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ABSTRACT 

 

Using a modified Delphi method, this paper examined how the implementation of 

Georgia’s Teacher Keys Effectiveness System (TKES), challenges the principal’s role of 

instructional leadership. Principals expressed concern about the time required for 

evaluation. However, they perceive they are better instructional leaders and they are in 

classrooms more often.  There was great concern with calibration and the TKES platform 

itself.  A large majority stated that the number of observations should be dependent on 

the teacher.  Ideas for further research including conducting a similar study three years 

from now when there is more student achievement data available.  
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The responsibilities of the principal continue to change from management tasks to 

duties more aligned with improving instruction.   The literature strongly asserts that the 

most important role of the principal is that of instructional leader.  However, Stronge 

(1988, 2005) argues that while the principal participates in many activities during the 

day, only 11 % of them relate to instructional leadership.  May, Goldring and Huff (2012) 

raise that percentage to nineteen.  The implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 

2001) legislated more accountability and testing.  More recently, Race to the Top (RT3, 

2009), calls for stronger evaluation methods for teachers in order to improve school 

achievement.  Race to the Top calls for rigorous evaluation procedures that influence 

professional development, compensation, retention, and tenure. 

 

Strong school leadership is imperative for school success.  Leadership has 

significant effects on student achievement, second only to classroom instruction 

(Leithwood, 2008; Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005).  A review of the literature on 

school leadership (Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008) concludes that 

there is no evidence of a school that has successfully improved student achievement 

without strong leadership.  The influence of the principal is indirect in that the actions of 

the principal affect the actions of the teacher and that affects student achievement 

(DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2008, Marzano et al., 2005).  These indirect 

actions fall under the umbrella of the instructional leadership role of the principal. 

 

Though the use of the term instructional leader is widespread, there are many 

definitions.  In his synthesis of meta-analyses of student achievement, Hattie (2009) says 

the term refers to principals who focus on a climate free of distractions, high expectations 

for students and teachers, and clear objectives for teaching.  According to Smith and 

Andrews, (1989) the principal is a resource provider, communicator, instructional 

resource, and “visible presence” (p. 7). 

 

Hallinger and Heck (1996) conclude in their empirical review of research that the 

principal influences internal processes indirectly by:  creating policies and norms, setting 

high academic expectations, developing mission and vision, protecting learning time, and 

organizing instruction.  “For the purposes of this article, we can do more than note that 

this function of the principal—sustaining a schoolwide purpose focusing on student 

learning—does receive empirical support” (p. 38).  Looking at teachers’ perceptions of 

instructional leadership, Blase and Blase (1999) say instructional leadership has two 

major themes.  They state these as “talking with teachers to promote reflection and 

promoting professional growth” (p. 367).  This evolved into their RG model with the R 

standing for Reflection and the G for Growth. 

 

One of the key responsibilities of the instructional leader involves the evaluation 

of teachers in order to assure students have the best teachers in the classroom.   

Traditional evaluation methods face criticism for the time they require and the evidence 

that most teachers receive satisfactory rankings.  A 2007 survey of over 1000 teachers 

found little support for the formal evaluation process (Duffett, Farkas, Rotherman, & 

Silva, 2008). Only 28% felt the tool helped them to be a better teacher.   
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Several high profile reports offer criticism of teacher evaluation.  The Measures 

of Effective Teaching project (MET) funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 

issued an initial report (2010) with an introductory statement that summarizes the 

concerns surrounding teacher evaluation:  “In too many schools, principals go through 

the motions of visiting classrooms, checklist in hand.  In the end, virtually all teachers 

receive the same ‘satisfactory’ rating” (p. 3). The report recommends teacher evaluation 

to include student achievement gains, specific feedback on benchmarks and feedback 

from students.  Similarly, the New Teacher Project report, The Widget Effect (Weisberg, 

Sexton, Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009) found that 99% of teachers get satisfactory ratings in 

evaluation programs that have two rating choices.  The number drops to 94%, if there are 

three choices.  The concern is that if such a large percentage of our teachers are 

satisfactory, why is student achievement lagging in so many schools.  Because of these 

concerns, new standards based evaluation methods incorporate multiple measures 

including classroom visitations, student surveys and value-added growth on student 

achievement measures.   

 

The solution to these checklist type or drive-by evaluations (Toch & Rothman, 

2008) is the use of comprehensive evaluation systems that measure instruction with the 

goal of improvement.  Many of these tools evolved from the work of Charlotte Danielson 

(1996, 2007).  She divides teaching into four major categories and 21 themes.  The 

categories are planning and preparation, classroom environment, instruction, and 

professional responsibilities.  From this, she devised scoring rubrics to give 

administrators details on how to rate teachers as unsatisfactory, basic, proficient and 

distinguished.  

 

The state of Georgia, like many other states, utilizes a multiple measure 

evaluation process that looks at the many roles of a teacher and ranks their performance 

on a four level rubric based on the work of Danielson (2007). Teachers receive rankings 

of unsatisfactory, needs development, proficient and exemplary in the new Teacher Keys 

Evaluation System (TKES).  Under this system, principals conduct two formal 

observations and four informal observations during the school year.  Formal observations 

must be at least thirty minutes long and informal observations must be at least ten 

minutes long.  Pre and post conversations also take place for the planned formal 

observations.  There are five domains on the instrument:  Planning, Instructional 

Delivery, Assessment Strategies, Learning Environment, and Professionalism and 

Communication. Under each domain, there are two standards.  Other measures that go 

into the evaluation include student surveys and student achievement growth.  Student 

achievement as measured by the growth of a student from one year to the next based on 

standardized testing is known as a value added measurement (VAM). 

 

There is support and caution in the literature regarding the effectiveness of these 

evaluation tools.  Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein (2012) 

support the use of standards based evaluations but caution the use of value-added models 

due to their inconsistency.  They point out that value added performance is often a 

condition of the students assigned to the teacher and that a teacher who is effective one 

year may be unsatisfactory the next using this approach.  
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Noting that these types of evaluations have only been in place for 15 years and 

that there are not many studies on their effect, Murphy, Hallinger and Heck (2013) call 

for caution in determining that these evaluations enable schools to improve. 

Administrators are “poorly positioned to make teacher evaluation work well” (p. 351) as 

they lack the credibility in content and instructional strategies that teachers value.  They 

also note the concerns of inter-rater reliability, context of the classroom and the use of 

value-added measures with test scores as deterrents to teacher evaluation being a tool to 

improve schools.  Papay (2012), states that inter-reliability may be hard to achieve since 

administrators have different standards. 

 

Jacob and Lefgren (2005) found that principals are effective in identifying the top 

and bottom ten percent of teachers but not as effective with the remaining 80%.  Their 

study took place in a mid-sized school district in the western United States.  Elementary 

principals were asked to rank teachers who teach core subject matter on several 

categories on a scale from one to ten.  The purpose of the study was to look at the use of 

subjective principal assessment and value added measures as tools for compensating 

teachers. Jacob and Lefgren’s (2005), study indicates that principals are effective in 

rating excellent and poor teachers using subjective evaluative tools, but not as effective 

with the many teachers who fall in the middle of these two categories. 

 

Taylor and Tyler (2011, 2012) find “suggestive evidence” (2012, p. 82) that 

teachers do improve during the school year in which they are evaluated and that these 

effects linger past the year of evaluation.  They conducted their research using the 

Cincinnati Public Schools Teacher Evaluation System (TES).  This is one of the earlier 

implementations of an evaluation system based on Danielson’s framework.  Although the 

Georgia system (TKES) relies most heavily on administrator observations, the TES 

involves highly trained peer evaluators for three of the four observations, with the fourth 

conducted by the principal.  Another difference is that Cincinnati’s teachers are evaluated 

every few years depending on their tenure status and years of service. 

 

Claiming theirs is the first empirical study of the effects of standards based 

evaluation systems; Taylor and Tyler (2011, 2012) used a quasi-experimental analysis 

comparing the student achievement data of teachers before the year of evaluation, during 

the year, and after the year of evaluation.  They focused on midcareer teachers who were 

in the system before TES began.   

 

Student achievement data came from math test scores in grades 4 – 8.  The 

comparison of achievement comes from the students the teacher teaches during the year 

of evaluation compared to the students she taught the year before and the year after.  The 

authors argue this helps to control for teacher change over time and that they control for 

student characteristics such as previous achievement, classification and racial/ethnic 

background. They found the average teacher score 0.05 standard deviation higher on 

summative math assessments during the year of evaluation and that this rises to 0.11 in 

the year following the evaluation, leading to the conclusion that the instrument does add 

positive effect on teacher quality. 
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Though noting some of these positive findings, Hill and Grossman (2013) caution 

against the use of a one size fits all instrument.  They note that reform efforts tend to fail 

when they attempt to change the work of teaching, and add new layers onto existing 

layers.  They say these new evaluation systems do exactly that and are destined to fail 

without changes.  Their concerns include the generic nature of the instruments, the lack 

of content specificity, and the lack of quality feedback.  

  

Teachers of all subjects are evaluated using the same tool.  “The current systems 

ask us to believe that teaching kindergarten requires the same set of practices and 

knowledge needed to teach high school algebra” (Hill & Grossman, 2013, p.6).  On top 

of this, many principals are generalists and do not know all the content they are 

observing.  Finally, feedback is often given too late or not at all, and is often not content 

related.  The author suggest that more time be spent in evaluation of those teachers who 

need the most improvement and that rich and specific feedback is given to those teachers 

so that they can improve.  They also suggest the use of content experts in the evaluation 

process such as department chairs or instructional coaches. 

 

Hallinger et al. (2014) ask if the time and resources poured into teacher evaluation 

lead to a “robust pathway for school improvement” (p. 2).  They first separate the 

definition of teacher evaluation from instructional supervision noting that evaluation has 

the ultimate goal of judging the teachers capability while instructional supervision has the 

goal of coaching the teacher towards better performance.  They note that the new 

evaluation processes based on Danielson’s (2006) framework, are intended to show a 

causal relationship between teacher evaluation and student growth, but often leave out 

other factors most notably the students family background which the Coleman report 

(1966) sited as the number one impact on student achievement. 

 

The authors are critical of reports such as the Measures of Effective Teaching 

Project (Gates Foundation, 2011) because they leave out family and school variables 

calling the results overstated and the evidence weak and inconsistent to conclude that 

these evaluation methods increase teacher effectiveness.  Finally, they scoured the 

literature on topics such as school improvement, instructional leadership, data based 

decision making and school reform with the notion that if teacher evaluation is a 

significant way to improve instruction, it should appear in the literature as a solution.  

They found the existence to be “conspicuously absent” (p. 14). 

 

While the effectiveness of these comprehensive evaluation systems is mixed, the 

time on the part of the principal to conduct the evaluations is demanding (Kimball & 

Milanowski, 2009; Papay, 2012). Halverson, Kelley, and Kimball (2004) indicate that a 

standard based evaluation system required up to 25% of the principal’s time.  Toch and 

Rothman (2008) suggest that these evaluation systems cause principals to treat evaluation 

seriously but agree that they are time consuming. Marshall (2003) says the tools cause an 

“impossible workload” (p. 50) for principals and questions the validity of the instruments.  
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Research Problem 

 

Principals are called to be instructional leaders (Hattie 2009, Hallinger & Heck, 

1996, McEwan, 2003).  The implementation of standards based evaluation systems 

require much of a principal’s time to be diverted to teacher evaluation, which is only one 

of the many components of instructional leadership (DuFour & Mattos 2013, Kimball & 

Milanowski, 2009; Papay, 2012).  Principals must use the same instrument for every 

teacher and have no choice in the duration and amount of observations conducted.  The 

one-size-fits-all process will affect other responsibilities of the principal and is contrary 

to the loosely coupled nature of a school (Elmore, 2000, Sergiovanni, 2004).   Moreover, 

there is little to be found in the literature about how principals perceive this new system 

as affecting their job performance. 

 

Research Questions 

 

How is the implementation of the TKES system changing the role of principal? 

How do principals perceive the effectiveness of TKES as it relates to instructional 

leadership? 

How has the implementation of TKES affected the other responsibilities of a principal as 

outlined in LKES? 

 

Procedures 

 

This will be a qualitative study using the Delphi Method.  This method was first 

used in 1948 to forecast advancements in technology and was the catalyst for formation 

of the RAND corporation (Bourgeios, Pugmire, Stevenson, Swanson, & Swanson 2006; 

monski, Hartman, & Krahn, 2007).  This method has four components.  First, participants 

are anonymous.  Though they may see the responses of others, they do not know who is 

responding.  The second key feature is iteration meaning that participants get a chance to 

refine their views during the process.  Controlled feedback is the third component, which 

allows participants to clarify and change their views in light of the other participant’s 

responses.  Finally, statistical aggregation of responses can allow for a quantitative 

analysis (Skulmoski, Hartman & Krahn, 2007). 

 

Principals with at least three years of experience will be invited to participate in 

this study.  The three-year limit will insure that the participants have experience with 

TKES and the former evaluation system.  These principals will serve at elementary, 

middle and secondary schools in a school system containing both urban and suburban 

schools.  This will allow for gathering feedback from principals in a variety of school 

settings.  Sixty principals will receive invitations with the goal of having at least 25 

participants.  Round one questioning will be broad in order to gather feedback about their 

perceptions about the Teacher Keys program.  Subsequent rounds will become more 

specific based on the feedback of the principals. 
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The researcher used purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2007) to select principals 

who have at least three years of experience in the school system or in a system 

implementing TKES for at least one year.  This is designed so participants have 

knowledge of both the current evaluation tool and the previous tool.  In asking for all 

principals within the system with three years of experience, the researcher hoped to gain 

information from principals working in a wide diversity of schools in order to enrich the 

conversation and to refrain from producing “a cozy group of like-thinking individuals 

which excludes mavericks and becomes a vehicle for inbreeding” (Turoff & Linstone, 

2002, p. 568). 

 

The Delphi method is a group facilitation technique that allows of participants to 

anonymously respond first to open ended questions and then have a chance to clarify or 

add to their responses in multiple stages.  While the traditional Delphi has four or more 

stages, two or three rounds are preferred especially with the constraints of time and 

survey fatigue on the part of the participants (Hasson, et.al. 2000, Sumsion, 1998). 

 

The researcher followed the steps of the process beginning with the selection of 

experts in the field (Gordon, 1994).  Experts met the following four criteria: knowledge 

and expertise, willingness and ability to participate, time to participate and the ability to 

communicate effectively (Skulmonski et al., 2007).  Principals were selected for this 

study because they are experts in the field and work in it on a daily basis (Gordon, 1994).  

Once the experts were selected, the researcher contacted them individually by email with 

a full description of the paper including the objectives, anticipated time commitment, 

promise of anonymity, and a way they can confirm their acceptance to participate. 

 

The researcher then developed the first round of questions.  These questions 

defined the problem and asked participants to list concerns, ideas and solutions 

surrounding the problem.  Careful attention went into developing these questions so there 

were no ambiguities and to assure they are “sharp and answerable” (Gordon, 1994).  

Questions derived from the literature review and the problem statement.  Results from 

round one were compiled, consolidated, and used to form the round two questionnaires. 

 

Round two included the consolidated responses of all participants from round one 

and gave participants a chance to respond.  These questions allowed the participant to 

rank their level of agreement to statements on five-point scale (strongly agree, agree, 

undecided, disagree, strongly disagree).  Again, the information was compiled and, a 

third round took place to get closer to consensus.   While there is no clear definition on 

what consensus is, a 51% to 80% is a suggested range (Hasson et al. 2000).  

Nevertheless, the study should end when consensus is obtained or “the law of 

diminishing results sets in” (Hasson et al., 2000, p. 1010).  Sumsion (1998) suggests a 

response rate of anywhere from 50% to 70%.  Seventy percent will be used with this 

study. 

The first round was analyzed using content analysis, which is an appropriate 

technique when analyzing a large quantity of text and “content that is difficult to see or 

document with causal observation” (Neuman, 2011, p. 363).  Similar items were grouped 

together noting the importance that wording of the participants was not changed and no 
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items were added (Hasson et.al., 2000).  Qualitative software, NVivo 10 was utilized to 

place the participant comments into nodes or themes.  The software was also used for 

word frequency queries.  

 

Second round information is of a quantitative nature in that it will show where 

consensus is occurring and allow participants to clarify or change their opinion.   Since a 

five point scale was utilized, measures of central tendency (mean, median and mode) 

were analyzed along with the determination of the standard deviation.  The analysis of 

data was conducted using SPSS.  The responses were coded as follows:  Strongly Agree 

= 1; Agree =2; Undecided = 3; Disagree = 4; Strongly Disagree = 5.  Some questions 

were coded as:  Already Use = 1; Will Use = 2; Unsure = 3; Will not use = 4.  According 

to Gordon (1994), the most important role of the Delphi is to be able to synthesize the 

judgment of a group rather than consensus.   

 

The third round questionnaire was sent on June 4, 2014, in order to determine if 

consensus, set at 70%, could be found on twenty-three items.  A four-point scale was 

used on this round, removing the choice of undecided causing a forced choice on the part 

of the participant.  Data was analyzed using SPSS.  This research took place between 

April and June of 2014. 

 

In looking at the schools that responded to the survey, the largest number, 

eighteen, were from the elementary school principals.  Nine middle school principals 

responded and only four high school principals completed the survey.  Due to 

retirements, promotions and moves, many of the high school principals have less than the 

required three years of experience.  Of the thirty-two schools, fourteen receive Title 1 

funding, meaning they receive federal funds based on the percentage of students in 

poverty that attend their schools.  As a comparison, more than 50% of the schools in the 

study cite receive this funding.  

 

Twenty of the participants are female and eleven are male.  Twenty-four have 

worked at the site for more than five years as teachers or assistant principals.  One is 

retiring at the end of the school year of this study, two were promoted to other positions, 

and one left the system.  Two were moved to other schools within the same system.  

Seventeen have children still living at home and several have grown children.  Most of 

the respondents are involved in the system on many levels, serving on committees, 

superintendent’s advisory, and various other positions.  Several are close to being able to 

retire while many are very early in their career.  Ages of the participants range from the 

low thirties to the early sixties.   

 

First Round Results 

 

The first round of the Delphi study contained open-ended questions. The first two 

questions dealt with the time spent by principals on walk-through and formative 

observations including the actual visit, write-up and conferencing.  For walk-throughs, 

the times listed range from 15 minutes to 60 minutes.  The mean time was 36 minutes and 

the mode was 30 minutes.  Principals must conduct four walk-throughs on every teacher 
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each year.  If every principal uses the average amount of time, that would equal to 2.4 

hours per teacher.   

 

Formative observations require a minimum of 30 minutes in the classroom on the 

part of the observer.  There are two formative observations each year.  The time range for 

the time in the classroom, writing the instrument, and holding a conference ranged from 

40 minutes to a high of two and a half hours.  The mean time was 94 minutes and the 

mode was 2 hours.  

 

Changing Roles 

 

The next question asked how the implementation of the Teacher Keys Evaluation 

System (TKES) has changed their role as principal.  Using a word frequency query in 

Nvivo, time was cited in the first round survey 88 times and similar words such as hours, 

29 times and minutes 39 times.   Comments such as “there is not enough time in the day” 

were frequent and questions about how it changed their role fell into several categories.  

First, and most prominent, was the impact on work and home balance most expressing 

they are spending late hours at work and spending weekends to fulfill their 

responsibilities. “The amount of time we spend writing up and assessing teachers on 10 

different areas makes it impossible to have any work/life balance.”   

 

Several statements indicated that principals felt they had less time to meet with 

important groups such as the leadership team, PTA, and community groups.  A few also 

mentioned that they are delegating non-instructional roles to others.  One expressed the 

concern by stating:  

 

We often talk about how much time we spend assessing students that there 

is not time to teach, the same is true for TKES.  We have to put our heads 

down and make sure we are getting to all of these evaluations that we can't 

afford our teachers the gift of having time to really improve on areas for 

growth from the last observation before we are there again for the next one.  

 

Respondents were asked to give examples of how TKES has made them more or 

less effective as an instructional leader. Most of the respondents were positive about the 

impact on their role as an instructional leader.  They feel they are better at monitoring 

instruction and conferencing with teachers and providing specific feedback based on the 

standards.  Some expressed they have a better view of what is happening in their 

classrooms and two stated they felt closer to their staff.  The data that TKES provides 

was seen as positive and was a useful tool in planning professional development.  The 

more negative comments went back to the issue of time and the process itself with one 

saying they were spending more time managing the process and keeping their head above 

water.  Another applauds the increase of instructional discussions but laments it is at the 

expense of student issues and community engagement.   
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Effects on Other Principal Roles 

 

In responding how TKES has affected their other principal roles, almost every 

respondent said they spend more time in classrooms because of the TKES process.  The 

word feedback appears 20 times in the survey as does the word conversations.  Principals 

perceive that their conversations with teachers are more focused on the standards and that 

they are able to give specific feedback.  It has also forced them to have those difficult 

conversations where teachers are not meeting the standards.  One principal states it “has 

affected my roles/responsibilities by: making me more conscious of the time I spend in 

classrooms-changing the conversations I have with my administrative team regarding 

teacher performance-allowing my teachers to see my knowledge as a former teacher.” 

 

Training and Calibration 

 

The word adequate appears most often when describing the training in the next 

question.  Calibration seems to be a concern with the notion that results on TKES might 

look differently from school to school which was reinforced by one respondent who 

noted that participants in training were not consistent in their ratings.  Secondary 

principals express concern about the ability to observe the content in all classes and there 

was some concern with rating teachers in non-core disciplines. 

 

Process Changes 

 

Fourteen comments about changes to the process revolved around the number of 

observations required especially when it came to the number of required observations 

especially for those teachers who are ranked as proficient or exemplary.  One suggested 

that this be based on the years of experience but most suggested reduction on the 

effectiveness of the teacher.  One suggested that this would allow more time to work with 

struggling teachers.   

 

Tools for Success 

 

Principals were asked how they find successful ways to work with the process.  

Responses included the need for planning ahead including developing year long 

calendars with frequent check points to make sure timelines are being met.  Staying in the 

room for the minimum amount of time required and actually entering information into the 

portal during the observation were other suggestions. 

 

The final question asked if there were other items they would like to share about 

the process.  Again, there seems to positive support for the instrument and concern about 

the time.  Several expressed concern about the possibility of tying teacher compensation 

to the TKES process as it would “create a tension that will be very hard to overcome.”  

The actual portal, the names of the levels, and the need for calibration were also 

mentioned. 
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Second Round Results 

 

In round two of the process, comments from the open-ended question were sent 

out in a Likert-type rating scale.  Responses of Strongly Agree and Agree were combined 

as well as those of Strongly Disagree and Disagree.  70 % or higher response rate to the 

combined responses was used to determine consensus.  Forty-three of sixty-six 

statements reached consensus. 

 

Several statements in the survey regarded the time involved in using the process.  

Item four had a consensus of 88% agreement (standard deviation = .98) that the TKES 

process causes principals to spend more time at work after hours.  The response was 

similar with having to spend more time on weekends, with 88.4% agreement (standard 

deviation = 1.0).  Increased stress as indicated in item 11 received 92.3% agreement 

(standard deviation = .75).  Principals feel they fall behind on other tasks 76.9% 

agreement (standard deviation = 1.07) and struggle to keep up with emails and other 

district responsibilities with 96.1 % agreement (standard deviation = .58).   

 

Almost 77% (standard deviation = 1.13) of respondents believed they could not 

attend as many school functions during the day and that their time to visit classrooms in a 

non-evaluative was limited 84.0% (standard deviation = 1.01).  Principals are delegating 

non-instructional roles with 84.6 % agreement (standard deviation = .98).  73.1% 

(standard deviation = 1.13) agree with the statement that it takes too much time to 

conduct six observations and required conferences.  Items 6, 12, and 14 did not receive 

consensus. These dealt with being less visible to stakeholders 65.4% agreement (standard 

deviation = 1.13) and having less time to spend with teachers and students with 56% 

agreement (standard deviation = 1.32). Item fourteen asks whether the time is worth it 

when teachers use the feedback for growth.  This received agreement of 61.6% (standard 

deviation = .96).   

 

Only the third statement received consensus in round three with 90% (standard 

deviation = .61) agreeing the time is worth it when principals see teachers implementing 

feedback for further growth.  60 % (standard deviation = .72) agree they are not as visible 

to stakeholders while 50% (standard deviation = .85) say they have less time to spend 

with teachers and students. 

 

Instructional Leadership 

 

Several questions revolved around the instructional leadership role and how 

TKES affects the role of principal.   Exactly, 80.7% (standard deviation = .86) agree they 

spend more time in the classroom and 76.9 % (standard deviation = .93) feel they are 

more in tune with what is happening in their classrooms.  Almost all, 96.2% (standard 

deviation = .53) know the strengths and weaknesses of the staff and 76.9% (standard 

deviation = 1.09) that the process has changed the way they observe teaching and 

learning.  On the question on whether TKES has forced the principal and staff to reflect 

more on the effectiveness of instructional strategies, 84% agree (standard deviation = 

.79).   
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TKES forces them to be more of an instructional coach according to 73.1% 

(standard deviation = .90).  TKES has increased coaching and conversations about 

teaching and learning according to 88.4% of respondents (standard deviation = .76) and 

100% (standard deviation = .40) agree that conferences are anchored in honest 

conversation on standards.   Bringing conversations back to the standards was important 

to 88.4%  (standard deviation = .67).  A large percentage, 88.5% (standard deviation = 

.80) state they are able to provide frequent in-depth feedback and 80.7% (standard 

deviation = .86) are more effective in giving feedback that changes practice. They also 

agree that TKES has identified pervasive needs that require specific professional 

development 84.6% agree (standard deviation = .82).  76.9% (standard deviation = .75) 

say that the process has made them more interactive with data collection and analysis. 

 

At the 70% cut off, several items went to the third round.  Three items had high 

percentages of disagree.  44% (standard deviation = 1.3) disagree with the statement that 

TKES has made them closer to their staff, but 36% agree.  That changed little in round 

three, with 55% disagreeing with the statement (standard deviation = .51). On whether, 

they have a better understand of student learning, 42% agree (standard deviation = 1.1), 

but 38% disagree.  This changed dramatically in round three with 75% agreement 

(standard deviation = .52). 50% disagree (standard deviation = 1.1) that they are more 

connected to current trends in teaching and learning with 38.4% agreeing.  The only 

change in round three was that 50% now disagree and 50% agree (standard deviation = 

.60). While 44% (standard deviation = .76) agree that TKES has improved student 

achievement, 44% were undecided, possibly because the process is new and correlation 

to test scores in Georgia has not taken place. This reached consensus in round three with 

75% agreement (standard deviation = .45), with no one selecting strongly agree and one 

comment that there was no evidence yet to support this idea. 

 

The remaining items had more than 60% agreement and went to the third round.  

61% (standard deviation = 1.2) felt the process placed unrealistic demands on the 

principal to provide instructional leadership and 65.3% (standard deviation = 1.2) feel 

they are more effective instructional leaders because of TKES.  Exactly, 65.4 % (standard 

deviation = 1.2) have become more intentional about the vision and use of professional 

learning communities in their school and 69.2% (standard deviation = .91) feel they 

spend more time on monitoring curriculum and instruction.   

 

All three items reached consensus in round three.  In regards to placing unrealistic 

expectations to provide instructional leadership, 75% agreed (standard deviation = .69). 

Once the undecided choice was removed, 85% (standard deviation = .51) state they are 

more effective as instructional leaders. They also reached consensus on the idea that they 

spend more time monitoring curriculum and instruction with 80% (standard deviation = 

.65) in agreement.  With 70% (standard deviation = .62) agreement, principals reach 

consensus on being more intentional about the vision. 

 

TKES makes data related to instructional practices accessible to the principal 

according to 65.3% (standard deviation = .90) and 61.5% (standard deviation = 1.0) say it 
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has increased their professional knowledge about instruction.  In round three, 75% 

(standard deviation = .44) agreed that the accessibility of data has improved.  Eighty 

percent (standard deviation = .41) state it has increased their professional knowledge. 

 

Time appears as a factor again with 64% (standard deviation = 1.2) saying they 

have less time to work with school teams and 65.4% (standard deviation = 1.2) having 

less time to lead staff development.  61.6% (standard deviation = 1.3) have less time to 

work with teachers who need the most assistance. Both items went to round three and 

neither reached consensus level.  In terms of having less time to work with school teams, 

65% (standard deviation = .64) agree with the statement and with having less time to lead 

staff development, 60% (standard deviation = .66) agree.  65 % (standard deviation = .41) 

have less time to spend on teachers who need the most support. 

 

The TKES Process 

 

When responding about the instrument itself, 88.4% (standard deviation = .87) 

agree that the process is much better than the previous instrument. However, 65.4% 

(standard deviation = .1.1) perceive the standards are concise and easy to communicate.  

61.5% (standard deviation = .1.0) believe the evaluation system paint a holistic picture of 

a teacher’s performance, but 76.9% (standard deviation = 1.0) feel teachers should see 

growth in their performance over the course of a year.   

 

Principals feel the number of required observations is overwhelming (73.1%, 

standard deviation = 1.1) and 84% (standard deviation = 1.1) suggest principals should 

have the ability to differentiate the number of observations based on the needs of their 

staff.  This is similar to the statement that the system should require fewer observations 

for teachers based on the needs of their staff with 76.9% in agreement (standard deviation 

= 1.1). 

 

Training and calibration were addressed with 79.2% (standard deviation = 1.1) in 

disagreement with the statement that the training was adequate and 77% (standard 

deviation = 1.0) disagreeing that calibration was affectively covered in the training.  

80.8% (standard deviation = .79) state that TKES results look different from school to 

school with 76.9 % (standard deviation = .80) feeling concern that some schools give the 

rating of exemplary too hastily.  Agreement was not reached with the comment that the 

toughest part of the process is the difference between exemplary and proficient with 

61.5% agreement (standard deviation = 1.3).  That did not change in round three with 

63.2% (standard deviation = .60) agreement. 69.2% (standard deviation = 1.0) felt 

calibration was consistent in their school.  This dropped in round three to 60% (standard 

deviation = .60). The district should conduct a calibration exercise to assure consistency 

according to 92.3% (standard deviation = .75) of respondents and 92.2% (standard 

deviation = .72) request more support on how to objectively score the standards. 

 

While 73% (standard deviation = 1.2) state it is difficult to see the standards at 

work in non-core subjects, 69.2% (standard deviation = .89) are confident with use of 

TKES with all teachers.  This reached consensus of 85% (standard deviation = .45) in 
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round three. 53.8% (standard deviation = .85) were undecided about the concern among 

secondary principals lacking content knowledge to effectively rate all teachers.  In the 

third round, 40% (standard deviation = .50) agree with 60% disagreeing. The potential of 

tying TKES results to teacher compensation was a worry among 80.8% (standard 

deviation = 1.1) of the respondents. 

 

Suggested Improvements 

 

Principals had many suggestions for how to improve the process. In terms of who 

should evaluate, 84.6% (standard deviation = .85) should have more staff allowed to do 

observations, and 81% (standard deviation = 1.1) felt other support staff should be 

available to conduct observations such as administrative assistants.   

 

Process questions included combining the assessment uses and strategies 

standards with 80.8% (standard deviation = 1.1) agreement.  Many, 84.6% (standard 

deviation = .94) felt that the summative evaluation should self-populate from the previous 

instruments.  Agreement was not found with 42.3% (standard deviation = 1.5) agreeing 

that the names of the levels (exemplary, proficient, needs development, ineffective) be 

changed. Finally, there were several concerns with the TKES portal itself with 92.3% 

(standard deviation = .74) saying it is too cumbersome and requires too many steps and 

100% (standard deviation = .44) saying the portal often runs slow or shuts down. 

 

Research question one asks how the Teacher Keys Evaluation System (TKES) is 

changing the role of the principal.   Time was the word that appeared the most in a word 

frequency test using qualitative software and principals’ responses confirm the time-

consuming (DuFour & Mattos, 2013; Kimball & Milanowski, 2009; Marshall, 2012; 

Papay, 2012; Rothman, 2008;) nature of these instruments.   

 

Under the current process, evaluators must conduct four walk-throughs a year for 

each teacher.  When including the time it takes to observe, conference, and write results, 

the time spent per walk-through ranged from 15 minutes to 60 minutes, with a mean time 

of 36 minutes and a mode of 30 minutes.  As an example, a principal has 950 students 

and completes TKES evaluations on thirty teachers.  If this principal uses the average 

time, 72 hours is spent on conducting walk-through observations. 

 

Two formative assessments take place per year on every teacher and must be a 

minimum of thirty minutes.  The range of time including observation, conferencing and 

writing the results ranged from 40 minutes to 2.5 hours, with a mean time of 94 minutes 

and a mode of 2 hours.  Going back to the principal with 30 teachers to observe, using the 

average time, the principal would spend 47 hours on each round of formative 

observations.  Using the average time, the principal spends about 3 hours and 15 minutes 

per teacher to conduct evaluations. In all, 176 hours, or 23 days of the principals time is 

spent on teacher evaluation.  

 

Maintaining high visibility is a component of instructional leadership (Hallinger 

& Murphy, 1985; McEwan, 2003; Smith & Andrews, 1989) and is a component of 
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standard eight of LKES (2014) communication and community relations.  Reaching 

consensus, 77% of respondents indicate the implementation of TKES has decreased the 

time they are visible at school functions, and over half stated they have less time to spend 

time with staff, students, and to a greater degree, stakeholders.  While, principals perceive 

they are in classrooms more, large percentages state they have less time to visit the 

classroom for non-evaluative reasons.  McEwan (2009) says one role of the instructional 

leader is to maintain positive relations with staff, students and community.  When asked 

if TKES has made them closer to their staff, 55% disagreed with the statement.  It 

appears the implementation of TKES is challenging many principals in this area.  

 

Beyond the time concerns, there was positive consensus about the change in their 

role.  They spend more time in the classroom and the process for how they observe 

teaching and learning has changed.  There is more of a focus on the effectiveness of 

instructional strategies and principals believe they are more of an instructional coach.  

Principals are more confident with conferencing and giving specific feedback based on 

the standards.  Principals agree that when they see teachers using that feedback for their 

own growth, the time concerns are worth the effort, though this did not reach consensus 

until round three. 

 

Sample comments from the round one questionnaire supporting the question 

include the following: 

 

“I like being in the classroom but the paperwork and conferences are far too 

consuming” 

“I am in classrooms more and have more direct discussions with teachers about 

matters pertaining to teaching and learning” 

“My feedback to teachers improved, and my time in the classroom greatly 

increased” 

“I am in the classroom more often.  I cannot attend as many school functions 

during the day.  I am not as available to meet with parents as timely as in the 

past.” 

 

Research Question 2 

 

Question two asks principals if they perceive TKES has made them more 

effective, less effective or had no effect on their role of instructional leader.  The most 

basic question of whether they are more effective instructional leaders because of TKES 

did not receive consensus in round two.  The Hallinger and Murphy (1985) model defines 

instructional leadership as defining the school mission; managing the instructional 

program, of which teacher evaluation is a component; and developing the school learning 

climate program. 

 

Items regarding time not reaching consensus in round two indicate principals 

perceive they have less time to spend with teachers and students and to attend daily 

events. Having less time to visit classrooms for non-evaluative purposes is also a 
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concern.  These concerns potentially affect the school climate component of instructional 

leadership.   

 

Reaching consensus in round three was the idea that principals are more effective 

as instructional leaders.  There were also other positive comments surrounding 

instructional leadership.  This was especially evident with the conferencing and feedback 

portion of the survey.  Leithwood, et.al, (2004, 2010) cite providing instructional 

guidance as part of instructional leadership.  TKES has made principals more aware of 

the strengths and weaknesses of their staff.  They are more effective in giving specific 

feedback based on the standards.   This statement seems to contradict participants’ 

agreement that the process places unrealistic demands on administrators to provide 

instructional leadership. 

 

Identifying professional development needs is another component of instructional 

leadership (Blase & Blase, 1999; Eberts & Stone, 1998; Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).  

Principals find the TKES process enables them to identify pervasive needs in their staff.  

They believe the instrument forces staff to reflect on the effectiveness of instructional 

strategies. Reaching consensus in round three, 80% stated the process has increased their 

own professional development. Though professional development is cited by participants 

as an area for improvement, 60% of principals believe they do not have the time to lead 

staff development.   

 

The LKES (2014) process asks that principals monitor the academic achievement 

of students, also a component of Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) model of instructional 

leadership.  Principals agree TKES has increased the amount of time they spend 

monitoring curriculum and instruction.  Respondents were also in agreement that they are 

more interactive with data collection and analysis.  

  

Principals could not reach consensus on whether TKES was improving student 

achievement, in the second round, but did reach consensus in the third round.  This is 

most likely due to the fact that the process has not been in place long enough to correlate 

it with student achievement.  This could also be problematic in that the state of Georgia is 

implementing a new testing system in the 2014-2015 school year, making longitudinal 

comparisons virtually impossible.  While there are documented cases where researchers 

have deemed that an evaluation system has improved achievement with the teachers in 

their study, (Milanowski et. al, 2004; Taylor & Tyler, 2011, 2012), it may be years before 

the state can determine if TKES has improved student achievement. 

 

Only one question surfaced in round two dealing with the key component of 

instructional leadership, that of setting a vision and mission (Hattie, 2009; Hallinger & 

Heck, 1996; Halinger & Murphy, 1985).  The statement asked if they were more 

intentional about the vision and use of professional learning communities in their school 

and did not reach consensus in the second round.  However, 70% agreed with the 

statement after round three.  Providing strong and collaborative environments where 

teachers have a voice in decision-making is important for a positive school climate (Blase 

& Blase, 1999; DuFour, DuFour & Eaker, 2011; Greenlee & Brown, 2009; Seashore et. 
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al, 2010), making it curious that this was only mentioned once as a component of 

instructional leadership.  This might be because the survey specifically focused on the 

teacher evaluation component of instructional leadership. 

 

Sample comments from the round one questionnaire supporting the second 

research question include the following: 

 

“I have to develop teacher leaders more effectively as much of my time is spent in 

classrooms and completing write-ups and conferencing with teachers.” 

“TKES has made me more effective as an instructional leader primarily through 

its specific standards.” 

“TKES has provided a system where everyone evaluating should have the same 

view of instructional expectations.” 

“This process requires a one size fits all, which makes me less effective when it 

comes to having the time to spend on individuals who could really benefit from 

more support to actually improve rather than focusing just on evaluating.” 

“I do not have any evidence to suggest that LKES has made me either more or 

less effective as an instructional leader.” 

 

Research Question 3 

 

Question three asked what other roles as included in the Leader Keys Evaluation 

Instrument (LKES) were impacted by the implementation of TKES.  Teacher evaluation 

is one component of LKES and is a separate standard from instructional leadership.  The 

eight standards are Instructional Leadership; School Climate, Planning and Assessment; 

Organizational Management; Human Resources Management; Teacher/Staff Evaluation; 

and Communication and Community Relations (2014). 

 

In round two, respondents agreed that TKES causes them to distribute non-

instructional tasks to other people.  They express that they fall behind on other tasks and 

that keeping up with emails and other district responsibilities is more challenging.  In the 

open-ended questionnaire, one principal indicated that he had less time to spend on 

community outreach and that they were less visible to stakeholders.  Those comments did 

not reach consensus in the second level or the third. Another principal states that they 

have less time for informal conversations with staff and that they have seen “breakdowns 

in other areas due to the lack of capacity to complete the requirements in TKES and in all 

other areas with great integrity and fidelity.” 

 

Results indicate that the time involved conducting these evaluations is taking 

away from other responsibilities aligned with the Leader Keys Evaluation System 

(LKES).  Principals need to spend time on the organizational management of the school 

(Horng & Loeb, 2010; Leithwood et. al, 2010) including the hiring of effective teachers 

and supporting those that struggle and removing those that are ineffective.  This is also 

covered by the organizational management and human resources component of LKES.   

Respondents in the survey indicate concerns in this area, especially with the statement by 
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65% in round three that they have less time to focus on those teachers who need the most 

help. 

 

Sample comments from the round one questionnaire supporting the question 

include the following: 

 

“Many of the tasks associated with running a large school cannot be accomplished 

during the school day” 

“I have to delegate more tasks and I find it harder to keep up with daily tasks.” 

“There is just no time to do it all, and do it well.  I do my best to schedule all 

meetings before or after school, knowing that any situations that take place during 

the school day will take me away from observations.” 

“There are certainly times when I fall behind on other tasks because of the time 

devoted to TKES, but I believe it is a correct order of priority.” 

 

Concerns of Calibration and Content Knowledge 

 

Another concern and a threat to the reliability of the TKES instrument is that of 

calibration.  Research indicates that inter-rater reliability is a concern (Meyer & Rowan, 

1987; Murphy, 2013; Papay, 2012.)  Jacob and Lefgren (2005) state that principals are 

successful in identifying the top and bottom performing teachers but are inconsistent with 

those in the middle.  Respondents to this survey express great concern about calibration 

between schools.  What is exemplary at one school might not be so at other schools.  

Principals felt somewhat comfortable with the calibration within their school, but not 

across the district.  In round three, 60% agreed that calibration was consistent in their 

school. 

 

Training for the utilization of the TKES process was inadequate according to the 

respondents.  Again, the largest concern was the issue of calibration.  However, 

respondents also state it can be difficult to make the distinction between proficient and 

exemplary.  They agree that they need more support on how to objectively score the 

standards.   

 

Knowledge of the content and instructional strategies was a concern in the 

literature (Grubb & Flessa, 2006; Hill & Grossman, 2013; Horng & Loeb, 2010; Murphy, 

2013; Spillane et. al, 2007).  Principals had varying views on this question.  When asked 

if they felt comfortable using the tool for all teachers there was strong agreement.  

However, there was some agreement, especially among secondary principals that they 

may not have the content knowledge to support the process with all teachers. This 

statement did not reach consensus in round three possibly because more of the 

respondents were from the elementary level. 

 

Concerns about the Process 

 

Though not specific to the research questions, respondents expressed many 

concerns about the TKES process beyond the amount of time required.  In round three, 
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80% state that TKES paints a holistic picture of a teacher’s performance.  They could not 

reach consensus, however, on whether the standards are concise and easy to 

communicate. While they overwhelmingly agree this is a better instrument then the 

previous instrument, there was great concern about the platform itself, how it requires 

many steps, is slow, and often shuts down.  Combining certain standards such as two that 

deal with assessment and having a summative evaluation that self-populates from the 

previous six observations would be helpful and save time.  Revisions to the procedural 

components as suggested by the principals would reduce the time involved in conducting 

the evaluations. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This study analyzed how the use of standards based evaluation systems, in this 

case the Teacher Keys Evaluation System used by the state of Georgia, impact the 

principal in their role of instructional leader and their other roles as principal.  It allows 

for the voice of the principal to be heard which is conspicuously missing from the 

literature.  The study was viewed from the lens of the theory of loose coupling, a theory 

that allows for an institution to be both rational and indeterminate.  Standards-based tools 

are what Elmore (2000) would call the solution to the problem of loose coupling.  These 

evaluations are another solution to finding best practices that provide specific 

prescriptions for how to improve a school.  In this case, mainly through the work of 

Danielson (1996), specific standards and indicators for quality teaching are prescribed. 

 

There is no doubt that principals’ see this as a more effective tool for evaluation 

than the previous model.  As instructional leaders, they are in the classroom more often 

and they are far more comfortable giving standards-based feedback to the teachers.  They 

are better at monitoring instruction and they know the strengths and weaknesses of their 

teachers better than before.  These are all strong indicators that in some ways the tool 

allows them to be a stronger instructional leader. 

 

At the same time, these tools require an inordinate amount of time on the part of 

the evaluator.  Principals state they are spending far more time after school and on 

weekends to fulfill their responsibilities and that the additional stress is affecting their 

home and work life.  Working beyond an eight hour day is standard for principals and 

this new process adds more to the plate of already busy leaders. 

 

Loose coupling suggests that when a system is placed into the school 

organization, adaptations are made to the process to make it fit into the organization 

rather than having the organization change to match the process.  These results bear that 

out in several ways.  For example, while all agree they are time consuming, when asked 

how long a principal spends on the entire formative observation process, the answers 

went form 45 minutes to 2.5 hours.  Principals look to their environment and their own 

style to decide the amount of time they will spend.  For example, instead of holding 

conferences, they may send emails for feedback.  Some do not leave the room until they 

have filled out the form while others wait until they get back to the office.  Many hold 

themselves to the minimum time required in the classroom. 
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There are definite concerns that other key responsibilities are affected by the time 

consuming nature of these instruments.  Many principals, using the idea of distributed 

leadership, delegate some of these responsibilities to others.  In many ways, this is a good 

idea and is a way to develop teacher leaders.  However, it is important that principals are 

visible to stakeholders and are able to attend crucial meetings.  It is important that they 

meet with teachers in non-evaluative formats and attend planning meetings.  While others 

can deliver professional learning, principals should have time to carry on this important 

task, as they are the instructional leaders of their schools.   

 

State and district leaders should listen to the voice of principal as they attempt to 

make sense of an instrument that in many ways they support.  Requiring a teacher who 

consistently receives scores of proficient and exemplary to have the same number of 

observations as a struggling teacher is an obvious change that can be implemented.  

Principals should be able to differentiate the number of observations teachers receive 

based on the teachers’ competence.  Of course, to make this work, there would probably 

have to be a standard formula.   

 

Simple changes to the process would reduce the time required.  The platform 

itself is slow and complicated.  Some of the standards could be combined and some only 

need to be ranked on an annual basis or by exception, most notably professionalism and 

communication.  Currently, the summative evaluation process requires the principal to 

complete another form that summarizes the year before having the final conference.  

Having the system populate that form would save much time and frustration.  As this 

process is involving, many of these issues, especially the platform issues, should 

improve. 

 

There continue to be inherent concerns with the TKES process especially in the 

areas of calibration and content knowledge.  It is important that more work be done to 

improve the inter-rater reliability of the evaluator.  This is more critical as the system and 

state move towards using the TKES data as part of a compensation model, on which 

principals express much concern.  It might be interesting to have evaluative teams visit 

other schools and compare results to those rankings of the school evaluators. 

 

Although respondents in this survey could not agree there was concern at the 

secondary level about the content knowledge of the evaluator, most felt comfortable 

using this tool with all teachers.  Might that change if elementary evaluators observe a 

pre-calculus class when their instructional background is social studies?  Is it reasonable 

to expect a high school principal to have all the content knowledge necessary to evaluate 

all the teachers in the school?  Perhaps involving content experts in the evaluation 

process can alleviate this concern. 

 

On the Leader Keys Evaluation Instrument, Instructional Leadership is a separate 

standard than that of Teacher Evaluation, where in most models, teacher evaluation is a 

component of instructional leadership.  This study asked principal specific questions 

about how TKES affects their role as instructional leader. Understandably, most of the 
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responses surrounded the teacher evaluation component of instructional leadership.  The 

majority of responders say they are much better instructional coaches.  While this is 

important, it should not be confused with being a better instructional leader.  Principals 

must also have time to communicate goals, set and implement a vision, and build a strong 

learning climate.   
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