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Exploring teachers’ experiences within the
teacher evaluation process: A qualitative multi-
case study

Sana Butti Al Maktoum®* and Ahmed M. Al Kaabi?

Abstract: This multi-case study explores teachers’ experiences of the teacher
evaluation process implemented in schools across the UAE. Data were collected
using interviews and document analysis and covered the seven emirates using the
same evaluation process; seventeen teachers—15 female and 2 male teachers—-
participated in online and face-to-face semi-structured interviews. Our objective
was to examine teachers’ experiences in the yearly evaluation cycle enacted in
public schools during the 2021-2022 academic year, from the formative evaluation
process to the summative evaluation review. It uncovers the overall quality of the
evaluation cycle, role of administrators, how the formative evaluation process
promotes professional growth, and challenges and outcomes of summative eva-
luation. An analysis of the collected findings reveals four themes related to tea-
chers’ experiences as recipients of the evaluation process: (1) unreliable indicators
to judge teacher quality, (2) lack of motive to provide evidence of performance, (3)
episodic superficial feedback, and (4) compliance versus the satisficing mindset of
teachers and evaluators. These findings have implications for practice and further
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This study was conducted in the United Arab
Emirates to investigate teachers’ experience in
the evaluation process in public schools.
Evaluation is commonly used as an accountabil-
ity measure and to help improve teaching and
learning. Seventeen teachers from the seven
Emirates articulated their thoughts on the eva-
luation process as an unfair image of their actual
practices in class. Teachers are held accountable
through various evaluation variables such as
students’ attainment scores, omitting other
contextual factors within the school, the learner,
and the outside community. Therefore, the UAE
governmental and educational stakeholders,
part of the evaluation system, need to consider
the effects of the current evaluation tool voiced
by teachers before it manifests and negatively
affects teaching and learning in schools.
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research to inform stakeholders of teachers’ raw experiences within the evaluation
process and promote positive communication channels with teachers to improve
the cyclical education process.

Subjects: Education Policy & Politics; School Leadership, Management & Administration;
Education - Social Sciences

Keywords: UAE schools; professional growth; formative evaluation; summative evaluation;
cyclical education process; documentation; feedback; incentives

1. Introduction

Over the past decade, there have been drastic changes in educational systems worldwide, parti-
cularly in terms of evaluation reforms. Generally, an evaluation is meant to elevate performance,
and its primary goal is to improve teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond, 2015; Donaldson,
2016). However, it also extends to other variables such as ensuring that students attain high test
scores and achievement (Kim & Youngs, 2016), especially since countries worldwide have mea-
sured students on international assessments such as PISA. In the UAE, the results of international
assessments are inducted as part of educational reform (Badri et al., 2013; Ibrahim et al., 2020;
Matsumoto, 2019). However, results from the PISA of 2018 show lower average scores in reading
literacy among learners (OECD, 2021). Disparities thereof are evident as immigrants score higher
than nationals, opposing the realities in other countries (Marquez et al., 2022). Nationals are
commonly equated with the higher-scoring majority in public schools, where the type of evaluation
analyzed in this study occurs. In the past, the UAE followed subject supervisors who visited classes
to evaluate teachers (Gaad et al., 2006). Indeed, the former initiatives have been criticized based
on biases that may occur, as principals have the freedom to select supervisors, which encourages
superficial evaluation (Farah & Ridge, 2009). Gaad et al. (2006) further clarified that evaluation was
based on supervisors’ ratings across instructional variables such as planning, teaching skills,
knowledge of the subject, and innovation in teaching. Other variables include teachers’ profes-
sional development and personality. However, current evaluations have been replaced with a more
systematic form that encompasses multiple variables to weigh both teacher and student perfor-
mance, such as the number of classes, student performance in international assessment, and
professional training. The official manual from the evaluation platform shows four main skills
(development, presentation, soft, and technical skills) and an equal percentage of 25% to calculate
the overall performance for a calendar year (see S1).

Research on evaluation in the context of the UAE has been largely confined to higher education
(Mercer, 2007), with some conducted in schools, particularly among novice teachers (Ibrahim,
2012) and others reporting on principals and supervisors in schools (Alkaabi, 2021; Alkaabi &
Almaamari, 2020). To the best of our knowledge, no study has been conducted on school teachers
and their experience with the evaluation. Therefore, it is crucial to investigate teachers’ routine
evaluations and everyday practices in the seven emirates of the UAE to fill this gap in the literature
(Hammad & Hallinger, 2017; Oplatka & Arar, 2017). To this end, this qualitative multi-case study
seeks to answer the following questions: How are school teachers supervised and evaluated? How
is feedback delivered, and how effective is it in improving teachers’ professional practices? What
types of support do school administrators provide during the evaluation process? What challenges
do teachers face during evaluation? What are the incentives and consequences for those with high
and low scores?

2. Literature review

This section will explore critical aspects of evaluation, encompassing evaluation variables and
contextual factors, motivation, performance, incentives, the role of instructional leaders, and the
specific nature of evaluation in the UAE.

Page 2 of 20



Al Maktoum & Al Kaabi, Cogent Education (2024), 11: 2287931 .;K': Cogent Py education
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2287931

2.1. Evaluation variables and contextual factors

Realistic reflection of teachers’ evaluation and performance in their overall grades has been
increasingly discussed in the literature (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2014; Moran, 2017; Tobiason,
2019). The main challenge is to define an effective teacher and address the discrepancies
among stakeholders, particularly regarding accountability. The latter is more challenging in educa-
tion than in other fields (Dogan & Aydug, 2023). However, one important understanding is that
teachers are not the sole variable of accountability, and other factors such as school leaders, the
school community, students, and parents play a role (Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; Darling-
Hammond, 2000; Levinson, 2011; Lingenfelter, 2003).

One significant challenge faced by the evaluation system is measuring students’ performance in
relation to teachers’ performance and measuring teachers’ performance using a number of vari-
ables, including the correlation with students’ test results from state-mandated tests. As state-
mandated tests measure students’ reading proficiency, Lenhoff et al. (2017) examined the asso-
ciation between teachers’ evaluation scores and students’ reading results. The study found
a correlation between teachers rated as “effective” and “highly effective” and higher reading
achievement of their students. The present study measured correlation statistically, but doing so
only raised questions regarding its validity, particularly as it excluded other considerations such as
teachers’ teaching methods, pupils’ readiness, and social or emotional background. Contextual
factors, such as the latter (Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011), and
practical factors, such as curriculum and policy (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Ibrahim et al., 2020), can
affect teacher performance and are normally not measured. Tucker and Stronge (2005), for
instance, expressed doubts about correlating student performance with teacher evaluations and
having fixed standards for all. They emphasized the role of student growth as a more effective
measure than achievement scores. Tying student grades to teacher evaluation results can create
“demoralization” in the teaching profession as this approach responds more to grades than
progress. Other evaluative measures include low-inference classroom observations based on
standardized rubrics, student learning objectives (SLOs), student surveys, and portfolios. Using
multiple measures, such as multiple observations and student surveys, is deemed beneficial (Close
& Amrein-Beardsley, 2018; NCTQ, 2019). SLOs use classroom-level measures to determine student
growth and teacher effectiveness (Crouse et al., 2016; Gill et al., 2013).

Proof of documentation as evidence of teaching and learning in the classroom can be used as an
accountability measure (Seitz, 2008), but, more importantly, it can be used to document student
progress at different intervals (Joseph et al.,, 2014).

In a study conducted within Urban Teacher Residency programs that integrated multiple essential
sources, an endeavor was undertaken to help educators understand and assess teachers’ teaching
quality and performance. Kawasaki et al. (2020) collected data from seven distinct sources: (1)
observation rubrics, (2) teaching artifacts, (3) instructional logs, (4) Value-added measures, (5)
Assessment based pedagogical content knowledge, (6) surveys of teachers and mentors, and (7)
teacher portfolios. Despite the considerable effort and challenges faced during data collection, these
measures captured various aspects of teaching quality with varying depths and details. Consequently,
employing these measures collectively could address the intricate nature of teaching quality in ways
that are both theoretically and empirically grounded, and can be applied for program enhancement.

Kawasaki et al. (2020) determined that there is no optimal, entirely scientific, or objective
method for weighing or combining multiple measures of teacher evaluations. Any framework
discussed inherently contains some degree of subjectivity; the real concern is not the presence
of subjective, nonscientific considerations, but their location, nature, and magnitude. Clearly
articulating the assumptions and judgments that shape the design of a teacher evaluation system
and its goals, components, and procedures could empower educators to oversee the system’s
functioning more effectively, implement necessary modifications, and ultimately provide evidence
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affirming the validity of the conclusions about teacher efficacy and the system’s utility in enhan-
cing teaching practices.

Darling-Hammond (2004) emphasized the need to consider schools holistically when discussing
accountability and standards; as such, she asserts that teacher training can elevate students’
scores (Darling-Hammond, 2004). Teacher training is another controversial topic that has been
narrated by teachers as robust and mechanical, targeted at raising teachers’ scores while dis-
regarding student growth (Warren & Ward, 2019).

Similarly, Martell (2016) asserted that the top-down education system affects professional
development, as certain goals are addressed as student outcomes on standardized tests that
abort teachers’ views and needs. Thus, teacher training is the sum of its effectiveness (Elmore &
Burney, 1997). Furthermore, teacher training and professional development can be beneficial if
accompanied by incentives for teachers.

2.2. Motivation, performance, and incentives

Incentives have been a topic along the lines of evaluation and can be accompanied by multi-
faceted evaluation, including classroom observation, student surveys, student scores (Springer,
2009), or career-ladder programs and benefits (Dee & Keys, 2004). Incentives are used as
a motivating variable but can also be utilized as tenure for low performance. Internationally,
merit pay is used in the less disadvantaged, economically or academically failing schools to retain
teachers in the profession (Blackmore et al., 2023; Springer et al., 2016). On the other hand,
performance pay has been targeted explicitly for raising students’ achievement, such as the
Colorado and Denver trials (Chiang et al., 2015). Other studies declare that to do so, students’
scores need to be tracked for three rounds to declare any valid association between evaluation
and student scores (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2010). Singapore, which is like the UAE context in two
variables: the aim to score in international tests and the diversity within the population, uses
performance-based evaluation (Steiner, 2010). In the UAE, the performance management system
is a newly enacted system (Waxin & Bateman, 2016), evidently in minimal small-scale studies (Al
Bustami, 2014) and the effect on the educational sector, whereas a study in the health sector
reports that monetary rewards are the most favored amongst health professionals (Younies et al.,
2008). Even though a lack of incentives can hamper motivation and has been shown to lower
morale amongst teachers in public and private schools in the UAE (McKnight et al., 2016), it is
unrealistic to give incentives to all (Gagnon, 2016). Thus, there is a need to consider non-monetary
rewards such as community support (Nyamubi, 2017) and teacher collegiality, which can be more
beneficial than incentives (Blackmore et al., 2023). Indeed, other variables like organizational
climate have more substantial outcomes in comparison to incentives (Destler, 2016), one impor-
tant variable to climate is the role of leaders in schools (Arif et al., 2019).

2.3. Instructional leadership role (supervisory role and feedback)

Principals in schools commonly monitor evaluation and supervision processes; thus, they play an
essential role in this regard. Another significant role of the leadership is providing feedback.
Feedback is the essence of supervisory measures and is the element that sets it apart from the
evaluation. The former provides support in the form of classroom visits and feedback, while the
latter is used as a compliance measure (Zepeda & Ponticell, 1998).

Before delving into further details regarding the relationship between supervision and evalua-
tion, it is crucial to highlight how feedback practices may deteriorate due to the additional
responsibilities and duties placed upon school administrators, not to mention the demands of
accountability. Research indicates that many school districts implemented new teacher evaluation
systems in ways that may undermine administrators’ capacity to offer frequent and effective
feedback. In most states, the additional responsibility of conducting time-intensive teacher obser-
vations has been added to administrators’ existing duties without the provision of extra support or
training (Kraft & Gilmour, 2016; Neumerski et al., 2018). Consequently, administrators might resort
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to “satisficing” behaviors, such as conducting brief observations and delivering generic positive
feedback (Halverson et al., 2004). In the context of teacher evaluation, “satisficing” refers to
a potential issue where administrators might opt for a quick, superficial evaluation process that
meets minimum requirements or standards, rather than conducting a more comprehensive and in-
depth assessment of a teacher’s performance.

For example, in Chicago, researchers discovered that administrators dominated post-
observation discussions and seldom posed open-ended, higher-order questions that encourage
teachers to reflect on their teaching practices (Sartain et al., 2011). Principals who primarily viewed
the evaluation process as an accountability tool tend to invest minimal time in providing con-
structive feedback (Kraft & Gilmour, 2016). Therefore, the quantity and quality of feedback that
teachers receive through the evaluation process significantly depend on the skills, capacity, and
objectives of school leaders (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018).

In the literature, supervision, and evaluation, the two are often conflated, which can compro-
mise the quality of both processes. Various metaphors highlight the fragile relationship between
teachers, who are recipients of supervision, and leaders, who sometimes resort to unproductive
tactics. These tactics can lead to an environment in which both parties are distrustful; instructional
practices remain private; and teacher agency, efficacy, and collaboration are overshadowed. This is
because supervision, evaluation, and professional development are imposed on them (Alkaabi,
2021, 2023; Zepeda et al., 2020). Support is provided when real solutions to classroom issues are
discussed after observation. Indeed, feedback targeting instructional strategies is a common
theme in teachers’ statements (Mireles-Rios & Becchio, 2018). Instructional strategies, in turn,
need to move from superficial recommendations, wherein teachers are measured by whether they
remember to write the date on the board (Gallagher, 2019) to essential recommendations. Further,
at the preservice teacher training stage, emphasis on constructive feedback is highly needed
(Mohebi & ElSayary, 2022).

Educators have observed a challenging relationship between the formative and summative
aspects of supervision and evaluation. Based on the literature, Alkaabi (2023) contended that,
when evaluators offer formative feedback, and then transition to providing summative judgments
on performance, potential issues such as role conflict, eroding trust, and delivering inconsistent
messages can arise. Popham (2013) recommended that supervisors actively participate in both
formative and summative evaluations but should do so distinctly. By incorporating formative goals
into daily practice and using them as steps toward the summative phase of an evaluation, leaders
can identify those who may be underperforming. Moreover, they can devise professional develop-
ment plans to ensure that decisions and actions foster growth (Alkaabi, 2021).

2.4. Nature of evaluation and leadership roles in the UAE

Similar to international behavior, the UAE also faces the engagement of other stakeholders in
educational change and policy (Bruns et al.,, 2019), often keeping the teacher the last to be
engaged in any decision-making process. In fact, in the UAE, there are no teacher unions, and
globally, there is tension between teacher unions’ influence in the face of high-stakes account-
ability (Ministry of Education, 2022). Further, the nature of educational leadership in the UAE is
characterized by a top-down method evidently present in the several entities supervising schools,
and the larger authority of educational policy is the Ministry of Education (Badri, 2019). In fact, the
numerous educational entities and a highly centralized system subtract leaders in schools from
the decision-making (Al-Taneiji & McLeod, 2008; Stephenson et al., 2012) and, in the case of
evaluation, transfer it to another entity outside the school and the Ministry of Education. The
Human Resources Management Information System (HRMIS) enacts the evaluation for teachers in
schools and other governmental employees and is responsible for incentives and promotions. Even
though there are other local evaluative measures, such as Irtiga’a for the emirate of Abu Dhabi, to
monitor public and private schools, focused on raising the ranking of international student assess-
ments (Morgan & Ibrahim, 2020). Overall, the UAE aims to reach the top 20 countries in the PISA
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results and the top 15 countries in the TIMSS (UAE Vision 2021, 2018). Thus, the blueprint for
evaluative measures is guided by the federal vision (MoCa, 2019) and international benchmarks
(Morgan & Ibrahim, 2020; Pataki, n.d.). Thus, international trends reflect the nature of evaluation in
the UAE; the PISA and TIMSS results judge schools’ overall quality (Morgan & Ibrahim, 2020) and
serve as a benchmarking method worldwide (Ibrahim et al., 2020). In addition to enacting
evaluative measures for teachers, stakeholders recruit teachers. Badri points out the qualification
of teachers has a direct effect on students being assessed internationally; the latter is deemed the
job of stakeholders and not schools, which in most cases have direct observation and assessment
of their current teaching staff (Badri, 2019). Regionally, the Middle East has been documented as
having issues in governance and accountability and in the education domain to be able to address
the rapid changes encountered in schools and higher education (Kamel, 2014). Governance and
accountability can be challenging and confusing since many entities work together to serve the
educational community. However, the nation has recently been on the mission of centralizing and
merging various regulatory entities (Gallagher, 2019).

3. Materials and methods

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to align with its objectives of investigating the
implementation of evaluation and supervision procedures in public schools. Qualitative research,
as defined by Rubin and Rubin (2016), involves gathering detailed accounts of human behavior and
beliefs within specific contexts.

Denzin and Lincoln (2003) emphasized that qualitative research employs an interpretive and
naturalistic perspective, focusing on understanding phenomena in their natural settings and
interpreting them based on individuals’ attributed meanings. The primary objective of this study
is to delve into aspects such as factors impacting evaluation, the delivery and effectiveness of
feedback in enhancing teaching practices, the support offered by school administrators, challenges
teachers face during the evaluation process, and the incentives and consequences associated with
varying evaluation scores.

To comprehensively address these objectives, a multi-case study design will be employed.
Creswell and Clark (2017) highlight the case study’s popularity due to its capacity to provide an in-
depth understanding of specific individuals, identified problems, or unique situations through
thorough investigation. Furthermore, the case study design offers the advantage of data triangu-
lation, which involves collecting data through interviews, observations, and document analysis.
This triangulation enhances credibility by examining data from multiple perspectives, aiming to
identify consistencies across various data sources.

Data for this study were collected through semi-structured interviews with 17 teachers from
seven Emirates exposed to the public school evaluation process. Analysis of the qualitative data
revealed how formative evaluation was enacted during the 2021-22 academic school year, includ-
ing the manner in which school administrators supervised and assessed teachers, how feedback
was delivered to teachers, what kind of support school administrators provided, the challenges
that teachers faced in the evaluation process, and the incentives that were applied to receive high
evaluation scores. Information from each of these areas offers a better understanding of teachers’
experiences.

3.1. Context of research site and participants

The UAE government continues to raise the bar in order to provide excellent education and
exceptional standards of living. In 2018, 11 million dirhams of the total federal budget of
51.4 million were allocated to the Ministry of Education (UAE Cabinet, 2023). In addition, structural
changes and continuous educational reforms have occurred in the UAE (Gallagher, 2019). Recently,
the Ministry of Education in the UAE has shifted from being the primary monitor of schools to being
a structural entity. At the same time, the Emirates School Establishment (ESE) acts as
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a groundwork supplier, monitoring program strategies and national and international exams
(Emirates School Establishment, 2022).

Regarding performance management, the HRMIS was launched in January 2013 for all federal
government employees (FAHR, 2023). Schoolteachers are considered federal government employ-
ees and are part of the management system for all services, including evaluation tools. Teachers
are a critical part of the educational sector, and the total number of teachers serving the seven
emirates was 211,153 in 2019 (Ministry of Education, 2022). Given their status and importance,
there is a vested interest in studying the components of evaluation tools and determining the
extent to which they can improve education from teachers’ perspectives. Teacher participants (see
Table 1 below) were chosen using representative sampling, with special attention paid to including
at least one participant from each Emirate. Further, the participants varied in the subject areq,
cycle “school level,” and experience. As for the evaluation score, all participants received accom-
plished, and only two received above expectations.

3.2. Data collection methods

Interviews were used as the primary data collection method in this case study to gather more in-
depth information about the evaluation processes and supervisory practices. As Seidman (2012)
stated, the purpose of interviews is not to test hypotheses, but rather to understand the experi-
ences of others and make sense of them. Each teacher participant was interviewed in person or
online for one hour about their experiences with the evaluation process. The semi-structured
interviews allowed for flexibility while paying attention to the overarching purposes (see Glesne,
1999). Before each interview, the researchers and participating teachers notified the Emirates
School establishment by letter. The researchers contacted all participants via email to send them
consent forms and let them know that the interviews would be recorded, while allowing the option
of activating the camera for online interviews to adhere to the country’s cultural norms.

Additional data sources, including various documents, were added to this multi-case study to
triangulate the data with other sources. Documents were utilized, in part because they could not
be influenced by the interviewers (Merriam, 1998). The data sources consisted of formal docu-
ments from the evaluation platform shared by school personnel, (1) the system of management
tool—phase one- January to February 2018, (2) self-assessment—an evidence-based systematic
tool, (3) self- service human resources user guide, (4) performance management tool—Interim
review, the last and fifth document is a lesson observation shared by a teacher. Bowen (2009)
indicates that the presence of at least two documents can aid in document analysis in corrobor-
ating or divergence of the results (Bowen, 2009).

Overall, the ethical checklist and procedures proposed by Patton (2014) were used to ensure that
ethical considerations and guidelines were properly followed. The research purpose and methods
were illuminated, the benefits and reciprocity for participants were explained, any potential risks
were introduced clearly, assurance of confidentiality and informed consent were fulfilled, data
access and ownership were clarified, and the research data were examined through strict confines
established by the Research Ethics Committees (Ref. ERS_2021_8414).

3.3. Data analysis

The researchers used the constant comparative method when analyzing the data to enable them
to distinguish between experiences within the teachers’ accounts. The role of the two researchers
was essential to eliminate any misunderstandings, and cross-checking was implemented post-
translationally (from Arabic to English) for all interviews. Prior to cross-checking, the researchers
combined the data to create coding using Atlas-ti, a software platform used to divide large
amounts of data into codes and quotes. Subsequently, small segments were matched to over-
arching themes. A constant revision between the researchers was essential to determine the
reliability and accuracy of the theme-code combinations.
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Individual interview transcripts were analyzed as part of the qualitative framework of this study
using a thematic analysis approach to discover themes across the data from the interviews with
each participant (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). In the first phase of the analysis, the researchers
conducted a preliminary content check to verify the translation accuracy. In the second phase,
researchers open-coded the transcripts to identify phrases or individual words that conveyed the
most fundamental meanings behind the emotions, activities, and thought processes contained
therein. Themes were formed in phase three of the analysis, each derived from similarly grouped
elements or quotes found across the participants’ responses (Patton, 2002). The researchers
double-checked how accurately these themes represented the groups of participants’ statements
in the fourth and final phases.

3.4. Trustworthiness of the study

To ensure that the data and findings were of high quality and trustworthiness, attention was paid
to the study’s credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
The first factor, credibility, is often regarded as the most important in determining the trustworthi-
ness of a study, as it focuses on proving the truth of the findings (Weiss, 1998). In this study,
credibility was attained through triangulation and member-checking. Seale (1999) stated that
triangulation increases the credibility of research by considering several data sources instead of
a single source to provide multiple viewpoints.

In terms of confirmability, or the extent to which the study results were unbiased, the research-
ers monitored the progress of the investigation using an audit trial as evidence (see Patton, 2014).
The justification for each action and choice made during the study was viewed as a result of the
audit trail. Additionally, peer consultations were held with researchers of similar studies in the field
of education to identify any potential biases that might have still been present (Lincoln & Gubaq,
1985). The researchers contributed different views on the research process and content of the
results.

Dependability, used interchangeably with reliability, refers to the consistency or repeatability of
research and data collection processes that yield similar outcomes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The
main objective of dependability is to “minimize errors and biases in a study” (Yin, 2014, p.49). By
carefully examining the integrity of the present study, the researchers were able to maintain their
dependability and ensure that other researchers would reach the same conclusions if the same
research processes were used.

Regarding transferability, the researchers included a detailed account of the research environ-
ment and the assumptions made during the research process to underscore the extent to which
the findings may be applicable or transferable outside the scope of the study. Although the results
of this study are not generalizable because of factors such as the small sample size, they might be
transferable to school districts with traits similar to those found in this study (Lincoln & Guba,
1985).

4. Results

The primary objective of this study is to investigate the implementation of evaluation and super-
vision procedures in public schools. This investigation takes into account various factors influencing
the evaluation process, the delivery and effectiveness of feedback in improving teaching practices,
the support provided by school administrators, the challenges faced by teachers during evalua-
tions, and the incentives and consequences associated with high and low evaluation scores. The
analysis of the collected data revealed four key themes that directly address the research ques-
tions: (1) unreliable indicators to judge teacher quality, (2) lack of motive to provide evidence of
performance, (3) episodic superficial feedback, and (4) compliance versus the satisficing mindset of
teacher and evaluators.
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4.1. Theme one: Unreliable indicators to judge teacher quality

In this theme, five indicators, presented as subthemes, appeared in the evaluation system that
directly affected the evaluation and final grades teachers received on their evaluations, including
evaluation indicators, student grades versus student progress, physical attendance, professional
development, and teaching loads. The evaluation indicators, type, and weight were subjects of
controversy among teachers. The second subtheme outlined the correlation between student and
teacher grades, where teacher evaluation results replaced student progress with student grades.
Student attendance highlights how students’ physical attendance affects teachers’ evaluation
scores. Sub-theme four further discusses professional development, along with supporting quotes
from the participants. The last indicator, and perhaps the most important, is teaching load and its
effect on yearly evaluation. The collective indicators were derived from the first research question
on how school teachers are supervised and evaluated. The following sections discuss each of the
subthemes with additional examples and elaborations.

4.1.1. Evaluation indicators: Type and weight

Teacher participants revealed a few issues with the indicators in the evaluation system, namely
addressing non-subject-related indicators accounting for 50 percent of the overall criteria. Sami
explained, “Fifty percent are related to the profession and community, which I do not think are
subject-related.” Wedad elaborated more on the criteria: “They do not measure our performance.
If you look at the indicators, many of them have nothing to do with what happens inside the
classroom.” Some of the indicators, as explained by teachers, are general in nature, such as the
use of technology, infusion of global topics and national identity within the subject matter, and
conveying happiness and positivity to learners within the school community. Sameera added that
the latter is an easy “high” score given by the principal to all of her staff. The former topics were
aligned when examining the lesson observation document and the principal’s feedback, as it
showed the emphasis on relating lesson topics to real-life examples and national identity (see S2).

Basma elaborated on the matter: “Do not be fooled here, this standard equates for only
five percent.” She compared other indicators that accounted for 10 percent of the score: “those
you have no control over, such as the class quantity, and also for the professional development.”

The latter dilemma of percentages was further investigated by exploring the documents; none of
the documents clearly indicate how percentages are distributed. The formal documents from the
evaluation platform loosely specify 25% for the following, development, presentation, soft, and
technical skills, as mentioned earlier (see S1). Another document, obtained from a science teacher,
had the goals, such as positive learning experience and incorporating high expectations of lear-
ners, but empty percentages awaiting the principal and headquarters’ approval (see S3).

Some indicators proved unachievable, as Sami mentioned in an example he gave: “All students
must participate ... I have 30 students in [the] classroom, which makes [it] hard for me to let every
student participate in one classroom.” Isra concurred, stating, “Too many things they need, and
they want to see it in the classroom, but no time.” Although some of the participants were able to
articulate the evaluation criteria, others were unsure about the language used. Rami explained,
“Teachers should demonstrate excellence in all practices. What is the definition of ‘excellence’?”
Another evaluation indicator that led to controversy was the manner in which the indicators were
calculated. Sara expressed her view: “The grade is so ambiguous, and we have no clue what it is.”
Huda added, “How things are calculated across all evaluations is unknown!” Wedad further
explained that the percentage was shown and the grades were added, but “we still do not know
how the overall grade came about.”

Language teachers declared that basic reading and writing skills were not evident in the criteriq,
expressing their sentiments, “I am ... an Arabic teacher. My goal is to teach reading and writing.”
One indicator flagged by Fatema was the use of innovation and creativity in the class. She
confirmed, “This is more specific to the subject matter of mine, which is science.” Sami, another
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participant, explained, “These tools are designed as a generic tool for evaluating the teachers in all
[Ministry of Education] schools with no considerations to the specific contexts of specific schools,
subject areas, geographical areas, or any other aspect.” Laila concurred and added The evaluation
is for all the subjects. They do not customize it for subjects ... How can you have goals for all the
teachers? How can you join scientific and literary subjects? They are not equal! [For example] arts
and physical education.

Basma, who had experienced conflict with the use of the one-size-fits-all evaluation approach,
objected to a specific criterion placed in the rubric that suggested that national tests were only
subjected to a certain school cycle. She expressed her thoughts, “How is it reasonable to have this
K-12 test to be used in my case, as I teach grade one.”

4.1.2. Student grade versus student progress

Teachers expressed their struggles with their students’ grades as an indicator of their teaching
skills. Indeed, the nature of tying student grades to teacher grades in an evaluation system often
drives credibility concerns. Mai explained, “For example, you would hear someone complaining
about a student level as low, and then give her a grade of 90. How is this possible?” In other
instances, supporting the “failing student is encouraged by the administration,” Manal asserted.
Rami explored the juxtaposition of grades and progress, contributing his thoughts to this mix:

The principal would not think or take into account if this teacher has high-achieving students
or low-achieving students. The growth made does not count or [is not] considered. He would
evaluate you without putting other overwhelming factors that may largely influence your
evaluation.

Huda elaborated on the same idea by adding:

Talking about low-achieving students, the considerate evaluator will not take for granted the
end result of their achievement! At least this evaluator will see the growth made, or
difference made, between terms and then give more sensible judgment about my
performance.

In subjects who adhered to accumulated knowledge, such as math, other factors played a role in
the grade versus progress balance. Laila explained, “A student in grade four in math depends on
his metacognition of the former years such as grade three and two. Some other subjects do not
require this. So, they basically measure what he has studied this particular year.” Similarly,
comprehending language depends in large measure on reading and writing. For instance,
Basma, an Arabic teacher, was given “a very, very weak class,” and she had to follow “a special
literacy program.” She expressed her frustrations, “Imagine they know the class is weak and yet
the students’ grades are merged with mine? I was affected. That is not fair.”

4.1.3. Physical attendance

Student attendance also had a direct correlation with teachers’ grades in the evaluation system,
which is often detrimental to teachers. Mariam explained that if a student is regularly absent, this
affects the evaluation. Therefore, “the evaluation was based on their attendance.” Wedad added,
“Attendance of the student has nothing to do with the teacher. It is the responsibility of the
parents or the student himself, but it is part of the evaluation!” Omniah interpreted the process as
“ ... certainly the responsibility of the student and the parent.” She continued, “plus I cannot force
him to come to school.”

4.1.4. Professional development

The participants’ perspectives on professional development, overall grades, and connections with each
other diverged significantly. One participant, Mai, stated. “We attend weekly training online or in
person. In all evaluations, the teacher must do it all and receive two, which meets expectations.”
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Another participant, Huda, added her view: “PD is not linked to our evaluation results.” Several
teachers saw workshops as necessary task in order to receive good evaluation scores at the end of
the year. However, other teachers were unsure about this issue. As S3 shows, one teacher even
outlined the specific goals that they were to meet by the end of the year to receive high evaluation
scores. The diverging viewpoints of the participants revealed no small degree of unpredictability
among the evaluators and school leaders.

The second issue within the professional development domain was the content of the workshops
provided to teachers. As the school teachers recounted, the content was decided by the training
department of the Ministry of Education, which followed generic goals. However, the teachers agreed
that conversations about everyday tasks would be more valuable. Manal elaborated, “We first try to
get over the scientific part of our lesson that comes from the training department that we have to
cover--and mostly useless. We try to finish it hastily to discuss real matters such as exams.”

4.1.5. Teaching load

Another indicator of the evaluation system was the teaching load, specifically, the number of
hours taught in a week—which was vital for increasing or decreasing teachers’ overall grades at
the end of the year. Teachers collectively declared that their teaching load was not within their
power and was normally assigned based on ministry procedures, administrative decisions, and
section availability. The correlation between workload and the teachers’ overall grades was
considered illogical. Basma, for instance, shared her interpretation: “Say you teach 24 classes
per week, you get ‘meets expectations’.” Sameera added, “So, it is quantity versus quality.” Mariam
also asserted her view, stating, “So the more classes, the better, without looking at the ways of
teaching.” Mai explained that the difference in one class accounted for a variation between
earning a “meets expectations” and “above expectations.” Omniah experienced similar circum-
stances as a teacher in two different cycles and was evaluated accordingly. She explained:

In high school, you can easily teach 24 classes per week, but in kindergarten, I can teach 12
classes. But this is not a true measure of my performance ... In kindergarten, I deploy more
effort, as young people require more attention.

4.2. Theme two: Lack of motive to provide evidence of performance

Another important follow-up to the criteria in the evaluation system is proof of documentation,
which in turn addresses two research questions: one, on the challenges teachers face during
evaluation, and two, documentation consequently affects incentives and consequences. As
explained by the teachers, the online evaluation system had the option of uploading as many
documents as possible for each criterion to address accomplishments and credibility. The latter
proved controversial when it came to the purpose and mechanics of providing documentation,
such as what was accepted and what was not, and the reasoning behind it. Huda explained that it
was not clear-cut and “there was no unified expectation regarding what to accept and reject in
terms of evidence.” Sami held a similar view in his interpretations.

I really do not have any problem collecting evidence but really hate when I am told, “This is
not [what] we are looking for.” Then, why did you not specifically tell me what kind of
evidence to collect in the first place?

Teachers were divided according to the purpose of providing evidence. Some participants indicated
that it was compulsory at some point. Other participants stated that documentation was only
required upon request for promotion or if there was an error or discrepancy in the calculation.

In one of the documents obtained from the evaluation manual, there was an indication of the
evidence needed to support practice, “avoid using memory to prove accomplishments done in
a year’s time.” The latter statement supports the need for proof in line with any achievements
done by teachers.
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4.3. Theme three: Episodic superficial feedback

One of the core concepts of evaluation is feedback, and the research question of this study aimed
to understand how feedback is delivered and how much support is given to teachers. The findings
showed that several teachers believed that the feedback they received was superficial and
episodic in nature, simply given to check off their managerial duties as administrative personnel
on the evaluation system and the Ministry of Education. “It is a kind of routine, but I feel it is done
in [a] perfunctory way to comply with the Ministry of Education.” Sami added that the post-
evaluation was “not accompanied by a discussion or [a] plan to make me improve.” In one case,
Sami’s school principal pointed out his limited “lesson objectives” and asked him to “make more.”
He elaborated, “We did not have a conversation to talk more about the reasons for having [just]
one.” Sami asserted that his justification for having one lesson objective—that the content is
challenging—was received with dismay. Huda had a similar experience. She explained that she
had received feedback and comments but not a discussion. Rami added that if you are “lucky,” you
will get a discussion, but it is mostly “bullet-point statements.” The latter was evident as
a common practice when exploring the documents, specifically lesson observation and feedback
(see S4), which shows bullet points and general statements such as in need to emphasize reading
and writing and high-order thinking in class.

Further, Laila described the feedback as “not specific and very general” due to the principal’s
lack of content knowledge. A similar dilemma was shared by Isra, who felt that administrators
were limited when observing her lessons because she taught English by speaking English as
a mode of instruction.

The participants agreed that the feedback they received from the administration was episodic
and almost all participants identified the evaluation as a one-time event when asked whether it
was an ongoing process. When asked about the duration of their evaluations, most participants
described the process as summative. However, these two participants conflicted. Sami explained:
“When the evaluator visits me and throws [out] a comment with a score, I feel it’s summative.” In
like manner, Isra defined the evaluation in the following way: “Let’s say, if they are coming four
times throughout this term, the first three would be formative and the last one would be
summative.” Rami, conversely, stated, “You are watched all the time! This gives the feeling of
being summative despite of hav[ing] three observations because you are being evaluated three
times!”

The documents obtained from the evaluation platform outline broad evaluation goals without
specific details (such as international assessment and student attendance, refer to S3), which
leaves room for varying practices that can be shaped and influenced by school administrators in
different schools. Indeed, the second document, lesson observation goals, obtained from schools
and provided by the Ministry of Education, shows classroom-specific goals (such as quality of
teaching and learning, refer to S5).

4.4. Theme four: Compliance versus the satisficing mindset of teachers and evaluators

A salient and logical path toward improving evaluation scores is the implementation of an
incentive, typically a financial incentive or promotion. Thus, this topic has been crafted as
a research question to understand if the robust evaluation tool includes incentives and conse-
quences. Most participants shared that they had not received any incentives, including those who
disclosed that they were given “high” evaluation scores in the last evaluation round. A few
participants disclosed that they had previously received certificates. Teachers collectively echoed
the sentiments of Sara, who said, “In the field of teaching, the certificate has no value. It is a paper
placed in a folder.” Isra added her view: “Financial rewards from time to time. Let us be honest
here, not everyone cares about the [a] certificate.” Regarding low-achieving teachers, several
explained that this was not announced. Some even shared that they would typically be transferred
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to another school and undergo compulsory remedial programs. Wedad explained that in some
cases, “the ones that go for training are the ones with 20 years’ experience.”

The updated evaluation documents clearly state the following, “the direct manager should provide
feedback on the employees’ performance and allow sufficient time for discussion before the system
closes for revision.” Also, the direct manager should avoid indicators such as “always” and “never” and
present vague information that is not supported by raw data or realistic examples.

5. Discussion

One of the primary aims of this study was to discover how school teachers are supervised and evaluated,
revealing that evaluation is vague, unfair, and challenging. Teachers’ evaluation perspectives are similar
to those in other parts of the world, such as Korea and the United States (Danielson, 2011; Park, 2006;
Popham, 2013). As the interviews clarified, the evaluation variables were universal and quantifiable
measures were used. Scholars agree on the need for qualitative measures in line with quantitative
evaluation (Chong et al, 2014) and an evaluation that can yield an understanding of teaching and
learning in class (Harris et al., 2014). In consensus, teacher evaluation has two main purposes: as an
accountability measure and as a tool of improvement (Stronge, 1995, 2005); the former has been
depicted through student standardized tests and the latter in professional training, and both are
problematic (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Warren & Ward, 2019) if not used effectively. In the era of
student growth measures and increased teacher accountability, teachers have not always seen evalua-
tions as a method to improve their skills (Clipa, 2011; Robertson-Kraft & Zhang, 2018; Tucker & Stronge,
2005). Indeed, the inclusion of standardized tests causes teachers to leave teaching altogether, espe-
cially because they correlate with their evaluations (Darling-Hammond & Wise, 1985; Downey, 2016;
Gonzdlez & Darling-Hammond, 1997). Similar attitudes were evident among the participants in this
study, as they explained that evaluations based on student grades could corrupt the essence of
teaching, such as transparency in grading. The latter is an international dilemma wherein teachers are
held accountable for their students’ progress, disregarding any contextual factors that may come into
play (Buckner, 2018; Close et al., 2019; Darling-Hammond, 2020; Morgan & Ibrahim, 2020). Another
problematic variable is using standardized tests as a measure of teacher performance to reward merits,
which can be inaccurate due to its single-subjects and engaging in non-authentic assessment (Kim &
Mikiewicz, 2021). Discovering similar findings as authentic assessments are encouraged, such as student
portfolios, and teachers were aware that those authentic assessments can elevate their overall score of
the evaluation. However, as narrated by teachers, it is time-consuming, and the platform can be
restricted and locked at other times.

Teachers are on a quest to improve and hone their skills to improve or sustain a job (Popham,
2013). Still, little is known about the effect of the support they are given, whether it is professional
development or feedback from supervisors—in most cases, principals or vice principals. For
instance, principals influence schools, and their academic supervision and feedback can reap
benefits (Hardono et al., 2017), but engaging principals with two roles to address formative and
summative teacher evaluations can also be challenging and time-consuming (Kraft & Gilmour,
2016; Popham, 2013) especially since there is a lack of autonomy in schools in the UAE evident in
the current study. In fact, the literature asserts the importance of autonomy for schools to explore
reward systems in line with the data set of students in the school

(Schultz, 2017). The evaluation platform in the UAE is led by policymakers who may not have the
background in education to be able to form a solid understanding of evaluative measures and teachers’
performance. The findings of this study mirror international practice wherein policymakers design
evaluations, but school leaders are the ones who rate and assign percentages for teachers (Lipsky,
2010) and should also be held accountable in the evaluation process (Thompson & Samuels-Lee, 2020).
Thus, in reality, administrators engage in satisficing behaviors, including conducting short observations
and providing generic positive feedback (Halverson & Clifford, 2006). latter was proven in this study and
documented in the UAE context, where supervision occurs hastily with minimal feedback (Al Bustami,
2014; Alkaabi & Almaamari, 2020). Similarly, the participants in this study expressed feedback as

Page 14 of 20



Al Maktoum & Al Kaabi, Cogent Education (2024), 11: 2287931 .;K': Cogent Py education
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2287931

episodic and superficial; they described the support they received as artificial and resembled a checklist
for administrative purposes that provided little benefit to real classroom issues. In a similar study,
teachers expressed the vagueness of career progression and the overall assessment of teaching (Goe
et al., 2020). Superficial feedback may be due to principals’ organizational duties and the absence of real
issues in the classroom (Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016). The latter was evident in teachers’ narratives of the
feedback given in the classroom. Increasing the length of classroom observations to gain insight into
teaching (Firestone & Donaldson, 2019) or lesson studies and lesson observations as a tool for improving
teaching and learning (Abdallah et al.,, 2023; Fernandez, 2002; Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004) can be more
beneficial and sustainable. Achenushure et al. (2020) address the lack of mentoring programs in the
UAE, which may account for teacher attrition. Indeed, the absence of mentoring in line with the heavy
evaluation scheme followed in schools may be troublesome, as reported in this study. Furthermore, the
absence of an induction program can increase the burden on novice teachers and even lead them to
consider leaving the teaching profession (Abdallah & Alkaabi, 2023).

Another important variable to evaluate teachers is the presence of incentives. Kraft and Gilmour
(2016) state that merit pay is limited to top performers due to budget restrictions, and on the other
hand, veteran teachers are particularly not motivated by the pay-for-performance method (Chiang
et al,, 2015). The latter has been voiced by veteran teachers in this study when asked about
incentives who instead aimed for promotion to head of department or administrative position. The
latter is an important measure to induce motivation in teachers and emphasize their career
advancement, which feeds into motivational theories (Shikalepo, 2020) and is a common practice
in other parts of the world to apply vertical promotion in line with evaluation (Isoré, 2009).

The findings of this study resonate with and extend prior literature in several critical ways. Firstly, our
research aligns with the existing body of knowledge that highlights the universal challenges associated
with teacher evaluation, as observed in various countries such as Korea and the United States (Danielson,
2011; Park, 2006; Popham, 2013). It underscores the need for a balanced approach that combines both
qualitative and quantitative measures (Chong et al., 2014) and emphasizes evaluation as a tool for both
accountability and improvement (Stronge, 1995, 2005). Moreover, our study echoes the concerns raised
in the literature regarding the use of standardized tests as a sole measure of teacher performance, which
can lead to unintended consequences (Darling-Hammond & Wise, 1985; Kim & Mikiewicz, 2021).
Similarly, the preference for authentic assessments such as student portfolios, while acknowledging
their time-consuming nature, reflects a growing discourse on alternative evaluation methods (Close
et al,, 2019). Furthermore, our findings shed light on the critical role of school leaders, who often play
a pivotal role in teacher evaluation (Kraft & Gilmour, 2016), and the need for administrators to provide
meaningful, constructive feedback rather than superficial evaluations (Halverson & Clifford, 2006).
Overall, as seen from the study findings and literature showcases insights from the UAE context while
reinforcing the broader challenges and considerations surrounding teacher evaluation in education
systems worldwide.

6. Conclusion

This study illuminated the teacher evaluation process, particularly focusing on the process, quality
and delivery of feedback, inherent challenges in the evaluation process, and subsequent incentives
and consequences. The thematic analysis identified four themes related to feedback quality: (1)
(Unreliable indicators to judge teacher quality), (2) lack of motive to provide evidence of perfor-
mance, (3) episodic superficial feedback, and (4) compliance versus the satisficing mindset of
teacher and evaluators. These results have implications for future research, emphasizing the need
for robust evaluation processes to enhance teaching quality and support teachers. This study had
several practical implications. The consensus among teachers for practice teachers suggests that
quantitatively assessing their practices is “unfair,” and that genuine teaching practices are best
observed in the classroom. Evaluators should consider teachers’ backgrounds, including previous
evaluation feedback, years of experience, and the subjects taught. Analyzing past evaluations can
equip evaluators better. It is also crucial to consider factors such as school environment, teaching
load, available resources, students’ prior academic achievements, and other broader school
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context elements (Baker et al., 2010; Kraft & Gilmour, 2016). When used appropriately, standar-
dized tests can significantly improve teaching and learning by guiding professional development
and addressing students’ specific needs (Darling-Hammond & Rustique-Forrester, 2005)

Teacher evaluations should incorporate multiple sources to ensure a holistic view of teacher
performance. Evaluators must also be aware of potential conflicts between evaluation and super-
vision. Transitioning from formative assessments to summative judgments can introduce chal-
lenges, such as role conflict, trust erosion, and mixed messages. To address these issues,
supervisors should engage in both formative and summative evaluations, but only distinctly. This
method converts formative goals into daily activities, leading to a summative evaluation phase.
This strategy not only identifies underperformers, but also fosters professional growth and ensures
quality decisions that promote improvement.

Feedback during both evaluation types should be constructive, supportive, and actionable,
highlighting teachers’ strengths and areas of growth. Effective feedback fosters professional
development and enhances teaching and learning qualities. Finally, an effective incentive system
for teacher evaluation is vital to acknowledge their dedication and hard work. Such a system can
boost motivation, promote excellence, and improve school performance.

In future studies, several areas have emerged as potential avenues for understanding and improv-
ing evaluation components. First, there is a need to understand better how criteria with unified
definitions and interpretations can benefit the teacher evaluation process and help reduce anxiety
and feelings of discrimination, as reported by teachers. Subsequent research can further explore the
diverse facets of teacher evaluation. This includes scrutinizing the tools employed during observation
visits, investigating if supervision should be seamlessly integrated with evaluation or kept distinct to
foster learning from errors and development, and undertaking comprehensive studies on the merits of
integrating student achievement into teacher assessments, among other topics. The current study can
be extended to a quantitative study to identify how common some complaints are and determine
which elements of the evaluation system are more problematic and in need of revision. Thus, there is
a need to explore further the nuanced relationship between supervision and evaluation and clinical
supervision in the UAE. Hence, teacher evaluations are an indispensable aspect of our education
system, as they play a crucial role in ensuring that the quality of education provided to students is
of the highest standard. Through teacher evaluations, teachers’ experiences and skills are carefully
assessed and scrutinized, ensuring that they are fully equipped to impart the knowledge and skills
necessary to promote student learning and academic growth.
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