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This document is one in an eight-part series of share tools and best practices for implementing Washington’s 
new teacher and principal evaluation legislation. These tools and best practices have been drawn from interviews 
with district leaders and principals who have participated in the Teacher/Principal Evaluation Project (TPEP). The 
hope is that the lessons learned from their experiences will lead you toward greater success. The ideas in this 

series of documents are the result of interviews with the leadership of 16 Washington school districts (Anacortes, Bellevue, 
Bethel, Central Kitsap, Cosmopolis, Issaquah, Kelso, Kennewick, Kettle Falls, Medical Lake, North Mason, Pullman, Seattle, 
Sumner, Tumwater, Wenatchee) and Educational Service District 101 and Educational Service District 113.
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“When we think about communicating with parents about the initiatives, we don’t want to do them differently in isolation. We wouldn’t 
communicate the TPEP work differently than we would our Common Core transition or the way we reorganize our central office. Any of  
the big changes that we’re making, we want that all to be part of  the same communication system.”

—JOHN HELLWICH, Director of  Teaching and Learning, Sumner School District 

Communicating With Parents

Communicating with parents and the community is a vital but often overlooked component of 
teacher and principal evaluation reform. When done thoughtfully and proactively, however, this 
communication can be greatly beneficial. This document provides school and district leaders 
with key messages for parents, communication methods, and sample communication materials 

from Washington school districts. These tips and insights for effectively communicating with parents are 
from TPEP (Teacher/Principal Evaluation Project) districts.

Key Messages

Step 1 is to determine which key messages to emphasize when planning your approach for sharing the 
evaluation reform successes (and in some cases challenges) with the parent community. For example, 
you may want to share that the Washington Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction conducted 
focus groups with parents and community members in 2010 and again in 2013 to ensure that parent 
perspectives were understood as the legislation unfolded.  Consider the following key messages before 
jumping straight to the communication methods that you will use: 

 ¢ The revised system should increase the amount of support and direction teachers receive, thereby 
improving teacher effectiveness and student learning. 

 ¢ As a result of the revised evaluation system, teaching and learning strategies can now be described 
with much more detail, clarity, and consistency.

 ¢ Because teachers and principals are now being evaluated, in part, on their students’ academic 
growth, their instruction and communications may reflect this priority. 

 ¢ As changes unfold, your principal will be spending much more time as the instructional leader of the 
school, coaching the teachers—this is the principal’s primary and most important role.

 ¢ Parent involvement in schools is key to student success, and parents want to know you are grateful 
for their engagement as partners in learning.

What other key messages are important for your school or district?
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Sample Newsletter for Parents From the Sumner School District

December 2011

John Hellwich, Director of Teaching and Learning

For many years, education reform has been stuck in the mud. Stuck in state and federal legislation 
muck.  Stuck under the muddy boots of stakeholder bickering. Suddenly, it is not only unstuck, it’s 
rolling so fast we are all scrambling to avoid being steamrolled by it. One of these reforms is teacher 
and principal evaluation reform, referred to in Washington as the Teacher/Principal Evaluation Project 
(TPEP). The Sumner School District is just beginning to organize a transition plan to meet both the 
spirit and the law of TPEP.  

The current system is inadequate, so the laws passed recently in Olympia to overhaul this are 
welcome. We evaluate the majority of our student work in the district using a 4-point proficiency 
scale, and we grade students using that scale in Kindergarten through eighth grade here in Sumner. 
Yet, teachers and principals are evaluated on a Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory scale. As a profession, 
we will finally be moving to a system that practices what we preach because both teachers and 
principals will be rated on 4-point scales on the key elements of their work.   

In order to make this change, we will need descriptions of teaching and principal work on which to 
rate. We will be looking at several frameworks, from which the state is letting us choose, during 
the next few months and will be recommending a framework for both teachers and principals to 
the school board in the spring. 

We will use these frameworks with some teachers and principals next year to prepare us for the 
next step of the transition, which will be to have all of our early career teachers using this revised 
system in 2013–14.  We will have through 2015–16 to make the full transition to the revised 
evaluation system.  

One of the new pieces to this program will be the addition of student growth data in the evaluations. 
There is much to be decided about what this data will look like and how it will be integrated into 
teacher and principal ratings; we will be looking to the state to provide further guidance on using 
student growth data. 

If you have any questions about this revised system please contact John Hellwich, TPEP Project 
Manager, at 253-891-6048.



3

Communication Methods

After identifying your key messages, Step 2 is to determine the channels of communication that make the 
most sense to use. Which channels already exist? Which channels ought to be created or enhanced?

Communication Channels Timing Check

Send an e-mail or formal letter home to parents (see sample letter from Edmonds 
School District).

Summer

Update your website to include information about the revised evaluation system 
that is relevant for parents.

Summer/ 
Fall

Include the PTSA early and often (monthly), encouraging them to take the key 
messages back to the Site Councils.

Fall

Introduce the revised system to your parents via an eNewsletter. September

Include regular updates about the changes in your eNewsletters (see sample 
newsletter from the Sumner School District).

Year-Round

Create inclusive board meetings: Actively invite parents, and encourage them to 
participate.

Fall

Encourage and include journalists at board meetings, with the goal of reporting in 
the local press the latest teacher and principal evaluation reform developments.

Year-Round

Engage in social media (Facebook, Twitter) to reach parents with regular updates. Year-Round

Consider conducting parent surveys to assess the response to the reforms. Spring

Lessons Learned on How to Prepare

Step 3 is to enact your parent communication plan. But each step of the way, plan ahead before reaching 
out so that you are prepared to respond to parents’ questions as they arise. Some possible inquiries to 
formulate answers in advance include:

 ¢ What kind of feedback do you wish to solicit from parents? (Two-way communication is recommended 
when possible.)

 ¢ How will you respond if parents wish to know very detailed information about the evaluation system, 
such as the details of how student growth data will be used?

 ¢ How will you respond if parents want to know teachers’ or principals’ evaluation ratings? Does this 
differ for their child’s teachers or principal? When formulating your answer, bear in mind that the 
district may face challenges because evaluation results are not public information.

 ¢ What is your district’s policy regarding parent input or other forms of participation in teacher and 
principal evaluations? 



4

Sample Letter to Parents From Edmonds School District 

Dear Parents/Guardians and Community Members,

I hope this letter finds you well as we approach the start of the 2013–14 school year. As you 
know, the first day of school is fast approaching, and we are excited to welcome each student, 
new staff members, and all of our returning staff back to school.

The purpose of this letter is to share some information with you about a change that is 
happening in all schools in the state of Washington. You may have heard something last year 
about a revised teacher evaluation system in our state; well, it starts officially for everyone 
this year. I would like to provide you some information about this, what we have done to best 
support teachers and principals with this work, and to let you know that the principal’s already 
challenging job just got more challenging in our state. The state of Washington passed a law 
to create a revised evaluation system that requires a much more specific set of standards and 
expectations for teacher performance; it requires hours of observation and meeting time for 
principals with teachers; it includes the use of student growth data; and it results in teachers 
being rated on a four-level scale. In most cases, this is a significant increase of the amount of 
time that principals and teachers are now required to spend in the evaluation process.

We have worked collaboratively with our teacher, principal, and district leaders to develop the 
details of this revised system. Teachers and principals have spent a great deal of time learning this 
revised system. We have increased the time available to support teachers participating in their own 
evaluation process, and we have added staff to better support principals with some of the more 
routine but still important work that they have been doing in the past. In fact, as a district and with 
the support of our Board of Directors, we may be one of the better prepared districts, due to how we 
have embraced this revised evaluation system as a way to deepen our conversations about quality 
teaching and learning and to further promote growth for student learning. At the same time, in order 
for a principal to legally and effectively do this work, he or she will need to be in the classrooms 
and meeting with teachers for more of their time than in the past. This is a good thing; still, as a 
result, a principal might not be as available to handle some of the more routine things that they 
could do in the past. Each principal has identified and is working with new and existing support staff 
in the school to help address the need for safe and orderly schools; this commitment is the same! 
However, we want you to know that this change is happening, and, as the principals’ roles shift and 
their availability is diminished, we ask you to work with your school in this process.

If you have questions about the revised teacher evaluation system, here are two links you can 
research: http://tpep-wa.org/about-tpep/faqs/#background and http://tpep-wa.org/the-model. 
If you are curious about how the revised teacher evaluation system is going at your student’s 
school, feel free to attend a parent meeting at your school with your principal and teacher leaders 
and please feel comfortable asking them. These are your public schools, your students; and we 
sincerely want to make this revised evaluation system work for everyone and see it support and 
enhance quality teaching and learning.

Making sure all students are learning and that we have the best instructional practices happening in 
each and every classroom in all of our schools is so important. This revised evaluation system can 
help us keep moving forward. It will be a change, and we may all need to make some adjustments. 
Thank you again for your support, assistance, and communication in this process.

Sincerely, 
Nick J. Brossoit, Ed.D.  
Superintendent

These documents could not have been created without the generous time of teachers, principals, and district leaders in these areas. 
This is a publication of the Washington Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) Teacher/Principal Evaluation Project (TPEP) 
with American Institutes for Research (AIR) supporting this endeavor. More information, including videos with practitioners from the 
project districts, can be found on the TPEP website: http://tpep-wa.org/pilot-sites/
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