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Teachers with lowest evaluation scores are 
overrepresented in high-poverty schools  

New UChicago Consortium Study Examines How REACH Students Teacher 
Evaluation Scores Relate to School, Teacher Characteristics    

 
CHICAGO – A new research report from the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research 
(Consortium) finds teachers with the lowest scores on the REACH Students teacher evaluation 
system are overrepresented in schools serving the most disadvantaged students, while teachers 
with the highest observation scores are underrepresented in these schools. 
 
The study uses data from the 2013-14 school year, which represents the first comprehensive 
snapshot of evaluation scores for Chicago Public School teachers under the new REACH Students 
teacher evaluation system. This includes value-added scores based on students’ gains on tests, as 
well as scores from observations of teaching practices in classrooms. It finds 26 percent of teachers 
with the lowest value-added scores are in schools with the highest concentrations of poverty, while 
13 percent are in schools with the lowest concentrations of poverty. The differences in observation 
scores are more pronounced: 30 percent of the lowest-scoring teachers are found in the highest-
poverty schools, while only 9 percent are in schools with the lowest poverty. In other words, 
observation scores have a stronger relationship with school characteristics, such as poverty, than 
value-added scores. While more research needs to be done in Chicago to understand why these 
differences exist, other research suggests these differences could arise because it is more difficult to 
recruit and retain high-scoring teachers in high-poverty schools, or because it is more difficult to 
get a high observation score if teaching in a high-poverty school. The report also finds teachers in 
schools with better organizational and learning climates tend to have higher value-added and 
observation scores, and these differences remain significant when comparing schools with similar 
student characteristics, including poverty level.  
 
REACH and other teacher evaluation systems employ multiple measures to capture different 
aspects of teacher performance. Value-added scores are intended to capture student growth on test 
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scores, and explicitly control for measures of student disadvantage, such as poverty and previous 
achievement. Observation ratings are intended to capture a teacher’s level of instructional practice, 
and do not control for any student or school characteristics, such as poverty.  

“Teaching is the interaction between a teacher and students in a specific classroom context. 
Observations are intended to provide an opportunity for structured feedback on teachers’ 
instructional practice, and we know from other research that effective teaching plays a critical role 
in improving student outcomes,” says report lead author Jennie Y. Jiang, a research analyst at the 
Consortium. “More research is needed, however, to understand the degree to which observation 
scores may be reflecting true differences in instructional practice or contextual factors, such as 
classroom and school composition.” 

The study also finds that, on average, African American, Latino, and other minority (i.e. Asian, 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Native American, and multi-racial), teachers’ observation scores are 
lower than white teachers’ observation scores. However, for African American teachers, who are 
overrepresented in the highest-poverty schools, most of this difference seems to be due to the 
relationship between observation scores and school characteristics, such as school-level poverty. 
There were no significant differences by teacher race/ethnicity on either reading or math value-
added scores.  

Other key findings include: 
• There are some differences in teachers’ evaluation scores, depending on experience

and credentials.
Teachers with more experience have higher scores on value-added and 
observations than new teachers. Differences between teachers with National Board 
Certification or advanced degrees, compared to those without those credentials, 
were found only on observation scores, not value added.  

• Male teachers have lower observation and value-added scores than female teachers.
On average, male teachers scored lower than female teachers on observations and 
slightly lower on value added than their female counterparts. 

“New teacher evaluation systems are providing a wealth of new data that researchers are only 
beginning to analyze. For instance, this is the first time it has been possible to look at how teacher 
evaluation scores relate to teacher and school characteristics because of the extensive data 
provided by REACH Students,” said study author Susan E. Sporte, the Consortium’s Director for 
Research Operations. “Now that we are able to see patterns in the data, the next step is to 
understand why those patterns may exist.” 

This is the latest in a series of Consortium reports on REACH Students. A short retrospective on 
previous findings is available at http://consortium.uchicago.edu/page/teacher-evaluation. 
Copies of prior reports are also available for download.  
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