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Effective interactions between teachers and students are essential for promoting long-term school success across grades
preK-12. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System™ (CLASS) offers an evidence-based approach to defining and measuring
effective interactions in school classrooms. The CLASS also provides aligned professional development supports—called
MyTeachingPartner™—to give targeted feedback to districts, schools, and teachers, with the overarching goal of improving

outcomes for students.

. What Constitutes Effective Teacher-
Student Interactions?

Past attempts at defining and measuring quality in education
have yielded limited results. We now know that many of the
more commonly debated regulations intended to improve the
impacts of classrooms (i.e., class size, teacher education, and
credentialing) are not sufficient to ensure that students make
academic and social progress.'? Likewise, the implementation
of different curricula has done little to improve student achieve-
ment because it is teachers’ facilitation of learning objectives,
not simply having the curriculum box on the shelf, that deter-
mines whether students benefit from instruction.> Consistent
evidence suggests that to improve students’ academic achieve-
ment and social skill development, we need to focus on the na-
ture and quality of teacher-student interactions.*

As the figure below illustrates, when we identify and mea-
sure effective interactions, we can then create opportunities to
promote them through teacher education, professional devel-
opment, monitoring, and evaluation. This will, in turn, lead to
enhanced outcomes for students and teachers—students will
learn more and teachers will become more effective.

Effective teacher-student
interactions create:

Emotional Support - Positive
relationships among teachers and
peers

Classroom Organization - Well-
managed classrooms that provide
students with frequent, engaging
learning activities

Instructional Support - Interactions
that teach students to think, provide
ongoing feedback and support, and
facilitate language and vocabulary

The Role of Effective Interactions in Creating Opportunities
to Improve Children’s Outcomes
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1. Evidence on Effective Teacher-Student
Interactions: PK-5

What gets measured gets done. To improve the effective-
ness of teacher-student interactions, we must first know how
to assess them. Research provides evidence about the types of
teacher-student interactions that promote positive social and
academic development. The Classroom Assessment Scoring
System™ (CLASS) provides a reliable, valid assessment of these
interactions.> The CLASS instrument assesses three broad do-
mains of effective interactions—Emotional Support, Classroom
Organization, and Instructional Support—that characterize
students’ classroom experiences in grades PK-3. Each domain
is comprised of multiple dimensions of effective interactions
known to contribute to students’ success in school, such as
Teacher Sensitivity, Behavior Management, and Quality of
Feedback.

Research conducted in over 6,000 classrooms concludes
that in grades PK-5, students in classrooms with higher CLASS
ratings realize greater gains in achievement and social skill
development.

Selected studies demonstrate:

«  Higher levels of instructional support are related to

preschoolers’gains in pre-reading and math skills.®

«  High levels of emotional support contribute to
preschoolers’social competence in the kindergarten year.”

«  High levels of emotional support are associated
with growth in reading and math achievement from
kindergarten through fifth grade.®

«  High levels of classroom organization are associated with
gains in first graders’ literacy.’

«  Kindergarten children are more engaged and exhibit
greater self-control in classrooms offering more effective
teacher-child interactions.”

«  First-grade children at risk for school failure perform on
par with peers, both socially and academically, when
exposed to classrooms with effective teacher-student
interactions."

In sum, the link between effective interactions and improved
social and academic outcomes for students has been replicated
in numerous studies across the prekindergarten and elemen-
tary years.

Unfortunately, too few students are exposed to these types
of effective interactions in the early grades. The following fig-
ure illustrates that across several thousand PK-5 classrooms
observed throughout the country, students tend to experience
moderate to high levels of effective interactions for emotional
support and classroom organization. However, most students
attend PK-5 classrooms characterized by very low levels of in-
structional support.

Average Ratings of Interactions in PK-5 Classrooms
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In a study of 700 preschool classrooms across 11 states, fewer
than 15% of classrooms were observed to display moderately
to highly effective teacher-student interactions across all three
categories.'”” Moreover, effective interactions are highly vari-
able from year to year. In a study that followed 1,000 students
through elementary school, less than 10% of students had ac-
cess to classrooms that consistently scored in the mid to upper
range for effective interactions.”® Importantly, students from
families with low income and mothers with less education are
less likely to experience effective teacher-student interactions,
relative to middle income peers.'

lll. Teacher-Student Interactions in
Secondary Classrooms

Adolescents in middle school and high school characterize
their interactions with teachers as frequently unsatisfying and
unmotivating. They report that their experiences in the class-
room lack meaningful challenges, supportive relationships,
and competence- and motivation-building experiences. Yet,
engagement and intrinsic motivation are pivotal in adoles-
cence, as these students have the means to not only withdraw
energy from educational pursuits but to drop out altogether.
Engagement in school begins to decline early in adolescence,
and by entry into high school this decline is so pronounced that
half of high school students report that they do not take their
school or their studies seriously.

Studies of large-scale testing programs indicate that
teachers are the greatest source of variation in what students
learn in school. The CLASS™-Secondary version observation
tool captures aspects of classroom interactions researchers
believe to be critical resources for educational achievement in
adolescence. The rating scales have been modified to reflect
issues specific to adolescent learning.
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Research using the CLASS-S has shown that teachers’ skills in
establishing a positive emotional climate, their sensitivity to
student needs, and their structuring of their classroom and
lessons in ways that recognize adolescents’ needs for a sense of
autonomy and control, for an active role in their learning, and
for opportunities for peer interaction were all associated with
higher relative student gains in achievement.”

For example, an average student with a teacher whose in-
teractions scored 1 standard devia-
tion below the mean in Emotional
Support would on average place in
the 41st percentile in end-of-year
tests. The same student with a teach-
er whose interactions scored 1 stan-
dard deviation above the mean in
Emotional Support would on average
place in the 59th percentile in end-of-
year tests.

Similarly, use of instructional learn-
ing formats that encouraged active
participation by students and that
provided variety in classroom ap-
proaches was also predictive of rela-
tive gains in student achievement, as
were lessons that required high levels of analysis and problem-
solving by students.

Overall, the interactions most linked to future achievement
seem to cluster around an emphasis on tailoring a classroom
experience to be most emotionally and intellectually engag-
ing to adolescents. These classroom characteristics can result
in achievement test performance gains for the average student
from the 35th to the 60th percentile.

IV. Professional Development through
MyTeachingPartner™

The MyTeachingPartner™ video library and coaching program
developed through the Center for Advanced Study of Teaching
and Learning provides teachers effective, evidence-based
teaching tools that improve their interactions with students
across all grades level PK-12.

The MyTeachingPartner coaching program is a partnership
between the consultant and the teacher, a collaboration that
focuses on the teacher-student interactions that matter most
for learning, whether during “center time” in preschool or a lan-
guage arts lesson in the tenth grade.

MTP provides targeted, ongoing video feedback to teachers
through online resources, and web-mediated consultation
throughout the school year. MTP uses the CLASS observation

[CLASS] “has changed the way I
teach in the sense that it has made
me more patient and confident...I
have become more productive in
my lessons, and now it has become
easier for me to instruct, maintain

good classroom organization, and
provide a positive climate.”
-Pre-kindergarten teacher,

CLASS professional development

tool to focus teachers’attention on the very interactions shown
to be most effective for student learning. The MTP program is
different from typical classroom assessment that involve lists
of things teachers should change or do better. Instead, it is a
set of aligned resources: web-based videos of best practices,
video-based feedback and support from a trained consultant,
and online activities.

Empirical evidence from experimental evaluations demon-
strates that teachers participating
in MTP coaching engage in more ef-
fective interactions with students,
especially in classrooms that serve
higher proportions of students in
poverty.'® Preschool teachers have
been shown to behave more sensi-
tively, increase students’ attention to
learning, improve language stimu-
lation to students and teach more
effectively. Students in these class-
rooms show enhanced academic and
social skill development.'® Preschool
children with MTP teachers make
greater gains in tests of early literacy
and expressive language, show much
greater attention to learning, engage in lower levels of problem
behavior, and are more school ready.

The ability to demonstrate even small changes in effective
interactions has practical implications—differences in just over
1 point on the CLASS 7-point scales translate into improved
achievement and social skill development for students.

Moreover, students who experience effective interactions
for multiple years receive cumulative benefits. For example,
students enrolled in classrooms that average just over 1 point
higher on CLASS for two consecutive years score significantly
better on several standardized tests of language and literacy
than did their peers in classrooms with lower CLASS scores.”

In another experiment, secondary students (grades 6-12)
with teachers who had participated in MTP consulting on aver-
age scored in the 59th percentile on end-of-year achievement
tests, while students whose teachers did not participate scored
below the 50th percentile. Secondary teachers, regardless of
the content area they taught, improved their instruction, while
students’ motivation, effort, and engagement improved as well.

Investing in supports to help teachers and schools improve
the quality of their interactions with students has the potential
to make a difference in students' lives. Both the CLASS observa-
tion tool and the MTP coaching program can help federal agen-
cies, state departments of education, nonprofit organizations,
and schools take a step in this direction.
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