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Abstract
Purpose: Using a mixed methods approach, this study aimed to 

develop a better understanding of school administrators’ perceptions 
of teacher evaluation systems, specific to physical education (PE). 
Method: This study used two sources of data collection: (a) a survey 
sent to administrators (n = 19) in one urban school district and (b) a 
formal semistructured interview with 10 administrators from the orig-
inal surveyed group. Results: Statements from the survey indicated 
that administrators valued PE, but could not control policies concern-
ing amount and quality of PE. Administrators also felt that they were 
not properly trained in PE teacher evaluation and needed help. Four 
common themes that emerged from the interview data were (1) I value 
PE, but I live in reality (administrators value PE, but practice within 
their reality); (2) good teaching is good teaching; (3) I know my limi-
tations, and I want/need help (relative to teacher evaluation in PE); 
and (4) where’s the training? (administrators felt there were short-
comings in their training specific to teacher evaluation). Conclusion: 
Evidence from this study suggests more training for administrators in 
PE teacher evaluation is needed, along with a content-specific evalua-
tion instrument.

Jason M. Norris is an assistant professor in kinesiology, Department of Curriculum and 
Pedagogy, Texas A&M International University. Hans van der Mars is a professor in 
physical education, Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College, Arizona State University. Pamela 
Kulinna is a professor in physical education, Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College, Arizona 
State University. Audrey Amrein-Beardsley is a professor in education, Mary Lou Fulton 
Teachers College, Arizona State University. Please send author correspondence to jason.
norris@tamiu.edu

The Physical Educator			    Vol. 74 • pp. 730–756 • 2017
https://doi.org/10.18666/TPE-2017-V74-I4-7468



	         731Norris, van der Mars, Kulinna, Amrein-Beardsley

People’s experiences allow them to build different perspectives 
or mental models of how things occur in the world (Dervin, 1998; 
Starbuck & Milliken, 1988). Moreover, these mental models may 
act as perceptual filters that help to determine what people notice 
and how they interpret it. Sense-making theorists, such as Starbuck, 
Milliken, and Dervin, assume that people see what they know and 
that their actions are based on experience from their past. To under-
stand individuals’ perceptions further and how administrators inter-
preted teacher evaluation specific to physical education (PE) within 
the school as an organization, this study used sense-making theory 
as its framework (Dervin, 1998; Starbuck & Milliken, 1988).

With the absence of standardized testing in PE classrooms 
(National Association for Sport and Physical Education & American 
Heart Association, 2012), the sole measure of teacher performance 
often relies on the teacher evaluation process in place at the district 
level and on the expertise of the school-level administrator charged 
with conducting the evaluation. Generally, the school principal is 
the instructional leader and holds the role for successfully guiding 
the professional growth of the teachers within the school and for  
determining whether teachers will keep their job (Donaldson, 2009; 
Millman, 1981). Protheroe (2002) stated that a well-executed evalu-
ation of teaching calls for the understanding of standards for student 
learning, an in-depth understanding of what good teaching looks 
like in all classrooms across each subject taught, and a strong ability 
to communicate and provide appropriate feedback. Moreover, prin-
cipals must have an in-depth knowledge of each teacher’s perfor-
mance, skills, and areas of strength and weakness.

Although PE teachers and the subject itself remain marginalized 
within the school setting (Sheehy, 2011), teacher evaluation systems 
remain an important measure in determining effective teaching and  
professional growth and in promoting student learner outcomes. 
With school administrators as the likely school-site evaluators in PE 
teacher evaluation, identifying their perceptions of the overall eval-
uation process is important in determining administrators’ value 
orientation toward the subject itself (Tziner, Murphy, & Cleveland, 
2001).

Kersten and Israel (2005) examined K–8 principals’ perceptions 
of general teacher evaluation and revealed an array of mixed results 
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toward the topic. Principals reported that even though they invested 
a large portion of their day implementing the district-required 
evaluation system, they felt that it had little effect on improving 
individual teacher instruction or student achievement. These find-
ings are similar with those in another study, which determined that 
principals’ attitudes toward teacher evaluation can affect the evalua-
tion process in determining effective teacher practices (Tziner et al., 
2001). Consequently, when administrators feel there is low motiva-
tion or incentive for teacher evaluation, it may become a cursory 
procedure with no appreciable effect on teaching practice. Thus, this 
may lead to a school culture in which teacher evaluation is not taken 
seriously and opportunity for instructional improvement is missing 
(Donaldson, 2009).

Teacher Evaluation Systems
Many teacher evaluation systems are in use across the country. 

With regard to PE, no individual systems cater specifically to the 
subject area. Consequently, PE teachers are evaluated with the same 
generic systems as other subject areas, three of which will be reviewed 
in the following section. The three commonly used teacher evalua-
tion systems that will be reviewed are (a) the Teacher Advancement 
Program (TAP; National Institute for Excellence in Teaching, 2013), 
(b) the framework for teaching (FFT; Danielson, 1996, 2007), and 
(c) the Marzano teacher evaluation model (Marzano, 2003; Marzano 
Research Laboratory, 2013).

The TAP program was created to assist school administra-
tors in restructuring the evaluation and rewards system within 
the school to recruit and retain teachers (Little, 2009). The system 
links accountability with compensation by focusing on the follow-
ing key elements: (a) multiple career paths, (b) ongoing applied 
professional growth, (c) instructionally focused accountability, and 
(d) performance-based compensation. When school districts adopt 
this system, they have 1 year as an introductory period before mone-
tary consequences are put into place by the administrators (National 
Institute for Excellence in Teaching, 2013).

Danielson’s (1996) FFT was created to improve teacher instruc-
tion. The four domains of the system target different areas of teach-
ing: (a) planning and preparation, (b) classroom environment, 
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(c) instruction, and (d) professional responsibility. Each of these 
domains has 22 specific performance components, which also include 
76 specific task elements that are measured across a rating scale: (a) 
unsatisfactory, (b) basic, (c) proficient, and (d) distinguished.

The Marzano evaluation model was designed based upon 
Marzano’s previous works associated with teaching areas and behav-
iors (Marzano Research Laboratory, 2013). Marzano’s model includes 
four domains that target different areas of teaching: (a) classroom 
strategies and behaviors, (b) preparing and planning, (c) reflecting 
on teaching, and (d) collegiality and professionalism.

Issues Related to Teacher Evaluation
With teacher evaluation policies raising fundamental questions 

about what effective teaching is and how it can be measured, the abil-
ity of school administrators to determine effective teaching behav-
iors across multiple subject areas is critical. Kimball and Milanowski 
(2009) indicated that the higher skilled that evaluators are in deter-
mining teacher behaviors across the many dimensions in teacher 
evaluation systems, the more accurate evaluation scores will be in 
determining teacher effectiveness. However, a major concern with 
teacher evaluation systems nationwide is that evaluators are failing 
to identify and remove low-performing teachers (Jacob & Lefgren, 
2008). A recent analysis of state evaluation scores in Illinois showed 
that 83% of the state’s districts had never given an unsatisfactory rat-
ing to a tenured teacher (Sartain, Stoelinga, & Krone, 2010).

Another critical issue within current teacher evaluation prac-
tices is the lack of confidence that teachers have in their evaluators 
(Norris et al., 2017). Halverson, Kelley, and Kimball (2004) pointed 
out that many teachers were able to identify when their evaluators 
lacked pedagogical content knowledge within their particular sub-
ject area. Thus, teachers felt that their evaluators were not qualified 
to evaluate instructional content decisions. Evaluators’ lack of ability 
to make valid evaluations often led to very little critical feedback in 
written evaluation results (Halverson et al., 2004).

Value-Added Models
Value-added models (VAMs) of teacher evaluation have become 

a popular method for measuring the value a teacher adds to stu-
dent learning (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Berliner, 2014). 
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VAMs use a complex statistical formula to determine if teachers are 
contributing to a student’s growth from year to year. Many districts 
use these models to make high-stakes decisions such as promo-
tion, tenure, pay, and termination. Rothstein et al. (2010) stated that 
although VAMs contribute to stronger analyses of school progress 
and program influence and to increased validity of evaluations, these 
models alone are not reliable and valid indicators of teacher effective-
ness. Most recently, VAMs have been criticized for assessing teach-
ers based upon student outcomes and not considering the countless 
variables outside of the classroom that contribute to student suc-
cess (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Berliner, 2014). The use 
of VAMs has the potential to affect PE teachers, on the basis that 
PE teachers are now starting to be held accountable for school-wide 
standardized testing data.

No known studies to date have examined administrators’ percep-
tions of evaluating physical educators. Therefore, the purpose of this 
study was to determine K–8 school administrators’ perceptions of 
conducting formal teacher evaluation of PE teachers in today’s con-
text of high-stakes accountability approaches to teacher evaluation. 
The research question guiding this study was, how do administrators 
perceive the evaluation process specific to PE? The emphasis of this 
question was based on four specific foci: (a) perceptions of the value 
of PE, (b) perceptions and understanding of measures used to deter-
mine teacher effectiveness in PE, (c) perceptions and understanding 
of measures used to determine student achievement in PE, and (d) 
perceived ability to conduct teacher evaluation in PE.

Method

Recruitment and Procedures

With district and university research approval, an e-mail 
requesting participation in an online survey addressing administra-
tors’ perceptions of PE and the teacher evaluation process was sent 
to all principals (N = 38) in one urban school district in the western 
United States. Administrators were given a link to a consent form 
and an online survey. The SurveyMonkey online survey program 
was used to administer the survey. Of the 38 administrators who 
received the invitation to participate, 19 fully completed the survey. 
Administrators who completed the survey were invited to partici-
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pate in a formal interview. Of these 19 participants, 10 agreed to be 
interviewed. Those to be interviewed filled out their contact infor-
mation to be accessed by the research team.

Participants and Setting

Nineteen administrators, 14 female and five male, completed the 
survey questionnaire component of the study. Four of the 19 partici-
pants had 1 to 5 years of administrative experience, seven had 5 to 
10 years, and 8 had over 10 years’ experience. All but one of the par-
ticipants indicated that their ethnic background was Caucasian; one 
indicated a biracial background. Ten of the 19 administrators who 
completed the survey questionnaire agreed to a postsurvey inter-
view. Seven were female, and three were male. Table 1 presents the 
demographic information of the interview participants. Pseudonyms 
were used to conceal the identity of the interview participants.

Table 1
Administrator Interview Demographics
Administrator Gender Ethnicity Experience Taught PE
Jack M Caucasian 8 Years No
Barbara F Caucasian Over 10 Years No
Audrey F Hispanic 9 Years Yes
Karen F Caucasian Over 10 Years No
Fred M Caucasian 8 Years No
Eric M Caucasian Over 10 Years No
Paris F Caucasian Over 10 Years No
Pamela F Caucasian Over 10 Years No
Jill F Caucasian 3 Years No
Susan F Hispanic 2 Years No

Note. M = male; F = female.

The district comprised 25 schools: 19 elementary schools and 
six middle schools. The district served 17,756 students. The district 
reported ethnic backgrounds of the students as 65.31% Caucasian, 
15.33% Hispanic, 8.16% African American, 8.46% Asian/Pacific 
Islander, and 2.7% American Indian. ESL students make up 2.9% of 
the district population. Of all of the students in the district, 23.4% 
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were eligible for free or reduced lunch. The district was “moving 
toward” using high-stakes teacher evaluation, but had not yet fully 
implemented it at the time of data collection.

Instruments

Data from two sources were collected in this study: (a) a survey 
questionnaire developed by the researchers and (b) semistructured 
interviews. The survey questionnaire was used to target the entire 
administrator population from the participating district to learn 
about their perceptions of teacher evaluation specific to PE. The 
interviews were conducted to examine the administrators’ percep-
tions of teacher evaluation in more depth.

Short survey. The survey served three purposes: (a) to gather 
demographic information, (b) to examine administrators’ level of 
agreement on statements concerning PE teacher evaluation, and (c) 
to determine which participants were willing to be interviewed.

The participants provided answers to 12 statements (items) using 
the following Likert-scale responses: strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), 
agree (3), and strongly agree (4). All of the items were in reference to 
teacher evaluation of PE teachers. Following are two example items: 
“Teacher evaluations are a reliable measure of teacher effectiveness 
in physical education” and “I am skilled in accurately employing the 
current formal teacher evaluation tool (e.g., Marzano) when evaluat-
ing the performance of classroom teachers.”

The researcher created the items for the survey using general 
teacher evaluation literature as a framework (see Table 2).

Pilot study and expert assessment. A pilot study that provided 
the researcher with an opportunity to obtain feedback on the survey 
items and adjust the interview protocol was conducted prior to the 
formal study. Two administrators were chosen from outside the dis-
trict and served as pilot study participants.

Two content experts in the field of PE teacher education also 
evaluated the items on the survey for content appropriateness. 
Minor changes were made to the instrument based on the pilot study 
and content expert evaluation of the short survey. Those suggestions 
were directed at content overlap and redundancy of statements.

Internal consistency reliability. The items on the survey were 
evaluated for internal consistency, and the entire sample showed 
adequate consistency across the items (overall Cronbach’s alpha of 
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.81). Cronbach’s alpha determines the internal consistency or average 
correlation of items in a survey instrument to measure its reliability.

Semistructured Interview

The general interview guide was developed using the classroom 
teacher evaluation literature as a framework. The research team cre-
ated interview questions based on four foci: (a) perceptions of the 
value of PE, (b) perceptions and understanding of measures used to 
determine teacher effectiveness in PE, (c) perceptions and under-
standing of measures used to determine student achievement in PE, 
and (d) perceived ability to conduct teacher evaluation in PE. The 
interview questions were developed to reveal administrators’ per-
ceptions of their districts’ current high-stakes teacher evaluation 
systems in general and specific to the PE context. For example, one 
question related to the “classroom lesson observation” asked admin-
istrators, “Specific to your district’s evaluation tool, what are key ele-
ments you look for when scoring the physical education teacher?” 
Two content experts in the field of PE teacher evaluation evaluated 
the questions for content appropriateness and did not have recom-
mendations for changes.

Each interview was conducted by the primary investigator (PI) 
on the campus of each participant. Interviews lasted approximately 
1 hr. They were recorded with a digital voice recorder. The PI, using 
Mac OS X Mountain Lion Dictation, then transcribed digital voice 
records.

Data Analysis

Surveys. Descriptive statistics were calculated for each question 
(see Table 2). In addition, for each survey statement, the percentage 
of respondents who scored it as agree or strongly agree was calculated.

Interviews. Interview data were analyzed using constant com-
parison methods (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Common themes were 
identified and coded using the Dedoose (www.dedoose.com) online 
qualitative analysis software program (Dedoose Version 4.5, 2013). 
Two research team members independently reviewed all transcripts. 
Team members used frequent peer debriefing sessions to determine 
that all of the themes had emerged from the data, to negotiate themes, 
and to minimize researcher bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). They used 
member checks to determine whether themes and interpretations 
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of participant statements were accurate (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). 
They did this by sending all of the final transcripts to the participants 
to ensure that accurate statements had been made. The participants 
did not recommend changes. Finally, team members used a negative 
case analysis to ensure the accuracy of findings, with no negative 
cases emerging (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Negative case analysis is 
the method of searching and discussing the data for elements that do 
not support themes or patterns that emerge from the data analysis.

Results
Findings of this study are presented through statistical data from 

the survey and a discussion of its meaning, along with a discussion 
of the common themes that emerged from the qualitative data. The 
general themes identified from the data sources include (a) I value 
PE, but I live in reality; (b) good teaching is good teaching; (c) I know 
my limitations, and I want/need help; and (e) where’s the training?

Survey Data

Table 2 presents mean and standard deviation scores for each 
survey questionnaire statement and the percentage of respondents 
who scored each statement with agree or strongly agree.

Table 2
Administrators’ Perceptions of PE Teacher Evaluation
Survey statement M SD %
1.	 Physical education is just as important 

to whole child development as are “core 
subjects” (e.g., mathematics) 3.53 0.51 100

2.	 Teacher evaluation is as important for 
physical education teachers as it is for 
teachers of “core subjects” 3.84 0.37 100

3.	 Physical education teachers should be held 
to the same expectations as teachers of other 
school subjects 3.68 0.48 100

4.	 Teacher evaluations are a useful tool for 
professional growth in physical education 3.63 0.50 100

5.	 Teacher evaluations are a reliable measure of 
teacher effectiveness in physical education 3.53 0.51 100
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Table 2 (cont.)
Survey statement M SD %
6.	 Current teacher evaluation practices impact 

teachers’ classroom practices positively 3.58 0.51 100
7.	 Evidence of student growth and achievement 

is (or “should be”?) an important factor of 
teacher evaluation in physical education 3.37 0.68 84.21

8.	 My district’s teacher evaluation system (e.g., 
Marzano) can accurately assess/determine 
the pedagogical content knowledge of 
physical education teachers 3.00 0.67 78.95

9.	 I am skilled in accurately employing the 
current formal teacher evaluation tool (e.g., 
Marzano) when evaluating the performance 
of classroom teachers 3.28 0.46 89.47

10.	 I am skilled in accurately employing the 
current formal teacher evaluation tool (e.g., 
Marzano) when evaluating the performance 
of physical education teachers 3.00 0.59 78.95

11.	 I am highly skilled in using the data collected 
through the district’s current teacher 
evaluation system for use in postobservation 
feedback sessions with my physical 
educator(s) 3.11 0.81 68.42

12.	 Feedback sessions/postevaluation 
conferences are valuable to the professional 
growth of my physical education teacher(s) 3.63 0.50 100

Note. Likert scale ranged from 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 
4 = strongly agree. n = 19. Percentage indicates participants that either 
agreed or strongly agreed with statement.

Administrators valued PE and felt it was as important as core sub-
ject areas (e.g., mathematics). In addition, administrators believed 
that PE teachers needed to be held to the same high expectations as 
teachers of other subject areas. Furthermore, administrators found 
that teacher evaluations in PE were a useful tool for professional 
growth and a reliable measure of teacher effectiveness.
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Statements 8, 10, and 11 received less than an 80% response rate 
of either agree or strongly agree (see Figure 1 for percentages). All 
three of these statements focused on how the administrators per-
ceived the evaluation system used within their respective district. 
Statement 8 focused on whether or not the administrator felt the 
current evaluation system could accurately assess or determine 
the pedagogical content knowledge of PE teachers. Although the 
response rate was high (> 75%) for administrators agreeing with 
this statement, 21.05% of the administrators disagreed. Statement 10 
focused on whether or not the administrator felt skilled at employ-
ing the current teacher evaluation system within a PE classroom set-
ting. There was evidence that 21.05% of the teachers either disagreed 
or strongly disagreed with this, meaning they did not feel skilled at 
employing teacher evaluation within a PE classroom.

The largest percentage of administrators either disagreeing or 
strongly disagreeing occurred with Statement 11 (31.58%). This 
statement focused on understanding how administrators perceived 
their ability to use data collected from the formal evaluation and 
give feedback to the PE teacher during the postevaluation confer-
ence. With 100% of the administrators either agreeing or strongly 
agreeing (see Statement 12 in Figure 1) that the feedback session was 
important to the professional growth of the PE teacher, Statement 11 
responses reflected a slight disconnect with how administrators 
could effectively use the evaluation data during the feedback session.

Interview Results

Four common themes emerged from the interview data: (1) I 
value PE, but I live in reality (administrators value PE, but practice 
within their reality); (2) good teaching is good teaching; (3) I know 
my limitations, and I want/need help (relative to teacher evaluation 
in PE); and (4) where’s the training?

Theme 1: I value PE, but I live in reality. Administrators in this 
study valued PE. Moreover, it was apparent that they understood 
that PE is beneficial in the education of the whole child. The admin-
istrators also described the cognitive benefits that physical activity 
contributes toward students’ academic achievement. Karen has been 
an administrator for over 10 years. She stated,
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I believe that physical education plays an important part 
in a child’s overall education, it plays a role in helping us 
accomplish everything else that we try to do with kids. 
Keeping the kids active and teaching them about healthy 
lifestyles will benefit in the classroom. I obviously can’t 
control the amount of time spent in PE, but I can encourage 
brain breaks and other types of physical activity during the 
school day. I think that we see positive results in reading and 
math and everything else that they do.

Administrators in this study also identified the effect that PE has 
on public health. They understood the overweight and obesity cri-
sis that affects youth with sedentary lifestyles. Jill, who has been an 
administrator for 3 years, was animated when asked if PE was as 
important as other subjects within her school. She stated,

I do! Absolutely. Especially because our students, the kids, 
don’t play outside as much as they should. They don’t play 
outside as much as we used to. We know that there is a 
problem with childhood obesity, we see it. Here in school 
we see it. Kids are sitting more, playing video games more, 
on the computer all the time, watching TV. They spend the 
majority of the day inside. So absolutely, I feel that physical 
education is just as important as other subjects.

Administrators may have held a strong value for PE, but they 
also indicated that budget cuts and other factors controlled by poli-
cymakers are out of their control. Susan is relatively new to adminis-
tration with only 2 years of experience. She stated,

To me, I think it is very important. One, it is a state standard, 
and it is part of the whole child, and the whole education 
process. Because of budget cuts, kids are only able to attend 
it once a week or once every six-day cycle, depending on the 
school district.

Although administrators in this study valued PE, they lacked 
knowledge as to what curricular models and instructional strategies 
were currently being used within their schools. Consequently, when 
asked about curriculum in PE, none of the administrators were able 
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to discuss the specifics of the PE curriculum at their school. Eric, 
who has over 10 years of experience, seemed a little uncertain about 
what curriculum model was being used in his school. He stated, “I 
know that elementary, they use the Pangrazi model. I am assuming 
that we use the same model in middle school, but please don’t quote 
me on that one.”

Audrey is a biracial female with 9 years of administrative expe-
rience. She indicated that she had prior teaching experience in PE. 
When asked about curriculum in her school, she stated,

Oh, um, you know, that’s an interesting question. I don’t 
believe that there is one. I mean, it’s not the Pangrazi, it’s 
not the dynamic physical education, it’s kind of a morphed 
version of that, they do use part of that, I would say a more 
morphed version of the dynamic.

Quality PE is another area in which administrators seemed to 
have a lack of knowledge and understanding. Moreover, when asked 
about the definition of quality PE, administrators seemed to relate 
their answer toward student participation and engagement levels. 
When asked about the definition of quality PE, Barbara, who has 
over 10 years of experience as an administrator, replied,

I don’t think that quality physical education instruction is 
that much different than quality math instruction. It’s about 
having an understanding of knowing what you want students 
to learn and do, and giving them lots of opportunities to 
practice doing that. So in PE that means giving students the 
opportunity to be moving and participating.

When asked about quality PE, Jack, an administrator with 8 years 
of experience, added, “Just like we want kids to be involved in their 
learning in the classrooms, it’s getting them active, it’s skill develop-
ment, it’s practice and then application of that skill.”

The administrators emphasized professional development (PD) 
as an area that promotes growth with their teachers. Moreover, they 
felt that PD was important. However, they seemed to perceive PD for 
physical educators with an “us and them” approach and were at a loss 
to be of assistance to the physical educators at their school. Thus, the 
administrators seemed to understand PD for core subject teachers, 
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but had minimal input regarding how much and what kinds of PD 
that PE teachers received. Fred has been an administrator for 8 years, 
and he responded about PD with the following statement:

If it is, it’s typically done at the district level. We don’t provide 
it at the site level. Usually PE along with our other specialty 
areas if we’re doing staff development days, we have one 
district staff development day in October. Typically, the PE 
teachers will get together and work on something and they 
will usually ask the principal’s permission to go do this, and 
I always say absolutely, it’s going to be more meaningful than 
working on our academic improvement plan. So I think 
anytime they can, they have to seek it out though and I know 
on Wednesdays, which is our early release day, PE teachers 
will try get together and go over things. They will try to have 
departmental meetings among themselves and I think a lot 
of it is their own initiative in what they do, which is too bad, 
but that is just the way it works around here.

When asked about PD, Jill, who has 3 years of experience, added,

I don’t know, but I think that our district will provide things 
for them. Two times a year we have our staff development 
days, and there are no students. Teachers are in professional 
development all day long, and oftentimes PE teachers will 
go and do their own professional development and not be 
here at our site. So I know that they are offered professional 
development, but I know it’s not a huge priority. I think a lot 
of times they have to seek it outside of the district.

Theme 2: Good teaching is good teaching. As a group, the 
administrators believed that the evaluation system used within 
their district was intended to fit all content areas. They also believed 
that good teaching is good teaching and, regardless of content area, 
teaching behaviors can be measured all the same. Jack has 8 years of 
experience, and he stated,

PE just like in every other grade level or any other content 
area, I am not going to be the content expert, but even without 
that depth of knowledge, it’s again about the delivery of 
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good instruction. Whether it be reading or writing or math, 
whatever it may be, we kind of look for the same things.

Paris, who has over 10 years of experience, added,

I think I am pretty comfortable and as an administrative 
group we are pretty comfortable that we can make this apply 
to any classroom whether it be PE, art, music, because a 
lot of the elements, there is content, there is routine events 
happening constantly in the classroom.

According to the administrators in this study, they measured 
good teaching and teacher effectiveness by the engagement of the 
students. For instance, administrators appeared to gauge the level of 
student activity as a primary indicator of good teaching and teacher 
effectiveness. Thus, when asked about the measurement of teacher 
effectiveness during a formal observation, Barbara, with over 10 
years of experience, stated, “It’s measured by the level of engagement 
the kids are engaged in.” Audrey, an administrator with 9 years of 
experience, also stated, “I would say that this is a hard one. I would 
say data based on the understanding 	of. . . . I would say the level of 
engagement/the level of activity versus sitting time.” Karen, who has 
over 10 years’ teaching experience, added,

I want to see that everyone is participating. So if there is an 
act or activity the teacher is expecting everyone to do I will 
actually count how many kids are doing it and divide it by the 
total number of kids. What I shoot for, and I think that this 
is a reasonable goal, is somewhere between 80% and 100%, 
participating 100% of the time.

In addition to engagement levels of students as a measure of 
good teaching and teacher effectiveness, administrators also looked 
at procedures such as safety and classroom management as key areas. 
Susan, who has 2 years of experience, stated,

Besides student engagement, another thing I would say 
would be is the classroom organized, is it safe, are there sticks 
flying across the room, is a lesson going smooth, are all the 
kids being monitored, are they getting feedback, are the kids 
moving, is there talking going on, are the kids off task?
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When asked about measures of good teaching and teacher effective-
ness, Paris, who has over 10 years of experience, added, “Classroom 
management in PE. It would look like this to me: Is it safe, are stu-
dents being held accountable, it is optional whether or not the stu-
dents are participating?”

Although administrators believed that the evaluation system 
used within their district was intended to fit all content areas, they 
also indicated that it lacked subject matter specificity, which makes it 
difficult for someone without a PE background to assess PE teachers 
fairly. Barbara (over 10 years of experience) stated,

I don’t have the knowledge or skill to really and truly evaluate 
my physical education teacher in the way that someone with 
a PE background could do. I don’t try to cover that up either. 
I am pretty honest with my special area folks. If I don’t know, 
I ask them to tell me what I am looking for.

Audrey (9 years of experience) added,

I feel like this is our model, and now how are we going to 
make teachers try to fit into this model? I have trouble with 
that anyway, but, for example, let’s just say I am going to 
choir, how are they going to provide an answer to question 
six about test and hypothesis? How about cognitive complex 
and provide what those two evidences are? You know, I 
sometimes feel like we’re trying to fit a square peg into a 
round hole.

Theme 3: I know my limitations, and I want/need help. 
Administrators in this study acknowledged their limitations rela-
tive to teacher evaluation specific to PE. They pointed out that their 
pedagogical content knowledge may be lacking in the field of PE and 
that they might need more training specific to the field and outside 
sources of expertise. Karen, with over 10 years of experience, stated,

If I were a PE teacher, I would want more specific feedback 
in my area, but realistically I don’t know how possible that 
is without bringing in an expert in art, or PE, or music to 
evaluate them. I think it would be very beneficial if at a 
future principals meeting the district would have a physical 
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education teacher come out and talk to us about and explain 
to us exactly what we should be seeing at the different grade 
levels and this is also the design of the format of our lessons 
so that it would strengthen my knowledge of [PE], because I 
kind of feel like it’s rudimentary right now, I know that there 
is a scope and sequence.

Barbara (over 10 years of experience) stated,

I would never want to give up the evaluation of the physical 
education teacher, but I wonder if there wasn’t someone that 
came and looked at it really from that physical education 
standpoint about the quality of what’s happening for kids as 
far as instruction, if there wasn’t someone that could help do 
that.

As a group, the administrators stated the importance of the feed-
back sessions with teachers after administrator observations As a 
group, the administrators stated the importance of the feedback ses-
sions with teachers after administrator observations; they felt it was 
important for teachers to reflect on their own teaching. Moreover, 
administrators counted on feedback sessions to assist in the PD of 
the PE teacher. These sessions were often teacher led with the admin-
istrator relying on the expertise of the teacher in the discussion of 
lesson results. Eric (over 10 years of experience) stated,

Why did you pull this group aside and have them do that, 
you know what I mean? So there is a lot for me, you know, 
my postevaluation conferences with my specialty areas are 
those types of questions because I want to get their level of 
thinking, because they have a level of thinking and expertise 
about their subject area that I just don’t have because I haven’t 
had those experiences. My classroom teachers, a lot of times 
I know why they did this or why they did that. I don’t have 
to ask. I know why you pulled that kiddo, and I know why 
you did this. I don’t particularly know that for PE and music. 
I’m like, oh really; their feedback conferences are really about 
giving them the opportunity to talk about their rationale and 
chain of thinking and those types of things.
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Jack (8 years of experience) stated,

It is really hard for us to dive deep into each subject area. 
Sometimes we hear that as a criticism, like hey, you don’t 
know my content as well as I do. I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t know 
your content as well as you do and if I do, um, you are the 
grade level content expert, the content expert in your subject 
area.

Theme 4: Where’s the training? As a group, administrators 
identified a weakness in the area of teacher evaluation training. 
Thus, administrators noticed within their administrative certifica-
tion process a shortcoming in regard to how to conduct effective 
teacher evaluation. Furthermore, the administrators within this 
study felt that they resorted to “on-the-job training” upon entering 
into their first leadership position. Paris, with over 10 years of expe-
rience, stated,

I would say the administrative license share program didn’t 
do jack for me in regards to [laughter] preparing me to be an 
instructional leader. I would hope that they’re getting better. 
You get out in the field, and it’s kind of like a sink or swim. 
That’s where you’ll get your experience.

Karen (over 10 years of experience) stated,

Well, it paled in comparison to on-the-job training, so maybe 
I had one three-credit class that talked about supervision. The 
university administrator training program did not prepare 
me for everything I needed to know about supervision and 
evaluation.

Audrey (9 years of experience) added,

We received very little training during my master’s program. 
And then, when ordered to become a qualified evaluator, 
we went to two-day training. Now this model, the Marzano, 
we’ve received extensive training. Well over 70 hours, very 
extensive training. So with this new model we received a lot 
of training, but when I went to become an administrator we 
didn’t, we got little to none or very inadequate training.
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Susan, who has been an administrator for 2 years, added,

My schooling for administration, I didn’t receive any on 
teacher evaluation. I think that we took one class where we 
did research on them, but I don’t remember ever covering 
them. It is interesting that I did not have any training during 
my school. You would think that you would get training on 
teacher evaluation. We did talk about the needs of looking at 
teachers and evaluating them, but not actually, like, looking 
at different tools and comparing them or learning how to use 
them.

Discussion
The good news is that evidence from this study supports that the 

administrators as a group valued PE and understood the benefits it 
had on students. This aligns with the findings from Sallis, McKenzie, 
Kolody, and Curtis (1996), who noted that a high percentage of school 
administrators believe that PE can enhance concentration, decrease 
discipline problems, and improve academic performance. Hence, 
one would think that with a high percentage of administrators who 
value the subject, it would be a higher priority within the curriculum. 
In reality, the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) has played a huge 
role in reducing PE in the schools, making it a low priority within 
the curriculum (Barosso, McCullum-Gomez, Hoelscher, Kelder, & 
Murray, 2005; Prince et al., 2008). Administrators understood that 
even though they value PE, their hands are tied because of national, 
state, and district policies, the constant pressure to improve students’ 
academic achievement scores, along with increasingly prevalent 
use of high-stakes teacher evaluation practices (Amrein-Beardsley 
& Collins, 2012; Berliner, 2014; Herlihy, 2012; Hill, Kapitula, & 
Umland, 2011).

Administrators defined quality PE in their own words, and all 
but one administrator was unfamiliar about which curricular model 
was used in their schools. This evidence suggests a major disconnect 
with the reality of what these administrators see and what they are 
supposed see in a quality PE setting. These results are consistent with 
results in studies that found a high percentage of principals were 
unaware and far removed from the day-to-day realities in PE (Locke, 
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1974; Lounsbery, McKenzie, Trost, & Smith, 2011). This poses a 
major problem, as the delivery of quality PE is vital for enhancing 
physical activity opportunities for students, benefiting the over-
all health of students, and developing skills, attributes, and behav-
iors to be active for life in students (Le Masurier & Corbin, 2006; 
McKenzie, Marshall, Sallis, & Conway, 2000). Furthermore, quality 
PE programs can have positive outcomes on student achievement 
and overall well-being (Coe, Pivarnik, Womack, Reeves, & Malina, 
2006). Thus, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2009) 
has recognized school PE as an important and available resource 
for promoting physical activity and healthy behaviors among chil-
dren. Finally, it is important that the principal, as the school cur-
riculum leader, is aware of current curriculum trends within PE and 
thus knows that students are receiving quality PE (San Diego State 
University, 2007).

The administrators identified PD as being important in the 
professional growth of the PE teachers. However, administrators 
approached PD with an us-versus-them lens. Moreover, they had a 
strong grasp on the types and amount of PD for core subject teach-
ers, but when asked about PD for physical educators, they were 
unable to provide the same information about their PE teachers. 
This is concerning, as PD has been linked to teacher development 
and to student learning (Huffman & Thomas, 2003). Wang and Ha 
(2008) pointed out that a major issue related to PD for PE teachers is 
the lack of support from the school-site principal. Furthermore, it is 
suggested that multiple stakeholders are to be involved with the PD 
of the PE teacher if it is to be effective; additionally, PD should be 
considered through multiple lenses and aligned with elements such 
as district policies and curriculum requirements (Wang & Ha, 2008).

Administrators were convinced that the Marzano teacher evalu-
ation system used within their district was applicable to all content 
areas, including PE. The  phrase good teaching is good teaching was 
used often during the interview process. Thus, it is assumed that 
the same teaching behaviors that are observable within a classroom 
are observable within a PE setting (e.g., gymnasium, playing field). 
Locke (1974) explained the complexities of the PE classroom and 
discussed the major differences it has from those present in the 
classroom. Moreover, students in PE are active and mobile, some-
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times within areas spanning an acre. Furthermore, students are not 
confined to a desk, which makes classroom management and direct 
instruction more challenging. Finally, although teaching behaviors 
may be defined the same across all subject matters, the ecology of a 
PE setting and how those behaviors may look are different.

Administrators also agreed, however, that the current system 
lacked content matter specificity, which makes it more difficult for 
them to assess the PE teacher fairly. Kimball (2002) similarly reported 
that administrators felt comfortable giving generic forms of feedback 
on various teaching strategies, but lacked content knowledge, which 
made it difficult for them to give a content-related evaluation.

Administrators acknowledged that there is a lot of room for 
improvement in regard to the evaluation of PE teachers. The admin-
istrators agreed that they lack content knowledge, which thus makes 
it difficult for them to give valid assessments of teaching performance 
in PE. These outcomes are consistent with those in the literature that 
points out the lack of content knowledge that administrators face 
when evaluating teachers not only in PE, but also in all subject areas 
(Donaldson, 2009; Halverson et al., 2004; Kimball, 2002). Related to 
the lack of content knowledge that administrators felt that they pos-
sessed, all of them agreed that more training specific to PE content 
and instructional methods would be beneficial to conducting more 
effective teacher evaluations.

Feedback is an important component of the teacher evaluation 
process (Danielson, 1996). Administrators in this study agreed that 
the feedback sessions were beneficial regardless of the administra-
tors’ level of content knowledge. They pointed out that these sessions 
are often teacher led. Moreover, this further demonstrates the lack 
of pedagogical content knowledge from the administrators’ stand-
point. With feedback and reflection being a major component in the 
professional growth of teachers, the ability of the administrator to 
discuss instructional strategies based on specific content is vital.

Prior to becoming an administrator, administrators must go 
through a mandatory certification process. The current results sug-
gest that administrators felt that during their certification program 
they did not receive adequate training to conduct teacher evalua-
tions. These outcomes are consistent with those in studies that 
show evidence of principal candidates and existing principals being 
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ill-prepared and inadequately supported to act as curriculum lead-
ers while fulfilling all of the other demands of the job (Levine, 2005; 
Peterson, 2001). Moreover, they agreed that they received the bulk 
of their PD in regard to most procedural responsibilities including 
teacher evaluation from on-the-job training. Donaldson (2009) dis-
cussed the internal constraints to differentiation in teacher evalua-
tion, pointing out that “without high-quality professional develop-
ment, evaluators will not evaluate accurately and the evaluation will 
likely have little impact on teaching or learning” (p. 9).

Strengths and Limitations of the Study
This study was one of the first to examine administrators’ per-

ceptions of teacher evaluation specific to PE. This study may be 
groundbreaking and encourage future studies in the area of teacher 
evaluation specific to PE. Moreover, with the direction in which 
accountability measures for nontested subjects are headed, it is 
important that researchers conduct more research studies in this 
area.

The identifiable limitations within this study were (a) a small 
sample size, (b) a limited number of interviews, and (c) specific-
ity to one school district. This may have caused a lack of general-
izability to the larger population (Locke, Silverman, & Spirduso, 
2010). Furthermore, having one interview inhibited the opportunity 
for subsequent follow-up questions, which may have reduced the 
chances for richer data (Patel, Doku, & Tennakoon, 2003).

Conclusion
School administrators have the responsibility of determining the 

effectiveness of PE teachers within public schools. Administrators 
understanding the importance of PE is just not enough. They need 
to be advocates and supporters of quality PE programs and under-
stand what is going on within the PE curriculum in their schools. 
Unfortunately, in today’s world, some children are suffering from 
overweight and obesity, diabetes, and other diseases brought on by 
sedentary and unhealthy lifestyles. Having effective physical educa-
tors teaching children is vital in combating this epidemic. Moreover, 
administrators are key players in determining PE teacher effective-
ness; they are evaluating and making high-stakes decisions. Thus, it 
is vital that they receive the proper training and education on effec-
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tive PE classroom practices, new trends in PE curricula, and the 
ecology in a PE setting, to determine these high-stakes decisions. 
Finally, administrators need to be given the proper instrumentation 
to give a valid evaluation to PE teachers. Although generic systems 
may suffice in the eyes of policymakers and stakeholders for now, 
future instrumentation must reflect what PE teachers and evaluators 
consider being the essential elements of instruction in a PE setting 
and must yield reliable results.

This study is one of the first to examine administrators’ percep-
tions of teacher evaluation specific to PE. Evidence from this study 
suggests that more training for administrators in PE teacher evalua-
tion, along with a content-specific evaluation instrument, is greatly 
needed. More research is necessary in the area of PE teacher evalua-
tion, as the call for evidence-based outcomes in teacher effectiveness 
and student achievement is a central part of educational systems.
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