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ABSTRACT 
 
Teacher appraisal systems in New Zealand have historically emphasised 
accountability, often at the expense of professional development. This study 
examines how appraisal processes in two primary schools integrate 
accountability with developmental goals to support teacher growth. Using a 
qualitative case study approach, data were collected through semi-structured 
interviews, participant observations, and document analysis. Thematic 
analysis revealed that a deeply embedded culture of learning—driven by 
transformational, pedagogical, and distributive leadership—was central to this 
integration. School leaders fostered pedagogical improvement through 
reflective practices, feedback, dialogue, and collaborative inquiry. Mentorship 
and teaching portfolios emerged as key mechanisms, enabling continuous 
professional growth and self-assessment while reinforcing accountability. 
Findings indicate that appraisal systems grounded in collaborative learning, 
intentional leadership, and reflective practice can move beyond compliance to 
become powerful tools for teacher development. The study contributes to 
appraisal reform discourse by demonstrating how schools can reframe 
accountability as a developmental opportunity, providing practical insights for 
policymakers, school leaders, and educators seeking to balance evaluation with 
professional growth. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Teacher professional development is widely recognised as a fundamental factor 
in ensuring high-quality education and improving student outcomes. Within 
education systems worldwide, ongoing professional learning is essential for 
teachers to respond effectively to evolving curricula, shifting pedagogical 
approaches, and increasingly diverse student needs (Darling-Hammond et al., 
2017). One formal mechanism intended to support teacher growth is teacher 
appraisal—a systematic process designed not only to assess teacher performance 
but, ideally, to foster meaningful professional learning (McChesney et al., 2024). 

However, traditional approaches to teacher appraisal have often 
prioritised accountability, focusing on measuring teacher competence against 
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prescribed standards and generating performance ratings. While accountability 
remains an important function, this emphasis has been critiqued for producing 
stress, undermining teacher motivation, and constraining opportunities for 
genuine professional development (Elliott, 2015). In practice, appraisal systems 
can reflect hierarchical power dynamics, where teachers’ professional growth is 
subordinated to compliance with external expectations, potentially reinforcing 
inequalities in recognition, support, and career progression. This tension 
between accountability and development raises critical questions about whether 
appraisal structures genuinely facilitate teacher growth or primarily serve 
bureaucratic and evaluative purposes, often privileging formal compliance over 
reflective practice (Education Review Office, 2016). 

In New Zealand, teacher appraisal is embedded within the Professional 
Growth Cycle, guided by the Education Council of Aotearoa New Zealand. The 
cycle encourages teachers to engage in self-review, set professional goals, and 
participate in targeted professional learning, positioning appraisal as part of a 
developmental continuum (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2021). 
Despite this progressive framework, significant variability exists in how appraisal 
is enacted across schools and by individual appraisers, raising concerns about the 
consistency and equity of developmental outcomes (McChesney et al., 2024). The 
effectiveness of appraisal may be constrained by factors such as appraiser 
capacity, school leadership styles, workload pressures, and the cultural 
positioning of appraisal within each school, suggesting that even well-designed 
frameworks can be undermined by contextual realities. 

Although teacher appraisal has been extensively researched, much of the 
literature has concentrated on secondary education contexts, large-scale 
quantitative studies, or policy-level evaluations (Kraft & Gilmour, 2017; Talmor 
et al., 2020). Far fewer studies examine how appraisal is experienced in daily 
practice by primary school teachers—particularly within New Zealand’s 
Professional Growth Cycle framework (McChesney et al., 2024). Furthermore, 
while existing research often highlights the tension between developmental and 
accountability purposes, it provides limited insight into how these tensions 
manifest at the classroom level, how they interact with school culture, and how 
teachers navigate the often-competing demands of compliance and growth 
(Elliott, 2015). 

This study addresses these gaps by offering a qualitative, practice-based 
exploration of primary teachers’ and leaders’ lived experiences with appraisal, 
with a focus on its developmental potential. Specifically, it investigates: 

 
i. How schools integrate the accountability and development requirements 

of their appraisal systems. 
ii. What features or factors enable the integration of accountability and 

development requirements within appraisal. 
iii. What factors inhibit the integration of accountability and development 

requirements within appraisal. 
 
By exploring these questions, the study aims to provide critical insights for 
educators, leaders, and policymakers seeking to leverage appraisal as a genuinely 
developmental tool. The findings have implications not only for appraisal 
frameworks and appraiser training but also for how appraisal is situated within 
broader professional learning systems, prompting reflection on the systemic, 
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cultural, and workload-related factors that may facilitate or hinder teacher 
development in practice. 
 
 
BACKGROUND LITERATURE  

The Evolution and Purpose of Teacher Appraisal  

Teacher appraisal systems have historically emerged as mechanisms for 
accountability and quality assurance within education systems. In their earliest 
forms, appraisals primarily aimed to identify underperformance, emphasising 
compliance, regulation, and standardised measurement of teacher effectiveness 
(Talmor et al., 2020). Over time, conceptualisations of appraisal have 
increasingly foregrounded its potential to support teacher growth and 
professional learning (Kraft & Gilmour, 2017).  

However, this shift is neither uniform nor uncontested. The framing of 
appraisal as a developmental tool often assumes that teachers will respond 
rationally and uniformly to feedback, ignoring the complex, situated, and 
culturally mediated realities of teaching. While some systems have embraced 
formative or developmental approaches, others remain firmly summative, 
reflecting persistent system-level priorities of control and accountability (Cardno 
et al., 2016).  

Education Council of Aotearoa New Zealand (2016) highlights that the 
dual mandate of teacher appraisal—balancing accountability with professional 
development—creates inherent tensions. These tensions can reproduce 
inequities, privileging teachers who already possess institutional knowledge, 
confidence, and resources, while marginalising those in less-resourced schools or 
from underrepresented communities. In this sense, appraisal functions not only 
as a professional development tool but also as a mechanism that can reinforce 
hierarchical and performative logics within education (McChesney et al., 2024). 
 
Appraisal Models and Their Implications 

Conceptual frameworks distinguish teacher appraisal according to their purpose 
and function within education systems. Summative appraisal is predominantly 
accountability-driven, evaluating performance against prescribed standards and 
frequently informing high-stakes employment decisions (Elliott, 2015; Talmor et 
al., 2020). While often framed as ensuring quality and equity, summative models 
risk privileging performativity over authentic learning, and may 
disproportionately penalise teachers working in challenging or non-mainstream 
contexts (Elliott, 2015).  

Formative appraisal, in contrast, positions appraisal as developmental, 
emphasising feedback, reflection, and professional learning (Darling-Hammond 
et al., 2017; Kraft & Gilmour, 2017). Yet its effectiveness is contingent on credible 
feedback, trusting relationships, and separation from summative judgments—
conditions that are unevenly realised across schools and may reflect assumptions 
about teacher receptiveness, compliance, and professionalism (Elliot,. 2015; 
Kraft & Gilmour, 2017).  

Developmental appraisal seeks to embed evaluation within ongoing 
professional learning, linking appraisal outcomes to tailored support, mentoring, 
and coaching (Cardno et al., 2016). While qualitative research highlights that 
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such models can foster engagement, reflective practice, and instructional change, 
scholars caution that developmental appraisal can be co-opted by accountability 
pressures, producing hybrid systems that superficially appear supportive while 
maintaining hierarchical control (OECD, 2023). Appraisal systems often assume 
a singular definition of ‘good teaching’, which can overlook different teaching 
styles, cultural practices, or non-traditional career paths, especially in diverse 
places like Aotearoa New Zealand (Cardno et al., 2016). 

 
Teacher Perceptions of Appraisal: Benefits and Challenges 

Teachers’ perceptions show that appraisal is neither neutral nor universally 
beneficial. When perceived as supportive and developmental, it can boost 
motivation, professional satisfaction, and reflective practice (Durksen et al., 
2017). However, these benefits are highly dependent on how appraisal is 
implemented. If seen as punitive, bureaucratic, or focused on compliance, it can 
lead to stress, anxiety, and resistance, reducing teachers’ roles to mere 
performative actions (McChesney et al., 2024).  

The effectiveness of appraisal also hinges on the quality of relationships 
between appraisers and teachers—trust, openness, and respect are key to its 
developmental potential (Timperley et al., 2007). This relational aspect 
challenges the assumption that appraisal is a neutral tool, instead revealing it as 
a practice shaped by power dynamics, institutional norms, and cultural 
expectations. In Aotearoa New Zealand, these dynamics are especially important 
given the diversity of teaching contexts and the distinct Māori and Pasifika 
pedagogical frameworks, which may not always align with standardised appraisal 
criteria (Bishop et al., 2009). 
 
Appraisal and Professional Development in Practice 

The effectiveness of appraisal in supporting professional growth depends on how 
it is implemented. Co-constructed goals, high-quality feedback, and connections 
to mentoring and professional learning are linked to stronger developmental 
outcomes (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; OECD, 2023). However, these 
conditions are not always consistently implemented. Standardised appraisal 
frameworks often overlook local school cultures, teacher experience, and the 
sociocultural diversity of students, limiting their relevance and impact 
(McChesney et al., 2024). Appraisers frequently lack training in coaching, 
feedback, and culturally responsive practices, reinforcing a managerial approach 
focused on compliance rather than genuine learning. Time pressures, workload, 
and competing priorities also hinder meaningful engagement (Talmor et al., 
2020). From a critical perspective, these issues highlight that appraisal is not a 
neutral developmental tool—it can perpetuate structural inequities, reinforce 
dominant pedagogical norms, and marginalise teachers and students whose 
contexts differ from the assumptions embedded in policy. 
 
The New Zealand Context and International Perspectives  

In New Zealand, the Professional Growth Cycle positions teacher appraisal within 
a holistic framework emphasising self-review, goal setting, professional inquiry, 
and reflective practice, with the stated aim of strengthening teacher agency and 
professional autonomy (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2021). 
However, empirical research highlights considerable variability in how the 
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Professional Growth Cycle is enacted across schools. While some schools 
implement appraisal as a genuinely developmental process that supports 
collaboration, inquiry, and reflective dialogue, others prioritise compliance, 
characterised by procedural formality and standardisation (McChesney et al., 
2024). These variations are shaped by leadership capability, school culture, 
resource availability, and appraiser expertise. Consequently, teachers’ 
experiences of appraisal are mixed: although many value opportunities for 
reflection and professional dialogue, others report increased workload and 
perceive appraisal as bureaucratic or performative. 

Comparable tensions are evident in Australia, where teacher appraisal is 
mandatory and aligned with the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 
(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2018). While these 
standards are intended to balance accountability with professional development, 
appraisal practices remain inconsistent across states and territories. Schools are 
encouraged to adapt appraisal frameworks to local contexts and draw on multiple 
sources of evidence; however, research suggests that appraisal is frequently 
experienced as a mechanism for monitoring teacher competence rather than 
supporting professional growth (OECD, 2013a; Williams, 2019). Teachers have 
reported mistrust in appraisal processes, particularly where purposes are unclear 
or practices vary across jurisdictions, undermining confidence in the system’s 
developmental intent (Williams, 2019). 

In Canada, teacher appraisal historically lacked standardisation prior to 
2002, resulting in inconsistent practices across school boards and a 
predominately evaluative orientation (Bolger & Vail, 2003; Maharaj, 2017). The 
introduction of the Teacher Performance Appraisal (TPA) sought to address these 
concerns by enhancing teacher development and improving student outcomes. 
Although subsequent reforms, including the 2010 TPA legislation, aimed to 
strengthen the developmental focus of appraisal, empirical studies—particularly 
in Ontario—continue to report challenges. Appraisal outcomes have at times been 
influenced by interpersonal relationships with appraisers rather than teaching 
performance, and teachers have reported limited developmental support, 
ongoing mistrust, and concerns about the impact of appraisal on professional 
learning (Maharaj, 2017; Manners, 2021). 

Across these national contexts, the effectiveness of teacher appraisal 
appears to depend less on the formal design of appraisal frameworks and more 
on how they are enacted within schools. International research reinforces this 
conclusion. Mbabazi et al. (2025) demonstrate that appraisal systems 
incorporating collaborative goal-setting and formative feedback are associated 
with higher levels of teacher motivation and engagement. Drawing on 
comparative, cross-national analysis, the OECD (2023) emphasises the 
importance of balancing accountability with teacher empowerment, supported by 
systematic training for appraisers. Similarly, Smyle (2022) argues that appraisal 
is most effective when embedded within cultures of trust, continuous learning, 
and leadership committed to professional development. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study adopted a qualitative research design to explore teachers’ and school 
leaders’ experiences and perceptions of teacher appraisal as a mechanism for 
professional development. Qualitative inquiry is well suited to uncover the depth 
and complexity of participants’ lived experiences, providing rich contextual 
insights that quantitative approaches may overlook (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
Through semi-structured individual interviews, the study aimed to capture 
nuanced understandings of how appraisal processes operate within schools and 
their influence on teacher growth. 

The research was guided by a constructivist paradigm, recognising that 
appraisal experiences are socially constructed and situated within specific school 
contexts (Creswell, 2013). This approach facilitated an in-depth examination of 
the meanings and interpretations that teachers and leaders attribute to appraisal 
processes. 

 
Participants and Sampling 

Participants were purposively selected to represent a diverse range of experiences 
with teacher appraisal within New Zealand schools. The sample comprised 21 
individuals: 10 teachers and 11 school leaders from two primary schools.  

Inclusion criteria for teachers required a minimum of three years of 
teaching experience and active engagement in their school’s appraisal process. 
School leaders included principals and deputy principals with direct 
responsibilities for conducting or overseeing teacher appraisal. This purposive 
sampling strategy ensured a rich diversity of perspectives and contextual factors 
influencing appraisal experiences. 

 
Data Collection 

Data were collected primarily through individual semi-structured interviews, 
chosen for their flexibility in eliciting detailed responses while allowing 
participants to express their views in their own words (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2015). An interview guide was developed based on the research questions and 
literature review, covering topics such as appraisal purpose, process, feedback 
quality, support mechanisms, and perceived impacts on professional 
development. 

Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes and were conducted face-to-
face. Institutional consent was first obtained from the school principal to conduct 
the study within the school. Teachers who agreed to participate were then invited 
to take part on a voluntary basis. Prior to each interview, participants were 
provided with an information sheet and consent form, which outlined the 
purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any time, and the measures taken 
to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. The consent form was reviewed with 
participants, and written informed consent was obtained before the interview 
commenced. All interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and 
subsequently transcribed verbatim for analysis. 

In addition to interviews, a document analysis was undertaken, examining 
relevant policy documents, appraisal guidelines, and professional development 
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plans from participating schools to contextualise and triangulate the interview 
findings. 

 
Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed an inductive thematic approach, enabling patterns and 
themes to emerge naturally from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process 
involved several iterative stages consistent with established thematic analysis 
procedures (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2019). First, the researcher engaged in 
familiarisation by repeatedly reading the interview transcripts and relevant 
documents to become immersed in the data and to identify initial ideas. 

This was followed by systematic coding, during which meaningful data 
segments related to appraisal experiences and perceptions were coded using 
NVivo qualitative data analysis software, supporting the organisation and 
management of qualitative data (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). Codes were then 
grouped into broader categories, and themes reflecting the research questions 
were identified, reviewed, and refined through ongoing reflection and discussion 
with supervisors, enhancing analytical rigour (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

In the final stage, themes were interpreted in relation to the relevant 
literature and theoretical frameworks on teacher appraisal and professional 
development. Throughout the analysis, attention was paid to divergent 
perspectives and contextual factors to ensure a comprehensive and balanced 
interpretation of the data, consistent with qualitative research principles 
(Creswell, 2013). 

 
 

RESULTS 

Theme 1: Developmental Focus Enables Integration of Accountability 
and Development in Appraisal 

This theme addresses Research Question 1: How do schools integrate the 
accountability and development requirements of their appraisal systems? 
Findings from interviews, observations, and document analysis indicate that both 
schools implemented appraisal systems with a primarily developmental 
orientation while embedding accountability requirements to meet external 
standards. These included(1) development as the dominant purpose; (2) 
accountability integrated within a developmental framework; and (3) 
accountability as a motivator for reflection. 
 
Development as the Dominant Purpose 
All 21 participants described the appraisal process as centred on supporting 
teacher growth and professional improvement. Teachers consistently used 
language such as "improve," "develop," and "grow" to articulate the purpose of 
appraisal. Observations confirmed this emphasis, with appraisers engaging 
teachers in reflective dialogue to identify both strengths and areas for 
development. Supporting documents reinforced this perspective, highlighting the 
role of appraisal in providing targeted professional learning aligned with student 
and teacher needs. While this developmental focus was clear, participants 
occasionally indicated that accountability requirements shaped the areas they 
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chose to reflect on, suggesting a subtle tension between growth-oriented practice 
and the need to meet formal standards. 
 
Accountability Integrated Within a Developmental Framework 
Although development was the core focus, accountability—specifically alignment 
with the Teaching Council’s Standards—was embedded within the system. 
Teachers were required to compile evidence (e.g., reflections, portfolios, 
annotated lesson materials) to demonstrate how they met the standards. This 
process encouraged self-assessment and reflection and was supported by 
structured feedback and dialogue. Observations showed that teachers could 
explicitly link practice to standards, and appraisers facilitated discussions around 
these links. Documents from both schools outlined how appraisal outcomes 
informed key decisions such as registration renewal and salary progression, 
underscoring the formal accountability function of the system. While explicit 
references to “accountability” were limited in School A’s documentation, terms 
such as “sign-off,” “evidence,” and “outcome-based decisions” implied a strong 
accountability component. School B explicitly used the term “attestation” to refer 
to the verification of performance against professional standards. These practices 
illustrate how accountability mechanisms, while supporting standards 
compliance, can subtly influence teacher reflection and professional priorities. 
 
Accountability as a Motivator for Reflection 
Several participants noted that the inclusion of accountability mechanisms 
strengthened the developmental intent of appraisal by requiring teachers to 
engage in regular, intentional reflection. Without these requirements, they 
suggested, reflection could be overlooked due to the everyday demands of 
teaching. Participants also recognised their accountability to multiple 
stakeholders, including students, families, school leadership, and the Ministry of 
Education. This multidimensional accountability was evident in both participant 
narratives and policy documents, which referenced obligations to the Education 
Review Office, school leadership teams, and external regulatory bodies. At the 
same time, some teachers acknowledged that the need to demonstrate 
compliance could at times create pressure to perform in particular ways, 
highlighting the inherent tension between reflective professional development 
and formal accountability expectations. 

 
Theme 2: School Leadership Teams Establish Systems Integrating 
Accountability and Development 

This theme addresses Research Question 2: What features or factors enable the 
integration of accountability and development requirements in appraisal 
systems? Data revealed that the integration was facilitated by four interconnected 
factors: (1) structured and differentiated appraisal processes, (2) formative 
assessment embedded throughout the year, (3) individualised professional 
learning opportunities, and (4) leadership that actively enabled and monitored 
system coherence. 

 
Structured and Differentiated Appraisal Processes 
Both schools implemented systematic appraisal processes that integrated 
accountability mechanisms with professional development. Central to these 
systems was the use of digital e-portfolios, which allowed teachers to document 
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practice and receive timely feedback. All 21 participants referred to e-portfolios 
as a key enabler of ongoing interaction between appraiser and appraisee. These 
platforms were accessible at any time, promoting flexibility and continuity. 
Observation and document data confirmed that appraisal expectations were 
embedded in school policies and shaped by leadership priorities. 

School A additionally employed a differentiated system. Beginning 
teachers engaged in a matrix-based model that scaffolded their development 
across key curriculum areas, with regular observations and mentoring. This 
model aimed to accelerate professional growth and build teacher confidence. In 
contrast, experienced teachers undertook a 15-week inquiry cycle focused on the 
impact of teaching on student learning, collecting and analysing evidence related 
to target students aligned with the Teaching Standards. School B adopted a more 
unified approach, with appraisal processes largely consistent across experience 
levels. The collaborative teaching structure in School B fostered continuous 
informal observation, with formal checkpoints occurring mid- and end-year. 

While these differentiated and structured approaches supported targeted 
development, some participants noted that formal processes occasionally felt 
rigid or time-consuming. This tension highlights how structured accountability 
mechanisms, even when designed to support growth, can subtly shape what 
teachers focus on during appraisal. 

 
Formative Assessment Embedded Throughout the Year 
Appraisal systems in both schools were underpinned by five key formative 
assessment strategies: reflection, self-assessment, dialogue, questioning, and 
feedback. Teachers engaged in self-assessment against the Teaching Standards, 
often using colour-coded indicators to signal areas of competence and those still 
in development. This process encouraged ownership of professional learning and 
alignment with classroom priorities. 

Dialogic interactions were central to reflective practice, with appraisers 
prompting critical thinking through open-ended questions and co-constructing 
next steps with teachers. Observations confirmed that appraisal meetings were 
structured as two-way conversations, and documents affirmed that reflective, 
evidence-based dialogue was an expected feature of appraisal. 

Although formative dialogue promoted reflection, the necessity to align 
discussions with documented standards sometimes constrained teachers’ 
exploration of broader professional issues, illustrating the subtle influence of 
accountability on developmental processes. 

 
Individualised Professional Learning Opportunities 
Appraisal was closely linked to targeted professional learning. Teachers reported 
that individual goals were developed in response to both student needs and 
personal growth areas. Leadership teams used appraisal data to tailor 
professional development accordingly. In School A, external experts were 
regularly engaged to model instructional strategies and provide coaching. In 
School B, participation in a three-school cluster enabled staff to access broader 
learning opportunities and collaborate across contexts. 

Teachers perceived these professional learning structures as meaningful 
and relevant, valuing the opportunity to select focus areas and engage in expert 
modelling and peer exchange. However, access to some opportunities—such as 
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external experts or cluster activities—varied, suggesting potential equity 
considerations in the developmental benefits of appraisal. 

 
Leadership That Actively Enabled and Monitored System Coherence 
Active and distributed leadership sustained the integration of accountability and 
development. Principals maintained overall oversight, while operational 
responsibilities were delegated to deputy principals, team leaders, and mentor 
teachers. Participants reported clarity in appraisal relationships and 
expectations, with leaders involved in reviewing portfolios, providing feedback, 
and facilitating professional learning. 

This approach supported system coherence by aligning expectations, 
processes, and professional development. Regular meetings between leaders and 
appraisers enabled ongoing monitoring of appraisal quality and teacher growth. 
In School A, the principal’s visibility reinforced appraisal as a developmental tool. 
In School B, collaborative leadership and clear delegation promoted consistency, 
although some variation in implementation was noted. 

While leadership was not explicitly foregrounded in the research 
questions, it emerged inductively as a key enabling factor. At the same time, 
reliance on active oversight may introduce subtle performative pressures, with 
teachers prioritising observable compliance alongside genuine professional 
growth. These findings highlight how appraisal practices are shaped not only by 
formal structures but also by leadership behaviours, relational trust, and the 
distribution of responsibility within schools. 
 
Theme 3: School Culture Supports the Integration of Accountability 
and Development Requirements 

This theme addresses Research Question 2: What features or factors enable the 
integration of accountability and development requirements in appraisal 
systems? The findings suggest that school culture played a significant role in 
shaping how appraisal processes were experienced and enacted. Three 
interrelated aspects of culture contributed to this integration: (1) collaborative 
classrooms that normalised observation and feedback; (2) relational culture 
shapes appraisal experience; and (3) professional identity fosters developmental 
engagement. 
 
Collaborative Classrooms Normalise Observation and Feedback  
Collaborative teaching environments contributed to the integration of appraisal 
into everyday practice by embedding informal peer observation and feedback into 
the school day. At School B, all teachers worked in collaborative spaces with two 
to four colleagues. Participants noted that this structure minimised the need for 
formal observation, as teachers naturally observed and supported one another 
throughout the day. Diana explained, “with the collaborative space, the need to 
observe teachers in a formal way was not necessary because teachers observed 
each other every day.” Rebecca reinforced this by stating, “now, it’s part of what 
goes on every day.” 

Observational data confirmed these accounts, with teachers engaging in 
instructional conversations, sharing strategies, and openly discussing practice. 
For example, Julie was observed leading a science experiment while her 
colleagues worked nearby, fostering transparency and real-time feedback. This 
dynamic made observation feel routine rather than evaluative, contributing to a 
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culture where appraisal was experienced as developmental rather than 
judgmental. 

In School A, only one teacher, Zoe, taught in a collaborative setting. She 
reported positive experiences, noting that observing her team leader provided 
immediate learning opportunities. Zoe also participated in the formal matrix-
based appraisal system for beginning teachers, suggesting that collaborative 
spaces complemented, rather than replaced, structured observation. 

While collaborative classrooms enhanced everyday feedback, some 
teachers indicated that individual needs could be overlooked. This suggests that 
even highly collaborative environments may not fully capture areas where 
teachers require targeted support or intervention. 

 
Relational Culture Shapes Appraisal Experience  
Across both schools, participants described a relational culture that facilitated 
appraisal as a learning process. Five characteristics of this culture emerged: trust, 
relationship-building, expertise sharing, teacher voice, and shared goals. 

Trust was particularly prominent at School B, with eight participants 
explicitly referencing a trusting culture. Tessa noted, “there is no need for me to 
check if everyone is doing their job because I trust them,” and Sonia connected 
trust to collaborative teaching: “we have to trust each other and be honest when 
things are not going right.” Trust was not explicitly mentioned by participants at 
School A, though observations indicated warm, collegial interactions. 
Relationships were foundational to the appraisal process. Fourteen participants 
described close, supportive relationships within teams and between appraisers 
and appraisees. Honest dialogue was contingent on these nurtured relationships, 
particularly in co-teaching environments at School B. 

Expertise sharing was encouraged, with 12 participants reporting 
opportunities to contribute knowledge as part of professional learning. At School 
A, this included peer-led sessions such as te reo Māori, while at School B, teachers 
led initiatives like STEAM projects. Leaders acknowledged contributions 
publicly, reinforcing mutual learning. Teacher voice was evident, with 11 
participants noting that leaders regularly sought feedback on appraisal processes. 
Alice described modifying the appraisal system annually in response to staff 
input. However, some limitations emerged. Taylor, a beginning teacher, shared 
discomfort with observation that was not accommodated, indicating that voice 
and agency may not be equally experienced by all staff. Shared goals aligned 
appraisal with school priorities. All participants reported working toward a 
common annual focus, shaping individual inquiry goals. Carol noted, “even 
though my question is different to somebody else’s, it still means we can get more 
of a shared vision of where we’re going.” Nonetheless, alignment with shared 
goals may limit flexibility for teachers with unique developmental needs or 
contexts, highlighting subtle tensions between collective priorities and individual 
growth. 

Although not directly explored in the interview protocol, participants’ 
language and demeanour revealed a culture of self-motivation and professional 
optimism. Ten participants described themselves using phrases such as “eager 
and open,” “love to grow,” and “wanting to improve.” For example, Tina stated, 
“I love to grow, and I know appraisal is a means to grow.” Clara echoed this with, 
“I need to keep growing and make sure I don’t become stagnant.” 
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Four participants also expressed enthusiasm and emotional investment in 
their teaching roles. Linda described teaching young children as “the foundation 
of their learning,” while Talia shared, “I love it here. I like how it all works around 
here.” Observations supported these sentiments. For instance, Zoe engaged 
openly in feedback, smiling and nodding throughout the debrief session. 

Such dispositions appear to enhance the developmental orientation of 
appraisal. Participants who identified as lifelong learners were more likely to view 
appraisal positively and to take initiative in seeking feedback and support. 

 
Theme 4: Internal School Challenges Impact the Integration of 
Accountability and Development Requirements 

This theme addresses Research Question3: What factors inhibit the integration 
of accountability and development requirements in appraisal systems? While 
some participants—particularly in School B reported few barriers, closer analysis 
revealed several internal challenges that affected how effectively appraisal 
systems supported both accountability and professional growth: (1) Professional 
development needs to be more focused; (2) formal observations stimulate 
nervousness; (3) experienced teachers receive less feedback; and (4) time 
constraints in providing evidence.  
 
Professional Development Needs to Be More Focused 
Some participants, especially in School A, expressed that professional 
development (PD) offerings could be overwhelming and lacked clear focus. While 
Tina appreciated the opportunities provided, she noted that considering multiple 
areas within a short time span was challenging. Carol suggested that PD needed 
closer alignment with individual professional goals rather than unrelated 
initiatives. When PD activities were not directly linked to appraisal goals, 
teachers’ capacity for targeted reflection and growth was diluted, highlighting a 
potential tension between quantity of opportunities and meaningful 
developmental impact. 
 
Formal Observations Stimulate Nervousness 
Five participants reported that formal observations provoked nervousness, 
particularly in School A. Zoe, a beginning teacher, described feeling “really 
stressed” before being observed by senior colleagues, while Taylor, an 
experienced teacher, also found the process “nerve-racking.” In contrast, teachers 
in School B noted that collaborative classrooms normalised observation, reducing 
anxiety and shifting the focus toward development. This contrast illustrates that 
the structure and cultural context of observation significantly influence whether 
appraisal is experienced as supportive or evaluative and may affect equitable 
access to developmental feedback. 
 
Experienced Teachers Receive Less Feedback 
Several experienced teachers in School A, particularly those in single-teacher 
classrooms, reported receiving less feedback over time. Carol reflected that while 
beginning teachers received regular observation and discussion, experienced 
teachers were often left to manage their own growth, resulting in a reduction of 
“rich conversation time” about teaching practice. This indicates a potential 
structural gap in appraisal systems, where ongoing professional learning for 
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experienced staff may be inadvertently overlooked, limiting the system’s 
developmental reach. 
 
Time Constraints in Providing Evidence 
Twelve participants across both schools identified time as a significant barrier. 
Collecting and documenting evidence for each teaching standard was demanding. 
Alice in School A described mitigation strategies, including limiting the inquiry 
cycle to 15 weeks and establishing clear weekly expectations, which enabled 
deeper reflection within a manageable timeframe. Teachers also learned to collect 
evidence continuously, rather than deferring to the end of the year. While these 
strategies supported workload management, a broader tension remained, as 
appraisal systems requiring extensive documentation appeared to prioritise 
compliance over meaningful professional development. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 

This study provides in-depth qualitative insights into how teacher appraisal is 
experienced and perceived in New Zealand primary schools. The findings 
illustrate the complex interplay between accountability requirements and 
professional development aspirations, and highlight the importance of school 
culture, feedback, collaboration, and internal challenges in shaping these 
experiences. This discussion situates the results within existing literature, 
explores implications for policy and practice, and identifies directions for future 
research. 
 
Reframing Appraisal as a Developmental Partnership 

A recurring thread throughout the findings is the tension between appraisal as a 
tool for accountability and as a mechanism for teacher development. Teachers 
reported that formal observations, particularly in single-teacher classrooms, 
often provoked nervousness and stress, reflecting Perryman’s (2022) critique of 
appraisal framed predominantly as evaluative. This suggests that, despite 
developmental intentions, structural requirements such as formal observation 
and evidence collection may inadvertently reinforce a compliance-oriented 
culture. 

In contrast, collaborative classrooms, particularly in School B, appeared to 
shift appraisal from a high-stakes assessment toward embedded developmental 
practice. Teachers described informal peer observation and team leader feedback 
as natural and continuous elements of daily practice. This approach supported 
comfort, learning, and real-time reflection, aligning with Smyle’s (2022) 
argument for developmental appraisal models. However, the findings also raise 
questions about equity and scalability: schools with fewer resources or single-
teacher classrooms may struggle to replicate these supportive, low-stress 
conditions, potentially creating uneven developmental experiences across 
contexts. 

Overall, these results suggest that appraisal’s developmental potential is 
not inherent but contingent on school culture, relational trust, and structural 
flexibility. Even in supportive environments, the tension between accountability 
requirements and authentic professional growth remains a critical challenge, 
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echoing broader critiques of managerialised appraisal frameworks (Smyle, 
2022). 

 
The Critical Role of Feedback Quality  

The findings underscore the central role of feedback in shaping both teacher 
perceptions of appraisal and its effectiveness as a developmental tool. High-
quality, specific, and actionable feedback was empowering, particularly when 
delivered in collegial and respectful ways. Collaborative environments fostered 
the sharing of pedagogical ideas and encouraged peer feedback, which 
participants—especially beginner teachers—identified as essential for 
professional growth. 

However, the absence of meaningful feedback, particularly for experienced 
teachers in isolated classrooms, represents more than a missed opportunity; it 
points to structural limitations within appraisal systems that may inadvertently 
privilege novice teachers while neglecting ongoing growth for veteran staff. This 
aligns with Darling-Hammond et al (2017) assertion that feedback is a powerful 
lever for learning, but it also supports Smyle’s (2022) caution that appraisal 
without constructive feedback can erode teacher morale, engagement, and trust 
in the system. 

The above findings suggest that feedback’s developmental impact is not 
inherent to the appraisal process but contingent on relational, cultural, and 
organisational factors. Schools lacking supportive peer structures or targeted 
feedback mechanisms may unintentionally perpetuate inequities, limiting 
appraisal’s capacity to genuinely enhance teaching practice. 

 
Collaborative Relationships and Trust 

The findings strongly highlight the pivotal role of relational trust in shaping 
teachers’ experiences of appraisal. In School B, where collaborative teaching 
models were prevalent, trust between appraisers and appraisees emerged as a 
foundational feature. Teachers reported feeling able to be open and honest about 
their practice, receiving feedback without fear or defensiveness. This aligns with 
Timperley’s (2007) emphasis on relational trust as a precondition for effective 
professional learning, reinforcing the idea that appraisal is most developmental 
when embedded within supportive relationships. 

By contrast, teachers in School A were less likely to explicitly reference 
trust, and formal, infrequent observations often reinforced hierarchical 
dynamics. In this context, appraisal was more likely to be experienced as 
evaluative or performative rather than developmental. These contrasts suggest 
that school culture—particularly collaborative norms, teacher voice, and shared 
goals—strongly shapes whether appraisal functions as a mechanism for growth 
or as a tool of oversight. 

The data also indicate that trust is dependent on relational practices and 
organisational structures rather than arising automatically from appraisal 
processes. Schools relying primarily on formal observation, without fostering 
ongoing dialogue, peer collaboration, or shared decision-making, may 
inadvertently reinforce anxiety and compliance-oriented behaviours. In contrast, 
collaborative structures that prioritise trust can transform appraisal into a 
participatory, reflective process. However, such models may not be feasible in 
schools with limited staffing, isolated classrooms, or resource constraints, 
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highlighting potential inequities and challenges in implementing these 
approaches broadly. 

 
Ongoing Support and Integration with Professional Learning 

A central finding is that appraisal is most effective when integrated with broader 
professional development systems. Participants indicated that appraisal alone—
without ongoing mentoring, targeted support, or structured follow-up—had 
limited developmental impact. This aligns with research suggesting that appraisal 
functions optimally when embedded in continuous professional learning, 
reflective inquiry, and collaborative practices rather than operating as an isolated 
compliance exercise (Cardno et al., 2016; Smyle, 2022). 

In both schools, appraisal was aligned with school-wide goals, enabling 
teachers to pursue inquiries relevant to their practice. This supports literature 
emphasising the value of coherent professional learning cycles and inquiry 
embedded within appraisal processes (McChesney et al., 2024). Nevertheless, 
teachers consistently reported time constraints and workload pressures—
particularly around evidence collection—as significant challenges. These 
experiences mirror OECD (2023) findings that excessive administrative demands 
are common barriers to meaningful appraisal and professional learning 
integration. 

While these constraints were evident, schools employed strategies to 
mitigate their impact. School B’s collaborative teaching model facilitated ongoing 
peer observation and informal feedback, while School A’s structured inquiry 
timelines allowed teachers to focus their efforts on targeted areas of development. 
These approaches reinforce OECD (2023) recommendations that appraisal 
should be embedded within a coherent system of professional learning and that 
systemic alignment is essential for sustainable teacher development. More 
broadly, the findings highlight that collaboration, clear processes, and shared 
ownership of appraisal are key conditions for balancing developmental and 
accountability purposes, suggesting that the design and culture of appraisal 
systems are as important as the formal policies themselves (Cardno et al., 2016; 
Smyle, 2022). 

 
Internal School Challenges 

The study also highlights several internal, school-level challenges that can impede 
the effective integration of accountability and development within appraisal 
systems. Teachers reported that an overload of professional development 
activities—particularly when these were unrelated to appraisal goals—diluted 
focus and limited opportunities for meaningful reflection. This finding aligns with 
research suggesting that misalignment between appraisal and professional 
learning can reduce the developmental impact of appraisal systems while 
contributing to teacher stress and disengagement (OECD, 2013b). 

The formality of observations was another source of tension. Several 
participants noted that traditional, high-stakes appraisal practices heightened 
anxiety, particularly when they felt disconnected from everyday teaching 
realities. This echoes broader concerns that evaluative components of appraisal 
can undermine teacher confidence, creativity, and willingness to experiment 
(OECD, 2013b; OECD, 2019). 
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Experienced teachers were frequently perceived as receiving less feedback 
than beginning teachers, highlighting a potential gap in professional support. 
This reflects literature emphasising that appraisal systems must attend to the 
ongoing professional learning needs of all teachers to avoid stagnation and 
disengagement (Isoré, 2009). Additionally, time demands associated with 
collecting and documenting evidence were described as burdensome. These 
administrative pressures mirror findings that excessive documentation and 
workload can detract from instructional focus and professional growth (OECD, 
2023). 

Collectively, these challenges underscore McChesney et al. (2024) 
argument that overly complex or fragmented appraisal systems can undermine 
teacher engagement. They also point to the potential of context-sensitive 
approaches—such as collaborative teaching models and structured inquiry 
timelines—to mitigate these barriers by aligning appraisal expectations with 
teachers’ professional learning needs and fostering coherence across the system 
(Cardno et al., 2016). 

 
Implications for Policy and Practice 

The findings of this study have several implications for school leaders and 
policymakers seeking to enhance the developmental impact of teacher appraisal. 

First, appraisal systems should be reframed as primarily developmental, 
emphasising reflective dialogue, peer learning, and professional growth rather 
than functioning solely as compliance mechanisms. This requires a deliberate 
shift in both policy framing and school-level practices to prioritise teacher 
learning alongside accountability. 

Second, investing in appraiser training is critical. Leaders and mentors 
need the skills to provide high-quality, constructive feedback that is both 
actionable and grounded in relational trust. Without this capacity, appraisal risks 
being perceived as evaluative or punitive rather than supportive of professional 
growth. 

Third, appraisal should be embedded within coherent professional 
learning systems, linking appraisal processes with school-wide goals and 
individual teacher development plans. Alignment ensures that appraisal is not 
experienced as an isolated exercise but as part of a structured pathway for 
sustained professional improvement. 

Fourth, fostering collaborative cultures—through team teaching, shared 
inquiry, and relational trust—can strengthen appraisal’s developmental impact. 
Evidence from this study suggests that environments where observation and 
feedback are normalised reduce anxiety, encourage honest dialogue, and promote 
continuous professional growth. 

Finally, workload and time demands must be addressed. Streamlining 
documentation requirements and providing dedicated time for appraisal-related 
reflection and feedback are essential to ensure that appraisal supports 
meaningful professional development rather than contributing to teacher stress 
or disengagement. 

Collectively, these recommendations highlight that effective appraisal is 
contingent not only on formal systems and policies but also on the relational, 
cultural, and structural conditions that enable teachers to engage meaningfully in 
reflective and developmental practices. 
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Limitations 

While this study provides rich, contextualised insights into teacher appraisal in 
New Zealand primary schools, several limitations should be considered. First, the 
qualitative design and limited geographic scope constrain the generalisability of 
the findings to other regions or educational contexts. Second, the data are based 
on self-reported experiences, which may be influenced by participants’ 
willingness or comfort in engaging in reflective dialogue. Third, structural 
differences between schools—such as collaborative teaching environments versus 
single-classroom models—limit the transferability of findings across diverse 
school contexts. These differences highlight that appraisal practices and 
experiences are shaped not only by formal systems but also by local 
organisational and cultural factors. Finally, there is a potential for social 
desirability or positive response bias. Some participants may have been aware 
that colleagues or school leaders were also involved in the study, which could have 
encouraged more favourable portrayals of appraisal practices. This may partially 
explain the consistently positive perspectives captured in the findings and 
suggests the need for caution in interpreting the results as representative of 
broader teacher experiences. 
 
Directions for Future Research 

Further research is needed to examine the long-term impact of collaborative 
appraisal practices on both teaching quality and student outcomes. While 
appraisal and professional learning are widely acknowledged as important for 
teacher growth, there is limited longitudinal evidence demonstrating whether 
appraisal practices translate into sustained improvements in instructional 
practice or measurable gains in student learning over time (Cardno et al., 2016; 
OECD, 2023). 

Future studies should also investigate appraiser perspectives, including 
experiences of training, the challenges encountered, and clarity of role in 
providing effective developmental feedback. The effectiveness of appraisal 
systems depends largely on the quality, specificity, and consistency of feedback 
delivered, making appraiser capacity a critical area for exploration (OECD, 2023; 
Smyle, 2022). 

Comparative research across diverse school cultures and education 
systems would be valuable to understand how contextual factors—such as 
leadership approaches, organisational structures, and policy frameworks—shape 
the integration of accountability and development within appraisal systems 
(Cardno et al., 2016; McChesney et al., 2024). 

Finally, further investigation into the professional growth and retention of 
experienced teachers is warranted. Evidence suggests that appraisal can support 
teacher development, but the needs, perceptions, and engagement of experienced 
educators may differ significantly from those of early-career teachers, 
highlighting the importance of examining differential impacts and tailored 
approaches (OECD, 2023; Talmor et al., 2020). 
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CONCLUSION 

This study examined how primary schools in New Zealand navigate the 
integration of accountability and development within teacher appraisal, 
addressing a longstanding tension in appraisal discourse. Findings indicate that 
a strong culture of professional learning—anchored in transformational, 
pedagogical, and distributive leadership—was critical for aligning appraisal 
systems with both institutional accountability and teacher growth. Principals 
played a central role in fostering reflective, collaborative, and supportive 
environments, enabling teachers to engage meaningfully with appraisal 
processes. 

Four enabling features were identified: active learning practices 
(reflection, feedback, and dialogue), collaborative learning structures, mentoring 
systems, and the use of teaching portfolios. Together, these elements created 
coherence between evaluative and developmental dimensions, transforming 
appraisal into a tool for continuous professional learning rather than a purely 
compliance-driven exercise. 

Despite these enablers, several challenges constrained the full integration 
of accountability and development. Limited feedback for experienced teachers, 
professional development overload, anxiety associated with formal observations, 
and the administrative burden of evidence collection were notable barriers. These 
findings suggest that achieving a genuinely developmental appraisal system 
requires intentional leadership, coherent structures, and careful attention to 
teacher workload and experience. 

Overall, this study contributes to the literature by providing evidence of 
how appraisal systems can be designed to balance accountability with teacher 
growth. It offers practical implications for school leaders, policymakers, and 
educators seeking to enhance the developmental impact of teacher appraisal 
while maintaining necessary standards of accountability. 
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