
Wise Ways® / Academic Development Institute 
 
Indicator: The LEA has a team available to help principals as they deal with underperforming 
employees to minimize principal’s time spent dismissing low performers. (5155) 
 
Explanation: The evidence review indicates that successful staff dismissal protocols often include a 
targeted systems procedure which supports leaders/principals in and through the dismissal process of 
poor performing staff.  Doing so requires the LEA, with possible SEA assistance, bringing together 
qualified teams knowledgeable about all rules, regulations, policies, and laws that govern employee 
dismissal.  This support team approach might include a regionally based group of experts which could be 
deployed to various school sites to assist in the evaluation and dismissal proceedings.  The essential goal 
is to minimize all constraints that confront leaders/principals during the time it requires to terminate 
employment for poor performing teachers. 
 
Questions: What will the LEA do to bring together a team of dismissal experts to assist leaders/principals 
in the termination process for poor performing teachers?  From whom will the LEA seek support to 
assemble this team of experts?  Can the LEA assemble this team locally or will it seek regional 
assistance?  What directives will the LEA provide to assist a dismissal assistance team? 
 
 
Dismissing Ineffective Teachers through Teacher Evaluations 

Strong performance teacher appraisal systems are essential personnel tools that can help school leaders 
enhance the quality of their workforce (Kowal, Rosch, Hassel, & Hassel, 2009).  Ideally teacher 
evaluation/performance appraisal systems are intended to improve teaching by: 1) identifying and 
promoting effective teaching practices that help teachers improve, and 2) facilitating personnel processes 
and policies that help retain effective teachers and dismiss ineffective ones (Master, 2014).  More than 
half of states now report that poor teacher evaluations are grounds for teacher dismissals, and half 
require that evidence of teacher performance be used for making tenure decisions (Doherty & Jacobs, 
2015).  Most states also require the development of improvement plans for ineffective teachers, and 24 
states have policies that give administrators authorization to dismiss teachers who go through the 
improvement process but do not improve (DeNisco, 2014).  Many of these improvement processes 
involve an administrator creating a growth plan that includes professional development plans and 
coaching by a more effective teacher.  The Peer Assistance and Review (PAR) process used in Los 
Angeles allows low-performing teachers to be matched with instructional coaches in their content area 
who observe their practice; this system shows how districts can tap into the expertise of their own 
teachers to conduct rigorous observations that lead to professional growth or to eventual decisions to 
dismiss a teacher (Taylor & Tyler, 2013, as cited in Kraft & Gilmour, 2015).  Teachers are given two years 
to improve within the PAR program, and then if they fail to improve they are marked for dismissal and 
given due process to oppose the decision. 

Some research evidence suggests that teacher evaluations can be used to incentivize highly effective 
teachers to remain and encourage low-performing teachers to leave.  Washington, DC’s IMPACT 
program incorporates classroom observations by principals and external evaluators and student 
performance data into their teacher evaluation system, and provides financial incentives to high-
performing teachers and threats of dismissal to consistently low-performing ones (Dee & Wyckoff, 2013).  
Dee and Wyckoff found that teachers facing a dismissal threat were more likely to leave voluntarily; those 
low-performing teachers who chose to remain were likely to undertake steps to improve and actually 



improved their performance.  Teachers rated as highly effective were likely to be retained and even 
improved their performance further as they worked towards receiving large financial incentives.  
Unfortunately, however, a new study has found continued student achievement gaps within the district, 
and also that teachers identified as highly effective are distributed unequally across district schools, with 
students in the lowest income areas having the least access to these teachers (National Research 
Council, 2015).  Currently district initiatives are being revised to address these findings.    

Some within education reform have called for revisions to teacher tenure practices to improve the quality 
of the teacher workforce.  The Vergara v. California case found components of the state’s tenure 
provisions to be unconstitutional due to denying all students an access to a quality education (Students 
Matter, 2016).  While the case is under appeal, Los Angeles in response has enacted stricter tenure 
policies to prevent ineffective teachers from having job protections that allow them to continue teaching.  
Tenure was previously granted automatically after two years and satisfactory scores on an older teacher 
evaluation measure; however principals must now actively award it based on observations and student 
test scores over a longer time period (DeNisco, 2014).  

New York City recently also implemented several tenure reforms, and a recent study found these reforms 
extended the probationary period of teachers rated as less effective and increased the likelihood that 
these “extended” teachers left their schools (Loeb. Miller, & Wyckoff, 2015).  The researchers also found 
that teachers in schools with high numbers of Black and low-performing students were more likely to be 
extended, and this policy led to additional voluntary attrition as well as involuntary dismissal of a small 
share denied tenure.  Fortunately these schools on average were able to hire more effective teachers to 
fill these vacancies (Loeb, et al., 2015).  To support principals the district provided: 

… tenure guidance for teachers for whom there was evidence that performance was particularly 
strong or weak.  For a teacher whose value-added results had been in the lowest 50% over the 
past 2 years, who had previously received an unsatisfactory annual rating, or whose tenure 
decision had previously been extended, the principal received guidance from the district that the 
teacher should be considered to have “tenure in doubt.”  A principal recommendation to extend or 
approve tenure for these teachers required a supporting rationale for the superintendent to 
consider in his or her review. (p. 200) 

Several states have abolished tenure and streamlined the dismissal process; teachers in Florida are 
under annual contracts and those deemed ineffective are given one year to improve instruction and 
student achievement before being dismissed (DeNisco, 2014).  Other states have eliminated collective 
bargaining by teacher unions, giving administrators more power to dismiss poorly performing teachers 
without the excessive time and money previously required.  It should be noted, however, that some 
researchers and policymakers are arguing that tenure does not contribute substantially to disparities in 
teacher qualifications between schools serving high- and low-income students (Noguera, 2014).  Noguera 
and others have argued that low-income schools have fewer resources and less funding than schools 
serving more affluent students, and these factors make it more difficult for low-income schools to attract 
and retain good teachers.  Additional research is needed to address the impact of changes to tenure 
policy on student achievement in the nation’s lowest-performing schools. 

District Support Practices for Dismissing Ineffective Teachers within Turnaround Schools 

In addition to the policy initiatives described above, Kowal, et al., (2009) suggest that districts can further 
assist low-performing schools seeking rapid improvement by:  



 Enabling greater staffing flexibility (strategies may include allowing principals greater decision-
making flexibility when hiring teachers and waiving class size mandates to permit more children 
to access high-performing teachers); 

 Prioritizing recruitment, hiring and placement (strategies include offering financial incentives to 
high-performing teachers and giving principals in turnaround schools earlier access to highly 
effective teachers at recruiting fairs); and, 

 Assembling district support teams (strategies include forming teams of specialists familiar with 
rules and regulations of teacher dismissals who can provide hands on help to principals and free 
up their time for other tasks). 

With the recent passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), states must provide their lowest 
performing schools with evidence-based improvement programming, but now have increased flexibility in 
their approach to reform efforts.  Straus and Miller (2016) suggest that states may want to examine 
districts and schools that have successfully “turned around” and implement these high-performing 
charter-like strategies.  After studying three successful districts, they recommend that school leaders 
attempting turnaround use the dismissal, recruitment and hiring processes employed by high-performing 
charter schools.  These practices include in some cases requiring teachers to reapply for their jobs, 
increasing salaries, and carefully screening applicants for their resilience, work ethic, high expectations 
for students, and capability in working with diverse populations.  They also suggest that districts shift their 
hiring earlier in the school calendar in order to increase the pool of available and qualified teacher 
candidates.  
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