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What tool or tools immediately 
come to mind when you hear, 

“walkthrough?”



Aligning the Key Levers with TESS to reduce complexity

Goal = Systemic Coherence for Instructional Leadership

Arkansas currently operates multiple high-impact leadership initiatives simultaneously, which has created 
significant "noise" and confusion for school leaders trying to navigate evaluation requirements versus 
instructional coaching.

Session Goal: Align frameworks by clearly defining their purpose and "grain size." 
● TESS serves as the high-level, systemic framework for support, accountability, and evaluation
● Key Levers serves as the complementary, smaller grain-size tool focused strictly on precise, 

classroom-level instructional coaching and aligning teaching to High-Quality Instructional Materials 
(HQIM)

Together, they reduce complexity and create a single, shared language for effective instructional 
leadership.



The Power of Walkthrough and Observation Tools

Providing actionable feedback to promote system coherence and instructional alignment 

Classroom-Level Tool

TESS
Teacher Excellence and Support System is the "highest grain size" tool, 
serving as the primary vehicle for teacher observation, individualized 
feedback, support, and evaluation.

Primary Focus

Captures full-role competencies and  professional support. All leaders 
implement TESS, the statewide system for teacher observation and 
support. 

Key Components

● Planning & Preparation: Demonstrating knowledge of 
content, students, and resources.

● Classroom Environment: Creating a safe culture of respect, 
managing procedures, and establishing high expectations.

● Instruction: Engaging students through clear communication, 
high-level questioning & responsive teaching.

● Professional Responsibilities: Reflecting on practice, 
maintaining records, communicating with families, and 
growing professionally.

Instruction-Level Tool

Key Levers for Instructional Leadership
The Key Levers tool is a "smaller grain size" instrument used for precise, 
classroom-level instructional coaching. Key Levers is designed to improve 
teachers instructional  delivery using the district identified HQIM.

Primary Focus

Concentrates on content-specific coaching (Math, Literacy, Science) and aligning 
daily teaching methods to a broader instructional vision. The  Key Levers tool  is 
available to all leaders to incorporate into their school wide system for 
professional learning. 

Key Components

● Instructional Fluency: Building leader proficiency in providing 
HQIM-aligned (High-Quality Instructional Materials) feedback.

● Coaching Quality: Utilizing observation and feedback forms to track shifts 
in instructional practice.

● Student Work Analysis: Using artifacts and video reviews of coaching 
cycles to measure growth in student achievement.

● Teacher Trust: Measuring the level of trust teachers have in the coaching 
process via perception surveys.
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What is one question you have 
about how Key Levers differs from 
TESS, or one way you've seen them 

used together in your district? 





A framework for growth & support across four domains

TESS: Teacher Excellence and Support System

Professional Responsibilities

Reflecting on practice, 
maintaining records, 
communicating with families, 
and growing professionally.

● Reflective Practice

● Family Communication

● Professional Growth

Planning & Preparation

Demonstrating knowledge of 
content, students, and resources 
to design coherent, measurable 
instruction.

● Content & Pedagogy

● Student Knowledge

● Instructional Outcomes

Instruction

Engaging students through clear 
communication, high-level 
questioning, and flexible, 
responsive teaching.

● Communication Quality

● Questioning Techniques

● Student Engagement

Classroom Environment

Creating a safe culture of 
respect, managing procedures, 
and establishing high 
expectations for learning.

● Culture of Respect

● Classroom Procedures

● Managing Behavior

WHAT IT'S FOR — Core Purpose & Impact

TESS serves as a comprehensive system designed to drive professional growth while ensuring accountability across districts.

1. Answering “how well is this teacher meeting students’ needs overall?”

2. Supporting aligned rewards, including merit pay incentives.



Supporting high-quality curriculum-centered feedback for teachers

Key Levers tools are available for literacy, math and science 

From Literacy to STEM Expansion

Initially focused on state literacy coaches, the Key Levers tool and coaching labs have 
expanded to support literacy, math, and science teachers across districts.

Data-Driven Instructional Feedback

Helps Instructional Leaders gather observational data to guide curriculum-centered 
professional learning and improve the overall quality of feedback on instructional 
strategies.

Training & Collaboration

Through the DESE sponsored Instructional Leadership Learning Institute and coaching 
labs, school leaders and district coaches are provided opportunities to practice 
feedback conversations and goal setting alongside a master coach.



A content-specific observation tool built around 5 Impact Areas

The Key Levers for Instructional Leadership

WHAT IT'S FOR — Core Purpose & Impact

1. Going deep on how to improve instructional delivery;  the tool a leader uses for coaching.
2. Rated on a 4-point evidence scale (Strong, Partial, Little, No Evidence) to create an actionable support rather than a single 

overall score.

1. Structure for 
Learning

Are students engaged in 
the work of the lesson 
from start to finish? Is 
there a sense of 
urgency about how time 
is used?

2. Aligned Content

Is the teacher skillfully 
delivering grade-level 
appropriate lessons 
using district-adopted, 
high-quality 
instructional materials?

3. Direct Instruction

Does the lesson include 
adequate time for 
aligned teacher 
instruction which is 
explicit, clear, and 
correct?

4. Student Practice

Is there adequate time 
built in for students to 
actually practice the 
targeted skill, not just 
watch it modeled?

5. Assessment

Does the teacher collect 
and respond to student 
data in the moment, 
adjusting instruction for 
the students in front of 
them?



Mapping instructional coaching directly to TESS domains and components

Systemic Coherence: Aligning Our Tools
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In one sentence, how would you 
explain the difference between TESS 

and Key Levers to a first-year 
teacher who's nervous about being 

observed? 
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What is the biggest shift you need 
to make in your own coaching 

practice to ensure TESS and Key 
Levers support, rather than 
compete with, each other?



Re-Cap - TESS and Key Levers, Side by Side

SAME GOAL, DIFFERENT GRAIN SIZE

Feature TESS Key Levers

Grain size Highest — overall teacher quality Deeper — content-specific delivery

Focus
Planning, Instruction, Learning 
Environment, Prof Responsibilities

5 Impact Areas incl. Structure for 
Learning, Aligned Content

Primary use
Coaching, feedback, performance 
evaluation, aligned rewards (merit pay)

Targeted coaching conversations

Question it answers
“How well is this teacher performing 
overall?”

“Where exactly do we go deeper on 
delivery?”

When it's used
Ongoing - as part of the annual 
performance eval cycle, whole-role

Ongoing — standard practice or in 
response to a specific need

Merit pay connection
Baseline evaluation; VAM-linked data 
where available

Student-work artifacts can support 
eligibility when VAM data isn't linked



Thank you


