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A Proposal by the American Federation of Teachers Massachusetts and the 
Massachusetts Teachers Association  

to Eliminate the Unworkable, Harmful and Unnecessary  
“DDM Mandate” in Light of Changes to Federal Education Law 

 
 
Summary 
 

This paper summarizes the widespread problems associated with the mandate from the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) that districts issue 
“impact on student learning” ratings to educators based on MCAS/PARCC growth scores and 
“district-determined measures” (DDMs). In light of these problems, and in consideration of the 
new federal education law (the Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA) eliminating the federal 
requirement to tie educator evaluations to student outcomes, changes to the Massachusetts 
system are warranted. This paper recommends eliminating DESE’s requirement that districts 
issue student impact ratings while preserving evidence of student learning in districts’ locally 
negotiated educator evaluation systems. 
 
Background 
 

In June 2011, the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) 
approved final regulations on educator evaluation.1 The regulations outline the process by which 
all educators in the state receive one of four overall performance ratings: exemplary, proficient, 
needs improvement, or unsatisfactory. These regulations were informed by the report of a 40-
member Massachusetts Task Force on the Evaluation of Teachers and Administrators, which 
included teacher and administrator representatives.2  
 

The final evaluation regulations included a section —35.09— that was never seriously 
considered or approved by the task force. This section requires that every educator receive a 
separate “impact on student learning” rating of low, moderate or high. This rating is to be based 
on “student growth percentiles” (SGPs) derived from student scores on the MCAS assessments; 
student scores on the Massachusetts English Proficiency Assessment; and/or student outcomes 
on so-called “district-determined measures,” or DDMs.3 DDMs are locally created or selected 
measures of student learning and growth that are comparable across grade or subject district-
wide.4 

 
When these regulations were passed, many questions were raised about the separate 

student impact rating, including its feasibility, fairness and possible negative effects on teaching 
and learning. State education officials insisted, however, that the rating was sound; furthermore, 
they claimed that the rating was necessary to comply with federal mandates under the now-
defunct Race to the Top (RTTT) grant program. RTTT required that student outcomes be a 

                                                            
1 http://www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/603cmr35.html  
2 http://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/breakthroughframework.pdf  
3 http://www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/603cmr35.html?section=09  
4 http://www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/603cmr35.html?section=02  
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“significant factor” in educator evaluation. This federal requirement was further extended 
through the No Child Left Behind waivers issued by the U.S. Department of Education from 
2012 to 2015.  

 
There was major bipartisan opposition by parents and educators to many aspects of 

RTTT and the NCLB waivers across the country, much of it against the inappropriate way test 
scores were to be used in evaluating educators. As public opposition grew, Congress finally 
passed, and President Obama signed, ESSA in December 2015. ESSA eliminates the federal 
requirement that educator evaluations be tied to student test outcomes. This is a significant 
policy shift, tantamount to an admission that the federal government’s policy in this regard had 
been misguided. As a result of ESSA, NCLB waivers end entirely in July 2016 and the federal 
mandates linking evaluation to student outcomes have already ceased. 
 
 To attempt to address districts’ concerns about the DDM/impact rating mandate, DESE 
has delayed implementation timelines several times and issued hundreds of pages of guidance.5 
Yet even though nearly five years have passed since the establishment of the 2011 evaluation 
regulations, it appears that no district in Massachusetts has a fully operationalized DDM program 
in place that uses test scores as prescribed to yield impact ratings. This is probably because 
educators — superintendents, administrators, and teachers alike — have found the DDM/impact 
rating mandate to be invalid, unreliable and educationally undesirable for the reasons that are 
outlined in this paper. 
 

 The passage of ESSA creates an important opportunity for Massachusetts to reconsider 
its DDM/impact rating mandate by modifying its educator evaluation regulations. Policymakers 
should now make the relatively simple fixes to regulations that would relieve districts of this 
educationally unproductive and bureaucratically onerous requirement. Such changes would allow 
districts that want to use common assessments to continue to do so for sound educational 
purposes without corrupting their use through the impact rating process. 
 
Why the DDM/Impact Rating Mandate Is Problematic 
 

Based on research by testing experts and feedback from district/school-level 
practitioners, there are three major problems associated with the DDM/impact rating mandate: 
 
1. It Is Methodologically Unsound 
 

The DDM/impact rating program rests on the premise that it is possible to separate an 
individual educator’s contribution to student learning from the many other complex factors 
outside of the educator’s control, all of which shape student learning, and that this can be done in 
an accurate, objective and nearly scientific manner.   
 

Yet common sense and extensive research show that this premise is flawed, whether an 
evaluator is looking at student growth percentiles (SGPs) derived from state standardized tests or 
student growth on DDMs: 
 
                                                            
5 http://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/sir/guidance.html  
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 Leading education researchers do not condone the practice of using student test scores to 
evaluate educators. For example, a recent statement6 by the esteemed American 
Educational Research Association (AERA) argues that so-called “value-added models,” 
which are designed to tease out an individual educator’s contribution to student test 
scores, have numerous technical and psychometric problems and are too flawed to use for 
educators’ evaluations. The statement notes that SGPs are simply a type of value-added 
model.  
 

 Respected education professor Bruce Baker of Rutgers University argues that SGPs are 
especially flawed as measures of teacher effectiveness. He writes, “SGPs weren’t ever 
meant to nor are they designed to actually measure the causal effect of teachers or 
schools on student achievement growth. They are merely descriptive measures of relative 
growth and include no attempt to control for the plethora of factors one would need to 
control for when inferring causal effects.”7  

 
 Using DDMs to derive educator ratings is equally, if not more, flawed than the SGP 

measure. Most of the DDMs being proposed are district-, school-, or teacher-created tests 
that are administered unevenly, under a variety of testing and scoring protocols, and in 
classrooms that vary dramatically in terms of student composition and students’ prior 
knowledge and skill levels. To our knowledge, no district in Massachusetts has figured 
out how to fairly and accurately attribute student performance on these tests to an 
individual educator.    

 
2. It Is Harmful to Teaching and Learning 
 

Deriving educator ratings from student test outcomes, as envisioned in DESE’s 
regulations and guidance, impedes effective teaching and learning for the following reasons: 
 

 It requires districts to use student assessments for purposes for which they were never 
designed or intended. Educators routinely rely on student assessments to inform key 
decisions about curriculum, instruction and student supports and interventions. This is the 
proper use of these kinds of assessments: to facilitate good teaching practice and 
continuous improvement. However, when those same tests are used improperly for the 
purpose of deriving impact ratings, the integrity of those tests becomes corrupted, 
generating data of little or no value and hindering teaching and learning.  

 
 It is biased against educators who serve the highest-need students, such as special 

education students, who typically show lower achievement and/or growth on 
standardized tests.    

 
 It discourages collaboration among educators because it incentivizes educators to 

compete for the best students and the best test scores.  
 

                                                            
6 http://edr.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/11/10/0013189X15618385.full.pdf+html  
7 https://schoolfinance101.wordpress.com/2011/09/02/take‐your‐sgp‐and‐vamit‐damn‐it  
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 It narrows instruction to the tests that “count,” often at the expense of creative and 
engaging lessons and projects. 

 
 It demoralizes and drives away good educators by inaccurately judging educator 

performance through the use of invalid and unreliable measures. 
 

3. It Is an Unnecessary and Time-Consuming Distraction 
 

 With the passage of ESSA, separate impact ratings are no longer necessary to receive 
federal education dollars; this was a primary rationale for DDMs/impact ratings before 
the federal law was changed.    
 

 The DDM/impact rating mandate adds no value to the evaluation process. The state 
regulations — without impact ratings — already set forth a comprehensive educator 
evaluation system that relies on multiple sources of evidence, including evidence of 
student learning and demonstrated progress toward student learning goals, to spur 
educator growth and development. Likewise, Massachusetts educators already develop 
and use a wide range of formative and summative assessments to monitor student 
learning and inform their instructional practices. 
 

 The DDM/impact rating mandate imposes an unproductive bureaucratic burden, 
according to many district leaders and practitioners. Their objection is not directed at 
locally developed measures of student performance that educators, schools and districts 
find useful; it is to the unproductive use of these measures to meet the impact rating 
requirement. Educators are already drowning in red tape and top-down mandates that 
take precious time and energy away from teaching and learning; the impact rating 
requirement simply adds to this problem.  

 
A Relatively Simple Solution Will Fix the Problem 
 

This problem has a relatively simple fix: Eliminate the impact rating mandate while 
keeping indicators of student learning as a source of evidence in the educator development and 
evaluation process. This would enable administrators and educators who value the common 
assessments they have created to continue their work, while relieving them of the unproductive 
obligation to create new assessments and complex scoring and educator-evaluation metrics that 
they do not believe improve teaching and learning in their schools and classrooms. 

  


