Stated Briefly

The utility of teacher
and student surveys in
principal evaluations:
An empirical investigation
Keke Liu
Jeff Springer
David Stuit
Basis Policy Research

Stated Briefly

Jim Lindsay
Yinmei Wan
American Institutes for Research

In collaboration with the Midwest Urban Research Alliance

This brief summarizes the findings of a recent study that examined whether adding
results from teacher and student feedback surveys to one district’s principal evaluation
system strengthened the link between principals’ evaluation ratings and their schools’
achievement gains in math and reading. The study also examined whether certain
subscales from student and teacher surveys were better than others at improving the
link between evaluation system ratings and schoolwide student achievement. The study
found that adding the surveys to the district’s principal evaluations strengthened the link
between the evaluation ratings and schoolwide student achievement in math and in a
math-reading composite but not in reading alone.

This brief summarizes the findings of Liu, K., Springer, J., Stuit, D., Lindsay, J., & Wan, Y. (2014). The
utility of teacher and student surveys in principal evaluations: An empirical investigation (REL 2015–047).
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center
for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory Midwest. That
report is available at http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/project.asp?ProjectID=357.
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Why this study?
State and local education agencies across the Regional Educational Laboratory Midwest Region (which
includes Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin) are looking for ways to
improve their principal evaluation systems to help provide better feedback to school principals on how their
leadership practices influence student achievement. Previous research shows that principals have significant
effects on student achievement but that the effects come indirectly through their role in cultivating school
conditions that promote student learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Evaluating
these indirect paths of influence therefore requires sound measures of the school conditions that effective
principals create to improve student achievement.
In partnership with the Midwest Urban Research Alliance, the study team examined whether adding
student and teacher feedback surveys to an existing evaluation system strengthened the statistical link
between principals’ evaluation ratings and their schools’ average student achievement gains in math and
reading. If surveys assessing qualities of the school that are under principals’ control can strengthen the sta
tistical link between principals’ evaluation ratings and their schools’ achievement gains, then incorporat
ing the survey results into principal evaluation systems could improve the quality of feedback to principals
by providing evidence on how well they are cultivating school conditions that facilitate learning. The study
also examined whether certain domains of the students and teacher surveys (box 1) were better than others
at improving the link between evaluation system ratings and schoolwide student achievement.
The study was conducted using data from the 2011/12 school year on principals in 39 elementary and second
ary schools located in a medium-size urban district in the Regional Educational Laboratory Midwest Region.

Box 1. Data and methods
The data included:
Existing principal evaluation measures. The district uses a principal evaluation system that has two measures:
supervisor ratings of principals and schoolwide average student attendance rates.
• Supervisor ratings. The district uses two rubrics that supervisors complete following their observations of
the principal. The rubrics represent core competencies in two areas: job function competency and leader
ship skill competency.
• Attendance. This measure represents the schoolwide average of student attendance rates.
Tripod student and teacher surveys. These surveys were developed by Harvard University researcher Ronald Fer
guson for districts to administer to students, teachers, and principals in order to obtain information about the
learning environment within classrooms, schools, and districts.1 The study team examined Tripod survey data
collected by the district from 8,345 students in grades 3–11 and from 541 teachers. The surveys consist of
statements—or items—to which the student or teacher responds with “totally untrue,” “mostly untrue,” “some
what true,” “mostly true,” or “totally true.” The items in each survey are grouped into domains that measure
distinct conditions of the schools’ teaching and learning environment.
• The Tripod Student Perception Survey. This survey measures students’ perceptions of their classroom and
school environments. It takes approximately 30 minutes to complete. Two measures were constructed from
the items in this survey and used in the analysis:
•

Classroom instructional environment. This measure is based on the average rating of 36 items that are
designed to assess seven domains of classroom instruction, including the degree to which students
(continued)
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Box 1. Data and methods (continued)

•

perceive that their teacher cares about students, controls behavior, clarifies lessons, challenges stu
dents, captivates students, confers with students, and helps students consolidate knowledge.
• School safety and climate. This measure is based on the average rating of six survey items that assess
the degree to which students feel that they are safe in the classroom and school and that student
safety is emphasized by administrators and teachers.
The Tripod Teacher Survey. This survey is designed to capture teachers’ perceptions of school conditions
that research has shown to influence the quality of teaching and learning. It is designed to take about 30
minutes to complete. Four measures were constructed from the items in this survey and included in the
analysis:
• Instructional leadership. This measure is based on teachers’ average ratings of 18 items that assess
the expertise of school instructional leaders in promoting a climate of learning, managing instruction,
and defining the school’s mission.
• Professional learning community. This measure is based on teachers’ average ratings of 12 items that
assess the amount of time spent in professional learning community activities and in collaboration with
teachers on curriculum design and assessment.
• Quality of professional development. This measure is based on teachers’ average ratings of 14 items
that assess the effectiveness of professional development activities and of school leaders’ support for
professional development.
• Cultural press for excellence. This measure is based on teachers’ average rating of three items that
assess whether the school has created a culture of holding adults accountable for excellence and of
setting and achieving goals.

School achievement growth scores. The study team used value-added analysis to calculate schools’ average
achievement gains in math, reading, and a math-reading composite based on student-level data for students
in grades 3–11 from the 2011/12 school year. The data used in the value-added analysis included test scores
from the fall 2011 and spring 2012 administrations of the Northwest Evaluation Association’s (2011) Measures
of Academic Progress and student background characteristics, including race/ethnicity, gender, English learner
status, special education status, and mobility.2
The study team also used an accepted statistical approach (regression analysis) to test whether the surveys
and subscales improved the statistical link between principals’ evaluation ratings and schoolwide student
achievement. Statistically, the link between the evaluation system ratings and schoolwide student achievement
is represented by the amount of variation in achievement that is explained by the evaluation system ratings. The
more between-school variation that is explained by the ratings (indicated by a percentage), the greater the link
between the ratings and achievement.
Notes
1. For more information on the Tripod surveys, see http://tripoded.com.
2. Mobility data indicate students who are new to the school in 2011/12 for reasons other than normal grade promotion.
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What the study found
The study found that adding the average ratings from student and teacher survey measures to the district’s
existing principal evaluation system would help improve the link between the evaluation system ratings
and school-level achievement in math and in the math-reading composite but not in reading.
Adding average ratings from the entire set of student and teacher survey measures to the existing principal evaluation
system significantly improved the link between the evaluation ratings and schools’ achievement growth in math and in
the math-reading composite but not in reading

Adding average ratings from all six teacher and student survey measures to the district’s existing set of
principal evaluation measures (supervisor ratings and school attendance rates) significantly increased the
evaluation system’s link to value-added achievement in math by 39.1 percentage points and to value-added
achievement in the math-reading composite by 36.2 percentage points (figure 1). But including average
survey ratings did not improve the existing system’s link with schools’ value-added achievement in reading.
When added individually, three survey subscales produced a statistically significant improvement in the link between
the existing principal evaluation system and school-level student achievement in math and in the math-reading
composite

Two of the four teacher survey measures (instructional leadership and cultural press for excellence) and one
of the two student survey measures (classroom instructional environment) showed a statistically significant
positive relationship with school-level achievement growth and collectively improved the link between the
principal evaluation ratings and schools’ achievement growth in math and the math-reading composite
when added to the existing set of evaluation measures. The instructional leadership subscale increased the
link between the principal evaluation system and achievement in the math-reading composite by 10.7 per
centage points, the cultural press for excellence measure increased the link by 8.1 percentage points, and
the classroom instructional measure increased the link by 13.5 percentage points (figure 1).
However, when schools’ achievement growth in math and reading was considered separately, different pat
terns of relationships became apparent. The percentage point increase in links between principal evalu
ation scores and achievement growth in math was 12.1 percentage points when instructional leadership
was added to the evaluation system, 8.3 percentage points when cultural press for excellence was added,
and 14.5 percentage points when classroom instructional environment was added (all three increases were
statistically significant at p < .10). Adding the same survey measures to principal evaluation scores yielded
no improvements in the link between those scores and schools’ achievement growth in reading.
The optimal set of survey measures included the instructional leadership measure from the teacher survey and the
classroom instructional environment measure from the student survey

The instructional leadership measure (from the teacher survey) and the classroom instructional environ
ment measure (from the student survey) represented the optimal combination of survey measures. Adding
the two measures improved the link between principals’ ratings and student achievement gains by 28.8 per
centage points in math (14.5 percentage points for classroom instructional environment plus 14.3 per
centage points for instructional leadership; figure 2) and by 26.5 percentage points in the math-reading
composite (13.5 percentage points for classroom instructional environment plus 13.0 percentage points for
instructional leadership; figure 3). Including any of the other subscales on top of these added little to the
link between the evaluation system and schoolwide student achievement in math and the math-reading
composite.
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Figure 1. Two of the four teacher survey measures and one of the two student survey measures
significantly improved the link between principals’ evaluation ratings and their school’s composite
reading and math achievement gains
Improvement in the link between principal evaluation ratings and school achievement gains in the math-reading composite above and
beyond the existing measures
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* indicates a statistically significant relationship at p < .10.
(T) indicates that the subscale is in the teacher survey; (S) indicates that the subscale is in the student survey.
Note: Based on surveys from 541 teachers and 8,345 students in 39 schools. The bars indicate the percentage of variation in
schools’ value-added achievement (math and reading composite) that is explained when each survey measure is added to the
existing principal evaluation measures. The more variation that is explained by the ratings, the greater the alignment between the
principal evaluation system and schoolwide student achievement.
Source: Authors’ analysis based on data provided by the district.

Implications for local and state education agencies
This study found evidence to support the use of student and teacher survey measures in this district’s prin
cipal evaluation system. Adding all six survey measures increased the link between principals’ evaluation
ratings and their schools’ student achievement gains (math-reading composite) by 36.2 percentage points.
These results suggest that surveys are a viable option for districts to consider when developing their prin
cipal evaluation systems. However, the benefits of the surveys will depend on the quality of the existing
principal evaluation measures.
The findings from this study underscore the importance of incorporating measures of principals’ instruc
tional leadership practices into evaluation systems. Both of the survey measures that were most strongly
associated with student achievement gains—instructional leadership from the teacher survey and class
room instructional environment from the student survey—provide a view of the principal as the instruc
tional leader within the school. This finding is consistent with the research literature, which emphasizes
that principals play a critical role in shaping the quality of instruction in their schools and, in doing so,
can significantly influence student achievement (Béteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2009; Grissom & Loeb,
2009; Portin et al., 2009). Districts that lack sound measures of instructional leadership in their evaluation
systems might consider using student and teacher feedback surveys to improve feedback given to principals
regarding how they shape the instructional conditions in their schools.
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Figure 2. Adding the classroom instructional environment subscale from the student survey and
the instructional leadership subscale from the teacher survey improved the link between the
principal evaluation system and student achievement in math by 28.8 percentage points
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* Increase in explained variance is significant (p < .10).
Note: Based on surveys collected from 541 teachers and 8,345 students in 39 schools. Classroom instructional environment
is a subscale from Tripod’s student survey; instructional leadership is a subscale from Tripod’s teacher survey. The amount of
explained variation indicates the strength of the statistical relationship. The more variation that is explained by the ratings, the
greater the alignment between the principal evaluation system and achievement.
Source: Authors’ analysis based on data provided by the district.

Figure 3. Adding the classroom instructional environment subscale from the student survey and the
instructional leadership subscale from the teacher survey improved the link between the principal evaluation
system and schoolwide student achievement (math-reading composite) by 26.5 percentage points
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* Increase in explained variance is significant (p < .10).
Note: Based on surveys collected from 541 teachers and 8,345 students in 39 schools. Classroom instructional environment
is a subscale from Tripod’s student survey; instructional leadership is a subscale from Tripod’s teacher survey. The amount of
explained variation indicates the strength of the statistical relationship. The more variation that is explained by the ratings, the
greater the alignment between the principal evaluation system and achievement.
Source: Authors’ analysis based on data provided by the district.
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Limitations of the study
The study has two limitations that need to be considered when reflecting on its findings.
First, the findings were based on data drawn from a single urban school district located in the REL Midwest
Region. The school district may serve a different student population, may have different principal eval
uation policies, or may exhibit a different type of professional culture when compared with other school
districts. Therefore, the results of this study do not guarantee that student and teacher surveys will add
significant informational value to all districts’ principal evaluation systems.
Second, this study examined a limited set of principal performance measures. School districts with vali
dated supervisor rating tools that are strongly correlated to student achievement may find that adding new
surveys does not have as much incremental value. The analytic strategy outlined in the full report provides
a roadmap for how districts can evaluate the incremental value of new surveys or other new measures that
are candidates for inclusion in evaluation systems.
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