


Under increasing pressure in the face of teacher evaluation systems and 
accountability measures, schools must focus on those teachers who exhibit 
marginal to incompetent teaching behaviors in their classrooms. This book is 
a vital resource for educational leaders who are responsible for instructional 
programs and teacher evaluation. Zepeda’s tried-and-true strategies will help 
you take the necessary steps to support and mentor struggling teachers by 
detecting underperformance, developing strategies to help teachers, engaging 
in difficult conversations to enact plans of improvement, and following legal 
requirements. The practical tools found in this book will help teachers improve 
their instruction, assessment, classroom management, and teamwork.
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The Approaches Running Throughout This Book

The Leader’s Guide to Working with Underperforming Teachers: Overcoming 
Marginal Teaching and Getting Results is written for school and system leaders to 
approach teacher underperformance primarily in the classroom. If you supervise 
and evaluate teachers, then this book is for you! Each chapter examines critical 
areas with which leaders need to be familiar to address teacher underperformance. 
However, many of the strategies and concepts offered can be applied to the work 
a leader does with all teachers in the building.

By examining the table of contents, the reader will see that the areas within 
the book follow a progression that ranges from detecting underperformance, 
developing strategies to support teachers, and engaging in difficult conversations 
to enacting plans of improvement, following legal requirements and, if all else fails, 
compassionately and courageously pointing to the exit sign on the door. Teacher 
evaluation has changed dramatically in the past few years; however, the intents 
have remained the same—teacher effectiveness, growth, and development are 
the foundation for all efforts. These critical areas underscore that school leaders 
are responsible not only for the school program but also, more pointedly, for 
ensuring that every student is taught by a competent teacher.

The concepts and skills are presented to help the leader bolster instructional 
capacity and effective teaching and work with a teacher whose performance stalls 
the needle from moving forward to student growth, blemishes the instructional 
program, and thwarts the efforts to meet school improvement targets associated 
with being accountable for student learning. A brief sketch is provided as an 
advanced organizer for delving more deeply into areas within the chapters that 
target key concepts, skills, and approaches.

Preface
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Preface

What’s Inside the Chapters?

Chapter 1: Framing the Issues About 
Underperforming Teachers

The range of teacher performance is examined as are the complexities teachers 
and leaders experience with ratcheting accountability for student success. 
A brief overview of teacher quality and teacher effectiveness is offered. The 
chapter concludes with an examination of the new work of school leaders who 
must now be in a position to assess and proactively address sub-par teaching.

Chapter 2: Teacher Evaluation in a Nutshell

Teacher evaluation is fundamentally different given the focus on teacher quality, 
ratcheting accountability, and federal and state policies and waivers (e.g., federal 
Race to the Top program) that now govern these systems. The complexities 
of value-added measures are examined, as are the types of supervision and 
professional development needed to support teachers—all teachers, but 
especially those who are underperforming.

The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) was signed into law in 
December, 2015 and does not mandate teacher or leader evaluations; instead, 
ESSA leaves the policies related to the evaluation of teachers and leaders to the 
discretion of the states and removes the requirement that they use standardized 
test results to evaluate teachers. The shifts in power now situate states as the 
major decision makers in matters related to teacher and leader evaluation.

Chapter 3: Making the Commitment to Effective 
Teaching

The assessment of teaching is at the center of teacher evaluation systems, and 
this chapter examines the relationship between teacher performance standards 
and the instructional practices that give life to the standards and support the 
assessment of teaching. The chapter highlights common teacher evaluation 
frameworks as well as the commitment needed to ensure effective teaching in 
every classroom every day.
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Chapter 4: Underperforming Teachers In and 
Out of the Classroom

Marginal performance can be detected in and out of the classroom. Cues for 
uncovering underperformance as well as possible causes are examined. This 
chapter helps to prepare the leader to respond to underperformance and then 
examines some possible responses from teachers once underperformance is 
brought to their attention.

Chapter 5: Conversations Needed to Work with 
Underperforming Teachers

Conversations are essential for engaging all teachers in the talk about 
teaching and learning. Effective leaders create the conditions for having open 
conversations, even the difficult ones, with teachers. This chapter outlines key 
strategies for preparing for difficult conversations as well as strategies to ensure 
that momentum for improvement is created.

Chapter 6: Improvement Planning with the 
Underperforming Teacher

Moving a teacher into a plan of improvement necessitates having formal 
conversations, creating written documentation, and ensuring key personnel 
and resources are available to support teachers who need to improve in the 
classroom. Monitoring the formal plan of improvement is essential.

Chapter 7: The Complexities Leaders Face in 
Working with Underperforming Teachers

Leaders who work with underperforming teachers face complexities related to 
new teacher evaluation systems, experience psychological stressors, and find 
that time on task is often diluted by the organizational patterns found in the 
work of leading a school. School culture is examined as a backdrop for the work 
principals must do while supporting underperforming teachers.
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Chapter 8: Keeping Classroom Issues Out of 
the Courtroom: Legal Principles for Supervisors 
Confronting Underperforming Teachers

Such legal principles as due process, issues surrounding value-added measures, 
and teacher evaluation, the basics of documentation related to the plan 
of improvement, and movement toward non-renewal or termination are 
examined so as to help the leader keep key principles in mind while working 
with underperforming teachers.

Chapter 9: The Consequences of Doing Nothing 
and Making Tough Decisions When All Else Fails

Making tough decisions—namely, whether an underperforming teacher has 
made enough progress to (1) come off the plan of improvement, (2) extend the 
plan of improvement based on progress, or (3) move toward non-renewal—are 
examined in this chapter. The leader is led through pulling together artifacts and 
evidence and analyzing and looking for patterns related to teacher performance. 
Issues related to the fallout from decisions a leader makes are examined.

Chapter 10: Final Perspectives

The book ends by highlighting key takeaways from the chapters, focusing 
attention on the work of the leader.
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Purpose of the Book—Is the Glass Half-Full 
or Half-Empty?

The structure and information in this book serve as a bridge between research 
and practice to help leaders create the “right” conditions for the conversations 
that are critical in developing a broad range of skills that signal effective teaching. 
The work of principals and other leaders now must center more fully on the 
instructional program that is played out in every classroom filled with children 
who deserve competent, caring, and effective teachers.

Everyone suffers with an underperforming teacher. Students receive sub-par 
teaching, fellow teachers don’t like walking the halls in which an underperforming 
teacher is assigned, and parents are concerned when their child is assigned to 
an underperforming teacher’s classroom. Administrators have to answer the call 
to do something about the underperforming teachers in their buildings. More 
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