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Dear Editor: 
 
On February 22nd, Newsday published an article entitled “Most LI districts' teacher evaluations 
skewed toward 'effective' ratings, analysis shows.” The article’s headline and its positioning as the 

lead story made it appear to be an exposeʹ that uncovered a ruse employed by Boards of Education 
and school district leaders to deceive the public about teacher evaluation ratings.  Newsday asserted 
that most school districts had biased their APPR (Annual Professional Performance Review) 
systems for assessing teacher performance by adopting a scoring standard developed by the 
statewide teacher union. In effect, the article argued, school districts across the state have worked in 
collaboration with the teachers union to rig APPR systems to protect teachers from truly rigorous 
evaluations, thereby thwarting New York State’s efforts to remove ineffective educators from the 
classroom. Another Newsday article on February 27th offered a similar refrain. 
 
I take great exception to the Newsday piece. We have worked long and hard to develop and 
implement a reliable, valid, and rigorous system for evaluating the performance of our teachers and 
our principals, and we have fought to maintain the integrity of our system in the face of daunting 
challenges imposed by Albany. Deficiencies with APPR result from decisions by New York State, 
not the School District. Please allow me to explain: 
 

 Under the APPR laws and regulations promulgated by New York State, school districts were 
mandated to negotiate the terms of the new evaluation system with their respective unions. 
The variations in evaluation plans from one district to another that emerged as a result of 
each district negotiating the terms under which employees were to be evaluated were 
therefore inevitable. 
 

 Five years before the State Education Department mandated that school districts select a 
rubric for use in classroom observations of teachers, Garden City chose The Framework for 
Teaching to assess the impact of instruction. This rubric sets high standards for performance. 
It was considered state-of-the-art when we adopted it, and it is still viewed that way today. 
As with any initiative designed to evaluate an act as complex as teaching, the rubric is not an 
easy one to master: our administrators have participated in extensive annual training to 
ensure that they recognize the differences between performance levels and to make sure that 
ratings assigned by one supervisor would be echoed by another supervisor looking at the 
same class. We continue to use The Framework for Teaching to determine 60% of a teacher’s 
final rating. 
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 The State imposed the current APPR system on school districts. In addition to the 60% 
portion of a teacher’s rating based on classroom observations, the system devised by the 
Governor and the State Legislature requires that 20% of a teacher’s ratings come from state 
tests and 20% from local tests. When confronted with the fact that many teachers don’t 
administer state tests, the State Education Department (SED) developed a procedure for 
alternative approaches to testing that was so complex that few could even attempt to explain 
it. (In fact, SED has produced a steady stream of subsequent memos to try to address 
questions raised by teachers and administrators.) School administrators and teachers have 
been consistent in their criticisms of this approach, and the Governor’s new proposal 
abandons the idea altogether.  
 

 Boards of Education were placed under intense pressure to ratify the plans negotiated with 
their unions because the state made it quite clear that the only way to secure needed federal 
aid was to adopt plans before Race to the Top deadlines expired. The total federal monies to 
be awarded to the New York State educational system if the state complied with the 
requirements of Race to the Top was $700 million. How much Race to the Top funding did 
Garden City receive?  Zero! 
 

 The tests administered by the state are subject to question themselves. Passing or “cut” 
scores have been changed to reflect what the state believes are higher standards of 
achievement, but the criteria by which those scores were determined are to say the least, 
murky; some have charged that the scoring levels have been crafted to support  the premise 
that virtually all New York State public schools are “failing.”  
 

 Further, the problem-plagued, hasty roll-out of new standards has made it difficult to hold 
teachers truly accountable for test results. 
 

 As evidence of the “rigged” nature of teacher evaluations, Newsday quoted the Governor as 
asking, "How can 98 percent of the teachers be effective if only 38 percent of the students 
are ready for college?  It can't be."  Even if one accepts the these figures (and there are many 
who do not), the comment cannot apply to Garden City Public Schools where 99% of our 
students go to college, with 95% percent of our most recent graduates attending four-year 
colleges. Almost 90% of our graduates received Regents Diplomas with advanced 
designations, the level New York State cites as demonstrating exemplary accomplishment. 
And even if one discounts New York State’s tests, let’s remember that Garden City High 
School’s results on the PISA Test for High Schools met or exceeded the challenging 
standards set for this internationally-benchmarked exam. 
 

In light of our school district’s exemplary results on multiple metrics, it seems very unfair to 
characterize Garden City Public Schools, as well as many other school districts, with the same broad 
stroke characterizations. All of this is not to say that our work is always perfect in Garden City. We 
recognize that teaching and learning are complex processes; our understanding of how children learn 
best is always evolving.  As a district, we are committed to continuous improvement, and we always 
try to reach higher levels of performance.   
 
The state’s system for evaluating teachers and administrators is flawed: one size does not fit all! 
Despite the obstacles it has presented, Garden City has maintained a rigorous system for teacher and 



administrator performance assessment. Our process provides our professionals with meaningful 
feedback, as determined by thorough classroom observations conducted by trained supervisors as 
well as assessments of student work. Whether or not New York State changes its approach to this 
matter, rest assured that we will strive to maintain an APPR system that has integrity and promotes 
continued professional growth for everyone on our staff. 
         

Sincerely, 

 
Robert Feirsen, Ed.D. 
Superintendent of Schools 

 
 
 

 

 

 

    
 


