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How to Make Supervision and Evaluation Really Work.  
CHAPTER 2: DEFINING THE PROBLEM 

By Jon Saphier 

 

Our goal in writing this monograph- and yours, we trust, in reading it-is to answer the question, “What does it 
take to make supervision and evaluation really work?”  Perhaps we should start by asking how we would know 
if they were? 

Saying we want to “improve instruction” is axiomatic but also not very illuminating.  Supervision and 
evaluation are becoming words of marginal utility in our business because of the confusing and conflicting 
meanings behind these terms.  Let’s start afresh, temporarily holding the two terms in abeyance, and take 
another look at both the structure and function of what we do as evaluators. 

The activity we are really talking about here is the observation of teaching.  We want many different but 
equally important outcomes from this observation.  What follows is a list of nine such outcomes all of which 
we would be able to accomplish if supervision and evaluation were really working.  They are, in effect, the 
criteria against which to measure our success.   

 

Nine Functions of Observation 

Cheerleading 

For one thing, we want teachers who are doing a good job to get believable feedback to that effect. 
We want such people to feel recognized, validated and reinforced in the specifics of how and why their 
effective practices are effective, how and why their skillful performances are skillful.   

Facilitating 

For another, we want teachers to have someone knowledgeable about the education business and 
with good facilitation skills to help them think through personal, professional goals and how to meet 
them.  This outcome has to do with helping teachers articulate and meet their own agendas.  

Stimulating 

We want teachers to get stimulating insights and suggestions for alternative or new techniques to use 
in their teaching, not because they are doing anything wrong, but just to help them stretch and grow.  
This outcome has to do with using outside input and other eyes to broaden teachers’ thinking.   

Problem Solving 

We want teachers to have someone to help them gather data and think through solutions to problems 
they are working on—perhaps problems concerning students or curriculum or instructional technique.  
Perhaps the best help may be articulating exactly what the problem really is.  

Monitoring 

We want to be sure the curriculum we claim to be delivering is really being delivered.  Thus we want 
some systematic form of observation across teachers to monitor the fidelity of curriculum delivered in 
relation to district and school commitments.  Further, we want to be able to intervene with corrective 
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feedback when we find discrepancies between individual teacher performances and important district 
curriculum commitments.1   

Directing 

We want to be able to identify weak areas in teachers’ repertoires and be able to focus teachers on 
specific steps for improvement. 

Making Decisions 

We want to have valid and reliable data for making decisions about such things as hiring, grade 
assignment, school transfers, granting of tenure, commendations, promotions and appointments.   

Remediating and Dismissing 

We want to be able to identify teachers who are functioning at an unsatisfactory level overall and 
directly intervene to either remediate successfully or dismiss. 

 

Finally, there is an outcome for observation that is more abstract than the previous eight, but in a way is an 
umbrella over them all: 

Valuing Teaching as a Profession 

Real observation and quality feedback takes time and energy.  To deliver it says that teaching is 
important, that it makes a difference.  It advances the value that out of all the important things in a 
school, nothing is more important than what goes on between teachers and students every day, class 
to class, minute to minute.  This is a strong message of respect to teachers and must be part of any 
effort to elevate the profession.   

 

Defining Supervision and Evaluation 

What we have now is a list of nine functions for observation or put another way, nine outcomes we would like 
to see as a result of the way we do observation in a given school or district.  

We would have no need, by the way, to use the terms “supervision” or “evaluation” in order to discuss the 
next logical question, which is: how can we arrange to have observation attain the above nine outcomes?  
Nevertheless, since the terms will probably not be disappearing from the professional scene in the near future, 
we would like to suggest a useful way to define them.   

Let “supervision” mean the first four outcomes: Cheerleading, Facilitating, Stimulating and Problem Solving.  
Let “evaluation” mean the next four outcomes: Monitoring, Directing, Making Decisions and Remediating and 
Dismissing.  The boundary line between supervision and evaluation comes when the observer is making 
decisions with the information from the observation.  All eight activities do involve observing teachers; all eight 
involve talking to them about what we have seen; and all eight can involve writing about it.  But only 5-8 
involve making decisions from a position of authority that affect the teachers’ working conditions (and perhaps 
job status). 

 1 Curriculum monitoring is more systematic when augmented by review of lesson plans and collected drafts of tests and 

student project assignments 
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Figure 2.1 below summarizes this division of outcomes. 

By grouping our observation outcomes in this manner, we can then further condense our objectives into the 
following two statements: 

1. We want our system for observing teachers to give them frequent, high quality feedback on their 
practice from someone who knows what he/she is talking about.  (Cheerleading, Facilitating, 
Stimulating, Problem Solving) 

2. We want our system for observing teachers to produce judgments about the performance level and 
job status of teachers, and most importantly, whether or not they are performing up to district 
standards.  (Monitoring, Directing, Assigning, Remediating and Dismissing) 
 

Let us clarify a few of the above terms.  “High-quality feedback” means objective information about practice 
that is useful to teachers in stretching their thinking, helping them reflect on a problem or goal on which they 
are working or focusing them on something new.  “Frequent” means about six times a year.2 Maybe we can’t 
provide this every year for every professional; but we should aim for it at least every few years.  And 
something, even if not of this intensity, needs to happen every year to focus teachers on examining their 
teaching. 

Figure 2.1 - What do we want our systems for observing teachers to accomplish? 

SUPERVISION 

1. Cheerleading validating teachers’ effectiveness in a 

believable and strength-building way 

2. Facilitating helping teachers think about and plan to 

meet self-set goals 

3. Stimulating stretching teachers’ thinking about their 

instructional decisions 

4. Problem Solving facilitating teachers’ analyzing and solving 

classroom problems 

The boundary between supervision and evaluation comes when the observer is  

making decisions with the information from the observation 

EVALUATION 

5. Monitoring monitoring for fidelity of curriculum 

implementation 

6. Directing directing teachers to weak areas in their 

teaching and helping them improve 

7. Making Decisions about teacher placement, hiring, 

commendations, promotions, tenure 

8. Remediating/Dismissing identifying incompetent teachers and 

dealing with them (remediation, counseling 

out, dismissal) 

VALUING 
9. Valuing the Profession confirming the paramount importance of 

good teaching 
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“Someone who knows what they are talking about” means, in the case of teachers, someone is knowledgeable 
about teaching, good at observing, skillful at analyzing and properly tuned to the teacher’s need for 
information, stimulation, or direction (whichever is appropriate) 

Making Evaluation Work 

Now let’s focus on the second issue mentioned above- producing judgments about whether a teacher’s 
performance is up to district standards.  What is important is that teachers who do not meet district standards 
be identified, notified and worked with intensively.  Through fair and comprehensive procedures, they either 
improve significantly or are dismissed. 

We find it paradoxical to be addressing inadequate teaching first in this chapter. The other outcome for 
observation that we listed is the more significant in the long term that is, arranging for frequent, high quality 
feedback to teachers.  But our learning from experience in school districts has been that we cannot wade right 
in to increase observational feedback to maximum effect with getting “evaluation” squared away first. 

We have learned in school districts over and over again that healthy cultural conditions, energized growth-
oriented workplaces for adults and the practices that support them, cannot flourish at their highest level 
unless procedures for “at-risk” teachers and “dismissal” actions are clearly developed, are operating 
successfully and fairly and are seen by teachers as 1) maintaining worthwhile professional standards and 2) not 
threatening or even applicable to the vast majority of practitioners. 

Let’s put it another way: until we get the guts and the skills to dismiss incompetents and remediate 
unsatisfactory performers with clear procedures and do so consistently, we severely limit our chances of 
launching healthy collegial practices that will result in sustained teacher growth and become a permanent part 
of institutional life. Perhaps strong, fair evaluation gives administrators respect and credibility on which they 
can later draw as they start to build a strong school culture based on collaboration and risk taking. Whatever 
the explanation, it seems that even though establishing conditions for continued professional growth is our 
higher goal, we can’t get there unless we deal with the unpleasant stuff first. 

Thus in the list of nine tasks below, readers will note significant attention to the “unpleasant stuff” of 
judgment and dismissal- not because that is our goal, but because we know it must be gotten through 
intelligently, courageously and clearly on our way to the other goals of observation.  With that context in mind, 
here are nine tasks we have learned lead to supervision and evaluation that will work on all counts. 

1. Development of a common language and concept system for talking about teaching. 
2. Development of criteria for effective teaching that are published, understood by all and part of the 

enculturation process of all newly hired personnel. 
3. School system commitment to improving supervision and evaluation as a multiple year goal, 

buttressed by systematic evaluation of the evaluators on their ability to evaluate (the ultimate signal 
that something is important). 

4. Multiple-year in-depth skill training for administrators in the knowledge base about teaching, taking 
observation notes swiftly, selectively and accurately; writing with a balance of claims, evidence, 
interpretations, judgments and suggestions; writing clearly and concisely; developing skills for 
conferring with teachers at different levels of personal and professional development from well-
developed, autonomous decision makers to low-performing people to whom significant negative 
information must be delivered.  

2 Six is an arbitrary number. There is nothing secret about it; it is just that in our experience, frequency of contact, 

frequency of observation, significantly in excess of the two or three observations provided by most evaluation systems 

today is needed to accustom teachers to more public discourse about their practice and to produce truly useful analysis 

and feedback for them. 
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5. “At-risk” and “dismissal” procedures that are fair, forthright, humane, clearly signaled and clearly 
different from the purposes of observation at other times.   

6. Evaluation that “counts,” insulated from supervision for improvement by separate procedures and 
calendar periods (though not necessarily by different personnel). 

7. Systematic induction and training of newly-hired administrators and teachers. 
8. Development of structures, resources and cultural expectations that support teachers getting 

frequent, quality feedback on their practice from a knowledgeable professional.   
9. Development of structures, resources and cultural expectations that support teachers and 

administrators viewing themselves as constant learners.  
 

These nine tasks provide the essential building blocks of effective supervision and evaluation; once in place 
they will provide a solid foundation upon which to build a school culture that truly encourages learning for 
staff and students alike.  In the chapters that follow, we will share what we have learned about accomplishing 
each of these tasks effectively.   
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