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Good afternoon, Madame Chair and members of the Education, Health and Environmental 

Affairs Committee. I am Dr. Joshua P. Starr, superintendent of schools in Montgomery County. I 

am here today in support of the Senate Bill 775 sponsored by Senator Nancy King. It is common 

sense legislation that will give us additional time to address the proper usage of student test data 

in evaluations by extending the pilot period of the state’s new evaluation system until we have 

implemented the new assessments aligned with the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). We 

need to take the necessary time to ensure that we have the best possible evaluation system that 

truly helps our professionals improve their craft so that our children leave us with more options 

and opportunities upon high school graduation. 

 

As I have said numerous times, it makes no sense to use obsolete tests that are going away in two 

years to measure a teacher’s effectiveness. The Maryland School Assessments and High School 

Assessments will be replaced as we fully implement the CCSS with new tests as part of the 

Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC). These new 

assessments will more accurately measure what students know under the CCSS while the MSAs 

are not at all aligned to this new curriculum.  

 

Let me be perfectly clear. I am not opposed to using student test data as one piece of data in a 

comprehensive evaluation model. In fact, student data is a significant factor in our Professional 

Growth Systems (PGSs) in Montgomery County. I will share more on that in a moment. But 

first, I want to tell you the story of one student that shows just how many people it takes to truly 

support a student. One of the fundamental flaws of the new evaluation system is the arbitrary 

attempt to assign a student’s success or failure on the MSAs to one teacher for purposes of his or 

her evaluation.  

 

I want to take you to Highland Elementary School, a school with one of the highest poverty rates 

in our county—nearly 90 percent—and where 60 percent of the students are English language 

learners. It is also a national blue ribbon winner and one of the highest performing elementary 

schools in the state. The Highland model of student support makes it virtually impossible to 

attribute a student’s success to one educator. Let’s look at the case of Henry as an example.  
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Henry came to Highland in October 2012 after attending several other schools and experiencing 

some significant attendance issues. When they first assessed Henry’s reading ability, it was not 

very strong. After a lot of hard work and very focused interventions, he has made a tremendous 

amount of progress in a little over 5 months. To get that kind of progress, here is how Highland 

did it:  

 One-on-one guided reading support and whole group instruction from the classroom 

teacher 

 Double-dose of guided reading support with an academic intervention teacher 

 Triple-dose of guided reading support from reading support teacher (before school) 

 Fundations (phonological/phonemic awareness, phonics and spelling program) 

intervention program with a special education teacher 

 Sight word practice/reinforcement with an ESOL teacher 

 Speech and Language services from the speech therapist  

 Occupational Therapy services from the occupational therapist 

At Highland, a team of school-based professionals meet on a regular basis to review and update 

all of the student interventions that Henry and others access. One can only imagine the 

complexities of scheduling for a student like Henry, yet with a flexible staff and open lines of 

communication, they make anything possible.  

Our district is filled with Henrys, and if you look at the demographic shift, we will have more 

and more Henrys who need intensive support to succeed. This is our mission and this is our 

calling and it is what our professionals devote their lives to doing.  Figuring out whom to 

credit—or blame when it doesn’t work as well—shows the complexity of the issue we are 

dealing with. Henry’s progress is the result of numerous professionals pulling together to support 

him. Those teachers do this not because they are thinking about how it will show up on their 

evaluation, but because they are committed to giving Henry every chance to succeed.  

In listening to Principal Scott Steffan, here’s something else he said that bears consideration by 

those of us who need to constantly tap into real world experiences when thinking about this 

issue:  

I am also concerned about establishing ―baseline‖ targets for students like Henry and 

holding teachers accountable for hitting those targets and not looking at more of a growth 

model. In terms of his reading ability, Henry came to us as a beginning kindergartner and, 

relative to what students are expected to accomplish in that grade level, has made more 

than a year’s worth of progress. That being said, at (text) level 7, Henry is still reading 

significantly below grade level for a first grader, so how do we credit the teachers for 

making this level of progress with Henry, despite not meeting the current benchmark? On 

the flip side, do you credit teachers for having a class full of on and above grade-level 

readers without having made any significant progress with them? If that’s the case, then 

what motivation would educators have for working with the most impacted populations 

of students? These are all really deep and complex questions that we, as educators, have 

to grapple with moving forward.  
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Mr. Steffan couldn’t have said better. There are deep and complex questions surrounding the 

state’s model evaluation system. We need time to explore the issues and ensure that we do not 

rush headlong into something that could ultimately be a less effective model.  

Now, as I mentioned earlier, Montgomery County is exceptionally proud of our Professional 

Growth Systems that we have developed jointly with our unions. They are comprehensive, 

predicated on providing support first and punishment second and, we believe, they are the 

cornerstone to much of the success the system has experienced to date. Our evaluations are far 

more comprehensive than the model developed by the state and lead to rich conversations about 

how our employees can get better. The PGSs also include what we call PAR—Peer Assistance 

and Review—which has been lauded nationally by education leaders from Arne Duncan to Linda 

Darling-Hammond to Randi Weingarten to Diane Ravitch.  

PAR works because of the commitment of our employee associations. They want great 

employees in the classrooms, schools, and workplaces throughout the system as much as our 

leaders do. The teacher PAR program is managed by a joint panel of eight teachers and eight 

administrators. This panel oversees the whole process, determining if teachers are meeting 

standard, if they need additional support, and whether their employment with the county should 

be terminated. When it comes to recommendations for termination, a PAR Panel decision has 

never been overturned. Here’s how the process works:  

 

If a teacher is identified as underperforming and doesn’t make the necessary improvements 

needed to meet standard, the principal will refer the teacher to the PAR panel. A consulting 

teacher is assigned and then observes the teacher. If the consulting teacher agrees with the 

principal, the underperforming teacher enters PAR for a year. During that time, the consulting 

teacher provides intensive support to the client, visiting the classroom, helping with lesson plans, 

providing feedback, modeling lessons – whatever it takes to help the teacher get better. After a 

year, if the teacher is performing satisfactorily, the PAR panel can release the teacher back into 

the regular professional growth cycle. If the teacher is not meeting standard, the panel can 

recommend a second year of support or dismissal. The panel carefully evaluates the observations 

from the principal and the consulting teacher and looks at performance data as well in making its 

decision. And what data do they look at and how much weight do they give it? 

 

An analysis of 64 termination cases handled by the PAR panel in the last three years shows that 

in 98 percent of the cases the teachers were not able to accurately assess student progress, 

analyze student results, or adapt their practices to improve student achievement. The panel 

looked at countywide semester exams, formative and summative test data, grades, IEPs and 

observational data from the consulting teachers.  And in 97 percent of the cases, the panel 

weighed evidence judging whether the teachers knew their subject content or how to teach it to 

their students.  

 

We have grave concerns that the state evaluation model presents challenges that would prevent 

MCPS from maintaining the quality of our PGSs. Besides the fact that the MSAs are not aligned 

at all with the Common Core State Standards, these tests were not designed to be used for this 

type of accountability. They were designed for the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

accountability purposes as a low-stakes assessment for individual students and a high-stakes 
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assessment for schools—something that could lead to corrective action or even state takeover.  

But the tests had no bearing on decisions about individual students. MSAs were not designed to 

measure growth. In the state evaluation model, MSA scale scores are converted into 9 intervals.  

The shrinking from 410 points to 9 intervals reduces score precision.  Due to variability of the 

measure of student growth, teacher effectiveness can dramatically change from year to year. As a 

result, the evaluation system may lose its credibility and trust.  

 

And in the case of Henry from Highland or any of our other schools, how do you ascribe with 

any real accuracy these testing data results to one teacher or another? It would be the antithesis 

of credible accountability and would not foster the kind of collaboration and trust that is the 

hallmark of our current evaluation system.  

 

MCPS has painstakingly built its evaluation systems during 13 years of implementation based on 

trust, collaboration, and accountability. We do not want to lose that. By moving forward with 

this legislation, it gives us time to continue piloting and tweaking and hopefully moving the state 

towards a model that has proven to be successful for us. We have offered to work with the 

Maryland State Department of Education and we will continue to do so. We believe there is 

common ground we can find that preserves the integrity of our system while making some 

adjustments.  

 

Thank you for your careful consideration of this legislation, and on behalf of Montgomery 

County Public Schools, I ask that you favorably report it out from this committee.  

 

 


