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Context

Each week, 11 million children under the age of five are placed in early care and education settings while their parents 
work.1 For the vast majority of these children, the caregiving and early education they receive is of poor to mediocre 
quality, neither supporting their development nor promoting school readiness. Given these facts, the current quality of our 
nation’s early care and education providers represents a missed opportunity to achieve a host of educational and social 
goals, including reducing the school readiness gap at kindergarten entry, having students reading at grade level by third 
grade, and decreasing grade retention in the early grades.2 

Over the last decade, federal early childhood policy has worked to improve the quality of early care and education. For 
example, both the 2007 Head Start Act and the 2014 Child Care and Development Block Grant Act (CCDBG) made great 
strides to improve the early experiences of our nation’s youngest children. A key aspect of these laws is a focus on better 
defining and measuring the quality of early childhood settings through assessments like the Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System® (CLASS®). The Office of Head Start uses CLASS to measure classroom quality as required by the 2007 Head Start 
Act. CLASS also is being used in more than 23 states as part of quality rating and improvement systems.

The CLASS system has become the preeminent quality assessment in early childhood because it measures what matters 
most to the well-being and future success of our country’s youngest children. Historically, quality has been measured and 
regulated through “structural” indicators of quality—easily quantifiable aspects of programs, such as class sizes, teacher-
to-child ratios, teachers’ college degrees, and curriculum.3 These measures were used despite the lack of evidence that 
they lead to better outcomes for children. In contrast, the CLASS system measures the quality of early childhood pro-
grams at the “point of impact” for development and learning: the quality of instruction and of interactions between the 
teachers and the children. Research has found that the best predictors of later child outcomes are the characteristics of 
teacher-child interactions as measured by the CLASS system. This fact is true both for children who are monolingual and 
for children who are dual language learners.4 
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Equally important, the CLASS measure has been combined with proven teacher supports to enhance instruction and inter-
actions. The CLASS scores provide a picture of the quality of interactions in a classroom, but to effect change, that informa-
tion must be attached to the professional development of teachers. Teachstone Training, LLC, the company that publishes 
the CLASS measure, has developed evidence-based teacher supports that are individualized based on CLASS scores and 
include training, coaching, and instructional support strategies.5

Given its effectiveness in promoting quality in early childhood settings, the CLASS system and the accompanying supports 
are currently used broadly in research, program accountability, planning and evaluation, and professional development 
across the United States. 

What is the CLASS framework?

The CLASS framework is a reliable and valid classroom assessment tool that measures the teacher-child interactions that 
promote positive academic and social outcomes for children.6 It is based on hundreds of studies and provides an objective 
measure of important, observable teacher behaviors and teacher-student interactions. CLASS scores are not determined 
by the presence of learning materials, the condition of the physical environment, or the adoption of a specific curriculum. 
Instead, the focus is on what teachers do with the materials they have and on how the teachers interact with children. 

The CLASS framework measures interactions around specific domains of quality. For example, the CLASS tool for teach-
er-child interactions in 3- and 4-year-old classrooms has three domains:

• Emotional Support

• Instructional Support

• Classroom Organization

These domains are further organized into dimensions, which more specifically define the aspects of quality being mea-
sured. Figure 1, showing the Instructional Support domain of the Pre-K CLASS tool, provides an example of the CLASS 
framework’s organizational structure.
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Figure 1. Organization of the CLASS framework (Instructional Support on Pre-K CLASS tool) 
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Figure 1: Example of Organization of CLASS (Instructional Support on Pre-K Class)
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To obtain a CLASS score, a Certified CLASS Observer observes a classroom for 15 to 20 minutes. During this time, the ob-
server focuses on the interactions between teachers and students, as well as the interactions among students themselves. 
At the end of the observation period, the observer derives numerical ratings for each of the dimensions. After assigning 
ratings, the observer begins a new CLASS cycle. Data is recorded either on a paper score sheet or online using a data 
management system.

Supporting Continuity and Connection between the Early Childhood and 
K-12 Systems
While initially developed for use in pre-K classrooms, the CLASS system has been expanded for use in classrooms from 
birth through secondary education. In order to capture the most important teaching practices and interactions for different 
ages and grade levels, the CLASS system currently has six versions, each tailored to measure the key aspects of quality 
for children of a certain age and grade range. Across all age levels, the six CLASS tools capture the consistent elements 
of teachers’ interactive behavior and define dimensions that measure the teachers’ emotional support for learning, their 
interactions fostering classroom organization, and their interactions providing instructional support.

When the full system is used, CLASS creates a common language and common expectations for education professionals 
in settings from birth through secondary education. This consistency allows the professionals to improve interactions with 
students even as they move across age and grade levels. This also provides administrators with a common evidence-based 
metric by which they can evaluate teacher e ectiveness. By providing a common way to describe and observe e ective 
interactions, the CLASS system bridges grade-to-grade transitions and increases consistency and coherence to better un-
derstand e ective teaching, while still providing a context-specific and developmentally responsive measure for each age 
group. 

Conclusion
The CLASS system works to ensure that every child has access to teachers who offer warm, responsive, and cognitively 
stimulating classroom experiences. From the research, it is clear that interactions matter more than a teacher’s college 
de-gree, a teacher’s length of experience, or the types of materials in the classroom. Teacher-child interactions drive 
learning outcomes, and the CLASS system provides a cost-effective, scalable way to measure the interactions that 
promote strong educational results.
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