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When two names were called for the public comment portion of the Board of Regents’ August meeting, 27 students stood up. Wearing the signature purple polo shirts of the Providence youth organization, Young Voices, the diverse high school students stood in support of their two spokespersons. 

They were speaking to the agenda item: Recommendations for the “Educator Evaluation System Standards.” For most city kids, education is the only ticket to an American dream. Good teachers matter hugely to them. So evaluations matter. The kids need state officials to take responsibility for the competence of the teachers. 

In the course of delivering their prepared comments, a twinge of shame spread among the adults, both on the board and in the audience. At least I hope that’s what that was. Too often the Regents find themselves in the embarrassing position of tackling moldy old issues that should have been resolved decades ago. These flesh-and-blood students were bringing home the years of harm caused by the state’s historical aversion to teacher evaluation systems. 

In its state-by-state report, the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) gives Rhode Island an overall “F” for designing policies that successfully recruit, support and manage the quality of its teachers. R.I. is one of five “F”s. The highest overall grade given is South Carolina’s, a mere “B-.” That was strengthened by their “A” in the category of “Exiting ineffective teachers.” Rhode Island got an “F” in that category, of course. But the “B-” speaks volumes about the nation’s difficulties with maintaining a quality school work force. But many states are making some progress. Just not us. At least not yet. 

Mind you, the Department of Education’s Office of Teacher Quality is determined to resolve this issue, and soon. Director Paulajo Gaines and her staff studied other states’ work and successful national and international evaluations. They synthesized their learning into draft standards for R.I. and a Code of Professional Responsibility. Gaines and her staff have the unenviable job of crafting draft evaluations acceptable to all parties, including the union community, which has successfully fended off all such statewide efforts to date. Nevertheless, you can find the results of their work and the times for when you can give testimony at public hearings on the Regents page at www.ride.ri.gov, scroll down to “Proposed Regulations.” The students from Young Voices had studied those drafts. One spokesperson, 15-year-old Johanna German, graciously began her remarks by praising the standards as “a great way for all of us to measure quality teaching throughout the state.” 

But she went on to point out three important flaws. With no drama in her voice, she started with, “In the framework, there is no clear decision of the consequence of school districts who don’t put this in place, which lacks accountability.” 

A polite understatement if ever there were one. The standards have no teeth, no consequences for noncompliance. Where are the time lines? What are the penalties if nothing happens? Without teeth, a few years from now, another group of kids will be standing before the Regents, again begging the state to improve teacher quality. 

In Rhode Island, evaluations of teachers, or most public employees for that matter, are not management rights, but “negotiable items,” subject to the 19th-century bargaining process. Unless the state’s General Assembly grows some guts and writes laws that supersede labor contracts, or become effective as contracts expire, unions retain the power to demand money or perks in exchange for decent evaluations, or refuse them altogether. Big problem. 

Secondly, Young Voices noted that the standards don’t insist on finding ways to reward effective teachers. Good teachers do deserve to be treated especially well. 

Last, but by no means least, the kids suggested that they — the 10th, 11th, and 12th graders — be formally included in the evaluation process. 

The students make good points. In fact, NCTQ was so intrigued by the suggestion, they interviewed students from Young Voices for their monthly bulletin. 

Jennifer Ventura was quoted as saying, “When teachers get evaluated by adults, some of them put on a persona that is not them. They switch everything up a little and make it seem like the class is really perfect... Some teachers ... just lecture all day. If we were able to evaluate them we could tell the truth: that we don’t learn anything. Teachers would realize that their teaching isn’t as good as they think. If students could evaluate teachers, then they could see that there might be something missing in what they are doing, and they could improve.” 

Excellent point. Until teachers get feedback, they are only guessing as to how to improve. The union propaganda against evaluations is that they are really just a legal witch-hunt for teachers and an excuse to fire them on whim. Because of the pervasiveness of this fear-mongering, teachers have been working in a vacuum of formal feedback for decades. The kids are right that an evaluation system had better be capable of taking expeditious steps to dismiss the outright bad teacher. But in truth, the great bulk of teacher evaluations, the excellent ones that Gaines and her staff espouse, are those that help teachers grow and learn. Evaluations provide an expert pair of eyes to give teachers perspective on their work. How else would you know where your strength lies and what specific skills would sharpen your craft? Feedback is critical to keeping teaching fresh, lively and interesting to the kids and teachers alike. 

I’m not convinced that students should have a formal role in evaluating teachers, but Young Voices is dead on the money to ask that evaluators be in the classrooms often, to see what’s really going on. Ensuring that the schools have a decent evaluation system is the very least the state officials could do for the kids, who’ve done without for far too long. 

Julia Steiny, a former member of the Providence School Board, consults for government agencies and schools; she is codirector of Information Works!, Rhode Island’s school-accountability project. She can be reached at juliasteiny@gmail.com, or c/o EdWatch, The Providence Journal, 75 Fountain St., Providence, RI 02902. 

