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ABSTRACT 

Goe and colleagues’ five-point definition of teacher effectiveness states that effective 

teachers “…help students learn, as measured by value-added or other test-based growth measures” 

and “… contribute to positive academic, attitudinal, and social outcomes” (Goe, Bell, & Little, 

2008, p. 8). Research has consistently demonstrated the impact teachers have on student learning. 

Yet, little research has assessed the teachers’ impact on students’ social and emotional skill 

development (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011), even though these 

skills are critical for academic success, particularly for students who live in under resourced 

areas (Romasz, Kantor, & Elias, 2004). The current dissertation seeks to address this gap in the 

literature through two primary aims: (1) to examine the relationship between teaching practices 

that relate to social-emotional skills and academic achievement; and (2) to explore how students 

experience the teaching practices related to their social-emotional skills. 

228 students in Grades 4 through 8 participated in a mixed-methods study. Students came 

from 21 classrooms in two urban schools. They took three surveys throughout the school year, 

which asked students about their perceptions of classroom climate, SEL skills, and their 

perceptions of teaching practices. In addition, a sub-sample of students participated in interviews, 

which asked students more specifically about their classroom interactions. Finally, an observer 

rated classrooms through the observation protocol: Classroom Assessment Scoring System-

Secondary (CLASS-S). 

 Findings revealed that student perceptions of the three CLASS-S domains differentially 

related to student outcomes. For example, students’ perceptions of organizational support 
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positively related to behavioral engagement, and students’ perceptions of instructional support 

positively related to students’ self-awareness of their content understanding. Furthermore, 

CLASS-S observations related to classroom climate measures and academic achievement but not 

to their SEL skills, attributable in part to the small between-classroom variability in student SEL 

skills. Finally, interviews revealed that students thought about classrooms in complex ways, in 

that their descriptions incorporated many CLASS-S dimensions when describing a single 

classroom episode. By using a multidimensional definition of teacher effectiveness and using 

multiple measures to assess teacher effectiveness, results have implications for how teacher 

effectiveness is defined and assessed, as well as teachers’ professional learning. 
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CHAPTER 1 – Introduction  

Overview 

Learning in school is a social enterprise, in which students must develop the skills they 

need to navigate the interpersonal relationships that occur during and for learning. Due to the fact 

that content covered in classrooms is learned in a social and emotional environment, teachers 

must also pay attention to and teach students ways to work collaboratively and regulate their 

emotions (Elias, Zins, Weissberg, Frey, Greenberg, Haynes, Kessler et al., 1997). Unfortunately, 

classroom instruction has become narrowly focused on student learning growth as measured by 

standardized achievement tests, due to high demands from accountability mandates, including 

educator’s own evaluations. These demands have shifted concern away from students’ holistic 

development (Au, 2007). By limiting the outcome measures of accountability mandates to 

standardized achievement tests, the education system fails to integrate the skills students need for 

a holistic schooling experience, as well as fail to provide teachers the necessary professional 

development to integrate student social and emotional skills into their instruction (Cohen, 2006).   

While there has been a trend over the last decade of bringing programs and initiatives 

into schools that focus on students’ social and emotional skills, these programs and initiatives are 

not viewed as the primary mission of schools (Jones & Bouffard, 2012) for two reasons. First, 

social-emotional skills have not been explicitly measured to accompany policy mandates, 

making it appear as though social and emotional skills are not important (Bridgeland, Bruce, & 

Hariharan, 2013; Cohen, 2006). Second, there is a lack of understanding regarding the 
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relationship between the teaching practices of teachers as measured by instructional frameworks 

and students’ social and emotional skills (Pianta & Hamre, 2009c).   

The goal of the current dissertation is to examine the links between teaching practices and 

students’ social and emotional skills by identifying how a common instructional framework used 

in teacher evaluations, the Classroom Assessment Scoring System-Secondary (CLASS-S), 

relates to student social and emotional skills. Specifically, the current dissertation looks at 

multiple measures of teaching practice that are commonly used in teacher evaluations, classroom 

observations and student perception surveys, to determine their unique relationship with a range 

of student academic, social, and emotional outcomes. Because the current dissertation uses a 

common measure of teaching practice used in teacher evaluations and professional learning, the 

dissertation has important implications regarding how teachers influence students’ social-

emotional skills, and how those relationships can be discussed in the teacher evaluation, 

professional learning pipeline to further promote student SEL skills (Bell, Gitomer, McCaffrey, 

Hamre, Pianta, & Qi, 2012; Goe, Biggers, & Croft, 2012).   

Problem Statement 

Whereas developing a student’s academic competency is arguably the most important 

aspect of a teacher’s job responsibilities, teachers also need to help students develop skills 

necessary for their futures. Along with academic content, students need to develop a variety of 

additional skills and competencies to be college and career ready, including collaboration, self-

regulation, and responsible decision-making. This is consistent with the introduction of the 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS); the demands on students’ ability to engage in deeper 

learning will be greater due to the increased focus and rigor of instruction (Student Achievement 

Partners, 2012, National Governors Association, 2010). Furthermore, Goe and colleague’s five-
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point definition of teacher effectiveness states, “effective teachers contribute to positive 

academic, attitudinal, and social outcomes” (Goe, Bell, & Little, 2008). Effective teachers are 

thus responsible not only for a student’s academic growth, but also a student’s social, emotional, 

and cognitive competencies.  

Unfortunately, however, these components of teacher effectiveness are rarely measured 

within most teacher evaluation systems. Aside from student growth itself, most teacher 

evaluation systems measure teaching practices that impact student growth. Few evaluation 

systems include these additional student outcomes. It is crucial that students’ social and 

emotional skills and the teachers’ practices that develop these skills be included in teacher 

evaluations, as stated by the maxim that “what gets measured for accountability purposes is what 

teachers will focus on in their classrooms” (Center for Advanced Study of Teaching and 

Learning, n.d; Osher, Sprague, Weissberg, Axelrod, Keenan, Kendziora, & Zins, 2008). Even 

though teachers and administrators know that social and emotional factors are important, when 

current evaluation systems do not explicitly consider these skills and competencies, teachers 

nonetheless will not focus on them in practice (Bridgeland et al., 2013). 

The need to effectively define teacher effectiveness 

Defining and understanding effective teaching is a complex issue. Within every 

classroom, students, teachers and content interact with one another to create a learning 

environment. These instructional dynamics cause both teachers and students to constantly 

negotiate their interactions when creating a functioning classroom (Ball & Forzani, 2007). Due 

to the complexity of classroom settings, we know very little about what makes an effective 

versus an ineffective teacher. This is evidenced in teacher evaluation systems, where the majority 

of teachers receive high ratings even when they work within schools that are failing (Goe, 
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Holdheide, & Miller, 2011; Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009). In order to improve 

the teaching profession, the measurement of effective teaching and the use of outcome measures 

beyond student achievement on standardized tests (e.g., cognitive, social, and emotional skills) 

need further consideration. 

In an effort to increase student learning, states and districts are reforming their teacher 

evaluation systems. Teacher evaluation systems that are well-designed and well-implemented 

include professional teaching frameworks that describe behaviors, performances and dispositions 

that represent effective teaching (Coggshall, Rasmussen, Colton, Milton, & Jacques, 2012). The 

goal of these professional teaching frameworks is to identify effective teaching practices in order 

to provide teachers with accurate, fair, and reliable information about their practice (Pianta & 

Hamre, 2009c). Teaching practices are defined as interactions that are central to the act of 

teaching, which include the social and instructional interactions in the classroom (Abry, Rimm-

Kaufman, Hulleman, Thomas, & Ko, 2012; Bell et al., 2012; Hamre & Pianta, 2010). While 

research exists regarding how these professional teaching standards and frameworks relate to 

student learning, few studies exist that understand their relationship with other student outcomes, 

including social and emotional outcomes (Pianta & Hamre, 2009b). 

The need to focus on social-emotional learning 

Refocusing efforts to develop students’ social-emotional learning (SEL) skills should 

occur for three main reasons (Au, 2007). First, students need SEL skills to become successful 

and productive citizens. For example, employers value workers with a wide range of SEL skills, 

including perspective taking, communication, and persistence (Goleman, 2001). Additionally, 

SEL skills are embedded within many of the skills and competences students need to be college 

and career ready (Dymnicki, Sambolt, & Kidron, 2013). College and career readiness standards 
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do not solely focus on students learning academic content, but also include developing skills 

needed to be successful throughout college and one’s career. Finally, academic achievement 

improves when students engage in teaching practices that promote SEC (Durlak, Weissberg, 

Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). When students participate in instructional activities that 

directly teach and allow students to apply social-emotional skills, research has demonstrated that 

student learning improves (Durlak et al., 2011). It is thus important to understand which teaching 

practices promote social-emotional learning skills and student learning. 

The impact of previous work in teacher effectiveness 

Historically, both the definition and measurement of effective teachers have made 

identifying teachers who are effective and those who are not quite difficult. Effective teaching 

has been defined in many ways in the research literature, including by teacher qualities (e.g., 

personality characteristics), teacher behaviors (e.g., warmth and clarity), teacher knowledge (e.g., 

content, pedagogical), and teacher beliefs (e.g., expectations, beliefs about teaching and learning; 

Good, Wiley, & Florez, 2009). In other words, the study of teachers and teaching has been 

conducted along three different strands: teacher inputs (teacher qualities and knowledge), 

teaching processes (teacher teaching practices and teacher behaviors), and outputs (which has 

almost exclusively focused on student achievement; Goe, Bell, & Little, 2008).  

As teaching involves meaning making, which is hard to capture, researchers initially used 

more easily measurable characteristics of teachers (i.e., teacher inputs) that they hoped would be 

related to classroom achievement (Kennedy, 2010). When this line of research continued to 

produce inconsistent results, researchers attempted to use more of a process-product line of 

research, in which they attempted to relate specific teacher actions to student outcomes. However, 

this line of research also failed to grasp how teaching practices impacted student outcomes. More 
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current measures of teaching focus on standards of teaching that include detailed explanations of 

what occurs in a classroom which attempt to capture the quality and purpose of teaching 

practices (Kennedy, 2010). 

Due to the difficulty involved in the predictive effects of teacher inputs and the difficulty 

in accurately assessing teacher processes, teacher evaluations and accountability measures are 

currently moving toward student growth as measured through high stakes tests, a movement that 

is creating a negative climate in many schools across the country. The current education climate 

is causing many schools to narrow their curriculum and focus exclusively on the skills and 

content administered on high stakes tests (Au, 2007). For example, instructional time has 

increased in tested subjects, (47 percent increase in reading and 37 percent increase in math since 

the passage of No Child Left Behind [NCLB]), while instructional time in non-tested subjects 

has decreased (32 percent decrease in science and social studies, and 35 percent decrease in art 

and music Berliner, 2011). 

Berliner has stated that this narrowing of the curriculum has negative effects on the 

ability of students to make a meaningful connection to their school. Student’s feel less connected 

because they have fewer opportunities to be good at something at their school, as well as fewer 

opportunities to participate in other activities that develop needed skills to become productive 

citizens. Even though NCLB proposes that character education and positive school environments 

are central to the educational mission of schools, the strategies and reforms are mostly fixated on 

core content areas, including funding priorities and accountability mandates (Cohen, 2006). 

Since math and reading scores are the primary focus, social and emotional learning skills are 

largely ignored, or not seen as priorities in education (Cohen, 2006, Kress et al., 2004).  
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Moving toward multiple measures of teacher effectiveness 

History has shown that it is difficult to measure effective teaching, and that different 

ways of measuring teacher effectiveness can change what occurs in the classroom. Currently, 

most teacher evaluation systems are using classroom observations as one of the primary 

measures of teacher evaluation systems. However, classroom observation is not the only measure 

of teacher practice that should be used in evaluation systems (Goe et al., 2008). Multiple 

measures should be used within any teacher evaluation (e.g., classroom observations, student 

reports, teacher self-report). There is a current lack of research that uses multiple measures of 

instructional practice to understand the relationship between instructional practice and a variety 

of student outcomes, including academic achievement, classroom climate, and student social-

emotional competencies.  

In order for teachers to refocus their efforts on developing the whole child, policy makers 

need to help practitioners identify how current reform efforts, including teacher evaluations and 

the Common Core State Standards, embed social-emotional learning within them (Dymnicki et 

al, 2013; Yoder, 2013). Thus, it is critical that we begin to understand how effective teaching 

practices measured by instructional frameworks used within teacher evaluation systems relate to 

social-emotional competencies and student learning. When teachers understand how the 

initiatives that focus on social-emotional learning integrate into teacher’s values, beliefs, and 

current practices, they will be more likely to implement those practices (Jones & Bouffard, 2012).  

This dissertation seeks to address the research gap by using multiple measures of teacher 

effectiveness, and determining their relationship to students’ social-emotional outcomes in two 

ways: by examining the relationship between teaching practices (as defined by the Classroom 
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Assessment Scoring System-Secondary) and students’ social-emotional learning skills, and by 

exploring how students experience the practices that relate to social-emotional development. 

Study Aims 

The first study aim – to examine the relationship between teaching practices and student 

social, emotional, and cognitive development – consists of six overarching research questions 

that progressively increase in complexity: 

RQ1. How do students perceive their classroom climate, behavioral engagement, and 
academic achievement? 

RQ2.  How do students and teachers perceive students’ social-emotional skills? 

RQ3. How do students perceive the teaching practices that occur in their classrooms? 

RQ4. How do observers perceive the teaching practices that occur in classrooms? 

RQ5. What is the relationship between student perceptions of teaching practices and 
observer perceptions of practices? 

RQ6. What are the relationships between teaching practices (as perceived by students, 
and as perceived by an observer) and student perceptions of classroom climate, social-
emotional skills, behavioral engagement, and academic achievement? 

The second study aim – to explore how students experience teaching practices – consists 

of one research question: 

RQ7: How do students experience and understand their experiences in their classrooms? 

Review of Chapters 

The current dissertation attempts to situate itself in the conversation about teacher 

effectiveness and social-emotional learning with distinct questions in mind: How do we think 

about teacher effectiveness through newer measures of instruction? How do these measures 

relate to student outcomes in addition to high-stakes tests, specifically social-emotional learning? 

Chapter 2 defines social-emotional learning and identifies why SEL is important, as well as the 

teaching practices that scholars have identified as having an impact on student’ SEL. In addition, 

Chapter 2 discusses how teaching practices have previously been measured, with a focus on 
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classroom observations and student perception surveys. Chapter 3 presents the methodology, 

including the reason why a mixed-methods study was used. Chapters 4 and 5 present the results, 

with Chapter 4 focusing on the relationship between teaching practices and a variety of student 

outcomes, and Chapter 5 focusing on how students interpret their classrooms. Finally, Chapter 6 

presents the limitations, implications, and future directions of this work.  
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CHAPTER 2 – Literature Review 

Overview 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, educators, administrators, district personnel, and 

policymakers need to refocus attention to the social, emotional, and cognitive skills students 

need to navigate their lives within, outside, and after their schooling experience. One approach 

involves shifting the conversation from a focus solely on student achievement growth to a focus 

on the holistic aspects of the child. In order to do this, research and policy needs to leverage 

where the education community is currently focused: teacher evaluation and teacher 

effectiveness. Teachers and administrators believe that SEL is important, but do not implement 

activities that develop these skills due to limited time, limited professional learning opportunities, 

and lack of connection to school and district goals  (Bridgeland et al., 2013). An integrated 

approach that incorporates the social, emotional, and academic dimensions of students needs to 

be developed (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). The current chapter discusses the theoretical 

underpinnings that guide one approach (for other approaches see Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Yoder, 

2013) to leverage the education system to integrate SEL into current policy. This chapter 

discusses the intersection between two theoretical frameworks, SEL and instructional 

frameworks, and how these can be integrated within current policies, specifically the definition 

and measurement of teacher effectiveness. 

 This chapter begins with a discussion about what SEL is and why it is important for student 

success. In addition, this chapter discusses the research on instruction and student social-

emotional development. Social-emotional learning programs that focus on general pedagogical 
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practices are central in this discussion, as little research has focused on the relationship between 

general teaching practices (void of an SEL program) and student SEL (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). 

In order to address this research gap, an instructional framework that assesses general teaching 

practices—the Classroom Assessment Scoring System, Secondary (CLASS-S)—is brought into 

the conversation. Lastly, the discussion will integrate SEL and instructional frameworks to think 

about how to define and measure teacher effectiveness.  

Social-Emotional Learning 

SEL is the educational process of developing students’ social-emotional competencies 

(SEC), which are the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors individuals need to make 

successful choices (CASEL, 2003; Zins, Elias, & Greenberg, 2007). SEL systematizes classroom 

instruction to focus on specific skill sets that students need to recognize and manage emotions, 

build relationships, solve interpersonal problems, and make effective and ethical decisions 

(Payton, Wardlaw, Graczyk, Bloodworth, Tompsett, & Weissberg, 2000). Teachers and students 

need to work collectively to develop these prosocial behaviors and positive work habits within 

the daily interactions in the classrooms (Jones & Bouffard, 2012) because they allow students to 

effectively negotiate their daily interactions, as well as promote student academic success and 

prepare students for their future careers (Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004).  

Social-emotional skills and competencies do not just prepare students for participation in 

learning experiences, they also increase students’ capacity to learn (CASEL, 2003).  Students 

must develop the social skills needed to interact with their teachers and their peers in prosocial 

ways in order to be successful within the instructional shifts required by the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS; McTigue & Rimm-Kaufman, 2011). Along with improved social skills, the 

CCSS require students to further regulate their emotions; students may become more easily 
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frustrated or feel challenged due to the increased rigor. Students need to learn to manage those 

strong emotions; if they are unable to mange them, their mental resources are used to process 

emotions rather than the academic content (Brackett, Rivers, Reyes, & Salovey, 2012). 

Research confirms that a focus on SEL improves students’ social, emotional, and 

academic skills. In a meta-analysis of SEL interventions, Durlak and colleagues (2011) found 

that students in SEL interventions (compared to control students) increased in social-emotional 

skills, attitudes towards self and others, academic achievement, and positive social behaviors, 

and decreased in conduct problems and emotional distress. More specifically, the meta-analysis 

revealed that students with SEL training gained 11 percentile points in test scores and similar 

gains in grades relative to students not in SEL program. A context that supports the basic 

personal, social, and intellectual needs of students must be developed for successful work to be 

done in schools (Solomon, Battistich, Watson, Schaps, & Lewis, 2000). 

Social-emotional competencies (SEC) 

SEL focuses on the development of five competencies: self-awareness, self-management, 

social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. The five social-emotional 

competencies are overarching competencies that comprise multiple SEL skills. Social-emotional 

competencies enable students to manage requirements of daily life, which include learning, 

forming meaningful relationships, and adapting to the world. In addition, social-emotional 

competencies incorporate skills students need to be competitive in the workforce, which include 

reflecting on performance, problem solving, perspective taking, and persisting on tasks (Elias et 

al., 1997). Descriptions of the five overarching social-emotional competencies are the following 

(see Table 2.1 for a list of skills related to each competency):  
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• Self-awareness is the ability to recognize one’s own feelings, interests, and strengths, in 

addition to maintaining an accurate level of self-efficacy. Students who are self-aware are 

capable of describing and understanding their own emotions. In addition, they are capable 

of recognizing their own strengths and weaknesses (Payton et al., 2000). Students’ beliefs 

about their strengths and weaknesses influence the academic choices they make, how 

long they will persist on tasks (Zimmerman, 2000), and whether or not they will ask for 

help on academic tasks (Karabenick & Newman, 2006; Ryan, Gheen, & Midgley, 1998). 

• Self-management includes those skills that allow one to handle daily stresses and control 

emotions under difficult situations. How students regulate their emotions impact student 

memory and the cognitive resources used on academic tasks (Gross, 2002). Self-

management also includes goal setting (both personally and academically) and the ability 

to monitor and reflect on those goals. Academic self-regulation has important 

implications for student motivation in the classroom, as well as the learning strategies 

students use to master material (Clearly & Zimmerman, 2004). 

• Social awareness allows individuals to take others’ perspectives into account and to 

empathize with others. Those who are socially aware are more likely to recognize and 

appreciate the similarities and differences between others. Social awareness is 

particularly important for students as they participate in new instructional shifts. Students 

need to take the perspectives of their classmates during classroom discussions and 

attempt to empathize and relate with characters during analysis of texts. 

• Relationship management comprises the skills necessary to develop and maintain healthy 

relationships with others, including the ability to resist negative social pressures, resolve 

interpersonal conflict, and seek help when needed. Similar to the importance of social 
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awareness, students need to be able to work well with their classmates in order to 

participate in collaborative groups. Although collaborative groups are common in 

classrooms, students do not necessarily know how to work in groups or believe that they 

can work in groups successfully. As such, teachers need to explicitly teach students 

strategies to resolve interpersonal conflicts, listen to each other, and work effectively as a 

group to accomplish tasks. 

• Responsible decision-making occurs when students keep multiple factors in mind when 

making decisions, including ethics, standards, respect, and safety concerns. When making 

responsible decisions, students are able to identify problems and develop appropriate 

solutions to those problems – either academic or social problems (Payton et al., 2000). 

 As shown in Table 2.1, each social-emotional competency encompasses multiple SEL 

skills and abilities (CASEL, 2003; Durlak et al., 2011; Elias, 2006; Kress & Elias, 2006; Zins et 

al., 2007) that help students manage their daily lives (because the competencies encompass 

multiple skills, the dissertation focuses on certain SEL skills rather than SEL competencies). 

Examples of skills for self-management include regulating emotions, help seeking, and setting 

goals, while relationship skills include resolving conflicts and communicating effectively. SEL 

skills are particularly critical for students living in urban, underresourced areas. These students 

live in areas with multiple stressors, such as violence and economic hardship. SEL skills provide 

students assets to better handle these stressors, which include seeking help, managing emotions 

when stressors occur, and problem-solving in difficult situations. SEL skills that students 

develop help youth negotiate the challenges they face daily (Romasz, Kantor, & Elias, 2004).  

SEL skills develop over time and students become more sophisticated in using these 

skills (Zins & Elias, 2006). Two resources demonstrate the developmental progression of SEL 
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skills within each social-emotional competency – a research article by Zins and colleagues 

(2007) and the Illinois SEL State Standards. Zins and colleagues explain the development of 

specific skills within each competency (Zins, Payton, Weissberg, & O’Brien, 2007). For example, 

in elementary school students develop self-awareness when they can label and recognize their 

emotions and the emotions of others. By middle school, students develop the ability to identify 

what triggers their emotions; and by high school, students who developed self-awareness skills 

analyze their own emotions and understand the influence their emotions have on others. A 

similar progression occurs for relationships skills. Elementary students develop basic skills (e.g., 

develop and maintain friendships), middle school students develop more nuanced skills that 

provide the foundation for deeper relationships (e.g., cooperate and participate in teamwork), and 

students in high school evaluate their skills (e.g., reflect on their communication skills). 

Illinois’ SEL State Standards1 also provide guidance about the developmental 

progression of SEL skills. The three Illinois SEL standards break down the skills and 

competencies in ten developmental stages 

(http://www.isbe.state.il.us/ils/social_emotional/descriptors.htm).  For example, Standard 1a is 

“to identify and manage one’s own emotions.” To demonstrate competency in this standard 

across the K-12 school experience, students master specific skills in the ten stages. In 

kindergarten, students identify feelings and emotions; and in fifth grade, students begin to 

identify strategies that help them manage emotions and self-reflect. By twelfth grade, students 

develop an understanding about how their behavior impacts others and how to leverage 

community resources to facilitate self-management, Understanding the developmental 

progression of each competency is an effective way to both define which skills are necessary and 
                                                        
1 Illinois has developed state social-emotional learning standards, in accordance with Section 15(a) of Public Act 93-
0495 

http://www.isbe.state.il.us/ils/social_emotional/descriptors.htm
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create interventions that focus on a specific set of skills. Research should continue to understand 

how other social-emotional learning skills in Table 2.1 develop over time (Cohen, 2006). 

Table 2.1 Skills related to each social-emotional competency 

SEL 
competencies SEL skills related to each competency 

Self-
awareness 

• Label and recognize own and others’ emotions (ES)2 
• Identify what triggers their emotions (MS) 
• Analyze emotions and how they affect others (HS) 
• Accurately recognize own strengths and limitations 
• Identify own needs and values 
• Possess self-efficacy and self-esteem 

Social-
awareness 

• Identify social cues (verbal, physical) to determine how others feel (ES) 
• Predict other people’s feelings and reactions (MS) 
• Evaluate whether they can empathize with someone (HS) 
• Respect others (e.g., listen carefully and accurately) 
• Understand other points of view and perspectives 
• Appreciate diversity (recognize individual and group similarities and differences) 

Self-
management 

• Set plans and work towards goals (ES) 
• Set plans and work towards short term goals (MS) 
• Overcome obstacles and create strategies for more long-term goals (HS) 
• Monitor progress to personal and academic short and long term goals 
• Regulate emotions, such as impulses, aggression and self-destructive behavior 
• Maintain focus with tasks at hand (maintain optimal work performance) 
• Use feedback constructively  
• Exhibit positive motivation, hope, and optimism. 
• Seek help when needed 

Relationship 
management 

• Demonstrate capacity to make friends (ES) 
• Exhibit cooperative learning and working towards group goals (MS) 
• Evaluate own skills to communicate with others (HS) 
• Manage and express emotions in relationships, respecting diverse viewpoints 
• Communicate effectively 
• Cultivate relations with those who can be resources when help is needed 
• Provide help to those who need it 
• Demonstrate leadership skills when necessary, being assertive and persuasive 
• Prevent interpersonal conflict, but manages and resolves it when does occur 
• Resist inappropriate social pressures 

Responsible 
decision 
making 

• Identify decisions they make at school (ES) 
• Discuss strategies used to resist peer pressure (MS) 
• Reflect on how current choices affect future (HS) 
• Identify problems when making decisions, and generate alternatives 
• Implement problem-solving skills when making decisions when appropriate  
• Become self-reflective and self-evaluative 
• Makes decisions thinking of moral, personal, and ethical standards, 
• Makes responsible decisions that affect the individual, school, and community. 

                                                        
2 Zins et al (2007) labeled skills developmentally, where ES (elementary), MS (middle school), and HS (high 
school). 
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SEL-related outcomes 

The field of SEL began when the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL), the leading research collaborative on SEL, was founded at the Fetzer 

Institute in 1994. Research that connects SEL and academic success is thus still relatively new 

and continues to grow. Nonetheless, the research conducted in the past two decades has found 

promising results; both in terms of students participating in SEL programs, in addition to the 

development of SEL skills. For example, participation in SEL programs leads to multiple 

positive outcomes, including more positive attitudes (e.g., self-efficacy, motivation, and coping 

with school resources), better behaviors (e.g., increased prosocial behaviors and decreased 

problem behaviors), and greater performance (e.g., problem solving and achievement; Durlak et 

al., 2011; Zins & Elias, 2006).  

Along with the positive benefits of targeted SEL insruction, positive SEL skills relate to 

multiple positive outcomes. For example, Masten and Coatsworth (1998) found a positive 

relationship between SEL skills, well-being, and higher academic achievement; while failure to 

develop SEL skills lead to multiple personal, social, and academic difficulties. In a unique 

analysis, Wang, Haertel and Walberg (1997) analyzed the literature to determine what most 

impacted student achievement. They found 28 categories that related to academic achievement, 

eight of which were SEL skills. In fact, the majority of SEL skills were towards the top of the list. 

Similarly, SEL skills have positive relationships with academic behaviors, such as subject 

mastery, motivation to learn, commitment to school, time devoted to schools, attendance, 

graduation rates, suspension rates, and grade retentions (Hawkins, Catalano, Kosterman, Abbott, 

& Hill, 1999), and negative relationships with acting-out and other problem behaviors (Huffman 

et al., 2000). Caprara and colleagues found that social competence was as highly predictive to 
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student achievement as students’ academic achievement the previous year (Caprara, Barbenelli, 

Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 2000) 

Evidence suggests that SEL skills relate to academic achievement because they provide 

students the necessary skills to succeed in school (e.g., Zins et al., 2004; Zins & Elias, 2006). For 

example, students who are self-aware know their strengths and limitations. They are able to 

invest more directed effort in the areas they know they need to improve upon (Zimmerman, 

2002). Lopes and Salovey (2004) developed a list of reasons why SEL is important for academic 

learning. First, emotion regulation should transfer to attention regulation in the classroom; if 

students are capable of regulating their emotions, they should be able to regulate their behavior 

in the classroom. In addition, if students can regulate their impulse reactions, they should be able 

to control their reactions with their classmates.  

Along with providing necessary skills to participate effectively in instructional tasks, SEL 

skills relate to positive motivations to engage in academic work. In his review of academic, 

social, emotional, and ethical education, Cohen (2006) stated that active engagement occurs 

when students develop “authentic interests, strengths and virtues. To do so, we must develop our 

capacity to listen, to be reflective, and to be life-long social and emotional learners” (p. 204). 

Similarly, Elberston, Bracket and Weisberg (2010) stated that emotions influence learning 

because emotions impact student attention, perception, and motivation. Taken together, these 

results demonstrate that students who develop SEL skills are more successful academically and 

engage more thoughtfully in instructional activities. Accordingly, to improve student success, the 

concept of learning needs to shift from solely on what one knows, to learning as a way to reflect, 

to discuss, and to apply knowledge. This concept of learning has important implications for how 

learning is assessed, and the role that teachers play in developing these skills and competencies. 
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While SEL skills provide students’ needed skills to participate in classrooms and be 

successful academically, the research is less clear about the direct effect that social skills have on 

student achievement (Duncan, Dowsett, Claessens, Magnuson, Huston, Klebanov, Pagani et al., 

2007). For example, in a longitudinal study, Duncan and colleagues (2007) found that social 

skills did not significantly predict to later academic achievement. However, the rater of social 

skills is also important to consider. Malecki and Elliot (2002) found that teacher ratings of the 

Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) correlated with academic achievement and academic 

competence; however, student’s ratings of the SSRS did not correlate with academic 

achievement and academic competence. The lack of association also may be a function of the 

type of social skills. For example, McClelland, Morrison and Holmes (2000) found that work 

related social skills at the beginning of the kindergarten year significantly predicted student 

achievement at the end of a students’ second grade year. Thus, research is inconsistent about 

how social skills impact student achievement – either directly or indirectly. Nonetheless research 

has demonstrated that social skills are important to develop to help promote student academic 

achievement, and research should continue to analyze the effect of social skills has on academic 

achievement. 

As the current research suggests, student SEL skills are important for academic 

achievement and for students to become productive citizens; unfortunately, few students report 

that they possess these skills.  In a sample of Grade 6 through 12 students, Benson (2006) found 

that only 29% to 45% of students reported that they possessed a range of social competencies 

(e.g., empathy and conflict resolution); and only 29% of students reported that they were in 

caring and encouraging classroom environments. The evidence thus suggested that in order to 

increase social skills, schools need to integrate SEL into their current initiatives, including 
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curricular reform, school climate reform, professional learning opportunities, and teacher 

evaluations (CASEL, 2003; Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Yoder, 2013).  

Developing SEL skills 

Because of the gap between student SEL skills and the beneficial impact on student 

outcomes, SEL programs have proliferated in school and after school settings (CASEL, 2003).  

School effects on student SEL skils have been studied in two primary ways: the direct effects of 

SEL programs, and the impact of general pedagogical practices. While limited research exists 

about the effects of general pedagogical practices on SEL skills (Jones & Bouffard, 2012), 

research from rigorous evaluations of SEL programs show promising results, (Durlak et a., 2011). 

The effect sizes for universal SEL programs on student achievement are generally between .20 

and .30 standard deviations, and up to .50 standard deviations for interventions for high-risk 

students (Jones & Bouffard, 2012).  

Research demonstrates that teacher practices have both direct and indirect effects on 

student SEL skills. Figure 2.1 represents a synthesis of logic models developed by leading SEL 

scholars  (e.g., CASEL, 2003; Jones et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2007; Solomon, 

Battistich, Kim, & Watson, 1997). The focus of SEL research, generally, is to evaluate classroom 

effects on SEC development. Thus teacher practices, or the SEL program as a whole, are the 

primary independent variable of interest. Teacher practices have (1) a direct effect on safe and 

supportive learning environments, student engagement, social-emotional competencies, and 

student learning; and (2) an indirect effect on engagement and SEL skills through caring learning 

environments.  A description of the links within the process model will now be described. 
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Figure 2.1 Logic model of mediating role of SEL on student learning 

Teacher practice. As previously referenced, SEL scholars research teacher impact on 

SEC through either the direct effects of programs or general pedagogical practices. There are 

three types of SEL programs. Those that: (1) target specific SEL skills during specified 

instructional time; (2) integrate SEL skills with academic content; and (3) promote teaching 

practices that develop safe and supportive classrooms (CASEL, 2013). While it is important to 

study program effects, it is also necessary, as in the present research, to focus on general 

pedagogical approaches.  

Teachers implement a variety of teaching practices on a daily basis, including lectures, 

independent work, bell work, cooperative learning, and project based learning. Certain 

instructional interactions are more likely to facilitate SEL skill development. Practices that 

promote SEL skills are more likely to foster the psychosocial environment in the classroom 

through the development of positive relationships with teachers and peers, implementation of 

proactive classroom management strategies, and the creation of a general positive affect in the 

classroom (O’Donnell, Hawkins, Catalano, Abbott, & Day, 1995), as well as promote SEL skills 
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through academic learning tasks, such as active learning strategies, cooperative learning (e.g., 

Durlak et al., 2011; Zins et al., 2007), and autonomy promotion (CASEL, 2003). 

Unfortunately, there is a lack of research that focuses on teaching strategies, even though 

multiple scholars have promoted these general practices. A recent review by the Center on Great 

Teachers and Leaders (GTL Center) identified 10 general pedagogical practices that are 

theorized to influence SEL skills (Yoder, 2013).  In order to conduct the review, Yoder identified 

eight SEL scholars (individual authors and groups of coauthors) who reviewed general 

pedagogical practices, and six SEL programs that focused on general pedagogical practices from 

the 2013 CASEL guide on research-based social-emotional programs. The 10 teaching practices 

that cut across the six programs and eight SEL scholars include the following: student-centered 

discipline; teacher language; responsibility and choice; warmth and support; cooperative 

learning; classroom discussions; self-assessment and self-reflection; balanced instruction; 

academic press and expectations; and competence building through modeling, practicing, 

feedback and coaching (see Yoder, 2013 for a thorough description of these 10 practices). These 

10 practices are not exhaustive, but represent general pedagogical practices that could be used in 

the classroom to support caring learning environments, social-emotional competencies, and 

academic learning. 

Many of the practices identified by the GTL Center are not new, as many teachers 

currently implement them in their classrooms, and they are included in many of the teacher 

performance frameworks used to define teacher effectiveness. One of the major differences 

between how these practices are referenced in common teaching frameworks and the GTL 

Center review centers on how these practices are framed. For example, academic press is not just 

about challenging students academically, but providing the students with the necessary skills to 
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be able to handle stressful situations. Students need to be taught how to handle the frustration 

that arises when students come across an academic task they are unsure how to solve. When 

teachers begin to frame the integration of cognitive skills and the social-emotional skills to 

students during instruction, academic learning is enhanced; the skills become attached to one 

another during the learning process (Elias, 2004).  

While research on teachers’ impact on the relationship between social-emotional skills 

and academic learning show promise, further research is needed. For example, the meta-analysis 

of SEL programs by Durlak and colleagues (2011) examined the aggregate of the SAFE 

practices (sequenced, active, focused, and explicit) in relation to the SEL outcomes. While it is 

important to know how the combination of multiple practices influences SEL skills, this research 

approach does not provide evidence about what aspects of the classroom impact which SEL 

skills. In other words, teaching practices are not generally analyzed through both their unique 

and combined effects on student outcomes. An exception to this came from a study on the SEL 

program, Responsive Classrooms; using a three-factor structure of teaching practices (academic 

choice, morning meetings, and proactice approaches to rules and materials), Abry and colleagues 

(2012) found that academic choice was the only significant predictor to Grade 4 students’ math 

achievement. Research needs to analyze the teaching practices that are more important in 

mediating the relationship between SEL and academic achievement, in addition to analyze the 

implementation fidelity of those practices (Greenberg, Weissberg, O’Brien, Zins, Fredericks, 

Resnik, & Elias, 2003). 

However, in order for teacher practices to have a meaningful impact on student SEL 

skills, students need to learn in a positive learning environment that engages students (Jones et 

al., 2008). Research has consistently demonstrated that SEL programs work best through caring 
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learning environements (CASEL, 2003) and engaging students in activities that allow students to 

apply their SEL skills (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2007).  

Safe and supportive learning environments as a mediator. A reciprocal relationship 

exists between learning environments and student development of SEL skills (Zins & Elias, 

2006); students in safe and supportive classrooms are more likely to develop SEL skills; in turn, 

students’ use of SEL skills helps develop a positive learning environment. Safe and supportive 

learning environments are characterized as including a collective sense of caring, fairness, 

honesty, and responsibility (Zins et al., 2007), in addition to providing a welcoming environment, 

a sense of belonging, positive interpersonal relationships, and emotional and physical safety. The 

supports that positive learning environments provide are particularly important during the 

transition to adolescence, as students’ cognitive, emotional, and physical abilities further develop 

(Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000). 

Existing research demonstrates that students in positive learning environments develop 

SEL skills. Quasi-experimental studies found that students develop social-emotional 

competencies when they participate in an SEL intervention that focused on caring classroom 

environments because the SEL program helped students feel safe, supported, and connected to 

others (e.g., Solomon et al., 1997). Classroom environments are necessary for students to further 

develop the SEL skills they already possess and learn through SEL interventions. Students will 

not be able to effectively apply the SEL skills when they work with peers and supportive adults 

unless they are able to apply those skills in an environment they feel emotionally and physically 

safe. Positive learning environments create safe spaces for students to engage in the collaborative 

work that allows them to apply their SEL skills (Elias et al., 1997). 
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Safe and supportive learning environments provide students structures and opportunities 

to practice and apply their SEL skills (Hawkins, Smith, & Catalano, 2004) in multiple ways. 

When students feel safe and supported, they are more likely to engage in learning activities 

because the students’ basic psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy are 

met (Schaps, Batistich, & Solomon, 2004).  In other words, positive learning environments allow 

students to make important connections to others and provide opportunities for students to be a 

successful, contributing member of the environment. When students are provided opportunities 

to form meaningful relationships with peers, teachers, and other important adults, they provide 

students a model of positive social interactions, as well as provide students with opportunities to 

apply their SEL skills in a safe space (CASEL, 2003).  

Yet positive relationships between teachers and students decrease during adolescence, a 

time when these relationships are most needed. This effect occurs because school structures 

afford fewer opportunities for students and teachers to interact in consequential ways (Eccles, 

Midgley, Wigfield, Buchanan, Reuman, Flanagan, & Mac Iver, 1993).  Eccles and colleagues 

suggest that learning environments could be restructured to meet the developmental needs of 

students. Unfortunately, limited evidence exists on the direct and indirect effects teaching 

practices have on adolescents’ SEL skills through classroom climate (Grossman, Loeb, Cohen, 

Hammerness, Wyckoff, Boyd, & Lankford, 2010).  Thus, how teachers facilitate SEL skill 

development and positive learning environments need further exploration (Durlak et al., 2011), 

particularly for middle school students (Roeser et al., 2000). 

Student engagement as a mediator. Student engagement is a key mediating variable 

between multiple psychological processes and student’s academic achievement (Roeser, van der 

Wolf, & Strobel, 2001), as it facilitates the impact classroom processes have on student 
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outcomes (Brock, Nishida, Chiong, Grimm, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2008). When students engage in 

their classrooms, they develop more skills and obtain a deeper conceptual understanding of 

content (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). For classrooms to become engaging for students, two things 

need to occur. First, students need to be psychological connected to the learning environment. 

This connection develops when positive relationships form with teachers and peers, and when 

students value the content and expect to do well. Along with a psychological connection, 

students engage more when they are actively involved in the classroom (Cristenson, & Havsy, 

2004). When students actively engage, they attend to the content more and participate in the 

instructional activities. They are also more likely to display greater effort, prosocial behavior, 

and a variety of academic-related skills (McPartland, 1994). If teachers’ impact on students’ SEL 

skills is to be understood, student engagement in the classroom must be considered. 

Summary of SEL 

Students’ SEL skills are critical for student success, as many social-emotional skills are 

needed to achieve levels of state standards, and participate in the teaching practices that lead to 

mastery of those standards (Kress et al., 2004). Because SEL skills are important for academic 

achievement and life-long success, it is crucial a better understanding develops about how 

teachers impact SEL skills. While research demonstrates that teachers do have an impact on 

students’ SEL skills, the majority of studies used a program or classroom effect as the primary 

independent variable (see CASEL, 2003; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2007), and not specific 

interactions that influence SEL development (Hamre & Pianta, 2010). While it is important to 

understand the impact of interventions on student outcomes, it is equally important to understand 

what teachers do on a daily basis that facilitates SEL skill development absent an SEL program 

(Jones & Bouffard, 2012). The next section of the dissertation discusses the importance of using 
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an instructional framework when understanding the relationship between teacher practice and 

SEC, with a particular focus on one instructional framework, the Classroom Assessment Scoring 

System-Secondary (CLASS-S; Pianta, Hamre, & Mintz, 2011). 

Teaching Practices 

“Teaching begins with an understanding of what is to be learned and how it is to be 

taught” (p. 7; Shulman, 1987). Teaching occurs when students, teachers, and content interact 

within a classroom environment (Ball & Forzani, 2007), in which student acquisition of content, 

skills, and procedures is the primary goal (Good et al., 2009). Teachers must have multiple forms 

of knowledge to implement instruction effectively: knowledge of (1) content; (2) how students 

learn content; and (3) how to develop a classroom environment conducive to learning (Shulman, 

1987). Because teaching is a complex task, research on classroom processes should not study the 

learner, the teacher, or the content in isolation (Ball & Forzani, 2007). To develop a better 

understanding about the relationships between teaching and student outcomes, research needs to 

focus on integrative questions about how instructional interactions work in combination with 

each other (Good et al., 2009). 

Current SEL models conceptually miss these integrative questions about instructional 

practice. Models by CASEL and Rimm-Kaufman analyze the cumulative effects of multiple 

teaching practices, making the assumption that they impact SEL skills, learning environments, 

and student academic learning in similar ways. In other words, the analysis of the cumulative 

effects of all teaching practices assumes that all classroom interactions relate to each outcome 

equally. For example, research conducted by Rimm-Kaufman and colleagues (2007) has 

historically analyzed the impact of the SEL intervention, Responsive Classrooms, on student 

outcomes. In their evaluation study, they examined how well a teacher implements a variety of 
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teaching practices, including morning meetings, teacher language, and classroom management. 

However, they combined these teacher behaviors even though each practice may not equally 

impact student outcomes. While research using the cummalative effects of RC practices on 

student achievement generally produced null results, her most recent work on Responsive 

Classrooms has found that the practice of academic choice is significantly related to math 

achievement (Abry et al., 2012). 

By aggregating these teaching practices in statistical models, researchers miss 

opportunities to identify important relationships between specific practices and student outcomes. 

Research demonstrates that certain teaching practices relate to student outcomes differently. For 

example, McCombs, Lauer and Peralez (1997) found that teaching practices that focus on 

developing positive relationships and providing student voice were significant predictors of 

student achievement, while practices that focus on higher-order thinking negatively relate to 

academic achievement. 

To further the point, teachers are not equal in their ability to enact all general pedagogical 

practices (Bill and Melinda Gates, 2012; Grossman et al., 2010; Shulman, 1987). If multiple 

teaching practices are combined, the variability in teachers’ ability to enact practices is lost. For 

example, in the Measures of Effective Teaching Study (MET) by the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation (2012), teachers’ scores varied across dimensions in two instructional frameworks, 

the CLASS and Danielson’s Framework for Teaching (FFT). While there was substantial 

variability across instructional dimensions, this variability reduced substantially when all the 

instructional dimensions were averaged together. Teachers scored higher across the classroom 

environment domains, and scored lower in the teaching practices that focused on higher-order 

thinking skills. 
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Because teachers vary in their ability to enact teaching practices (e.g., Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation, 2012), and teacher behaviors influence student outcomes differently (e.g., 

McCombs et al., 1997), research needs to identify the essential components of teaching that can 

help explain students’ academic, social, and emotional skills (Good et al., 2009). Using 

instructional frameworks to evaluate teacher practice is one approach to obtain a more detailed 

understanding of classroom processes. 

Instructional frameworks 

Youth spend about a quarter of their waking hours in classrooms, which provide teachers 

the opportunity to have a powerful impact on students’ holistic development (Pianta & Hamre, 

2009a). While research has demonstrated that teachers have a large influence on student 

academic achievement (e.g., Nye, Kostanpoulous, & Hedges, 2004), much is still unknown about 

the classroom mechanisms that impact students’ academic, social, and emotional development 

(Hamre, Pianta, Mashburn, & Downer, 2007). Historically, research on classrooms has focused 

on the amount of resources, teacher characteristics, or discrete teacher behaviors (process-

product research; Hamre & Pianta, 2010; LeCompte, 2009). These research programs found 

inconsistent effects on student outcomes because they did not focus on the process of teaching 

and learning. These lines of research had few implications to improve the work in classrooms. In 

addition, the inability to successfully measure effective teaching has limited the capacity to 

develop more effective teachers (Ball & Rowan, 2004). For education research to have large-

scale implications for teaching, a more concrete science of classrooms needs to bridge theory and 

methods (Hamre et al., 2007). 

Current instructional practice frameworks assume that the science of classrooms focus on 

classroom interactions (between teachers, students, and content) to assess teaching practices 
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(Ball & Forzani, 2007; Pianta et al., 2011). In order to do this, current measurement techniques – 

for example Bob Pianta and colleague’s Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), 

Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for Teaching (FFT), and Pamela Grossman and colleagues’ 

Protocol for Language Arts Teaching Observation (PLATO) – have focused on quality measures 

of interactions between students and teachers. In other words, these teaching frameworks do not 

assess discrete teacher behaviors, but evaluate classrooms with latent constructs of research-

supported interactions. These latent constructs are inferred from behavioral indicators (Hamre & 

Pianta, 2010).   

Instructional frameworks are then composed of multiple latent constructs, or classroom 

dimensions. Classroom dimensions provide more detailed information about teaching practices, 

and the effect that teaching practices have on a variety of student outcomes. In addition, they 

provide teachers information that facilitates more targeted feedback and professional learning 

opportunities (Bill and Melinda Gates, 2012; Kane, Taylor, Tyler, & Wooten, 2011), with the 

consequence that teachers will have a better sense of what they are good at, and areas that need 

improvement. For example, in a Cincinnati teacher evaluation study that used Danielson’s FFT, 

Kane and colleagues (2011) found improved student results in math and reading after the 

implementation of their teacher evaluation system. They claimed that these positive results 

occurred because the teacher evaluation process provided teachers formative feedback across 

multiple dimensions of practice.  

Classroom Assessment Scoring System-Secondary (CLASS-S)3. Bob Pianta and his 

colleagues at the University of Virginia have been developing the Classroom Assessment 

                                                        
3 Due to the difficulty in using multiple instructional frameworks in one study, the current dissertation focused on 
one instructional framework that integrates the social, emotional, and cognitive domains of the classroom, CLASS-S. 
 



 

31 

Scoring System for approximately 10 years. Originally developed as an early childhood 

classroom observation instrument, the CLASS integrates multiple conceptualizations of best 

practices, making it inclusive of a wide range of student-teacher interactions. To date few 

conceptualizations of instruction (for an exception see Midgley and colleagues, 1996, with the 

Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scale) incorporate the emotional, social, and academic 

interactions (Pianta & Hamre, 2009a; Hamre & Pianta, 2010). In addition, CLASS aligns with 

the 10 SEL teaching practices identified by the GTL Center (see Table 2.2 for the alignment).  

Table 2.2 Alignment between 10 SEL practices and CLASS dimensions 

10 SEL practices CLASS dimensions 
1. Student-centered Discipline Positive climate 

Teacher sensitivity  
Behavior management 

2. Teacher Language Positive climate 
Quality of feedback 

3. Responsibility and Choice Regard for student perspectives 
Productivity  

4. Teacher and Peer Support and Warmth Positive climate 
Teacher sensitivity  

5. Cooperative Learning Regard for student perspectives  
6. Classroom Discussions Instructional dialogue  
7. Self-Assessment and Self-Reflection Analysis and problem solving 
8. Balanced Instruction Productivity 

Instructional learning formats 
Content understanding 
Analysis and problem solving 

9. Academic Press/Expectations Positive climate 
Analysis and problem solving 

10. Competence Building – Modeling, 
Practicing, Feedback, Coaching 

Teacher sensitivity  
Instructional learning format 
Content understanding 
Quality of feedback 

Note. Adopted from the crosswalk of 10 SEL teaching practices and professional teaching frameworks 
from Yoder (2013) 
Note. There is not perfect alignment between the 10 teaching practices and the CLASS dimensions. 
Sometimes only a portion of the dimension from the CLASS-S aligns to the instructional practice, and 
vice versa. 

 
Within the past few years, Pianta adapted the CLASS for upper elementary and 

secondary classrooms. Three theoretically driven domains organize the CLASS-Secondary, 

emotional support, organizational support, and instructional support. These domains are 
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composed of three to four dimensions, which are evaluated through behavioral indicators. The 

behavioral indicators are not discrete teacher actions, but are salient interactions that occur in 

classrooms. In other words, one specific behavior does not determine a score on the CLASS, but 

works in concert with other teacher behaviors to influence a score the CLASS. Each dimension is 

documented in the literature as being important for student success in the classroom. Careful 

attention was thus taken when developing the behavioral indicators used to assess each 

dimension (Hamre & Pianta, 2010; Pianta et al., 2008). 

Emotional support is composed of four dimensions: positive climate, negative climate, 

teacher sensitivity, and regard for adolescent perspectives. Through these dimensions, emotional 

support assesses the degree to which teachers recognize the social-emotional aspects of child 

development. Does the teacher provide opportunities for students to become connected to other 

students and to the teacher? Does the teacher provide a positive climate for students, with little 

hostile or aggressive tendencies in the classroom? Does the teacher provide structures in the 

classroom that allow for students to develop autonomy and make responsible decisions? 

Organizational support is composed of three dimensions: behavior management, 

productivity, and instructional learning formats. This domain assesses how teachers structure the 

students’ time, focus, and attention. Classroom organization is driven by interactions that 

promote positive student behavior and engagement in the classroom. Does the teacher ensure that 

students are behaving? How well does the teacher redirect student misbehavior? Are students 

constantly involved in instructional tasks? Does the teacher implement multiple types of 

instructional activities that engage students?   

Instructional support is composed of four dimensions: content understanding, analysis 

and problem solving, quality of feedback, and instructional dialogue. Instructional support 
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assesses the teacher’s implementation of instructional strategies that develop higher-order 

thinking skills and a deep understanding of content. Teachers are rated on how well they 

incorporate strategies that allow students to develop a broad range of concepts, in addition to 

provide students opportunities to learn within novel contexts. Additionally, the teacher provides 

students feedback and scaffolds instruction to offer students more individualized supports. 

Teachers also ask thoughtful questions and integrate discussions that facilitate a deeper 

understanding of knowledge.  

Previous research with CLASS-S. While few studies have used the CLASS-S, current 

work demonstrates that the CLASS-S is a useful measure.  For example, Malmberg, Hagger, 

Burn, Mutton and Colls (2010) found that beginning teachers were more likely to use practices in 

the emotional and organizational supports, and least likely to use practices in the instructional 

support domain. In addition, they found more variation in emotional and organizational supports 

across teachers compared to the variation in instructional support. They also found that there was 

more variability in teacher scores when they were observed between different lessons than when 

they were observed multiple times within a lesson (due to short coding intervals). Grossman and 

colleagues found a positive relationship between teacher’s value-added achievement scores and 

CLASS-S. They found that teachers in the top quartile of value-added scores had higher CLASS-

S scores (this relationship was not significant due to the low sample size) compared to teachers 

in the bottom quartile of value-added scores (Grossman et al., 2010).  

Allen, Gregory, Mikami, Lun, Hamre, and Pianta (2013) conducted two primary analyses 

using CLASS-S. In their first analysis, they regressed each CLASS-S domain on student 

achievement at the end of the year, controlling for beginning of the year achievement scores. In 

independent HLM analyses, they found that each domain significantly predicted student 
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achievement. In the post-hoc analysis that focused on CLASS-S dimensions, they found that 

three of the four emotional support dimensions (positive climate, teacher sensitivity, regard for 

adolescent perspectives), one of the organizational support dimensions (instructional learning 

formats), and one of the instructional support dimensions (analysis and problem solving) 

predicted student achievement, controlling for prior achievement. In their second analysis, they 

wanted to determine if prior student levels of achievement predicted teacher-student interactions.  

They found that baseline student achievement predicted teacher’s use of behavior management, 

instructional learning formats, content understanding, and quality feedback. In other words, the 

achievement level of students coming into the classroom predicted the type of interactions that 

occurred in the classroom throughout the year. 

While the CLASS-S has not been extensively studied in middle and high schools, the 

elementary version of the CLASS has been used in a wide-range of studies, in which the CLASS 

domains relate to a wide range of academic and social outcomes (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2005; 

Pianta, Belsky, Vandergift, Houts, & Morrison, 2008; Ponitz, Rimm-Kaufman, Brock, & 

Nathanson, 2009). For example, Curby, Rimm-Kaufman, and Ponitz (2009) found that a Grade 1 

teachers’ emotional and instructional support moderated the relationship between student’s initial 

ability in reading in kindergarten and their growth in word reading through the end of first grade. 

In a study of Grade 5 classrooms, Luckner and Pianta (2011) found that children in classrooms 

that scored higher in organizational support had more positive peer interactions and lower ratings 

of aggression, and found that children in classrooms that scored higher in emotional support had 

higher ratings of prosocial behaviors.  Research on the elementary version of CLASS provides 

strong support that CLASS-S will provide useful information to teachers. 
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Summary  

While CLASS-S provides a novel approach to the conceptualization and measurement of 

classroom interactions, more work is called for. First, this framework has largely been applied to 

pre-school and early elementary students, and research needs to be conducted to determine if this 

this framework works with upper elementary and middle school students (Hamre et al., 2007). 

Second, this framework has been predominately used as a classroom observation instrument. 

However, since student perceptions of teaching practices have a significant relationship with 

student academic outcomes (LeCompte, 2009; McCombs et al., 1997), it would be important to 

determine the extent to which they would relate to classroom observations. This provides 

additional information about instructional interactions (Hamre & Pianta, 2010), which is 

important to gather since different measures of performance (i.e., observations, teacher reports, 

and student reports) generally have low to moderate correlations with one another (e.g., Pianta & 

Hamre, 2009b), and predict student outcomes differently (e.g., Caprara et al., 2000).  

Along with student surveys, students need to be asked how they experience their 

classrooms more broadly. In an open-ended format, do students think about their classrooms 

similarly to, or different from how CLASS-S is conceptualized? What are the interactions that 

the students are attuned to while they are in their classrooms? Finally, because this instructional 

framework provides both a definition and measurement of teacher effectiveness, research needs 

to demonstrate the predictive validity of the CLASS-S using multiple measures; do CLASS-S 

domains predict student cognitive, social, and emotional skills (Grossman et al., 2010)? 

Teacher Effectiveness 

The previous section reviewed how instructional frameworks provide a more rigorous 

definition and measurement of teaching practices However, high scores on these observation 
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tools are not the only indicators of effective teaching; teachers have other responsibilities beyond 

direct teaching (Goe & Croft, 2009). The National Comprehensive Center on Teacher Quality 

has a five-point definition of teacher quality, which includes teaching practices, as well as 

student outcomes beyond student growth measures (Goe et al., 2008).  Goe and colleagues state 

that this definition should guide what is measured in teacher evaluations. In other words, teacher 

evaluations should include multiple measures beyond growth in high stake-tests and observation 

tools (Goe et al., 2011).  

Unfortunately, the poor definition and measurement of effective teaching were used in 

teacher evaluations. In fact, many teacher evaluations devalue instructional practice because the 

variation in teacher practice is not captured. Most teachers receive high evaluation ratings, and 

their professional learning experiences are rarely tied to identified areas of improvement 

(Weisberg et al., 2009). This suggests that teacher evaluations should identify, support, and 

develop the important aspects of teacher effectiveness. Teacher evaluations should include 

multiple measures of teacher performance, guided by the definition of effective teaching, in 

order to target teacher professional development needs (Goe et al., 2011).  

The current dissertation thus focuses on multiple measures of teacher practice, as well as 

multiple student outcome measures to understand how the components of teacher effectiveness 

(the processes and outcome components of the definition of teacher effectivness) are captured 

through various measurement tools. The following section extends the previous discussion 

regarding the definition and measurement of teaching. First, validity issues that arise in the 

measurement of teaching will be discussed, followed by a discussion of two common measures 

to evaluate teacher effectiveness: classroom observations and student perception surveys.  
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Validity in teaching 

 Valid and reliable instruments are necessary to assess teachers according to the definition 

of educator effectiveness (Goe et al., 2008). Assessment in education needs to be driven by 

evidence that enables professionals to “develop interpretations, decisions, and actions that 

enhance student learning. Validity refers to the soundness of those interpretations, decisions, or 

actions” (p. 109; Moss, Girard, & Haniford, 2006). Standard education measurement and social 

scientists use a similar validity theory – the social world is studied similarly to the natural world, 

in which generalizable predictions and “law-like” inferences are generated. Conversely, another 

approach in education measurement states that validity should be more “interpretative.” In this 

approach, social science attempts to understand the social world from the actors’ perspective: 

How do individuals make meaning or come to perceive the world? This approach is particularly 

relevant for the study of classrooms, as multiple actors interact with each other in the classroom 

environment. Validity interpretations in this approach also take into account the context and 

history of the individual (Moss et al., 2006), which are important to consider when interpreting 

measures used for teacher evaluations (Little, Goe, & Bell, 2009). 

 Validity is based on two criteria: (1) the inferences that extend from the interpretations of 

measurement (e.g., inferences about the generalizability, about the decisions, or about the 

implications of the instrument); and (2) the empirical and logical evidence gathered from the 

measurement (Kane, 2006). The empirical evidence is used to justify the inferences and 

interpretations, or the soundness of a score on a teacher evaluation instrument, as well as the 

decision that results from the teacher’s score (Goe et al., 2008).  

 Because education measurement situates itself within such a complex system, Moss and 

colleagues (2006) suggest hermeneutics as a guiding validity framework.  Hermeneutics brings 
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multiple sources of knowledge together when interpreting situations to create an iterative cycle 

of interpretation. With every new source of information, the evidence is reinterpreted to obtain a 

more complete understanding of the phenomena. Similar to standard education measurement, 

debate occurs about how “true” the source of evidence is. In other words, sources of validity are 

more or less useful depending on the question and corresponding decisions. 

This validity framework is useful for formative purposes of teacher evaluations, in which 

teachers use the evidence collected for professional growth. For example, teachers generally 

receive feedback after each classroom observation. However, a teacher’s observation scores have 

more between lesson variability than within lesson variability. In other words, teachers’ 

observation scores vary depending on the lesson observed (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 

2012). The formative feedback teachers receive is dependent upon when the evaluator conducts 

the classroom observation. Similarly, if teacher evaluations include surveys, the informant of the 

survey matters. Even though a low to moderate correlations generally exists between informants 

(principal, teacher, student), each perception is important. Each informant reveals something 

unique about the classroom processes (McCombs et al., 1997), and can provide the teacher 

valuable information about what occurs in the classroom (Goe et al., 2011) 

Due to the importance of using valid measures within teacher evaluations, multiple 

sources of validity evidence need to be established for each measure. The American Education 

Research Association, American Psychological Association, and National Council on 

Measurement in Education (1999) collaborated to create the Standards for Educational and 

Psychological Testing, which provides guidance on the types of evidence that are important to 

validate formal education measures (e.g., standardized ability, aptitude, achievement, interest, 

and cognitive functioning tests). The first source of validity evidence considers the relationship 
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between the content of the instrument and the construct assessed, or to determine that the 

measurement of the constructs aligns with how they are defined. Validity evidence includes an 

empirical analysis of the measure or content analysis from experts. This provides teachers 

justification that the measure offers credible information about teacher practice (Goe et al., 2008). 

A second category of validity evidence involves the response process – are test-takers 

responding and performing in ways the test intended? In order to garner this type of evidence, 

participants are monitored during the testing process to determine how they interpret the items 

(Karabenick, Woolley, Friedel, Ammon, Blazevski, Bonney et al., 2007). This includes how 

evaluators observe classrooms with an instructional framework, as well as how students interpret 

survey items (e.g., do students interpret survey items in ways intended by test developers).  

The internal structure of the measure is another form of validity evidence, which 

determines the conceptual framework of the measure – does the measure provide evidence about 

one overarching construct, multiple sub-constructs, or both? This is important for summative and 

formative purposes. While educator evaluations assess an overall construct of educator 

effectiveness, teachers need to know the aspects of teaching they are strong at versus in need of 

improvement. The more information the measure provides, the more targeted the feedback.  

Finally, validity evidence includes the relationship a measure has with other measures 

that assess similar constructs (convergent), distinct constructs (discriminant), or construct 

assessed in the future (predictive). These types of evidence provide information about how 

processes (i.e., instructional strategies) relate to student outcomes (outputs of teaching). In other 

words, do teacher behaviors in the classroom relate to academic growth, as well as social and 

emotional learning?   
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Current methods of measuring teacher effectiveness 

 Researchers and policy makers use multiple measures to assess teacher practice and 

teacher effectiveness, including classroom observations, student surveys, value-added models (or 

growth models), teacher logs, self-reports, interviews, scenarios, and artifacts of practice (Goe et 

al., 2011). Due to the complex nature of teaching and the classroom context, multiple measures 

are needed to have a more comprehensive understanding of what occurs in classrooms. 

Furthermore, multiple measures are needed because each measure has strengths and limitations 

of what it can and cannot tell us about classroom practice (Goe & Holdheide, 2011). For example, 

value-added models have the potential to explain teachers’ impact on their students’ learning; 

however, they (1) do not provide teachers information about what they did or did not do to 

impact student learning; (2) cannot partial out all the unique effects a teacher has on student 

learning; and (3) are not always reliable measures of teacher effectiveness (Goe & Croft, 2009). 

The current dissertation focuses on two measures of teaching practices: classroom 

observations and student perception surveys. Classroom observations were chosen because they 

are one of the most commonly used measures in teacher evaluations. While not used as 

extensively, student perception surveys were chosen because they are becoming more common 

in teacher evaluations, and few studies have looked at both classroom observations and student 

surveys simultaneously (for an exception see the Measures of Effective Teaching Study, or the 

evaluation of the SEL program Caring School Communities).  

 Classroom observations. Historically, classroom observations were considered the gold 

standard to measure instructional practice (Ball & Rowan, 2004). However, many observation 

protocols, particularly when used in teacher evaluations, were unstandardized, informal, and 

subjective (Stuhlman, Hamre, Downer, & Pianta, 2010). In the Widget Effect, Weisberg and 
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colleagues (2009) found that most teacher evaluations conducted by principal observations rated 

most teachers as effective or highly effective, even in underperforming schools. Classroom 

observations are not useful unless conducted with a standardized, reliable, and validated tool 

(Stuhlman et al., 2010).  

Many of the current instructional frameworks used in teacher evaluations incorporate a 

standardized classroom observation protocol (Pianta & Hamre, 2009b). For example, 

Danielson’s Frameworks for Teaching contains four domains that represent effective teacher 

practice. However, only two of the domains – Classroom Environment and Instruction – are 

observable in the classroom, while two of the domains – Planning and Preparation, and 

Professional Responsibility – are generally not observable in typical classroom instruction.  

Using these observation tools and frameworks provide a common vision and common language 

about what good teaching looks like in classrooms (Stuhlman et al., 2010). 

 Because observation tools create a common language about instruction, well-designed 

classroom observations receive the most buy-in from teachers. Teachers typically think there is 

face validity to a well-developed classroom observation, and feel that they become a part of the 

evaluation process when involved in professional conversations using the observation rubric 

(Goe et al., 2008). When used in a fair and reliable way, classroom observations also facilitate 

the professional development teachers take – noting teachers strengths and weaknesses (Pianta & 

Hamre, 2009b), In addition, research demonstrates that observation scores relate to student 

achievement scores, albeit small (e.g., Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012), which 

demonstrates their usefulness in explaining teacher’s impact on student outcomes. 

To further the point, when the results of classroom observations are used for instructional 

feedback, student achievement improves. For example, Cincinnati’s Teacher Evaluation System 
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(TES) uses a modified version of Danielson’ Frameworks For Teaching. Peer evaluators observe 

teachers three times, and by the building administrator once. For each of the four observations, 

the evaluator provides written feedback, and has a conversation with the teacher using the rubric 

language in the feedback process. Taylor and Tyler (2011) found that math student achievement 

increased in the year of the evaluation and the subsequent year; the teacher had students with 

higher math achievement after participating in TES compared to before entering the teacher 

evaluation program. 

 While classroom observations have multiple benefits and can provide valuable 

information about teacher practice, there are some limitations. First, only well-trained and 

calibrated observers should conduct the classroom observations. Furthermore, in order to ensure 

fair and reliable scores, multiple classroom observations should occur across the school year, at 

different times throughout the day to obtain a full range of teacher practice (Goe & Croft, 2009). 

Second, they provide little information about the teacher’s impact on student achievement due to 

the small correlations (Goe & Croft, 2009). Finally, observation measures do not capture the 

meaning students make about their classroom environments, which are predictive of student 

academic outcomes (McCombs, 2004). Classroom observations should thus not be the only 

measure of teacher practice. 

Student reports. While it is commonly stated that teachers are the largest in-school 

factor affecting student achievement, students and teachers have shared responsibility for student 

learning (Patrick, Mantzicopoulos, & Sears, in press). Thus how students perceive their 

classroom context (e.g., teacher behaviors, teacher-student relationships, etc) is an important 

source of information. Student ratings can be a very valuable tool within teacher evaluation 

systems for a variety of reasons. Historically, student perceptions have not been used within 
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teacher evaluations because of concerns with the reliability and validity of student perceptions 

(which were reasonable concerns given the content and construction of the measure; Goe et al., 

2008; Kyriakides, 2005); however, there are student perception measures that are valid and 

reliable sources of information (Peterson, Wahlquist & Bone, 2000; Worrell & Kuterbach, 2001).  

 Student perceptions provide useful information about teacher practice, and the 

classrooms they work within everyday for a variety of reasons.  First, students have the most 

direct contact with teachers; they are the individuals that receive the services of teachers (Fraser. 

1998; Peterson et al., 2000). In addition, teachers vary in their behavior on a day-to-day basis 

(Fraser, 1998), which can make one-time classroom observations unreliable sources of 

information about teacher practice. Even with variability in behavior, teachers create a general 

learning environment in their classrooms, providing students a better sense of the teacher's 

typical behavior in the classroom (Fraser, 1998). In fact, in the MET study, student perceptions 

were more reliable or stable within a teacher (.65) than four classroom observations (.43) and 

previous student achievement scores (.48, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010). 

Furthermore, students are capable of distinguishing between varied teacher behaviors 

(McCombs et al., 1997; Peterson et al., 2000; Woolley, Strutchens, Gilbert, & Martin, 2010), as 

well as general classroom dimensions (e.g., Brock et al., 2008; Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007; 

Solomon et al., 2000). For example, using K-12 student surveys in a teacher evaluation in Davis 

County, Peterson and colleagues (2000) found that students were capable of distinguishing 

between liking teachers and teachers who support learning, with older students preferring 

teachers who support learning. Similarly, Balch (2012), using a student perception survey in the 

teacher evaluation for Georgia’s Race to the Top Initiative, found that students were capable of 
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identifying seven different roles a teacher can take with his or her students, including presenter, 

manager, counselor, coach, motivational speaker, and content expert. 

Along with providing information about classroom processes, student ratings correlate 

with and predict to a variety of constructs, including student achievement, student engagement, 

academic efficacy, higher levels of motivation, and lower levels of anxiety (Balch, 2012; Wooley 

et al., 2010). For example, Kyriakides (2005) found that student perceptions of the classroom 

using the QTI were more highly correlated with student achievement than principal ratings or 

teacher self-ratings of the classroom. Similarly, McCombs and colleagues (1997) found that 

student perceptions were more strongly related to the motivational and affective measures of 

student outcomes compared to concrete measures of student achievement. In addition, they found 

that student achievement correlated moderately with each dimension of teaching practices as 

reported by the students, while self-efficacy, state epistemic curiosity, active learning strategies, 

and task-mastery goals were strongly correlated with all four teaching practices. 

Along with the predictive ability of student perception surveys, students are consistent in 

how they rate the same teacher. In the MET study, they found that students of the same teacher 

teaching the same content, but who were in different sections, rated the teacher similarly – with 

correlations between .58 and .68. In addition, they found that student perceptions in one section 

predicted to achievement gains in another section. Finally, they found that each dimension was 

highly reliable (.80 and above) and consistent across the school year (.70 to .85; Bill and Melinda 

Gates, 2010).  

While there is skepticism about the results of the study, as correlations between student 

perceptions and value-added scores were modest at best (Camburn, 2012), the results from the 

MET study, along with other studies using student perceptions, provide initial evidence that 
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student perceptions are a source of information about teaching that should be further explored. 

Furthermore, student perceptions can be good sources of information for future teacher learning 

and development if used appropriately (Goe et al., 2011). Student surveys can be used early in 

the year to provide the teacher information about whether the students are engaged or challenged 

in the classroom (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2013) 

Summary. Because teaching and learning is so complex, and involves the intersection 

between teacher, students, and content, more than one tool is needed to measure teacher 

effectiveness (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012). Similarly, Moss and colleagues (2006) 

mention that multiple forms of evidence are ideal to develop meaningful and valid interpretations 

of the data. Thus, it is not sufficient to say that a measure is unreliable because of the type of 

measurement; but rather begin to explore what each measures uniquely provides, as well as how 

the measures work in combination to impact student outcomes.  Few studies have empirically 

tested multiple measures of teacher practice and their effects on student outcomes outside of 

student learning on standardized tests. Accordingly, the current dissertation has important 

implications not only for our understanding of the teacher practices that impact student outcomes, 

but also for how multiple measures could potentially be used within teacher evaluation systems.  

Research Aims and Questions 

The essential components of teaching that can help explain the social and emotional 

aspects of a classroom need further exploration (Good et al., 2009; Pianta & Hamre, 2009a). If 

the goal of schooling is to improve student’s academic skills and SEL skills through teaching 

practices, an understanding about how students experience the school environment must emerge  

(Elias, Zins, Graczyk, & Weissberg, 2003), as well as how these experiences impact student 

academic, social, and emotional competencies. To facilitate this process, multiple measures of 
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teacher effectiveness need to be studied concurrently to obtain a more refined understanding of 

teacher’s impact on multiple student outcomes.  When multiple measures are used, we have a 

better understanding of the classroom processes that impact student learning, as well as the 

ability to be more targeted in creating opportunities for teacher’s professional growth (Goe & 

Holdheide, 2011). 

 
Figure 2.2 Logic model of the mediating role of SEL on student learning 

The current dissertation has two study aims designed to address gaps in existing research 

on teaching practices and their relation to social-emotional learning. The first study aim – to 

examine the relationship between teaching practices and student social, emotional, and cognitive 

skills (see Figure 2.2) – consists of six overarching research questions: 

RQ1. How do students perceive their classroom climate, behavioral engagement, and 
their academic achievement? 

RQ2.  How do students and teachers perceive students’ social-emotional skills? 

RQ3. How do students perceive the teaching practices that occur in their classrooms? 

RQ4. How do observers perceive the teacher practices that occur in classrooms? 
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RQ5. What is the relationship between student perceptions of teaching practices and 
observer perceptions of practices? 

RQ6. What are the relationships between teaching practices (as perceived by students, 
and as perceived by an observer) and student perceptions of classroom climate, SEL 
skills, behavioral engagement, and academic achievement? 

The second study aim –  to explore how students experience teaching practices – consists 

of one research question: 

 RQ7: How do students experience and understand their experiences in their classrooms? 
  
Hypotheses 

Relationships between informants on CLASS-S domains. While many research 

programs have used multiple informants when assessing classroom interactions, few have 

analyzed the relationships between informants, but rather their predictive validity to student 

outcomes (e.g., McCombs et al., 1997; Solomon et al., 2000). Those studies that have examined 

the relationships between informants have typically focused on the relationship between teachers 

and students (e.g., Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles, 1988), in which low to moderate relationships 

were found. Similarly, the few studies that have looked at the relationship between student and 

observer perceptions of practices have found low to moderate relationships between distinct 

domains of instructional practice (Lawrenz, Huffman, & Robey, 2003). Low to moderate 

relationships were expected between student and observer perceptions in the current study. 

Relationships between CLASS-S domains and outcomes. Because the CLASS-S has 

not been used extensively in the field, particularly as a student perception survey, the majority of 

the analyses were exploratory. However, some specific relationships were hypothesized each 

instructional domain on theoretical grounds. The emotional support domain focuses on the 

relationships that occurr in the classroom, between students and between the teacher and the 

students. Classrooms high in emotional support demonstrate caring and friendly interactions 

among classroom participants, as well as the teachers’ attention to the social and emotional needs 
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of students (Hamre & Pianta, 2011). The emotional support domain was thus hypothesized to 

predict to the majority of constructs in the current study, as emotionally supportive classrooms 

facilitated positive classroom interactions (i.e., classroom climate), as well as social-emotional 

needs (i.e., social-emotional competencies). 

The organizational support domain focuses on the interactions teachers created that 

facilitate a classroom becoming a “predictable, consistent, and engaging setting” (p. 31, Hamre 

& Pianta, 2011). Hamre and Pianta continue to state that this domain emphasizes how teachers 

create classroom structures that help develop students’ self-regulatory skills (e.g., attention, 

planning, inhibitory control). If teachers are able to create interactions that keep students on task 

and organized, they help students develop self-regulatory skills and engage in the classroom. The 

organizational support domain was thus hypothesized to predict to behavioral engagement and 

the social-emotional competencies that related to self-regulation (i.e., self-awareness and self-

control). 

Finally, the instructional support of the classroom focuses on the actual learning activities 

that take place that assist students in garnering a deep conceptual knowledge of content. 

However, it is not just about activities that develop “usable knowledge”, but also development of 

metacognitive skills necessary to become a successful learner. Teachers could develop these 

skills for students through targeted activities, as well as the scaffolds and feedback students 

receive from their teacher and peers (Hamre & Pianta, 2011). The instructional support domain 

was thus hypothesized to predict to self-awareness (a component of metacognition), engagement, 

and communication (as students need to be able to engage their teacher and peers in conversation 

around content).  
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CHAPTER 3 - Research Methodology 

Introduction 

 The research questions posed in the previous chapter are complex, as they require 

multiple forms of information from multiple sources. Accordingly, the current dissertation used a 

mixed-methods approach. Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007) provide a thoughtful 

definition of mixed methods research. 

Mixed method research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of 
researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., 
use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference 
techniques) for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration (p. 
123). 

 
Mixed methods are not simply the type of approach taken in a research study, but also the 

methodological underpinnings associated with a research program. It integrates the philosophical 

assumptions that guide the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the research design, data 

analysis, and interpretation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The combination of methods 

provides an opportunity to make sense of the world in multiple ways and determine what is 

important (Greene, 2007). 

 Mixed methods moves away from prototypical social science research, rejecting the 

notion that the “real world” or a singular “truth” can be discovered through the scientific method 

(Maxcy, 2003).  Instead, many mixed method researchers apply assumptions of pragmatism to 

their work. Pragmatists assume that “reality” can be discovered; however, reality is dependent 

upon the source. Because classrooms contain multiple sources (e.g., teachers, students), research 
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questions drive which reality (or which source) is included in the study, while recognizing other 

realities exist that are not included (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Maxcy, 2003).   

 Study Design 

The current study used multiple methods (surveys, observations, interviews), as well as 

multiple informants (students, teachers, and observers). When developing any mixed methods 

study, two important considerations are important: (1) to be explicit about the reasons for using 

mixed methods, ensuring the methods match the research questions; and (2) to be purposeful 

about the research design, particularly how the quantitative and qualitative strands4 intersect with 

each other (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Johnson et al., 2007).  

 Bryman (2006) identified 16 different reasons for researchers to use mixed methods. 

Triangulating data is a common reason to use mixed methods, in which the researcher can: (1) 

converge data points to corroborate findings; (2) use multiple sources to compliment or 

supplement one another; and (3) find divergent information (Erzberger & Kelle, 2003). The 

current study integrated the first two points. Because the current study used hermeneutics as a 

validity framework (Moss et al., 2006), in which a “diversity of views” were integrated together 

to have a “complete” picture of classroom processes (Bryman, 2006), the data collected were 

used to compliment each other. It was unlikely that the data points from the different informants 

would corroborate, as previous research found that relationships between teaching practices and 

student outcomes differ depending on the informant of teaching practices (e.g., Brock et al., 

2006). However, the current study attempted to corroborate the data through the theoretical 

processes prescribed by SEL researchers (see Figure 2.2), in addition to how students talked 

                                                        
4 A strand is considered the basic process of conducting qualitative and quantitative data, which includes the 
research question, data collection, data analysis, and interpretation of results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 
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about teaching practices in their relation to the theoretical constructs in CLASS-S. Thus mixed 

methods were used to compliment the strengths and weaknesses of the qualitative and 

quantitative strands. While the quantitative strands generalized the theoretical processes 

prescribed by SEL researchers through student and observer’s perspectives, the qualitative 

strands “explained” and provided “context” for differences that arose based on the informant 

(Bryman, 2006; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).     

The current mixed methods study used a multi-phase research design, which incorporated 

multiple research strands within the project (see Figure 3.1). A convergent study design was used 

to answer the first study aim, and a sequential explanatory research design was used to answer 

the second study aim (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003; Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011).  In a convergent design, the quantitative and qualitative data were collected 

concurrently, in which the quantitative data took precedence based on the research questions. 

The quantitative data collected included student perceptions of classroom practices, student 

perceptions of classroom climate, student academic skills, and student SEL skills (as reported by 

students and teachers). The qualitative data collected included structured classroom observations 

of classroom practices. Once the data from each informant was structured within the same 

theoretical lens (observations transformed into quantitative data, and student questionnaires 

factored into CLASS-S theoretical constructs), the data sets were merged (student reports, 

teacher reports, and transformed observations) in order to analyze the relationships between 

classroom processes, student SEL skills, and other academic skills. Because of the hypothesized 

relationships between classroom practices and SEL skills, the sequential explanatory design was 

used to further explore those relationships. In other words, the qualitative data (i.e., interviews) 

were used to help explain the results of the quantitative phase.  
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Figure 3.1 Flowchart of study design, including the qualitative and quantitative strands 

Sample 

School context 
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Two K-8 schools, one traditional public school (TPS) and one charter school (charter) 

participated. Both were located in the Southside of Chicago with similar demographics. Each 

school population was composed of: (1) approximately the same number of students (468 at TPS 

and 470 at charter); (2) majority African American (93.4% at TPS and 96.4% at charter); (3) 

majority free and reduced lunch status (96.8% at TPS, 85.5% at charter); (4) students with 

disabilities (18.2% at TPS and 11.9% at charter); and (5) ELL students (1.1% at TPS and 0.0% at 

charter; http://www.cps.edu/Schools/Pages/Schools.aspx). These two schools were recruited as a 

convenience sample in the 2011-2012 academic year, as the researcher previously taught at the 

TPS, and knew the former director of instruction at the charter.  

While the two schools had similar demographic variables, the history and academic 

progress between the two schools differed in substantial ways. The TPS had multiple transitions 

throughout the last eight years, including the gentrification of the school’s neighborhood. 

Starting back in the 2004-2005 school year, a new principal was hired to turn around the school. 

At the end of that school year, the majority of the staff was let go, and a new staff rehired. Even 

with the authority to hire a new staff, the staff mobility rate has been approximately 70% within 

the past eight years (personal communication with school principal5, September 2011). In the 

2006-2007 school year, the TPS became a magnet school and implemented the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) Middle Years Program and Primary Years Program, which focused on 

inquiry-based learning and the development of the whole child. Following the implementation of 

the IB program, the school experienced three other significant transitions. After the 2007-2008 

school year, two local schools closed and transferred many of their students to the TPS (one in 

the 2008-2009 school year and the other in the 2010-2011 school year). In the 2010-2011 school 

                                                        
5 In order to maintain anonymity for the school, the principal’s name was not disclosed. 

http://www.cps.edu/Schools/Pages/Schools.aspx
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year, the TPS incorporated a new program, Additional Learning Opportunity, extending the 

school day by 90-minutes. This program provided students an additional 20-minute recess and 70 

-minutes of online instructional time. This was significant because traditional public schools in 

Chicago had one of the shortest school days in the country6, and significantly less than the 

charter school in the study. Lastly, the TPS became one of a select few elementary schools that 

became year-round in the 2011-2012 academic year7.  

The history of the charter school varied substantially from the history of the TPS. The 

charter school initially opened in the 2006-2007 school year, only six years old at the time of the 

study. The charter school is part of a larger charter network, which is in seven states and includes 

21 schools. The principal at the school was in her second year at the time of the study, and left 

after the academic year to move up within the charter organization. The charter network’s 

model8 is based on three principles, 1) rigorous academic training, 2) social development of the 

whole child, and 3) an arts-infused curriculum. In order to accomplish these goals, they provide a 

longer school year and longer school day compared to the traditional public schools in CPS. 

Furthermore, parents and students had to apply to enroll in the charter school.  

The TPS and charter school differed in their histories and context for learning, but also 

their academic trajectories (http://www.cps.edu/Schools/Pages/Schools.aspx) and their essential 

components for school success (https://cps.5-essentials.org/2012/). Although neither school 

made adequately yearly progress (AYP) the previous year, the charter school was considered to 

be in excellent standing, while the TPS was considered to be in low academic standing and on 

probation. The charter school was on par with the CPS average for ISAT scores (standardized 

                                                        
6 The school year after the dissertation study, CPS increased the length of the school day for their K-12 schools. 
7 The year round program ended in the following school year. 
8 Information was found on charter network’s website; however, in order to maintain anonymity, the website was 
not referenced. 

http://www.cps.edu/Schools/Pages/Schools.aspx
https://cps.5-essentials.org/2012/
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test for NCLB mandates in Illinois), and the TPS was significantly below the CPS average, even 

though they made gains the last three years (see Figure 3.2). 

 

Figure 3.2 ISAT Trends for Study Schools, Compared to CPS Average 

Along with academic success as measured by standardized tests, CPS, in collaboration 

with University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research, recently started compiling 

data on the 5 Essentials, which are five elements of school culture and climate (each element is 

comprised of underlying concepts). These elements are rated on a 5-point scale from 1 = “not yet” 

to 5 = “well-organized.” Students rate two of the elements—ambitious instruction and supportive 

environment—while the teachers rate the other three elements. While the charter school ranked 

higher in academic achievement, the TPS rated higher in the 5 Essentials. The TPS rated a three, 

“moderately organized,” and the charter school rated a one, “not yet organized” (see Figure 3.3 

for comparisons across concepts). Furthermore, students in TPS rated their school higher in 

ambitious instruction (comprised of course clarity, English instruction, and Math instruction), 

and more supportive environments (comprised of peer academic support, academic personalism, 

academic press, safety and, student-teacher trust) than the charter school. However, both schools 

scored lower than the CPS average on the aggregate of ambitious instruction and supportive 

environments (CPS average was not available for sub-dimensions). 
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Figure 3.3 Study School Averages on Concepts of the 5-Essentials 

Classroom level sample 

Teacher and classroom characteristics. The study focused on Grade 4 through Grade 8 

classrooms, in which each school had two classrooms per grade (except the charter school had 

three Grade 5 classrooms) and between 19 and 25 students per classroom, for a total of 21 

classrooms (10 at TPS, and 11 at charter). Teachers varied in the subjects they taught: Grade 4 

and 5 teachers (nine teachers) were self-contained; Grade 6 teachers taught either math/science 

(two teachers) or reading/social studies (two teachers); and Grade 7 and 8 teachers (eight 

teachers) taught one subject to all Grade 7 and 8 students. The sample had slightly more female 

teachers (61.9%), and split evenly between African-American teachers (42.9%) and White 

teachers (42.9%). Teachers’ average age was 35.56 years (range 22-53 years), teaching an 

average of 9.42 years (range 1-30 years), and in their current schools for an average of 3.05 years 

(range 1-8 years).  

Two teachers at each school transitioned out during the academic year. In the TPS, the 

middle school math teacher and science teacher left within the first month of the school year. By 

the second month, they found a replacement math teacher, but not science teacher. Multiple staff 
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at the school taught science at the beginning of the year (e.g., math specialist, substitute teachers), 

but the assistant principal began teaching science fulltime in the middle of the year. The science 

teacher was not observed because of the inconsistency; however, students did report on the 

classroom. In the middle of the year, two teachers left the charter school, a Grade 6 math/science 

teacher and middle school ELA teacher. Both teachers were replaced by January 2012. The new 

Grade 6 math/science teacher did not want to be observed; however, students did report on the 

classroom. This left a total of 19 teachers in the observations and 21 teachers with student reports.  

Observer characteristics. I conducted all of the live-coded classroom observations. In 

order to use the CLASS-S, I attended a 2-day workshop, in which I was trained on the specific 

components of the CLASS-S and how it should be implemented for research purposes. 

Following the 2-day training, I took a reliability test, in which I watched five videos and obtained 

a reliability score above .80 for all dimension. Reliability, using the CLASS-S, is defined as 

being with-in one point (out of seven) of the master code (Pianta et al., 2008). To obtain 

interrater reliability, another certfied observer double-coded half of the teachers in the third 

round of observations through video-tape. Thus, 18 cycles (or 11.8%) of the total cycles were 

double coded (Brown, Jones, LaRusso, & Aber, 2010), with a 79% agreement between the other 

rater and myself. 

As previously noted, I previously taught at the TPS prior. Thus, I had relationships with 

many of the school staff and taught many of the students at the traditional public school. While I 

do not believe these relationships skewed the data, it provided a level of comfort for the students 

and teachers to have a more candid relationship with me compared to the students and teachers at 

the charter school. For example, TPS students were more likely to pay attention when I was 

giving out directions, and were more responsive when I asked them questions. Many of the 
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students still saw me as a teacher, and had a level of trust with me as I continuously went back to 

the school even after I stopped teaching. Because teachers did not stay long at the TPS, it was 

rare for them to have an adult teacher who they still had interactions with after eight years. Thus, 

there was a level of respect that I did not have at the charter school. Students at the charter school 

did not see me as a teacher, but as an outsider. Because of the high teacher turn over rate at the 

charter school, students were skeptical of adults who came in and out of their building. Thus, it 

took significantly more time for the students to trust me, and I had to rely on the teachers more to 

conduct the surveys, particularly for the middle school grades. In other words, they would not 

necessarily listen to me without some additional help from their teachers. 

Student level sample 

Student surveys. All students in Grade 4 through 8 were recruited to participate. 131 

students from the TPS (61.5% of the total Grade 4 through 8 population), and 119 students from 

the charter school (44.9% of the total Grade 4 through 8 population) consented into the study, for 

a total of 250 students in 21 classrooms. However, 22 students were not included in data analysis 

for various reasons: 17 students transferred out of the school, four students transferred 

classrooms within the school, and one student only completed one survey. For the remaining 228 

students, eight did not complete survey one and four students did not complete survey three (all 

students completed survey two). These students were included in analysis, as missing data for 

student-level data did not exceed 5% missingness for any variable of interest. This suggests 

listwise deletion will not bias results (IBM, 2011; Puma, Olsen, Bell, & Price, 2009). 

 For the 228 students remaining in the study, the majority of students identified as African 

American (94.6%), and the remaining students identified as “other.” The sample was evenly split 

by gender (48.7% female), and the mean age of students was 11.03 (SD  = 1.43, range 9-14). 
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Students were evenly split among grade-level, with the exception of 5th grade (4th n = 45; 5th n = 

62, 6th n = 40, 7th n = 40, 8th n = 41). Most students were in English/Language Arts classrooms 

(63.2%), followed by math (19.7%), science (10.1%) and social studies (7.0%) when surveyed. 

Student interviews. A subsample of middle school students (Grade 7 and 8) participated 

in student interviews. The goal of the student interviews was to obtain a better understanding 

about how students perceived the interactions that occurred in their classrooms. Middle school 

students were selected in the two schools because they have the most opportunities to interact 

with multiple teachers (as they have a different teacher for each content area), which provides 

them a greater diversity of experiences to discuss. In addition, students were selected based on 

student reported student-teacher relationships during the beginning of the year survey (discussed 

more below), as classroom climate is assumed to mediate the relationship between instructional 

practice and SEL skill development (CASEL, 2003). Interviewing students with differential 

perceptions of classroom climate provided a more nuanced understanding about how students 

perceived similar environments in different ways. To have a diversity of experiences, scores on 

student-relationships were split into quartiles. An equal number of students were randomly 

selected  from the lowest quartile, middle half, and highest quartile. In the final sample of 31 

students (16 TPS and 15 charter), students were evenly selected by gender (55%) and by 

quartile-splits of student report of student-teacher relationships, 29% lowest quartile, 35% 

middle half, and 35% highest quartile.  

Data Collection Procedures 

Student surveys 

Students participated in surveys three times throughout the school year: beginning, 

middle and end of the school year. Each survey lasted between 20 and 40 minutes, depending on 
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the grade level. Students either completed the survey in their classrooms or a vacant room in the 

school, depending on the teacher’s preference. Before the students began each survey, students 

verbally assented into the study. During the survey, students in Grades 4 through 6 had the items 

read to them, while the middle school students read the items themselves.  To focus students’ 

attention on a specific subject, teacher, and class (Karabenick et al., 2007), students were 

directed to think about their first period class on Mondays for Grades 6 through 8 and English 

Language Arts for Grades 4 and 5 throughout all surveys. Once students completed each survey, 

they were given a token of appreciation (e.g., pencils, notepads, highlighters). 

Student interviews 

Student interviews occurred at the end of the academic year, once observations and 

student surveys were completed. Students participated in the semi-structured interviews 

individually in a private room at the school. Some interviews were interrupted because staff or 

students did not know the room was occupied or whole-school announcements over the loud 

speaker. Interviews lasted between 25 and 55 minutes. 

Teacher surveys of students 

Teachers provided information about each consented student in early March (after the 

third round of observations). Teachers were asked to complete these surveys on their own time, 

and have them completed within the month. Teachers received $25 dollars when provided the 

surveys, and $25 once they returned the surveys. The majority of teachers completed them within 

the month; however, a few teachers needed reminders to complete the surveys. One teacher 

(Grade 5 teacher at charter school) did not complete the surveys for her students because she was 

on maternity leave when the surveys were collected. Nine students from this teacher had missing 
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data, in addition to four students missing surveys (due to clerical errors), for a total of 5.7% 

missingness for teacher reports of students.  

Classroom observations 

Classroom observations occurred once per quarter, with each classroom visit consisting 

of one to three observation cycles. The CLASS-S manual recommends that observation cycles 

occurr in approximately 25-minutes increments: 15 minutes for the classroom observation (M 

=15 minutes, range 12-16 minutes), and 10 minutes to rate the classroom (Pianta et al., 2011). 

During the 15-minute classroom observation, notes were taken on specific interactions that 

corresponded to the CLASS-S dimensions. Each teacher received scores based on how the 

evidence collected during the 15 minutes corresponded to each of the CLASS-S dimensions.  

Classrooms participated in a total of six to eight observation cycles across the academic 

year. Variation in the number of cycles occurred due to the teacher turnover in the schools, as 

well as teacher schedules. The variation in number of observation cycles was not taken into 

account in the analysis, as the CLASS-S manual recommends that a minimum of four cycles be 

obtained to create a reliable score (Pianta et al., 2011). Teacher schedules varied, particularly for 

Grades 4 through 6, as teachers in these grades taught more than one subject. Each visit took 

place during the subject the students reported on in their surveys. During a few classrooms visits, 

teachers transitioned to another subject. When this occurred, the classroom observation ended, 

and the observation was rescheduled or the teacher participated in more observation cycles 

during the following classroom visit. 
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Measures 

Beginning of the year survey (student) 

In the second week of the school year, students completed items about their basic 

demographics (i.e., sex, race, grade, age), academic achievement the previous year, classroom 

climate, behavioral engagement, and various academic skills (see Appendix A, Table A1 to A3). 

Items were averaged to create mean score when a construct had more than one item. 

Behavioral engagement. Items were selected from two measures that assessed student 

behavioral engagement: select items from a scale developed by Fredericks, Blumenfeld, Friedel 

and Paris (2005), and select items from an academic engagement scale developed by Tinio’s 

(2009). Items were selected because they represented those that best characterize student 

behavioral engagement in the classroom. Items were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

from 1 = “not true at all” to 5 = “extremely true.” Principal component analysis with varimax 

rotation that included all engagement items established one factor with select items (see 

Appendix A, Table A.2 for factor structure). The final behavioral engagement consisted of 6-

items; sample items included, “I pay attention in my classes;” and “I ask questions when I don’t 

understand a lesson” (M = 4.07, SD =.65, α =.69).  

Classroom climate. Three constructs assessed classroom climate: academic and 

emotional support from peers, positive student-teacher relationships, and general classroom 

misbehavior. Principal component with varimax rotation established the first two constructs, as 

they used the same 5-point Likert-type scale (see Appendix A, Table A.3 for factor structure). 

Support from peers was measured using a using an 8-item scale (Patrick, Ryan, & 

Kaplan, 2007). Peer support was composed of two subdomains (4-items each), academic and 

emotional support. Academic support asked students how much they believed peers wanted them 
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to succeed in school (e.g., “want me to be successful”; M = 3.25, SD = .97, α = .81). Emotional 

support assessed the degree to which students felt like students care about them (e.g., “are nice to 

me”; M = 3.19, SD = 1.11, α =.81). All items followed the stem, “In this class, other students 

are…” and measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 = “not true at all” to 5 = “extremely 

true” (Mtotal = 3.22, SD =. 94, α = .87). 

 Positive student-teacher relationships was measured using a 4-item scale, which 

factored together from items from a student-teacher relationship scale from the Developmental 

Studies Center (DSC, 2005), and efficacy with teacher scale (Patrick et al., 2007). Sample items 

included, “I respect teachers” and “I feel that I can talk to the teacher in my class about things 

that are bothering me.” Items were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 = “not true at 

all” to 5 = “extremely true” (M = 3.90, SD = .92, α = .68). 

 Classroom misbehavior. Students were asked about the general behavior of their 

classroom using one-item, “how often does your class misbehave?” The item was measured on a 

5-point Likert-type scale from 1 = “almost never” to 5 = “almost all the time” (M = 3.23, SD = 

1.08).  

Middle of the year survey (student).  

In late January/early February of 2012 (middle of the school year), students completed a 

student perception survey of CLASS-S teaching practices. The 62-item scale asked students 

about the emotional, organizational, and instructional supports that occurred in their classroom 

(Downer & Stuhlman, 2010)9. A principal component analysis with varimax rotation tested if the 

items loaded to the theoretical constructs. All 62-items were not included in one factor structure 

simultaneously due to the low sample size The factor structure for each domain is found in 

                                                        
9 While researchers associated with CLASS developed the scale, no studies have currently been published. 
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Appendix A, Tables A4 to A6, along with deleted items (items theorized to operationalize a 

dimension, but not empirically related). Students answered how often the practices occurred on a 

5-point scale, 1 = “never;” 2 = “1-2 times quarter;” 3 = “1-2 times month;” 4 = “1-2 times week;” 

and 5 = “almost daily.” For each construct, items were averaged to create mean scores. In order 

to more easily compare student scores to observation scores, all mean scores were converted to a 

7-point scale.10 The mean for all teaching practices average together was: MAll Items = 5.02, SD 

= .97, α = .94). 

Emotional support measured the degree students social and emotional functioning in the 

classroom was supported by instruction and the interpersonal interactions. It measured the regard 

the teacher had for the student’s cognitive, social, and emotional needs (M = 4.71, SD = 1.20, α 

= .89). Emotional support was composed of four dimensions. 

Positive climate was composed of 4-items that measured the types of relationships, 

emotional connections, and general positive affect that occurred in the classroom. Sample item 

included, “My teacher says nice things to me” (M = 4.49, SD = 1.69, α = .77). 

Negative climate was composed of 3-items that measured the degree the classroom had 

disrespectful tone, with harsh punishment. Because this was the only negative dimension, scores 

were reverse coded; high mean scores represented low negativity. Sample item included, “My 

teacher yells at me” (M = 3.90, SD = 1.80, α = .73). 

Teacher sensitivity was composed of 6-items that reflected the degree the teacher was 

aware of and responsive to the academic, social, and emotional needs of individual students and 

of the entire class. Sample item included, “It works when my teacher tries to help me” (M = 5.07, 

SD = 1.48, α = .84). 
                                                        
10 Conversion from a five to seven point scale can be found at (http://www-
01.ibm.com/support/docview.wss?uid=swg21482329). 

http://www-01.ibm.com/support/docview.wss?uid=swg21482329
http://www-01.ibm.com/support/docview.wss?uid=swg21482329
http://www-01.ibm.com/support/docview.wss?uid=swg21482329
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Regard for adolescent perspective was composed of 4-items that represented the degree 

the teacher was able to meet students’ individual and developmental needs. Were the teachers 

able to connect the content to student’s lives? Did they provide students opportunities for 

autonomy and responsibility? Did students participate in meaningful peer interactions? Sample 

item included, “My teacher asks me what I think about the things that I am learning” (M = 4.95, 

SD = 1.40, α = .66). 

Organizational support assessed the overarching classroom processes that organized 

and managed the interactions students had in the classroom. It assessed the degree the teacher 

facilitated a productive and well-managed learning environment, in which students had multiple 

forms of instructional activities and remained focused and engaged (M = 5.40, SD = .98, α = .78). 

Organizational support was composed of three dimensions. 

Behavior management was a 5-item measure that assessed the degree the teacher was 

able to facilitate positive student behavior. The teacher used effective methods to produce 

desirable behavior and to circumvent negative behaviors. Sample item included, “My teacher 

knows how I am acting in this class” (M = 5.38, SD = 1.20, α = .67).  

Productivity was a 4-item measure that focused on the degree tasks were consistently 

provided throughout the lesson, the teacher facilitated smooth transitions, and established 

routines that maximized learning time. This dimension assessed how well teachers maximized 

the instructional time and minimized student disruptions and off-task behavior. This dimension 

did not assess the level of student engagement, or the rigor of the tasks. Sample item included, 

“My teacher lets me know how much time I have left to work on something” (M = 5.65, SD 

=1.25, α = .59). 
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Instructional learning formats was a 4-item measure that included the strategies the 

teacher used to maximize student engagement in learning, including implementation of multiple 

modalities, active facilitation of material, and established learning targets for the lesson. Sample 

item included, “I use all kinds of interesting materials in this class” (M = 5.18, SD = 1.28, α 

= .63). 

Instructional support focused on those practices that allowed students to gain a deep 

understanding of content, and learn how facts and concepts within a content-area interconnect. 

Instructional support assessed the degree the teacher created opportunities for students to see 

these connections, think deeply about content, and think about their own thinking. These 

opportunities occurred through classroom activities, discussions, and active feedback (M = 5.05, 

SD = 1.07, α = .88). Instructional support was composed of four dimensions. 

Content understanding was a 5-item measure that focused on depth of understanding, 

and how well the teacher facilitated that depth of understanding. The teacher facilitated this 

knowledge through discussions and presentations of content, as well as use student background 

knowledge, student misconceptions, and non-examples. Sample item included, “I practice new 

skills before I use them on my own” (M = 5.17, SD = 1.26, α = .67). 

Analysis and Problem Solving was a 4-item measure that reflected the students’ use of 

higher-order thinking skills through inquiry or analysis. In addition, the teacher provided open-

ended tasks, or novel tasks that allowed students to work through problems. Finally, teachers 

provided opportunities for students to develop metacognition. Sample item included, “My 

teacher asks questions that make me think” (M = 5.30, SD = 1.30, α = .71). 

Quality Feedback was a 6-item measure that assessed the degree the teacher provided 

feedback to students. However, this was not general feedback, but back and forth exchanges 
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between teacher and student that moved the student’s thinking forward. Sample item included 

“My teacher encourages me to keep trying when the work gets hard” (M = 5.00, SD = 1.37, α 

= .78). 

Instructional Dialogue was a 3-item measure that reflected the amount of “purposeful 

dialogue” that occurred in the classroom, which included in-depth conversations between 

teachers and students about content. Both teachers and students actively participated in the 

classroom conversation. Sample item included, “Other students pay attention when I talk” (M = 

4.57, SD = 1.53, α = .57). 

End of the year survey (student) 

At the end of the school year (early May 2012), students completed a survey that assessed 

their academic achievement throughout the academic year, student academic aspirations, the 

same three classroom climate measures used in the beginning of the year survey, and student 

report of their social-emotional competencies. For each construct, items were averaged to create 

mean scores. 

Academic achievement. Students rated their “grades this year (across subjects)” on an 8-

point scale from 1 = “mostly F’s” to 8 = “mostly A’s” (M = 6.10, SD = 1.30). For example, 7 = 

“mostly A’s & B’s;” 5 = “mostly B’s & C’s;” and 3 = “Mostly C’s & D’s.” Students also rated 

their grade for their identified subject on a 5-point scale from 1 = “F” to 5 = “A” (M = 4.07, SD 

= .87). 

Academic aspirations. Students were asked, “How far do you want to go in school?” 

Academic aspirations was rated on a 7-point scale, from 1 = “some high school” to 7 = “get a 

professional degree” (M = 6.11, SD = 1.14).  
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Classroom climate. The same three classroom climate constructs used at the beginning 

of the year were also used at the end of the year (see Appendix A, Table A.8 for factor structure): 

academic and emotional support from peers (M = 3.20, SD = .89, α = .88), positive student-

teacher relationships (M = 3.41, SD = .97, α = .75), and general classroom behavior (M = 3.47, 

SD = .93). 

Social-emotional competencies. The five social-emotional competencies, as defined by 

CASEL, were assessed using two measures. Self-awareness was assessed using a scale 

developed for the purposes of this study (see Appendix A, Table A9). The seven social skills 

constructs from the Social Skills Improvement System (SSIS11,12) by Gresham and Elliot (2008) 

mapped on to the remaining four social-emotional competencies13 (MSSIS total = 2.84, SD = .39, α 

= .91). All items were assessed on a 4-point Likert-type scale, 1 = “never” to 4 = “almost always.”  

Self-awareness was a 6-item measure that assessed the degree students were aware of 

what they needed help on, and aware of what they could and could not do on their own. Sample 

item included, “I know what I need to do to improve my learning” (M = 3.17, SD = .49, α = .67). 

Social-awareness was assessed using two dimensions from the SSIS, empathy and 

assertion. Empathy was a 6-item measure that assessed the degree students showed concern and 

respect for other people’s viewpoints. Sample item included, “I help my friends when they are 

having a problem” (M = 2.76, SD = .61, α = .78). Assertion was a 7-item measure that assessed 

the degree students told other people how they felt, as well as initiate behaviors with others. 

Sample item included, “I tell others when I’m not treated well” (M = 2.78, SD = .52, α = .64). 

                                                        
11 Because the SSIS is copyrighted, the entire scale cannot be reported. 
12 The Cronbach alpha scores for each construct within the SSIS were slightly lower than reported in the SSIS 
manual, with the highest difference being communication (.13 difference).  
13 The self-awareness scale and the SSIS assessed specific social and emotional skills that are defined within each 
social-emotional competency. Thus, the current dissertation only assesses a few of the potential social and emotional 
skills within each SEC. 
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Self-management was assessed using one dimension from the SSIS, self-control. Self-

control was a 6-item measure, which asked students how they responded to conflict, and non-

conflict circumstances. Sample item included, “I stay calm when dealing with problems” (M = 

2.35 SD = .63, α = .75). 

Relationship skills were assessed using three dimensions from the SSIS, communication, 

cooperation, and engagement.  Communication was a 6-item measure that reflected student’s 

appropriate use of communication skills. Sample item included, “I look at people when I talk to 

them” (M = 2.96, SD = .52, α = .63). Cooperation was a 7-item measure that assessed the degree 

students worked well with others. Sample item included, “I do my work without bothering others” 

(M = 2.98, SD = .50, α = .74). Engagement was a 7-item measure that asked students how well 

they were able to join in with other students and make friends. Sample item included, “I try to 

make new friends” (M = 2.97, SD = .52, α = .67). 

Responsible decision-making was assessed using one dimension from the SSIS, 

responsibility. Responsibility was a 7-item measure, which asked students about various areas in 

which they needed to make responsible decisions, including homework, behavior, and group-

work. Sample item included, “I’m careful when I use things that aren’t mine” (M = 3.02, SD 

= .48, α = .69). 

End of year survey (teacher) 

Teachers completed a similar questionnaire as the student end of the year survey. They 

completed a 6-item self-awareness scale that paralleled the student version (M = 3.03, SD = .65, 

α = .94; see Appendix A, Table A9).  Additionally, they completed the “social skills” portion of 

the Social Skills Improvement System (SSIS) that paralleled the student version (MSSIS total = 2.96, 

SD = .51, α = .97; Gresham & Elliot, 2008). Mean scores for each of the seven constructs in the 
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SSIS included: empathy (6-items; M = 2.96, SD = .61, α = .90); assertion (7-items; M = 2.94, SD 

= .50, α = .75); self-control (7-items; M = 2.75, SD = .76, α = .94); communication (7-items; M = 

3.08, SD = .58, α = .88); cooperation (6-items; M = 2.90, SD = .72, α = .94); engagement (7-

items; M = 3.07, SD = .50, α = .87); and responsibility (6-items; M = 3.05, SD = .65, α = .92). All 

items were assessed on a 4-point Likert-type scale, 1 = “never” to 4 = “almost always.” 

Student interviews 

A subsample of Grade 7 and 8 students participated in a 25-55 minute semi-structured 

interview about their experiences in their school and classroom. Students answered questions 

related to three broad categories: (1) their experiences that they liked/disliked in their 

classrooms; (2) relationships they had with their teachers and with their peers; and (3) activities 

that occurred in their classroom that they felt really helped them learn (see Appendix C for a 

description of the interview protocol).  

Classroom observation (CLASS-S) 

The CLASS-S required the observer to rate degrees of behavior and interactions in the 

classroom (academic, social, and emotional). According to the CLASS manual (Pianta, Hamre, 

& Mintz, 2011): 

The CLASS dimensions are based on interactions of teachers and students in the 
classroom; scoring for any one dimension is not determined by the presence of materials, 
the physical environment or safety, or the adoption of a specific curriculum. The CLASS 
assesses the quality of teachers’ social and instructional interactions with students as well 
as the intentionality and productivity evident in classroom settings... In the CLASS, the 
focus is on what teachers do with the materials they have and on the interactions they 
have with students. 
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For each of the 11 dimensions of the CLASS-S14, the manual provided three different guides to 

assist the observer in scoring. On the first page of each dimension, the manual provided specific 

indicators of what the observer should look for in the classroom, and what those indicators 

looked like if they were low, medium, or highly characteristic of the classroom. Following this 

one page description, there was an extended version of the first page, in which the manual 

provided a detailed explanation of indicators the observer was likely to see at each level. Finally, 

the manual provided explicit examples of what each indicator looked like at a specific level (low, 

medium, and high). Once the observer noted multiple examples that occurred in the classroom, 

the observer rated the classroom on each of dimension by assessing the evidence that the 

observer collected against the multiple rubrics in the manual. The observer rated the classroom 

on 7-point scale (1=”minimally characteristic” to 7=”highly characteristic”; see Appendix B for 

a sample-scoring sheet). 

Mean scores for each domain for the 19 classrooms observed were:  all domains (M=3.97, 

SD=.90); emotional support (M=4.34, SD=.85); organizational support (M=4.99, SD=1.00); and 

instructional support (M=2.83, SD=1.00). Mean scores for the four dimensions in emotional 

support included: positive climate (M=4.58, SD=.97); negative climate, reverse coded (M=6.12, 

SD=.66); teacher sensitivity (M=4.00, SD=.97); regard for adolescent perspective (M=2.65, 

SD=1.13). Mean scores for the three dimensions in organizational support included: behavior 

management (M=5.20, SD=1.08); productivity (M=5.41, SD=.98); instructional learning formats 

(M=4.35, SD=1.11). Mean scores for the four dimensions in instructional support included: 

content understanding (M=3.22, SD=1.02); analysis and problem solving (M=2.64, SD=1.05); 

quality feedback (M=3.02, SD=1.08); and instructional dialogue (M=2.44, SD=1.20).  
                                                        
14 For a description of each dimension, see “mid-year survey” or the literature chapter. Both provide an overview of 
what each dimension attempted to assess.  
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Summary 

The current dissertation used a complex mixed-methods design in order to answer the 

substantive research questions. The study design incorporated multiple measures (including 

surveys, observations, and interviews) from multiple informants or raters (students, teachers, 

observer) across the academic year. Having these sorts of data not only allowed the assessment 

of the theoretical models presented in chapter two, but also analyze how different informants 

perceived classroom processes and student social-emotional competencies. The next two 

chapters report the data analysis and results from each strand of the mixed methods study. 

Chapter four explores the first study aim, which incorporated the quantitative data collected, as 

well as the transformed observation scores. Chapter five explores the second study aim, looking 

at how students perceived the teaching practices in their classroom in a more substantive way by 

analyzing in-depth interviews about students’ perceptions of the classrooms they were situated in. 



 

73 

CHAPTER 4 – Study Aim 1 Results 

Study Aim 1: Relationships between teaching practices, classroom climate, SEL skills, 

behavioral engagement, and academic achievement 

 

Overview 

Chapter four concerns the first study aim: to examine the relationship between teaching 

practices and student social, emotional, and cognitive development. The goal of this chapter is to 

explore the process model presented in Chapter 2 (see Figure 2.2), specifically to understand the 

direct effects that teaching practices (from multiple informants) have on classroom climate, SEL 

skills, behavioral engagement, and academic achievement.  Study aim one consists of six 

overarching research questions, which increase in complexity. The first four research questions 

are descriptive in order to better understand the constructs used in the study. The fifth and sixth 

research questions examine relationships between an observer and students’ ratings of teaching 

practices (RQ5), and the direct effects of teaching practices on classroom climate and student 

social, emotional, and academic outcomes (RQ6). Each primary research question contains 

multiple minor research questions to better understand the 21 classrooms in Chicago.  

Research Question 1 

The first research question, what are students’ perceptions of classroom climate, 

behavioral engagement, and their academic achievement, examined how students perceived their 

classroom climate and their academic achievement.  Secondary questions included: (1a) Did 

groups of students differ in how they perceived the classroom or engage in the classroom? 
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Specifically, did boys and girls, students in upper elementary school (Grades 4-5) versus middle 

school (Grades 6-8), and students in the charter school versus TPS differ in their reports of 

classroom climate, behavioral engagement, and academic achievement? (1b) Because students 

reported the same three classroom climate measures at the beginning and end of the year, did 

students’ perceptions of classroom climate change over the course of the year? (1c) Lastly, did 

students differ in their perceptions of classroom climate, behavioral engagement, and academic 

achievement by classroom? 

Analysis plan 

To determine how student characteristics (i.e., school, grade, and gender) differentiate 

student perceptions of classroom climate, student behavioral engagement, and student 

achievement measures, ANOVAs tested mean differences by school (charter versus TPS), 

gender (female versus male), and grade (upper elementary versus middle school; Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007). Paired-sample t-tests assessed whether students significantly differed in their 

perceptions of classroom climate at the beginning and end of the year. A paired-sample t-test 

accounts for the dependence among the repeated measures, as individuals reported on the same 

construct at two time points (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

Finally, differences by classroom were analyzed in two ways. First, cluster analysis 

differentiated classrooms based on observation scores across instructional dimensions (see RQ4 

for a more thorough description of this analysis). One-way ANOVAs by observation clusters 

tested mean differences for the classroom climate, behavioral engagement, and academic 

achievement constructs. This not only provided evidence about differences between classrooms, 

but also provided support to conduct further analysis using classroom observation scores. 

Secondly, Hierarchal Linear Modeling software (HLM 6.08) was used to assess the degree of 
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variation between classrooms. A fully unconditional model (FUM), which is similar to a one-

way ANOVA by classroom, produced two statistics to determine classroom differences 

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). A significant Chi-square statistic provided support that there were 

between-classroom differences in the outcome variable. Furthermore, the intraclass correlation 

coefficient (ICC), which determined the proportion of variation in each construct that was due to 

between classroom differences, was calculated using data from the FUM. A larger ICC provided 

further justification to use classroom level factors (e.g., classroom observations) to explain 

variance in the outcome variables (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Variables were z-scored for the 

HLM analysis. 

Results 

RQ1a. Because there were multiple classroom climate and achievement measures, a one-

way MANOVA determined if there were overall differences depending on school type, gender, 

and grade on the achievement, engagement, and classroom climate measures: Λschool type =.85, p 

< .001; Λgender = .91, p = .03; Λgrade = .89, p < .01). A significant MANOVA, using the Wilks 

Lambda statistic, provided justification to run multiple ANOVAs without increasing the Type I 

error rate (Rencher, 2002). Due to the significant MANOVAs, ANOVAs for each classroom 

climate, achievement, and engagement construct were conducted (see Table 4.1). 

Students significantly differed by school type across four constructs. Students in the 

charter school reported higher GPAs, F(1,222) = 5.00, p < .05. Students in the charter school 

also reported more misbehavior in their classrooms, both at the beginning of the school year, 

F(1,219) = 7.29, p < .01; and at the end of the school year, F(1,221) = 6.30, p < .01. Even though 

students reported more classroom misbehavior, they reported better peer relationships at the end 

of the year F(1,222) = 3.91, p < .05; while students in the TPS had marginally better student-
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teacher relationships at the beginning of the year, and marginally worse student-teacher 

relationships at the end of the year. For student-teacher relationships, the patterned reversed from 

the beginning to the end of the year. 

Few significant differences occurred by gender or grade. Significant differences by 

gender only occurred for academic aspirations and behavioral engagement; boys and girls did not 

differ on the classroom climate measures. However, girls reported higher academic aspirations, 

F(1,222) = 9.00, p < .01; and higher engagement in their classrooms, F(1,222) = 5.11, p < .05. 

Students only varied by grade on achievement, and two classroom climate measures. Students in 

upper elementary school reported higher GPAs, F(1,222) = 4.73, p < .05; better student-teacher 

relationships at the beginning of the year, F(1,218) = 10.43, p < .001; but reported more 

classroom misbehavior by the end of the year, F(1,221)=3.87, p<.05). 

RQ1b. Similar to past research (Elias & Haynes, 2008), paired-sample t-tests revealed 

that students reported higher student-teacher relationships at the beginning (M=3.90) compared 

to the end of the year (M=3.42; t(213) = 5.89, p < .001). Similarly, students reported more 

classroom misbehavior at the beginning (M = 3.23) compared to the end of the year (M = 3.47; 

t(213) = 2.81, p < .01). No differences occurred by peer support. 

RQ1c. First, classroom differences were tested through ANOVAs by observation cluster 

Classrooms clustered into three types based on observation scores, in which classrooms scored 

relatively low (n=8), medium (n=5), or high across all 11 dimensions (n=6; see RQ4 for further 

details about how classrooms were clustered). A significant one-way MANOVA for the 

classroom climate, achievement, and engagement constructs by classroom observation cluster 

provided justification to continue with analysis (Λ = .75, p < .001).  
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Table 4.1 ANOVAs for student achievement, engagement, and classroom climate by school type, gender, and grade 

 School Type  Gender  Grade  
 TPS       

(n=113) 
Charter    
(n=111) 

 Girl        
(n=110) 

Boy      
(n=114) 

 4-5th                        
(n=107) 

6-8th                           
(n=117) 

 

 M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD)  
Achievement (current 
GPA) 

5.91 (1.17) 6.30 (1.41) * 6.26 (1.21) 5.95 (1.38) † 6.30 (1.28) 5.92 (1.31) * 

Academic Aspiration 6.12 (1.05) 6.09 (1.24)  6.34 (1.07) 5.89 (1.17) ** 6.08 (1.14) 6.13 (1.15)  
Student engagement 
(BOY) 4.14 (0.63) 4.01 (0.67) 

 
4.17 (0.62) 3.98 (0.66) 

 
* 4.12 (0.65) 4.04 (0.65) 

 

          
Classroom Climate 
(BOY)   

 
  

 
  

 

Peer support   3.18 (0.95) 3.26 (0.93)  3.33 (0.94) 3.12 (0.93) † 3.14 (0.98) 3.29 (0.90)  
Student-teacher     
relationships 4.01 (0.84) 3.78 (0.99) 

 

† 3.92 (0.95) 3.88 (0.90) 
 

4.10 (0.84) 3.71 (0.96) 
 
*** 

Classroom  
misbehavior 3.04 (1.07) 3.43 (1.06) 

 
** 3.17 (1.12) 3.29 (1.04) 

 
3.21 (1.15) 3.25 (1.01) 

 

          
Classroom Climate 
(EOY)   

 
  

 
  

 

Peer support   3.09 (0.87) 3.32 (0.91) * 3.25 (0.89) 3.16 (0.90)  3.09 (0.96) 3.31 (0.82) † 
Student-teacher    
relationships 3.30 (0.92) 3.52 (1.02) 

 

† 3.51 (0.98) 3.31 (0.96) 
 

3.50 (0.95) 3.32 (0.99) 
 

Classroom  
misbehavior 3.30 (0.88) 3.64 (0.96) 

 
** 3.44 (0.98) 3.50 (0.90) 

 
3.60 (0.88) 3.35 (0.97) 

 
* 

†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01,  ***p<.001        
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Table 4.2 ANOVAs for student achievement, engagement, and classroom climate by observation 
cluster 
 

  
Low        

(n=50) 
Medium      
(n=68) 

High       
(n=79) p-value 

 
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

 Achievement (current GPA) 6.18 (1.29) 5.99 (1.42) 6.08 (1.27) 0.73 
Academic Aspiration 6.00 (1.05) 5.88 (1.29) a 6.38 (0.90) b 0.02 
Student engagement (BOY) 3.90 (0.64) 4.08 (0.67) 4.15 (0.65)  0.12 
Classroom Climate (BOY) 

  
  

Peer support   3.12 (0.88) 3.09 (0.98) 3.34 (0.99) 0.25 
Student-teacher relationships 3.35 (1.09) a 3.97 (0.87)b 4.19 (0.80) b 0.001 
Classroom misbehavior 3.55 (1.10) a 3.38 (0.88) a  2.86 (1.23) b 0.001 

Classroom Climate (EOY) 
  

  
Peer support   3.34 (0.85) 3.05 (0.86) 3.18 (0.97) 0.22 

    Student-teacher relationships 3.14 (0.93) a 3.51 (0.93)b 3.63 (0.97) b 0.02 
Classroom misbehavior 3.64 (0.94) a 3.47 (1.01) 3.19 (0.79) b 0.02 

Note. a and b are significantly different from one another.   
 

Students significantly differed on their academic aspirations, and their beginning and end 

of the year classroom climate measures (i.e., student-teacher relationships and classroom 

misbehavior, see Table 4.2) based on their membership in a classroom observation cluster. 

Students significantly differed by classroom membership for academic aspirations (F(1,194) = 

4.21, p < .05), Tukey HSD post-hoc analysis revealed that students in the high observation 

cluster significantly differed from students in the medium observation cluster (p = .02). For 

beginning of the year relationships (F(2,191) = 13.07, p < .001), Tukey HSD post-hoc analysis 

revealed that students in the low observation cluster significantly differed from students in the 

medium and high observation clusters at the p < .001 level. A similar pattern existed for end of 

the year student-teacher relationships F(2,193) = 4.19, p < .05; however, Tukey HSD post-hoc 

analysis only found marginally significant results between students in the medium and low 

observation clusters (p = .09), but still significant results for students in the high compared to 

low observation cluster (p = .01). Finally, classroom misbehavior at the beginning of the year 

(F(2,192) = 7.31, p < .001) and end of the year (F(2,194) = 4.05, p < .05) had similar patterns by 
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classroom observation score. Students in the high observation cluster significantly differed from 

low observation cluster at the beginning (p < .01) and end (p = .02) of the year. However, high 

only significantly differed from medium at the beginning of the year (p = .01). 

Table 4.3 Between classroom variability for achievement, engagement, and classroom climate 

  
Reliability ICC 

Between-
group Chi 
Squared 

Achievement (current GPA) .48 8.40%   39.56** 
Academic Aspiration .21 2.10%   26.01 
Behavioral engagement (BOY) .37 5.60%   32.89* 
Classroom Climate (BOY)    

Peer support   .52 10.00%   44.29** 
Student-teacher     
relationships .62 14.50%   55.45*** 

Classroom misbehavior .82 31.80% 123.85*** 
Classroom Climate (EOY)    

Peer support   .49 8.80%   40.83** 
Student-teacher  
relationships .59 12.80%   52.26*** 

Classroom misbehavior .82 32.70% 122.88*** 
df=20; †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01,  ***p<.001 

To further understand classroom differences in student achievement, behavioral 

engagement, and classroom climate, the fully unconditional models in HLM (v6.08) determined 

the percentage of variance in each measure that was due to classroom-level effects. HLM 

provided two statistics that determined the level of between-classroom variability, the chi-square 

statistic and the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Each 

between-group chi-square test was significant, except for academic aspirations (see Table 4.3). A 

significant chi-square meant that significant between classroom differences existed for that 

construct, which provided justification to identify classroom level factors that help explain the 

between classroom variance in the outcomes. The FUM also provided data to determine the ICC, 

or the percentage of variance due to classroom effects. The ICC was calculated by dividing the 

between-classroom variance in the outcome measure by the total variance (between plus within 
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classroom variance), and multiply that proportion by 100 (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). The ICCs 

for the outcome variables ranged from 2.1 percent to 32.7 percent, in which 10 percent is 

considered a minimally acceptable level of between classroom variability in outcome variables 

(see Table 4.3). There was less between classroom variability in achievement and engagement 

measures compared to classroom climate measures, particularly for the classroom misbehavior 

measure.  

Summary and discussion 

The first research question provided descriptive information about the variables that 

mediate the relationship between teaching practices and student SEL skills, specifically 

classroom climate and behavioral engagement (see Figure 2.2), as well as well as the academic 

achievement of students. First, it was unexpected to find few differences between girls and boys, 

particularly for classroom climate measures (i.e., teacher and peer support), as girls typically 

report more positive relationships than do boys (e.g., Patrick et al., 2007). Perhaps these schools 

were well suited to address the needs of the boys and girls due to the high proportion of male 

teachers (almost half of the teachers) at each school. This may have impacted male students’ 

relationships with their teachers, as results from the student interviews demonstrated that male 

students generally related better to male teachers, while girls reported that it took some time to 

adjust to having male teachers because they were not used to having them. 

Furthermore, there were few differences by grade. Previous research (e.g., Waxman & 

Huang, 1997) found that elementary school students report better relationships with peers and 

teachers than middle school students. However, in the current sample, there were only two 

significant differences in classroom climate measures by grade, one at the beginning and one at 

the end of the year: upper elementary school students reported better student-teacher 
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relationships at the beginning of the year, and more classroom misbehavior at the end of the year.  

Similar to previous research, however, students did decrease in the level of perceived classroom 

climate over the academic year (Elias & Haynes, 2008). 

Although there were few individual level differences, there were contextual differences in 

achievement, behavioral engagement, and classroom climate. Students in the charter school 

reported higher levels of peer support, more classroom misbehavior, and mixed results for 

beginning and ending of the year student-teacher relationships than students in the TPS. This 

pattern was particularly interesting – just because students at a school reported better 

relationships in one area, did not mean they had better relationships across the board. TPS 

students had better student-teacher relationships (at the beginning but not end of the year), and 

better classroom behavior than students in the charter school; however, students at the charter 

school felt that they got along with their peers better. This pattern was confirmed in the student 

interviews, in which students consistently stated that they acted better for teachers they liked; 

however, some students also stated that they acted worse in classes when students felt that the 

teacher was too nice.  

  Students also differed in their perceptions of classroom climate depending on their 

classroom context (i.e., their class on Monday mornings). Students reported substantial between 

classroom variability in their reports of classroom misbehavior, and some between classroom 

variability for teacher and peer relationships. Although some between classroom variability 

existed in student relationships, students within the same classroom did not necessarily perceive 

their relationships with their peers or their teachers similarly. When talking about similar 

teachers, students had varying perceptions about what they thought about that teacher – both in 

terms of their relationships with the teacher and in their actual teaching ability. It should be 
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expected that students perceive teachers differently, and have different relationships with them; 

however, all students should feel respected and supported by their teachers – which was not 

always demonstrated in the student interviews. 

 In the current study, students varied in their engagement and academic aspirations; 

however, they did not vary substantially because of classroom effects. Academic achievement 

had little between classroom variability, which was to be expected given that achievement was 

their overall GPA and not specific to a class.  

Research Question 2 

The second research question, how do students and teachers perceive students’ SEL skills, 

examined how students and teachers perceived the students’ SEL skills. Similar to research 

question one, secondary questions included: (2a) Were teacher and student reports of SEL skills 

different from each other? (2b) Did groups of students differ in their SEL skills, as reported by 

self and by their teacher? Specifically, did boys and girls, students in upper elementary school 

(Grades 4-5) versus middle school (Grades 6-8), and students in the charter school versus 

traditional public school differ in their SEL skills? (2c) Lastly, did students differ in self- and 

teacher-reported SEL skills by classrooms?  

Analysis plan 

The analysis plan for RQ2 was similar to the analysis plan for RQ1. Before analyzing 

mean differences by student characteristics, bivariate correlations and paired-sample t-tests 

determined if student and teacher reports differed from each other. Paired-sample t-tests took 

into account the dependence between variables, since even though two different raters measured 

the same construct for the same person, the same person was rated (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 

ANOVAs tested mean SEL skill differences by school (charter versus TPS), gender (female vs 
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male), and grade (upper elementary vs middle school). Finally, classroom differences for each 

SEL skill were analyzed the same two ways as for RQ1: (1) one-way ANOVAs by observation 

cluster, and (2) the chi-square statistic and ICC from the FUM. The chi-square and ICC provide 

information about the amount of variance from between classroom factors. Variables were z-

scored for the HLM analysis. 

Results 

RQ2a. Past research demonstrated small to moderate correlations between student and 

teacher reports of social skills (Gresham, Elliot, Cook, Vance, & Kettler, 2010). Similar to 

previous research, correlations between student and teacher reports were relatively low, although 

some were moderate (ranged from -.05 to .36; see Table 4.4).  Student reports of responsibility 

appeared most highly related to teacher reports.  Student reports had moderate to high 

correlations with each other (ranged from .24 to.75), and teacher reports had moderate to high 

correlations with each other (ranged from  .19 to .90).  

 Paired sample t-tests between teacher and student reports revealed that teachers generally 

reported that students had higher social skills than students reported themselves (see Table 4.5 

for means and t-test statistic). Self-awareness was the only construct students reported 

significantly higher than their teachers. Teachers and students did not differ in cooperation and 

responsibility; student self-reports of cooperation and responsibility had the most significant 

correlations with teacher-reported SEL skills.
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Table 4. 4 Correlations between student and teacher reports of SEL skills 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

St
ud

en
t 

1.  Self-aware   __ 
              2.  Empathy  .46*** __           

   3.  Assertion  .49*** .53*** __          
   4. Self-control  .32*** .43*** .24*** __         
   5. Communicate  .45*** .53*** .47*** .47*** __        
   6. Cooperation  .45*** .47*** .36*** .51*** .62*** __       
   7. Engagement  .46*** .58*** .47*** .25*** .46*** .34*** __         

8. Responsible  .47*** .54*** .42*** .46*** .60*** .75*** .46*** __        

Te
ac

he
r 

9.  Self-aware   .09 .09 -.05 .08 .17* .19** .09 .25*** __       
10.  Empathy  .09 .17* .07 .10 .15* .21** .13† .26*** .48*** __      
11.  Assertion  -.01 -.05 -.01 -.05 -.07 -.03 .07 .01 .42*** .34*** __     
12. Self-control  .06 .08 -.08 .13† .11 .21** .02 .22*** .52*** .67*** .14* __    
13. Communicate  .03 .06 -.06 .06 .14* .17* .05 .21** .61*** .75*** .33*** .79*** __   
14. Cooperation  .09 .15* -.02 .12† .20** .36*** .06 .35*** .66*** .68*** .19** .77*** .75*** __  
15. Engagement  .00 .06 -.08 -.02 .06 .12† .06 .19** .70*** .65*** .50*** .65*** .80*** .66*** __ 

16. Responsible  .09 .19** -.01 .14* .23*** .32*** .06 .36*** .64*** .73*** .20** .82*** .83*** .90*** .73*
** 

a Bivariate correlations used listwise deletion, n=211. 
         †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.5 Paired sample t-test of teacher and student reports of SEL skills 

 

Student 
report 

Teacher 
report t-test 

Self-aware 3.18 3.04 2.62* 
SSIS All 2.84 2.97 -3.10** 
Empathy 2.76 2.96 -3.70*** 
Assertion 2.77 2.94 -3.40*** 
Self-control 2.37 2.75 -6.10*** 
Communicate 2.96 3.08 -2.58** 
Cooperation 2.98 2.91 1.44 
Engagement 2.97 3.06 -2.06* 
Responsible 3.02 3.05 -0.53 
†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
df=210    

 
RQ2b. Because there were multiple SEL skill constructs, a one-way MANOVA  

determined if there was an overall significance of school type, gender, and grade on social-

emotional competencies as reported by students and teachers: Λschool type =.70, p<.001; Λgender 

=.77, p<.001; Λgrade =.80, p<.01). A significant MANOVA provided justification to run 

ANOVAs without increasing the Type I error rate (Rencher, 2002). Due to the significant 

MANOVAs, ANOVAs for each SEL skill by school type, gender and grade were conducted (see 

Table 4.6 to 4.8). 

Students at the TPS and charter school had different SEL skills, as reported by students 

and by teachers (see Table 4.6). Teachers and students reported significant differences along four 

of the same social skills: self-awareness (student: F(1,222) = 11.04, p < .001; teacher: F(1,213) = 

9.39, p < .01); all SSIS (student: F(1,222) = 10.46, p < .001; teacher: F(1,213) = 5.04, p < .05); 

self-control (student: F(1,222) = 8.84, p < .001; teacher: F(1,213) = 6.03, p < .05); and 

engagement (student: F(1,222) = 18.41, p < .001; teacher: F(1,213) = 16.08, p < .001). While 

student SEL skills differed by school through both teacher and student reports, the pattern was 

not the same; students in the charter school generally rated their social skills higher than students 
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in the TPS, while teachers in the charter school generally rated their students’ social skills lower 

than did the teachers in the TPS. 

Student reports of SEL skills also differed for empathy and assertion by school. Similar 

to the other social skills, students in the charter school reported higher levels of empathy 

(F(1,222) = 7.99, p < .01) and assertion F(1,222) = 6.03, p < .05. In addition, teacher reports of 

of student SEL also differed for communication and responsibilty by school. Teachers in the 

charter school reported lower student communication (F(1,213) = 6.80, p < .01) and 

responsibility (F(1,213) = 5.06, p < .05).  

Table 4.6 ANOVAs for social-emotional competencies (reported by students and teachers) by 
school type 

 Student Perceptions  Teacher Perceptions  
 TPS       

(n=113) 
Charter    
(n=111) 

 TPS       
(n=114) 

Charter    
(n=101) 

 

 M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD)  
Self-awareness 3.07 (0.46) 3.28 (0.50) *** 3.15 (0.63) 2.89 (0.64) ** 
All SSIS 2.76 (0.37) 2.92 (0.40) *** 3.03 (0.55) 2.88 (0.44) * 
Social Awareness        

Empathy 2.64 (0.59) 2.87 (0.61) ** 2.96 (0.67) 2.96 (0.54)  
Assertion 2.69 (0.45) 2.86 (0.57) * 2.93 (0.52) 2.95 (0.49)  

Self-management        
Self-control 2.23 (0.60) 2.48 (0.64) ** 2.87 (0.84) 2.62 (0.64) * 

Relationship skills        
Communication 2.91 (0.49) 3.01 (0.54)  3.18 (0.59) 2.98 (0.55) ** 
Cooperation 2.93 (0.51) 3.02 (0.47)  2.98 (0.78) 2.82 (0.65) † 
Engagement 2.82 (0.46) 3.11 (0.54) *** 3.19 (0.50) 2.92 (0.47) *** 

Responsible decision-
making   

 
   

 

Responsibility  2.99 (0.46) 3.05 (0.50)  3.14 (0.69) 2.94 (0.58) * 
†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001  

 
Generally, students did not differ in their social-emotional skills by grade, as reported by 

either students or teachers (see Table 4.7). There were a few exceptions. Younger students 

reported that they were more able to engage with their peers more than were the middle school 

students (F(1,222) = 4.15, p < .05). Conversely, teachers thought that older students were more 

capable of engaging with their peers than the younger students F(1,213) = 4.13, p <. 05. 
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Teachers also thought that older students were more self-aware than younger students (F(1,213) 

= 5.14, p < .05).  

Table 4.7 ANOVAs for SEL skills (reported by students and teachers) by grade 

 Student Perceptions  Teacher Perceptions  
 4-5th                        

(n=107) 
6-8th                           

(n=117) 
 4-5th                        

(n=96) 
6-8th                           

(n=119) 
 

 M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD)  
Self-awareness 3.21 (0.49) 3.14 (0.49)  2.92 (0.52) 3.12 (0.72) * 
All SSIS 2.85 (0.40) 2.83 (0.39)  2.93 (0.40) 2.99 (0.58)  
Social Awareness        

Empathy 2.76 (0.66) 2.75 (0.57)  3.02 (0.50) 2.91 (0.68)  
Assertion 2.80 (0.52) 2.76 (0.53)  2.92 (0.41) 2.96 (0.57)  

Self-management        
Self-control 2.31 (0.65) 2.40 (0.61)  2.65 (0.61) 2.83 (0.85) † 

Relationship skills        
Communication 2.99 (0.48) 2.93 (0.54)  3.10 (0.48) 3.06 (0.65)  
Cooperation 2.97 (0.50) 2.98 (0.50)  2.85 (0.64) 2.94 (0.78)  
Engagement 3.04 (0.53) 2.90 (0.51) *  2.99 (0.38) 3.13 (0.58) * 

Responsible decision-
making   

 
   

 

Responsibility  2.99 (0.50) 3.05 (0.46)  3.01 (0.58) 3.08 (0.69)  
†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001  

Table 4.8 ANOVAs for SEL skills (reported by students and teachers) by gender 

 Student Perceptions  Teacher Perceptions  
 Girl        

(n=109) 
Boy      

(n=115) 
 Girl        

(n=106) 
Boy      

(n=109) 
 

 M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD) M (SD)  
Self-awareness 3.25 (0.48) 3.10 (0.49) * 3.09 (0.64) 2.97 (0.65)  
All SSIS 2.92 (0.41) 2.76 (0.36) ** 3.05 (0.45) 2.87 (0.54) ** 
Social Awareness        

Empathy 2.94 (0.60) 2.58 (0.57) *** 3.09 (0.59) 2.83 (0.60) *** 
Assertion 2.91 (0.52) 2.65 (0.50) *** 2.94 (0.48) 2.93 (0.52)  

Self-management        
Self-control 2.31 (0.64) 2.40 (0.61)  2.83 (0.69) 2.68 (0.82)  

Relationship skills        
Communication 3.04 (0.52) 2.88 (0.50) * 3.17 (0.52) 2.99 (0.62) * 
Cooperation 3.05 (0.51) 2.90 (0.47) * 3.03 (0.70) 2.77 (0.73) ** 
Engagement 3.01 (0.53) 2.93 (0.52)  3.15 (0.43) 2.98 (0.55) ** 

Responsible decision-
making   

 
   

 

Responsibility  3.12 (0.46) 2.93 (0.48) ** 3.17 (0.59) 2.92 (0.67) ** 
†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Boys and girls differed on most teacher- and student-rated social-emotional skills.  

Students and teachers reported that girls had higher social-emotional skills than boys on five of 

the nine SEL skills (see Table 4.8), including: All SSIS (student: F(1,222) = 9.54, p < .01; 

teacher: F(1,213) = 6.92, p < .01); empathy (student: F(1,222) = 21.70, p < .001; teacher: 

F(1,213) = 10.92, p < .001); communication (student: F(1,222) = 5.65, p < .05; teacher: F(1,213) 

= 5.31, p < .05); cooperation (student: F(1,222) = 4.88, p < .05; teacher: F(1,213) = 6.96, p 

< .01); and responsibility (student: F(1,222) = 9.55, p < .01; teacher: F(1,213) = 8.46, p < .01). 

Students and teachers differed in their ratings on three social-emotional skills. Girls 

reported having higher self-awareness than boys (F(1,222) = 5.39, p < .05), and girls reported 

higher assertion than boys (F(1,222)=14.48, p<.001). Teachers reported that girls engaged better 

with their peers than boys (F(1,213) = 6.83, p < .01). Self-control was the only social skill that 

neither teachers nor students reported significant differences by gender. 

Table 4.9 ANOVAs for SEL skills (student report) by classroom observation cluster 

  
Low        

(n=50) 
Medium      
(n=68) 

High       
(n=79) p-value 

Student-report M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
 Self-awareness 3.18 (0.47) 3.03 (0.56)a 3.28 (0.40)b 0.01b 

All SSIS 2.86 (0.35) 2.82 (0.38) 2.88 (0.42) 0.65 
Social Awareness 

    Empathy 2.82 (0.57) 2.68 (0.54) 2.81 (0.68) 0.35 
Assertion 2.76 (0.51) 2.73 (0.48) 2.85 (0.56) 0.35 

Self-management 
    Self-control 2.43 (0.57) 2.36 (0.60) 2.33 (0.66) 0.63 

Relationship skills 
    Communication 2.96 (0.50) 2.98 (0.48) 3.02 (0.48) 0.73 

Cooperation 2.97 (0.45) 2.99 (0.52) 3.04 (0.51) 0.72 
Engagement 3.01 (0.57) 2.92 (0.52) 3.02 (0.49) 0.45 

Responsible decision-
making 

    Responsibility  2.99 (0.46) 3.03 (0.52) 3.05 (0.47) 0.82 
Note. a and b are significantly different from one another.   
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RQ2c. Similar to RQ1c, between classroom differences for student SEL skills were 

tested through ANOVAs by observation cluster and FUM data from HLM. Classrooms clustered 

into three types based on observation scores. A significant one-way MANOVA for the SEL 

skills constructs (included student and teacher reports) by classroom observation cluster provided 

justification to continue with analysis (Λ = .67, p < .001). For student report of SEL skills, the 

only significant difference by classroom observation cluster was self-awareness (see Table 4.9).  

Table 4.10 ANOVAs for SEL skills (teacher reported) by classroom observation cluster 

  
Low        

(n=50) 
Medium      
(n=68) 

High       
(n=79) p-value 

Teacher-report M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
 Self-awareness 2.99 (0.67) 2.92 (0.67) 3.06 (0.56) 0.43 

All SSIS 2.99 (0.53) 2.82 (0.48) 2.97 (0.43) 0.11 
Social Awareness 

    Empathy 2.98 (0.57)a 2.72 (0.63)b 3.05 (0.57)a 0.004 
Assertion 3.09 (0.50)a 2.89 (0.45)b 2.87 (0.49)b 0.03 

Self-management 
    Self-control 2.82 (0.78)a 2.52 (0.83)b 2.73 (0.57) 0.08 

Relationship skills 
    Communication 3.06 (0.56) 2.92 (0.56)a 3.15 (0.46)b 0.04 

Cooperation 2.90 (0.74) 2.74 (0.73) 2.94 (0.66) 0.23 
Engagement 3.03 (0.57) 3.02 (0.45) 3.05 (0.41) 0.93 

Responsible decision-
making 

    Responsibility  3.02 (0.65) 2.93 (0.61) 3.05 (0.59) 0.49 
Note. a and b are significantly different from one another.   

 
For teacher reports of SEL skills, empathy (F(2,184) = 5.76, p < .01), assertion (F(2,184) 

= 3.47, p < .05), and communication (F(2,184) = 3.34, p < .05) were significantly different by 

classroom observation cluster (see Table 4.10). Tukey post-hoc analysis revealed that students in 

high observation clusters significantly differed from students in medium observation clusters for 

empathy (p < .01) and communication (p < .05); and students in high observation clusters 

significantly differed from students in low observation clusters for assertion (p < .05). While 

there were only a few significant differences by observation cluster, the general pattern for 
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teacher reported SEL skills by observation cluster was noteworthy. Students in the low 

observation cluster classrooms generally had higher teacher-reported SEL skills scores compared 

to students in medium observation cluster classrooms, while students in high observation 

classrooms generally had the highest teacher reported SEL skills. In other words, there was not a 

linear relationship between observation cluster and teacher-reported SEL skills. 

Table 4.11 Between classroom variability for student SEL skills (reported by student and 
teacher) 

  
Reliability ICC 

Between-
group Chi 
Squared 

Reliability ICC 
Between-

group Chi- 
Squared 

 
Student Report Teacher Report 

Self-awareness .52 9.70%  43.12** .64 15.30%  56.70*** 
All SSIS  .48 8.40%  39.78** .76 23.90%  87.18*** 
Social Awareness       

Empathy .42 6.70%  34.68* .70 16.90%  61.55*** 
Assertion .25 3.20%  25.86 .76 24.20%  84.74*** 

Self-management       
Self-control .30 3.90%  26.28 .76 24.20%  85.46*** 

Relationship skills       
Communication .18 2.10%  22.69 .77 25.90%  94.77*** 
Cooperation .47 8.10%  39.00** .56 11.20%  45.18*** 
Engagement .42 6.50%  34.63* .81 31.10% 119.69*** 

Responsible decision-
making       

Responsibility  .37 5.50%  32.16* .53 10.20%  42.70** 
df=20;  †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001    

To further understand the between classroom variability in student SEL skills as reported 

by students and teachers, the fully unconditional models (FUM) in HLM (v6.08) determined the 

percentage of variance in each measure that was due to classroom-level effects (see Table 4.11). 

For student self-reports of SEL skills, the chi-square statistic was significant for approximately 

half of the measures (self-awareness, SSIS-all, empathy, cooperation, and engagement).  

Furthermore, the ICCs for student-report were between 2.10% and 9.70% , which are considered 

small ICCs. Taken together, there was not significant between classroom variance for student-
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reported SEL skills, except for self-awareness, SSIS-all, and cooperation. For teacher-reported 

SEL skills, all chi-square statistics were significant, suggesting between classroom differences in 

teacher-reported SEL skills. Furthermore, the ICC ranged from 11.20% to 25.90%, suggesting 

that were between classroom differences in teacher reported SEL skills (see Table 4.11). 

Summary and discussion 

The goal of RQ2 was to get a better sense of students’ social-emotional skills. Because 

teachers and students reported on the same SEL skills, analysis focused on differences by 

informant. Similar to previous research (e.g., Gresham et al., 2010), the current study found 

small to moderate correlations between teacher and student reports of social skills, in which 

teachers reported that students had greater social skills than students reported. Self-awareness 

was the only SEL skill that had a reverse pattern – students reported higher self-awareness than 

did teachers. Self-awareness was a new measure used in the study, and was the only SEL skill 

that exclusively focused on students’ internal thought process. Thus, it would be more difficult 

for teachers to gauge what students thought about themselves 

There were two exceptions to this general pattern. Students and teachers reported similar 

levels of student cooperation and responsibility; correlations were high and no mean differences 

existed between student and teacher reports.  Perhaps these were the social skills that teachers 

paid attention to the most, or discussed most with students. In RQ6, student perceptions of 

emotional and organizational support predicted to student and teacher reported cooperation and 

responsibility (organizational support did not significantly predict to student report 

responsibility). Thus, there were multiple things that teachers did in the classroom that predicted 

student demonstration of cooperation and responsibility.   



 

92 

Along with correlations between informants, analysis looked at the trends based on 

individual characteristics (i.e., gender and age) and context (school and classroom). In Gresham 

and Elliot’s (2008) Rating Scales Manual for the SSIS, they found few trends in their validity 

data. There were few differences by age (developmental trends), by gender, or by context. 

Similar to their reports, the current study found few differences by grade (age). Even though 

Gresham and Elliot found few differences by age, similarities in SEL skills across multiple 

grades were unexpected given that many scholars believe that students develop social skills 

throughout their schooling experience (e.g., Cohen, 2006; Zins et al., 2007). Perhaps there was 

not a huge change in student’s SEL skills between upper elementary school and middle school; 

or this measure was not sensitive to differences between students’ developmental levels. 

The results of the current study did differ from Gresham and Elliot by gender and by 

context. In the current study, girls generally had higher social skills (as reported by self and by 

teacher) than boys. This was not surprising given that girls typically have greater academic skills 

than boys do (Patrick et al., 2007); and SEL skills are important for academic learning. 

Additionally, Gresham and Elliot found few differences across multiple contexts (i.e. regions of 

the country) during their reliability and validity studies; the current study found differences by 

local context (i.e., the school and classroom). TPS and charter school students differed on a 

majority of SEL skills. While both teacher reports and student reports of SEL skills resulted in 

significant differences, many times these significant differences had reverse trends. For example, 

students in the charter school generally rated their SEL skills higher than students in the TPS; 

however, teachers in the charter school generally rated their students SEL skills lower than TPS 

teachers rated their students, providing further support teachers and students perceived students’ 

social skills differently.  
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Teacher reports of student SEL skills (but not student reports of SEL skills) also differed 

by classrooms. Teachers in the high observation cluster scored their students the highest and 

teachers in the classroom observation cluster tended to rate their students higher in SEL skills 

(even though not significantly so) than teachers in the middle observation cluster. This result is 

similar to Rimm-Kaufman & Chiu (2007); they found a negative relationship between positive 

classroom environments and teacher reports of student social skills. While the current study 

cannot make a general claim based on this finding, this finding, along with other research, 

suggests that teacher effectiveness should be considered when teachers are evaluating student 

social skills.  

There were multiple reasons why teachers who scored low in classroom observations 

rated their students higher in social skills. (1) They wanted to appear more confident in their 

teaching skills – they wanted to be perceived as having socially skilled students, even though 

their performance was not the best. (2) They had a higher tolerance or different beliefs about 

what was and was not acceptable behavior in their classroom, so they thought their students had 

better social skills than they did. (3) They were not aware of the poor interactions in the 

classroom, lending to higher teacher reported social skills, and lower observation scores. Future 

work should consider the teacher’s actual classroom practice, and how effective the teacher is 

when providing ratings of their students, as it appears that teacher effectiveness relates to how 

teachers rate their students. 

Because of these non-linear patterns in teacher-reported SEL skills, caution should be 

taken when attempting to explain between-classroom differences in SEL skill. Teacher bias 

rather than actual classroom-level effects may cause these differences. In addition, HLM does 

not handle non-linear data, making it more difficult to detect classroom level effects. Thus, 
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results from the current analysis suggest that it will be difficult to model classroom level effects 

on student SEL skills, as reported by teachers (due to the non-linear relationship). 

Student reported SEL skills had small between classroom variability, in which the 

variation due to classroom effects classroom ranged from 2.1% to 9.7%. In other words, students 

varied more within classrooms rather than between classrooms. Low between classroom 

variation could occur because of the small classroom level sample size, or because there were 

few things a teacher did to impact student social skills. Even though there may not be classroom 

level effects, this did not mean that teachers did not impact student SEL skills. Based on the 

results from RQ6, student perceptions of teachers impacted the SEL skills students demonstrated 

in their classroom. The teacher effects on student SEL skills may be more at an individual level 

than a classroom level. Conversely, the current dissertation did not study change in students’ 

SEL skills; students’ entering SEL skills were not assessed. Perhaps teachers are more likely to 

impact change in SEL skills, rather than a correlation between practice and SEL skills. 

Research Question 3 

The third research question, how do students perceive the teaching practices that occur in 

their classrooms, examined how students perceived the instructional domains and dimensions (as 

defined by CLASS-S) in their first period class on Mondays. Secondary questions included: (3a) 

What was the relationship between student perceptions across CLASS-S dimensions and 

domains? (3b) Did groups of students differ in how they perceived their classrooms? Specifically, 

did boys and girls, students in upper elementary school (Grades 4-5) versus middle school 

(Grades 6-8), and students in the charter school versus TPS differ in their perceptions of teaching 

practices? (3c) Lastly, did student perceptions of teaching practices differ by classroom? 
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Analysis plan 

The analysis plan for RQ3 was similar to that used for RQ1 and RQ2. Before analyzing 

mean differences in instructional dimensions by student characteristics, bivariate correlations 

determined the relationships between student perceptions across dimensions. To determine how 

student characteristics (i.e., school, grade, and gender) differentiate student perceptions of 

instructional dimensions, ANOVAs tested mean differences by school (charter versus TPS), 

gender (female versus male), and grade (upper elementary versus middle school).  

Differences by classroom were tested in three ways. First, one-way ANOVAs by 

observation cluster tested mean differences for each instructional dimension. Second, reliabilities 

for each dimension by cluster score and by grade (upper elementary versus middle school) 

determined the ability of different groups of students to use this new measure. Were students in 

“objectively” better classrooms more reliable in their perceptions of instruction? Were older 

students more reliable? Finally, the chi-square and ICC from HLM determined the amount of 

between classroom variance. Variables were z-scored for the HLM analysis.  

Results 

RQ3a. First, bivariate correlations determined relationships between the CLASS-S 

dimensions and domains (see Table 4.12). CLASS-S domains were highly correlated with each 

other; correlation coefficients ranged from .64 to .72. Correlations among CLASS-S dimensions 

were moderate to high: correlation coefficients ranged from .32 to .88. One dimension had non-

significant to low magnitude significant correlations with the other dimensions, negative climate. 

Negative climate was the only dimension that was reverse-coded. Also, students perceived some 

negativity in their classrooms based on the classroom climate measures; however, students may 

have perceived the negativity differently than they experienced the other dimensions. 
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Table 4.12 Correlations between student reports of CLASS-S  

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Emotional Support __             
2. Organizational 
Support .72*** __            

3. Instructional Support .70*** .64*** __           

4. Positive climate .81*** .64*** .61*** __          

5. Neg climate (rev) .60*** .29*** .20*** .28*** __         

6. Teacher sensitivity .89*** .70*** .53*** .65*** .47*** __        

7. Reg for Adoles .68*** .48*** .76*** .52*** .19*** .44** __       

8. Behavior mngt .59*** .82*** .46*** .48*** .29*** .60*** .37*** __      

9. Productivity .57*** .75*** .47*** .50*** .28*** .56*** .32*** .40*** __     

10 Instr. learning .53*** .78*** .57*** .53*** .10 .47*** .44*** .46*** .40*** __    

11. Content understand .64*** .68*** .82*** .60*** .15* .52** .66*** .49*** .52*** .61*** __   

12. Analysis and 
problem solving   .52*** .41**** .80*** .43*** .16* .37*** .61*** .32*** .33*** .32*** .54*** __  

13. Quality feedback .57*** .53*** .88*** .52*** .17* .41*** .63*** .36*** .38*** .52*** .62*** .62*** __ 

14. Instruct dialogue .47*** .37*** .65*** .35*** .13* .37*** .52*** .29*** .25*** .33*** .41*** .40*** .42*** 
†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.13 ANOVAs for CLASS-S by school (student and observer reports) 

  Student Perceptions 
Aggregate Student 

Perceptions Observer Perceptions 

  
TPS     

(n=116) 
Charter     
(n=112) 

TPS     
(n=11) 

Charter     
(n=10) 

TPS     
(n=10) 

Charter     
(n=9) 

 
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Teaching practices - all 4.90 (.92) 5.14 (1.02) † 4.89 (0.47) 5.10 (0.78) 4.04 (0.76) 3.90 (1.05) 
   

  
 

  
 Emotional Support 4.59 (1.11) 4.82 (1.29) 4.56 (0.51) 4.81 (0.98) 4.29 (0.84) 4.38 (0.91) 

Positive climate 4.36 (1.64) 4.62 (1.74) 4.39 (0.94) 4.62 (1.26) 4.63 (0.93) 4.55 (1.05) 
Negative climate (rev) 3.53 (1.78) 4.27 (1.74)** 3.41 (0.69) 4.38 (0.85)** 6.04 (0.76) 6.19 (0.59) 
Teacher sensitivity 4.94 (1.45) 5.21 (1.51) 4.90 (0.60) 5.15 (1.09) 3.94 (0.96) 4.05 (1.04) 
Regard adol.  
perspective 5.01 (1.31) 4.88 (1.50) 4.99 (0.54) 4.85 (0.99) 2.56 (1.13) 2.73 (1.19) 

   
  

 
  

 Organizational Support 5.23 (0.98) 5.58 (0.95)** 5.25 (0.52) 5.53 (0.64) 5.23 (0.79) 4.77 (1.15) 
Behavior management 5.21 (1.25) 5.56 (1.13)* 5.25 (0.46) 5.53 (0.52) 5.53 (0.77) 4.90 (1.27) 
Productivity 5.40 (1.22) 5.91 (1.22)** 5.34 (0.84) 5.84 (0.79) 5.71 (0.79) 5.14 (1.10) 
Instructional learning  
format 5.09 (1.28) 5.27 (1.28) 5.16 (0.71) 5.23 (0.75) 4.44 (1.04) 4.27 (1.22) 

   
  

 
  

 Instructional Support 4.97 (1.05) 5.12 (1.09) 4.97 (0.49) 5.08 (0.73) 2.91 (0.78) 2.76 (1.21) 
Content understand 5.03 (1.28) 5.31 (1.23) † 5.05 (0.78) 5.26 (0.94) 3.42 (0.86) 3.03 (1.16) 
Analysis and problem  
solving 5.26 (1.30) 5.34 (1.31) 5.24 (0.54) 5.28 (0.63) 2.72 (0.99) 2.56 (1.14) 
Quality feedback 4.97 (1.29) 5.04 (1.46) 4.99 (0.52) 4.97 (0.82) 3.01 (0.90) 3.02 (1.28) 
Instructional dialogue 4.49 (1.48) 4.66 (1.59) 4.46 (0.57) 4.59 (0.88) 2.47 (0.97) 2.42 (1.43) 

 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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RQ3b. Because there were multiple teaching practices, as measured by the CLASS-S, a 

one-way MANOVA determined if there was an overall significance of school type, gender, and 

grade on student perceptions of CLASS-S domains and dimensions; Λschool type = .86, p < .01; 

Λgender = .91, p = .19; Λgrade = .83, p < .001). A significant MANOVA provided justification to 

run ANOVAs without increasing the Type I error rate (Rencher, 2002). Due to the significant 

MANOVA for school type and grade, ANOVAs for each CLASS-S dimension and domain were 

conducted (see Table 4.13 & 4.14). Due to the insignificant MANOVA by gender, ANOVAs by 

gender were not reported. 

Analysis of student perceptions of teaching practices by school type produced one 

significant effect for CLASS-S domains, and three significant effects for CLASS-S dimensions 

(see Table 4.13). Students at the charter school perceived that their classrooms were better 

organized for academic tasks compared to students at the traditional public school (F(1,226) = 

7.26, p < .01). This significant difference by organizational support domain can be accounted for 

by two of the three dimensions within the domain. Compared to students in the TPS, students at 

the charter school reported higher classroom management (F(1,226) = 4.69, p < .05), and 

productivity (F(1,226) = 9.82, p < .01). Along with the dimensions in organizational support, 

students in the TPS and charter school differed by negative climate. Students in the charter 

school felt there was less negative climate than students in the traditional public school (F(1,226) 

=10.05, p < .01).   

Along with school type, upper elementary and middle school students perceived their 

classrooms differently.  Students in the upper elementary grades reported that teaching practices 

occurred more frequently than middle school students (see Table 4.14).  Students in the upper 

elementary school thought that overall (average of all CLASS-S dimensions), their teachers 
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implemented CLASS-S teaching practices more often than did middle school students (F(1,226) 

= 5.82, p < .05). Emotional support was the only domain that did not vary significantly by grade, 

but did have one dimension that was significantly different: positive climate (F(1,226) = 15.09, p 

< .001). The organizational support domain significantly differed by grade (F(1,226) = 7.92, p 

< .01), which can be accounted for by two of three dimensions – productivity (F(1,226) = 8.18, p 

< .01), and instructional learning formats (F(1,226) = 9.22, p < .01). Finally, instructional 

support significantly differed by grade (F(1,226) = 7.13, p < .01), which was primarily due to 

three of the four dimensions – content knowledge (F(1,226) = 9.46, p < .01), analysis and 

problem solving (F(1,226) = 5.14, p < .05), and quality feedback (F(1,226) = 8.23, p < .01).   

Table 4.14 ANOVAs for student report of CLASS-S by grade 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 Grade Recoded  
 4-5th                        

(n=107) 
6-8th                           

(n=121) 
 

 M (SD) M (SD)  
Teaching practices - 
all 5.18 (0.83) 4.87 (1.07) 

 
* 

     

Emotional Support 4.82 (1.05) 4.61 (1.32)  
Positive climate 4.93 (1.39) 4.09 (1.83) *** 
Neg climate (rev) 3.82 (1.70) 3.96 (1.88)  
Teacher sensitivity 5.07 (1.41) 5.07 (1.55)  
Reg for Adoles 5.02 (1.29) 4.88 (1.52)  

     

Organizational 
Support 5.59 (0.88) 5.23 (1.03) 

 
** 

Behavior mngt 5.46 (1.18) 5.31 (1.22)  
Productivity 5.90 (1.13) 5.43 (1.31) ** 
Instr. learning 5.45 (1.15) 4.94 (1.35) ** 

    
 

Instructional Support 5.25 (0.90) 4.87 (1.18) ** 
Content understand 5.45 (1.01) 4.93 (1.41) ** 
Analysis and    
problem solving 5.51 (1.14) 5.12 (1.41) 

 

* 
Quality feedback 5.27 (1.09) 4.76 (1.54) ** 

Instruct dialogue 4.55 (1.54) 4.60 (1.53) 
 

†p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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RQ3c. Similar to classroom climate and student SEL skills, between classroom 

differences of student perceptions of CLASS-S were tested in multiple ways. First, classroom 

differences were tested through ANOVAs by observation cluster, using Tukey post-hoc analysis. 

A significant one-way MANOVA for student perceptions of teaching practices (instructional 

domains and dimensions) by classroom observation cluster provided justification to analyze the 

individual teaching practices (Λ = .74, p < .01). 

Table 4.15 ANOVAs for student reports of CLASS-S by observation cluster 

  
Low        

(n=51) 
Medium      
(n=70) 

High       
(n=79) p- value  

 
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

 Teaching practices - all 4.92 (1.04)a 5.03 (0.88)a 5.37 (0.84)b 0.01 
     
Emotional Support 4.61 (1.28)a 4.67 (1.11)a 5.10 (1.10)b 0.03 

Positive climate 4.17 (1.77)a 4.84 (1.38)b 5.06 (1.41)b 0.004 
Neg climate (rev) 3.92 (1.81) 3.58 (1.71) 4.13 (1.84) 0.17 
Teacher sensitivity 5.11 (1.60) 4.91 (1.50) 5.37 (1.32) 0.16 
Reg for Adoles 4.82 (1.47)a 4.99 (1.16) 5.38 (1.32)b 0.05 

     
Organizational Support 5.33 (1.03) 5.49 (0.95) 5.63 (0.85) 0.20 

Behavior mngt 5.42 (1.16) 5.43 (1.14) 5.47 (1.21) 0.97 
Productivity 5.50 (1.40)a 5.58 (1.23)a 6.00 (1.03)b 0.03 
Instr. learning 5.04 (1.30) 5.49 (1.17) 5.45 (1.14) 0.08 

     Instructional Support 4.91 (1.19)a 5.06 (0.94)a 5.46 (0.85)b 0.004 
Content understand 5.02 (1.34)a 5.28 (1.05) 5.62 (1.00)b 0.009 
Analysis and    
problem solving 5.09 (1.43)a 5.23 (1.22)a 5.78 (0.97)b 0.002 
Quality feedback 4.71 (1.58)a 5.10 (1.02) 5.48 (1.09)b 0.002 
Instruct dialogue 4.75 (1.69) 4.36 (1.60) 4.70 (1.43) 0.30 

Note. a and b are significantly different from one another.   
 
Overall, a consistent pattern of student perceptions of teaching practices emerged by 

classroom observation score, in which students in high observation clusters perceived that their 

teachers implemented teaching practices the most often (see Table 4.15). For the average of all 

teaching practices, there was a significant effect by classroom observation cluster (F(2,197) = 

4.58, p < .01). Through Tukey post-hoc analysis, students in high observation clusters perceived 
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that practices occurred more often than in low observation classrooms (p = .02) and marginally 

significant more than students in medium observation classrooms (p = .06). 

For the emotional support domain, there was a significant effect of classroom observation 

cluster (F(2,197) = 3.70, p < .05), in which students in high observation clusters were 

significantly higher than students in low observation clusters (p = .05), and marginally higher 

than students in medium observation clusters (p = .06). The significant differences in emotional 

support were driven by two of the four dimensions. Positive climate support significantly 

differed by classroom observation cluster (F(2,197) = 5.58, p <.01), in which students in low 

observation cluster classrooms perceived that classroom practices occurred less often than 

students in medium (p = .04) and high observation clusters (p < .01). Furthermore, regard for 

adolescence significantly differed by classroom observation cluster F(2,197) = 3.16, p < .05), in 

which high and low observation cluster classrooms significantly differed (p = .05) 

An overall effect for the organizational support domain by classroom observation cluster 

did not exist. Yet, one dimension significantly differed by classroom observation, productivity 

(F(2,197) = 3.58, p < .05). Students in high observation clusters perceived their classrooms as 

significantly more productive than did students in low observation clusters (p = .05), and 

marginally more productive than did students in medium observation clusters (p = .08). 

For the instructional support domain, a significant effect by classroom observation cluster 

existed (F(2,197) = 5.60, p < .01), in which students in high observation clusters perceived their 

classrooms to have more opportunities to engage in higher order thinking tasks than students in 

low (p < .01) and medium (p = .04) observation clusters. The significant differences in 

instructional support were accounted for by three of the four dimensions (instructional dialogue 

was not significant). Content understanding significantly differed by classroom observation 
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cluster (F(2,197) = 4.77, p < .01), in which students in high observation clusters perceived their 

classrooms to be more focused on understanding concepts than students in low observation 

clusters (p < .01). Analysis and problem solving significantly differed by classroom observation 

cluster (F(2,197) = 6.55, p < .01), in which students in high observation clusters perceived their 

classrooms to require more thinking than students in low (p < .01) and medium (p = .02) 

observation clusters. Quality feedback significantly differed by classroom observation cluster 

(F(2,197) = 6.29, p < .01), in which students in high observation clusters perceived their teachers 

as providing more feedback than students in low observation clusters (p < .01). 

Table 4.16 Reliabilities (α) for student report of CLASS-S by grade and observation cluster 

  
4-5th                        

(n=107) 
6-8th                           

(n=121) 
Low        

(n=51) 
Medium      
(n=70) 

High       
(n=79) 

Teaching practices - all .92 .95 .95 .93 .93 
   

  
  

Emotional Support .85 .91 .90 .87 .87 
Positive climate .65 .82 .80 .66 .67 
Neg climate (rev) .67 .77 .72 .69 .75 
Teacher sensitivity .84 .85 .90 .83 .82 
Reg for Adoles .55 .75 .73 .44 .64 

   
  

  
Organizational Support .74 .80 .80 .77 .76 

Behavior mngt .68 .66 .64 .62 .71 
Productivity .57 .58 .64 .55 .52 
Instr. learning .58 .65 .63 .65 .58 

   
  

  
Instructional Support .82 .90 .90 .84 .82 

Content understand .47 .75 .71 .54 .53 
Analysis and    
problem solving .65 .75 .71 .67 .60 
Quality feedback .63 .84 .79 .62 .69 
Instruct dialogue .51 .62 .70 .58 .48 

 
Reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) across classroom observation clusters and 

grades determined if the internal structure was consistent across classroom settings  (see Table 

4.16). Overall, students were more consistent in domain scores than they were in dimension 

scores. As expected, students in middle school were more consistent in identifying teaching 
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practices than students in upper elementary school.  Surprisingly, students in low observation 

clusters had higher reliability scores compared to students in medium and high observation 

clusters. Students in medium and high observation clusters had similar Cronbach alpha 

coefficients, but there was variation in how similar the reliability coefficients were. 

Table 4.17 Between classroom variability for student report of CLASS-S  

  Reliability ICC 

Between-
group Chi 
Squared 

Teaching practices - all .83 32.90% 119.34*** 
    
Emotional Support .82 31.70% 111.00*** 

Positive climate .84 34.30% 132.23*** 
Neg climate (rev) .57 11.70%  46.67*** 
Teacher sensitivity .75 23.30%  80.16*** 
Reg for Adoles .74 22.90%  83.09*** 

    
Organizational Support .77 25.60% 90.95** 

Behavior mngt .43 6.90% 36.52** 
Productivity .83 33.80% 116.56*** 
Instr. learning .74 22.20%  83.50*** 

    
Instructional Support .75 23.50%  86.78*** 

Content understand .84 34.90% 130.66*** 
Analysis and    
problem solving .58 12.20%  51.53*** 
Quality feedback .65 15.60%  60.50*** 
Instruct dialogue .60 12.70%  51.01*** 

a All cases included; df=20 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

  
To further understand the between classroom variability in student perceptions of 

instructional domains and dimensions, the FUM in HLM (v6.08) determined the percentage of 

variance in each measure that was due to individual-level and classroom-level effects. HLM 

provided two statistics that determined the level of between-classroom variability, the chi-square 

statistic and the ICC (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Each chi-square presented in Table 4.17 was 

significant. A significant chi-square represented significant between classroom differences for 
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each instructional domain and dimension, which provided justification to identify classroom 

level factors that might help explain variance in student perceptions of their classrooms.  

The second statistic, the ICC, provided the percentage of variance that was from 

classroom effects (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). ICCs ranged from 6.9% to 34.9% (Table 4.17). 

The majority of CLASS-S dimensions had a good amount of between classroom variance. The 

only exception was behavior management, which was 6.9%. While CLASS-S domains generally 

had the highest ICCs compared to CLASS-S dimensions, there was one dimension within each 

domain that had a higher ICC than the corresponding domain. In other words, one dimension 

appeared to have the most the between classroom variability for each domain.  For example, the 

ICC for instructional support is 23.50%. Only one dimension (of the four) had an ICC above 

20%; content understanding had an ICC that was 34.9%. Thus, students picked up something in 

content understanding that allowed them to differentiate between teachers better than the other 

dimensions in the instructional support domain. 

Summary and discussion 

RQ3 explored student perceptions of the CLASS-S domains and dimensions. Students 

differed in their perceptions of CLASS-S domains and dimensions depending on their grade 

level and context (i.e., classroom and school level effects); no differences existed by gender. 

Student perceptions differed by grade, in which upper elementary school students generally 

perceived their classrooms more positively (practices occurred more frequently) than middle 

school students. The majority of these differences were found in the organizational support and 

instructional support domains, which were unexpected as previous research found that younger 

students were more likely to focus on the relational aspects of the classroom and older students 

were more likely to focus on the aspects that impacted student learning (Worrell & Kuterbach, 
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2001). The current study, on the other hand, found that students in upper elementary school were 

also capable of detecting instructional supports that helped develop higher order thinking skills. 

There were also multiple school level differences; charter school students perceived their 

teachers to use more organizational support structures than did TPS students. Charter school 

students reported that their teachers had better classroom management and that they were in 

more productive classrooms compared to the TPS students. This pattern differed from the 

classroom climate measures; charter school students rated higher classroom misbehavior. 

However, the items in classroom management focused on how the individual student acted in the 

classroom, whereas classroom misbehavior focused on other students’ behavior. Thus, charter 

school students believed that as individuals they were more responsive to classroom management 

strategies, but the students as a whole were not. 

Students also differed by their first period class on Mondays, particularly along the 

emotional support and instructional support domains. Students in high observation clusters 

perceived that emotional and instructional domain practices occurred more frequently in their 

classrooms than students in low or medium observation clusters. For example, students in high 

observation cluster classrooms were likely to perceive their classrooms as places where teachers 

had a good understanding of content, provided tasks that allowed students to problem solve, and 

provided students quality feedback. The current analysis thus supported students’ capabilities of 

scoring classrooms along similar dimensions as trained observers, as students were able to detect 

meaningful classroom differences with the aligned CLASS-S student survey. 

Reliability coefficients also assessed students’ ability to use the new CLASS-S student 

survey to rate their teachers. The CLASS-S reliabilities differed depending on grade and 

classroom observation cluster. Overall, classroom domains had higher reliabilities than did 
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classroom dimensions, which was not surprising given the high correlations among the 

dimensions. It was difficult to create items that differentiated all aspects of the classroom, 

particularly when many of the classroom dimensions overlap with each other. For example, 

student interviews found that students were more likely to develop positive relationships (i.e., 

positive climate) with their teachers when they paid attention to the students’ social and 

emotional needs (i.e., teacher sensitivity). 

As expected, older students were more reliable than younger students, as students 

develop cognitively and become more exposed to classroom interactions over time (McCombs et 

al., 1997). Students in upper elementary students had good reliability scores at the domain level 

(.74-.85), but had a wide range at the dimension level (.47 to .84). The lowest reliability for 

middle school students was .58 for productivity. While grade level results were as expected, 

reliability coefficients for each classroom observation cluster were not. Students in objectively 

worse classrooms (as assessed by classroom observations) were more reliable than students in 

objectively better classrooms. Students in lower observation clusters were more consistent in 

their rating than students in high observation clusters. Perhaps it was easier to detect agreement 

about a lack of a practice than it was to detect a common approach amongst students. These 

results were supported in the student interviews – while students agreed on general practices that 

occurred in classrooms or practices that they liked, they differed in how regularly teachers used 

particular practices in the classroom.  

Taken together, the current analysis supported students’ ability to accurately detect 

meaningful differences in their classrooms. Specifically, students were capable of detecting 

differences at the domain and dimension level. Even when a CLASS-S domain was not 

significant, students detected differences at the dimension level; and other times, certain 
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dimensions were driving the results at the domain level. Thus, future work should continue to 

look at the nuances of how students perceive their classrooms. 

Research Question 4 

The fourth research question, how do observers perceive the teacher practices that occur 

in classrooms, explored the observation scores classrooms received throughout the academic 

year. Secondary questions included: (4a) Were there differences between classrooms? (4b) Were 

there differences between schools? (4c) How consistent were teachers throughout the academic 

year?  

Analysis plan 

To analyze differences by classrooms, a k-means cluster analysis determined patterns by 

CLASS-S dimension scores. The goal of cluster analysis was to obtain distinct clusters of 

homogenous members and to maximize differences of group membership (Aldenderfer & 

Blashfield, 1984). K-means cluster analysis provided evidence about how teachers scored 

similarly and differently from each other on the CLASS-S dimensions. To determine school level 

differences, one-way ANOVAs by schools tested mean differences for each instructional domain 

and dimension. Finally, FUM for each CLASS-S domain and dimension (each CLASS-S domain 

and dimension was an outcome variable in a FUM) determined how consistent teacher 

observation scores were across the academic year. The FUM provided information about the 

amount of variance in observation scores due to within classroom effects (consistency of teacher 

across school year) and between classroom effects (differences between classroom). Observation 

scores were z-scored for HLM analysis. 
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Results 

RQ4a. A three- and four-cluster solution with CLASS-S dimension scores attempted to 

determine patterns in observation scores. A three-cluster k-means cluster analysis produced an 

uneven balance, in which one teacher scored exceptionally high across dimensions, a group of 

teachers who scored generally low (n=11), and a group of teachers scored around the middle 

range (n=7). A four-cluster k-means cluster analysis produced a more balanced distribution, in 

which one teacher still scored exceptionally high, eight teachers scored low across all dimensions, 

five teachers scored in the middle across dimensions, and 5 teachers scored in the middle-high 

range across all dimensions (see Table 4.18 for mean scores across dimensions for each cluster). 

Because there was only one teacher in the exceptional group, and because students with the 

exceptional teacher did not significantly differ compared to the high group across a variety of 

student-level variables of interest, the exceptional teacher was placed into the high group for 

subsequent analyses. This created three clusters of teachers, relatively low (n=8), medium (n=5), 

or high (n=6) across all 11 CLASS-S dimensions. The term, relatively, was used because the 

scores across dimensions for each group were not the same. For example, teachers in the high 

observation cluster had a mean score of 6.00 for productivity, but only had a mean score of 3.38 

for instructional dialogue. Teachers, thus, scored relatively high or low compared to each other, 

but did not score at the same level across CLASS-S dimension. 

RQ4b. There were no statistically significant differences between schools on any of the 

CLASS-S domains and dimensions (see Table 4.13). In other words, teachers in the TPS and 

charter school did not differ in their observation scores. However, this could be due to the low 

power due to the small sample size: there were only 19 teachers observed throughout the 

academic year. 
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Table 4.18 Clusters of student perceptions of CLASS-S 

    Cluster scores 

  
Total Mean 

(SD) 
Low      
(n=8) 

Medium 
(n=5) 

High     
(n=5) 

Exceptional     
(n=1) 

Positive climate 4.58 (0.97) 3.72 4.52 5.53 6.50 
Neg climate 
(rev) 6.12 (0.75) 5.57 6.19 6.59 7.00 

Teacher 
sensitivity 4.00 (0.66) 3.08 3.99 4.88 6.00 
Reg for Adoles 2.65 (1.13) 1.96 2.08 4.13 5.38 
Behavior mngt 5.20 (1.08) 3.93 5.56 5.94 7.00 
Productivity 5.41 (0.98) 4.17 5.84 6.00 7.00 
Instr. learning 4.35 (1.11) 3.20 4.35 5.50 6.63 
Content 
understand 3.22 (1.02) 2.11 3.43 3.88 5.50 

Analysis and 
problem solving   2.64 (1.05) 1.81 2.54 3.44 5.13 

Quality 
feedback 3.02 (1.08) 2.00 3.06 3.69 6.13 

Instruct 
dialogue 2.44 (1.20) 1.54 2.19 3.38 6.13 

 
RQ4c. The FUM for each instructional domain and dimension produced two statistics 

used to determine consistency in observed CLASS-S scores across the school year: reliability 

and ICC (see Table 4.19). The reliability “measures the ratio of the true score or parameter 

variance, relative to the observed score or total variance of the sample mean” (p. 42, Raudenbush 

& Bryk, 2002); the closer the reliability scores were to 1.0 the more substantial the variability. 

Reliability scores for instructional domains and dimensions were relatively high (λ ranged 

between .77-.91), particularly for the instructional domains (λ = .91); thus, substantial between 

classroom variability existed in the outcome variables.  

Second, the ICC measured the percentage of variance in the outcome variable due to 

between teacher effects. Conversely, when the ICC was subtracted from one (1-ICC), the 

percentage of variance in the outcome variable that was within teachers was calculated. In other 
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words, subtracting the ICC from 1.0 determined the degree teachers varied in instructional 

domains and dimensions across the academic year (1-ICC) versus the degree teachers varied 

between each other in instructional domains and dimensions (ICC; see Table 4.19).  For the 

instructional domains, there was slightly more variation between classrooms (approximately 

57% of the variation in each instructional domain) than within classrooms (approximately 43%). 

While teachers differed from each other, observation scores also varied across the academic year 

within a teacher. Instructional dimensions differed more substantially in the amount of within 

versus between teacher variation. Individual teachers (within) varied the most across the 

academic year in quality feedback (69.8%) and negative climate (68.9%), and varied the least 

across the academic year in analysis and problem solving (24.4%) and regard for adolescent 

perspective (39.3%). The other seven instructional dimensions had similar percentages of within 

and between teacher variance (between 42.2%and 59.8% within teacher variation). 

Table 4.19 Between classroom variability for observer report of CLASS-S  

  Reliability 
ICC          

(between) 
1-ICC        

(within) 
Emotional Support 0.91 57.20% 42.80% 

Positive climate 0.85 43.30% 56.70% 
Negative climate (rev) 0.78 31.10% 68.90% 
Teacher sensitivity 0.84 40.20% 59.80% 
Regard adol. perspective 0.92 60.70% 39.30% 
    Organizational Support 0.91 57.60% 42.40% 
Behavior management 0.89 51.10% 48.90% 
Productivity 0.86 44.40% 55.60% 
Instructional learning  
format 0.89 50.50% 49.50% 
    Instructional Support 0.91 57.80% 42.20% 
Content understand 0.88 48.00% 52.00% 
Analysis and problem  
solving 0.91 75.60% 24.40% 
Quality feedback 0.77 30.20% 69.80% 
Instructional dialogue 0.89 51.00% 49.00% 

a 19 classes were observed  
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Summary and discussion 

RQ4 explored the ratings teachers received from observations across an academic year. 

An observer rated teachers three to four times throughout the school year, with approximately 

two observation cycles per visit – giving each teacher between six and eight scores per CLASS-S 

dimension. In all, 19 teachers were observed, for a total of 152 observation cycles. Similar to 

teachers in the MET study (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012), teachers in the current 

sample did not score very high across the CLASS-S dimensions (see Table 4.18). In the current 

study, teachers scored above the midpoint on positive climate, negative climate, teacher 

sensitivity, behavior management, productivity, and instructional learning format. Teachers only 

had an average score of “highly characteristic” on negative climate (reverse coded), followed by 

productivity (average of 5.41 out of 7.00). Teachers generally scored lower in instructional 

support dimensions (e.g., content understanding), and regard for adolescence. Even with lower 

scores across the sample, teachers varied between each other in their scores (the standard 

deviation for each dimension was around one point).  

K-means cluster analysis determined the relationship between instructional dimensions. 

Based on this analysis, teachers generally scored high, medium, or low across all dimensions 

relative to one other. For example, teachers in the high group scored in the three range in the 

instructional domain dimensions, and scored in the five range for the other dimensions, while 

teacher in the medium observation group scored in the two-three range in the instructional 

domain dimensions, and scored in the four-five range for the other dimensions. Thus, a teacher 

scored high or low relative to the other teachers across dimensions, but did not have equal scores 

across dimensions. Thus, it appeared that teachers were relatively good compared to other 

teachers, but that did not mean that they were good at all CLASS-S dimensions.  
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Along with determining relationships across dimensions, the variation in teachers’ scores 

across the academic year was analyzed – how much variation in observation scores was due to 

between teacher differences and within teacher differences? Across instructional domains, 

observation scores varied more between teachers than they did within teachers. However, for 

instructional dimensions, only two dimensions had more between teacher variation than within 

teacher variation (regard for adolescent perspective and analysis and problem solving). The 

remaining dimensions had slightly more within teacher variation or approximately the same 

amount of between and within teacher variation. Thus, not only did teachers differ from each 

other a great deal, they also varied in their own scores across the academic year. This degree of 

consistency is common among observation scores across the academic year (e.g., Bill and 

Melinda Gates, 2010). For example, in a study assessing science classrooms, correlations for 

teachers’ observation scores from the beginning and the end of the year ranged from .35 to .61, 

depending on the classroom dimension assessed (e.g., teacher authority; Lawrenz et al., 2003).  

Research Question 5 

The fifth research question, what is the relationship between student perceptions of 

practices and observer perceptions of practices, explored the consistency between student 

reports of practices and observer reports of practices using the CLASS-S dimensions and 

domains.  

Analysis plan 

There were four ways this research question was analyzed. First, results from the one-

way ANOVAs from RQ3 determined whether there were statistically significant differences 

between the cluster means of the student perceptions. Second, means-as-outcome regression 

HLMs used level-two predictors (observation scores) to predict to level-one outcomes (student 
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perceptions of CLASS-S domains) to determine if observation scores predict student perception 

scores (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). For this analysis, four independent HLM analyses were 

conducted  – all domains averaged together and each CLASS-S domain as an outcome variable. 

In the third and fourth approach, aggregated student perception data and observation scores were 

compared through (1) bivariate correlations and (2) paired-sample t-tests. 

Results 

One-way ANOVAs of student perceptions by classroom observation cluster provided 

initial evidence that a relationship between student perceptions and observation perceptions 

existed (refer back to Table 4.15 in RQ3). A general pattern emerged, in which students in high 

observation cluster classrooms perceived that instructional activities occurred more frequently 

than in low and moderate observation clusters. While this approach provided initial evidence, 

cluster solutions were the average across all dimensions and analyzed as discrete variables, 

whereas observation scores were measured as continuous variables with multiple domains.   

In order to maintain the variation in observation scores, four independent means-as-

outcomes regression HLMs analyzed the predictive effect of instructional domains (as perceived 

by the observer) to student perceptions of instructional domains (students perceptions were the 

outcome variable; see Table 4.20). A general pattern emerged across all four HLMs: observer 

perceptions of emotional support significantly predicted student perceptions across domains, 

whereas observer perceptions of organizational or instructional support did not predict to any 

student perceptions. 
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Table 4. 20 2-level HLM, observation CLASS-S domains predicted to level-1 student perception 
CLASS-S domains 

  Student perceptions as outcome variables 

  

All 
Teaching 
practices 

Emotional 
Support 

Organization 
Support 

Instructional 
Support 

Intercept  .07 .06 .07 .07 

Student-level predictor 
__ __ __ __ 

     
Classroom-level predictor 

    Emotional Support (Obs) .56*        .55*        .37†        .49* 
Organizational Support  
(Obs) .29       -.30       -.24       -.21 
Instructional Support  
(Obs)         .02       -.02        .03       -.03 

   
  

 
Proportion of between-school 
variance in outcome explained 21.40% 15.60% 0.00% 43.30% 
a Cases with 19 classroom included. Student n=200. 

  †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
    

Finally, students’ perceptions were aggregated to the classroom level to determine the 

relationship between student and observer perceptions. With this approach, bivariate correlations 

across the instructional domains and paired-sampled t-tests determined informant differences at 

the classroom level (see Table 4.21). Observer perceptions of practices were highly related 

across domains (r = .84 to .87), as were the aggregates of student perceptions of practices across 

domains (r = .83 to .91). Correlations between aggregates of student perceptions of practices and 

observer perceptions of practices were moderate (r= .22 - .59). Emotional support was the only 

instructional domain that was significantly correlated between informants (r = .45). The paired 

sample t-test determined mean differences between aggregated student perceptions and observer 

perceptions of instructional domains. Across domains, students rated their classrooms 

significantly higher than did an observer (see Table 4.21). All t-tests revealed significant mean 

differences between the observer and students across the average of all teaching practices (t(18)= 

5.70, p < .001) and across all instructional domains (emotional support: t(18) = 2.29, p = .03; 
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instructional support: t(18) = 10.81, p < .001), except organizational support, which was 

marginally significant.  (t(18) = 2.04, p = .06).  

Table 4.21 Relationships between student (aggregate) and observer report of CLASS-S  

    M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Observer 
        

 

1.  Teaching 
practices - all 3.97 (0.90)b __ 

      

 

2.  Emotional 
Support  4.34 (0.85)c .95*** __ 

     

 

3.  
Organizational 
Support 4.99 (1.00)d .95*** .86*** 

__ 

    

 

4.  Instructional 
Support 2.83 (1.00)e .96*** .84*** .87*** __ 

   Aggregate 
    

 
   

 

5.  Teaching 
practices - all 5.09 (0.61)b .40† .50* .31 .34 __ 

  

 

6.  Emotional 
Support  4.78 (0.76)c .36 .45* .27 .30 .98*** __ 

 

 

7.  
Organizational 
Support 5.47 (0.57)d .30 .36 .22 .27 .91*** .83*** 

__ 

  
8.  Instructional 
Support 5.12 (0.56)e .49* .59** .40† .42† .96*** .91*** .83*** 

a 19 classrooms that had both observations and classroom practices were used for analysis. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

Summary and Discussion 

The current analysis found that a relationship existed between student and observer 

perceptions of CLASS-S domains. When using means-as-outcomes regression in HLM v6.08, 

positive relationships existed between observer perceptions of emotional support and student 

perceptions across each CLASS-S domain. In other words, if an observer perceived the 

classroom as emotional supportive, students reported higher emotional, organizational, and 

instructional support. It was possible that students picked up on the emotionally supportive 

classroom and rated their classrooms more favorably across all domains because students felt 

supported and cared for by their teacher. One possible explanation was found in the student 
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interviews. Throughout their interviews, students mentioned components of emotional support, 

in which the classroom emotional support impacted and was impacted by multiple factors in the 

classroom. For example, students were more likely to have fun in classrooms that offered 

multiple instructional activities; or, some students enjoyed classrooms more when they were 

challenged. Thus, a general positive affect in the classroom appeared to be intertwined 

throughout the students’ classroom experience. 

Furthermore, analysis looked at differences between the aggregate of student perceptions 

and observer perceptions at the classroom level. Overall, students rated their classrooms 

significantly higher than did an observer, which is opposite the effect when comparing teacher 

and student ratings; teachers generally score classroom environments higher than students 

(Hamre & Pianta, 2010). While most correlations between observer and student perceptions were 

not significant, they were higher in the current analysis than in previous research comparing 

student and observer perceptions (e.g., Lawrenz et al., 2003). Emotional support was the only 

domain that was significantly correlated between observer and students. Emotional support 

(observer) was also positively related to the aggregate of instructional support. This further 

supports the previous analysis that observer perceptions of emotional support were related to 

student perceptions of instructional domains. Finally, it should be noted that observer perceptions 

across domains were highly correlated, as were the aggregate of student perceptions, confirming 

previous analysis that shows that teachers were generally high or generally low (relative to each 

other) across the domains.  

Research Question 6 

The sixth research question, what is the relationship between teaching practices (as 

perceived by students and an observer) and student perceptions of classroom climate, student 
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SEL skills, behavioral engagement, and academic achievement, explored the direct effects of the 

process model in Figure 2.2. Multiple secondary questions included: (6a) What was the 

relationship between teaching practices and academic achievement and behavioral engagement? 

(6b) What was the relationship between teaching practices and classroom climate (beginning and 

end of year classroom misbehavior, peer support, and student-teacher relationships)? (6c) What 

was the relationship between teaching practices and SEL skills (teacher and student reports of 

self-awareness, self-control, empathy, assertion, communication, cooperation, engagement, and 

responsibility)?  

Analysis Plan 

Multiple steps were taken to answer RQ6, following the three HLM models conducted by 

Kaplan, Gheen and Midgley (2002), which were used to answer their multi-level, multi-

informant questions. They analyzed classroom goal structures in relation to disruptive behavior, 

from a student level perspective (model 1), from an aggregate of student perceptions (model 2), 

and from a teacher’s perception (model 3). 

Step 1: Determining between-classroom variance. First, the ICCs and chi-square 

statistics from RQ1 and RQ2 determined which student outcomes had sufficient between 

classroom characteristics (i.e., ICC greater than 10%, significant chi-square statistic). The 

classroom climate measures, behavioral engagement, and academic achievement (but not 

academic aspirations) had sufficient variability at the classroom level to model classroom level 

effects on those outcomes (see Table 4.3). Student SEL skills, as reported by students, did not 

have sufficient between classroom variability to model classroom level effects (see Table 4.11). 

Furthermore, student SEL skills, as reported by teachers, had a non-linear relationship (see Table 

4.10), which cannot be modeled in HLM. Due to the poor between classroom variability, only 



 

118 

student perceptions of teaching practices were modeled to predict student SEL skills variables, 

and observation scores were not used to model relationships with student SEL skills.  

Even though all outcome variables were not modeled for between classroom effects, 

HLM v6.08 calculated all analysis for this research question. HLM can accommodate multiple 

assumptions that regular OLS regression cannot (Woltman, Feldstain, MacKay, & Rocchi, 2012). 

First, HLM handled the nested structure of the data and the shared variance that occurred when 

students were nested in groups, particularly given the within-classroom agreement on student 

perceptions of CLASS-S domains. In addition, HLM was capable of modeling more variance 

(i.e., the random effect that was due to the dependency of variance caused by the nested 

structure) that regular OLS regression would consider error variance. Finally, HLM could handle 

missing data, discrepant group sample sizes, and heterogeneity of variance across measures, all 

while maintaining undistorted standard errors and effect sizes (Woltman et al., 2012).  

Step 2: Within-classroom model (model 1 in tables). Within-classroom (level one) 

models for each outcome tested the relationships between student perceptions of practices and 

student outcomes. Each within-classroom HLM modeled student perceptions of CLASS-S 

domains on each student outcome. Covariates included the variables that were identified as 

important in the previous analysis, including the school the child attended (with the charter 

school as the reference category), gender (with female as the reference category), and student age 

at the beginning of the year.  

Once the variables in the within-school model were included, centering decisions were 

made for level-one predictors to create meaningful zero points for the variables (Enders & 

Tofighi, 2007). The variables of interest, student perceptions of emotional support, 

organizational support, and instructional support, were group-mean centered. When group-mean 
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centering, the relationships between the independent variables and the outcome variable were 

assumed to vary by the group, or classroom (Woltman et al., 2012). In other words, the 

relationship between student perceptions of practice and the outcome variables differed 

depending on the classroom the student reported on. Group-mean centering moved the relative 

position for individual cases, such that a student’s score was relative to other students’ scores 

within the same classroom rather than the entire group. Furthermore, group-mean centering 

removed the variance caused by groups, such that scores were uncorrelated with level-two 

variables (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). The one continuous covariate, age, was grand-mean centered, 

in which student’s age was centered on the mean of the entire sample. The dummy variables of 

school and gender were not centered; as such, the coefficients represent the effect of boy versus 

girl (girl coded as 0), and effect of the TPS versus charter school (charter school coded as 0). 

Finally, the within-classroom model determined the proportion reduction in the within-

classroom variance. This was similar to producing an effect size, or R2, in regression analysis. In 

order to calculate the R2 for each outcome, the within classroom variance in the level one model 

was subtracted from the within classroom variance found in the FUM, which was then divided 

by the within classroom variance found in the FUM. In order to make it a percentage of variance 

explained, multiply that proportion by 100 (McCoach, & Black, 2008). 

Step 3: Between-classroom model with student aggregates (model 2 in tables). Step 

three used aggregated student perceptions of CLASS-S domains at the classroom level. 

Aggregates of CLASS-S domains were included because when the constructs were group-mean 

centered at level one, the between classroom variance was partitioned out of the analysis, making 

the aggregate and the group-mean centered variables orthogonal to each other. In order to use all 

of the variance in the variables, an aggregated variable of a group-mean centered variable should 
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be included in a model. Furthermore, by separating these two variance components, the 

aggregate and the student-level scores may be measuring different constructs (Enders & Tofighi, 

2007).  While the aggregated CLASS-S domains were highly correlated with each other (see 

Table 4.17), causing multicollinearity within the analysis, keeping the CLASS-S domains 

separate at level two provided additional predictive action (personal communication with Jason 

Downer, December 14, 2012). The level-one model remained the same in this analysis. 

Finally, the between-classroom model determined the proportion reduction in the 

between-classroom variance. This was similar to producing an effect size, or R2, in regression 

analysis. In order to calculate the R2 for each outcome, the between classroom variance in the 

level-two model was subtracted from the between classroom variance in the level-one model, 

then divide this number by the between classroom variance found in the level-one model. In 

order to make it a percentage of variance explained, multiply that proportion by 100 (McCoach, 

& Black, 2008). 

Step 4: Between-classroom model with observation scores (model 3 in tables). For 

those constructs that had sufficient between classroom variability (i.e., academic achievement, 

behavioral engagement, peer support, student-teacher relationships, and classroom misbehavior), 

the classroom observation scores (emotional, organizational, and instructional supports) were 

included at level-two, while the level-one modeled remained the same as in step two. 

One difference between this model and the previous model is the n size. Only 19 

classrooms had observation scores, with a corresponding 200 students. In order to calculate the 

R2 for each outcome, the within classroom model was re-run with the 19 classrooms in order to 

be able to compare the appropriate level-one between classroom variance to the level-one 

between classroom variance when observation scores were used. 



 

121 

Results 

RQ6a. Research question 6a focused on understanding the relationship between CLASS-

S domains (as perceived by students and by an observer) and their relationship to academic 

achievement and behavioral engagement (see Table 4.22). 

Table 4.22 HLM Models using Student Observer Reports of CLASS-S on Student Achievement 
and Behavioral Engagement 

  Student report GPA Behavioral Engagement 

  
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model  

3c 
Model 

1a 
Model 

 2b 
Model 

3c 
Intercept   0.24 †  0.24*  0.23  0.04  0.02 -0.05 
Student-level predictor 

   
  

  Charter school -0.19 -0.17 -0.15  0.21  0.25†  0.36* 
Female -0.28* -0.28* -0.31† -0.31** -0.34*** -0.28* 
Age -0.19** -0.27** -0.29*** -0.14†  0.07 -0.19* 
ES  0.20 †  0.21†  0.20  0.11  0.11  0.20 
OS -0.08 -0.08 -0.13  0.29**  0.29**  0.22 † 
IS  0.07  0.05  0.06 -0.01  0.01  0.02 

    
  

  Classroom-level 
predictor 

   
  

  ES    --  0.20  0.01    -- -0.62*  0.37 † 
OS    --  0.08 -0.10    --  0.27† -0.07 

IS    -- -0.43† -0.05    --  0.42* -0.32* 
    

  
  

Variance Components  
   

  
  Chi-square test of  

between classroom  
variation 

32.80* 24.74† 22.23† 35.45* 33.21** 21.92 

% within classroom  
variance explained  

9.20%    --    -- 19.80%    --    -- 

% between classroom  
variance explained  

   -- 15.70% 4.40%    -- -24.50% 14.70% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 20 df. 
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 17 df. 
c Model 3 uses observation of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 15 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

     
Academic achievement. Based on the within-classroom model (model 1, Table 4.22), 

emotional support was marginally related to student reported GPA. For every one standard 

deviation increase in emotional support, student reported GPA increased by .20 standard 
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deviations, controlling for the other CLASS-S domains within the classroom, student age across 

the sample, female, and attended the charter school (the reference child). There were no 

significant effects of the aggregate of practices (model 2, Table 4.22) or observation scores 

(model 3, Table 4.22) on student reported GPA. 

Behavioral engagement. Based on the within-classroom model (model 1, Table 4.22), 

organizational support significantly predicted behavioral engagement. For every one standard 

deviation increase in organizational support, student behavioral engagement increased by .29 

standard deviations, holding all other variables constant.  

Surprisingly, the aggregate of emotional support was negatively related to behavioral 

engagement (β = -.62) and the aggregate of instructional support was positively related to 

behavioral engagement (β = .42) This result should be interpreted with caution, as the percentage 

of between classroom variance explained was negative. By adding the aggregate of student 

perceptions, the amount of between classroom variance increased. This can occur when a 

variable is group-mean centered; when the variable was group mean-centered, the variable’s 

variance was partitioned between the within-classroom and the between-classroom variance, 

whereas this does not occur if the variable was grand mean centered (McCoach & Black, 2008). 

Because of the low sample size at level-two and the multicollinearity between variables, this 

result should be interpreted with caution. 

Observed instructional support was negatively related to behavioral engagement. When 

instructional support increased by one standard deviation, behavioral engagement within that 

classroom decreased by .32 standard deviations, controlling for the average score of the other 

CLASS-S domains, and the child characteristics. Furthermore, a classrooms emotional support 

score had a marginally positive relationship with behavioral engagement (β = .27). 
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Percent of within classroom variance explained. As referenced above, it was important 

to determine the effect size (or R2 equivalent) for the models presented. Because the between 

classroom models produced unreliable results, only the percent of the within classroom variance 

explained was reported. For student achievement, the current within classroom model (student 

perceptions of CLASS-S domains – group mean centered, controlling for age, sex, and school) 

explained 11.1% of the within classroom variance in student achievement, and 22.5% of the 

within classroom variance in behavioral engagement. 

RQ6b. Research question 6b focused on understanding the relationship between CLASS-

S domains (as perceived by students and by an observer) and their relationship to classroom 

climate measures at the beginning and end of the year (see Tables 4.23-4.25). 

Student-teacher relationships. Based on the within-classroom model (model 1, Table 

4.23), student perceptions of emotional support positively predicted student-teacher relationships 

at the beginning (β = .36) and end (β = .45) of the year. Furthermore, organizational support 

positively predicted student-teacher relationships at the end of the year (β = .18). Aggregate of 

student perceptions (model 2, Table 4.23) and classroom observation scores (model 3, Table 

4.23) did not predict to student-teacher relationships at either the beginning or end of the year. 

Peer support. Across all models, there was only a significant effect for beginning of the 

year peer support. Student perceptions of instructional support positively predicted peer support 

(β = .19; model 1, Table 4.24). For aggregated student perceptions of CLASS-S domains, 

emotional support positively predicted peer support (β=.80), but instructional support negatively 

related to peer support (β = -.47; model 2, Table 4.24), which was surprising given that 

instructional support was positively predicative of peers support at the individual level. 
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Furthermore, a positive observation instructional support score positively related to peer support 

at the beginning of the year (β = .39; model 3, Table 4.24). 

Table 4.23 HLM Models Using Student and Observer Reports of CLASS-S Student-Teacher 
Relationships  

  
Student-teacher relationship, 

beginning 
Student-teacher relationship, 

end 

  
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model 

3c 
Model 

 1a 
Model 

2b 
Model 

3c 
Intercept  -0.14 -0.15 -0.09  0.14  0.12  0.18 
Student-level predictor 

   
  

  TPS school  0.23  0.23  0.13 -0.10 -0.06 -0.14 
Female  0.02  0.03  0.03 -0.18 -0.18† -0.19 
Age -0.24** -0.19* -0.14 -0.14† -0.04  0.00 

ES  0.36** 
   
0.37***  0.39**  0.45*** 

 
0.43*** 

 
0.40*** 

OS -0.01 -0.00 -0.05  0.18*  0.17*  0.21* 
IS -0.08 -0.07 -0.03 -0.06 -0.06 -0.09 

  
      

Classroom-level 
predictor 

 
      

ES    --  0.02  0.00    -- -0.04 -0.11 

OS    -- -0.07  0.26    --  0.15  0.23 

IS    --  0.24 -0.03    --  0.27  0.08 
  

      

Variance Components  
 

      
Chi-square test of  
between classroom  
variation 

40.00** 35.06** 26.20* 51.41*** 28.52* 36.03* 

% within classroom  
variance explained  11.10%    --    -- 22.50%    --    -- 

% between classroom  
variance explained     -- -3.6% 30.00%    -- 52.40% 0.00% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 20 df. 
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 17 df. 
c Model 3 uses observation of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 15 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.24 HLM Models Using Student and Observer Reports of CLASS-S on Peer Support  

  Peer Support, beginning Peer Support, end 
  Model 1a Model 2b Model 3c Model 1a Model 2b Model 3c 
Intercept   0.10  0.13  0.08  0.04  0.06 -0.09 

Student-level predictor 
   

  
  TPS school  0.00 -0.06 -0.02 -0.13 -0.18  0.15 

Female -0.22 -0.19 -0.24 -0.02 -0.01  0.03 

Age -0.01 -0.22  0.07  0.10  0.09  0.07 
ES  0.06  0.06  0.11  0.10  0.10  0.09 

OS -0.14 -0.18 -0.16  0.00  0.00  0.09 
IS  0.19*  0.19*  0.20†  0.10  0.10  0.10 

  
      

Classroom-level 
predictor 

 
      

ES    --  0.80** -0.14    -- -0.07  0.21 

OS    -- -0.33 -0.12    -- -0.16 -0.10 

IS    -- -0.47*  0.39**    --  0.21  0.07 
  

      

Variance Components  
 

      
Chi-square test of  
between classroom  
variation 

50.09*** 41.20*** 31.12** 45.34*** 41.20*** 42.54*** 

% within classroom  
variance explained  11.50%    --    -- 20.90%    --    -- 

% between classroom  
variance explained     -- 8.40% 22.40%    -- -10.70% -2.50% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 20 df. 
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 17 df. 
c Model 3 uses observation of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 15 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

     
Classroom misbehavior. Classroom misbehavior had the most disparate findings across 

beginning and end of the year for within and between classroom effects. Based on the within 

classroom model for the beginning of the year, instructional support was marginally, negatively 

related to classroom misbehavior.  In other words, as instructional support increased by one 

standard deviation, classroom misbehavior decreased by .14 standard deviations, controlling for 

other variables in analysis. No student perceptions of CLASS-S domains related to end of the 

year classroom misbehavior scores (model 1, Table 4.25).  
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Aggregated organizational support negatively related to classroom misbehavior at the 

beginning of the year (β=-.55), while emotional support positively related to classroom 

misbehavior (β=.59; model 2 Table 4.25). When aggregated at the end of the year, instructional 

support negatively related to classroom misbehavior. When students perceived their classrooms 

(as an aggregate) to be more supportive in the instruction they received by one standard 

deviation, the classroom misbehavior within that classroom decreased by .51 standard deviations 

(model 2, Table 4.25). 

No observation score related to classroom misbehavior at the beginning of the year. 

However, an emotional support classroom observation score negatively related to classroom 

misbehavior at the end of the year (model 3, Table 4.25).  One standard deviation increase in the 

observer perceived classroom emotional support corresponded with students within that 

classroom perceived less classroom behavior by .83 standard deviations, controlling for other 

classroom observation domains and student characteristics. 

Percent of within classroom variance explained. As referenced above, it was important 

to determine the effect size (or R2 equivalent) for the models presented. Because the between 

classroom models produced unreliable results only the percent of the within classroom variance 

explained was reported. The current within classroom model (student perceptions of CLASS-S 

domains – group mean centered, controlling for age, sex, and school) explained between 11.1% 

and 22.5% of the within classroom variability of the classroom climate measures at the 

beginning and end of the school year. Student perceptions of CLASS-S domains explained more 

of the within classroom variability for the end of the year classroom climate measures relative to 

the beginning of the year classroom climate measures, even though there were more significant 

effects of CLASS-S domains at the beginning of the year. 
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Table 4.25 HLM Models Using Student and Observer Reports of CLASS-S on Classroom 
Misbehavior 

  Classroom Misbehavior, beginning Classroom Misbehavior, end 
  Model 1a Model 2b Model 3c Model 1a Model 2b Model 3c 
Intercept   0.29  0.35*  0.30 †  0.22  0.25  0.25 

Student-level predictor 
   

    
TPS school -0.46† -0.58** -0.46 -0.35 -0.41† -0.53* 

Female  0.04  0.04  0.04 -0.08 -0.07 -0.11 

Age -0.09 -0.29** -0.17  0.08 -0.09  0.11 

ES -0.11 -0.10 -0.10 -0.07 -0.06  0.02 

OS -0.07 -0.10 -0.10 -0.09 -0.08 -0.16** 

IS -0.14† -0.12† -0.17*  0.02 -0.00  0.01 

        
Classroom-level 
predictor 

 
      

ES    --  0.59* -0.42    --  0.39 -0.83*** 

OS    -- -0.55* -0.13    -- -0.16  0.20 

IS    -- -0.42 -0.15    -- -0.51*  0.42† 

        
Variance Components  

 
      

Chi-square test of  
between classroom  
variation 

130.19*** 82.78*** 103.19*** 134.81*** 89.77*** 91.40*** 

% within classroom  
variance explained  8.50%    --    -- 12.10%    --    -- 

% between classroom  
variance explained     -- 32.20% -1.00%    -- 27.10% 16.40% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 20 df. 
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 17 df. 
c Model 3 uses observation of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 15 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

     
RQ6c. Research question 6c focused on understanding the relationship between CLASS-

S domains (as perceived by students) and student SEL skills (as perceived by students and 

teachers; see Tables 4.26-4.30). Only the within-classroom model was discussed, as when the 

aggregates were included, there was a general pattern in which one CLASS-S domain positively 

and one CLASS-S domain negatively related to the student SEL skills. Thus, while keeping 

separate CLASS-S domains at the aggregate level generally provides additional predictive action 

(personal communication with Jason Downer, December 14, 2012), the level-two sample size 
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was too small and there was not enough between classroom variance in student SEL skills to 

produce reliable results from the aggregate level. 

Table 4.26 HLM Models of student report of CLASS-S on Self-Awareness and Social Skills 
(Averaged Together) 

  
Self-awareness,      
student report 

Self-awareness,      
teacher report 

All SSIS,                      
student report 

All SSIS,                     
teacher report 

  
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model 

 1a 
Model  

2b 
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model  

1a 
Model  

2b 

Intercept   0.34** 
 
0.31** 

 
-0.09 

 
-0.08  0.38**  0.36**  0.07  0.10 

Student-level predictor 
  

      
   TPS school -0.38* -0.33*  0.37*  0.39** -0.34** -0.30*  0.21  0.13 

Female -0.33* -0.32* -0.22 -0.21 -0.43** -0.43** -0.36** -0.34** 
Age -0.11† -0.01  0.06 -0.09 -0.10* -0.04  0.03 -0.05 
ES -0.08 -0.07  0.09  0.09  0.24*  0.24*  0.27*  0.26* 
OS  0.18  0.18  0.14  0.14  0.07  0.08  0.23*  0.22* 

IS  0.24** 0.25**  0.08  0.07  0.17  0.16 -0.05 -0.05 
  

 
 

    
 

 
Classroom-level 
predictor 

 
 

 
    

 
 

ES    -- -0.24    --  0.61*    -- -0.10    --  0.20 

OS    --  0.19    -- -0.05    --  0.12    -- -0.28 

IS    --  0.19    -- -0.65**    --  0.10    -- -0.20 
  

 
 

    
 

 

Variance 
Components  

 
 

 
    

 
 

Chi-square test  
between classes     
variation 

30.02† 25.80† 50.84*** 38.93*** 28.67† 24.62 103.99*** 87.07*** 

% within classes  
variance explain  14.00%    -- 22.80%    -- 19.30%    -- 29.20%    -- 

% between classes  
variance explain     -- -9.60%    -- 11.60%    -- -2.30%    -- -1.40% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 16 df.    
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 16 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

     
Self-awareness. As predicted, student perceptions of instructional support positively 

predicted student’s self-perceived self-awareness. For every one standard deviation increase in 

student perception of instructional support within their classroom, self-awareness increased 

by .24 standard deviations, controlling for student perceptions of the other CLASS-S domains 
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within their classrooms, student age across the sample, being female and going to the charter 

school. No effect on teacher reported self-awareness was found (Table 4.26). 

Social Skills Improvement System, all. Student perceptions of emotional support 

positively predicted student and teachers’ reports of students’ social skills (average of all the 

Social Skills Improvement System constructs). For every one standard deviation increase in 

student perception of emotional support within their classroom, social skills increased by .24 

standard deviations (as perceived by the student; β = .27 for teacher report), controlling for the 

other variables in the model. Furthermore, organizational support predicted teacher’s report of 

students’ social skills (β = .23; Table 4.26). 

Empathy. Student perceptions of CLASS-S domains produced different results for 

teacher and student report of empathy. Student perceptions of instructional support positively 

predicted student reports of empathy (β=.17); while student perceptions of emotional support 

positively predicted teacher reports of student empathy (β=.30; Table 4.27), controlling for the 

other variables in the model. 

Assertion. Student perceptions of instructional support positively predicted student 

(significantly) and teacher (marginally) reports of students’ assertion in the classroom. For every 

one standard deviation increase in student perception of instructional support within their 

classroom, assertion increased by .29 standard deviations (as perceived by the student; β = .14 

for teacher report), controlling for the other variables in the model (Table 4.27). 
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Table 4.27 HLM Models Using Student Reports of CLASS-S on Student Empathy and Assertion 

 
Self-control. All three CLASS-S domains predicted teacher report of student self-control, 

but not student report of self-control (Table 4.28). Emotional support (β = .32) and 

organizational support (β = .22) positively predicted teacher report of student self-control, while 

student perceptions of instructional support negatively predicted self-control (β = -.13), 

controlling for the other variables in the model. 

Communication. Students’ communication skills, as reported by students and teachers, 

had similar patterns with CLASS-S domains (Table 4.28). For student-report of communication, 

  
Empathy,        

 student report 
Empathy,       

 teacher report 
Assertion,       

student report 
Assertion,          

teacher report 

  
Model 

 1a 
Model  

2b 
Model  

1a 
Model  

2b 
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model  

1a 
Model  

2b 
Intercept   0.48***  0.47***  0.20  0.19  0.43** --  0.08  0.11 
Student-level 
predictor   

  
  

   TPS school -0.34** -0.31*  0.01  0.04 -0.33** -- -0.10 -0.18 
Female -0.63*** -0.64*** -0.48*** -0.46** -0.53** --  0.00  0.01 
Age -0.09† -0.01  0.02 -0.02 -0.04 --  0.06  0.15 
ES  0.14  0.13  0.30*  0.29*  0.10 -- -0.16 -0.12 
OS  0.03  0.04  0.15  0.14 -0.19† --  0.04  0.04 
IS  0.17*  0.17* -0.03 -0.01  0.29** --  0.14†  0.13† 

  
 

 
   

  
 

Classroom-level 
predictor 

 

 

 
   

  
 

ES -- -0.25† --  0.08 -- -- -- -0.72** 
OS --  0.15 --  0.05 -- -- --  0.08 
IS --  0.16 -- -0.35 -- -- --  0.37† 

       
   

Variance 
Components  

 
 

 
   

  
 

Chi-square test  
between classes     
variation 

24.40 22.94 76.60*** 65.97*** 18.09 -- 105.94*** 90.78*** 

% within classes  
variance explain  17.80% -- 24.10% -- 12.90% -- 22.00% -- 

% between classes  
variance explain  -- -24.40% -- 3.00%    -- -- -- 5.40% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 16 df.    
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 16 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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student perceptions of emotional support marginally predicted communication skills (β = .19), 

and organizational support significantly predicted communication skills (β = .23), controlling for 

the other variables. For teacher-reported communication, student perceptions of emotional 

support significantly predicted communication skills (β = .26), and organizational support 

marginally predicted communication skills (β = .19) 

Table 4.28 HLM Models Using Student Reports of CLASS-S on Self-Control and 
Communication 

  
Self-control, 
student report 

Self-control, teacher 
report 

Communication, 
student report 

Communication, 
teacher report 

  
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model 

 1a 
Model  

2b 
Model 

1a 
Model 

2b 
Model  

1a 
Model 

 2b 
Intercept   0.09 -- -0.04  0.01  0.23* -- -0.02 -0.03 
Student-level predictor 

    
  

   TPS school -0.30** --  0.23  0.12 -0.14 --  0.28  0.15 
Female  0.11 -- -0.17 -0.16 -0.31* -- -0.26** -0.24* 
Age  0.01 --  0.09 -0.05 -0.10† --  0.02 -0.08 
ES  0.22† --  0.32**  0.32**  0.19† --  0.26**  0.25** 
OS  0.07 --  0.22*  0.20*  0.23* --  0.19†  0.18 
IS  0.05 -- -0.13* -0.13*  0.07 -- -0.04 -0.04 

    
   

  
 

Classroom-level 
predictor 

   
   

  
 

ES -- -- --  0.32 -- -- --  0.14 

OS -- -- -- -0.46** -- -- -- -0.42* 

IS -- -- -- -0.18 -- -- -- -0.01 
    

   
  

 

Variance Components  
   

   
  

 
Chi-square test  
between classes     
variation 

20.65 -- 89.93*** 74.17*** 19.84 -- 109.22*** 97.25*** 

% within classes  
variance explain  11.20% -- 25.70% -- 16.10% -- 26.50% -- 

% between classes  
variance explain     -- -- -- 1.90%    -- -- -- -1.90% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 16 df.    
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 16 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4.29 HLM Models Using Student Reports of CLASS-S on Cooperation and Engagement 

  
Cooperation,  
student report 

Cooperation,   
teacher report 

Engagement,   
student report 

Engagement,     
teacher report 

  
Model 

1a 
Model 

 2b 
Model 

 1a 
Model  

2b 
Model  

1a 
Model  

2b 
Model  

1a 
Model  

2b 
Intercept   0.22†  0.17  0.15  0.17  0.38***  '0.36** -0.05  0.01 
Student-level 
predictor 

    
  

   TPS school -0.14 -0.04  0.12  0.08 -0.52*** -0.50***  0.43†  0.28 
Female -0.29* -0.30** -0.42*** -0.40*** -0.26* -0.24* -0.30** -0.29** 
Age -0.09  0.07  0.01 -0.10 -0.15*** -0.21***  0.05 -0.02 
ES  0.23*  0.23*  0.27*  0.27*  0.12  0.13  0.15  0.15 
OS  0.23** 0.24***  0.27**  0.27** -0.03 -0.05  0.11  0.10 
IS -0.04 -0.04 -0.12† -0.13*  0.25*  0.25*  0.06  0.06 

  
 

 
    

 
 

Classroom-level 
predictor 

 
 

 
    

 
 

ES -- -0.38† --  0.34 --  0.30† --  0.07 

OS --  0.31† -- -0.18 -- -0.08 -- -0.31 

IS --  0.30† -- -0.25 -- -0.21† -- -0.06 
  

 
 

    
 

 

Variance 
Components  

 
 

 
    

 
 

Chi-square test  
between classes     
variation 

37.90** 24.81† 53.07*** 51.16*** 13.69 11.42 110.40*** 97.26*** 

% within classes  
variance explain  14.80% -- 27.60% -- 14.50% -- 20.30% -- 

% between class 
variance explain  -- 42.20% -- -23.20% -- 14.30% -- -7.60% 

ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 16 df.    
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 16 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001 

     
Cooperation. Student perceptions’ of emotional and organizational support predicted 

students’ cooperation skills as reported by students and teachers (Table 4.29). The more students 

perceived their classrooms to be emotional supportive, the more students cooperated and 

behaved appropriately in their class (student report, β = .23; teacher report β = .27), controlling 

for the other variables. Similarly, as students perceived their classroom to be more organized and 

productive, the more students cooperated and behaved appropriately in their class (student report, 

β = .23; teacher report β = .27), controlling for the other variables. 
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Engagement. Student perceptions of instructional support positively predicted student’s 

ability to engage their classmates (as reported by the students). For every one standard deviation 

increase in student perception of instructional support within their classroom, engagement 

increased by .25 standard deviations, controlling for the other CLASS-S domains within their 

classrooms, student age across the sample, being female and attending the charter school. No 

effect of student perceptions on teacher reported engagement was found (Table 4.29). 

Table 4.30 HLM Models Using Student Reports of CLASS-S on Responsibility 

  
Responsibility, 
student report 

Responsibility, 
teacher report 

 

  Model 1a Model 2b Model 1a Model 2b  

Intercept   0.24*  0.21†  0.08  0.11  

Student-level predictor 
 

 
  

 

TPS school -0.10 -0.04  0.23  0.17  

Female -0.37*** -0.38*** -0.40*** -0.39***  

Age -0.06 -0.02  0.04 -0.08  

ES  0.20*  0.20*  0.36**  0.36**  

OS  0.16  0.16  0.25*  0.24*  

IS  0.05  0.05 -0.10 -0.10  

  
 

 
  

Classroom-level predictor 
     

ES -- -0.14 --  0.31  

OS --  0.22 -- -0.26†  

IS -- -0.06 -- -0.26  

      
Variance Components  

 
 

 
 

 
Chi-square test  
between classes     
variation 

34.03* 31.82* 44.54*** 36.37** 
 

% within classes  
variance explain  17.90% -- 25.60% --  

% between classes  
variance explain  -- -21.40% -- 4.10%  

 
ES = Emotional Support; OS = Organizational Support; IS = Instructional Support 
a Model 1 uses teaching practices at student level only. Chi-square statistic has 16 df. 
b Model 2 uses aggregate of teaching practices. Chi-square statistic has 16 df. 
 †p<.10, *p<.05; ** p<.01, ***p<.001  

 
Responsibility. Student perceptions of emotional support positively predicted student and 

teachers’ reports of students’ sense of responsibility. For every one standard deviation increase in 
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student perception of emotional support within their classroom, social skills increased by .20 

standard deviations (as perceived by the student; β = .36 for teacher report), controlling for other 

variables in the model. Furthermore, organizational support predicted teacher’s report of students’ 

sense of responsibility (β = .24; Table 4.30), controlling for other variables in the model. 

Percent of within classroom variance explained. As referenced above, it was important 

to determine the effect size (or R2 equivalent) for the models presented. Because the focus of 

RQ6c focused on student perceptions of CLASS-S domains, the percent of within classroom 

variance explained was reported, which can be found in model one in Tables 4.26 to 4.30. For 

student reports of SEL skills, the within-classroom models (student perceptions of CLASS-S 

domains – group mean centered, controlling for age, sex, and school) explained between 11.2% 

and 19.3% of the within classroom variability of student report of SEL skills. Thus, students’ 

perceptions of CLASS-S domains explained roughly one-sixth of students’ perceptions of their 

SEL skills. Interestingly, the same within-classroom model explained more variance in the 

teacher reports of student SEL skills. In other words, the within- classroom models (student 

perceptions of CLASS-S domains – group mean centered, controlling for age, sex, and school) 

explained between 20.3% and 29.2% of the within classroom variability of teacher report of SEL 

skills. Student perceptions of their classroom teaching practices explained approximately one-

fourth of how teachers perceived the students’ SEL skills. 

Summary and discussion 

The current analysis produced some noteworthy results. First, classroom observation 

scores could only be used to assess classroom climate measures due to low between classroom 

variability in student SEL skills. Furthermore, when analyzing the aggregates of student 

perceptions, they produced unreliable results; generally when one domain was positively related 
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to an outcome, another domain had negative relationship with the same outcome. The foci of the 

results for RQ6 were thus to interpret student perceptions of CLASS-S domains at the within 

classroom level (see Table 4.31 for a summary of results). 

Table 4.31 Summary of Relationships between Student Report of CLASS-S and Student 
Outcomes 

  Student perceptions of CLASS-S domains 
  Emotional  Organizational  Instructional 
Achievement X 

  Engagement 
  

X 
Relationships 
(BOY) X 

  Relationships 
(EOY) X X 

 P. Support (BOY) X 
  P. Support (EOY) 

   Misbehavior (BOY) 
  

X 
Misbehavior (EOY) 

       Self-awareness (s) 
  

X 
Self-awareness (t) 

   SSIS-all (s) X 
  SSIS-all (t) X X 

 Empathy (s) 
  

X 
Empathy (t) X 

  Assertion (s) 
 

X X 
Assertion (t) 

  
X 

Self-control (s) X 
  Self-control (t) X X X 

Communicate (s) X X 
 Communicate (t) X X 
 Cooperate (s) X X 
 Cooperate (t) X X X 

Engagement (s) 
  

X 
Engagement (t) 

   Responsibility (s) X 
  Responsibility (t) X X   

X's represent significant (or marginally significant) relationships 
BOY = beginning of the year; EOY = end of year 
‘S' represents student report; 't' represents teacher report 
X's boxed together represent CLASS-S domains that are 
significantly related to SEL skills, reported by teacher and student. 
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Covariates. Consistent with the preliminary analysis, gender and school had a significant 

relationship with many of the climate and social-emotional competency measures, in which boys 

had lower social-emotional competencies than females; and students at the charter school had 

lower social-emotional competencies than did students at the traditional public school. Age did 

not have a significant relationship in the majority of models, which was surprising given that 

grade level has been found to moderate the effect of social-emotional learning program 

implementation on social-emotional learning outcomes (January et al., 2011).  

Academic skills and engagement. Surprisingly, there were no significant relationships, 

from student or observer perceptions on student reported GPA, as previous research has 

demonstrated that CLASS relates to student achievement (Bill and Melinda Gates, 2012). 

However, after careful consideration, this result made sense because analysis looked at teaching 

practices in one classroom in relation to students’ cumulative GPA. Thus, a strong relationship 

probably would not exist. Furthermore, as predicted, organizational support from the student’s 

perspective positively predicted student behavioral engagement. The more organized the student 

felt the classroom was, in terms of productivity, classroom management, and engaging activities, 

the more engaged students believed they were in the classroom. 

Classroom climate. Student perceptions of CLASS-S domains predicted classroom 

climate measures at the beginning and end of the year. Although there were more significant 

relationships between student perceptions to beginning of the year climate measures, student 

perceptions explained more of the within classroom variance at the end of the year. These 

findings suggested that the relationship between perceptions of practices and climate were not 

stable throughout the school year. Unfortunately, the current data does not provide information 

about what changes occurred in the classroom to develop these differential relationships.   
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The only consistent relationship between beginning and end of the year was between 

student perceptions of emotional support and student-teacher relationships. This relationship was 

not surprising, given that these constructs were fairly similar; one of the dimensions of an 

emotionally supportive classroom was positive student-teacher relationships. Unexpectedly, 

organizational support predicted student-teacher relationships at the end of the year. The more 

organized students perceived their classroom, the better relationships they had with their teachers. 

This argument was supported in the student interviews, in which many students talked about 

liking or not liking a teacher based on their classroom management strategies and the types of 

activities teachers implemented in the classroom. 

Unexpectedly, student perceptions of instructional support predicted peer support and 

classroom misbehavior at the beginning of the year, but not at the end of the year. This was 

interesting given that students answered questions related to the CLASS-S domains mid-year. 

Something must have occurred throughout the year that changed this relationship – perhaps the 

climate surveys were given too late in the year (last few weeks of school), in which students 

were not behaving as well as they were the rest of the year. However, these findings provided 

some evidence that how teachers organize content was important for how students behaved in 

class and interacted with one another.  

Student SEL skills (teacher and student reports). The current study provided evidence 

that teacher effectiveness (as measured by student perceptions of teaching practices) impacted 

student SEL skills, as measured by students and by teachers. Surprisingly, student perceptions of 

CLASS-S domains explained more variance in teacher reported SEL skills than variance in 

student reports of their own SEL skills. Larger correlations generally exist between the same 

informant; however, in the current study, student perceptions explained more of the variance in 
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teacher reports of student SEL skills. In addition, student perceptions of CLASS-S domains had 

similar patterns with the majority of teacher and student reported SEL skills (see Table 4.31). In 

other words, student perceptions of a CLASS-S domain predicted (or had a null effect) the same 

teacher and student reported SEL skills.  

As hypothesized, emotional support related to the majority of student SEL skills. Student 

perceptions of emotional support predicted the average of all social skills, self-control, 

communication, cooperation, and responsibility (five out of the nine SEL skills assessed), as 

reported by teachers and by students; as well as empathy (as reported by the teacher). Thus, how 

students perceived the emotional interactions in the classroom had an impact on a variety of SEL 

skills students displayed in a given classroom.  While the data did not state that these teaching 

practices developed student SEL skills; the data demonstrated that students displayed these skills 

in classrooms that they felt met their social, emotional and academic needs. These results were 

particularly powerful given that both teachers and students noted that students demonstrated 

these SEL skills more often.  

Organizational supported also predicted a variety of student SEL skills; however, student 

perceptions of organizational support did not equally predict as many social skills as reported by 

teacher and students. Organizational support predicted communication and cooperation (as 

reported by teachers and students), as well as teacher reported all social skills, self-control, and 

responsibility; and student reported assertion. In other words, organizational support predicted 

five (out of nine) teacher reported SEL skills, and three student reported SEL skills. Thus, how 

students perceived the behavior management, productivity, and instructional learning format of 

the classroom related to multiple student social skills, as reported by the teacher.  Teachers 

perceived students demonstrating multiple social skills when they created classroom 
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environments that were organized in the classroom. Thus, when teachers created structures in 

their classrooms that allowed students to be actively engaged and productive in the learning 

process, teachers perceived that their students displayed more social skills.  

Instructional support had the most inconsistent patterns compared to the other two 

dimensions. This was not surprising given that instructional support had the lowest reliability 

scores, as well as mean scores. In other words, students perceived instructional support 

dimensions to occur less frequently compared to the other dimensions. However, as hypothesized, 

instructional support predicted student self-awareness and student engagement with their peers 

(as reported by students). In addition, instructional support predicted student reported empathy 

and assertion; and teacher reported assertion and cooperation. Surprisingly, there was a negative 

relationship between student perceptions of instructional support and self-control (as reported by 

the teacher). The inconsistent relationships in instructional support could be due to the frequency 

in which they occurred. If students perceived them occurring less frequently in the classroom, 

students may not have had the opportunity to develop the skills that generally occur when 

participating in higher order activities. Conversely, there was just not as strong of a relationship 

between social skills and the CLASS-S instructional support. 

Taken together, student perceptions of CLASS-S domains predicted multiple SEL skills. 

Teaching practices that students perceived as occurring more frequently had a positive 

relationship with the SEL skills that students demonstrated in their classrooms. While the 

positive relationships were found between student perceptions of CLASS-S domains and student 

reported SEL skills, these data did not determine the causal impact of teacher practice on student 

SEL skills. It is still unknown whether these practices actually developed student SEL skills or 

whether they provided students an opportunity to demonstrate skills that they already possess. In 
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either case, the current study supported that teacher’s have an influence on student social skills, 

and should be considered a component of what makes an effective teacher.  

Summary 

The current chapter explored study aim 1, the relationship between teaching practices and 

a variety of student outcomes, including student achievement, perceptions of classroom climate, 

and student social-emotional skills. In the first four research questions, the constructs used in the 

current study were explored; RQ1 through RQ4 analyzed differences in the study constructs by 

gender, grade, school, and classroom. With the majority of constructs, there were significant 

differences in how students perceived their classrooms and themselves across multiple contexts. 

Upper elementary students generally perceived their classrooms more positively than did middle 

school students, but their perceptions of their SEL skills did not differ. Surprisingly, boys and 

girls did not differ on their perceptions of classroom climate or their perceptions of CLASS-S 

domains and dimensions, but they did differ in their self-reported and teacher reported SEL skills. 

Interestingly, student perceptions of classroom climate differed by schools, but students’ 

perceptions of CLASS-S domains and dimensions did not differ by school.  

In research question five and six, the relationships among constructs were explored. RQ5 

analyzed the relationship between student and observer perceptions of classroom practices. 

While students reported significantly higher classroom scores than did the observer, observer 

perceptions of emotional support predicted student perceptions across CLASS-S domains. RQ6 

analyzed the relationship between CLASS-S domains and student outcomes. Results varied 

substantially; however, each domain predicted multiple student outcomes. Thus, it was important 

to differentiate between CLASS-S domains when predicting a variety of student outcomes, as 

some teaching practices were more important for a particular developmental outcome than others. 
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Because of the varied relationships between student perceptions of teaching practices and 

student outcomes, as well as the predictive power of student perceptions of teaching practices, it 

was important to develop a better understanding of what students actually thought about their 

classrooms in relation to these CLASS-S dimensions.  The next chapter explores how students 

talked about these practices through the analysis of student interviews, in which the CLASS-S 

dimensions were used to code and analyze the data. 
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CHAPTER 5 – Study Aim 2 Results 

Study Aim 2: How do students experience classroom practices? 
 

Overview 

Chapter four examined two common metrics used to measure teacher effectiveness: 

classroom observations and student perception surveys. While these data provided substantial 

knowledge about classroom processes, they did not tell the whole story; they did not completely 

express what students thought about their classrooms. In other words, information about how 

students interpreted items in the surveys was not captured (Karabenick et al., 2007). In order to 

obtain a better understanding about how students thought about their classrooms, additional 

methods must be employed. 

Chapter five explored the second study aim: to explore how students experience 

classroom instructional dimensions. The primary research question (RQ7) attempted to obtain a 

more nuanced view about how students perceived the classroom interactions through student 

interviews. Student interviews provided an avenue for students to talk about the interactions that 

occurred in their classrooms. Although the student surveys did not specifically guide the 

conversation, the CLASS-S dimensions and behavioral indicators were used to guide the 

questions, as well as code the interviews.  

Research Question 7 

The seventh research question of the study, how do students experience and understand 

the activities in their classroom, explored student’s understanding of their classrooms. Student 
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perceptions must be studied to obtain a comprehensive picture of classrooms because how 

students interpret their classroom interactions influence the effect those interactions have on 

student outcomes (Daniels, Kalkman, & McCombs, 2001). To answer this research question, 31 

middle school students were purposefully selected to talk about their classroom experiences. 

Middle school students were selected because they were better able to reflect on their classroom 

experiences (compared to upper elementary students). Furthermore, the middle school students 

shared the same four primary teachers at their respective school; thus, each student could 

compare their experiences in different classrooms and different teachers’ instructional styles. 

Students were asked to think about their classroom experiences broadly across all four of 

their primary subject instructors and classrooms (i.e., English, Math, Social Studies/Humanities, 

and Science teachers) because that allowed students to talk about what they paid attention to 

when thinking about good and poor instruction – or thinking about what they liked and disliked 

about the interactions that they had with their teachers and students. Asking them to think about 

all four of their primary teachers provided a diverse range of viewpoints on what students found 

to be important and not important in these classroom interactions. Furthermore, at both schools, 

students stayed with the same group of students throughout all of their primary subjects – 

making the teachers and the content variable between classrooms. However, it should be noted 

that during classroom observations, student interactions with each other changed depending on 

which classroom students were in. Taken together, obtaining student perspectives across teachers 

allowed for a more detailed description of what teachers did that students paid attention to in 

their classrooms.   

 Although students talked about all of their teachers during the interview, students were 

purposefully selected based on their beginning of the year, self-reported student-teacher 
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relationships with their first period teacher on Monday15. This provided diverse viewpoints in 

how students perceived their teachers broadly, as they had different perceptions about their 

relationships with their teachers. Students were selected based on quartile splits, with nine 

students in the lowest quartile of student-teacher relationships, 11 students in the middle 50 

percent, and 11 students reporting in the top quartile of student-teacher relationships.  

To provide further context, Table 5.1 reports additional information about the students, 

including their school, gender, self-reported GPA at the end of the year, their perceptions of 

classroom instruction (average of all CLASS-S dimensions), student and teacher report of the 

average of social skills, their student-teacher relationships at the end of the year, and if their 

student-teacher relationship changed during the school year. Similar to student-teacher 

relationships at the end of the year, the information was based on quartile splits, with top 25 

percent, middle 50 percent, and bottom 25 percent. Referring to Table 5.1, only five students 

reported high classroom instruction, in which three were from the same first period class on 

Mondays (8th grade science at the charter school).  Only four students reported high student-

teacher relationships by the end of the year; 11 students reported the same levels of student-

teacher relationships at the beginning and end of the year, six students reported higher levels, and 

14 students reported lower levels of student-teacher relationships. Table 5.2 provides descriptive 

information about the teachers that the students referenced throughout their interviews, including 

the school and subject they taught. All middle school teachers at both schools taught Grade 7 and 

8 students in the same subject. Pseudonyms were used for teachers and for students. 

                                                        
15 Two middle school teachers at the TPS and one middle school teacher at the charter school left after the survey 
was completed. See Methods Section for further details about teacher transitions.  



 

145 

Table 5.1 Interviewed Students Descriptive Information 

 
Student School Grade Sex 

GPA 
EOY 

Relate 
BOY Instruct 

Social 
skills (t)  

Social 
skills (s)  

Relate 
EOY 

Relate 
change 

Adam TPS 8 M B-C L M M L L Same 
Amy TPS 7 F A H M M M M  
Alyssa TPS 7 F B L L L M M  
Andrew Charter 8 M B H H M M M  
Brian TPS 8 M B-C M L H M M  
Ben Charter 7 M B-C H H M H M  
Beth TPS 8 F B-C H M H M M  
Carrie Charter 8 F A-B H H M L M  
Cindy Charter 8 F A-B L M -- M M  
Carl Charter 8 M A M M L L M Same 
Danielle Charter 7 F B-C L M M M L Same 
Dan Charter 8 M -- L H L -- -- -- 
Darla Charter 8 M A-B M M H M M Same 
Dena TPS 8 F A-B H M M M M  
Ervin TPS 8 M -- M M H M M Same 
Jack TPS 7 M B-C M L M H H  
Janice TPS 8 F B L L H M L Same 
Jenny TPS 8 F A-B H L H M L  
Kenny TPS 7 M B L M L L M  
Karen Charter 7 F A M L H H M Same 
Kim Charter 7 M B M L H M L  
Lisa TPS 8 F A-B M L M L L  
Mike Charter 7 M A-B H M H H M  
Melissa Charter 8 F B-C L M M M H  
Mark TPS 7 M B-C H H L H H Same 
Nancy TPS 7 F A-B M M M H M Same 
Sue TPS 7 F B-C H M L M M  
Stacey TPS 7 F B M M H H M Same 
Sam Charter 7 M B-C M L L M L  
Spencer Charter 7 M A-B H M L H H Same 
Tyler Charter  8 M A-B L M L H L Same 
Note. L = bottom quartile, M=middle quartiles, H=top quartile 
 
Table 5.2 Characteristics of Middle School Teachers 

Teacher School Subject Sex Age Race Years 
Taught 

Years at 
School 

Dr. Long TPS Science F  African American  5 
Mr. Smith TPS Math M 28 Caucasian 5 2 
Mr. Jones TPS Social Studies M 50 African American 21 2 
Ms. Spencer TPS ELA F 41 African American 15 2 
Mr. Grange Charter Social Studies M 22 Latino 1 1 
Ms. Glaze Charter ELA F 42 African American 5 1 
Ms. Marte Charter Math F 26 Caucasian 3 1 
Mr. Long Charter Science M 51 Caucasian 10 3 
Note. Dr. Long was the Assistant Principal at the TPS and filled in as the science teacher for the most of the year. 
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Analysis Plan 

During the interview process, students answered questions regarding general impressions 

of their classrooms, relationships with their teachers and peers, and the actions teachers and 

students needed to take for student success in school. At times, students had a difficult time 

thinking about their general impressions, or provided short descriptions of their classrooms. 

When this occurred, students were prompted to provide explicit examples of classroom 

interactions. This led to many rich discussions about what students thought about their 

classrooms. Although not all students provided the same level of detail, each student brought in 

something unique, yet still provided some consistent messages.  

The interviews were transcribed and uploaded into nVivo v.10 for analysis. Because the 

research question asked how similar students talked about their classrooms relative to CLASS-S 

dimensions, the CLASS-S observation-coding manual was used to code the data. The 

observation manual provided descriptive details about what should occur in a classroom to score 

high, medium, or low on a dimension. While the analysis did not provide dimension scores, the 

behaviors described in the observation manual provided sufficient rules and procedures on a 

variety of behaviors within each dimension that was sufficient to code the data (Saldana, 2009; 

Woike, 2007). Other researchers have used a similar approach when coding student interviews. 

For example, to determine if student interviews matched their theory of learner-centered 

practices (and an established student survey), Daniels and colleagues (2002) used prescribed 

codes that matched the themes of their learner centered practices.  

The current analysis used two types of coding methods: simultaneous coding and 

hypothesis coding.  Hypothesis coding applied a pre-determined concept or code to the data to 

determine if the data supported a pre-determined hypothesis – did students talk about their 
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classrooms in ways that corresponded to the CLASS-S dimensions? With simultaneous coding, 

one segment was coded using multiple themes. Simultaneous coding occurred when one segment 

included a complex set of interactions (Saldana, 2009) – did students talk about multiple 

dimensions during their discussion of one classroom example? Furthermore, broad themes were 

used to code the data, as themes represented the major ideas in the data and formed the major 

descriptions of what occurred in the data (Creswell, 2012). This was similar to how the 

classroom observations were coded – broad interactions in the classroom generally encompassed 

multiple CLASS-S dimensions. To be consistent across methods, a similar approach was used to 

code the student interviews – to understand how events students described in the classroom 

encompassed multiple CLASS-S dimensions. Students’ descriptions of entire segments of their 

classroom experiences were the unit of analysis (Woike, 2007).  

Using the CLASS-S dimensions as the unit of analysis, data analysis was able to look at 

the variation of students’ experiences within a dimension, as well as the intersection of these 

dimensions. This was a deductive approach to analyzing data rather than an inductive approach 

(Creswell, 2012). Before all interviews were coded, 10 interviews were pre-coded to ensure that 

the CLASS-S observation manual would work as a coding scheme and would work to answer the 

research question (Saldana, 2009).  

Preliminary Results 

During the coding process, it became apparent very quickly that students did not talk 

about their classroom according to the distinct CLASS-S dimensions. They talked about their 

classrooms in very complex and conflicting ways. In many instances, students have never 

thought this deeply about their classroom experiences. Some students tended to contradict 

themselves, while others developed a more comprehensive understanding of how they thought 
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about their classrooms during the interview process. Due to this complexity, and the vast 

amounts of information students provided about their classrooms, the write-up needed to be 

systematic. Thus, two things needed to occur before the data were analyzed: a better 

understanding about (1) the degree to which students talked about the different dimensions and 

(2) how students connected the different dimensions of the classroom.  

The information in Table 5.3 presented two types of percentages. First, the shaded 

diagonal represented the percentage of students that talked about each dimension individually. 

For example, all 31 students talked about positive climate, teacher sensitivity, behavior 

management, instructional learning formats, and content understanding. In addition, 84 percent 

of students talked about regard for adolescents, yet few students talked about quality of feedback 

or instructional dialogue. The remaining percentages represented the percentage of students who 

talked about at least two dimensions during the same reference; while students talked about their 

classrooms, they talked about their classrooms along at least two CLASS-S dimensions.   

For example, at least during one part of the conversation, 87 percent of students talked 

about the intersection of positive climate and teacher sensitivity; during one segment in the 

discussion, they referenced how the interactions with their teacher represented both positive 

climate and teacher sensitivity. Unfortunately, NVivo v.10 could only determine the percentage 

students talked about two dimensions, as there were instances in which students talked about 

three, four, or five dimensions in the classroom simultaneously. In addition, NVivo v.10 did not 

provide an accurate representation about how much students talked about these interactions in 

their interviews. Thus, only the percentage of students who talked about each dimension was 

provided rather than the degree they talked about each dimension (personal communication with 

Brenna O’Brien on June 13, 2013). 
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Table 5.3 Percentage of Students that Talked about more than One Class-S Dimension in a Reference 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Positive climate 100%           

2. Neg climate (rev) 81% 97%          

3. Teacher sensitivity 87% 61% 100%         

4. Reg for Adoles 55% 19% 23% 84%        

5. Behavior mngt 65% 74% 58% 45% 100%       

6. Productivity 26% 29% 16% 16% 52% 71%      

7. Instr. learning 71% 29% 68% 74% 45% 29% 100%     

8. Content understand 74% 29% 87% 42% 32% 19% 74% 100%    
9. Analysis and 
problem solving   29% 0% 6% 42% 6% 6% 42% 29% 58%   

10. Quality feedback 0% 0% 19% 3% 0% 0% 13% 6% 0% 23%  

11. Instruct dialogue 6% 3%  3% 3% 0% 0% 13% 3% 3% 0% 35% 
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In order to provide as much detail as possible about what students said about their 

classrooms and the large percentage of students who talked about the intersection of multiple 

dimensions of the classrooms, the write-up focused on the following three things. First, a general 

overview of how students talked about their classrooms was provided.  Second, the discussion 

focused on three of the dimensions (one from each domain) that had the greatest between 

classroom variability from the student perception survey of the CLASS-S dimensions (see Table 

4.17). Specifically, the analysis focused on positive climate, instructional learning formats, and 

content understanding, as they had the largest ICC within each of their respective CLASS-S 

domains. The one exception to this was instructional learning format.  Productivity had the 

highest ICC within the organizational support domain; however, because students did not 

mention it as frequently, and instructional learning format had a relatively large ICC, 

instructional learning format was discussed. Lastly, within each of the three dimensions (positive 

climate, instructional learning format, and content understanding), the analysis focused on those 

interactions where a large percentage of students had a dual focus. The focus was not just about 

positive climate, instructional learning format, and content understanding; the analysis focused 

more specifically on those aspects of the interview that had more than one CLASS-S dimension 

coded. For the purposes of this analysis, the focus was on the top three dimensions that 

intersected with positive climate, instructional learning format, and content understanding, 

respectively. The cells in Table 5.3 with the darker shade of grey represented the dual CLASS-S 

dimensions discussed. Even though those two dimensions were the focus, in many examples 

students brought in more than two dimensions during the referenced segment of the interview.  
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Results 

Students’ thinking about their classrooms was a very complex process, particularly as 

many students had never been asked to think this deeply about their classrooms before. Many of 

the students left the interview room grateful because they had the opportunity to express how 

they felt about their schooling experience. Because students were not used to talking about their 

classrooms, they were not always consistent in their messaging. They were continuously 

negotiating different interactions they remembered in their classrooms, as well as the general 

impressions they had about their schooling experience.  For example, when Adam was initially 

asked about the importance of having a good relationship with his teacher to learn effectively, he 

said it was important. However, later in the interview he went on to say that he had one teacher 

with whom he did not have a great relationship but still felt he learned something from him. 

Finally, he circled back to state that students generally acted better for teachers they have known 

for a longer period of time because the students were aware of how teachers responded to them. 

Adam: Because you have a good relationship with them, and that means if everybody 
have a good relationship, there will be no problems, more learning. 
Interviewer: So you think sometimes people act up in class because they have a bad 
relationship with their teacher? 
Adam: yeah, if you don’t like the teacher, you you will just act up so that if they say 
something to you, you can you just act like that. 

As the conversation continued with relationships, Adam mentioned how he did not have a great 

relationship with his math teacher, Mr. Smith. He was asked if he would rather have a different 

math teacher and he said no because Mr. Smith explained content in a way that Adam liked. 

There were instances in which Adam felt he must have a good relationship with his teachers to 

learn better, but it was not absolutely necessary for his learning; he had exceptions.  
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Adam: No cause, like I would but I won’t cause last year we had the highest math scores 
in the school building, which helped us out, to help the school stay open. He kind of 
helped us do that. 
Interviewer: Alright, so even though you don’t have a great relationship with him, you 
appreciate the fact that you learned a lot {Adam: yeah}. And what made him, what was it 
about him that you got to learn a lot from, like why do you think you learned so much 
from him? 
Adam: Because he would like in school, he in school, and teach us what he knows, and 
how he explains. 
Interviewer: How he explains it? {Adam: uh-huh}. So how does he explain things? 
Adam: Like he break it down in parts, like parts that he {inaudible 0:17:01} he would go 
back and talk and show you how he got the answers. And see you have to do this or do 
that. Like you have to add this, multiply that and stuff. 
Students also varied in how they talked about their classroom experiences. Some students 

talked about specific examples about what they liked or did not like about their classroom, 

making reference to specific teachers and specific events in the classroom that made them feel 

the way they did, and in some instances ways in which they wished their teacher would have 

acted. In the following interaction, Melissa talked about an interaction she had with Ms. Glaze 

where she got in trouble for goofing around with another student in the classroom. She felt that 

the teacher was not listening to her about what actually happened with the other student and 

disciplined her too harshly. 

Melissa: I get very angry, and then I just shut down, I do none of my work. 
Interviewer: You don’t do, because of how she interacts with you?  So give me an 
example of a time that you might shut down? 
Melissa: If she start, when she did that… 
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Melissa: …when she had started yelling at me, and then she called my parent and 
everything, I just completely shut down.  I didn’t do nothing, I just sat there with a 
straight face the whole time. 
Interviewer: And what do you think she should have done differently? 
Melissa: She could have let me talk to her before she called my mom about be being on 
the floor and laughing, and she could have let me explain to her. 



 

 153 

In this scenario, Melissa talked about how the behavior management of Ms. Glaze influenced her 

productivity, as well as her general negative affect in the classroom when Ms. Glaze did not 

listen (i.e., teacher sensitivity). She then explained the behavior management strategy she wished 

Ms. Glaze had used to keep Melissa on track in the classroom.  

 Students did not always agree on their perceptions of the same teacher. Some students 

might have stated that a teacher was nice and fun, while the next student might have thought the 

class was boring or the teacher was mean. At the charter school, they used a technique called 

“take a break,” in which students went to a corner of the room or another teacher’s classroom in 

order to cool off. It was not necessarily a punishment, but a space for students to calm down and 

collect their thoughts. Carrie thought that this behavior management strategy was really effective 

and helped students collect their thoughts, whereas Melissa thought that it was childish. They 

took the same instructional technique and had very different perceptions of it. 

Carrie: If we do something, they’ll give us a chance to go take a break and-and really 
think about it, and we can write it down.  And sometimes, once we go take a break, we 
realize, yeah, we just did this, and we come back and apologize sometimes.   
Melissa: They could stop always trying, stop trying to send students to take a break, 
because in letting students take a break, that’s what they gonna want to do in college.  
And in college you don’t, you can’t just ask your teacher, “Can I take a break,” and then 
walk out the class.  And they should stop writing people up if they want to teach people.  
Because writing people up and giving people suspensions is not helping the teaching at 
all. 
Others talked about their classrooms in terms of how they interacted within the classroom 

and behaviors they exhibited, rather than what the teacher did in the classroom – making their 

interactions with their teachers implicit in their statements rather than explicit. They did not 

completely reference what the teacher did or did not do, but what they needed to do in order to 

be successful in the classroom, even though they did not necessarily always do what they thought 

they needed to do to succeed. In the following discussion, Amy talked about what she needed to 

do in the classroom so that she could accomplish her goals in school. 
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Interviewer: Do you think there’s something that you could be doing here that would help 
you improve your learning? 
Amy: Maybe stop talking.  I think, well I pay attention, but just stop talking and hanging 
around with certain people.  And, associating with a lot of people.  
Interviewer: Why do you associate with those people, if you don’t think they’re good for 
your learning? 
Amy: I don’t think that they not good for me, I just think, one, when you quiet you pay 
more attention.  If you sit in front of the class, then you’ll get more instead of sitting in 
the back of the class, or, instead of paying attention be talking, or laughing or- laughing 
or goofing around.  I think, not just the people that you hang with, like being quiet and 
paying more attention, like being more aware of your surroundings.  I think that will 
make you a little bit better. 
Interviewer: And why don’t you currently do that all the time? 
Amy: I don’t know.  I can’t stop talking for some reason. 
Interviewer: Is the class work interesting? 

  Amy: My class, no.  Well, yes 
 
This segment was particularly interesting because Amy knew what she needed to do to be 

successful, but her statement about her behavior implied that her classroom did not provide the 

structures or the necessary interactions for her to behave in ways she felt she would be more 

successful in class. Based on how she stated she acted in the classroom, it was implied that the 

teacher did not always provide the necessary behavior management strategies or instructional 

activities that kept Amy engaged in the classroom. 

Finally, some of the most interesting comments occurred when students referred to three, 

four, or five dimensions of the classroom when discussing one classroom example. In these 

instances, students talked about how the classroom dynamics influenced each other. In the 

following scenario, Carl had been discussing the differences between his science and math 

teachers. He felt the students interacted differently for the two teachers; students behaved better 

for their science teacher, Mr. Long, compared to their math teacher, Ms. Marte. In the following 

segment, he discussed why he thought kids acted up for Ms. Marte. 



 

 155 

Carl: But when we in Ms. Marte’s class, and we ask her can we do this type of stuff, she-
she don’t listen.  That’s probably why they get frustrated. 
Interviewer: What’s something that you guys might ask her to do? 
Carl: Like can we play a math game, like math Jeopardy, something like that.  She-she 
says no, but if you talk to her one-on-one, she ye-, she’d probably say yeah. 
Interviewer: Why do you think she says no to a group? 
Carl: ‘Cause she don’t wanna be, like they disrespect her, so why would she- somebody 
listen to somebody that disrespects somebody else? 
Interviewer: Okay, and do you think there’s anything that she could do in order to get 
more respect in the classroom? 
Carl: Mm, no.  ‘Cause she try to give them in-schools, but they c- still come back playful. 

In this portion of the interview, Carl discussed the intersection of four dimensions: negative 

climate, regard for adolescence, behavior management, and instructional learning format. He 

discussed how the teacher wanted to or at times attempted to provide more instructional activities, 

but the negative student behavior interfered with that. Thus, students felt as though she would 

not listen to them, creating a negative cycle in the classroom. 

Positive climate. Students probably had the most nuanced understanding of positive 

climate, in which they described their relationships and their general affect in the classroom in 

multiple ways. While many used similar descriptive language, the reasons for why they liked or 

disliked their classroom varied. Their explanations were particularly interesting because in both 

schools the students took the same courses with the same cohort of students. Thus, their peer 

group did not change from one class to another, but the subject and teacher varied between 

classrooms. Before the discussion about the interactions between positive climate and other 

CLASS-S dimensions (i.e., negative climate, teacher sensitivity, and behavior management), 

some common themes that cut across students’ comments about positive climate were discussed, 

including (1) why students thought positive climate was important, (2) how some students 

defined positive climate, and (3) how gender impacted the relationships with their teachers.   
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Importance of positive climate. Positive climate was important for students for a variety 

of reasons and influenced the way students engaged with the classroom. For some students, their 

relationship with their teacher determined whether or not they actually engaged in the classroom. 

For example, Alyssa thought that Mr. Smith really pushed his students because he wanted them 

to succeed. In other words, she thought he might not always be the nicest teacher, but he did that 

because he wanted his students to go far in life. She excused some of his negative behavior 

because it was for her and her peers benefit.  

Alyssa: He keep us focused because he make sure, Mr. Smith and them tell us all, if you 
don’t like him, but he says to me all the time that he want- he want us to push harder and 
be far in life. 
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Alyssa: And not no dummy. 
Interviewer: So you think he actually really cares about you guys and your learning?  So 
that’s how he keeps you engaged, by showing that he cares? 
Alyssa: Mm-hm. 

While Alyssa thought that a more stern relationship was sometimes needed for students to learn, 

Brian thought he would engage with the classroom differently if he had a better relationship with 

his teachers. He thought he would be more comfortable asking for help from his teacher if he had 

a good relationship. Similarly, the negative relationships he had with some of his teachers 

deterred him from becoming an active member of the classroom. 

Interviewer: Do you think it would be helpful to have a good relationship with your 
teacher? 
Brian: Yes. 
Interviewer: For your learning?  Why is that? 
Brian: So you could get the, the right help that you need from them. 
Interviewer: So do you think you don’t get as much help from a teacher because you 
don’t like them? 
Brian: Yeah.   
Interviewer: Why is that?  Are you less likely to go ask for help? 
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Brian: Yeah 
 Jenny, on the other hand, had a complex understanding about her relationships with 

teachers. She did not necessarily trust all of her teachers, but she tried to get to know each 

teacher a bit in case she needed a favor from the teacher. Thus, she attempted to get to know the 

teacher to a certain degree in case she needed help. 

Jenny: …I’m, getting, I’m, well I still don’t trust him.  But as far as the year’s going by, 
it’s like a little things that I can talk to him about, but not too personal. 
Interviewer: And why do you think, what are some of, why do you think you can talk to 
him about little things? 
Jenny: ‘Cause I don’t, I’m not a teacher’s pet, but I’m kind a is, and I felt like I need to 
get to know the teacher, like if a teacher want me to do a favor, then I may want them to 
do a favor, I can’t do that if I don’t have a r-, a good relationship with the teacher.  So, in 
order to hap- make that happen, I need to know the teacher, and we have little itty-bitty 
talks and then that’s how we start a friendship a little.   
Defining positive climate. Students talked about positive climate in ways that were 

described in CLASS-S. They talked about how their classrooms were fun or positive places to be. 

They talked about how they had good relationships with their teachers and peers, or alternatively 

how their relationships were not great with some teachers or students. While in most instances 

they defined positive climate in similar ways, they defined the reasons why their classrooms 

were positive places to be in different ways. Students talked about why they felt they had a 

positive climate (or lack thereof) for multiple reasons, including the types of relationships they 

developed with their teachers or classmates, how the teacher interacted with them around content, 

and how sensitive teachers were to students needs, while other times students defined the word 

“relationship” in a unique way.   

For example, multiple students at the charter school thought they had a better relationship 

with their science teacher, Mr. Long, because they knew him for a longer period of time. Mr. 

Long used to be the sixth grade teacher for the students in his homeroom class; so many students 

thought that they grew to develop a mutual understanding with him.  Carrie explained the 
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development of her relationship with Mr. Long, and why she thought they acted better for him 

compared to most of the other middle school teachers. 

Interviewer: So besides being your homeroom teacher, why else do you think… 
Carrie: Because we learned to respect him, ‘cause… 
Interviewer: How did you… 
Carrie: Because, when we was in sixth grade, we used to be way disrespectful.  We didn’t 
listen, we were bad, we-we did all kinds of things, and he told us, “You know, you guys 
can’t do that, ‘cause you gotta wake up and realize you’re in the real world,” and stuff, 
so we showed him respect and we got to know him.  Once we get to know the teacher, we 
show them a great amount of respect. 

However, Carrie did not define all of her relationships with her teachers based on how long she 

knew them. She defined her relationship with her English teacher, Ms. Glaze (who was new to 

the school this year), in terms of the positive messages that she received from Ms. Glaze. 

Carrie: Ms. Glaze, she-she, I like her, because she really challenges me.  ‘Cause she 
knows I’m smart, and she tells me I’m smart every time I do something.  Sometimes I be 
like the first one to get my work in, she always tell me, “You’re smart,” and “Oh my god, 
this is beautiful,” and stuff like that. And she give me something to challenge myself. 
 

Thus, Carrie did not define her relationships, or positive climate, in one particular way. But there 

were multiple ways that she, and other students defined the positive climate and the relationships 

they had with different teachers. 

Some students defined their relationship with their teacher based on what they did for the 

students (e.g., free time or took them out for recess), or the type of content they taught. In the 

following excerpt, Dena talked for a while about why she liked Mr. Jones, her humanities teacher, 

compared to the other teachers. In order to understand what she had been saying throughout, I 

summarized what she said and asked her to expand more. 

Interviewer: So you describe it as a, you describe your relationship with it-him is good, 
because he’s funny, the work isn’t hard, and he takes you outside for recess? 
Dena:  Yeah.  And he don’t yell a lot, and I don’t like when people yell at me.  He don’t 
yell a lot.  He’ll just yell when people don’t listen to him. 
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Dena went on to state that she liked all of her classes for different reasons. In other words, the 

positive interactions that Dena had in her classroom were dependent upon a variety of other 

different interactions that occurred in the classroom. She did not just have a positive affect 

because she had a good relationship with her teachers – in some classes the work was interesting, 

other times the teacher and class were fun, and other times the teacher allowed the students to 

talk in class.  

Dena: I mean, okay.  In humanities, I like humanities the most, because I like to read 
about old people. 

 Interviewer: Okay. 
Dena: Yeah, ‘cause they fun.  Like Jack Johnson, he funny.  And then Ms. Spencer class, 
Ms. Spencer just funny, she make learning fun.  And Mr. Smith class, I don’t really like 
Mr. Smith, ‘cause he yell a lot, but his class fun because math, I just like math.  And Dr. 
Pitt class, we just do a packet, but we get to talk and stuff in her classroom, that what 
make her class fun. 
Dena: I like Ms. Spencer.  Mr. Smith, he on and off, ‘cause sometimes, if another class 
make him mad, he’ll be mad for the whole day and he’ll put it on the other students in the 
next class.  Mr. Jones, he Mr. Jones.   
Interviewer: What does that mean? 
Dena: He just Mr. Jones, ‘cause it’s just, some of the stuff he be saying be funny.  And 
when he be making fun of people he’ll be funny.   
Janice had an interesting definition of relationships and what made relationships. Below 

two different segments were presented. First, Janice talked about what made a great teacher, the 

positive behaviors the teacher exhibited as well as the absence of negative behaviors. In the 

second segment, she talked about what made her have a bad relationship with a teacher. 

However, she stated that she did not have relationship with a teacher because it was negative.  

Janice: Umm, Ms. Spencer is a good teacher, Ms. Spencer help all her kids with what 
they need help with. Before your project due, she tell you when it’s due, she’ll keep 
reminding you. She help you, like if I need help, I’m doing a skit. If I need help with my 
skit, she’ll help me with it as much as I need help. Um. There is nothing bad to say about 
Ms. Spencer, she don’t have no bad attitude, she don’t have a bad temper. She is the 
perfect teacher. 
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Interviewer: Do you think that’s one of the reasons you have a bad relationship with 
them, because they don’t really teach you? 
Janice: Um, I aint got no relationship with them. I only have a relationship with people 
that’s are going to push me for effort. If you’re not going to push me for effort, I’m not 
going to conversate with you because you don’t really care if I pass or fail. 
Gender and positive climate. The gender of the teacher also influenced some students’ 

relationships with their teachers. For example, Mike said that he had a better relationship with 

his male teachers “Cause I can relate to a male teacher better than a woman teacher.” However, 

Adam said that he did not get along with most of his male teachers; “I don’t get along with most 

of the male teachers.” Jenny, on the other hand, talked about how her relationships with male 

teachers developed over time because she was not familiar with having male teachers, and did 

not initially trust them. 

Interviewer: And so, so you had bad relationship with a teacher, so what makes you have 
a bad relationship with these other teachers? 
Jenny: I feel like, well through my lifetime, I only had two man teachers, and that was Mr. 
Smith and Mr. Jones.  Now, no, three, and Mr. Sawyer16.  And really, when I first found 
out that I had man teachers, since I was so used to having female teachers, I really didn’t 
trust them, and I didn’t like being alone in the classroom with ‘em, or I don’t like how 
they, like they try to pat you on your shoulder, I didn’t like that, it didn’t make me feel 
comfortable.  So I automatically started brushing them off, and disrespecting them, but in 
the end, two out the, I mean, one out of the three, Mr. Sawyer, was the one that I really 
trusted.  He the one who showed me the most compassion, and caring, and he said that he 
understand that I go through hard things in life, but it’s only the beginning, so I might as 
well just get used to it.  And just move on, because if I get stuck on it now, then I’m gonna 
be stuck in high school.  And that’s why Ms. Spencer was trying to get me to work on my 
emotions, because she said when I got to high school, and they see me cry easily, it’s 
gonna be like I’m a-automatically prey, and I told her that I don’t want to be a prey in 
high school.   
Positive climate and negative climate. Throughout the interviews, students talked about 

the climate of their classroom at the intersection of negative and positive climate – sometimes 

talking about the absence of one compared to the presence of another. In other words, sometimes 

they mentioned that they had a positive climate in the classroom due to the absence of negative 
                                                        
16 Mr. Sawyer was her fourth grade teacher. 
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behaviors, and vice versa. The interview segments reviewed here discussed how students talked 

about these interactions. 

Many students talked about the cyclical relationship that existed between teachers and 

students. They noticed that the attitudes of the teachers impacted the students, and the attitudes 

of the students impacted the teachers. Students, however, differed in where they thought this 

cycle started – some students thought students were the first to exhibit negative behavior and 

sometimes the students thought the teacher was the first to exhibit the negative behavior. In the 

discussion with Karen, she noticed that the inconsistent interactions that her social studies 

teacher, Mr. Grange, had with different students influenced how students interacted with him. 

These inconsistent interactions caused a series of negative interactions throughout the year, 

resulting in some students distancing themselves from Mr. Grange. 

Karen: They sometimes are unfair about things.  Like some teachers, sometimes my 
teacher, Mr. Grange, he lets people do, let’s certain people do what they want, but others 
he doesn’t. 
Interview: Can you give me an example? 
Karen: For instance, he’ll say, well, well I’ll bring this up.  At the beginning of the school 
year, he let the boys do whatever they want, and he tried to be their friend, and since he 
was new, and then it backfired on him, because now they don’t listen to him.  So he tried 
to be their friend, let them do whatever they wanted to do, and now it backfired. 
Interview: Now how do, how do they act now? 
Karen: Pitiful. 
Interview: The boys act pitiful? 
Karen: Yes.  Not just the boys, but girls, too. 
Interview: And why do you think that girls changed it… 
Karen: ‘Cause, in the beginning, he wouldn’t let them do anything, so now, it’s not 
retaliation, but it’s like they’re sick of it. 
Interview: They’re sick of… 
Karen: Of it happening, ‘cause sometimes it still does happen.  And they, sometimes at 
the end of the day, the boys get to go to the gym, and then the girls have to stay in class. 
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Quite a few students talked about students exhibiting negative behavior, but at the same 

time attempting to find some justification for the negative behavior. For example, Jack thought 

that students acted up because the boys in the class were trying to be funny to impress the girls, 

rather than truly exhibiting negative behavior. 

Interviewer: Why what’s wrong with the school? 
Jack: It just too much drama? 
Interviewer: Too much drama? Like what, give me an example of what you consider as 
something as drama. 
Jack: Umm, writing on walls, fighting, and playing, running through hallways, and 
acting up 
Interviewer: And why do you think kids do that? 
Jack: They try to act funny? 
Interviewer: So you think they’re just trying to be funny? {believe student shakes head 
yes}.  And why do they try to be funny in school and not take it seriously 
Jack: No cause of the girls. 

 While some students provided justification for the negative behavior, other students did 

not think the behaviors they exhibited in class were disrespectful. In the following excerpt, Beth 

talked about how she defined “respect” and “disrespect.” She did not believe goofing around in 

class, or not always following directions was disrespectful to a teacher. In her discussion, she 

made it appear that disrespect was a more severe action. 

Interviewer: …How do the s-, how do the students treat Mr. Jones? 
Beth: Some, they play a lot. 
Interviewer: Okay. 
Beth: And some respect him. 
Interviewer: Just some? 
Beth: Yeah. 
Interviewer: What about the other ones? 
Beth: They, they respect him, but they play a lot.  So they get kicked out of his class and 
stuff like that. 
Interviewer: Okay.  So do they sho-, so they don’t show that they respect him, but they do 
respect him, is that what you’re saying? 
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Beth: Yeah. 
Interviewer: So why do you think a kid actually respects a teacher, but then acts 
disrespectful in class? 
Beth: They play a lot, they don’t disrespect him like that.  If he say do something, they’ll 
do something, but they’ll be saying stuff to other students, and they’ll distract them. 

 Other students thought that there was an interaction between positive and negative 

climate of the students in the school based on what occurred outside of school. For instance some 

students thought students brought in what was happening in the community into the school, 

making positive interactions difficult to occur between all students. Sue thought that the students’ 

behaviors were bad because of the community many of the students came from.  

Interviewer: So, and why do you think their behavior and attitudes are, I’m assuming, 
bad? 
Sue: ‘Cause where we are, where the school at, and where they live at. 
Interviewer: So tell me more about that.  What do you mean by where they live at? 
Sue: Their community is, bah.   
Interviewer: Their community? 
Sue: Mm-hm. 
Interviewer: So what do you mean it’s “bah?”  Tell me more.  Again, this won’t… 
Sue: It’s like wild and School 1 is in the middle of it, so, basically all the kids come from 
over there, coming here, so.  And they bring their attitude in and their, it’s just a smell 
that make the school. 
Interviewer: So you think a lot of their issues come from their community?  And do you 
think there’s a way that the school could help them resolve some of their issues?  What?  
No? 
Sue: Mm-mm.   

Other students thought that the media’s negative perception of the students had a negative effect 

on the dynamics in the classroom, or that the media’s perceptions of the students in the school 

were inaccurate.  

Ervin: Well, I’m gonna say I think, they-they do argue a lot, but in class, they really get 
they work done.  And they really is smart.  But they don’t act like they smart, but they 
smart.  So I guess the media see how they act outs- how they act in the streets, but in the 
school they different and they get really with their education.” 
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Positive climate and teacher sensitivity. Students consistently said they got along with 

teachers better when they paid attention to the social, emotional, and academic aspects of the 

students. Students talked about how much they appreciated when teachers would re-explain 

things to them because the teachers knew they did not understand, or provide activities that 

intrigued or interested the students. In other words, they liked when the teacher got to know what 

the students liked and disliked – both in terms of content and types of activities they presented. 

 For example, Ben liked when his teachers would know in advance some of the 

challenges that he might have in understanding the content, as well as challenges that he will 

have in the future. He had better relationships with those teachers that were aware of some of 

these challenges and helped him learn the skills needed to overcome those challenges. 

Interviewer: Alright, okay.  So can you tell me a little bit more about your relationships 
with your different teachers?  How do you get along?  You talked quite a bit about Ms. 
Glaze, so do you have a favorite teacher, or a better relationship with a teacher, 
compared to others? 
Ben: Well I like, really, Mr. Long the best, right, Mr. Long and Ms. Glaze, she just make 
it easier and she-she understands what-what gon’ come like ahead, like the hits that will 
come towards me, that’s just like Mr. Long. 
Interviewer: They can understand the what? 
Ben: Hit, like the challenges. 
Interviewer: Challenges, okay. 
Ben: Challenges gonna come to you, like getting a house, or financing.  And Mr. Long, 
he-he know- he know stuff that intrigues you to want to learn about it, and the labs he do- 
the labs he do, they be fun, lotta fun.  And it-it help you learn at the same time. 

 Along with thinking about the challenges and difficulties students face, some students 

appreciated when teachers pushed them and challenged them so students will be able to 

accomplish their future goals. For example, Ervin felt that he worked harder for the teachers that 

really paid attention to him and pushed him to work harder. 

Interviewer: So why do you think they’re doing, why do you think you’re doing more 
work in math and reading? 
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Ervin: I think it’s because they want us, they want, they want us to succeed in high school 
and get us ready for high school.  I’m not saying Mr. Jones, Dr. Pitt, don’t want us to, 
but I think Ms. Spencer and Mr. Smith want us to really exceed and have a better life for 
us when we get older. 
Interviewer: And do you think you guys work harder with Dr. Pit, or, Ms. Spencer and 
Mr. Smith? 
Ervin: Yeah.  I think we her, he, they really get on us if we don’t do our work, so I think 
we really work harder with them. 
Interviewer: So it pushes you a bit more? 
Ervin: Yeah. 

 Furthermore, students felt that positive relationships were necessary for their learning, as 

they felt they were more likely to ask for help and also received more help from teachers with 

whom they had better relationships. In other words, positive relationships were critical for the 

student comfort aspect of teacher sensitivity (i.e., student’s comfort level in asking teachers for 

help was an indicator of teacher sensitivity). Both Beth and Nancy mentioned that meaningful 

relationships were important for teachers to know what students needed help on.  

Beth: ‘Cause if you have a good relationship with your teacher, you get to come tell them 

what you need help with, and all that stuff, and this, then they can help you with it. 

Nancy:  Because, it’s like, I think that they’ll sort of know like how you learn, and stuff 

like that, and they could help you on a different level or something.  Like, if you need 

them to, you need help with certain stuff, in class, I think that’s why, that’s how that 

could affect your, you have a good relationship with your teacher. 

 Alternatively, students mentioned that they did not get along with their teachers, or 

thought that the class was boring because (1) the teacher did not explain content in way that the 

students understood, or (2) it was something that they had already learned before. This was 

frustrating to students because the teachers appeared to be unaware of the students’ 

understanding of the content. For example, Kim felt that they had been learning the same content 
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in their social studies class for the past few years. Even after they approached their teacher about 

learning the content in a previous grade, Mr. Grange did not seem concerned or did not explain 

in enough detail to the students how the content differed. 

Interviewer: Can you give me example of something you’ve learned that you already 
know? 
Kim: In social studies, in fifth grade, we already learned the Civil War, and in sixth 
grade we went over it again.  And now, in seventh grade, we’re going over it again.   
Interviewer: And have you learned any new information about the Civil War? 
Kim: No, not really. 
Interviewer: Not really?  And have you guys told Mr. Grange that you’ve already learned 
about the Civil War? 
Kim: Yeah, he said we just gonna review it. 
Interviewer: Okay, and so how does that make you feel about school then? 
Kim: It, I don’t really want to be in this school, because of that.  If I’m not really 
learning anything that’s, I wanna learn more than I already know.  And it’s like I’m just 
learning all the stuff all over and it makes me forget some things. 
Many students felt that relationships did not just develop, but that teachers needed to 

understand how students in the school acted and some of the issues the students in their specific 

context dealt with. Once teachers attempted to get to know the students in the school and some of 

the issues they faced, they were more likely to open up. For example, Jenny talked about her 

relationship with Mr. Smith. She felt that he was still relatively new to the traditional public 

school; thus, he was still learning what students had to deal with there. In order to talk about this, 

she referenced a prior teacher she had, Mr. Sawyer, who had been at the school for four years.   

Jenny: ‘Cause I feel like the longer you at School 1, then you know, I could use, well Ms. 
Spencer only been for three years, and so has Mr. Sawyer, so I can use Mr. Sawyer.  He’s 
been for for, I think, four years, and he already know how School 1 students act, and how 
they put up barriers when they don’t trust you.  And sometimes he press on to try to knock 
down the barriers, which cause students to retaliate, but now since he has more 
experience, if he is told by ano-, a student to leave him alone, or if a student tell him to 
leave him alone, he’ll just walk off, but he’ll be like, “I’m here for you.”  And just to hear 
those words make you actually think about it, and make you want to talk to him, and tell 
him, have advice.  But other than that, if you don’t really know how School 1 students act, 
or what they gotta deal with, when they at the school, you don’t really know how to relate 
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to a student.  And that’s why I feel like Mr. Smith doesn’t know how to relate to a student, 
‘cause half of the year he wasn’t here, and he only been in school for one-and-a-half of a 
year.  And I felt like he don’t know, exactly, a lot about School 1, to know what students 
have to deal with and the drama, and the violence that they have to go through, just to be 
in the school. 
 

 Some students thought that if teachers paid more attention to students’ negative attitudes 

and why they had their negative attitudes, student behavior would improve. Sue had an 

interesting analysis about the degree to which teachers paid attention to students’ emotional 

needs and the behavior and attitudes exhibited. In other words, she identified that teacher 

sensitivity would not only be a good classroom management strategy, but also increase the 

positive climate and decrease the negative climate in the classroom.  

Interviewer: So what-what are some things that you think they can do improve their 
attitudes? 
Sue: <8 sec> Talk to them more, I don’t, talk to them, I guess. 
Interviewer: Talk to the kids? 
Sue: Yes. 
Interviewer: About what? 
Sue: And how they feel and their emotions.  What’s going on in their community and all 
that. 
Interviewer: So you think if the kids got to process their emotions more they… 
Sue: Well talk about it, or something. 
Interviewer: Okay, and the teachers here don’t like to bring up those sorts of issues? 
Sue: No, not-not that much. 
Interviewer: Why is that? 
Sue: Some of them do, but not the others. 
Interviewer: Why do you think that is? 
Sue: Because I guess they don’t got time for us, well they do, to teach us, but don’t got no 
more time to be going through their life and all that 
Positive climate and behavioral management. There were multiple students who felt that 

they had better or worse relationships with their teachers based on the behavior management 

strategies teachers used in their classrooms. The interaction between these two dimensions was 
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sometimes based on the actual strategies used or the consistency of strategies; while other times, 

it was based on how the students perceived the teacher. 

For example, Sam preferred when teachers provided explanations for the different rules, 

procedures, and classroom management strategies the teacher used. Otherwise, she felt that 

teachers were doing things just to do them rather than having specific reasons for doing them. 

She went so far as to think that teachers were purposefully trying to “mess with kids” based on 

some of their interactions. Earlier in the interview, Sam recalled a time when Ms. Glaze asked 

the students to come into the classroom early. Initially Sam was upset until Ms. Glaze explained 

her reasoning. 

Interviewer: Why do you think that makes a better relationship? 
Sam: Because, like, usually I think when people, teachers don’t have an explanation for 
their what they, for they actions, why they bring us in the classroom. I think they just 
doing it because if they don’t like us or nothing, but if you do. That mean. If that the 
reasons. But if you don’t, I guess, they doing it to mess with them. 

 While some students liked teachers based on their classroom management strategies, 

other students stopped liking the teacher because of the behavior management strategies they 

used. Stacey stated that students stopped liking the teacher when they suspended them. 

Interviewer: Yeah?  Can you give me an example of why you think someone would have a 
bad relationship with their teacher? 
Stacey: ‘Cause probably they was acting up and Mr. Smith probably stopped liking them. 
Interviewer: So you think Mr. Smith stops liking kids that act up a lot? 
Stacey: They stop liking him once he suspend them. 
Kim, on the other hand, believed students were more likely to behave appropriately when 

they had a good understanding of who their teacher was and what the expectations were for 

behavior. She thought that consistent messages from her teacher were important, particularly on 

breaking rules and the corresponding consequences.  

Interviewer: Who does really well?   



 

 169 

Kim: Mr. Long and Ms. Glaze. 
Interviewer: And why do you think they do really well? 
Kim: Because it’s like, the kids listen to them more than they listen to anybody else.  I 
don’t know why.  But it’s like they’re good in their classrooms, because they know how 
they are, they like, they get you their, their rules and everything you supposed to be doing 
in classroom, and if you don’t follow ‘em, they know everything that’s gonna happen, or 
what’s the consequences for it. 
Other students felt that teachers were not consistent in their messaging or equal in how 

they treated all students. Students thought about this in multiple ways, including inconsistent 

consequences for students in the class, inability to recognize when a teacher was serious versus 

joking around, and favoritism by teachers. In the first example, Karen mentioned that if a good 

kid acted up, the teacher was more likely to threaten a more severe consequence than if a bad kid 

acted up. She went on to state that this occurred because a good kid was more likely to act right 

because of the threat of a consequence, while the bad kid needed more chances. 

Karen: And it’s like, for instance, my dad wants me to do good in school, and he doesn’t 
tolerate misbehavior, and so all, if I started talking when Mr. Grange tells me not to, all 
he has to do is threaten to call my dad and then I’ll stop talking.  For certain people, like 
the people that was talking about my friends, that, our parents don’t tolerate that, so all 
they have to do is threaten us and say, “Oh, I’m about to call your dad,” and then there’s 
no more problems.  But with them it’s like, “Oh, you get another demerit, another merit, 
it’s a write-up, now we’re gonna call your mother, we’re gonna call your mother again.”  
It’s like, you have to do more stuff with them, you don’t just have to threaten them for 
them to get their act together. 
Interviewer: And why do you think it takes so much for them to get their act together? 
Karen: Beca-, well, they said that they’re tired of it, and they just want to prove a point, 
but I don’t see it. 
Interviewer: What do you mean, they want to prove a point? 
Karen: They want to prove that we’re still going to get the warnings, and they’re still 
gonna get demerit, the demerits, but it’s actually hurting them because they keep getting 
demerits and they keep getting referrals, and we’re not.  So, you can, they can try to 
prove a point, but it’s not helping anything. 
In the second example, Jack stated he was not sure when the teacher was actually trying 

to get kids to behave versus joking around. When students were talking, Mr. Smith asked kids to 

be quiet, but Jack thought he was joking around because he had a smile on his face. It was only 
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when Mr. Smith’s face turned red that he knew Mr. Smith was being serious. Thus, students 

were uncertain if Mr. Smith was being serious versus joking around. 

Interviewer: Okay, so umm… how do the students treat the teacher? So you said some of 
them will try to egg him on compared to other classrooms. How else, like, do they just 
want to see his face get red? 
Jack: Well they just want to see his face get red, they just don’t listen. {Interviewer: they 
just don’t listen?}. Yah, They think he be playing. Cause when Mr. Smith get mad, like, 
it’s like smiling, there is like a smiley face on his face.  
Interviewer: While he is getting that mad, he has a smile on his face? 
Jack: No, it’s like, he be like... he be like joking with, and that’s when they start doing 
that and stuff  
Similarly, Stacey thought that students acted differently with Mr. Smith because he was 

not consistent in how he acted with students. His behavior, she believed, made kids think that Mr. 

Smith was more of their friend than a teacher. 

Interviewer: So Mr. Smith plays?  Alright, what do you mean he plays? 
Stacey: Like he always joke around with them and stuff, so they probably think that Mr. 
Smith they friend. 
Some students also thought teachers were inconsistent in how they treated students 

because they showed favoritism to students. Carrie thought that some of the teachers played 

favoritism in how they treated students 

Carrie: Oh, they-they, some-, it depend on some students.  They show favoritism for some 
students, and to, say I’m, I do something, like I talk back to the teacher, I get sent out.  
But if it’s a boy or something like that, not doing anything, but sometimes they pull 
people aside for no reason, like they’ll tell us we doing something wrong when we really 
not. 
Interviewer: So when, what’s something that they’ll pull you aside and say that you’re 
doing something wrong? 
Carrie: If I’m tired, like today we were taking the test, and I was feeling kind of tired, and 
my teacher had, he had said I need to get my attitude together.  I just wasn’t feeling that 
well this morning, ‘cause we had to take a test early in the morning, but other people had 
they head down and he didn’t bring it to their attention. 

Carrie, however, had a more complex understanding of behavior management than teachers 

showing favoritism. She also stated students’ behavior varied depending on the teacher. Carrie 
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thought that kids behaved differently because of how nice the teachers were. She felt that some 

teachers were more lenient, which made her like the teacher and think she was nice; however, 

this did not deter her or other students from exhibiting poor behavior. In the following excerpt, 

Carrie referenced how she liked Ms. Marte because she gave her a lot of chances, but then went 

on to say that she felt students could get away with stuff because Ms. Marte was too nice.  

Carrie: ‘Cause Ms.-Ms. Marte, she swee, like she give you a lot of chances.  But she don’t 
even call parents, she never call my mom.  Ms. Glaze, she keep it real with you.  She 
don’t’ hold it back if she think you need to correct this, you’ll come back and you’ll be 
correct.  They understand us, or something, I don’t know how, but they get us. 
Interviewer: Okay.  You said that Ms. Marte, she respects you all and whatever, so why 
do you think you… 
Carrie: ‘Cause she too nice. 
Interviewer: She’s too nice? 
Carrie: Yeah, that’s why.  And it’s like peo-people be push over her, trying to get by and 
stuff… 
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Carrie: She’ll let them get by on grades or nothing, but like when it comes to behavior, 
something like that, they be trying to get by and stuff. 
Interviewer: So what do they do to try and get by? 
Carrie: They try to talk they way out of it, and sometimes they-they take advantage of her 
in class.  I feel bad for it, like it be like we have to be doing work and somebody be 
walking out the class, Ms. Marte don’t really notice it, but then she notices it, and then 
she try to give them a write up then they’ll talk their way out of it.  And they mistreat her, 
and she the only class that people really be loud in, ‘cause she’s like, you know, small 
and stuff, and they really don’t see her as a threat because she don’t be as strict as most 
teachers, you know, down to the rules and stuff.  That’s why, in Ms. Marte’s and Mr. 
Grange’s class, those are the two classes that people are loud and not-so-well in.  They 
be bad in, and stuff. 

Thus, the development of positive relationships with students was not sufficient for them to 

behave; other strategies must be in place for kids to become invested in the classroom. 

Instructional learning format. Instructional learning format was an interesting CLASS-

S dimension to code, as students talked about the activities that they did (or wished they did), but 

rarely provided descriptions of what these activities looked like in practice. For example, when 
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students talked about their instructional activities, they talked about projects or group work; yet, 

their definition of what they meant was quite limited. During classroom observations, on the 

other hand, an observer could tell if a project meant that students were participating in an activity 

that promoted higher order thinking (i.e., analysis and problem solving), or allowed students to 

talk in meaningful ways with each other (i.e., regard for adolescence). Because students lacked 

this nuanced understanding, these activities were generally coded as instructional learning format 

because students lacked depth in their description of these activities. However, there were 

instances in which some students did provide more in depth understanding of the activities, 

particularly when students were asked why they liked something or why they found it helpful. 

Students talked about the instructional activities in their classroom in multiple ways, 

including the activities that they did the most often, helped them learn the most, and wished they 

did more of, while some students believed that no matter what the teacher did, they would be 

engaged in the classroom because that was what was expected of them to succeed. And yet other 

times, students talked about studying a specific topic, without providing many specifics. 

In the first example, Andrew stated that some teachers were consistent in the types of 

activities they did in the classroom. He stated that he liked this approach because he knew what 

he was expecting when he walked into the classroom. However, later in the segment, he stated 

that he liked when he got to do hands-on and interactive things in the same classroom, as they 

made the classroom more fun. 

Andrew: Usually we already know what we going to do before we even walk in the door. 
Interviewer: How do you know you know what you’re going to do before you walk in the 
door? 
Andrew: We do the same thing everyday. 
Interviewer: In what class? 
Andrew: Mr. Grange. We just like work out of our packets, but we learn something new 
everyday. 
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Interviewer: So you do the same kind of process {student: right} but you do, you learn 
something new everyday? {student: right}. And do you like that? 
Andrew: It’s okay cause I know what I’m going to, I know what I’m looking forward to. 
Sometimes we might have interactive like stuff that we can do, or sometimes it might just 
be a packet of work to do. 
Interviewer: Okay, so you don’t mind, his 
Andrew: Sometimes he make it fun, sometimes it can be boring, but most of the time, it’s 
always fun. 
Interviewer: So what makes his class fun? 
Andrew: When we get hands-on, and we can do like stuff. Like interactive throughout the 
war, civil war, WWI, WWII, like the Berlin Wall, and {inaudible}, and what not. 

 Additionally, students were able to talk about activities they wished they did more of 

because these types of activities helped them learn. For example, Dena wished they did more 

projects in her classes because they made her think more – in projects, she did not just read and 

write, but actually thought about the content. 

Interviewer: But you can learn by similar processes?  Okay, are there any other ways 
that he can keep you engaged, any other types of activities that are more fun than not, 
that will keep you interested? 
Dena: If he make us do more projects. 
Interviewer: More projects? 
Dena: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Okay.  Why does that, why would that help you become more engaged in the 
classroom? 
Dena: Because when we do more p-, every time I do a project I really have to work on it, 
because most projects are most of my grade, and when you do projects you really have to 
learn about it, you can’t just read it and answer questions, you really have to learn about 
it to fix the project. 
However, some students felt like they engaged in the classroom tasks no matter how 

interesting or boring they were. When asked what kept Cindy focused in the classroom, she 

stated that she stayed engaged automatically and learned no matter the type of activity 

(referenced in the positive climate/instructional learning format section). Even though she would 
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engage no matter what, Cindy mentioned that she liked classrooms more when she got to do a 

variety of instructional tasks.  

Interviewer: Alright, and anything else? {believes student shakes head no} So what, what 
do the teachers have to do in order to help you like, to stay focused? 
Cindy: Well, for me…I just stay focused automatically. 
Interviewer: You stay focused all the time? So you feel like you can go into any classroom 
and pretty much learn? 
Cindy: yeah 
Instructional learning format and positive climate. Throughout many of these 

interactions, students talked about either how they did not like the classroom (i.e., low positive 

climate) because they were bored with the activities, or enjoyed the classroom (i.e., high positive 

climate) due to the instructional tasks. For example, Melissa had a low positive affect in her 

classrooms where she constantly did the same thing. She believed this caused students to 

disengage from the classroom, and not actively participate in the tasks the teacher created. 

Interviewer: Okay.  And you said, when Mr. Grange thinks everyone’s doing his work 
and no one’s doing their work, right? 
Melissa: It would be like, it’s only like five or six people doing they work, and he’ll just 
think that the whole class is working, when one person is just off task. 
Interviewer: Why?  Why-why does no one do his work?   
Melissa: Because he-he give us the same stuff every day.  Every day we come to his class, 
we literally have to do a packet every day.   
Interviewer: And you don’t like the packets? 
Melissa: No.  It has been like that since the first time we went to his class.  We-we having 
to do packets every day. 
Interviewer: And what are in his packets? 
Melissa: It’s basically about the subject that we learning for that quarter.  Like this 
quarter, we’re learning about racism and the Civil Rights movement and the Black 
Panther movement. 
Interviewer: Okay, and is that not interesting to you? 
Melissa: It’s kinda interesting, but I’m just tired of doing the same packets every day 
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Similarly, Adam thought that his classroom was boring because all the teacher did was sit 

in the front of the classroom and talk. Because students were bored, they found something that 

distracted them, which was generally talking amongst themselves.  

Interviewer: Is there anything you think that he could do in class so that they don’t talk 
Adam: Most of the time, kids talk when they are bored. 
Interviewer: Oh, they are bored, so you guys do boring work? 
Adam: Um yeah sometimes. 
Interviewer:  What makes it boring? 
Adam: uhhhh… it’s just… I don’t know… he just how he. You just know something is 
boring... and you just talk about, he talks most the whole period 
While some students thought the activities were boring, other students thought the 

teacher’s personality made the class boring; the students felt the classroom would not be 

engaging no matter what the teacher would try.  For example, Alyssa thought Mr. Smith could 

not make math interesting. However, if Mr. Jones taught the class, a teacher she found funny, she 

believed he would be able to create a funny and engaging math class. 

Interviewer: Is there anything that you think he could do that would make it more 
interesting? 
Alyssa: Not really. 
Interviewer: Not really? 
Alyssa: ‘Cause he a boring person, to me, so I don’t think he could do nothing to make it 
interesting. 
Interviewer: Could another teacher do something about math to make it more 
interesting? 
Alyssa: Yeah.   
Interviewer: What do you think they could do? 
Alyssa: Mr. Jones, he’ll make jokes and stuff about it, but it’ll still be based on what 
we’re learning. 
Interviewer: So just making more jokes in class? 
Alyssa: Yeah, but it’s based on what we learning and the way he say it, like, he say it in a 
playful way, but he still teaching us the concept of what he’s trying to get across to us 
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Cindy, on the other hand, thought that her classrooms were really fun places to be when 

the teachers allowed the students to do interesting tasks and used a variety of resources to 

accomplish those tasks 

Cindy: No. I like all my teachers the same. 
Interviewer: Why do you like all your teachers the same? 
Cindy: Well, to me, they all like…they all great teachers to me. Like they fun. They make 
our lessons fun and also educated. And like they let us do, they let us talk and stuff. 
Interviewer: What makes a lesson fun? 
Cindy: They let us work with a partner or, like they’ll let us do our research on like the 
computer, or our phones. 
Interviewer: On your phones? They let you do work on your phones? 
Cindy: To research. If we do projects, like they’ll let us research on em. We can only 
research. Like we can only use it to research it. 

 Similar to Cindy, Darla thought she learned more during projects. She believed that when 

she participated in activities that were more fun, where she got to talk to people, and moved 

around the classroom, she learned more compared to when she only read in books and took notes. 

The following excerpt summarized why she liked Mr. Long and the projects they did in class. 

Interviewer: Is there one teacher that you think is really good, that entertains you and 
keeps you… 
Darla: Mr. Long.   
Interviewer: Mr. Long?  Why? 
Darla: ‘Cause he, we actually learn in his class, and he gives us stuff that-that we won’t 
get bored, and we focus in his classroom.  Except for when we’re talking. 
Interviewer: What do you mean, so what kind of stuff does he give you that makes you, 
that helps you focus? 
Darla: Like the projects, and stuff that, like the water, the animals, and he-he gives it to 
us in a fun way, but we still learn it, and we still have fun when we’re doing it. 
Along with projects, students referenced a variety of other activities they did that helped 

them learn and created a fun classroom environment. Activities included watching movies, 

playing games, and working with peers to help each other learn. In the following two excerpts, 
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Danielle and Ervin talked about how games and group work, respectively, made the classroom a 

more enjoyable place to be. 

Danielle: And so we can be able to pass the test that’s coming up.  So, for example, in 
social studies, we’ll play the Constitution version of Jeopardy, and it’d, some-some of the 
things that are on this Jeopardy are things that most of the kids in our class don’t 
understand, and once we play the game we understand a lot better, and we’re able to 
prepare for our test. 
Ervin: Well we work in groups, we work in groups, we help each other out, and we ask 
the teacher for questions, sometimes, but in the other time, in the other time we would 
work in groups to help each other out, to-to get out work done, we help ea-, to get our 
work done, well, well, like the smart kids in the class, they come help the people that 
really need help.  And, and, and they, and the teachers, I just forgot what I was about to 
say. 
Instructional learning format and teacher sensitivity. The intersection between 

instructional learning formats and teacher sensitivity were rarely explicit when the students 

talked. When students talked about the instructional activities in the classroom, many times they 

talked about how much the teachers paid attention to how students were learning the material or 

how much the teachers were interacting with the students during activities. While teacher 

facilitation was an indicator  of instructional learning formats, many of these interactions also 

implied the degree teachers were aware of students’ needs or how teachers responded to those 

needs (i.e., teacher sensitivity) 

 Janice and Alyssa thought Ms. Spencer was a good teacher because she helped students 

stay on track; she noticed what students needed help on and worked with the students to 

complete their tasks. They felt when Ms. Spencer focused on the students; she pushed them 

forward in their learning. 

Janice: Umm, Ms. Spencer is a good teacher, Ms. Spencer help all her kids with what 
they need help with. Before your project due, she tell you when it’s due, she’ll keep 
reminding you. She help you, like if I need help, I’m doing a skit. If I need help with my 
skit, she’ll help me with it as much as I need help. Um. There is nothing bad to say about 
Ms. Spencer, she don’t have no bad attitude, she don’t have a bad temper. She is the 
perfect teacher 
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Alyssa: Well, Ms. Spencer, instead of us just sitting there like in Mr. Jones’ classroom, or 
Mr. Smith, just sitting in back, she goes around and explains things, so if you have 
questions you raise your hand, she make us do independent reading, reading, so that way 
we know larger words, and we didn’t know ‘em at first, so, it’s kinda, she kinda push you 
forward. 

 Similarly, Danielle talked about how Mr. Long taught. After he presented information, he 

paid attention to whether or not students understood the content. If they did not understand, he 

went back and broke it down for them. 

Danielle: Okay, Mr. Long, our science teacher, he would tell us, first he’ll lay it out and 
tell us what we want to do, tell us what we need to do, and then if we don’t understand, 
he’ll take bits and parts of it and tell us like, “Okay, so you need to do that, and then 
follow by this,” and he’ll make it easier to understand, so we can learn, so we can do 
what we’re supposed to. 

 At other times, students talked generally about the teaching styles of their teachers. When 

Ervin talked about the teaching styles, he also referenced the degree to which teachers paid 

attention to the students’ work; he noticed how much teachers interacted with the students 

Ervin: They act the same way, but they do theirs different.  Like they work, they were, 
they teaching style’s different. 
Interviewer: Give me an example. 
Ervin: Well, Mr. Jones, Mr. Jones, he’s not like an outspoken teacher, but he’ll tell us 
what to do, and just give us the work, and tell us how to do this, do this, then let us do it.  
And Mr. Smith, he get on us, oh, Mr. Smith’s another good teacher, too.  Mr. Smith, he 
get on us if we don’t do our homework, our work, and if-if we, he give us a lot of missed 
assignments, like he get us extra credit, so we could get our grades up.  And Dr. Pitt, Dr. 
Pitt, she just give us packets, but she really don’t interact with us, like Mr. Smith and, Mr. 
Smith and Ms. Spencer do.  She just give us packets and let us do that. 

 Other students liked when the teacher varied their instructional practice depending on the 

needs of the students. For example, Dena liked when Mr. Jones lectured in front of the whole 

class, and she liked it when he worked with students one-on-one. She liked the whole class 

format because it allowed everyone to receive the same information; however, she recognized 

that students learn differently. Some students might need help with something she already knew; 

thus, she liked when he helped students individually in those instances. 
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Dena: When he teaches in front of the whole classroom, that’ll give everybody a chance 
to learn at the same time.  That-that makes it helpful because it’s, like if I ask a question, 
and my friend didn’t think that she knew it, that she had to listen to the question so she 
didn’t really know the answer to the question, he explain the question to the whole 
classroom.  That gives every single student the same, that helps every student with the 
same thing.  But when he do one-on-one he help the student that he helping, because they, 
sometimes, some other students get mad when students don’t get, like if, I know I’m a get 
mad if somebody steady asking my teacher the same question, while I’m trying to ask a 
new question, I’m gonna get mad.  So if the teacher do one-on-one with that person and 
help them understand it more, it might help the rest of the classroom. 
Spencer, on the other hand, noted that sometimes teachers did not engage all students and 

were not aware that students did not completely understand what was happening in the classroom. 

She noted that when she told Ms. Glaze that she did not understand the directions (because she 

felt Ms. Glaze presented the content too quickly), a negative sequence of events occurred 

between Spencer and the others in the classroom. 

Interviewer: Do a lot of your teachers go too fast? 
Spencer: No, not all of ‘em.  It’s just sometimes I don’t catch everything that they say.  
But then, sometimes I try not to say much, because with my class, they’re kind of on the 
crazy side.  Well-well, she’ll say something but I don’t directly hear exactly what she said, 
and then I will say, like, I asked her a question, I was like, “Why do you, do you like 
when, do you like to hear yourself talk?”  I asked Ms. Glaze, does she like to hear herself 
talk.  And she said no, and then when we was doing, we was doing something, and she 
was talking, and I didn’t hear exactly what she said, and then the whole class was like, 
“Oh, oh, where you at, she just said that.”  And I was like, “I didn’t hear exactly what 
she said,” and the whole class was still yelling at me, and I was like, “Stop yelling at me,” 
and I yelled at them.  And then she made me go take a break.  ‘Cause the class was 
yelling at me.  I don’t know why. 
Some students mentioned that the instructional tasks were not helpful for their learning 

because the tasks were not differentiated for learners. For example, Carrie wished Mr. Grange 

provided different activities than just packets. 

Carrie: And I wish Mr. Grange would, instead of giving us packets, ‘cause that’s all we 
get, he r-really don’t do anything.  He has us read books by ourselves, and give us little 
packets and stuff.  Sometime give us thick packets, and sometimes the students, ‘cause we 
all like different grade levels, we don’t understand it at times and stuff, and we need him 
to explain it, sometimes he doesn’t. 
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However, not all students agreed with Carrie. Mike thought these packets pushed him and his 

learning forward. 

Interviewer: Alright, tell me more about how Mr. Grange’s done a good job. 
Mike: He’s doing a good job ‘cause he’s pushing us, because he’s the only one that 
really uses packets and everything.   
Instructional learning format and regard for adolescence. Regard for adolescents 

reflected the teachers’ ability to meet the needs of adolescents, particularly around autonomy and 

leadership. CLASS-S defined regard for adolescents through four indicators that promote 

students’ development, including flexibility, connections to current life, autonomy and 

leadership, and meaningful peer interactions. In their interviews, students talked mostly about 

meaningful peer interactions, particularly group work. Students rarely talked about the other 

three indicators. Many of the examples that did not include group work were not common among 

students.   

Group work was a common thread amongst students. They enjoyed when teachers 

allowed them to interact with their peers for multiple reasons, including receiving and giving 

help to the classmates, as well as having opportunities to have fun with their peers while learning. 

Furthermore, group work looked differently depending on which teacher the students talked 

about. For example, Sam mentioned that teachers put students in groups because they recognized 

students could not be still and quiet all day long.  

Sam: In Mr. Long and Ms. Marte, they let us do a lot of group because they know, they 
said that they know we just can’t be, like sit down in one seat and just listen to the 
teacher all day. We just got to move around. And talk, and talk. He, we can’t talk, but we 
can talk and giggle about the work, and sometimes he’ll let us talk about different, other 
conv-  other conversations. 

 While Dan enjoyed group work because students got to help each other out, providing 

students another avenue of support. 



 

 181 

Dan: In math class, yeah, got these groups we do workshop with, every time we go to 
math class.   
Interviewer: And what does that look like? 
Dan: You got a group of people, and y’all working on the same work and we all got to 
work together to get the packet done. 
Interviewer: And do you like when you have to do that?  Why? 
Dan: ‘Cause if I don’t know something, then I can get help from other people in my group. 
Ervin mentioned that group work looked different in each of his classes. Although his 

teachers did not necessarily put them in the same type of arrangement or the same type of 

activities, he found each helpful. 

Ervin: Ms. Spencer, she, Ms. Spencer, she help us, she help us with our work and let us 
do it by yourself, or sometimes with another person.  And, in science, we work in two 
pairs of groups, so whoever want to work to help get our science work done.  And Mr. 
Jones, and, we just work in groups, so like we was doing the Constitution, he helped, he 
let us study together in class, in groups, so if we get our Constitution down, and now we 
working on a project in the group, for to graduate.  So, the groups is different each class. 
Amy talked about a time when they had to do a group paper in their English class. In this 

example, Amy not only mentioned that they wrote their paper in a group, but they were able to 

choose a topic that they wanted to research. The paper was not only important because they were 

able to do it as a group, but also because it provided an opportunity for students to make a choice. 

Amy: Like, she give us a topic to write about and then we get into groups of five or four, 
and then we’ll have to come up with a topic, and our topic is the dangers of cell phone 
use while driving, and we come up with different, we come up with different ways of how 
it could be dangerous.  I like working in groups, and working on group projects, like with 
posters and boards and presenting it to the class. 
Along with group-work, some students referenced when teachers tried to get students to 

connect to the material, or bring in real-world examples. For example, Alyssa stated that 

sometimes her reading teacher, Ms. Spencer, tried to get the students to relate to characters in the 

story, and connect characters in a story to the students’ lives. 

Alyssa: Well, Ms. Spencer, yeah.  She sit down to read books with us, and then she 
explain, she explain what the character’s trying to, what point he’s trying to get across, 
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and she’ll make us write something, like why we related to the character or something, 
and she just make us think.   
Multiple students mentioned the importance of learning material because it prepared 

them for high school. Students liked when teachers said that they would need to know material 

for high school or if they were already learning high school work. For example, Kenny thought 

that Mr. Smith prepared him for high school because Mr. Smith made students write out their 

answers in math class. 

Kenny: Some work, like the work we doing now is interesting. We doing like angles. Is 
like, three different angles, and like shapes and stuff like that. Where you have to find out 
the measurements of each angle. Yeah, that makes us work harder, because we gotta 
actually like solve it. Like, write what we did on the paper on the side and stuff. 
Interviewer: Does he make you usually write out your work? { Kenny: yeah}. He does? 
Kenny:  Yeah. You got to. He just doesn’t want you to put the answer. He want us to 
show what we did. Like, explain our answers, instead of just writing the question, we 
gotta write the answer and stuff. 
Interviewer: And you find that helpful for your learning? { Kenny: mmhmm}. Why do you 
think it’s helpful? 
Kenny: It’s helpful because like he said when we get into high school, they’re not going 
to accept just one answer. They want you to explain your answer, and why you did this, 
and why did it that way, and did this, and stuff like that. 
Kim was one of the few students that mentioned she enjoyed content more when it 

related to their lives or when placed into a real life context. While she did not necessarily state 

that the content related to the real-world, she stated that she liked when Ms. Marte used real life 

examples in math story problems. 

Interviewer: So what are some ways they can get your attention?   
Kim: Some kids, they put in real life and things, or candy and stuff like that.  
Interviewer: What do you mean real life and things?  So tell me the real life and things. 
Kim: Okay, okay, say for instance you was put in, you was doing math, and it was like 
you adding your friends, or your houses, or family, or different things like that.  Or things 
that happening in your life, or your favorite things, like you like to do, and stuff like that. 
Students also defined content as interesting based on what was going to be on a test. In 

other words, students did not necessarily find the content they were learning interesting because 
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the teacher made it interesting, but thought that tests made the content important or interesting. 

For example, Beth said she found the Constitution interesting. Initially, she said it was important 

to learn, but later stated it was important because they were taking a test on it. 

Beth: The Constitution is-is interesting to me. 
Interviewer: Why-why is it interesting? 
Beth: ‘Cause it-it’s important, it’s… 
Interviewer: What makes it important? 
Beth: We got to take a test on it, so… 
Interviewer: Taking a test on it, so that’s what makes it important?  So do you find most 
things you have to take a big test on interesting? 
Beth: Mm-hm. 
Interviewer: Why?  Is it just because you have to take a test? 
Beth: Yeah. 
Content understanding. CLASS-S defined content understanding as both the depth of 

understanding in a lesson, as well as the approach teachers took to get students to learn the 

content. Students’ depth of comprehension about content understanding was rather limited, even 

though they talked about it quite extensively.  Students had a difficult time expressing what 

depth of learning actually meant, but rather talked about learning as whether or not they were 

passing tests, had questions, or found the content easy or not. In addition, students did not always 

talk about content at the interaction between student and teacher, but many times talked about it 

as what they accomplished or how they felt about content.   

Based on the excerpts described below, students talked about content understanding in a 

variety of ways. Some students talked about it from the student perspective. What did the student 

find challenging? How did the student learn the content the best? Other students talked about it 

as the interaction between the teacher and student. In other words, some students talked about 

how the teachers actually taught, and stated that a teacher was doing a good or bad job based on 

the student outcomes. 
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Students varied in what they defined as learning, and what learning actually meant to 

them. Some students thought that learning was about getting better grades or scoring higher on 

their standardized test scores, while other students thought they were learning more because they 

knew information they did not know before. Furthermore, students varied in how they defined 

the difficulty of actually learning. Some students thought learning was difficult or easy based on 

the subject (the student was better at one subject than another), while other students defined 

content as interesting versus hard. 

 For example, Karen had a complex understanding about what learning was, and appeared 

to be negotiating what it actually meant during the interview. Karen stated that she knew she was 

learning new things when she had not seen the topic before. However, she struggled with how 

she defined something as new. In math class, she felt that learning about whisker plots was new, 

but at the same time it was not new because they reviewed mean, median, and mode – concepts 

they learned before. Furthermore, she stated that she was not learning new things unless it was a 

challenge, which she felt did not happen at the charter school. 

Interviewer: So what are, how do you know you’ve learned a few things? 
Karen: Because it’s not the same thing on the agenda every day.  Like we’ve learned, last 
week, how to do box and whisker plots, but it’s still, you have, still have to use mean, 
median, mode, and range for a source, so it’s not really considered new, because you’re 
still using the same method and the same thing.  So I know if I’ve learned something, if 
we haven’t talked a- talked about it before, or we haven’t, if I don’t know how to do it.  
Because most of the stuff that we’ve talked about before, I know how to do. 
Interviewer: Okay, and so what do you have to do in order to learn new things? 
Karen: Have to ask for a challenge, but they don’t give it. 
Interviewer: So you don’t think the work is challenging enough? 
Karen: No 

Kim, on the other hand, knew that she was learning when she was given a problem, did 

not know how to do it, and then was able to do it after the teacher helped her solve the problem.  



 

 185 

Kim: I know I’m learning, is like, when they forces me to do the, not force, but like tells 
me I have to do the problem on my own, and I don’t get it.   
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Kim: So I try to learn it, and try to do the steps, that’s when I know when I’m learning, 
because it’s a hard problem and my brain is trying to work to get through it. 

 While some students assessed whether or not they were learning based on specific 

content, other students used their grades and standardized test scores to determine whether or not 

they were learning. Some students looked at changes in grades or standardized test scores to 

measure their level of growth. Sam, for example, compared grades between quarters to determine 

if he was learning. 

Interviewer: So your main goal is just to pass? {Sam: mmhmm}. So how do you know 
whether or not you’re passing? 
Sam: My progress report 
Interviewer: Your progress report? 
Sam: Or my report card 
Interviewer: Or your report card? So based on just kind of like these 
Sam: The comparisons, like, of the first quarter. Like if, if the first quarter your grades 
are bad, and the second quarter, they’ll show you how you bring your grades up or they 
stay the same. So I know that I’m doing better every quarter 

 Students also talked about content understanding through the process of learning, and not 

just the outcome. For example, Stacey believed her math class was the most challenging because 

she was always given new, hard work. She stated it was more difficult because she found math 

more challenging that the rest of the classes.  However, it was not clear why students thought one 

subject was more challenging than another – whether it was because the teachers explained the 

content poorly, or the students had never felt comfortable with a particular subject. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me how, overall, would you describe your math class to another 
classmate? 
Stacey: <6 sec> A lot of work, it’s challenging.  That’s it. 
Interviewer: What makes it challenging? 
Stacey: ‘Cause we always have new, hard work to do. 
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Interviewer: So you always have new, hard work to do?  Do you think other classr-, 
classes are as challenging for you? 
Stacey: No. 
Interviewer: Why not? 
Stacey: ‘Cause I’m good at the other subjects, better than math. 
Along with talking about the content itself, other students talked about how they 

preferred teachers to present content. Alyssa liked when Mr. Smith provided examples on the 

board, and went through them step-by-step.  She thought she learned best through modeling 

problems, rather than pure lecture. Along with modeling problems, Alyssa liked when Mr. Smith 

gave them a chance to solve problems independently, and used their mistakes in the classroom to 

help them figure out how to solve the problems. 

Alyssa: He’ll give us the whole big lecture about how to combine like terms, you better, 
gotta put this up here, you gotta do that, then you do this, like that, he just lecture. 
Interviewer: And you think that’s helpful? 
Alyssa: Mm-hm. 
Interviewer: Why do you think that’s helpful? 
Alyssa: Because it’s, to me, it’s more easier when you explain the steps while you’re 
solving the problem, to me. 
Interviewer: Okay.  Does he sometimes just give you problems first and have you try and 
solve them? 
Alyssa: Mm-hm.   
Interviewer: Do you find that helpful? 
Alyssa: Yes, because after we do the problems, like five minutes in, he’ll go back over 
and show us our mistakes, and ask us what we do, what did we get as our answer. 
While some students talked about how teachers taught content, other students talked 

about the outcome in relation to the teacher. Students defined a teacher as doing a good job 
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because they got students to pass a test, or reach their goals. For example, Carl felt that teachers 

at the charter school did a good job because they got students to reach their NWEA17 goals.  

Carl: Like the teachers try they best to help out the students get where they need to be, 
and that’s where some students need to be right now. 
Interviewer: So what do you mean, “students need to be,” like where do they need to be? 
Carl: At they grade-, at they grade level, and past they goals, the NWEA goals. 
Interviewer: So you think most people here pass their NWEA goals? 
Carl: Yes. 
Content understanding and positive climate. The climate of the classroom was often 

influenced by content understanding and vice versa. At times, students talked about being able to 

learn more because they had good relationships with their teachers. Other times, students talked 

about having more fun in the classroom or respecting a teacher more because they taught content 

in a particular way.  

 Sometimes students enjoyed classrooms because they were able to learn new things that 

they did not know before; students had a genuine love of learning. For example, Dena stated, 

“But sometimes it’s fun, because we get to learn stuff that I didn’t know about, and that’s what 

makes it fun sometimes.” Furthermore, she appreciated when teachers let her know how she was 

doing in the classroom and let her know that she was doing a good job. 

Dena: If I get all my work in and my teachers said I’m doing good, or if they- he- Mr. 
Smith give us a problem, and I already know how to do it, that tells me that I’m doing 
good in his classroom and understanding and probably getting an “A,” ‘cause I know 
how to do the problem myself without getting help.   

 Andrew thought it was important to connect with his teachers in order to better 

understand content. Because he thought that teachers did not always explain content in a way 

                                                        
17 The NWEA is a standardized test that students took throughout the year to help prepare for the high stakes test in 
Illinois, and to provide formative feedback to teachers. 
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that made sense to him, he was able to ask follow-up questions to things he did not understand if 

he had a good relationship with them. 

Andrew: Because sometimes they might over explain or under explain, but we like, 
connect with our teachers so we can ask whatever we want.  

Andrew continued to state that he thought the best parts of the classroom occurred when all the 

students were acting correctly and the teachers did not make things confusing. In other words, he 

appreciated that he could ask teachers clarifying questions, but he enjoyed the classroom more 

when teachers initially explained things in a way that made sense. 

Andrew: Okay. The fun parts can be like, when everybody’s on task and doing their work, 
and then we get free time. The up parts can be like when the teachers, they’re teaching us 
correctly and don’t make everything confusing. 
Students also noticed that some students would act up because they did not like or did not 

understand the content. It was not clear, however, whether students thought that if a teacher paid 

more attention to the students’ academic needs that the climate in the classroom would improve. 

But it was apparent that they thought if students understood how to do their work, students 

would be more positive in the classroom, and not become as frustrated.  

Interviewer: How do the students treat the teacher? 
Stacey: Some of the treat, some of them respect him and some of them don’t. 
Interviewer: So what do you mean they don’t disr-, or they don’t respect him?  What does 
that mean? 
Stacey: They don’t do their work, they don’t listen to what he saying, they don’t ever stop 
talking.  Stuff like that. 
Interviewer: Why do you think they do that? 
Stacey: Because they don’t know how to do the work. 

 The amount of time students spent on specific topics influenced students’ perception of 

the climate in the classroom. Alyssa thought it was good that they spent more time on certain 

topics in math class because some students might not feel comfortable asking questions. Some 

students were scared that they would get made fun of by other students if they asked a question. 
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Thus, she felt the more time spent on a topic, the more likely all students learned that topic. 

While students noticed this connection between climate and content understanding, this segment 

represented a negative climate as well; students should not be worried about being made fun of 

when they do not understand something. 

Alyssa: If at least we work on the-the subject we been working on, least if we work on it 
for two weeks, so everybody can understand the concept, and not just half the classroom. 
Interviewer: Okay, so why do you th-, why do you think it’s helpful to learn about it for 
two weeks, rather than just… 
Alyssa: Because some people in the classroom, they got questions about the problems, 
but they be scared to ask them because they think that somebody else gonna say about 
them, so I think we should extend it, because half the class get it but the other half don’t.  
And if sh- w- the half don’t, then maybe you not doing something right. 

 Some students liked how teachers approached content, while a few students questioned a 

teacher’s ability to actually teach. Carrie thought because Mr. Grange was young, he might not 

necessarily be as good of a teacher, which affected the type of relationship she had with him. 

Carrie: …Mr. Grange I really don’t know-know like that. 
Interviewer: Wha-why-why do you think that is? 
Carrie: He, I don’t know.  I don’t think he be knowing what he do when he teach stuff. 
Interviewer: Why do you say that? 
Carrie: ‘Cause he be, like some of the teachers older than him here. 
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Carrie: He’s one of the younger ones, and not saying he don’t know how to teach, ‘cause 
he do, but he’s just like, he don’t know how to, you know, ‘cause it’s a lot of kids.  I mean, 
we closer to age to him than most of the other people here.  And he like, he go fast and 
quick and he always moving, but never really explain things to the, in-depth.  He needs to 
be explained,  

 While some students stated they had a worse relationship because of the way the teacher 

taught, other students developed better relationships with their teachers because of how they 

taught. For example, Ben stated he had a better relationship with Mr. Long, his science teacher, 

because of the way he taught. He appreciated that Mr. Long would admit when he did not know 

something, and enjoyed when they would all learn together. 
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Interviewer: Is there one teacher that you feel like you have a better relationship with 
than another? 
Ben: There’s two of them. 
Interviewer: Who? 
Ben: Ms. Kang and Mr. Long.   
Interviewer: Ms. Kang18 and Mr. Long?  Why do you feel like you have a better 
relationship with them? 
Ben: ‘Cause Mr. Long, he-he explain things better, and that’s the same that Ms. Kang 
does.  And knowing that Mr. Long, he don’t know some stuff, like he know a lot of stuff, 
but the stuff that he don’t know, he still trying to find out for you, and I, the kids is like 
impatient, and he says, “I’m working with something I don’t know,” he actually goes on 
his computer to find stuff and he learns something, too. 
Content understanding and teacher sensitivity. Students’ thinking about the relationship 

between teacher sensitivity and content understanding was complex, particularly since climate 

cut across many of the interactions. Students talked about how much they liked a class, or got 

frustrated depending on how well the teacher taught the content, and how aware and responsive 

the teacher was to the students’ academic and social needs. Teachers varied quite a bit in how 

they interacted with the students, and how much they helped individual students. Furthermore, 

students did not always perceive teachers similarly. In two examples presented below, students 

reacted differently to Mr. Smith’s instruction. Alyssa got frustrated with the way Mr. Smith 

taught; however, Janice thought that Mr. Smith was responsive when she did not understand.   

 Students had multiple reactions to how teachers taught content. Some students became 

frustrated with the teacher, while others thought the content was easy because the teacher taught 

in ways that students found helpful. In the following excerpt, Alyssa talked about both instances. 

In Mr. Smith’s classroom, she found the work challenging because he did not teach in a way that 

made sense to her. Alyssa, alternatively, enjoyed Ms. Spencer’s classroom because she taught 

                                                        
18 Ms. Kang was the student’s sixth grade teacher. 
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Alyssa in ways that made the content easier for her – the examples Ms. Spencer gave made sense 

to Alyssa while that was not always the case in Mr. Smith’s classroom. 

Alyssa: With Mr. Smith work, it’s challenging, because sometimes I just don’t understand 
it, and like I said it bores me, then just can’t relate to it basically.  But with Ms. Spencer 
work, it’s easy to me, Dr. Pitt work is easy, Mr. Jones work is easy. 
Interviewer: What makes the work easy? 
Alyssa: Because you just know how to do it already.  Sometimes you’ll do the same stuff 
every day, and only makes it easy because, like when you gotta do text correction, Ms. 
Spencer go over it and show you an example so by the time you start doing it over, it be 
easy to just get it like that.   
Interviewer: Okay.  So do you, does Mr. Smith not show you examples of how to do 
things? 
Alyssa: He show us examples, but with his examples, I could be sometimes frustrated or 
confused. 
Interviewer: Why do you think you’re frustrated or confused with his examples and not 
Ms. Spencers? 
Alyssa: Because Mr. Smith examples be somet-, well, to me they don’t make sense.  I still 
don’t like, if he do the example, I still don’t understand the concept that we trying to do.  
So by the time our test get back, I’ll probably fail Mr. Smith’s. 
Interviewer: Okay, but what do you think he, you, he can do in order to understand the 
concept more than… 
Alyssa: At least have a one-on-one tutoring session, or something, or tutoring session for 
the kids in the classroom that don’t understand the concept.   
Interviewer: Is there anything else he could do?  Is there another way he, you think he 
could teach? 
Alyssa: If you don’t get it, but everybody else doin’ independent class work, at least for a 
couple people that don’t get it to the back table and break it in, show them how to get it 
so they’ll, and then they’ll ace the test. 
Interviewer: And what does he usually do during class work time? 

Alyssa: Go behind his desk and listen to music. 
Interviewer: And he doesn’t really interact with the kids? 

Alyssa: Mm-mm. 
 While some students talked about the interactions during instruction, many students got 

frustrated because they felt that teachers taught them content they learned in previous grades. 

They felt that teachers did not pay attention to what students previously learned, even when the 
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students told them they learned the same content in previous grades. Lisa felt that her social 

studies teacher, Mr. Jones, did not teach them anything else besides slavery, which she felt she 

learned about every year prior to her eighth grade year. Her teacher did not seem to care that they 

wanted to learn about something else. 

Interviewer: So why do you think he didn’t care to teach you anything else? 
Lisa: Because I guess that’s what they want to teach us, about slaves, our selves, that’s 
what Dr. Cameron said, you need to learn from where you come from.  And we learn 
about that every year.  
Interviewer: You learn about slavery… 
Lisa: Every year. 
Interviewer: And are, and he’s aware that you guys have learned that about every year? 
Lisa: Yeah. 

 Some students thought that they learned more when they had better relationships with 

their teachers because they were more sensitive to the students’ learning needs. When teachers 

had better relationships with students, they paid more attention to how students learned. For 

example, Nancy thought that her relationships with Mr. Smith and Ms. Spencer helped her learn 

more because they were aware of her learning needs. 

Interviewer: Okay.  Do you think that impacts, kind of, your learning, that you have 
better relationships with Mr. Smith and Ms. Spencer?   
Nancy: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Why? 
Nancy: Because, it’s like, I think that they’ll sort of know like how you learn, and stuff 
like that, and they could help you on a different level or something.  Like, if you need 
them to, you need help with certain stuff, in class, I think that’s why, that’s how that 
could affect your, you have a good relationship with your teacher. 

 Mark thought about the importance of making a good impression on his teachers. He 

thought he could do this by not only knowing the content, but also taking risks in the classroom 

(i.e., student comfort). If he messed up, he thought that would be demonstrating to the teacher 
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that he wanted to try to become a better student. Furthermore, Mark thought the better 

relationship he had with his teacher, the more responsive they were in trying to help him learn. 

Interviewer: Okay.  And so, ho-how do you know that you’re making a good impression 
on your teachers? 
Mark: Like getting the answers right, like I could mess up once in a while, that’s showing 
me that I’m not scared to show what I’m thinking.   
Mark: I don’t know.  ‘Cause like, when I go to a teacher that I have a better relationship 
with, they’ll just try to get, make it really more simple, for me to understand, and just try 
to make it real easier for me. 
Interviewer: And you don’t think teachers who you don’t have good relationships, they 
won’t try to make it easier for you? 
Mark: Well like, they’ll, sometimes they’ll try, but they say “Work it out, work it out.”  

 Some students talked about the importance of scaffolding the content based on how well 

the students understood previous material. In the following excerpt, Ben talked about how his 

social studies, Mr. Grange, constantly built on previous material to learn more about the content. 

He only moved forward when he felt that all students were on track, and if students did not learn 

something, he did not blame the students, but blamed himself. 

Ben: My social studies class, we, we learn- we learn the basics, and then-then when it- 
when it’s, when we learn the basics, then we go a little bit harder, and then we learn 
more, then we learn more after we have mastered that one.  After you master that 
objective, we go to a new one.  
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Ben: And then we just keep on going.  If you don’t know, if you don’t get it, like if a 
person don’t get it, 80% of the class don’t get it, we’ll go, we’ll go back and revisit it to 
see, to make sure what-what went wrong, and what didn’t he, what didn’t he teach.  
‘Cause he, he would think that it was his fault, he ain’t do it.  He-he didn’t teach it right, 
he didn’t teach right. 
Interviewer: So do you th-, do you appreciate it that he thinks it was his fault and not 
your guys’ fault? 
Ben: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Yeah?  So is he usually helpful the second time around?  Yeah?  Why is it, 
why do you think he’s more helpful the second time around, when he teaches it? 
Ben: He’ll make, he’ll make it easier for everybody to understand it, or use a different 
strategy that he know that he can use to get it, get it in your head. 
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 Students also enjoyed the one-on-one time that teachers gave them. Sometimes they felt 

teachers did not explain content well during whole group, but they knew when to go over to 

specific students to help them grasp the content. Similar to Alyssa, Janice did not think that Mr. 

Smith always explained the content well. However, Janice felt that he was successful when he 

helped her individually. She felt he tailored his instruction when he helped her individually – she 

thought he taught content in a different way than how he taught it to the whole class. 

Interviewer: Okay, and how do you think he is as a teacher? 
Janice: He a good a teacher. He smart. 
Interviewer: How do you know he smart? 

Janice: Because he teaching us 10th grade work. 
Interviewer: Okay, and so, and how, how does he help you learn? 
Janice: Umm, normally for me, you can’t, for me to get a hard assignment, you can’t 
teach it in front of the class, and me get it. You gotta show me by myself and then I know 
how to do it. 
Interviewer: So he comes over and shows you {Janice: yeah} how to do it one-on-one? 
And why do you think he comes over and shows you how to do it one-on-one? 
Janice: Because I be asking him, because I told him when he be explaining everything on 
the board, h-he-he goes to fast or I just don’t understand it when he be breaking it down 
on the board because he doing it a different way than he teach me. 
Interviewer: So he explains it to you in a different way? {Janice: yeah}. How does he 
teach you in differ, like what does he do differently? 
Janice: Like, he doing on the board, square minus all that other stuff, and then when he 
show me, he’ll put the square over the square, and then I’ll know to subtract. But when 
he put the minus,  because he make the minus sign like the negative sign, so I mess 
around and get it wrong. But I do all {inaudible} I get it right 
Interviewer: So he makes it, makes it pretty clear {inaudible, she starts talking} 
Janice: Yeah because sometimes he be talking and writing, and when he talk and write, 
he mess up on the board. And then I’ll be like, “Mr. Smith you messed up.” And he’ll be 
like “no I didn’t” then he’ll, and I’ll do it, then I show him and I compare it, then he’ll be 
like “okay I see what you’re talking about.” Then he’ll fix it.  
Content understanding instructional learning format. During the coding process, it 

became difficult at times to distinguish between content understanding and instructional learning 

format. When students talked about learning, they talked about teachers “explaining content” and 
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whether or not that was effective. Furthermore, they talked a lot about teachers “breaking it 

down” as a strategy they found helpful. CLASS-S defined content understanding, in part, as the 

teachers’ ability to explain content clearly. However, teacher lecturing and explanations were 

also an aspect of instructional learning format. When students talked about teacher explanations, 

they were also coded as instructional learning formats. 

 Students talked about the intersection between content understanding and instructional 

learning formats in positive (activities that helped them learn) and negative (activities that did 

not help them learn) ways. For example, Dena talked about the types of activities that made her 

think. She thought when teachers asked her questions that were based on her prior knowledge 

and on the notes they took in class, her thinking was challenged. Furthermore, in another part of 

the interview, Dena talked about how she enjoyed when the teacher gave challenging work 

because it required her to ask the teacher questions, which made her learn more.  

Interviewer: So what about the activities that you do, what makes it actual difficult, what 
makes it actually difficult? 
Dena: When I, sometimes he makes us write notes, and then he’ll ask us a question that’s 
not on our notes, and we have to bring a, we have to answer it from our prior knowledge, 
for the question that he already gave us. 
Dena: Because when teachers give me hard work, it helps me learn more, and that’s, 
‘cause if I gotta ask them a question, I start talking to the teachers, and then I get help 
from them and that make me like them, when they help me 
In another example, Danielle enjoyed the way that Mr. Grange taught his class. She liked 

when he played games in class because it would make them learn more. Not only were they 

learning more, but also they were learning in a fun way. 

Danielle: Yeah, like we’ll play games that have to do with the, to do with the subjects, so 
we can learn a little bit more, so we can, so it’s basically like learning in a fun way. 
Interviewer: Mm-hm. 
Danielle: And so we can be able to pass the test that’s coming up.  So, for example, in 
social studies, we’ll play the Constitution version of Jeopardy, and it’d, some-some of the 
things that are on this Jeopardy are things that most of the kids in our class don’t 



 

 196 

understand, and once we play the game we understand a lot better, and we’re able to 
prepare for our test. 

 Similarly, Darla thought that Mr. Long taught in way that allowed students to learn more 

and have fun. She enjoyed when he gave students projects to do because it helped her stay 

focused in class. When Darla was focused, she believed she learned more in her class. 

Interviewer: Is there one teacher that you think is really good, that entertains you and 
keeps you… 
Darla: Mr. Long.   
Interviewer: Mr. Long?  Why? 
Darla: ‘Cause he, we actually learn in his class, and he gives us stuff that-that we won’t 
get bored, and we focus in his classroom.  Except for when we’re talking. 
Interviewer: What do you mean, so what kind of stuff does he give you that makes you, 
that helps you focus? 
Darla: Like the projects, and stuff that, like the water, the animals, and he-he gives it to 
us in a fun way, but we still learn it, and we still have fun when we’re doing it. 
While students were able to discuss activities that helped them learn, other students 

talked about what teachers did that hindered their learning. For example, Tyler felt that Ms. 

Marte either taught things they already knew, or if something were new, she talked at the 

students rather than provide them opportunities to solve problems. He felt this hindered his 

learning because he did not learn when teachers talked, but by doing activities in the classroom. 

Interviewer: That’s awesome.  And what about Ms. Marte, what has she taught you? 
Tyler: I don’t really, she taught me some stuff, but it’s like most of the stuff either I 
already knew, or it’s just, or it’s just too easy.  Things like <23:25, Interruption> like 
sometimes she will teach about the same thing, and when she not teaching about the same 
thing she’s just always talking. 
Interviewer: What do you mean she’s just always talking? 
Tyler: She don’t let us, like she do, but sometimes she used to let us do any hands-on 
things about learning about stuff, she used to just talk about it and make us write down 
notes about it, and all this other stuff.  That’s like, a lot of students, that’s not gonna help 
them learn, just talking.  Especially me, I like to, I like to do the work, or whatever, I 
don’t like talking about it and all this other stuff, so.  She used to just talk about the work 
and instead of letting us do it. 
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Andrew was very specific in his discussion about his teacher Ms. Marte. He generally 

liked the class, but got frustrated with the number of objectives they tried to reach in math each 

day. He felt that while she tried to only put up two objectives, she tried to teach the students 

more objectives than the students could accomplish in one day. This frustrated him, as he 

thought if a teacher went to school to be a teacher, he or she should know how to actually teach. 

Andrew: She might put, she might tell us at the beginning of the class that we have two 
objectives to complete, and end up giving us like five things that we have to work on. 
Interviewer: Like, does she do all five things, in the like whole class instruction or is it 
five things in the workshop? 
Andrew: Yes. Oh yeah, we have workshops too. 
Interviewer: So it’s the five things in the lecture, and then five things {student: right}, or 
like more things in the 
Andrew: Right, more than I expected. More than she like made it seem. 
Interviewer: Okay, and do you think how they teach then impacts your relationship with 
them? 
Andrew: A little 
Interviewer: Wh-Why do you say that? 
Andrew:  Because if I-I feel like if a teacher, if they not teaching to me right, then. We 
could probably still have a good conversation, but I feel that they should know. If they 
went to school for teaching and stuff, they should know how to teach it right. 

Summary and discussion 

Little is known about the processes behind why teachers have a large impact on students 

(Little, 2009). Perhaps one reason for this lack of understanding comes from the variation in how 

students perceive the same classroom, and students’ perceptions of the classroom are good 

predictors of their achievement (Kyriakides, 2005). In study aim one, students demonstrated 

more within classroom variation than between classroom variation when asked how often 

instructional dimensions occurred in their classrooms. Part of this variation may be caused by the 

complex understandings students have about classroom interactions. Research question seven 
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sought to understand the variation in student’s perceptions, and how students attached meaning 

to their teaching practices through student interviews.  

While students generally described their classrooms in ways that could be coded to the 

CLASS-S dimensions, they differed from one another in how they viewed teachers and their 

teaching practices. Using the CLASS-S observation manual was beneficial because it provided 

levels of behavior that fit into a similar dimension. For example, teacher behaviors were coded as 

classroom management whether students thought that teachers were doing it well or needed 

improvement. The variation in how students talked about the practices – whether they thought 

their classrooms were positive or negative along the CLASS-S dimensions – provided a nuanced 

understanding about how CLASS-S dimensions interacted with each other in students’ 

comprehension of their classrooms. For example, some students had a negative perception of 

content understanding, which influenced their general affect in the classrooms; while other 

students had a mediocre relationship with their teacher, but still felt the teacher taught them well.  

Positive climate. Positive climate assessed students’ emotional connection to the 

classroom and the relationships that students developed. When students talked about their 

general affect in the classroom, it was generally in relation to another CLASS-S dimension. 

Similar to their survey responses, students stated they liked their classroom or had fun in their 

classroom; however, there were multiple reasons why students enjoyed their classrooms or liked 

their teachers. These reasons included activities they did in the classroom, how much the 

teachers paid attention to them, the group work they did, or how well the teacher taught. Students 

rarely just had a positive relationship with their teacher or enjoyed (or disliked) their classrooms; 

it was typically due to another CLASS-S dimension. Perhaps one of the reasons why an observer 

perception of emotional support predicted student perceptions across CLASS-S domains resulted 
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from these connections; positive climate was a common thread when students referenced other 

aspects of their classrooms. Students enjoyed the classroom more when the teacher also used 

practices that organized the students around content, and provided instruction that allowed for 

deeper understanding. 

Positive climate also influenced how students interacted in the classroom. Some students 

would not engage in the classroom if they had a negative relationship with their teacher, while 

other students excused teachers’ unfriendly behavior if they felt that the teacher behaved that 

way in order to push the students’ thinking. Other students, on the other hand, engaged with all 

of their teachers, no matter if they liked the teacher or not because they felt they had to get along 

with their teachers to succeed in class. Yet other students did not see the importance of getting 

along with their teachers, and at times, thought that teachers actively tried to mess with students. 

Taken together, teachers interacted with students who had many different ideas of what 

relationships meant and interpreted the interactions between them in a variety of different ways. 

Furthermore, students varied in how much relationships impacted their interactions in the 

classroom, in which some needed very strong relationships with their teachers to succeed, while 

others pushed through no matter the type of relationship they had. 

 The student’s context was also important consideration when students talked about their 

perceptions of emotional support. First, students at both schools mentioned that they needed to 

know teachers for multiple years (e.g., teach at the school for multiple years) in order to develop 

positive relationships. Many students did not completely trust beginning teachers, or felt that 

new teachers did not understand what the students at the school had to deal with (e.g., 

neighborhood violence). This had important implications for both schools, as the average length 

of time teachers were at their respective schools was approximately three years. If students 
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thought it took two to three years to really trust teachers, students at both schools must have had 

a difficult time forming meaningful relationships due to the high teacher turn over rate. Along 

with high teacher turn over, a few students mentioned that factors outside the school influenced 

the climate within their classrooms. A few students mentioned the neighborhood violence, or 

poor media coverage as affecting their general affect towards their schooling experience. They 

felt that neighborhood violence influenced students’ interactions with each other because they 

would bring in neighborhood issues into the classroom; students disliked other students because 

of issues that occurred in the neighborhood. Factors existed outside of the teacher’s control that 

also influenced the types of relationships that students developed. 

Instructional learning format. Instructional learning format was probably the most 

straightforward CLASS-S dimension to code. During the interviews, students described the 

activities that they did in class, and sometimes the activities they wished they did more. When 

students gave specifics as to why they liked a certain activity or why they found an activity 

helpful, it provided a more complete picture of what students did in the classrooms. There were a 

few activities that students mentioned that naturally fit into other CLASS-S dimensions. For 

example, most students talked about group work with their peers, which also represented 

meaningful peer interactions in the regard for adolescence dimension. In addition, many students 

talked about doing projects, which could also be coded as analysis and problem solving – 

projects are generally open-ended tasks that require higher order thinking from students. 

However, many times, students provided little description into what a project entailed, and often 

times defined projects differently. As such, projects were generally coded only in instructional 

learning formats, unless students provided details about their projects. 
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Students also varied in the activities they liked or thought helped them learn. Two of the 

most pronounced differences occurred in Mr. Grange’s class and Ms. Marte’s class. In Mr. 

Grange’s social studies class, most students mentioned that he gave packets that students worked 

from. Some students thought that this really helped their learning – they thought these packets 

challenged their thinking and provided in depth knowledge about the topics they covered. 

Conversely, other students felt that these packets were too limiting and boring – they thought that 

these packets were repetitive tasks, did not challenge their thinking, and caused students to 

become disruptive or disengaged from learning. In Ms. Marte’s math class, she regularly 

provided math workshops so she could work with individual groups of students. Some students 

found this approach helpful, while others found it too cumbersome, in which they felt that there 

was no direction in the classroom. Some students liked that they got to learn at their own pace 

because she changed activities in workshops depending on the students’ mastery of material. 

Other students found this process difficult to navigate – they felt she provided too many 

objectives to accomplish in class in a day. Thus, students viewed general organizational 

structures in the classroom more or less helpful for their learning, impacting their engagement 

with the learning material. 

Similar to positive climate interactions, behaviors coded as an instructional learning 

format had a direct impact on how students engaged in the classroom and their general affect 

about the classroom. When students felt bored in their classrooms due to a lack of interesting or 

engaging instructional activities, many students stated that they were more likely to act out. The 

relationship between boredom and behavior problems arose from two potential reasons. First, 

teachers regularly provided activities that disinterested students – causing students to act out 

because the teachers did not have a strong sense of pedagogy. Conversely, students could have 
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acted up because of the regulatory skills they had. Instruction was not always going to be 

interesting at all times. In these instances, students may have lacked the necessary regulatory 

skills to actively pay attention when they were not stimulated in a specific way, even though they 

knew they needed to learn the content. Based on the classroom observations, it appeared that 

there was an interaction between the two – students had a difficult time regulating their own 

behavior, making it difficult for teachers to always provide interesting tasks. While the data does 

not provide a solution, it did support the need for students to be taught how to regulate their 

behaviors, particularly in tasks where they are under or over stimulated. 

While students need to learn to regulate their behaviors in uninteresting instructional 

tasks, students referenced multiple activities teachers implemented to engage students. Many 

students mentioned that they engaged in instructional tasks more when teachers paid attention to 

the social, emotional, and academic needs of the students. Students liked when the teacher 

noticed students had difficulty learning, and responded to students’ need through one-on-one or 

small group interactions.  They felt that this pushed their learning forward and that their teachers 

wanted them to succeed. In addition, students liked when teachers engaged students in tasks 

where students had the opportunity to assist one another. These activities did not have to be 

group projects, but activities that allowed students to work and be social with their peers. 

Content understanding. Students talked little about the instructional support dimensions, 

specifically analysis and problem solving, quality feedback, and instructional dialogue. It was 

not clear whether students rarely talked about these dimensions because they occurred 

infrequently in the classroom or because they were complex dimensions. Nevertheless, students 

talked about activities that could be coded as analysis and problem solving, but it was unclear 

whether students understood those practices at the level of detail in the CLASS-S coding manual. 
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For example, students talked quite a bit about projects or hands on activities; however, they 

provided little descriptive information beyond that. They talked about how they studied (e.g., 

“we used microscopes”) or what they studied (“we did research reports on an historical figure”), 

but that was insufficient to gauge the actual level of thinking required by students, particularly 

given that almost all teachers scored on the lower end in analysis and problem solving during 

classroom observations. These types of descriptions were generally coded in instructional 

learning format rather than analysis and problem solving. 

Compared to the other instructional support dimensions, students referenced content 

understanding in their interviews the most. However, variability existed about how students 

talked about content understanding. First, students talked about learning in multiple ways; 

students varied in their definitions of learning. Students stated that they learned something in 

their classrooms because their grades improved, they knew things that they did not know before, 

the work was challenging to them, or generally just stated they learned a lot. In addition, most 

students trusted their teachers about what they were learning and the depth they were learning it. 

Many felt that teachers had their best interests at heart and prepared them for their futures. 

Conversely, some students thought that teachers did not do a good job teaching – teachers did 

not explain the material well or they were teaching material the students already knew. Many 

times, how students described a teacher’s content understanding depended on the relationship the 

student had with the teacher, and how sensitive the teacher was in meeting the student’s needs. 

Students were more likely to say that the teacher did not do a good job when the student felt that 

the teacher did not meet the students’ academic needs – the teacher was unaware that the student 

had difficulty understanding the content or the student felt that the work was too easy. 
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Summary 

Coding interviews, in combination with student surveys and classroom observations that 

assessed the same dimensions, provided cross-validation between the three methods, and 

provided more detail in how these three methods converged (Woike, 2007). While the student 

perception surveys provided important and useful information about the teachers’ practice, 

student interviews provided context to those surveys and provided students freedom to talk about 

their classrooms in ways they felt comfortable (Woike, 2007). In other words, interviews 

afforded students the ability to provide nuance to what they were experiencing in the classroom. 

For example, the surveys provided information about how students felt about the general climate 

in their classroom; however, these general interactions were only a small part of the story. 

Students varied in why they had a positive or negative climate; they enjoyed (or disliked) their 

classrooms because they had good relationships with their teachers, really liked the content, or 

liked the activities that they were doing. All of these reasons contributed to the general affect of 

the classroom, but surveys did not provide that information. The final chapter discusses the 

limitations of the study, as well as the implications and future directions this work has for 

research and practice.   
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CHAPTER 6 – Limitations, implications and future directions 

Overview 

While we know that teachers explain the most in-school variation in student achievement, 

the role that teachers play in developing student’s social and emotional outcomes is less clear 

(Pianta & Hamre, 2009c). Historically, the measurement of classrooms and of teaching has 

primarily attempted to explain how teachers impact student achievement. By limiting our 

definition of teacher effectiveness to student academic learning confines our understanding about 

the impact teachers have on the whole child. To begin to develop a science of teaching that has 

positive implications for teaching and learning, a common definition of what effective teachers 

do must emerge (Ball & Forzani, 2007; Pianta & Hamre, 2009c). The National Comprehensive 

Center on Teacher Quality has a five-point definition of effective teachers: 

“Effective teachers have high expectations for all students and help students learn, as 
measured by value-added or other test-based growth measures, or by alternative measures. 

“Effective teachers contribute to positive academic, attitudinal, and social outcomes for 
students such as regular attendance, on-time promotion to the next grade, on-time 
graduation, self-efficacy, and cooperative behavior. 

“Effective teachers use diverse resources to plan and structure engaging learning 
opportunities; monitor student progress formatively, adapting instruction as needed; and 
evaluate learning using multiple sources of evidence. 

“Effective teachers contribute to the development of classrooms and schools that value 
diversity and civic-mindedness. 

“Effective teachers collaborate with other teachers, administrators, parents, and education 
professional to ensure student success, particularly the success of students with special 
needs and those at high risk for failure” (Goe et al., 2008). 

The current dissertation attempted to address three of the five points. More specifically, 

the teacher’s impact on student outcomes (i.e., “alternative measures of academic achievement” 
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and “the positive academic, attitudinal, and social outcomes for students”), as well as the 

classroom processes that impact those student outcomes. (i.e., “…structure engaging learning 

opportunities…”) was explored. Few studies to date have explored these multiple components of 

teacher effectiveness, specifically the relationships between adolescents’ academic, social, and 

emotional competencies with newer measures of classroom processes (i.e., classroom 

observations and student perception surveys; Grossman et al., 2010).  

The current research has important implications for how teachers are evaluated, as most 

teacher evaluation systems are moving towards multiple measures of teacher performance, 

specifically classroom observations and student growth measures (Goe et al., 2011). 

Unfortunately, few include additional student outcomes beyond student growth. Kress and 

colleagues (2004) state, “instruction that does not address all of the facets of the child that inform 

and direct the learning process – with the notable inclusion of social and emotional factors – will 

not effectively educate” (p. 86). By not including social-emotional learning into the policy 

context, and to only focus on the measurement of student achievement, teachers push social-

emotional learning to the side because their jobs are contingent on moving students forward on 

standardized tests (Bridgeland et al., 2013).  

Because teachers will focus on those aspects of their practice that gets measured for 

evaluation purposes, teacher behaviors that impact social-emotional learning should be included 

in teacher evaluations (Yoder, 2013). Because of the limited research that brings together 

multiple measures that assess multiple components of teacher effectiveness, this dissertation has 

important implications for the measurement of teacher effectiveness and how these measures 

could potentially be used in the teacher evaluation, professional learning pipeline – specifically 
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to further the integration of SEL into the classroom. The limitation will first be discussed before 

discussing the implications and future directions.  

Limitations of the Current Dissertation 

Jones and Bouffard (2012) state that there is a continuum of approaches schools could 

use to integrate social-emotional competencies “that range from routines and structures school 

staff and students use on a daily basis, to school wide efforts to promote respectful and 

supportive cultures and positive climates, to universal SEL programming for all students, to 

intensive services for students in need of the most support” (p. 12). While each approach needs 

further exploration, the current dissertation focused on the daily routines and structures. The 

current dissertation provided evidence that daily practices (as measured by common measures of 

teacher effectiveness, student perception surveys and classroom observations) influenced student 

social-emotional competencies and student perceptions of classroom climate. While the 

dissertation provided substantial information about the relationship between teaching practices 

and student social-emotional competencies, as well as insight into how students perceived their 

classrooms, the dissertation had multiple limitations. These limitations were due to the sample 

used, measurement, and analysis. 

Sample 

The study was conducted with a very specific population, which included two schools, 21 

teachers and classrooms, and 228 students. While the two schools differed in school type 

(traditional versus charter), it was difficult to generalize the findings beyond these two schools, 

as both schools served similar demographics of students and located in the same city. In addition, 

the school context is theorized to influence the relationship between teaching practices and 

student social-emotional competency development (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). The current 
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dissertation was unable to account for school level effects due to the limited number of schools. 

This would have been important to look at given that student social-emotional competencies (as 

reported by teachers and students) and classroom climate significantly differed by school.  

Along with the small school sample size, the sample size for teachers/classrooms was too 

small to reliably analyze classroom level effects (i.e., classroom observations). While 21 

classrooms provided some variation in the types of classrooms students experienced in Grades 4 

through 8, 21 classrooms was a relatively small sample to run multi-level analysis. While some 

basic relationships were analyzed reliably (relationship between observer and student perceptions, 

RQ5), the small sample size at level-two influenced the HLM results. Most HLM analyses 

produced unreliable results due to the low sample size. Thus, it was difficult to determine 

classroom level effects on student outcomes. 

Issues of a small level-two sample were confounded by the teacher turn over in the 

schools. Four teachers left the schools after the first survey and first round of classroom 

observations. While new teachers filled the positions by the second survey and second round of 

observations (two new teachers opted out of the classroom observations), the beginning of the 

year was a crucial time to develop student-teacher relationships. Thus, students could have had 

substantially different perceptions of these four teachers had they been with them for the entire 

year. Length of time was particularly important for this group of students, as many students in 

their interviews mentioned that their relationships with their teachers were influenced by how 

long they knew them.  

While there was a sufficient sample size of students, analyses of student outcomes and 

student perceptions of teaching practices were limited due to the homogenous sample. Because 

of the homogeneity, analysis only included a couple student characteristics (i.e., age and gender), 
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even though previous research found multiple individual level characteristics influenced student 

interactions in the classroom.  For example, Wehby and colleagues found that low-achieving 

students and students with behavior problems were treated differently by their teachers – 

receiving less feedback, more criticism, and less wait time than their peers (Wehby, Symons, 

Canale, & Go, 1998). 

Measurement and Analysis 

Student surveys. While skepticism still exists about using student surveys as a measure 

of teacher effectiveness, the current study provided support that student surveys can provide 

reliable and valid information about teacher practice. While they provided useful information, 

there were some limitations to using student surveys. Students did not have sufficient levels of 

knowledge about all of the dimensions of effective teaching (Goe et al., 2011).  For example, the 

student survey asked students if they participated in group work or projects. While these are 

aspects of good teaching, the interviews demonstrated that students varied in how they defined 

what a project was or looked like. Student surveys did not get at the nuance of what made 

projects an effective practice for student academic and social learning. Because of this variation, 

Karabenick and colleagues (2007) suggest that it is important to conduct cognitive interviews 

with students on individual items to obtain a systematic understanding of students thinking about 

the items, and determine if the item assesses what the researcher intended. While the dissertation 

attempted to obtain a better understanding of students’ thinking about practice through student 

interviews, the current study did not do cognitive interviews with this newer measure of teacher 

effectiveness. Future work should conduct cognitive interviews with students with these items to 

inform future editions of this survey. 
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 While the survey produced good reliabilities at the domain level19, student reliabilities 

were not as strong at the dimension level. As such, dimension results should be interpreted with 

more caution, as students were not always consistent within dimensions. However, this was the 

one of the first times the student survey of CLASS-S dimensions were used. Past research has 

demonstrated that students are capable of reliably assessing teaching practice (e.g., Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010). Thus, improvements to this measure should be made. For 

example, although principal component factor analysis returned factors that generally described 

the CLASS-S dimensions, items did not always factor into the expected dimensions. There was 

some discrepancy between theorized and empirical relationships between items. The survey 

should be further refined to create a better match to the behavioral indicators in the observation 

protocol.  With further refinement, relationships between student perceptions and student 

outcomes have the potential to be even stronger. 

Classroom Observations. Even though classroom observations are the most common 

measure of teacher effectiveness (Weisberg et al., 2009), the current dissertation did not find 

many significant relationships between observation scores and student outcomes. However, this 

result must be interpreted with extreme caution, as there were many limitations to classroom 

observations. As stated earlier, the sample size for classroom level effects was small, creating 

unreliable results. More classrooms need to be included to further determine the relationship 

between observation scores, student perception surveys, and student outcomes. 

In addition, the author conducted all classroom observations with another certified 

CLASS-S observer to double code about 12 percent of observations. While this method provided 

                                                        
19 There are different standards for reliability depending on level of aggregation. Making decisions at the individual 
level, reliability should be .80 or above; .60 or better for group-based decisions (Salvia, Yesseldyke, & Bolt, 2010). 
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an interrater reliability score, multiple issues arose with this approach. First, the second observer 

coded the classrooms through video, while the author conducted the classroom observations live. 

This caused some difficulty, as it was difficult for the second observer to hear or see the teacher 

given the camera angle and quality. Furthermore, scores between the two observers were not 

combined into the teacher’s final scores. In the MET study, researchers found that more than one 

observer should conduct classroom observations to obtain a more reliable classroom observation 

score. The increase in reliability is about twice as large when a second observer as compared to 

the same observer conducts a second observation because it reduces two sources of error, lesson-

to-lesson variance and rater-by-teacher error variance. Only lesson-to-lesson variance is reduced 

with a single observer across multiple lessons (Bill & Melinda Gates, 2012). More reliable 

observation scores would have resulted had the other observer come into the classrooms to 

provide teacher scores. Finally, the MET study found increased reliability when observers 

participated in daily calibration exercises before scoring. Because the author was the only 

observer, calibration activities with another observer were not possible, creating more bias in the 

teacher’s scores.  

Interviews. As previously mentioned, the goal of the interviews was to further explore 

how students made meaning of the teaching practices that occurred in their classrooms, 

particularly how their thinking about their classrooms aligned to the CLASS-S dimensions. 

While the interviews produced interesting information, the process was limited in getting at a 

systematic understanding of what students thought about specific behavioral indicators 

referenced in the CLASS-S. Because the interviews were semi-structured (versus structured), 

students did not receive a standardized interview protocol. The interviewees guided the 

conversation about topics that they brought up; as such students did not necessarily talk about the 
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same sorts of interactions. For example, students only talked about the meaningful peer 

interactions within regard for adolescents unless they were probed more specifically to think of 

the other behavioral indicators within regard for adolescence, such as autonomy, choice, and 

responsibly. This lack of standardization limited a comparative analysis about how students felt 

about specific behavioral indicators or interactions in the classroom because they did not 

naturally come up in all conversation.  

Along with the limitations of the interview process, there were limitations caused by 

coding decisions. First, assumptions about classroom interactions differed based on how students 

talked about their classrooms. Students talked about their classrooms in different ways – 

sometimes students talked mostly about how they interacted within the classroom, and other 

times students talked about the interactions and structures the teacher created. The former case 

resulted in more assumptions about the structures the teacher created that impacted student 

behavior. For example, when a student said, “I have to pay attention,” that referenced how 

students engaged in the classroom or the instructional learning format. Thus, at times, the 

student-teacher interactions were inferred based on the student actions. 

Second, the overall CLASS-S dimensions were used to code data, rather than code the 

valence level within the dimensions; whether students talked about the presence or absence of a 

behavior within a dimension, both types of behaviors coded in that dimension. For example, 

whether students said a teacher was good or was bad at teaching content, both coded within 

content understanding. A systematic analysis could not focus on whether students talked mostly 

positively or negatively about their classrooms. While both negative and positive aspects of a 

dimension were discussed in the analysis, analysis could not state whether students talked about 

their classroom more positively or more negatively.  
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Finally, interactions were not coded at the behavioral indicator level within CLASS-S; 

classrooms were analyzed more broadly, even though students did not talk equally about the 

behavioral indicators within dimensions. For example, in instructional learning formats, students 

rarely talked about learning targets, but rather talked mostly about the types of activities that 

occurred in the classroom. Because the interviews were not coded at the behavioral indicator 

level, it was not exactly clear which indicators students were more or less likely to talk about. 

This detailed description would have allowed for a better comparison between what aspects of 

the classrooms students versus observers capture.   

Taken together, interviewing and coding decisions influenced the type of information 

reported. While the current interview and coding scheme produced informative findings that 

specifically addressed the study’s research questions, the previously mentioned limitations and 

decisions should be kept in mind as alternatives to interviewing students about their classroom 

experiences and how to code the information to best inform the research question. 

Implications and Future Directions: Practice 

Jones and Bouffard (2012) discussed a continuum of approaches to integrate social-

emotional competencies into school, from intensive counseling for targeted students to universal 

social-emotional programs to the daily practices that utilize social-emotional skills. While the 

research on SEL programs has substantially increased over the past decade, few research studies 

have looked at the effects of daily teaching practices on social-emotional learning. Jones and 

Bouffard further suggested that the research base for general teaching practices needed to 

increase to better support teacher’s impact on student SEL skills. The current dissertation 

situated itself at this end of the Jones and Bouffard’s continuum. 
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To promote teacher implementation of general practices that support SEL skills, the 

current dissertation provided initial support that a current professional teaching framework used 

in teacher evaluations (i.e., CLASS-S) related to diverse set of social-emotional competencies. In 

other words, when teachers receive feedback on measurement tools that are included in their 

teacher evaluations (in this case multiple measures of CLASS-S domains), they receive feedback 

on practices that support student academic learning, as well as practices that support student 

social and emotional learning. 

Teacher impact on social-emotional learning skills 

Teachers’ impact on SEL skills has rarely been studied even though (1) people’s attitudes, 

communication skills, and problem solving abilities are ranked as some of the most important 

skills employees can possess (Stasz, 2001); (2) high school students with better social skills, 

more productive work habits, and who participate in extracurricular activities obtain more 

advanced degrees and higher salaries (Lleras, 2008); and (3) students need to have social and 

emotional skills in order to participate in the more rigorous instructional shifts that result from 

Common Core implementation (Dymnicki et al., 2013). 

 The current dissertation found that teachers do impact a variety of social-emotional skills. 

However, teachers did not impact all SEL skills in the same way; specific teacher behaviors 

influenced different SEL skills. For example, when teachers implemented teaching practices that 

promoted higher SEL skills thinking skills and metacognition, students were more likely to be 

self-aware. In addition, students were more likely to demonstrate communication skills and 

cooperate with their teacher and classmates when students perceived that the teacher was more 

emotionally supportive (i.e., produced a positive affect in the classroom, paid attention to the 

students’ needs, and provided students choices) and when the teacher developed an organized 
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and engaging classroom. Students were more likely to demonstrate specific SEL skills based on 

different classroom interactions the teacher created. 

 Therefore, it was not sufficient to state that the teacher created better (or worse) 

classroom interactions as a whole because the students did (or did not) demonstrate each SEL 

skill from classroom interactions equally. It was important to disaggregate the data by 

instructional domain because certain practices only impacted select SEL skills, in which these 

relationships would not have been found if all teaching practices were aggregated together. 

Furthermore, these findings imply that teachers should focus on specific instructional 

interactions if they want students to demonstrate specific SEL skills. For example, if teachers 

want students to exhibit more self-control, they need to create more classroom interactions that 

are emotionally supportive for students. To improve their practice, teachers need to receive more 

nuanced information about both the instructional interactions they create in the classroom, and 

how those interactions impact a variety of student outcomes. The more detailed information 

teachers receive about their effectiveness on multiple student outcomes, the more targeted their 

professional learning experiences can be. 

 Finally, the relationship between teacher practice and student SEL skills was only found 

at the student level. Substantial between classroom variability in student SEL skills did not exist. 

Thus, there may not be classroom level effects that impact student SEL skills as a whole because 

students did not differ drastically in the SEL skills that they demonstrated by classroom. In other 

words, the classrooms in the sample had similar variation in student SEL skills scores within 

each classroom. While there was not sufficient data to determine classroom level effects, the data 

still have important implications for what teachers do in the classroom. How students interpret 

practice does matter for the SEL skills students demonstrate in the classroom. In support of the 
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findings in the student surveys, the student interviews found that students recognized that 

teachers created interactions in their classrooms; however, students experienced those 

interactions differently. Thus, both sets of data imply that it is not sufficient for teachers to create 

positive classroom structures as whole. Teachers need to create structures where students 

interpret those interactions positively in order to have an effect on student SEL skills. Teachers 

need to make sure that students interpret their classrooms positively if they want students to 

demonstrate SEL skills. Teachers should participate in professional learning experiences that 

teach them how to use student perception data to improve their practice – how can they use this 

data to increase students’ perceptions of their classrooms? 

Teacher evaluations and professional learning 

States, districts, and schools are moving in the direction of offering professional learning 

driven by teacher evaluation results. Along with providing guidance to teachers on professional 

learning experiences, teacher evaluations, when used properly, become a form of professional 

learning themselves. Participating in evaluations that use performance-based measures of teacher 

effectiveness have the potential to bring investments to human capital (Taylor & Tyler, 2011) 

because they produce evidence-based feedback from evaluators, offer an assessment of teachers’ 

learning, and provide an avenue for collaboration amongst colleagues through the creation of 

common language (Coggshall et al., 2012). Even though the dissertation did not occur within a 

teacher evaluation or professional learning context, the dissertation has implications for both 

because it included multiple components of an aligned teacher evaluation, professional learning 

system – teaching standards and multiple measures of teacher performance (Goe et al., 2012)  

Establishing a framework. To create a fair teacher evaluation, professional learning 

pipeline, states and districts first need to establish teaching standards, which define the criteria 
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for effective teacher behaviors (Goe et al., 2012). The current study provided multiple forms of 

evidence that the Classroom Assessment Scoring System – Secondary was a quality framework 

to assess teachers. First, the measurement of the framework provided validity evidence on the 

internal structure of the teaching standards: CLASS-S differentiated classrooms using multiple 

measures along expected domains. Second, the predictive validity of the measures provided 

evidence that CLASS-S related to multiple components of the definition of effective teaching 

outlined by Goe and colleagues (2008)20. 

Aligning frameworks to good measures. In order to align the framework to quality, 

performance-based measures of instruction, the study used two common measures of teacher 

performance, classroom observations and student perception surveys. Using multiple measures to 

understand teacher effectiveness is extremely important because it provides a more complete 

picture of what teachers do that impacts student outcomes, contributes to teacher’s professional 

growth in a more comprehensive way, and provides a context that supports improved teaching 

and learning (Goe & Holdheide, 2011).  

While most teacher evaluations focus on combining multiple measures to provide 

summative scores for teachers (e.g., Bill and Melinda Gates, 2012), each measure provides 

unique information about classroom practice that can be used for professional growth. Classroom 

observations are generally considered the best source to improve teaching and learning, as the 

observer and teacher can discuss specific teacher behaviors that align to a professional teaching 

framework (Goe et al., 2012). While classroom observations correlate with student achievement 

(Bell et al., 2012; Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010), they do not always predict best to 

student outcomes. Student perceptions can also guide professional development decisions with 
                                                        
20 The CLASS-S framework does not include all components of Goe and colleague’s definition of effective teaching, 
specifically the professional responsibilities and collaboration with colleagues. 
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instructional coaches or within professional learning communities (Goe et al., 2012), as the 

current study found that student perceptions predict a variety of student outcomes. Each 

measure’s usefulness, however, for the teacher evaluation, professional learning pipeline 

depends on the validity and reliability of the measure. 

Internal structure of the measures. Because CLASS-S has not been extensively used in 

the field (Grossman et al., 2010), validity evidence was important to establish. First, it was 

important to ensure that the multiple measures of CLASS-S identified differences in teacher 

effectiveness. If the measures were not sensitive to distinguish teachers from each other, they 

would not be useful tools to evaluate teacher practice (Weisberg et al., 2009). In order to use 

measures for professional growth, evaluators need to provide feedback on areas of strength and 

areas in need of improvement (Goe et al., 2012). If teachers receive the same scores, when it is 

known that teachers are not equal in their quality of instruction, it would be difficult to target 

individualized feedback and professional learning. 

Along with distinguishing between classrooms, it was important to determine that 

multiple measures assessed classrooms along expected dimensions. In the current study, students 

and observers distinguished classrooms based on the theoretical CLASS-S dimensions (Bell, 

Gitomer, McCaffrey, Hamre, Pianta, & Qi, 2012). This type of information is particularly 

important during the feedback cycle and the determination of professional learning experiences, 

as the current dissertation demonstrated that specific instructional interactions related to distinct 

student SEL skills. In addition, the current dissertation demonstrated that teachers were relatively 

better or worse than other teachers; however, teachers were not equal in their ability to create 

effective classroom interactions across CLASS-S dimensions. Thus, providing teachers domain 

and dimension scores would help target areas teachers need to improve upon.  If teachers are 
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only provided a summative score (or an aggregate of all teaching practices), they loose the 

variation in their own performance across instructional interactions.  

Predictive validity of the measures. The dissertation provided evidence about the 

predictive validity of the CLASS-S measures. Understanding the relationships between CLASS-

S domains and student outcomes provided additional support to use this framework within a 

human capital management system, including teacher evaluations and professional learning (Bell 

et al., 2013; Pianta & Hamre, 2009c). In the current study, CLASS-S domains predicted a variety 

of academic, social, and emotional skills, as well as classroom climate measures. Even though 

these relationships were primarily at the student level, this has important implications for the 

utility of this framework – particularly the definition of teacher effectiveness and how the results 

from these measures can be used to facilitate professional learning opportunities.  

The relationships found between CLASS-S and student outcomes supported Goe and 

colleagues (2008) definition of teacher effectiveness – effective teachers contribute to the social, 

emotional, and academic dimensions of students. Thus, these teaching practices can be framed in 

professional conversations with teachers as having an effect on academic learning, as well as 

social and emotional learning. This is important for how teachers think about SEL within the 

current education climate. Policy generally includes rhetoric around SEL and the establishment 

of positive learning environments; however, these are generally not funded priorities, as the 

primary focus is on math and reading scores (Cohen, 2006). Consequentially, teachers do not 

think of social-emotional learning as a priority or aligned to the goals of current policy mandates, 

as they believe their jobs are contingent on standardized tests (Bridgeland et al., 2013). The 

findings from the current dissertation, on the other hand, provided evidence that practices in 

professional teaching frameworks not only promote academic learning (Bell et al., 2012), but 
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also social-emotional learning. Thus, teachers and education leaders can talk about SEL and 

academic learning as the result of similar teacher behaviors (Yoder, 2013). 

Need for multiple measures. While there is general consensus among educators that 

teachers matter, consensus about what matters most is still growing. However, the question of 

what matters most might be too simplistic, as what effective teaching looks like differs 

depending upon the measure (Little, 2009). When multiple measures are employed in a 

classroom, each measure describes something slightly different about classroom processes, as 

well as the effect teachers have on student outcomes. Multiple measures are thus needed to be 

able to define and identify effective teachers, and all that they do to impact student academic, 

social, and emotional development. 

The current study provided a unique perspective, as classroom processes were assessed 

through observations, student surveys, and student interviews. Each method provided a unique 

perspective, supported or explained findings from another method, or filled in gaps a method 

could not explain. For example, student interviews provided a nuanced view into how students 

thought about their interactions with their teachers, peers, and content. Even though students 

spoke little about the instructional support domain in their interviews, students reliably rated 

their teachers in the instructional support dimensions using surveys. In other words, just because 

students did not talk about the instructional support dimensions in their interviews, did not mean 

that students did not think about or were not capable of rating their teachers along these 

dimensions. Even though students provided useful information from their interviews and surveys, 

they were still limited in the type of information they could provide. For example, they did not 

provide a lot of information about the depth of learning that occurred in the classrooms, which 

made observations extremely important. Observations provided an outsiders perspective who 
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was knowledgeable about good pedagogy to determine how the teacher interacted with the class 

more broadly.  

Aligning results to professional learning. Because the framework distinguishes 

effective teacher behaviors, CLASS-S has been used to develop professional learning 

experiences for teachers (Weisberg et al., 2009). Recent work has demonstrated that CLASS-S 

(as an observation tool) can be used as an effective professional development tool through an 

online platform, My Teaching Partner-Secondary (MTP-S). Teachers participating in MTP-S 

upload videos of their teaching, and an instructional coach provides directed feedback to teachers 

based on the teacher’s CLASS-S scores. In a randomized control trial using the MTP-S, teachers 

who participated in the intervention produced substantial gains in student achievement a year 

after the intervention occurred, moving students from the 50th to 59th percentile (there were no 

significant changes in student growth during the year of the intervention). These achievement 

gains were facilitated by improved student-teacher interactions across multiple content areas 

(Allen, Pianta, Gregory, Mikami,  & Lun, 2011). 

The current study demonstrated also that CLASS-S as a student perception survey could 

be used as a professional learning tool. Because students’ individual perceptions of the CLASS-S 

dimensions related to multiple SEL skills, teachers should learn how to improve student 

perceptions of their classrooms along the CLASS-S domains. By doing so, the students will more 

likely increase their use of SEL skills in the classroom. The current study demonstrated that it 

was not sufficient to have observers’ perceive positive classroom interactions, but students 

themselves need to perceive positive classroom interactions. In other words, teacher’s impact on 

student outcomes may not always be a global effect, as what individual students think about their 

classrooms is important. Because teachers vary in how they interact with different types of 
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students (Wehby et al., 1998), teachers should learn how to use student perception data to 

improve their practice, particularly to improve their students’ perceptions of their classrooms.  

Along with using the CLASS-S as a professional learning tool, the results from the 

current dissertation imply that teachers should participate in professional learning experiences 

that help teachers integrate social-emotional learning skills within their instruction. While little is 

known about how to integrate SEL into daily interactions (Jones et al., 2010), the dissertation 

demonstrated that using good pedagogy, as perceived by students, provide opportunities for 

students to demonstrate their SEL skills. Learning how to integrate SEL in daily practices is 

important even when SEL programs are implemented in schools, as program implementation 

only occurs between 30 and 60 minutes a week (Jones et al., 2010). Given the little time 

specified directly to SEL even when SEL programs are present, teachers need innovative ways to 

integrate SEL into their classrooms. Because students are more likely to demonstrate specific 

SEL skills during select instructional interactions, teachers should learn to leverage those 

competencies within those instructional interactions to increase student engagement and 

academic learning, as well as further develop those competencies.  

 The current dissertation also has important implications for professional learning of SEL 

programs. The implementation fidelity of an SEL program impacts the program’s effect on 

student outcomes (Domitrovich & Greenberg, 2000), but also the professional development 

provided to teachers. Teachers are more likely to implement programs with fidelity if the 

program aligns to teacher’s beliefs and values about teaching and learning (Jones, Brown & Aber, 

2008). Teachers are less likely to implement an SEL program well if there is a perceived 

disconnect between their typical teaching practices and the program. Teachers need a better 

understanding about how their daily practices promote student SEL skills development in order 
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to make a connection between what is typically done and what a program asks teachers to do 

(Jones & Bouffard, 2012). SEL program providers can then leverage what teachers are already 

doing in their classroom in their professional development experiences; program providers can 

better link the SEL program to the daily practices teachers use. 

Implications from student interviews. While not explicitly used in teacher evaluations, 

the student interviews provided information about pertinent issues educators should consider 

during their instruction and their professional learning. First, students talked in great detail about 

their relationships with their teachers, in which students defined positive relationships differently 

and needed different types of relationships to engage successfully in the classroom. Teachers, 

thus, need to learn how to effectively navigate the different relationship styles of their students. 

Taking one approach when forming student-teacher relationship will not be sufficient, as 

students have varied expectations of what they need from their relationships with their teachers.  

 In addition, the interviews provided important information about how students thought 

about the classroom management strategies, instructional activities, and the level of rigor 

teachers used in the classroom – all factors that impact student social, emotional and academic 

learning. Students varied in what they found helpful for their learning; even practices that were 

generally thought to engage students did not engage students equally. Thus, it is critical to ask 

students the instructional tasks that will most engage them and help them learn, as almost all 

students recognized instructional tasks that would engage them and that were also considered 

effective teaching.  

Summary 

The results of the current dissertation have important implications for teacher evaluations 

and professional learning. Similar to other studies (e.g., Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
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2012; Grossman et al., 2010; Pianta & Hamre, 2009b), students were only exposed to moderate 

amounts of emotional and organizational support, and limited amounts of instructional supports. 

Due to the low levels of supports students received in classrooms, CLASS-S, as an observation 

tool and as a student perception survey, should be used to provide teachers feedback on how they 

are developing students’ academic, social, and emotional skills. Teachers, administrators, and 

policymakers should think of professional teaching frameworks as a way to measure multiple 

components of teacher effectiveness, including teacher effects on the academic, social, and 

emotional skills of students.   

Implications and Future Directions: Research 

With an increased focus on teacher effectiveness in the current policy context, it is 

critical that research programs: (1) use effective measures of teaching; and (2) determine 

relationships between measures of teacher effectiveness and student social, emotional, and 

academic outcomes. Within their teacher evaluation systems, many states and districts use these 

new measures of teacher effectiveness (e.g., classroom observations and student perceptions 

surveys), even though they have not been sufficiently researched (Goe et al., 2011). Even when 

research has used these measures, few studies have looked at multiple measures of teacher 

effectiveness in combination with each other; or have related these measures to student outcomes 

beyond standardized achievement tests.  

The goal of the current dissertation was to begin to address some of these gaps in the 

literature. More specifically, the dissertation used a multiple method and multiple measure 

approach to understand the relationship between newer measures of teaching practices 

(classroom observations and student perception surveys) and student’s social, emotional, and 

academic outcomes. The dissertation not only examined the relationships between teaching 
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practices and SEL skills, but also used semi-structured interviews to obtain a deeper 

understanding of students’ survey responses. 

Given the implications this research has on the definition and measurement of teacher 

effectiveness, as well as professional learning that integrates teacher behaviors that impact 

academic, social, and emotional skills, research needs to continue to (1) analyze the role of SEL 

skills in developing positive classroom interactions, and (2) continue to determine teacher 

behaviors that impact student SEL skills (Kress et al., 2004).  

Social-emotional skills 

Using instructional frameworks is not just about the interactions that teachers create in 

their classrooms, it is also about understanding the skills students need to accomplish the 

interactions successfully. Students need to possess specific skills and competencies to actively 

participate in the instructional activities promoted by instructional frameworks, as well as the 

new academic standards being implemented in schools (McTigue & Rimm-Kaufman, 2011; 

Osher et al., 2008). While multiple research studies have demonstrated the cognitive skills 

students need to be successful in school (e.g., Berger & Karabenick, 2010; Zins et al., 2004), the 

social-emotional learning skills that students need to be successful in instructional activities need 

further exploration (Dymnicki et al., 2013).  

The current dissertation found that students demonstrated select SEL skills during 

specific instructional tasks; however, it did not analyze how students developed or used these 

SEL skills in those instructional tasks. In other words, students come into classrooms with 

specific social skills that have developed through other classroom experiences and with their 

families. The current dissertation implied that teachers provide students’ opportunities to 

demonstrate SEL skills that students may or may not already possess; the current dissertation did 
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not demonstrate how teachers developed their SEL skills. Future work needs to consider how 

students demonstrate and/or develop their SEL skills through instructional tasks. To do this work, 

first, research should determine change in student SEL skills over an academic year. Student 

SEL skills should be measured at the beginning and end of the year to determine if SEL skills 

change across the year. Even though the current study found that students’ SEL skills varied little 

by classroom at one point in time, research has demonstrated that classroom level effects can 

impact students’ SEL skills (Durlak et al., 2011). Thus, future work should continue to analyze 

classroom level effects on student SEL skills development.  

Second, research should analyze more closely the instructional interactions, and the 

social-emotional skills that students use to actively participate in those instructional tasks. 

Researchers should analyze specific instructional tasks to determine how teachers promote 

student SEL skills and how students use their SEL skills during those instructional tasks. For 

example, a researcher could study how a teacher sets up group work, in terms of preparing 

students for the academic skills as well as the interpersonal interactions. Following, the 

researcher should study how students actually implement various social skills within the group-

work task to determine if they are using the skills the teacher promoted. This research would 

require a case study approach, in which researchers closely analyze instructional tasks to 

determine how SEL skills are used to successfully complete that task.   

Connecting instruction to social-emotional competencies 

A paucity of research exists between newer instructional frameworks and student social-

emotional skills, particularly for upper elementary and middle school students (Pianta & Hamre, 

2009c). The current dissertation is thus one of only a few studies that have used the CLASS-S in 

middle school classrooms; and one of the first to analyze how these practices impact student 
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outcomes in late childhood and early adolescence. While the same measurement issues addressed 

above in “Implications and Future Directions: Practice” apply to research, there are additional 

implications and future direction that are applicable to research, including the disaggregation of 

teaching practices and rater effects. 

Disaggregating teaching practices. Limited research has focused on general 

pedagogical practices that influence the academic, social, and emotional skills of students (Good, 

Wiley, & Florez, 2009), even though many SEL scholars discuss general pedagogical practices 

that support SEL skills development (e.g., Zins, et al., 2004). The majority of SEL research 

analyzes either participation in a program (versus control group), or the aggregate of 

instructional interactions (i.e., program implementation fidelity) rather than the unique effects of 

the individual components of a program. While this approach is beneficial to determine a 

program’s effectiveness, this approach has limitations (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). This approach 

does not provide information about what areas teachers are doing well in, or areas they are in 

need of improvement. Without this knowledge, it is difficult to direct the teachers’ professional 

learning needs on the SEL program (Hamre & Pianta, 2010), as teachers may be more or less 

successful at implementing different components of a program. In addition, analyzing the 

cumulative effects of a program makes it difficult to determine the aspects of the program that 

are most beneficial for students. 

The current study supported the importance of analyzing distinct teacher behaviors and 

their impact on a variety of social-emotional skills. Students’ social-emotional skills were not 

only impacted by the emotional supports the teachers created in their classrooms, but also the 

organizational and instructional supports. It was not sufficient to look at the aggregate of all 

teaching practices, as important relationships would not have been discovered if all practices 
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were aggregated together. While the current dissertation provided initial support for this research, 

future work should continue to study the unique effects of instructional interactions on student 

development. Future work should increase the sample at the student and classroom level in order 

to be able to reliably analyze classroom level effects. In addition, a larger sample size would 

allow for analysis at the dimension level. The current study found that CLASS-S dimensions had 

different amounts of between-classroom variation. In addition, the CLASS-S dimensions had 

different relationships by school, by classroom, and by grade. Analysis at the dimension level, 

thus, would probably have interesting and important relationships with a variety of student 

academic, social, and emotional outcomes.  

Teacher effectiveness: Observer versus student reports. Research studies that have 

used multiple informants of instructional practice have typically looked at teachers and students, 

teachers and principals, or teachers and observers (e.g., Bell et al., 2012; McCombs et al., 1997); 

few studies have used observers and students together. In an exception, Lawrenz, Huffman, & 

Robey (2010) found that the observer ratings were the best predictors of student achievement, 

compared to student and teacher rating; while the Measures of Effective Teaching Study found 

student perception surveys to be more reliable than observations (Bill and Melinda Gates, 2012). 

The current study found that student perceptions predicted a variety of student outcomes, while 

observation scores predicted to few student outcomes. This was primarily due to the low 

classroom sample size, and high correlations among observed CLASS-S domains, which 

produced unreliable classroom level effects. Nonetheless, both observer and student perceptions 

did predict classroom climate measures and behavioral engagement. Future work should 

continue to explore student and observer reports within the same study across more classrooms 
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and students to determine how different measures of teacher effectiveness relate to a variety of 

student academic, social, and emotional skills. 

The current study also found interesting relationships between student and observer 

reports of teaching practices. A positive relationship existed between observer emotional support 

and student perceptions across CLASS-S domains. It was unclear whether this resulted from the 

small sample size, or if the emotional support in the classroom drove how students perceived all 

classroom interactions. Student interviews revealed that students did talk about how multiple 

types of instructional and organizational interactions influenced their emotional reactions to a 

classroom. In addition, student interviews demonstrated that students did not pay attention to the 

behavioral indicators equally within a CLASS-S dimension. As expected, students did not pay 

attention to all behaviors identified as important within a CLASS-S dimension, whereas, 

observers were trained to do so. Future work should continue to explore the relationship between 

student and observer perceptions, as well as analyze differences in what students versus 

observers pay attention to in the classroom. This research could produce an interesting analysis 

about why different measures of teacher effectiveness have varying relationships with student 

outcomes, as there would be a better understanding of what students versus observers pay 

attention to during instructional interactions.  

Student SEL skills:  Teacher versus student report. The current dissertation used two 

informants for student SELskills. There was a small correlation between teachers and students, in 

which teachers generally reported that students had higher SEL skills than students did. In 

addition, teachers differed in their reports of student SEL skills by their teacher effectiveness 

scores (as measured by classroom observations). Teachers who had the lowest observation score 

rated their students higher than teachers who had the middle observation score, while teachers 
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with the highest observation score rated their students the highest. Thus, it appeared that teachers 

might be biased in how they rate their student SEL skills score based on their own level of 

effectiveness. Perhaps teachers were trying to compensate for the poor interactions that occurred 

in their classrooms. Future work should continue to look at this pattern; and future studies should 

pay attention to whether or not a teacher’s effectiveness influences their report of student 

behaviors, particularly for teachers who are not rated as effective.    

Even though teachers may be biased in how they rate their student SEL skills, positive 

relationships existed between student perceptions of instructional interactions and student SEL 

skills. However, this relationship differed depending on who rated the SEL skills. Out of the 27 

possible relationships (three instructional domains multiplied by nine SEL skills), teachers and 

students reported similar patters across 17 of these relationships (see Table 4.21). Eight of these 

relationships between practices and SEL skills (as reported by student and teacher) were positive, 

while nine of these relationships were null (neither teacher nor student report related to a 

CLASS-S domain). Even though the majority of results had similar patterns, there were a 

substantial number (10 out of 27) that were not consistent; teacher effects on student outcomes 

differed by who rated the student outcome. Using multiple raters is thus particularly important 

for evaluations of SEL programs and to evaluate teacher effectiveness because relationships 

differ depending on who rates the students’ skills. In order to determine classroom effects on 

student outcomes, researchers should capture students’ skills from multiple informants.  

Summary 

The CLASS-S was used in the current dissertation because Piante and Hamre (2009c) 

state that this instructional framework captures the academic, social, and emotional dimensions 

of the classroom. The current dissertation found positive relationships between CLASS-S and 
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student SEL skills, as reported by students and teachers.  While positive relationships were found, 

research needs to continue to understand how multiple measures of teacher effectiveness impact 

student academic, social, and emotional skills. Specifically, a similar study should be conducted 

with a larger classroom-level and student-level sample size. In addition, this is only one 

instructional framework. These relationships should be studied using other common instructional 

frameworks (e.g., Danielson’s FFT, and Marzano’s Observation Protocol) to determine if other 

frameworks that do not have as strong of a focus on SEL also support student academic, social, 

and emotional development. 

Conclusion 

Education is currently undergoing massive reforms, with the introduction of the Common 

Core State Standards (CCSS), new assessments tied to CCSS, and teacher evaluations and other 

human capital management decisions tied to those assessments, to name a few. With all of these 

reforms that center on student academic growth in reading and math, it is easy to quickly loose 

focus from the goal of education – the development of the whole child. Social-emotional 

learning is critical for all students’ success because SEL skills development has the potential to 

even the playing field between urban and suburban students – SEL skills provide students similar 

skills that impact academic achievement and the development of positive interpersonal 

relationships (CASEL, 2003). 

The current dissertation attempted to tie together some of these initiatives with a focus on 

the development of the whole child. Specifically, the study looked at how teaching practices 

found in a common teacher evaluation framework, the Classroom Assessment Scoring System, 

predicted student outcomes beyond student achievement. In addition, the study determined that 

students perceived teaching practices in similar dimensions as experts, yet they also perceived 
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them in very complex ways. Students did not always agree with each other on teaching practices 

that were helpful or on the teacher’s ability to meet their needs. If public education is going to 

come out of these reforms as an improved system for kids, more research and work needs to be 

done to integrate these initiatives that focus on improving a wide range of skills students need to 

be successful in school and career.  
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APPENDICES  

Appendix A: Student Survey Codebook (Beginning, Middle and End of the Year) 
 

Table A.1 General Information 

Student ID  
School 0 = Charter School (n=112); 1= Traditional Public School (n=116)  
Survey1 0=did not complete survey 1; 1=completed survey 1 
Survey2 0=did not complete survey 2; 1=completed survey 2 
Survey3 0=did not complete survey 3; 1=completed survey 3 
Stsurvey_all Number of student surveys completed (1-3) 
Surveytch 0=Subject teacher did not complete SEC survey for that student 

1=Subject teacher did complete SEC survey for that student 
Makeup 0=students took survey 1 at beginning of year 

1=students took survey 1 in January 
Notes Contains any notes that seemed to influence student reports/surveys 
HRtchr Students homeroom teacher (if have two names, the second name is the 

teacher student had at survey1)  
Subject 1st Period Subject students have on Mondays (students asked to think about 

this subject) 
Subj (subject recoded) 1=ELA (n=144, 63.2%); 2=Math (n=45, 19.7%) 

3=Science (n=23, 10.1%); 4=Social Studies (n=16, 7%) 
Subj_tch 1st Period Teacher students have on Mondays (students were asked to think 

about this teacher) 
Tchsubj (subj_tch recoded) See HRtchr for same coding numbers. 
Tchr_change After survey 1, 2 teachers at each school left (through termination or 

personal reasons. The second teacher listed in the coding scheme is the 
teacher who left) 0=no teacher left; 1=the teacher left. 

Month/day/year Student birthday – month, day, year 
Sex 0 = Girl (n=111); 1 = Boy (n=117) 
Race 1. Black/African American (n=212) 

2. White/European-American (n=0) 
3. Asian/Pacific Islander (n=0) 
4. Latino/Hispanic (n=0) 
5. Native American (n=11) 
6. Other ______________( n=1) 
7. Missing (n=4) 

Race_other Race of student if chose other 
Age Age of student at beginning of the school year 

M= 11.03, SD=1.43 (range 9-14)  
Grade 4th (n=45, 19.7%); 5th  (n=62, 27.2%);6th (n=40, 17.5%);7th (n=40, 17.5% ); 

8th  (n=41, 18%) 
Recgrade (grade recoded) 0= 4th-5th grade; 1=6th-8th grade 
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Table A.2 Academic Efficacy and Behavioral Engagement, Beginning of the Year 

 
 Item F1 F2 
aefficacy 
(Academic 
Efficacy; 
α =.75)        
 

Q9 I’m certain I can master the skills taught in my classes this year. .69  
Q14 I can do even the hardest work in my classes if I try. .78  
Q17 I can do almost all the work in my classes if I don’t give up. .69  
Q18 I’m certain I can figure out how to do even the most difficult class 

work. .65  

Q20 Even if the class work is hard, I can learn it. .59 .48 
engage 
(Behave 
Engagement; 
α =.69);              

Q22 I obey school rules.  .66 
Q25 I pay attention in my classes (Fredrick et al)  .75 
Q26 I complete my work on time (Fredrick et al)  .54 
Q29 I ask question when I don’t understand a lesson (Tinio)  .52 
Q30 I actively participate in group work (Tinio)  .66 
Q31 I try to answer the questions of the teacher during discussion (Tinio)  .49 

Deleted 
items (from 
engagement) 

Q27 I study at home even when I don’t have a test. 
Q23 I cheat on a test or exam at school. 
Q28 When I’m in class, I just pretend I am working. 

** Conducted a principal component with Varimax rotation, confirming a 2 factor structure 
** Italics represent deleted items 
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Table A.3 Classroom Climate and Interpersonal Relationships, Beginning of the Year 

** Conducted a principal component with Varimax rotation, confirming a 3 factor structure 
** Italics represent deleted items 
** Combined Peer emotional and academic support, α =.87) 
 
  

 Item F1 F2 F3 

Peers1/ 
Epeers1 
(Peer 
emotional 
support;       
α =.81) 

Q1 Are nice to me. .73 .32  
Q2 Like me. .73 .39  
Q3 Care about my feelings. .42 .56  
Q4 Really care about me .43 .61  

Peers1/ 
apeers1 
(peer  
academic 
support;       
α =.81) 

Q5 Want me to do well in school.  .81  
Q6 Want me to be successful.  .84  
Q7 Care about how much I learn.  .77  
Q8 Want me to come to class every day. .53 .54  

Tsrelation1 
(Positive 
tchr-stud 
relations; 
α =.68) 

Q19 If my teacher gets upset with me I can usually work it out.   .71 
Q21 I find it easy to just go and talk to my teacher.   .72 
Q52 I feel that I can talk to the teacher in my class about things 

that are bothering me. 
  .76 

Q24 I respect my teachers   .64 
pefficacy 
(Efficacy 
with Peers;  
α =.61) 

Q13 I find it easy to start a conversation with most students in my 
class. 

.61   

Q11 I can explain my point of view to other students in my class. .51   
Q12 I can get along with most of the students in my class. .75   
Q15 I can work well with other students in my class. .60   

Deleted 
items 

Q53r The teacher and students in this class don’t seem to like each other. (reverse) 
Q51 The teacher and students treat each other with respect in this class. 
Q16r I find it hard to get along with my teacher (reversed) 
Q10 I can explain my point of view to my teacher. 
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Table A.4 Emotional Support, Middle of the Year 

Esupport (α 
= .89) Item F1 F2 F3 F4 

PC 
(Positive 
Climate; 
α = .77) 

P3 My teacher understands me.  .71   
P5 My teacher knows if something is bothering me.  .72   
P7 My teacher helps me get excited about what I 

am learning. 
 .68   

P9 My teacher says nice things to me .52 .51   
TS 
(Teacher 
Sensitivity; 
α = .84) 

P11 I feel comfortable in this class. .81    
p15 My teacher likes me .69    
P21 My teacher helps me when I need help. .61    
P26 I like the way my teacher talks to me .71    
P28 It works when my teacher tries to help me .63    
P31 My teacher treats me fairly .59  -.42  

NC 
(Neg Climate; 
α = .73) 

P32 My teacher gets annoyed with me    .81  
P34 My teacher makes me mad.    .71  
P37 My teacher yells at me    .77  

RAP 
(Regard for 
Adol Persp;. 
α = .66) 

P40 My teacher encourages me to share my ideas in 
class. 

   .60 

P42 My teacher stops to answer my questions.    .65 
P50 My teacher asks me what I think about the 

things that I am learning. 
   .63 

P59 My teacher asks me to share ideas during 
discussions. 

   .72 

 P19 I laugh in this class (PC) 
P39r Students in this class pick on me (NC) 
P1 My teacher knows when I need help (TS) 
P29 I get to be a leader in this class (RAP) 

** Empirically and theoretically driven factored constructs  
** Factor scores based on PC with varimax rotation, in which four factors were asked for. 
** Italics represent deleted items 
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Table A.5 Organizational Support, Middle of the Year 

Osupport 
(α = .78) Item F1 F2 F3 

BM 
(Bevhr Mgt; 
α =.67) 

P10 I act the way my teacher wants me to. .65   
P17 My teacher knows how I am acting in this class. .60   
P23 My teacher acts interested in my work. .66   
P27 My teacher deals with it fast when I break a rule. .51   
P30 I change my behavior when my teacher tells me to. .68   

P 
(Productive
; α =.59) 

P4 My teacher lets me know how much time I have left 
to work on something. 

  .62 

P14 My teacher has everything ready for me to start my 
work 

  .75 

P18 My teacher says how they want me to act before I 
start an activity. 

  .63 

P22 There is something else I can do if I finish my work 
before other students. 

 .44 .46 

ILF 
(Inst 
Learning 
Formats;    
α =.63) 

P6 I understand what I am supposed to be learning in 
this class. 

 .61  

P20 My teacher tells me what I am learning and why  .57 .46 
P24 I use all kinds of interesting materials in this class.  .69  
P47 My teacher’s questions keep me interested in lessons 

and activities. 
 .73  

 P2 I stay busy in this class. 
P12 When it is time to switch activities, everything goes quickly. 
P16 I get to do a lot in this class, not just listen to my teacher talk 

** Empirically and theoretically driven factored constructs  
** Factor scores based on PC with varimax rotation, in which three factors were asked for. 
** Italics represent deleted items 
  



 

 238 

Table A.6 Instructional Support, Middle of the Year 

Isupport 
(α = .88) Item FI F2 F3 F4 

CU 
(Content 
Unders; 
α =.67) 

P33 I have learned more in this class than in any other   .62  
P36 My teacher knows what they are teaching me.   .79  
P41 I practice new skills before I use them on my own   .32  
P43 My teacher connects learning to what I already 

know 
  .54  

P53 My teacher asks me what I know about the topic 
when we start something new 

  .54  

APS 
(Analysis 
Problem 
Solving;   α 
=.71)   

P48 I am challenged to think in this class. .63    
P54 My teacher helps me to solve problems myself .71    
P56 My teacher provides challenging work in this class. .73    
P61 My teacher asks questions that make me think. .43    

QF 
(Quality 
Feedback; 
α =.78)   

P49 I talk with my teacher about how I complete projects.  .63   
P51 My teacher explains it in a new way if I say that I 

don’t understand something 
.61 .31   

P52 My teacher suggests ways to make my work better  .44 .42  
P55 My teacher encourages me to keep trying when the 

work gets hard 
.56 .56   

P57 My teacher asks me to think about what I have 
learned at the end of activities 

 .67   

P58 My teacher tells me how I am doing in this class. .42 .55   
ID 
(Instruct 
Dialogue;   
α =.57)  

P25 I share ideas and give suggestions to help others with 
their work. 

   .79 

P46 Other students pay attention when I talk  .54  .45 
P62 I speak up to share my ideas about class work.    .71 

 P8 I have enough time to complete my work 
P60 In this class I create my own plans for how to do work 
P45 My teacher keeps working with me until I understand what we are doing 
P38 My teacher does all of the talking in this class. 
P44 My teacher listens when I say something 

** Empirically and theoretically driven factored constructs  
** Factor scores based on PC with varimax rotation, in which four factors were asked for. 
** Italics represent deleted item. 
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Table A.7 Student Perception of Achievement, End of the Year 

 

  
 

 
  

curGPA  What were your grades this year (across grades)? 
8. Mostly A’s 
7. Mostly A’s & B’s 
6. Mostly B’s 
5. Mostly B’s & C’s 
4.  Mostly C’s 
3. Mostly C’s & D’s 
2. Mostly D’s  
1. Mostly F’s  

CurGPAsubj “What best describes your grade for this subject this year?” 
 (1=”F” to 5=”A”) 

aspirations “How far do you want to go in school?” 
7. Get a professional degree 
6. Finish a four-year program 
5. Finish a two-year program 
4. Some additional education or training 
3. Finish High School 
2. GED 
1. Some high school 

Aspirations_2 Sometimes people do not get what they want. How likely is it that you will go as far as you 
want in school? 
1=”not at all likely” to 5=”almost certain” 

Classbehave_end How often does your class misbehave? 
1=”Almost never” and 5=”Almost all the time” 
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Table A.8 Classroom Climate and Interpersonal Relationships, End of the Year 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

** Conducted a principal component with Varimax rotation 
** Combined Peer emotional and academic support, α =.88 
 
Table A.9 Self-Awareness (Teacher and Student Reported), End of the Year 

  

 Item F1 F2 F3 
Peers3/ epeers3 
(Peer emotional 
support; α =.82) 

S53 Are nice to me.  .75  
S54 Like me.  .75  
S55 Care about my feelings. .41 .68  
S56 Really care about me .52 .66  

Peers3/ apeers3 
(Peer  academic 
support; α =.86) 

S57 Want me to do well in school. .84   
S58 Want me to be successful. .86   
S59 Care about how much I learn. .74 .34  
S60 Want me to come to class every day. .73 .31  

Tsrelation3 
Positive tchr-
stud relations 
(α =.75) 

S61 If my teacher gets upset with me I can usually work 
it out. 

  .81 

S62 I find it easy to just go and talk to my teacher.   .83 
S63 I feel that I can talk to the teacher in my class about 

things that are bothering me. 
  .68 

S64 I respect my teachers   .67 

S_sware 
(Self-
awareness;  
α =.67) 

S47 I have a good idea of what I can do in my class. 
S48 I know when I need help in class. 
S49 I can describe what I am able to do about coursework 
S50 I know what I need to do to improve my learning. 
S51 I know there are things that I can get better on. 
S52 I have a good idea of what I cannot do in my class. 

T_sware 
(Self-
awareness;  
α =.94) 

T47 Have a good idea of what s/he can do academically. 
T48 Know what s/he needs help on. 
T49 Describe what s/he is capable of doing academically. 
T50 Knows what s/he needs to do improve academically. 
T51 Become aware that there are things s/he can get better on in the classroom. 
T52 Have a good idea of what s/he cannot do academically. 
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APPENDIX B: Classroom Observation Protocol 
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APPENDIX C: Student Interview Protocol 
 

Thanks for taking the time to talk with me today. As you know, I have just been hanging out with you 
all, trying to get an idea of how your school works. Today I want to chat with you about how you think 
about your school, your teachers, and classmates.  
 
This is a confidential interview so your answers will not be shared with anyone at your school.  I may 
jot down an occasional note or two just to better remember your thoughts. Did you have any questions 
before we begin?  
 
• So let’s start! Based on your experiences at ______________, how would you describe your school to 

another kid your age?  
o What is the best thing about it? 
o What are some things you would want to change? 

 
• School is a place where students spend time with teachers, students, and other adults. These 

relationships can affect how we think about ourselves in school. Tell me about how you feel about the 
people at your school?  

o Probe: Students, teachers and other adults. 
o Do you feel like you belong? Why or why not? 

 
• One other aspect of school that is important to think about is why we are actually here. As such, we 

generally have goals for why we come to school. However, students and teachers can have different 
goals. What are some of your goals in school? What do you have to do in order to reach your goals? 
Why are these goals important for you? 

o Is it important to reach your goals in school? Why or why not? 
o Are there other types of goals that you could have (Probe: With academics? With your 

peers? With your teachers?)? 
 
Now I want you to think about a specific teacher and class. I want you to think about your teacher and 
class that you have first period on Monday mornings, which is ________________________. 
• Sometimes students can experience the same class in different ways. Can you tell me how you would 

describe this class to another classmate?  
o What is your relationship like with your teacher, _________________? 
o How does your teacher treat other students in the class? 
o How do the students treat each other? 
o How do students treat the teacher? 

 
• Would your classmates agree or disagree with you? What would they say? 

 
• How does it compare to other classrooms you have been in? 

o Why are your relationships similar/different in other classrooms? 
 

• Is it helpful for your learning to have a have a good relationship with your teacher?  Why or why not? 
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o Why do you have a good/bad relationship with this teacher compared to other teachers? What 
would help to create a better relationship? 
 

• Is it helpful for your learning to have a have a good relationship with your peers?  Why or why not? 
o Why do you have a good relationship with some peers compared to others? What would help 

to create a better relationship? 
o Are there things the teacher could do to improve your relationships with your peers? If so, 

what are they? 
 
Now I want to specifically talk about what you learn in your first period class, and the types of 
activities that you do in your classroom that help you learn the content. I still want you to think about 
your first period class. 

 
• First, I want you to think about the types of things that you learn about in your class. How would you 

describe what you are learning in the class?  
o What types of things do you learn in this class?  

 When we learn about things, sometimes we can learn about one thing one day and 
move on, and at other times we can spend many days on one topic? What type of 
learning do you do in your class? Which is more helpful? Why? 

 Other times we learn things that interest, and other times we learn things because the 
teachers us we have to learn them. How often do you learn about things that interest 
you? Is learning about things that interest you helpful for your learning? 
 

o Sometimes work is too simple for us and we don’t really have to think in order to accomplish 
our tasks. Other times, teachers provide us tasks that are challenging or difficult – tasks that 
make us really think in order to accomplish them. What type of work do you usually do in 
your class?  
 What makes the work challenging? Easy? 
 What type of work is more helpful in helping you achieve your goals? Why? 

 
o How much of what you are learning in school can you use in your life outside of school? Can 

you provide me an example? 
 

o How does your learning compare to the other classes that you have?  
 Why do you think it is similar or different? 
 What do you think would help in making the learning more similar across your 

classes? 
 Do you tend to have better relationships with teachers who provide you with more or 

less challenging work? Why do you think that? 
 
• Now I want to switch to the types of activities that you do that help you learn. Students have different 

types of activities that they like to do in class, some which may help them learn, while other activities 
do not help them learn as much. Such activities can include group work, projects, teacher lectures, 
using computers, and watching videos. What are some of the things the teacher does in your 
classroom that helps you learn? How do they help you learn?  

o Sometimes when we learn we use many different types of activities, and other times just one.  
What happens in your classroom? Can you provide me an example? 
 Is this more or less helpful for your learning? 

o How do these activities compare to activities you do with your other teachers? 
o What are some things you think the teacher could do to help you learn that s/he currently does 

NOT do?  
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• All your examples are really helpful. Now I am going to ask you about a few specific things that your 

teacher may do in your classroom. I am going to ask you about how helpful you think each practices 
is, and why you think it is helpful or not. 

o When a lesson starts, does the teacher tell you what you are going to learn in class? Does she 
tell you why you are going to learn it? Do you find this helpful? Why or why not? 
 Sometimes teachers state what we are learning and how that is related to other things 

that we know. For example, she may state that it relates to a topic that we learned 
before or something that is related to one of our interests. How helpful do you think it 
is when a teacher does this? 

 
o Sometimes the teacher stands in front of the classroom and lectures; other times you get to do 

hands-on activities or group work. How helpful do you think each is?  
 What makes lectures helpful? 
 What makes activities or group-work helpful? 

• How do you get to help your peers? 
 

o Teachers sometimes provide us very detailed information about what we are supposed to do, 
while at other times, they want us to try and figure it out on our own. Which do you find most 
helpful or prefer in your classroom? Why? 
 Other times, the teacher shows us how to do problems. They will give us step-by-step 

directions, and show us how to do it? How helpful is this for your learning versus 
working out problems by yourself? 

 
o Similarly, while we are working, teachers or peers walk around and make sure that we 

understand things. They will provide us information about how we are doing. How helpful do 
you find this? Why?  

 
o In any classroom, there are times when we do not understand what we are learning. What do 

you find the most helpful to resolve your issue or concern? 
 Who do you go to? What do they do that is helpful?  
 Do they always help you? 

 
o How helpful do you think it is when you discuss the content with your teacher and your 

classmates?  
 What do your discussions look like?  

 
o There are many times when teachers ask questions, and we just provide an answer. Other 

times the teachers asks us to explain how we go an answer. How helpful is it when you have 
to explain how you got answer. Why?  
 

o At the end of lessons, teachers sometimes provide opportunities for us to think about what we 
have learned? Does the teacher give you a chance to think about what you learned? Do 
you/would you find this helpful? 
 

• Based on any of the things we talked about above – do you think there is a huge difference between 
your first period class teacher, and other teachers that you have? If so, which are the most helpful 
practices? 

 
Now I want to specifically talk about how the teacher interacts with you about how the class is 
organized. 
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• In classrooms, the goal is to learn as much as we can throughout the day. For your class, how 
productive or how much work gets done?  

o Do you spend a lot of time working or learning, or is there quite a bit of down-time (e.g., due 
to class misbehavior, waiting for teacher to set up for lesson, etc) 

o What is helpful in making sure that you have a productive classroom? Why? 
 

• Student behavior can also help determine how productive a classroom can be. If a student misbehaves, 
how does a teacher typically respond? 

o Can you provide me an example of a behavior a student would get in trouble for? 
o How helpful is it when a teacher responds to student’s misbehavior in the way that they do? 

Why is it not/helpful?  
o How does it compare to how other teachers respond to misbehavior? What do you find is the 

most helpful in addressing student misbehavior? 
 Why do some students listen to one teacher, but not another? 

 
• How does the teacher keep you focused or engaged in the classroom? What do you find helpful in 

making sure that you are working and thinking about the material? 
o How does this compare to other teachers? What are some other things that other teachers do 

that keep you engaged and focused?  
 

• Sometimes students get to make choices in their classroom, such as creating classroom rules, or the 
things that you want to learn about, and sometimes they don’t.  Tell me about some of the choices that 
you have been able to make in your classroom? 

o Or how do you get to show that you are a responsible student? 
o Do you find it more or less helpful when you get to act like a responsible student? Why? 
o What are some other choices that you wish you got to make in your classroom? 

 
Great, is there anything else you would like to tell us about your experience at your school? 
Thanks again so much for taking time out of your day to chat with me. 
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