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ABSTRACT
Many states only recently incorporated indicators of student 
achievement into teacher evaluation systems for Non-Tested Subjects 
and Grades (NTSG). This study examines how practices related to 
the inclusion of student achievement measures vary across states 
as to the discretion left to districts in defining and implementing 
evaluation systems for teachers in NTSG. For each state, information 
about current practices was obtained through document analysis 
and, when provided, feedback from state department representatives. 
We find substantial variation in state polices. Some states — notably 
those that received Race to the Top funding — afford districts with 
considerably less local control than others. Results presented here 
provide rich descriptive information and highlight the need for future 
studies related to local control and teacher evaluation.

Introduction

In recent years, states and local school districts across the United States moved to incorpo-
rate indicators of student achievement into existing or newly envisioned teacher evaluation 
systems. This trend was largely the result of two federal policy initiatives. The first was Race 
to the Top (RTTT), a competitive grant programme which offered sizeable funds to the 12 
states who were selected as Round 1 or 2 winners through a comprehensive application 
process. The second was Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) waiver require-
ments, which allowed states flexibility in meeting provisions of the No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) Act in return for adhering to additional accountability measures. As of 2014, 43 
states plus Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia received ESEA waivers, which neces-
sitated the inclusion of measures of student growth in teacher evaluation. The rationale 
behind this policy is that effective teaching should result in improved student outcomes, 
and consequently teacher evaluation systems must, among other things, incorporate such 
measures if they are to identify effective teaching.
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Two of the biggest challenges faced by states working to develop teacher evaluation 
systems are determining how to identify appropriate measures of student achievement and 
how to use those measures to make inferences about a teacher’s impact on student learning. 
While these challenges apply to the evaluation of all teachers, they are especially problem-
atic when defining procedures for teachers associated with subjects and grades for which 
high-quality student performance data (such as state-developed standardised assessments) 
are not readily available; ESEA only requires annual standardised testing for mathematics 
and English Language Arts in grades 3 through 8 and once in high school. For teachers in 
‘Tested Subjects and Grades’ (TSG), econometric approaches have been developed, which 
can, to some degree, isolate a teacher’s contribution to student learning. These techniques 
include value-added modelling (VAM) and student growth percentiles (SGP), which use 
data about a student’s prior achievement to predict ‘expected’ performance, or compare 
achievement to a set of academic peers, respectively. For teachers not in these areas – those 
in the so-called ‘non-tested subjects and grades’ (NTSG) – the lack of vertical standardised 
achievement results largely precludes the use of VAM and SGP, and other techniques which 
purport to estimate teacher effectiveness using student outcomes had not been developed 
until much more recently.

Half a decade ago, the number of states with state-defined teacher evaluation systems 
in place was extremely limited – consisting mainly of those which had received RTTT or 
other external funds (e.g. Teacher Incentive Fund) – and most of the attention has focused 
on the development of procedures appropriate for TSG with relatively little attention paid 
to NTSG. In the span of just three years, however, most states had responded with teacher 
evaluation systems that include specifications for NTSG (Hull, 2013), albeit in very different 
ways. This was due to the novelty of using student achievement in NTSG teacher evaluation, 
the adoption of which was accelerated and shaped by RTTT and ESEA Waiver requirements. 
For these and other related reasons – a lack of consensus around best practices in this area 
and differing effects of RTTT for winners and non-winners – we hypothesise that states 
were likely to devolve varying degrees of authority to districts in the construction and 
implementation of teacher evaluation systems.

Until these recent policy developments, teacher evaluation was decentralised – a prac-
tice which essentially was completely under the purview of the nearly 14,000 local school 
districts in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2012). A 
growing dissatisfaction with systems of educator evaluation, coupled with a renewed focus 
on the classroom teacher as a means to promote achievement, has led to teacher evaluation 
reform to be incorporated into the wider accountability movement. Broadly speaking, the 
insertion of accountability mechanisms through federal and state policy has the intended 
effect of creating high standards through the establishment of standardised assessments 
from which school quality is judged (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). Standardisation has ensured 
higher levels of comparability across schools, which, proponents would argue, allows the 
education community to better diagnose and replicate effective practices due to clearer 
(albeit narrow) definitions of school quality. This same line of reasoning argues for federal 
and state involvement in the creation of teacher evaluation systems: a level of standardi-
sation and comparability allows for the identification and promotion of effective teaching 
practices, as well as consequences for continued ineffective teaching.

Conversely, a more centralised system of education brings with it potential disadvan-
tages in the form of decreased flexibility necessary to tailor the educational process to 
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a variety of student populations. In regards to teacher evaluation, this could mean that 
successful teachers may look different – in terms of practice as well as the evidence used 
to support their effectiveness – depending upon the particular needs of the students they 
serve. This tension may only be resolved by understanding which aspects of education 
may require greater flexibility, and which aspects benefit from some standardisation. One 
may envision an ideal distribution of decision-making power in the creation of teacher 
evaluation systems, but the nascent body of literature does little to illuminate what such 
a distribution would look like. An important first step in this regard is to uncover key 
areas of variability that currently exist, as well as the policy mechanisms that created such 
a landscape; this paper makes this first step. We detail the extent to which local control 
varies across states in a crucial area of reform, and examine how variation in local control 
is related to a signature piece of federal legislation. We find very few studies that empiri-
cally examine local control, which adds to the importance of the findings presented here.

It is important to emphasise the relevance of such a line of inquiry within the context 
of US public education, which has long been seen as the responsibility of individual states 
as opposed to the federal government – a dynamic encoded in the Tenth Amendment of 
the Constitution. Despite growing financial involvement by the federal government in 
recent decades, state and local governments currently contribute roughly 90% of all public 
education funds (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2015). Given that much 
power is devolved from the federal government, states may differ considerably in the 
extent to which the state governmental entities may create top-down education policies for 
the local school districts to follow, on one hand, and the amount that states may delegate 
decision-making power to local school districts, on the other. In this paper, we define 
‘local control’ to be the complete or near complete devolving of education policy-making 
authority down to the level of school districts. During the 1990s and 2000s, there was an 
unprecedented expansion in the role of the federal government via accountability leg-
islation (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). The signature federal policies of this era – NCLB, RTTT 
and ESEA Waivers – increased the federal role through mechanisms intended to broaden 
the influence of state governments and decrease local control (McGuinn, 2012). This 
expanded deferral role was questioned by many, as there exists wide support for general 
notions of local control in the United States (Jacobsen & Saultz, 2012). A scan of popular 
press articles after the re-authorisation of ESEA in late 2015 (Layton, 2015; Resmovits, 
2015) suggests that issues of local control remain very visible in the United States.

Purpose

In this paper, we briefly summarise current state practices related to the collection and eval-
uation of student achievement measures to support the evaluation of NTSG teachers. Then 
we examine how such practices vary across states as to the discretion left up to districts in 
determining their own systems. A focus on the role of student achievement, specifically, in 
teacher evaluation is appropriate in this respect as other features of teacher evaluation (i.e. 
observations of practice) can typically be applied to all teachers and therefore show much 
greater consistency across states. Furthermore, the use of student achievement in the evalu-
ation for teachers in TSG has received considerably more attention in the literature, so there 
is less of a need to document policy surrounding these teachers. Thus, the use of student 
achievement measures in NTSG teacher evaluation provides a unique and compelling lens 
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from which to examine issues of local control. Specifically, we wish to answer the following 
research questions:

(1) � �  What are the dimensions on which NTSG evaluation systems vary?
(2) � �  Is there variation across states as to the discretion left up to school districts in 

establishing systems of teacher evaluation in NTSG?
(3) � �  Is the amount of local control in a state related to the receipt of RTTT funds?

Literature review

The state of teacher evaluation in NTSG

The paucity of literature around teacher evaluation in NTSG relative to TSG could be con-
sidered alarming, especially given the fact that NTSG teachers outnumber TSG teachers by 
more than two-to-one (Prince et al., 2009). Indeed, many conversations about the impli-
cations of VAM or SGP in teacher evaluation often take place without making mention of 
this fact. As recently as 2011, Sawchuk observed the lack of consensus about best practices 
surrounding the use of student achievement in NTSG teacher evaluation. This was due in 
part to the numerous challenges that arise when attempting to make inferences about teacher 
effectiveness. The use of student growth in teacher evaluation has several requirements: that 
well-defined standards exists, that well-designed assessments are created and reflect student 
growth and that student growth may be attributed to the teacher (Herman, Heritage, & 
Goldschmidt, 2011). Three years ago, states were still exploring potential approaches that 
could be reliable, valid, rigorous and enable cross-classroom comparisons. As Buckley and 
Marion (2011) as well as Goe (2010) observed, a few approaches were being pursued by a 
handful of RTTT states. These methods included models such as shared attribution and stu-
dent learning objectives (SLO). Shared attribution is the practice of using common grade- or 
school-wide metrics for multiple teachers; SLOs are a broad family of approaches in which 
learning goals are set for students using a variety of possible achievement measures, with 
student progress towards those goals informing teacher evaluation. Alternatively, states 
could circumvent these practices through the creation of new end-of-course assessments 
and associated value-added scores and turn NTSG into TSG. Before examining the extent 
of use for these approaches, we first explore the roles that federal and state policy-makers 
have taken in creating new systems of teacher evaluation specifically as well as in education 
policy more generally.

Federal and state involvement

Although the power over public education is formally under the purview of state govern-
ments, historically states have informally ceded control in most areas to localities, albeit 
to varying degrees. However, federal and state involvement in education policy has grown 
steadily in the past decade and a half, initially through the passage of NCLB in 2001 and 
the subsequent use of accountability mechanisms. Many have argued for a more central-
ised education system as a means to achieve equity (McDermott, 1999; Welner, 2001), and 
this presents one reason why accountability has received some level of support from both 
sides of the political divide. As Riley and Coleman (2011) note, the current policy agenda 
around equity is grounded in the broader principles of accountability set by federal and 
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state policy. Whether or not a greater federal and state presence in education in the past 
two decades has actually led to a shrinking of the achievement gaps faced by students in 
poverty and students of colour is another question altogether, but its use as a rallying cry 
for a more centralised education system in the United States is well established. More 
specifically, classroom teachers in particular were increasingly viewed as a primary means 
by which to address disparities in achievement along lines of race and income. The NCLB 
goal of ensuring a ‘highly qualified teacher in every classroom’ represented a pivotal shift in 
accountability, drawing focus away from schools and communities and placing the emphasis 
largely on teachers (Ingersoll, 2005). This movement has evolved, but not winnowed, now 
including a wider array of tactics intended to promote effective classroom teaching; profes-
sional development, accountability mechanisms for teacher preparation programmes, and 
teacher evaluation systems have all received renewed focus in recent years.

The most current federal imprint on education policy largely comes from two mecha-
nisms: ESEA waiver applications and RTTT. Indeed, these two measures have influenced 
education policy in nearly every state. As of this analysis, all but seven states had been 
granted ESEA waivers, which included addressing Principal 3: a call for ‘supporting effec-
tive instruction’. RTTT had a similar effect in spite of the fact that fewer than half of states 
received RTTT funding, because all but four states applied for grants and generally enacted 
or prepared to enact policies to be competitive in the application. Importantly, even applying 
for a RTTT grant entailed some stipulations, including the permissibility of linking of stu-
dent achievement with teachers. The focus of RTTT shifted the timbre of federal involvement 
in education in two key ways. First, it represented a clear inducement rather than a penalty, 
provisioning extra funding rather than possibility withholding allocations that were long 
part of district budgets. Second, RTTT was concerned primarily with outcomes, rather than 
the process by which those outcomes are achieved (Nee, 2010). Because of this emphasis 
on ends – particularly in areas such as NTSG teacher evaluation where best practices were 
lacking – it is easy to see how many different approaches could be employed.

Indeed, these aspects of RTTT had profound implications. As McGuinn (2012) argues, 
‘RTTT is fundamentally about two things: creating political cover for state education 
reformers to innovate and helping states construct the administrative capacity to imple-
ment these innovations effectively’ (p. 137). The former of these two goals is particularly 
germane in the realm of teacher evaluation, which has been a controversial area for 
states to address on their own. The result is that the increased role of the federal gov-
ernment in education policy has not diminished, but rather commensurately increased, 
the power of state governments in such areas (Marsh & Wohlstetter, 2013). In fact, this 
symbiotic expansion of the federal and state roles in education policy was observed in 
the years preceding NCLB as well (McDonnell, 2013). Many states moved from com-
pliance monitors to active participants in the formation of teacher evaluation systems, 
often creating dedicated working units or partnering with outside agencies (Pennington, 
2014). However, states also responded in very different ways, particularly as this relates to 
the state role in teacher evaluation. For example, Superfine, Gottlieb, and Smylie (2012) 
argued that New York and Rhode Island – both RTTT states – serve as contrasting case 
studies in terms of the level of local control afforded to districts in the creating of teacher 
evaluation systems. Those states intent on preserving local control may do so, to some 
degree, in the face of a greater federal presence; those states with historically strong roles 
may grow in reach in such an environment.
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Local control

A simple conclusion from this literature might be that individual school districts now have 
less sway in policy matters, on average. However, some have argued that a stronger national 
and state presence does not necessarily diminish the importance of district-level deci-
sion-making (Henig, 2009; Marsh & Wohlstetter, 2013). Rather than view the education pol-
icy labyrinth as a zero-sum game, one could infer that increased federal and state influence 
may actually empower localities. After all, successful national and state policy rests on the 
implementation efforts of local actors. As Henig (2009) observed, politics around education 
now more closely resemble that of other domestic issues such as housing and social services. 
However, if one takes a broad enough view, the locus of control must sum to zero; it flows as 
a tautology that all actors in a given arena cannot simultaneously grow in power. If all levels 
of school governance – as well as a slew of non-profits, foundations and think tanks – have 
greater influences on policy, then some group must be losing ground. The views advocated 
by teachers unions has in some ways shifted to be more in line with the federal (and many 
states’) policy agenda, particularly with regards to the evaluation of teachers (Toch, 2011; 
Tucker, 2012). Whether or not this is seen as a decrease in the influence of unions may be 
semantic. A key takeaway in regards to this study is that a greater overall federal and state 
involvement in teacher evaluation might not ensure less of a role for all districts in all ways, 
and even more likely not a diminished influence for all districts. A well-articulated state 
plan that devolves substantial decision-making to the local level could actually empower 
districts compared to the status quo. Conversely, one must also acknowledge that a highly 
prescriptive system could limit the reach of local decision-making.

At the heart of the debate over the locus of control is the trade-off between maintaining 
high standards, the efficiencies gained with state and federal control (avoiding the ‘rein-
vention of the wheel’), and the flexibility that is necessary when crafting effective solutions 
for schools that serve very different student populations. Indeed, the lack of flexibility and 
one-size fits-all critique of NCLB is some of the impetus behind ESEA flexibility waivers. 
The causal argument made for local control is that when individual schools and teachers are 
given greater autonomy and responsibility in decision-making, the process becomes more 
nimble and solutions may be targeted to the needs of their students. The body of research 
which connects the locus of control to student outcomes, however, is far from equivocal. 
There is some evidence to suggest that greater accountability – one form of decreased local 
control – raises overall student achievement. For instance, a number of studies have shown 
that accountability in the form of high-stakes testing may improve student achievement 
(Braun, 2004; Dee & Jacob, 2011; Hanushek & Raymond, 2004). However, such gains may 
not be distributed uniformly: Wei (2012) took advantage of the fact that several facets in 
NCLB led to variability in the stringency across states to examine the effect of accountability 
on achievement, finding substantially different effects of across grades, subjects and ethnic 
subgroups. The empirical support for the effectiveness of accountability should be further 
tempered by the notion that such gains in achievement may be caused by the narrowing 
of curricula, teaching to the test and other related concerns about high-stakes testing in 
general (Darling-Hammond, 2004), and there is some evidence to support this (Amrein 
& Berliner, 2002). Along these lines, a study by Honig and Rainey (2012) suggests that 
increased school-level decision-making may lead to a deeper form of school improvement, 
representing gains which may be difficult to measure.
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This discussion could leave one wondering: What does local really mean? In essence, 
local control can have very different practical implications. For example, in examining 
cases where a state-defined value-added score versus a state-defined goal-setting process 
are suddenly required in high-stakes teacher evaluation – both instances of diminished 
local control – one may conclude that teachers are likely to feel much more empowered in 
the latter case than in the former one. Similarly, the implications of high local control are 
also muddled, as there are multiple levels within localities. Henig (2009) notes that school 
district bureaucracies have probably played the single most important role in diminishing 
school-level autonomy. Thus, even in cases where school districts are free to make their 
own decision, the true implementers of policy – principals and teachers – might have little 
control over some important facets of their work if district administration creates rigid 
procedures, or vice versa. To this point Honig and Rainey (2012) conclude that in order 
for school-level autonomy to be realised, district offices may need to undergo considerable 
systemic change by removing administrative barriers while helping schools build capacity 
to engage in such endeavours as budgeting and academic planning. These examples serve 
to highlight nuances when investigating issues of local control, but by no means should 
be seen as reasons to not delve into such a topic. The body of literature which empirically 
examines the effects of local control is still developing, and this study is in part an effort 
to push research deeper into this area by seeking to document its variability and connect 
it to policy levers.

Ultimately, this discussion of local control must venture beyond the overall matrix of 
decision-making to include those specific areas of education that should be loosely con-
trolled and those which might require a greater state presence. Clearly the values of flex-
ibility and accountability may collide at times, and in some ways flexibility is antithetical 
to educational practices whose aim is to ensure comparability and equity across schools. 
However, we believe that these values may coexist in education. As local control relates to 
alternative assessments in the classroom, for instance, Gong and Marion (2006) observed 
that policy-makers generally tolerate and even value flexibility in the classroom when it 
comes to helping students learn – but not when it comes to holding schools accountable. 
A pragmatic approach will seek to understand the elements of education are better served 
with a stronger centralised role, and those that should remain local. Such an approach rests 
on first knowing where decision-making rests, and how federal policy shaped the landscape.

A small number of previous studies have sought to operationalize local control, often 
times conceptualised as accountability. Carnoy and Loeb (2002) use an accountability index 
created by the Centre for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) to estimate the impact of 
state testing policies on student achievement. This index is on a zero to five scale, with 
zero corresponding to no state-level accountability, five corresponding to a high school 
competency test graduation requirement and intermediate scores determined by degrees of 
sanctions, rewards and frequency associated with state testing. Hull (2013) operationalized 
local control in teacher evaluations, specifically, using a rather simple three-point scale. 
States were deemed to have high involvement if components of evaluation were mandated, 
medium involvement if districts could adopt a model or develop a model with certain 
requirements, and low involvement if states played a small role in the implementation of a 
teacher evaluation system. Our current study extends this work considerably by applying 
an extensive protocol to aspect of teacher evaluation systems that is both most variable and 
contentious: the use of student outcomes.
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Data and methods

Data

The data used in this study come from document analysis, which uncovered design aspects 
in systems of teacher evaluation for all 50 states plus the District of Columbia. A list of 
questions, which we refer to here as the ‘protocol’ (see Supplementary Material), was 
uniformly applied to each state in order to determine their respective policies related to 
teacher evaluation. The set of questions in the protocol serves to inform not only this but 
two additional studies, and therefore it contains numerous items of various relevance to 
this study. The protocol is exhaustive in nature, as it captures general aspects of teacher 
evaluation as well as those particular to student achievement measures, NTSG and local 
control.

The document analysis included reviews of state Department of Education (DoE) web-
sites and linked policy and guideline documents, ESEA waiver applications, related state laws 
and statutes and other pertinent documentation. In most cases, it was rather straightforward 
to find supporting documentation in these areas which directly answered questions on the 
protocol document. For instance, ESEA Waiver applications, which among other things 
typically outline proposed changes to teacher evaluation systems, are all readily available 
on the US DoE website. In addition, most states have published supporting documentation 
on teacher evaluation systems, which usually provide immense detail on these matters. 
Many states have also made changes in state code regarding teacher evaluation, and thus 
legal documents also provided relevant information. Note that all these documents, state 
websites, etcetera, need not be fully reviewed; once a protocol was completely answered, 
document analysis for that state was concluded. In order to evaluate and ensure accuracy, 
these completed questionnaires were sent to a DoE personnel identified as being in charge 
teacher evaluation in that state. For instance, most states clearly identify a point of contact 
on their website for questions regarding teacher evaluation. Three follow-up emails were sent 
in roughly one week intervals, urging the state official to review and confirm the protocol 
document. We received feedback from 30 states, which greatly increased our confidence 
in the quality of the data used in this study.

Methods

To provide context for this paper, we begin with a qualitative description of the evaluation 
practices commonly applied across the US for teachers in NTSG. This is meant to address 
our first research question, and to provide the reader with a broad overview of teacher eval-
uation policies. Subsequently, to answer our second and third research questions, we move 
to quantify the amount of local control in all 50 states in the area of teacher evaluation. To 
do so, questions 6, 7, 12, 13, 15 and 17 from the protocol – which are the only questions 
that address local control – were quantified and analysed for inclusion in an index variable.1 
Responses to questions 6, 7, 12, 13 and 15 were operationalized as 0, 1 or 2, with 0 indicating 
that a policy was completely dictated by the state, 1 suggesting that some amount of local 
control was preferred within some state prescriptions, and 2 indicating that full local control 
is granted in such a policy decision. Questions 17 was operationalized dichotomously (0 
or 1) because the practical implications of this item in terms of local control – whether or 
not a district has the ability to choose between a compensatory or conjunctive evaluation 
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model – were deemed less important than the implications of the other five items. For 
each state, an NTSG Local Control Index (NTSGLCI) was created by summing the values 
assigned to each of these questions, resulting in score scale of 0 to 11. The states with a high 
NTSGLCI leave most/all decisions regarding the use of student achievement up to individual 
districts, including the structure of evaluation systems, how assessments are identified and 
how scores are operationalized and aggregated. Conversely, states with a low NTSGLCI 
generally dictate how assessments may be selected, what analytic approaches are used, and 
how scores are incorporated into evaluation systems.

Once the NTSGLCI is calculated, reliability testing is conducted through the calculation 
of Cronbach’s alpha. A high Cronbach’s alpha suggests that these items of local control are 
related, and thus our index measure has a high internal consistency. Ideally, the construct 
validity of this measure would be established through comparisons of multiple other scales 
that measure local control of states during the same time period. The only such scale is 
one developed by Hull (2013), which divides states into three categories of involvement in 
teacher evaluation system based on broad policy measures. A Spearman rank correlation 
coefficient is calculated for the relationship between the NTSGLCI and Hull’s, 2013 index. 
Next, descriptive statistics of NTSGLCI are evaluated across states, including both measures 
of central tendency (mean, mode) and variation (standard deviation, qualitative descriptions 
of its distribution). We then graphically examine trends in NTSGLCI through the use of a 
choropleth map of the US. Since RTTT winners were overwhelmingly found on the East 
Coast, this would provide a visual confirmation of a relationship between RTTT receipt 
and local control. Finally, we test for this relationship more explicitly by comparing average 
NTSGLCI scores for RTTT and non-RTTT states.

Findings

General trends

By the 2014–2015 school year, 36 states had fully operational teacher evaluation systems 
in NTSG. We find considerable variation in the type of student achievement measures 
used in NTSG evaluation, as well as in how such measures are incorporated into an evalu-
ation score. The types of assessments vary tremendously, from more traditional vendor- or 
state-developed end-of-course type assessments, to teacher-created assessments, to more 
broadly conceived measures of achievement such as graduation rates and achievement 
gap-reduction statistics. There is also considerable variability in how student achievement 
measures are then analysed and aggregated to inform evaluation. The use of goal setting 
procedures (usually through an SLO process) and shared attribution (which can include 
shared SLOs in addition to VAM results, gap reduction, graduation rates, etc.) are the two 
broad categories most commonly in use: an SLO process is being used in roughly two-
thirds of states, while nearly half of states use some form of shared attribution. These two 
practices are by no means mutually exclusive, as the majority of states that promote shared 
attribution also incorporate some form of SLO. Portfolio approaches, which rely on the 
collection and evaluation of a body of student evidence to make inferences about the value 
a teacher adds to his/her students may be used in cases where districts have the freedom to 
define achievement measures, and are specifically referred to in states such as Tennessee 
and Massachusetts.
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Even in states that share a general approach, the practical impact on students and teachers 
can differ substantially. For instance, the use of SLOs differs considerably in terms of who 
selects assessments, how many SLOs must be used, how weighting occurs and the amount 
of guidance provided to teachers and evaluators. For instance, the State of Georgia reviews 
and approves SLOs, whereas states such as New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Colorado 
largely leave this process up to the districts. The implementation of shared attribution is even 
more nuanced, as the level of attribution (grade, instructional team, school, district, etc.) as 
well as the metric used (mathematics and English Language Arts VAM scores, graduation 
rates, etc.) can completely change the meaning and consequences of shared attribution in 
teacher evaluation. There is, of course, variability across grades and subjects within states 
and districts, and this serves to limit the generalizability of practices to all NTSG teachers 
within a state. For instance, in Tennessee there are different procedures used in different 
content areas: a portfolio-based approach is used in pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, physical 
education, world languages and the fine arts, while shared attribution is used for teachers 
in other NTSG.

NTSGLCI: an index of local control

The NTSGLCI was created by operationalizing and summing together the six questions 
related to local control from the protocol. These individual measures exhibited mean-
ingful variability across states, as judged by their standard deviations. Furthermore, each 
individual measure was positively correlated to the other measures, and consequently the 
NTSGLCI (see Table 1), suggesting their suitability for inclusion in the index. The internal 

Table 1. Spearman correlation coefficients, measures of local control in NTSG teacher evaluation.

*Significant at the α = 0.05 level.

  Selects 
achieve

Approves 
achieve

Selects 
analytic

Aggregates 
scores

Alternate 
systems

Model 
structure NTSGLCI

Who selects 
measures 
of student 
achieve-
ment?

1.00

Who 
approves 
measures 
of student 
achieve-
ment?

0.58* 1.00

Who selects 
the analytic 
approach?

0.28* 0.32* 1.00

Who 
aggregates 
scores?

0.24 .31* 0.59* 1.00

May alternate 
systems be 
developed?

0.24 0.33* 0.57* 0.52* 1.00

Who de-
termines 
model 
structure?

0.30* 0.27 0.50* 0.36* 0.60* 1.00  

NTSGLCI 0.56* 0.62* 0.80* 0.73* 0.78* 0.70* 1.00
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consistency of this composite was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha, which yielded a moder-
ately high coefficient, α = 0.79. This exceeds Nunnaly’s rule of thumb of 0.7 for a sufficiently 
high alpha (Nunnaly, 1978), confirming the reliability of the composite. Next, a Spearman 
rank correlation coefficient is calculated between the NTSGLCI and Hull’s (2013) index of 
state involvement. We find this correlation to be 0.32, which may be considered moderate 
correlation, and provides some construct validity for the NTSGLCI as a measure of local 
control.

We found that the degree of local control as it pertains to NTSG teacher evaluation 
varies substantially across US states, as illustrated by the histogram of NTSGLCI values in 
Figure 1.2 The average NTSGLCI across all states was 7.6, with values ranging from 1 to 
11. The modal score for the NTSGLCI was 11, which corresponds to essentially complete 
local control related to the specification and use of student achievement measures in teacher 
evaluation for NTSG. A total of 11 states received this maximum score, states which include 
those that have not received ESEA waivers, states that have yet to fully establish policy in this 
area and states that strongly favour local control and have only issued suggestive guidelines 
around teacher evaluation. Outside of this fair proportion of states with near-complete local 
control, the overall distribution of NTSGLCI was rather flat, with nearly the full range of 
possible outcomes being presented. For instance, 23 states exhibited an NTSGLCI of 6 or 
less, suggesting that nearly half of the states have a fairly strong presence in the creation of 
teacher evaluation systems in NTSG.

In order to graphically represent the distribution of NTSGLCI, values were aggregated 
into three categories: high, moderate and low local control: states with a NTSGLCI greater 
than 8 were deemed to have high local control; those with an NTSGLIC less than 5 were 
identified as low local control states; states in between were deemed moderate.3 Figure 2 
is a choropleth map of the US that shows these three categories, with darker shading cor-
responding to higher levels of local control. The general trends seen on this map – higher 
levels of local control in the north and west; lower levels in the south – are fairly consistent 
with prior studies that have operationalized the amount of local control permitted within 
states (Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Hull, 2013), albeit with some differences in individual states.

Figure 1. Histogram of the index of local control in the use of student achievement measures in NTSG 
teacher evaluation, US states.
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More striking than regional differences is the relationship between RTTT status and 
the NTSGLCI. Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for individual measures as well as the 
NTSGLCI for non-RTTT and RTTT states alike, illustrating the considerable differences 
between these groups. Overall, the average NTSGLCI for RTTT states is 5.5, compared to 
8.1 for non-RTTT states. To put the magnitude of such differences in perspective, effect 
sizes were calculated (far right column, Table 2). Effect sizes of differences in individual 
measures across RTTT status ranged from 0.2 SD for ‘Who Aggregates Scores?’ to 1.1 SD 
for ‘May Alternate Systems be Developed?’ Thus, RTTT and non-RTTT states differed only 
slightly in defining where the responsibility for aggregating summative scores lies; however, 
RTTT states were much more likely to require approval for alternate evaluation systems – 
or else prohibit alternate systems entirely – than were non-RTTT states. Overall, an effect 
size of 0.9 SD in NTSGLCI means across these two groups of states suggests a meaningful 
relationship between the receipt of RTTT funds and the level of local control in using stu-
dent achievement measures to inform teacher evaluation in NTSG. This relationship is even 
more dramatic when looking at only the Phase 1 or 2 RTTT state winners, which received 
considerably more funding than did Phase 3 winners: of the 11 Phase 1 or 2 winners, 6 
preserved a low level (NTSGLCI < 5) and 3 preserved a moderate (5 ≤ NTSGLCI < 9) level 
of local control, with an average NTSGLCI of 4.7.

Discussion

High-quality teacher evaluation systems may have the ability to improve instruction, and 
ultimately student achievement (Taylor & Tyler, 2012). As a system that has student improve-
ment at its core, it seems logical for teacher evaluation to incorporate measures of student 
learning. This paper presents a full scan of such practices in the United States, which should 

Figure 2. Choropleth map illustrating low (lightest), medium, and high (darkest) local control states in 
NTSG teacher evaluation in US.
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be of interest to researchers and policy-makers alike. We also ask: What is the policy-making 
authority on such matters? Here there are numerous, important philosophical consider-
ations at play, including the trade-off between flexibility and efficiency when allowing for 
local control. We do not argue that local or state control is good or bad, in and of itself. 
Rather, we feel that in order for informed decisions to take place around such matters, such 
as when the provision of flexibility is beneficial and when best practice should be defined, 
it is important to document and evaluate current practices.

There is essentially no research that illuminates the connection between levels of state 
control and student outcomes (Wei, 2012). Furthermore, no other study has examined the 
variability in state approaches to teacher evaluation in NTSG – a category which, despite 
including the majority of teachers in the United States, has received less attention than 
teachers who receive a state-supplied growth or value-added score. Because of the diffi-
culties that arise when trying to include measures of student growth in the evaluation of 
NTSG teachers, and because such challenges are only beginning to be addressed, there is 
an astounding amount of variation in state approaches. In particular, the extent to which 
states allow districts to create their own systems as opposed to follow rather rigid state-de-
veloped procedures varies considerably across states. In which areas of teacher evaluation 
might local control be beneficial, and in which areas might a greater or lesser role for the 
state be warranted? When does flexibility in the use of student growth measures lead to 
better systems, and when might such flexibility create inefficiencies or lead to poor practice? 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics, measures of local control in NTSG teacher evaluation (higher numbers 
indicate greater local control) for RTTT and non-RTTT States.

*Although a value of 0 is possible, no states were observed with this value.
**Calculated as follows: effect size of difference = (non-RTTT mean – RTTT mean)/(pooled standard deviation).

Abbreviated 
protocol 
question

Question 
number Range

Mean (All 
states)

SD (All 
states)

Mean 
(non-RTTT 

states, 
only)

Mean 
(RTTT 
states, 
only)

Effect size 
of differ-
ence**

Who selects 
measures 
of student 
achieve-
ment?

6 0 to 2 1.6 1.6 1.7 1.3 0.7

Who 
approves 
measures 
of student 
achieve-
ment?

7 0 to 2 1.6 1.6 1.7 1.3 0.5

Who selects 
the analytic 
approach?

12 0 to 2 1.1 1.1 1.3 0.7 0.7

Who 
aggregates 
scores?

13 0 to 2 1.3 1.3 1.4 1.2 0.2

May alternate 
systems be 
developed?

15 0 to 2 1.2 1.2 1.4 0.7 1.1

Who de-
termines 
model 
structure?

17 0 to 1 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.6

NTSGLCI 1 to 11* 7.6 3.1 8.1 5.5 0.9
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These are important questions, and the results from this paper will provide a platform from 
which future studies can address them.

Although a complex concept such as local control is difficult to operationalize, this 
study finds very real differences in this regard across states as it pertains to NTSG teacher 
evaluation. We find considerable range in the NTSGLCI for states, which translates to 
meaningful, practical differences for districts across the United States. Furthermore, the 
correlation between NTSGLCI and receiving RTTT funds represents empirical evidence 
for the connection between federal and state roles in education policy in general, and in 
teacher evaluation specifically. Although it is not the case that the level of local control is 
consistent within a state, district or even school, as different standard practices of evaluation 
exist across subjects and grades even within NTSG, nonetheless compelling trends emerge. 
This study provides the rare empirical evidence that a federal policy initiative decreased 
local control; although this is often assumed, it is seldom tested. Specifically, RTTT appears 
to have led to more prescriptive teacher evaluation systems, including how student achieve-
ment measures are used in such systems, for those states that won RTTT awards. Future 
studies should investigate the implications and consequences of these polices by leveraging 
the variability in local discretion which they created. For instance, a future study could utilise 
the NTSGLCI to examine the impact of local control in NTSG teacher evaluation on state-
level performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). However, 
conversations about these matters must also go beyond student achievement to look at an 
array of indicators which scrutinise the very nature of public education. As McDonnell 
(2013) asserts, we should seek to understand the impact of increased federal and state roles 
‘on public attitudes toward the schools; on how parents, educators, and the public define 
their responsibility to public education; and on the relationship between information about 
school performance and trust in government more broadly’ (p. 184). In other words, public 
education is at its heart a public endeavour, with its body of stakeholders reaching far and 
wide. To this point, a poll found that the public exhibits a general support for local control, 
but unequivocal support does not always extend to more specific policy areas (Jacobsen & 
Saultz, 2012). Thus, the public may appreciate a stronger role for federal government, but 
in nuanced and often narrow ways. It is important that when states restrict local control 
in the name of efficiency or holding high standards, it is done with explicit intentions and 
rationale, and in areas where research and practice suggest a lack of capacity at the local 
level would benefit from a greater state role.
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Notes

1. � Question 9 was also examined for inclusion in this index. However, state responses to 
this question proved difficult to classify. Furthermore, reliability testing found that the 
operationalized response to question 9 decreased the internal consistency of the index 
variable. For these reasons, it was not included.

2. � Washington DC is excluded from these analyses, given that it is a district and not a state.
3. � The number of groups and cut points between these groups could be considered somewhat 

arbitrary. One may have included only two groups, for instance, or set the cut points differently 
between high and moderate local control. Ultimately the decisions made with two criteria 
in mind: (1) preserve that natural groupings that seemed to emerge from the distribution 
of the NTSGLCI and (2) generate a somewhat-even distribution of states into each group. 
For example, there was a steep drop off between values of 8 and 9, so that was deemed 
an appropriate cut for high and moderate categories. The cut between moderate and low 
categories was made using the latter of the two criteria.
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