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As a teacher, you understand there is much 
expected of you. Test scores, daily lesson 
plans, ensuring students move successfully 
from grade level to grade level. All of this 
requires an evaluation system to show 
where you stand and where you can grow. 
The current system as it exists today is a 
bit divisive among education professionals 
- some thankful for a comprehensive 

evaluation system, while others are 
concerned by the “vague” or “subjective” 
nature of performance standards.

This starts our discussion on the Teacher 
Keys Effectiveness System (or TKES).  
As a teacher, you are evaluated on this system 
each year, but how much do you know 
about it? Are you aware of details and what 
is expected of you as you work with your 
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students each year? And, are you also aware 
of what is expected of your students? Well, 
we are here to inform you. 

According to the Teacher Keys 
Effectiveness System handbook (which 
you can see for yourself at www.gadoe.
org*), the evaluations system was developed 
through contributions from the Georgia 
State Evaluation Steering Committees, of 
which those committees each focused on 
one component of the system. 

The objective of TKES is to measure 
how effective you are as a teacher -  
both from objective and subjective data. 
Your effectiveness will be based on these 
three components:

• Teacher Assessment on Performance 
Standards (TAPS)

• Surveys of Instructional Practice

• Student Growth (applies to teachers of 
tested and non-tested subjects - though, 
these are evaluated differently). 

Each component listed above has its own 
set of particulars, with objectives that 
you must meet to achieve a satisfactory 
evaluation, and deemed effective. 

We’ll start by looking at Teacher 
Assessment on Performance Standards, 
otherwise known as TAPS. Per the TKES 
handbook, the “fair” and “comprehensive” 
evaluation provides a detailed model for 
teachers to determine effectiveness in the 
classroom. Evaluators of this assessment are 
to be properly trained and credentialed and 
are given a firm set of parameters in which 
they evaluate teachers.

TAPS standards are broken down into 
five categories, with ten total performance 
standards. Each of these standards is to be 
met with one of four tiered evaluators, with 
levels that are extremely varied in range: 
going from “teacher does not use research-
based instructional strategies and does not 
engage students in active learning,” all the 
way to “teacher consistently promotes 
student learning by using research-based 
instructional strategies relevant to content 
to engage students.”

Level Three is expected of an effective 
teacher, but there is a measurement that can 
exceed it. Level Four requires meeting all 
requirements up to Level Three, but also 
additional, exceptional qualifications. 

The ten standards of performance 
associated with TAPS are broken down 
into five categories: Planning, Instructional 
Delivery, Assessment of and For Learning, 
Learning Environment, Professionalism and 
Communication. Each category has two 
corresponding standards of performance.

Teachers are also evaluated based on 
performance indicators and rated using 
performance appraisal rubrics - a behavioral 
scale to guide evaluations and assessing how 
well and how often a standard is performed. 

Consistently? This behavior occurs 
regularly - every week, for example. 

Continually? This behavior occurs at high 
intervals, typically every day.

TAPS integration is considered within a 
teacher’s regular school year, with eight steps 
included in the integration process. 

Step 1:  Orientation to TAPS

Step 2:  Familiarization (Considered an  
on-going process to learn TAPS 
requirements, and professional 
development is encouraged  
during this time)

Step 3:  Self-Assessment

Step 4:  Pre evaluation conference

Step 5:  Formative Assessment Process,  
with a focus on observations  
and documentation.

Step 6:  Mid-Year Conference  
(Note: At this point, there  
should be significant progress  
on the TKES components)

Step 7:  Summative Performance  
Evaluation (This might be held  
as a small group)

Step 8:  Summative Conference  
(This is a one-on-one evaluation,  
and specific feedback is given  
to teachers)

Now, what is expected of the evaluators 
throughout this process? Per the TKES 
handbook, evaluators must be high quality, 
embedded in the school, and provide 
ongoing mentoring, support and professional 
development of their teachers. 

Once a teacher is evaluated, if they are 
deemed ineffective, they may require a 
Professional Learning Plan to get back on track 
with the standard. 

The second component of TKES is Surveys 
of Instructional Practice. This provides a way 
for a teacher’s students to evaluate teacher’s 
effectiveness. These surveys are administered 
via Georgia Department of Education’s TLE 
Electronic Platform. There are two goals with 
the surveys:

• Determine teachers’ ratings on their 
Formative Assessment 

• Determine teachers’ ratings on their 
Summative Performance Evaluation, specific 
to Performance Standards 3, 4, 7, and 8

The purpose of this evaluation is to get 
a better sense of what is happening in the 
classroom and provide insight to the overall 
classroom experience. 

Now, we’ve discussed the platform in which 
the surveys are gathered, but how exactly are 
they administered? There are specific details to 
discuss here, too. 

Per the TKES handbook, surveys may be 
administered by anyone the Site Administrator 
deems appropriate. This could include a regular 
classroom teacher, paraprofessional, instructional 
coach, media specialist, counselor… 

Students with disabilities are provided 
with appropriate accommodations as well 
as those who are English language learners. 
The surveys are always read aloud, and with 
multiple language translations available. The 
locations in which the surveys are administered 
have specific requirements as well. They are 
always given in a self-contained environment, 
designated at two specific time periods, and 
it is ensured that special needs students have 
the opportunity to participate. Responses are 
completely anonymous. 

When survey results are available, they are 
viewed within the GaDOE platform. These 
results are meant to supplement the TAPS 
Summative Performance Evaluation ratings.  
The survey results include the following:

• Number of students with valid responses

• Number of responses to each question with  
the numbers aggregated depending on  
ratings scale

• Information: Teacher name, school, LEA,  
state mean results

• Median values based on the other teachers’ 
ratings at the same school

And the final component - Student Growth. 
Student growth is evaluated for teachers of 
tested subjects and also non-tested courses, but 
the evaluation of each is different. In the case of 
tested subjects, student growth is determined by 
the Student Growth Percentile. For non-tested 
courses, student growth is measured by Student 
Learning Objectives. We will take a look at 
both tactics. 

Student Growth Percentile, as defined by the 
TKES handbook, describes a student’s growth 
relative to his/her academically similar peers. 
These students will have a background of 
similar achievement, similar history of scores. 
A growth percentile can range from 1 to 99, 
with the lower percentiles indicating a lower 
academic growth and conversely, the higher 
percentile indicating a higher academic growth. 
Growth is possible for all students, regardless 
of prior academic history. State assessment data 
from the CRCT and EOCT provides what 
is needed to calculate growth. Now, let’s say 
you have a group of extremely bright students 
with a history of great test scores and school 
involvement. If their progress stays the same 
each year - even though it is excellent - that 
could still have a potentially negative impact on 
your evaluation. 

Alternatively, there are Student Learning 
Objectives - the growth indicator for 
non-tested coursework. The purpose of 
Student Learning Objectives is to determine 
improvement and impact. The improvement of 
students in the classroom, along with the impact 
of the teacher leading the coursework. These 
objectives are specific to the course and grade 
level aligned directly with curriculum standards. 

The Student Learning Objectives process is 
outlined and related procedures are detailed, 
and include requirements from start to finish, 
focusing on how the objectives are developed, 
the checks and balances system of the 
objectives, and the requirements of the students 
who are being evaluated. The detailed list,  
as it appears in the TKES handbook, is  
outlined below:

• LEAs shall follow the GaDOE SLO 
development and implementation processes.

• Student learning objectives (SLOs) will be 
utilized for all non-tested subject areas Pre-K 
through grade 12. Third grade students  
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* https://www.gadoe.org/School-Improvement/Teacher-and-Leader-Effectiveness/Pages/Teacher-Keys-Effectiveness-System.aspx
**Vamboozled: Student Learning Objectives (SLOs): What (Little) We Know about Them Besides We Are to Use Them
***http://www.amstat.org/policy/pdfs/ASA_VAM_Statement.pdf

will participate in the Student Learning 
Objective process.

• Each superintendent or his/her designee  
shall verify that all LEA SLOs are complete 
prior to submission to the GaDOE.

• LEAs shall submit SLOs using the  
GaDOE TLE Electronic Platform for 
GaDOE approval.

• Teachers may use their students’ pre-
assessment scores along with other diagnostic 
information to complete the Teacher SLO 
Implementation Plan within the GaDOE 
TLE Electronic Platform. The Teacher SLO 
Implementation Plan is optional for teachers 
and may be used during the TKES process  
to guide conferencing and feedback related  
to student progress towards SLO growth 
target attainment.

• Students shall be enrolled in a course for  
65% of the instructional period, and have 
both a pre- and post-assessment score, in 
order for the student’s data to be included 
in the SLO results. The LEA should ensure 
that students meeting the 65% enrollment 
requirement have the opportunity to take  
the pre-assessment.

There are concerns and criticisms related 
to the entire evaluation process, but most 
specifically the Student Learning Objectives 
(SLOs). These are arguably part of the 
regulations (along with Student Growth) 
that directly affect students the most, but 
are also subjective and loosely defined. A 
blogger contributing to the education blog 
“Vamboozled**,” raises a few concerns about 
“vague” parameters surrounding SLOs, and 
also research on the outcomes. Little is known 
about the reliability of SLOs as well as statistics 
showing the effects on student progress. It 
seems worth a discussion to take an in-depth 
look at reforms like these to determine if they 
are pushing students to progress in the right 
direction, or if they are simply rules for  
rules sake. 

And in addition to potentially vague 
requirements when it comes to student 
progress, there is concern about checks and 
balances and the possibility of subjectivity when 
it comes to evaluations. If there is a negative or 
questionable evaluation, there is little recourse 
for teachers.

As the Georgia Association of Educator’s 
General Counsel Mike McGonigle points 
out, even though student growth is used 
in the teacher evaluation process, student 
growth tests were not specifically designed to 
measure teacher effectiveness. In addition, Mr. 
McGonigle notes: “the state law provides that 
at least 50% of the teacher evaluation shall be 
based on the student growth. Theoretically a 
school district could use test scores for 51% or 
100% of the annual evaluation. This is too much 
discretion granted to school districts without 
a set of checks and balances to ensure fairness.  
What is trending in educational policy is to 
evaluate educators by their ‘value-added’ even 
though the American Statistical Association has 
debunked the use of value-added models for 
educational assessment.*** At the same time, 
much of the ‘scientific research’ correlating 
student test scores to educator effectiveness 
also supports ideologically-driven measures to 
privatize public education such as vouchers, 
school ‘choice’ laws like Parent Trigger, 
eliminating the Fair Dismissal Act, the state 
salary schedule and the retirement system, to 
name a few examples.”

The discussion of these three components 
(TAPS, Surveys, Student Growth) leads us to 
explain the annual evaluation - the Teacher 
Effectiveness Measure (TEM), in which 
all components are used to determine the 
results. Four rating levels are used for measure, 
including: Exemplary, Proficient, Needs 
Development or Ineffective. For data to be 
evaluated, certain criteria must be met. For 
example, if a teacher provides instruction for at 
least 65 percent of the period, they will receive 
a TEM, but that is assuming Student Growth 
data is available. In the event Student Growth 
data is not available, the teacher will not receive 
a TEM, but rather the Student Growth will 
only determine the Summative Performance 
Evaluation rating, but will not be considered  
an official annual review. 

If a teacher is contracted as are 49 percent 
employee or if a teacher is employed for 
90 days or less, then the TAPS evaluation 
will be adapted to include 2 walk-throughs, 
1 Formative Assessment, a Summative 
Performance Evaluation, and applicable 
conferences. In this case, if Student Growth data 
is available, then a TEM will be generated. 

When a teacher receives evaluation of 
Student Growth Percentile or Student Learning 
Objectives, the student being evaluated must 
have been enrolled for at least 65 percent of 
the year, and the teacher must have provided 
instruction for at least 65 percent of the course.

Overall, the Teacher Keys Effectiveness 
System is designed specifically for teachers 
who are responsible for specific coursework for 
student learning, who are full-or-part time, and 
teach Pre-K through 12th grade. Those who are 
considered Contributing Professionals are not 
evaluated in the same fashion. 

While there may be some criticisms, many 
in the education profession are still grateful a 
system is in place that covers a broader scope 
of requirements. Jim Barrett, president of the 
Walker Association of Educators and a Director 
on GAE’s Governing Board, notes that “the 
substance of content evaluation in TKES is far 
greater than the previous evaluation system. 
We all complained that there was often very 
little qualitative feedback in the old evaluation 
system.” Even if there are criticisms, Mr. Barrett 
wants to reiterate that “while there are some 
glaring holes that need to be repaired in TKES, 
we have to remember that a lot of TKES is 
what we as practitioners have been requesting 
for many years, especially with regard to having 
a venue for documenting ourselves, all the ways 
that we differentiate, build positive classroom 
learning environments, and lead the profession 
in our work and involvement.” He suggests that 
some improvements could be made, specifically 
in three focus areas: teacher-ownership of the 
digital platform, evaluator competencies and 
consistencies, and legislative attention to an 
appeal process.
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For the full details of the Teacher 

Keys Effectiveness System, make sure 

the visit the Georgia Department of 

Education website: www.gadoe.org, 

following links to Programs & Initiatives 

> School Improvement > Teachers 

and Leadership > Teacher Keys 

Effectiveness System.


