conducted by the Network for 

Public Education (2016) found that 83% of respondents said that the inclusion of 
students’ standardized test scores in teacher evaluations negatively affected 
classroom instruction.  

 
• VAMs have unintended consequences on students and teachers. Research in this 

area is just beginning to accumulate, leading experts to recognize that the decision to 
include VAMs in teacher evaluation systems may have unintended consequences, 
including: 

 
o The curriculum becomes narrower when teachers spend more time on test 

preparation. Some teachers also focus on content that is included in the test and 
exclude other content that may lead to more long-term learning gains (American 
Statistical Association, 2014; Haertel, 2013; Horn & Wilburn, 2013; Chetty et al., 
2011; Baker et al., 2010). The Network for Public Education’s (2016) nationwide 
survey found that 88% of respondents said that more time is spent on test 
preparation than ever before. 

 
o High-needs schools become harder to staff because it is difficult for teachers to 

receive high VAM scores when they work with low-achieving or disadvantaged 
students (Darling-Hammond, 2015; American Statistical Association, 2014; Baker 
et al., 2010). 

 
o The classroom roster gains exaggerated importance. Some students with 

“growth” potential are seen as more beneficial to teach, while others are less 
desirable due to criteria that limit growth, such as learning disabilities or limited 
English proficiency (Network for Public Education, 2016; Haertel, 2013; 
Rothstein, 2008). 

 
o Reliance on VAM scores fosters a competitive environment that discourages 

teacher collaboration (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; American Statistical 
Association, 2014; Haertel, 2013; Baker et al., 2010). The Network for Public 
Education’s (2016) survey found that 61% of respondents noted that the use of 
student standardized test scores in teacher evaluations had a negative impact on 
their relationships with their colleagues, citing reasons such as forced 
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collaboration and competition. Seventy-two percent of respondents said they 
were less likely to share instructional strategies with their colleagues.  

Recommendations for Calculating, Interpreting, and Using VAM Scores 
 
Researchers have urged caution when including VAM scores as a component of teacher 
evaluation systems (American Educational Research Association, 2015; Ewing, 2011; Baker et 
al., 2010). They have made the following recommendations: 
 

• Use VAM scores as only one component of a comprehensive teacher evaluation 
system. A consensus has emerged that teacher evaluation systems should be 
comprised of multiple indicators of effective teaching practices, as well as a variety of 
student outcomes. There is broad agreement among statisticians and psychometricians 
that student test scores alone are not sufficiently reliable and valid indicators of teaching 
effectiveness to be used as the sole basis for making high-stakes personnel decisions, 
such as compensation, tenure, promotion, and dismissal (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2016; 
American Educational Research Association, 2015; American Statistical Association, 
2014; Baker et al., 2010; David, 2010; Glazerman et al., 2010; Rothstein, 2008; Braun, 
2005).  
 

• Limit comparisons to similar groups of teachers. VAM rankings that mix teachers 
from different grade levels or those who teach in schools with different demographics 
place heavy demands on the statistical model’s assumptions. To reduce the amount of 
error in VAM estimates, researchers suggest that comparisons be limited to teachers in 
a single subject area and grade level within an individual school district. Furthermore, 
VAM analyses have been found to be more accurate when they are based on the test 
scores of students who are from similar backgrounds and have comparable prior skill 
levels (Haertel, 2013; Raudenbush, 2013; Darling-Hammond et al., 2012; American 
Educational Research Association & National Academy of Education, 2011). 
 

• Use multiple years of data when calculating VAM scores. Studies have found that 
VAM estimates more reliably predict teacher effectiveness when they are based on 
multiple years of student test scores (American Educational Research Association, 
2015; Haertel, 2013; Goldhaber & Hansen, 2010). Amrein-Beardsley and colleagues 
(2016) reported that accurate VAM estimates are based on at least three years of data. 
According to the American Statistical Association (2014), “The VAM scores themselves 
have large standard errors, even when calculated using several years of data. These 
large standard errors make rankings unstable, even under the best scenarios for 
modeling. Combining VAMs across multiple years decreases the standard error of VAM 
scores.” 
 

• Only calculate VAM scores in grades and subjects where there are highly reliable 
and valid assessments that are comparable over time. Experts recommend that 
because the validity of VAM scores is so dependent on the quality of the tests 
administered to students, VAM scores should only be calculated in grade levels and 
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subjects where there are valid and reliable assessments. States do not administer 
achievement tests at all grade levels (K-12) and in all subjects (for example, social 
studies, health, and art). In order to calculate VAM scores in untested subjects and 
grades, many districts develop their own alternative assessments. Researchers caution 
that locally administered tests should only be used to calculate VAM scores when they 
are accompanied by evidence of high reliability, validity, precision, and fairness (Amrein-
Beardsley et al., 2016; American Educational Research Association, 2015). 
 
While researchers have found that locally developed tests are not always well-
constructed, they acknowledge that it is preferable to try to develop valid and reliable 
assessments for untested subjects and grades than to evaluate teachers based on other 
teachers’ VAM scores. Most researchers agree that teacher evaluations lack validity 
when they are based on student achievement in courses in which the teacher had little 
or no involvement or impact (Green & Oluwole, 2015; Pennsylvania State Education 
Association, 2014; Reform Support Network, 2013). 
 
Amrein-Beardsley and colleagues (2016) reported that about 70% of all public school 
teachers are valued-added ineligible. Haertel (2013) stated, “One of the most troubling 
aspects of some current reform proposals is the insistence on universal application of 
value-added to all teachers in a district or state. For most teachers, appropriate test data 
are not available, period. They teach children so young that there are no prior year 
scores, or they teach untested subjects, or they teach high school courses for which 
there are no pretest scores that it makes any sense to use.”  
 

• Use VAM results to research groups of teachers, not individual teachers. 
Researchers have stated that while educators should not use VAM results to make high-
stakes decisions about individual teachers, VAM results are useful for looking at groups 
of teachers for research purposes; for example, to examine how specific teaching 
practices influence the learning of large numbers of students or to investigate the effects 
of teacher training approaches or educational policies. The larger scale of these studies 
reduces error and their use of a greater number of outcome measures allows more 
understanding of the effects of specific strategies and interventions (Doherty & Jacobs, 
2015; Haertel, 2013; Darling-Hammond et al., 2012; American Education Research 
Association & National Academy of Education, 2011). 

Summary 
 
Value-added analysis was designed to estimate teachers' contributions to student learning by 
tracking students' progress on standardized tests from year to year, while statistically controlling 
for other factors that affect achievement, such as prior learning, income level, and parental 
support. The majority of states include student learning growth measures as a component of 
their teacher evaluation systems and use teachers’ evaluation ratings to make decisions 
regarding compensation, promotion, tenure, and dismissal. According to the National Council on 
Teacher Quality, 40 states require the use of student achievement growth measures as a 
component of teacher evaluations. Eleven states have no formal policy requiring that teacher 
evaluations take student achievement into account. 
 
Studies on the accuracy of VAM scores, and the consequences of their use in teacher 
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evaluation systems, are still accumulating. However, evidence has begun to emerge that 
teachers’ VAM scores may depend more on the students they teach and the schools where they 
work than on the effectiveness of their teaching. 
 
This Information Capsule summarized the specific problems researchers have documented with 
using VAM scores to evaluate teachers. For example, teachers’ VAM scores depend on the 
students they teach, the school where they work, the achievement test used, and the statistical 
model used in the calculations; VAM scores vary substantially from year to year; VAM scores 
are not highly correlated with other measures of teacher effectiveness; and it is difficult to isolate 
the impact of a single teacher on students’ academic growth. 
 
Researchers have urged caution when including VAM scores in teacher evaluation systems and 
have offered several recommendations, such as using VAM scores as only one component of a 
comprehensive teacher evaluation system, using multiple years of data when calculating VAM 
scores, and calculating VAM scores only in grades and subjects where there are highly reliable 
and valid assessments that are comparable over time. 
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Appendix: Teacher Evaluation Policies on Student Growth, by State 

 
 
 
State 

 
Student Growth 

Component 
Required 

 
 
 

Weight of Student Growth Component 
Alabama No N/A 
Alaska No N/A 
Arizona Yes 33-50% 
Arkansas Yes Not Specified 
California No N/A 
Colorado Yes 50% 
Connecticut Yes 45%; Evaluation system begins 2017-2018. 
Delaware Yes 20% 
District of Columbia Yes Not Specified 
Florida Yes One-third 
Georgia Yes 30% 
Hawaii Yes 50% 
Idaho Yes 33% 
Illinois Yes 30% 
Indiana Yes Not Specified 
Iowa No N/A 
Kansas Yes Not Specified 
Kentucky Yes Not Specified 
Louisiana Yes 50% 
Maine Yes Not Specified 
Maryland Yes 50% 
Massachusetts Yes Not Specified 
Michigan Yes 40% 
Minnesota Yes 35% 
Mississippi No N/A 
Missouri Yes Not Specified 
Montana No N/A 
Nebraska No N/A 
Nevada Yes 40% 
New Hampshire No N/A 
New Jersey Yes 45% 
New Mexico Yes 25-50% 
New York Yes 50%; New and revised evaluation system to begin 2019-2020. 
North Carolina No N/A 
North Dakota Yes Not Specified 
Ohio Yes 35-50% 
Oklahoma No N/A 
Oregon Yes Not Specified 
Pennsylvania Yes 50% 
Rhode Island Yes 30% 
South Carolina Yes 20% 
South Dakota Yes Not Specified 
Tennessee Yes 50% 
Texas Yes 20%; Evaluation system begins 2017-2018 
Utah Yes 20% 
Vermont No N/A 
Virginia Yes Not Specified 
Washington Yes Not Specified 
West Virginia Yes 20% 
Wisconsin Yes 50% 
Wyoming Yes Not Specified; Evaluation system begins 2019-2020 
Source: Walsh et al., 2017 (National Council on Teacher Quality). 
 


